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Chapter One

I had a holiday dinner this evening and presents to wrap, but something else had suddenly become more important.

December 22—the shortest day of the year in Scotland—had started off dark, was filled in in the middle with a little cloud-diffused light coming though the high warehouse windows, and then fell into darkness again around three thirty in the afternoon.

I’d been in the warehouse all day, alone except for a brief late-afternoon visit from my boss, Edwin MacAlister.

“Delaney, lass, I’ve acquired some items, and I’d appreciate it if you could give them a look. I’m off tae my cousin’s in the country for the holiday, but I’ll have my mobile available. I . . . well, the box was left by my front door and I’ve some suspicion the items inside were stolen. Perhaps you could look at them and make some determination,” he had said.

“Shouldn’t we call the police?” I said, since I had no idea how I would determine if these items were stolen or not on my own.

Edwin raised one eyebrow.

“Right. Maybe we should leave the police out of this one,” I responded. “At least for now.”

“Excellent idea,” Edwin said before he left me alone.

The warehouse had been Edwin’s office, a secret room on the other side of a wall of his bookshop. It was where he gathered not only books, but a wide array of old items that he had deemed interesting at least, valuable at most. I’d just finished cataloging a collection of old mousetraps; most of them were brutal machines but were of some importance to at least one collector I’d found in Paris.

Edwin had hired me, a onetime museum archivist from Kansas, to help with all of his collections, and I’d only begun to scratch the surface. But the warehouse had become my space almost as much as it was his, as if our levels of dominion seemed to be meeting in the middle. I wondered if the room would ever become more mine than his. I doubted it.

Throughout the day I heard the bell jingle on the other side of the wall as customers moved in and out the bookshop and my coworkers’ voices as they greeted and assisted them. Rosie, Hamlet, Edwin, and I had been busy this season.

Intermittently, I caught the scents of cinnamon and chocolate, and I knew Rosie was making tea and hot chocolate and spreading good cheer. She loved this holiday.

“Makes everyone sae cadgy,” she’d said.

“Cadgy?” I asked.

“Happy, friendly, in good spirits,” Hamlet translated.

I had few difficulties with the range of accents by now, but when Scots was spoken, I still needed some assistance. Rosie and my landlords, Elias and Aggie, all spoke with thick accents. I’d caught myself using a Scots word a couple of times, and Hamlet said that every now and then a wee bit of an accent snuck into my words.

My time in Scotland, though full of some crazy and even murderous adventures, was working out very well.

I turned my attention to the box. Inside were a stainless serving spoon (nothing fancy but seemingly old); a dusty, slightly frayed woolen tartan (a scarf, this one decorated with a plaid green and red pattern that made me think “Christmas”); a tarnished silver platter etched with what I thought were Christmas trees (I was pretty sure they were Scottish pine trees which were, naturally, the Scottish Christmas tree of choice); a brown button, and an old copy of A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens. Edwin and I had immediately determined it wasn’t a valuable edition, and had probably been printed in the 1950s or 1960s. The book’s brown cover was faded and worn so much that it was almost unreadable. No matter that it was in bad condition and not an extremely rare copy, Edwin and I both had due respect for the book. In over a hundred and fifty years, A Christmas Carol had never been out of print—a rare feat in the book world.

I sensed that the items in the box were connected, though that might simply have been because they were in the same box together. Well, it was also something I really sensed. They felt like they belonged together.

I lifted the cover of the book carefully and looked at the first few pages; maybe there was an inscription that might give me a clue. But there was no writing on any of the pages other than what had been printed by the press. I thumbed through all the pages, once quickly and then again slowly. Nothing. No scribble, no bookmark, no leftover recipe card (the thing I most found in old books).

I closed the cover and ran my knuckle gently over it as my eyebrows came together. How was I supposed to figure this out other than to call the police and see if someone had reported the items stolen or missing?

And then it came to me. Edwin wanted me to listen to the book. He probably meant for me to ask it where the box had come from, and then wait patiently for an answer.

I’d told him about my quirk, about how books “talked” to me. In fact, my quirk was simply my intuition guiding me, using my strange ability to memorize words, particularly ones I’d read that had been spoken by characters in books, and then listen to them as they told me things, guided me.

Though sometimes an answer was uncannily specific, I couldn’t ask a question that I somehow didn’t already, deep inside, in that place where my intuition and subconscious hung out, know the answer to.

Luckily, I had read A Christmas Carol, as well as lots of mysteries and detective novels. There had to be a way to figure this out. There were plenty of books in the shop and many still on a shelf here in the warehouse. Surely, there was a detective in one of them who could guide me. Maybe Ebenezer Scrooge or Bob Cratchit could even offer some assistance.

I listened hard for my bookish voices.

And got nothing. Only the sounds and smells of holiday cheer floated in from beyond the warehouse’s enormous red door.

I sighed and pushed my chair back. Maybe if I walked over to the shelves of books and looked at them while I listened. Maybe that would help. It couldn’t hurt.

I’d moved a couple of the old mousetraps to a shelf above and behind my desk. I was careful with everything I researched and catalogued, sometimes too careful, but I must not have put the biggest, most horrifying trap—wire snaps and cages on a wooden frame almost the size of a shoebox—back far enough on the shelf. In my frustration I’d pushed my chair back a bit too far and, as I went to stand, I hit my head on the trap’s splintered wood corner.

“Ouch!” I rebounded back into the chair and put my hand on the spot of impact. Reflexively I pulled it back to look for blood. Stars filled my eyes for a moment, but when they cleared, fortunately they didn’t find blood. I turned to inspect the trap. Mostly I was glad it looked like my carelessness hadn’t done it any harm. It had been built to be sturdy, apparently for a very long time.

I stood again, glad I wasn’t woozy, though the spot on my head would sting for a few hours. I pushed the trap back, double-checked that it and the others were secure and out of the way, and then turned toward the books. As I took a step, my hand tipped A Christmas Carol off the desk.

“Good grief, Delaney. Get a grip,” I said to myself as I crouched to gather the book.

It had fallen on its spine opened to pages forty-four and forty-five, though I don’t know why I noticed that detail because there was something much more interesting to see. An old black-and-white photograph had slipped out of the book, its corner still tucked between some pages. I must not have looked through the book as thoroughly as I thought, or it had been caught tight inside.

Using my fingertips, I picked up the picture by its corner and held it toward the light coming from the ceiling fixtures.

A pretty woman who, at most, was in her early thirties smiled up at me. The picture was taken right before she laughed, I thought. Her hair and clothes were straight from the1960s, the tailored, Jacqueline Kennedy look. Since the picture was black and white I couldn’t know for sure, but I thought she was wearing the same tartan from the box and a brown coat that would be a perfect match for the button. She held up a small Santa Claus, probably an ornament. It looked old-fashioned, like it was made of carved wood. A silvery glare, perhaps from something the flash glinted off of, extended from her shoulder to the edge of the picture, but the rest of the background was only white.

Infusing my own moment of drama, I held my breath and slowly turned it over. I let out a small squeal of glee when I found a name inked in black cursive.

Annabel Cruickshank.

“Hello, Annabel, how are you?” I said as I turned the picture over again.

I did some quick math and figured that if Annabel was still alive she’d probably be somewhere in her eighties. I picked up the book and placed the picture into a protective sleeve before I fired up my computer and did a search for Ms. Cruickshank.

And found her. Maybe. I found a link that led to something listing three dots followed by “Annabel Cruickshank last known address” and then the address. Chances that I’d found the Annabel who was in the picture were slim, but it was all I had to go on, and the address was close by, more than worth a quick few-blocks journey.

Last time I’d been outside, which had been early that morning, the wind had been biting cold but there’d been no rain or snow. I glanced up at the dark windows and determined that though it was most likely still cold, there was also still no moisture coming from the sky. However, this was Scotland so that could change any minute.

I didn’t want to take the time to call my landlord Elias to ask for a ride in his cab. I knew the bus routes well, but Annabel’s address was only a few blocks away, according to the map I had pulled up. I would walk, and I would take the book and the picture with me. I’d deliver the rest later if I truly found the owner. Still in the protective sleeve, I slipped the picture back into the book and then put both of them in a paper bag, folding it securely. Finally I dumped everything out of my messenger bag except for my wallet and put the paper bag inside it. I snapped the flap closed and then lifted the strap over my head. I would leave the box with the other items locked inside the warehouse, safe on my desk.

I listened for familiar noises and realized there were none. I sniffed the air, searching for cinnamon or chocolate, but found neither.

“What time is it?” I asked myself as I glanced at my watch. I’d lost track of everything, and it sounded and smelled like my coworkers had closed the shop for the day, leaving without telling me goodbye. That wasn’t totally unusual. I often got lost in my work, and since the holiday dinner was at Rosie’s house, I guessed that Hamlet had gone to help her prepare.

I locked the warehouse door and peered inside the small kitchen, confirming it was dark, and all coffee pots and tea kettles had been put away for the day, before I climbed the stairs on this side, crossed over to the other side, and went down those stairs into the now darkened retail portion of the shop.

Something seemed off. I looked around as some light from the streetlamps cast blocky shadows here and there.

The best I could guess was that the center bookshelves were different, not as full as they’d been earlier. In fact, they were not as jam-packed and stuffed with books as they’d been since I’d first arrived in Scotland. I inspected them a little closer, but it was too dark to determine the titles of the few books still left on the shelves.

Someone had placed decorations atop the shelves too—a Christmas village. Though the small buildings weren’t lit and I couldn’t see the details, I’d seen my fair share of Christmas villages back in Kansas—small replicas of holiday-decorated shops and shoppers.

As I stepped out into the cold I had second thoughts about my plan not to use a cab or public transportation, but instead I pulled up my scarf (an early Christmas gift crocheted by Rosie) over my nose and mouth and started up the hill toward Cowgate. The wind was brisk enough that I kept my head down and didn’t enjoy the holiday spirit displayed by the local businesses as I moved forward.

The entire city of Edinburgh got well into the holiday with strategically placed carnival-type rides and other special events throughout the city. The Christmas Market at St. Andrew Square was a celebration in itself. Christmas lights, music, food. The city embraced the holiday on a scale I’d never experienced before. So far, my first Christmas in Scotland had left me far too wide-eyed at moments. I didn’t like showing my country-girl side, but it was impossible not to sometimes.

Recently, I had learned that it hadn’t always been this way, that until the late 1950s / early 1960s Christmas wasn’t celebrated with much exuberance, something to do with the predominance of the Presbyterian religion at the time. I’d meant to research the details but I hadn’t yet. Hogmanay, which was the celebration of the New Year, used to be the more important of the holidays, but over the last fifty or sixty years Christmas had caught up, maybe even taken the lead.

The address I was looking for was on the corner of Cowgate and a close, or as Americans would call most of them, an alley, though closes were mostly more charming. I didn’t know the story behind this close—they all had their own story about who famous or infamous had once lived there or what business had once been there—but I was sure that either Elias or his wife Aggie knew and would be able to tell me later this evening.

I’d become fairly acquainted with the city over the past months and in my memory the building on that corner housed a pub, or a restaurant, something that wasn’t a place where I thought someone lived. But I also knew that flats, or apartments, were above many businesses.

I spotted the intersection and hurried even faster up the street, dodging only a few pedestrians. As I reached the building I realized that my memory must have been off. The three-story stone structure looked exactly like a place where people should live.

I wasn’t sure if the doors I saw were the main entrance or if it was around on the close’s side, so I stepped around the corner to explore.

And I suddenly felt like I’d been transported into another world, one that wasn’t quite as welcoming as the one I’d just left. The close was more alleylike than charming, dark with no holiday lights. Two police cars were parked in a row in the narrow space, their sirens off but their lights blinking blindingly. I shielded my eyes and determined that the building’s main doors were definitely on this side.

I stood there a minute and wondered if I should come back another day. I shouldn’t bother whatever might be going on inside the building that required police attention.

But it was a building with a number of flats, and I was curious to find out if Annabel Cruickshank was inside, even more anxious, probably infused with a holiday spirit of good will (some cadgy, I thought with a smile) to return lost belongings to their rightful owner. If she was in there, chances were—I quickly estimated that there must be six flats inside—one in six that the police were visiting her.

I walked next to the narrow space alongside the police cars and into the cold building.

 

Chapter Two

The main door had been propped open, but if it hadn’t been I would have had to be buzzed in. As it was, once I was inside and unsure of which way to go, I peered backward at the names next to the corresponding buzzer buttons. I saw “A Cruickshank” next to the button for flat number four and the thrill of the chase warmed me despite the cold entryway.

Flat number four was probably on the second floor—two flats per floor—so I moved up the stairway, skipping every other step.

The building itself wasn’t dreary, but the old walls and floors—just as naked of decorations as the close had been—could have used some tinsel or a light or two, at least some heating vents.

I stepped through another doorway and onto the second floor. I determined quickly that I’d been correct—two flats per floor. I headed toward the two doors set in the middle of the hallway, sure that one of them was the one I was looking for.

Just as I spied a black number four nailed onto a door, and before I could be pleased about my crack detective skills, the door opened.

Two police officers exited saying things like, “We’ll get back tae ye, Ms. Cruickshank,” and “I ken ye’re worried, but we’re on the case,” and “I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation.”

I couldn’t see her, but I heard an elderly woman’s voice, clearly in distress and strained with emotion, come from beyond the door. “Please, please find her. I’m sae, sae worrit.”

The officers noticed me, gave me second and third curious looks, then shared a glance that made me think they agreed they didn’t need to talk to me. I turned and watched them walk past me and toward the stairs I’d come from.

“Can I help ye?” a female voice said from behind me.

I turned again to find the person who’d probably once been the young woman in the picture in my messenger bag. She was old, but didn’t look old enough to be in her eighties. Maybe late sixties, early seventies. She’d aged well, with smooth gray hair, bright blue eyes, and a tall, straight frame under the thick, green robe she’d tied at her waist with an even knot.

“Ms. Cruickshank? Annabel Cruickshank?”

“Aye?” She sniffed and dotted a tissue under her red eyes.

“It looks like I have terrible timing, but I think I have something of yours. I could come back later if that would be better.”

“What do ye have?”

“A box was”—I felt ridiculous—“It’s a long story. It would be better if I came back later, but is there anything I can do for you? Can I help you with anything?”

She looked at me a long time, blinking in a strange, slow rhythm. “I used tae have the red hair too,” she finally said. “Not as pretty as yers, but it was lovely.”

I couldn’t have told that by the picture. I would have guessed brown.

“I’m used to it now, but it’s not always been a great thing. I couldn’t hide a blush even if I covered my face with my hands,” I said.

“I ken that.” She smiled weakly and sniffed. “It’s my granddaughter. She’s gone missing.”

“Oh no. I’m so sorry! Surely the police will find her soon.”

“I hope so. She’s been gone now for two days. They wouldnae talk tae me yesterday. I had tae wait until today.”

“That had to be difficult. I’m sorry.”

She nodded and reached into the robe’s pocket. “This is Moira.” She held a picture toward me.

It was black and white, just a headshot of a woman who was almost a twin to the woman in my picture. Moira must already know that she’d probably age well too.

“She’s beautiful,” I said.

“Aye, thank ye,” she said. “She wasnae blessed with the red hair. Hers is a lovely brown. I’ve often told her she was the lucky one, but she . . .” Her voice cracked. “Would ye like tae come in for some coffee or tea? Tell me what ye think ye have that’s mine?”

She wanted company, perhaps just someone to keep her mind off her missing granddaughter, and I would have felt terrible if I left her now.

“I would love to,” I said.

The space in the flat was shallow but wide. I walked into a small front room on my right, decorated with old end tables and a couch and chair covered in crocheted afghans. A vintage coffee table held a couple of Christmas cards and two mugs with dried brown drips down their sides. There was no Christmas tree, but the fireplace mantle held three small tinsel trees. They looked to be in good condition but were definitely old-fashioned.

Annabel saw me looking that direction and said, “We dinnae use the fireplace anymore. We get warm from the radiators, but I dinnae think they work verra weel.” She had gone to the small kitchen space to the left of the door and was pouring from a stainless percolator that plugged into the wall. My grandmother had had one like it. “Do ye drink coffee?”

“I do. Thank you.”

“Aye. What’s yer name?” she asked.

“Oh. Delaney Nichols. I’m from Kansas in America. I’m in Scotland working at a bookshop in Grassmarket called The Cracked Spine.”

“Aye? Och, America is such a long way away.”

“It is.” I smiled.

“Do ye miss people?”

“I do. My parents are there. They have plans to come visit me, but I do miss them. I’ve been fortunate to find a surrogate family here too. I love Scotland.”

“Aye.” Annabel handed me a warm mug and sniffed again. She seemed to try to swallow away more emotion.

“This is great coffee,” I said, too enthusiastically after a sip. “Thank you.”

She nodded and motioned for me to sit on the couch as she moved to the chair.

“What do ye have that’s mine?” she asked.

I opened the messenger bag and took out the paper bag. “My boss is Edwin MacAlister. Have you heard of him?”

“No.”

“He’s . . .” I was about to say “famous” but he wasn’t famous, just somewhat well-known by some around Edinburg apparently, though I was just beginning to understand what that meant myself. “He owns The Cracked Spine. Someone put a box out in front of his house. It contained some items, but he couldn’t figure out where they came from. He asked me to try to figure it out.” I pulled out A Christmas Carol and started thumbing through it. “I found this picture.”

But it wasn’t there. Annabel sat forward on the chair and watched me as I went through the book two more times. I set it on the couch, then searched the paper bag and my messenger bag. My wallet was inside the messenger bag but nothing else was. In fact, it looked like I’d forgotten my phone too. I must have left it on the desk with the things I’d dumped out.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Cruickshank, but it seems I left the picture back in my office. Do you recognize this book?”

“Aye. Weel, I’m not so sure,” she said. “Moira is the reader. This might be one of hers. Ye say someone left this at yer boss’s house?”

“Yes, this book, a scarf, a button, some food serving items, and a picture that I’m assuming was of you. The person in it looked very much like Moira’s picture. Does she look like you?”

“Aye, a wee bit when I was younger.”

I looked around. There were no other pictures displayed in the flat.

“I’m sorry I forgot it, but perhaps I could bring the entire box by tomorrow,” I said. “Or at least at a better time.”

I tried to sound unfazed because in the big scope of things a missing picture was nothing compared to a missing woman, but I was bothered by what I guessed was the slip in my memory. I was sure I’d put the picture inside the book. Positive. I resisted the urge to grab it again and search through each page even more slowly. I would do that, but not in front of Annabel.

“What did the scarf look like?” she asked.

“A tartan-plaid, green and red, very Christmas-y,” I said.

“The button?”

“Brown.”

Suddenly, Annabel’s face lost all color and became pale, her features suddenly wide and frightened.

“Annabel?”

“I need to ring the police,” she said.

“Okay. Why?”

“Moira was wearing that tartan and her brown coat when she went out two days ago.”

Chapter Three

“Oh dear,” I said as I stood and searched in my coat pocket for my phone. But it wasn’t there, of course, and I remembered again that I’d forgotten it. “Where’s your phone?”

Annabel couldn’t quite get herself up from the chair as she pointed toward the wall in the kitchen area.

There were people in Kansas who still had rotary phones. My parents had gotten rid of theirs only a few years earlier, but I knew what I was looking at when I spied the black box on the wall with the rotary dial and the twisted cord that attached the body to the handset.

I grabbed the handset off the hook and dialed 999. The rotary seemed to take forever to return to its starting position in between numbers.

“Annabel?” a woman’s voice said to me.

“No, but I’m with her,” I said. “Is this the police?”

“No, do ye need me tae connect ye?”

“Yes, as quickly as possible.”

A few clicks later I was through to the police. They said they’d send someone to the flat as soon as possible.

As I hung up I was worried that I should have also asked for an ambulance for Annabel, but her color came back and her breathing began to normalize.

I sat next to her as we waited, and a million things went through my mind. One of my thoughts was about how Edwin was now going to have to talk to the police. I knew that it shouldn’t matter, since a woman was missing, but his relationship with law enforcement was tenuous and I was sure it was only going to get more so.

It probably took only a few minutes, but it felt like an eternity before a knock sounded on the door. I hurried to open it, greeting the same officers I’d seen leave earlier.

A flurry of questions and answers followed.

Yes, my boss, Edwin MacAlister, had given me the box to try to find the owner. Yes, he said he found it out in front of his house, and I was pretty sure he said that he found it this morning. Of course you may call him. Here’s his number. Yes, I had a picture that led me to this flat, but I must have left it at the bookshop with the other things. Of course we could go back there now if that would help. I had a key and would be happy to let them in. My passport was locked in my small cottage and I didn’t have any identification on me because I’d taken my old driver’s license out of my wallet, but I explained why I was in Scotland. They seemed oddly dubious about me, and their facial expressions set me off-kilter even more than I already was. I felt like defending myself, but I wasn’t sure exactly what I would be defending myself against.

The officers did want to go to the bookshop, but they wanted to track down Edwin first. They decided that one of them would go with me and the other one would go find Edwin to talk to him, but those plans changed as Officer Robbins and I started to leave the flat.

We both turned around as we heard a loud thud.

“She’s dwaumie,” Officer MacGallager said. Officer Robbins and I ran back to MacGallager and Annabel, who had fallen to the floor in a faint.

The officers didn’t seem to be radioing in for help, so I took it upon myself to use the phone again. The same woman who’d been there before was there again, and I didn’t even bother dialing this time.

“Annabel?” she asked.

“No. Me again, but now I need an ambulance.”

“I get one there at ance.”

“Thank you,” I said, hoping that she meant “right away.”

Annabel came to a moment later, and the officers were delicate with her, helping her to the couch and getting her a glass of water. Finally, Officer Robbins said that I was in the way and that I should go, but that he’d ring another officer to meet me at the bookshop.

I hesitated, but I understood what he was saying. They needed to see the box of what might turn out to be evidence, but they both thought they should stay with Annabel. Actually, I sort of understood what he was saying. I was so frazzled that I wasn’t sure I was thinking clearly about anything, but I promised I’d hurry back to the bookshop and they seemed to believe me.

Annabel wasn’t totally aware of who I was as I told her goodbye. Nevertheless, I promised I’d come back tomorrow to see her. She nodded and her eyes lit briefly but then became pained again as I suspected that she remembered what was truly going on.

Once I was back in the hallway, the cold silence almost swallowed me whole. I needed to get out of that building quickly. I ran down the stairway and out the doors, finding only one police car out front, this time with no lights flashing. I hurried around the corner and came out of the close and onto Cowgate. It had been so cold earlier that I’d kept my head down against the wind most of the way, but though it was still cold, the wind had mellowed and I was able to look around.

I was relieved to be out of Annabel’s building, but also oddly disappointed. I hadn’t noticed until just now that Cowgate hadn’t caught quite the same Christmas spirit that the rest of the city had. There were no holiday lights and decorations on the outsides of the buildings. The mostly dark street was lit by only a few streetlamps and patches of brightness coming out of the few shop windows. However, I was grateful for the absent wind as I began to hurry down the hill toward Grassmarket.

This day certainly hadn’t gone as I’d expected, but the unexpected had become the norm when it came to my time in Scotland. I lived an exciting life, but there was some excitement I could do without. I hoped Moira would be found soon. Of course, I couldn’t help wonder why the box of her belongings had shown up at Edwin’s house. I just needed to get back to The Cracked Spine and turn the box over to the police and get to Rosie’s.

As I hurried past the window of a butcher shop, I slowed and peered inside. I’d never noticed it before, and though it was just a butcher shop, it had an old-world charm to its display that made me think back to the days when my grandmother raised her own chickens, from egg to table. Kansas farm life had called for such skills. To some extent it still did, but I knew a few farmers who got their chickens from grocery stores.

Nevertheless, I couldn’t help but smile as I watched the butcher hand a white paper–wrapped package over the front cooler case to a waiting customer.

A customer who wore a red and green tartan around her head and a brown coat.

I made some sort of squeal sound as I reached for the door to the shop. In my haste, twice I missed the handle. Finally I grabbed it and yanked it open with way too much force. I tripped on the step going inside, and the customer and butcher looked at me as I righted myself.

“Are ye hurt?” the woman asked.

Tears came to my eyes as I saw her face.

“Oh, ye are hurt. Come, let me help,” she said as she walked toward me.

“No, I’m fine. I’m sorry. I’m happy to see you. Moira? Moira Cruickshank?” I guessed that was her last name.

“Aye? Who are you?”

“I’m Delaney. Your grandmother is looking for you. Let’s call her and I’ll walk you home.”

Moira turned toward the butcher. “Would ye ring my grannie for me, Lamont? Tell her I’m fine.”

“Aye,” he said before he disappeared to the back of the shop.

“No, you don’t understand. She called the police. She says you’ve been gone two days. She’s worried. We need to get you back there as soon as possible.”

“Dearest Grannie. I’ve only been gone from the hoose for a short time, lass. My grannie is getting auld. Lamont will ring her and she’ll be fine. I’m late on my shopping. I need tae finish and then I’ll go directly home. I promise. Now, what can I do for ye?”

I blinked and tried hard to think of what to say next. Was it possible that Annabel was delusional? I supposed it was, but she was so upset. We were only about half a block from the close. If Moira would just run up there with me, everyone would feel better.

I was silent long enough that Moira continued, “Come along with me a minute. I just have a few more stops and then we’ll go see Grannie together if ye have the tiem.”

I blinked more and then nodded. I needed to get back to the bookshop and head off the police. Maybe I should ask the butcher to call them too, but they would know Moira was okay if they were still with Annabel, and I was sure they were. The panic I felt was now unnecessary because Moira was okay, but I couldn’t shake it. Yes, I’d stay with her and make sure she got back to Annabel soon.

I nodded again.

“Are ye awright then?” she said.

“Yes, I’m fine.”

We left the butcher shop as Moira stuck the wrapped meat into a shopping bag she held over her arm.

“Are ye from America?” she asked as we walked down the hill, away from her flat and toward Grassmarket and the bookshop.

“I am. Do you have more than one of those tartans?” I asked.

She put her fingers to the scarf. “This one? No, this was from my cousins in America. They thought it looked verra Scottish. They live in New York City.”

“Oh,” I said. I glanced down the front of her coat. It seemed all buttons were present and accounted for.

She looked down her front. “What?”

“Nothing. Sorry. Just one of those tartans, really?”

“Aye. I think so. They only sent one. And why aren’t you with your family, lass? It’s almost Christmas.”

“I’m here working, and it didn’t seem sensible to go home for the holiday. My parents will come visit me here soon.”

“Och, such a long way away. Why are ye in Scotland?”

I explained why I was there. She knew about the bookshop and said she hoped to visit it someday soon. I told her to ask for me when she stopped by.

“It’s so charming here, with all the Christmas markets, and the lights,” I said.

“I dinnae ken anything aboot those,” she said. “Our cousins also sent us some cards and some wee trees. They’re delightsome.”

“I saw them on the mantle.”

“Oh. Aye. It’s because of our cousins that I wanted tae do a little shopping for Grannie. She needs some things and I thought I could bring some Christmas traditions tae her a wee bit. I understand the religious part of Christmas, but mostly I just like tae see Grannie smile, and I’ve saved some bawbees just for her.”

I suddenly had a list of questions for my coworkers about how the Scottish people celebrated this holiday. Was it not as big of a deal here? But there were festivals, rides, Christmas markets. I’d ask for clarification at dinner.

“Here we are. I need tae go in here. Would ye like tae come with me?” she asked as we stopped outside a shop that seemed to be filled with silver. It was another shop I hadn’t noticed, but I hadn’t spent a lot of time up and down Cowgate. This one was on Cowgatehead, the short street that connected Grassmarket to Cowgate via a roundabout.

“Sure,” I said as I looked again at the items displayed through the windows and then followed Moira inside.

“Moira! Guid tae see ye,” the shopkeeper, a twentysomething man with short jet black hair and glasses said from behind the counter.

“Hello, Branan. Guid tae see ye too. This is my new friend Delaney.”

Branan and I exchanged greetings as Moira and I made our way to the counter. I’d never seen a shop with so much silver—at least with so much that was just placed out on shelves or on countertops, easily accessible and not behind locked cabinets. I was afraid my elbows would run into some platters or pitchers and I would topple them all.

I wanted to ask if he had to polish everything every week, but I didn’t.

“How are ye, lass? Yer grannie?” he asked as he took off his glasses and kept a smile directed at Moira. He ran his hand through his hair as though he wanted to look his best.

“We’re fine. Grannie’s getting auld, but I’m glad I still have her.” Moira took off the tartan, and I was momentarily stunned by her beauty. No wonder Branan wanted to look his best.

Her short, wavy brown hair fell perfectly to her jawline, and she looked so much like the picture of Annabel that I wondered about her mother or father, whichever one had been Annabel’s offspring, and what they looked like.

“Aye. T’is a good thing she’s still with us.” Branan glanced over at me with a brief smile before he turned his attention back to Moira. He lowered his voice and said conspiratorially, “I have it, lass.”

“Oh! Show me,” she said, her smile and twinkling eyes telling me she probably felt the same for Branan as I sensed he felt for her.

Branan reached under the counter and, with a proud expression on his face, lifted out a platter. “It’s etched with trees.”

“It is!” Moira said.

I forgot about my treacherous elbows and stepped around Moira so I could better see the platter. “I don’t understand,” I said.

“Ye dinnae understand what?” Branan asked.

“This platter,” I said. “Where did it come from?”

“I acquired it,” Branan said as he scooted it back from my reach.

“I . . . I’m sorry.” I looked at Moira. “Did you have one of these that was misplaced or something?”

“No, this is something I wanted for Grannie. The trees, like Christmas trees. It’s lovely. Have ye seen one or something like it?”

“Yes, I have,” I said.

I hadn’t told her about the box Edwin had found. I hadn’t told her about the picture. At the moment I didn’t know what else to say. I didn’t understand what was happening. I needed to get to The Cracked Spine, and I wanted her to come with me. The only option was to show her the items in the box. She simply wouldn’t believe me any other way.

“It’s a beautiful platter. Annabel will surely love it,” I said.

“Aye,” Moira said.

“Aye,” Branan said.

I looked at Branan, then Moira, and said, “Are you sure you don’t need a serving spoon too?”

“That would be perfect!” Moira said. “Branan, do ye have something?”

“I think I do. Not silver, but stainless. It’s lovely though.”

Branan stepped back to some dark shelves along the rear wall and returned with a spoon. I breathed a sigh of relief when it wasn’t the same spoon that was in the box. I didn’t know why I was relieved, but I was.

“No, I dinnae like that one,” Moira said.

My relief reverted back to an anxious uncertainty, and I wasn’t surprised when Branan left and came back again with the spoon I recognized.

“Aye, that’s the one,” Moira said.

“That’s the one,” I said.

They looked at me again. I smiled weirdly.

I fell into silent contemplation as the transaction was completed, coming out of my thoughts only when Branan said, “I have one more thing for ye, Moira.”

“Ye’ve been so kind, Branan, finding these treasures, the books ye’ve shared . . .”

I was about to ask about the books, but got distracted by the item he pulled out of his sweater pocket. It was the Santa Claus ornament from the picture. I bit the insides of my cheeks.

“Oooh, Branan, it’s so beautiful. Did ye carve it?” Moira said.

“Aye, Da painted it though. I’m not so good with the paints.”

Tears came to my eyes, but I didn’t understand the swell of emotion. Why would the sight of that ornament bring tears? It was obvious that Branan and Moira had a great deal of affection for each other. Maybe their mutual attraction pulled at my own romantic notions. Maybe all the weird things that were happening were bothering me.

“Should we take a picture?” I said after I blinked away the emotions.

“I dinnae have a camera,” Branan said.

“Me either,” Moira said.

“Your phones?” I asked.

They looked at me like I was speaking another language, and I became more anxious to get to the bookshop. “It’s okay.”

“Thank you, Branan, for everything,” Moira said.

“Ye’re welcome, lass. I’ll see ye soon,” he said.

“Aye, I’ll come by again soon.”

I was going to come back another day and tell him that if he hadn’t asked Moira out yet, he needed to get right on that. I didn’t care if it was none of my business.

We stepped outside the silver shop and Moira said, “I adore him and he feels the same. I’m sure we’ll go out on a date someday.”

“I’m sure,” I said, even more certain I was going to visit Branan when I had the chance.

“I’m done with my shopping. Would ye like tae come back tae Grannie’s with me?”

“Oh. You know, we’re not far from the bookshop. There’s something there I need to show you. If you think your grandmother won’t be worried, could you come with me? We’ll make it quick.”

“I . . . I dinnae think I should,” she said.

“Why?” I asked.

“I’m not sure. I have one more thing I forgot about, but it’s on the way. I think I need tae get home now.”

“What did you forget?”

“The butcher shop.”

“No, you were there. You already got something.”

“Oh, that’s right. Anyway, I think I should get home.” She pulled the tartan up over her head again, and as the light from a streetlamp reflected in her eyes, I thought I saw something that looked like fear, then it and she faded momentarily to black and white. The color returned after I blinked a few times.

“Come on, I’ll come with you,” I said.

“That would be nice,” she said.

But as we turned to walk back up to Cowgate, a large crowd of people approached us on the sidewalk. They were a rowdy group, probably part of a holiday party. Until they approached, I hadn’t noticed that we hadn’t seen any other pedestrians until then. As the crowd walked around and almost through us I lost sight of Moira.

“Moira?” I said as I turned in all directions.

The windows to the silver shop had become dark and I couldn’t make out anything inside. I trained my eyes on the crowd, thinking Moira had somehow become gathered along with them, and she probably thought I was in with them too.

I also noticed decorations I hadn’t seen before. Cowgate wasn’t as void of holiday lights as I’d first thought. I didn’t take the time to appreciate the festive atmosphere, but thought about what I should do next.

I needed to go back up to Annabel’s flat and make sure everyone was okay. But I was a turn around a corner and a quick jaunt across Grassmarket Square from the bookshop. I’d run there first and gather the box and my cellphone and call Rosie to tell her I’d be late to the dinner.

I took off in a run but the wind had picked up again, slowing me and keeping my head down until I reached the bookshop. With shaking hands, I finally got the front door unlocked. I hurried up the stairs and then down the other set, making sure to give myself at least a little light by turning on the switch that illuminated the bare bulb hanging from the ceiling.

With my big blue skeleton key, I unlocked the heavy door to the warehouse, went inside, and flipped the light switch. I was breathing heavy, but relief washed through me when I saw the box on the desk. Still moving at a fast clip, I went to the box and the desk that had seen the likes of kings, queens, paupers, and princes (for real!), and moved around to its other side, taking a seat to calm myself before I went back up the hill.

All the contents were still in the box, including the picture I thought I’d taken with me. I was struck again by how much Moira looked like her grandmother. Even their hairstyles had been the same when they’d been about the same age. It was uncanny.

I gathered the box and went to stand, but my head hit something hard and this time I saw more than stars. Darkness followed the stars and I relinquished myself to it.

Stupid mousetraps.

Chapter Four

“Delaney, lass.”

Rosie’s voice at the moment was high-pitched and insistent. I tried to open my eyes.

“Delaney!”

That was Hamlet.

I worked a little harder and finally they opened. I put my hand to my temple.

“Ouch,” I said.

“What happened?” Hamlet asked.

“I’m not sure.” I was on the floor and I turned my aching eyes toward the outward-jutting mousetrap. “I must have hit my head hard on that.”

“I’d say. Come on, Hamlet, let’s get her up tae the chair,” Rosie said.

Hamlet moved the trap back farther on the shelf, and they both reached to help me up. Rosie was much stronger than her seventysomething years might indicate, but Hamlet did most of the work in getting me to the chair. I wasn’t too woozy, but there was a definite pain behind my eyes.

“We should take her tae hospital,” Rosie said as they both crouched, one on each side of the chair, and inspected me.

“Aye,” Hamlet said with a squint.

“Maybe,” I said. “I haven’t been out long I don’t think. Give me a minute or two.”

“Do yen ken what time it is?” Rosie asked.

“No. How did you find me? Wait, is it tomorrow? I mean . . . what day is it?”

“Still the twenty-second,” Hamlet said. “When you didn’t show up at Rosie’s we got worried. When you didn’t answer your phone, we came here tae look for you.”

“Still the shortest day of the year. I’ve had the craziest evening,” I said. I sat up straighter. “Did the police show up?”

Hamlet and Rosie looked at each other.

“No, not while we’ve been here,” Rosie said. “It’s almost ten at night. Did ye expect the police?”

“They must have been called off when the butcher got ahold of Annabel,” I said.

“Aye,” Hamlet said doubtfully. “What happened tonight? Perhaps we should get you tae hospital.”

I took stock of myself. I had sharp pains in and on my head, but they weren’t unbearable—more tender to the touch than anything. I could see just fine, and had no nausea.

“No hospital, but I really need to run back up Cowgate just for a few minutes,” I said. I noticed my open messenger bag on the desk. My wallet and the paper bag with the book were beside it, as if they’d been dumped out. The picture was there too, in its protective sleeve. I didn’t remember putting anything down. I looked at Rosie. “It’s far too late for dinner, isn’t it? I’m so sorry!”

“It’s not a problem, lass. I’m just worrit about ye,” Rosie said.

“I think I’m fine, but I really need to run up to a close on Cowgate. Want to come with me?”

Again, Rosie and Hamlet looked at each other.

“Go home, Rosie. I’ll make sure Delaney makes it home,” Hamlet said.

“No, we’ll all go together. Let’s ring a taxi,” Rosie said.

“I’ll ring Elias,” Hamlet said.

“Awright,” Rosie said.

“I’m sorry to be such a pain, but I can’t go home until I make sure Moira made it home. I don’t know their phone number . . . besides, I have to see for myself. I’m feeling better and better.”

Again, Hamlet and Rosie shared a concerned look, but Hamlet made the call to Elias.

I took a good dose of ibuprofen, and about twenty minutes later Elias brought his cab to a screeching halt in front of the bookshop. Hamlet had told him just enough to set off his surrogate-parent alarms.

“Och, lass, I dinnae understand why ye havenae gone tae hospital. Enough of this foolishness,” he said as he lifted and then replaced his cap, a habit that I’d come to find particularly endearing. He and his wife Aggie had become just as much family as my coworkers at The Cracked Spine.

“I’m okay, truly. I promise. I could even walk back up Cowgate, but it would be more fun if you drove.”

He grumbled something probably because he thought he should grumble something, and then he opened the passenger door for me as Hamlet opened a back door for Rosie and then hopped in after her.

“It’s just on the corner of a close and Cowgate,” I said.

“A building with flats? Just flats?” Elias said.

“Yes.”

“Hmm. Weel, awright, We’ll give it a leuk.”

Though it was later, almost ten thirty, there was more traffic on Cowgate, both vehicle and pedestrian, than there had been earlier. My eyes went to the silver shop, which wasn’t a silver shop at all. A hat shop sat in the place where I was certain the silver shop had been. Even in the dark I could see the name—“Fabhatrix”—and the dimly lit hats in the display windows.

“Is there a silver shop around here?” I asked.

“Silver?” Hamlet asked.

“Platters, dishes, serving things,” I said.

“Not that I’m aware of,” Hamlet said.

“I dinnae think so,” Elias said.

“I dinnae think so either,” Rosie added.

It wasn’t that I hadn’t already suspected that something was weird. I think the feeling first hit me the second I’d stopped smelling cinnamon and hot chocolate before I left the shop earlier to search for Annabel. But I’d ignored it. But when I saw—no, when I truly registered—the hat shop, the weirdness suddenly seemed gigantic and something that probably could use my immediate attention.

“I should tell you all what happened earlier,” I said. “Pull around onto the close and park if you can, Elias, but before we do anything else I should tell you.”

Elias parked the cab around the corner from the building that I’d already noticed was in fact a restaurant, not a building full of apartments.

I told them everything as I remembered it. The only glitch in my memory as far as I could tell was the middle bookshelves in The Cracked Spine. I remembered they were somehow different in the earlier darkness, but I couldn’t remember what had made them different. Other than that, I think I managed to be spot-on with each and every detail of what I’d experienced, or thought I had.

“Ye hit yer head,” Elias said. “Ye’d been looking at all those mystery things in the box and yer mind formed a story.”

“That’s the most likely explanation,” I said.

“I agree with Elias,” Hamlet said as Rosie nodded. “But let’s take a look at this building. No matter that you realize that your mind made up the story, we need tae convince it that nothing bad happened tae anyone named Annabel or Moira.”

“Aye,” Elias said as he opened his door, got out, and came around to open my door.

The four of us approached what were now the side doors to the building. The doors were like I remembered them when I visited Annabel, but they were markedly older—the wood faded and the glass panes scratched and foggy. The doors were locked, but we could look inside.

Where there had been a hallway that led to the bottom-floor flats, there was now a hallway crowded with mops, buckets, a few chairs, even a chalkboard on a stand.

“The restaurant folks just use this as storage,” I said.

“Aye,” both of the men said.

“Messy,” Rosie said.

I pressed my face even closer to the glass and tried different angles to attempt to see the spaces on each side where the doors to the bottom-floor flats were located. I thought I could, but I wasn’t sure.

“The restaurant is closed, huh?” I asked.

“Aye, it looks like they close at ten on Wednesday nights,” Hamlet said.

“Just missed them,” I said.

Elias rattled the door. “I could get this open, lass, if ye want.”

“No, that’s okay.” I smiled at Hamlet and Rosie; they both smiled back.

As I’d come to learn, the only one of my Scottish friends who seemed to have a truly clean slate when it came to criminal behavior was Rosie. However, most of them now lived a crime-free life. I didn’t want us all to get in trouble just to check out whether or not I’d dreamed (or whatever it had been) the correct location of a couple of doors.

“I’ll come back when they’re open if I need to,” I continued.

“Aye,” Elias said, slightly disappointed.

We turned to head back to the cab, but I remembered something and turned back again, switching on the light on my phone. I held it up to the wide frame on the right side of the doors.

“Buzzers,” I said, my throat tightening with the word. “Look, this is a panel where buzzers for flats used to be, I’m sure of it.”

The panel was still there but the buttons for the buzzers had been removed, leaving small, dark holes in their place. I moved even closer.

“Elias, do you have your reading glasses with you?” I asked.

“Aye,” he said. He reached into his pocket and handed me the glasses.

I didn’t need them to read, but they magnified things that were close up, and I thought I saw something next to the hole where Annabel’s buzzer button had been that a little magnification could help confirm.

“Oh, my,” I said as my fingers traced along a few leftover, incomplete, but raised letters. “This could have been a C, an R, a U, and an I, the first part of ‘Cruickshank,’ but that’s where the letters end.”

Hamlet and Elias took turns with the glasses, but Rosie used her own pair.

“I think ye may be right,” Rosie agreed.

“Maybe,” Hamlet added.

“It could be.” Elias was doubtful.

“I know. Maybe,” I said.

“Ye could have been here before, mebbe seen that and ye’re harn brought it into the story it made up,” Elias said.

“Harn?” I asked.

“Yer brain, yer mind.”

“I don’t think I’ve been here before, but I will definitely try harder to remember.” I bit my lip and looked at the doors again. “No matter what, what I thought happened didn’t happen. It couldn’t have.”

“No.”

“No.”

“No.”

Then why did it feel so real?

Chapter Five

I dodged three people carrying wrapped gifts and a man in the most decorated Christmas sweater I’d ever seen as I made my way to the shop from the bus stop the next morning. The air was still crisp, but since Rosie had told me not to come in until at least nine o’clock, the sun was up, infusing the pedestrian traffic on Grassmarket Square with an urgent holiday energy.

“Delaney, lass, how are ye feelin’?” Rosie said cheerily as I walked into The Cracked Spine. Her tiny dog, Hector, a red barrette holding up his bangs and a green and red sweater keeping him warm, stood on all fours on the desk and greeted me with a smile and a tail wag. There were currently no customers in the shop, but I knew that would change in about another hour.

“Fine. Much better,” I said as I noticed the Christmas tree headband around her head. I couldn’t help but watch the tiny trees made of tinsel glimmer. I picked up Hector and kissed his nose, keeping us cheek to cheek for a moment. “I like your headband.”

“Oh! I forgot all aboot it. T’is cheery. I’m glad tae hear ye’re better.”

“Thank you for coming with me last night. And I am so sorry about missing dinner.” I moved Hector over my arm and scratched behind his ears. We were all his people, even if he did go home with Rosie every night.

“Not a problem at all. I’m so relieved ye wernae any more harmed than ye were. Did ye have time tae think about how ye might have come up with the story?”

“I just don’t know for sure, but everything is less weird after a good night’s sleep.”

Of course I hadn’t really had a good night’s sleep, but I knew Rosie was worried.

“Aye,” she said.

The front door burst open with a slam against the wall. It had been cold outside but not all that windy I thought.

“Hamlet?” Rosie said.

Hamlet was a nineteen-year-old college student who looked like a Shakespearean character and carried himself with such a calm intelligence that most people thought he was “extremely mature.” It was rare that he burst into any room.

“I’m sorry,” he said as he made sure the door closed behind him. “I’ve been anxious to talk to Delaney since about midnight when I made some discoveries.”

“Okay,” I said.

“This sounds interesting,” Rosie said. “Let’s go tae the back.”

The shop wasn’t big, so moving to the back wasn’t a long journey. A corner nook had been naturally formed by the stairway that led over to the warehouse. A good-sized table, some chairs, more bookshelves, and some file cabinets took up the space where Hamlet did most of his sit-down work. He’d come in holding pieces of paper, which he now spread out on the table.

“I found all of this,” he said before he zeroed in on one piece of paper and handed it to me. “Start here.”

I read aloud the copy of the article that he’d printed out. It was dated December 23, 1965.

“‘Young Woman Still Missing After Three Days. Miss Moira Cruickshank has been unaccounted for since December 20 when she left in the late afternoon to run errands. The police and her grandmother, Mrs. Annabel Cruickshank, have put out a plea for information. Please study the picture of the young woman and report any sighting to the police as soon as possible.’”

The picture wasn’t the same one I had, but the woman looked so identical to the picture in the box that once again I wondered about the carryover of genetics in her family.

The weird had come back, but this time there was no layer of something like fog over it. I was fully awake and experiencing this in current time.

“Oh my,” I said.

Rosie blinked. “What else did ye find, Hamlet?”

“This.” He handed me another piece of paper. It was another copy of an article, but it was dated seven months later than the first one—July 20, 1966.

“‘Missing Woman Presumed to be Dead, the Victim of Probable Foul Play. The police are still searching for information as to the whereabouts of Miss Moira Cruickshank. They have no leads. Tragically, Mrs. Annabel Cruickshank, the missing woman’s grandmother, fell into a coma last week and then succumbed last night. Her niece, Miss Laire Cruickshank of Edinburgh, said that Mrs. Cruickshank hadn’t been the same since Moira went missing, and she was surprised that her aunt lived so long after the heartbreaking tragedy. Foul play is suspected in Moira’s disappearance, but currently the police have no suspects. Please call the police immediately with any information.’”

I looked up from the article. “Please tell me they found her.”

“I’m afraid not,” Hamlet said. “At least I couldn’t find any information that they did. I found two more things though. Here.”

This piece of paper wasn’t an article. It was a name and an address for Laire Cruickshank.

“Laire is still alive?”

“Aye. I did some other research tae confirm that she was still with us. She was fifteen when her cousin went missing. She’s in her late sixties.”

“Do you think she’ll talk to me?” I asked.

“You and I have a late morning appointment with her, so we’ll see.”

“Thank you, Hamlet!”

“No, nothing to thank, this is an incredible story.”

“What’s the last piece of paper?”

“Here you go.” He hesitated. “I don’t know why this one made me sad. This was all a long time ago and I didn’t know these people. Anyway.” He handed me the last piece of paper.

This article was dated February, 1, 1965. “‘After thirty years in business Dunn’s Silver Shop on Cowgatehead is going out of business. Mr. Graham Dunn began the business in 1930 and had only recently handed it over to his son, Branan. The Dunn family says that though they always did an honest business, suspicions of Mr. Branan Dunn’s involvement in the disappearance of Miss Moira Cruickshank have been bad for the business, and its doors must close. The Dunn family is adamant that Mr. Branan Dunn had nothing to do with Miss Cruickshank’s disappearance or probable demise.’”

I looked up at Hamlet and Rosie. “Oh no. Either he had something to do with it or not. Either way, a terrible tragedy.”

I thought back to the way they looked at each other. That had been love, right? Not obsession. I blinked away the memories. How could they be real memories anyway?

“I don’t suppose Branan Dunn is still alive?” I asked.

“Not that I could find. He’d be in his seventies or eighties. I even looked through prison records, but couldn’t find him anywhere. I searched for more articles claiming that he was a suspect or cleared as a suspect, but couldn’t find those either. I’ll look again this evening.”

“Oh, Hamlet, thank you so much!” I said. “I don’t know what this means, but I feel less crazy.”

“My pleasure. Come along, let’s go talk tae Laire.” Hamlet looked at Rosie as if to ask if it was okay to leave her alone in the shop.

“Aye, go, and call me as soon as ye learn anything,” Rosie said.



Laire Cruickshank lived on the bottom floor of a building on Westfield, a street I hadn’t seen yet. The street was made up of a long row of buildings that contained flats, each building the same but for slightly different brown or beige stone architecture. A paved walkway with a short brick wall on its one side went down the middle of the street. Garbage cans lined up along the wall, but like everything else in Scotland, I found even the garbage cans charming.

Laire’s building was old, but as we knocked on her door, I couldn’t help but notice how pristine the crown moldings along the ceiling and the confetti linoleum in the hallway seemed to be. This building had been well taken care of.

The door opened and we were greeted by a youthful-looking older person, still tall and straight-backed, dressed a long flowery dress—not a housedress but something more hippielike. Her slim face was barely wrinkled, and her gray hair had been pulled back into a tight bun. Reading glasses hung from a crystal-beaded chain around her neck, and I wondered if I saw a tattoo peeking out from under the neckline of the dress.

“Are ye the young man who called me earlier? Hamlet?”

“I am,” Hamlet said as he extended his hand. “And this is my friend, Delaney Nichols.”

She squinted and cocked her head as she looked at me. “Pleasure.”

“Thank you for taking the time to talk to us today,” I said.

“Come in.”

There was no indication that Christmas was two days away inside the messy flat. The furniture was old, seemingly made more of colorful pillows than anything else. There were newspapers spread open in a number of spots, and so many books stacked here and there that I had to grit my teeth and tell my bookish voices that now just wasn’t the time to talk to me, though I’d let them know if I needed them.

“You wanted tae ask aboot my aunt and cousin?” She signaled us to the couch.

“Yes,” I said as we sat.

Laire moved some books off a pincushion ottoman and sat on top of it. “I’m listening.”

I’d held onto the picture the whole way over on the bus. I’d kept it in its protective sleeve, but I didn’t want to worry that I’d forgotten it.

“Our boss, the owner of the bookshop where we work, found a box of items outside his front door. This book was inside the box. It’s A Christmas Carol. So was this picture.” I held out the picture.

She slipped on her glasses and looked at it.

“I haven’t seen this one,” she said. “Moira.”

“The back of the picture says ‘Annabel Cruickshank,’” I said.

She took it from me and flipped it over. “It does. No, wait, leuk here, something’s faded. ‘For.’ At one tiem it must have said ‘For Annabel Cruickshank.’”

I took the picture and held it close to my eyes, angled toward the light from a side table lamp.

“You’re right,” I said. “I didn’t notice that before. That makes more sense, if there’s anything to make sense of . . .” I put the two women’s lives’ timelines together in my mind, and wondered if they had truly looked similar. I’d assumed the picture was of Annabel, but it had been of Moira all along.

“Lass?” Laire said.

“Delaney?” Hamlet said.

Most of the time when people have to regain my attention, it’s because the bookish voices are talking to me. This time it was all just me. I’d have to further ponder timelines later.

“I’m sorry. I’m . . .” I looked at Laire. “So they never figured out what happened to your cousin?”

“No, never. It was all such a sad story. Tragic from her beginning tae her end, whatever that might have been.” Laire shook her head. “It was around Christmas way back in 1965. I havenae celebrated the holiday since. It’s only a sad time for me. Just seeing her picture breaks my heart all over again.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. I cleared my throat. “Other than her disappearance, why was Moira’s life so tragic?”

“She lost her parents when she was a wee girl of only three. Annabel, our grandmother, raised her. Moira was such a sweet thing, always happy and pleasant no matter what. Whatever happened . . . weel, let’s just say there’s a special place in hell for whoever hurt sweet Moira.”

“There’s no chance she just ran off?” I asked.

“Och, no, not at all. She was a happy person. It isn’t something she would have done.”

“What about the man at the silver shop? I read briefly that he was a suspect.”

“How do ye ken so much? Why did ye read about my family? Just because of the box?”

“Yes, mostly,” I said.

“Are ye a writer? With a newspaper?”

“No. There was just something . . . may I tell you what else was in the box?”

“Please.”

As I ticked off each item, Laire’s eyes grew wider and she leaned closer to me.

“Lass, I’m certain that was her tartan and the button from her coat. Grannie said Moira went out shopping, but she didn’t know for what. That man from the silver shop, Branan Dunn, was a suspect. Ye need tae ring the police right away.” She stood from the ottoman. “Should I ring them from here?”

I looked at Hamlet and then back at Laire. “If you want me to I will do that, but I do have a friend who is a police officer. I could talk to him later this morning. I’d like to tell you more though, before we do either.”

Laire looked confused for a second, but then her eyes locked onto me. Again, she cocked her head and her gaze became full of intent. She moved back to the ottoman and sat.

“I’m listening,” she said again.

Without sharing the secret of the existence of Edwin’s warehouse by just telling her I’d been in the bookshop when I hit my head on an item on a shelf, I told her the story of the previous evening, or of my dream, whichever it had been. If she thought I was crazy, then so be it. And, I was pretty sure that’s what she thought at first, but as my story continued tears began to fall down her cheeks. When I mentioned the tinsel trees, her hands came up to her mouth and she gasped slightly, but she didn’t say anything. I told her how obvious it had been to me that Moira and Branan were at least attracted to each other, maybe even in love, at least a little bit.

“That’s it. That’s what happened,” I said when I finished. “I’ve thought a lot about it, and Hamlet and I have talked about it. We think that maybe I must have read something about Moira’s disappearance at one time. Annabel’s name might have been mentioned. Perhaps the items in the box aren’t Moira’s or what she went shopping for, and I just put the pieces together that way.”

“But ye ken where they lived!”

“I know.” I nodded. “But, though I don’t remember ever being there, maybe I have been and maybe I saw the C-R-U-I next to the where the buzzers on the building once were, and the pieces came together that way,” I said.

“I dinnae think so,” Laire said. “The trees? How else would ye ken about the trees?”

“I have no idea. You’re sure that Annabel had them?”

“Aye.” She paused and took a deep breath, let it out. “And, there’s a wee bit more.”

“More?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” Hamlet said.

Tears welled up in Laire’s eyes again, but she blinked them away. “Before Annabel fell into a coma, she told me something. She told me that someday I’d learn the truth about Moira. She said that a lovely red-haired lass would have the answers.”

Hamlet and I were speechless.

“I thought she was daft,” Laire continued. “Or fanciful. A redheaded fairy or witch tae come save the day. She had red hair when she was younger. I dinnae think she was daft now. I think she meant it as truth.”

“But I don’t have any answers, Laire. I wish I did,” I said. “I just have a crazy story.”

“Meebe.” Laire smiled. I realized it was the first time she’d smiled since opening the door. “But it’s a wee bit more than we had before. Meebe the police can work with what ye’ve found.”

“I hope so. Do you want to call them, or is it okay if I go talk to my friend?”

“Yer friend is fine, but please let me know what happens.”

“Of course.” I nodded. “I’ll bring back the picture, or make sure the police bring it back to you.”

I looked at the picture in my hand, and the world fell away for an instant.

The eye should learn to listen before it looks.

I knew immediately where that male voice had come from. Recently, someone had brought The Americans, an old Robert Frank photography book into the bookshop. I thought it would be a fun gift to send to my parents in Kansas for Christmas. The words I heard came from the photographer himself, a quote from him. I wouldn’t have been surprised in the least if Laire had a copy of the book by the bohemian-like photographer in her flat somewhere.

I remembered thinking how ironic the words were for me because it seemed that’s exactly what my eyes did, they listened to all the words they read.

“Delaney?” Hamlet said as he put his hand on my arm.

“Just a second,” I answered. I looked hard at the picture of Moira, and I listened too. And suddenly, many things became very clear. I looked up at Laire and Hamlet a moment later. “I think I know what happened to Moira.”

Chapter Six

Officer Winters had been leaning back in his chair, with his arms crossed in front of his chest. Though our friendship had made him slightly dubious and always a little suspicious of me, he didn’t mean to look like he wasn’t listening closely to what I said. He was just comfortable sitting that way.

“Delaney, that’s quite a story,” he said when I finished.

I felt much more foolish telling an officer of the law my story than I had anyone else. Fortunately, I hadn’t even been born in 1965, so the details I knew couldn’t have anything to do with my possible involvement in any crime. Although, there was always the chance that Officer Winters thought Edwin might have been involved. I was beginning to think that he suspected Edwin of many illegal activities. I hoped my conclusions would clear Edwin, as well as any others who might have been innocent. I’d told him the same version I’d told Laire, careful to keep the warehouse’s existence a secret.

“I know it’s weird, but that’s what’s happened. What would it hurt to check it out?” I looked at my watch.

“It’s a very cold case, Delaney, and your conclusions are based upon a bizarre dream or imagination or something,” Officer Winters said. “Do you have tae be somewhere?”

“No, Hamlet is doing some research. He’s meeting me here.”

“Research?”

“He’s checking on the butcher shop on Cowgate. It’s not there now, we know that. Hamlet’s confirming it was there, and seeing what’s in that space now.”

“Aye?”

“Yes. Will you please just take a small look at everything?”

It took him a long moment of contemplation before he said, “Aye.”

“Thank you.”

“So, you’ve based your conclusion on just that one little detail in the photograph?”

“No, not really. It’s a combination of things. The stark back wall, and that thin strip of what seems metallic reminds me of the butcher shop counter. Moira said . . . well, let’s just say that I think she went to the butcher shop again after the silver shop. So, the butcher would have been the last person to see her alive. Isn’t that what the police look for, the last person who has seen someone alive?”

“Aye.”

“I think the police thought Branan Dunn was involved. Maybe he came forward and said he’d seen her. Impossible to know. Maybe you could check the file. Anyway, in the picture I not only think she’s in the butcher shop, I’m pretty sure she didn’t have the ornament until after she was at the silver shop. Branan Dunn made it for her, but I don’t think he took the picture of her holding it. Someone did though.”

Officer Winters blinked. “I don’t even know where tae begin with a question there.”

“I know. I understand it’s strange.”

“Strange?”

“The strangest maybe.”

“Aye.”

A knock sounded on the door. The officer that had been at the front desk peered in. “A young man here tae see you.”

“Send him in,” Officer Winters said.

Hamlet came into the room, sending me a quick smile before he sat at the table.

“I don’t have much, but a wee bit. I’ve brought maps from the city.”

“Show me,” said Officer Winters.

The butcher shop showed on city planning records from the late 1950s all the way to the early 1970s. It had been owned at least part of that time by a man named Lamont Boyd. Hamlet hadn’t had time to look up more details about him, but found that after the shop had closed in 1972, the space had become part of what was now a hostel. The hostel had grown larger over the years, taking up more and more space, leaving no sign of what had once been there.

“This doesn’t tell me much,” Officer Winters said.

“I know,” Hamlet said. “But it’s a start. We know there was a butcher shop there.”

“Give me a minute.” Officer Winters stood and left the room.

Hamlet and I waited impatiently, talking through things we’d talked through more than a few times already.

Officer Winters wasn’t gone long. The interview room was small and when his wide frame had left, the space had seemed roomy. It was cramped again as he came in, and sidestepped his way to the chair. He sat and looked at us.

“What?” I said.

“Lamont Boyd, the butcher, was convicted of murder in 1972, shortly after he was arrested. He killed a schoolteacher. Had her body in a park when officers approached what they thought was a suspicious scene. They caught him.”

“He must have killed Moira!” I said. “That has to be what happened.”

“Or you read about him somewhere, Delaney, and this is how you’ve made your story. A piece from here and one from there.”

“I’m not ruling that out, Officer Winters, but how can we check it out? I mean, how can you check it out? Is Lamont still alive?”

“No, he died in prison, killed in a fight shortly after he was locked up. I don’t know yet how I can check it out, but I will.”

“Thank you.”

“That’s it then?” Hamlet said. “There’s nothing more we can do?”

“Not for now,” Officer Winters said. “But I promise you, I will look into this. I believe this is all something that Delaney’s subconscious has put together from things she’s read and seen, but I will check it out.”

I wanted to tell him that my subconscious was usually much wordier when it spoke to me, but that would have needed some further explanation I wasn’t willing to give at that time.

I just said “Thank you” again.

Chapter Seven

I’d never visited a cemetery on Christmas, but it wasn’t totally unheard of. My mother used to talk about how her grandmother spent a part of every Christmas at the cemetery after her husband died. Fifteen years in a lawn chair next to a gravestone and wrapped in blankets to ward off the December cold in Kansas. I always thought it was a sad story, but my mother said it wasn’t sad for her grandmother, that it had been peaceful.

It was cold in this Edinburgh cemetery too, but today it was only coat-and-thick-socks cold, not blanket cold. I was surprised by the number of other visitors we saw bringing holiday cheer to their dead folks, though I shouldn’t have been. That day, my first Christmas in Scotland, it began to make sense to me that visiting a cemetery on a day normally spent with loved ones is sometimes the only (or perhaps best) option.

I’d been to the Old Calton Burial Grounds before. A cemetery close to Edinburgh’s city center, its walls surrounded so much history that I’d once spent half a day just walking around and reading tombstones. It was possible that the simple epitaph on Annabel’s gravestone had resonated with me on that day a few months ago—A Heartbroken Soul—but I didn’t remember that happening now.

“Not tae know what happened. It must have been the biggest heartbreak of all,” Rosie said as we peered down at Annabel’s small headstone.

“It was. It kil’t her, I’m certain,” Laire said.

Officer Winters had called Rosie, Hamlet, Laire, and me to meet him at the cemetery. He hadn’t arrived yet, but the rest of us had been early. We’d all brought flowers, and Laire had also brought a small tinsel Christmas tree and a brand new red and green tartan. Both items sat in between the gravestones.

“It took me some tiem tae find just the right tree. This one seemed close to the ones that Grannie had from our family in America,” she had said.

Nobody asked so I didn’t tell them that the tree that Laire brought with her was without a doubt almost exactly like the ones I’d seen during my “visit” to Annabel’s flat.

I had decided that it was completely feasible that I had put the story together from things I’d read over the past months that I’d been in Edinburgh. I’d always been a big reader, and even though my subconscious picked up on almost every tiny detail, I knew my conscious didn’t.

I must have, at some time during my walks around the city, noticed the CRUI next to the old buzzer panel on the at one time apartment building. There was so much to see and study that I must have forgotten about my explorations of that particular close.

I’d seen the picture of Moira before I hit my head, and that flash of metal must have somehow reminded me of a butcher shop’s countertop. I’d knocked myself out, giving my brain the quiet time it needed to put all the pieces together.

Yes, that must have been it. There really wasn’t any other logical explanation.

Next to Annabel’s simple headstone was another simple one. All it said was Moira.

“Grannie had this plot for herself for a long tiem,” Laire said. “I put the stone for Moria next tae her. It only seemed right, I guess.”

“Makes sense,” Hamlet said.

A small wind caught my scarf and lifted it from around my neck. I grabbed it just in time to keep it from flying away. As I turned to catch it, I saw Officer Winters approaching from the cemetery gates. He wore a winter coat and jeans. No uniform today.

“Delaney,” he said with a smile as he joined us. “Merry Christmas tae you all.”

We returned his greeting.

“A bit unconventional for a Christmas day, I know,” he said. “But I wanted you all tae know what I found. And I suppose I wanted Annabel tae know too, at the same time. Once I looked closely at the case, at the women’s stories, I felt like I owed them that.”

For a silent moment, we all looked toward the gravestones.

I asked, “What did you find?”

“Let’s start with the butcher shop—where it was, where it had been. Many of the old walls are still there, of course, but covered over by new, modern materials. Nothing remains of the shop, including the room in the back where Lamont Boyd lived. It’s all part of the hostel now, but I did confirm that the shop was once there. I also confirmed that Boyd owned it. Thanks to Hamlet for finding the information.”

Hamlet nodded as Officer Winters paused and we waited.

“Lamont Boyd was a terrible man. He was finally convicted of the murder that sent him tae prison and tae his own murder, but his record of violent offenses and prison stays was long. I’m afraid we still can’t be one hundred percent sure that he had anything tae do with Moira’s disappearance, but I did find a few things. When someone is arrested, we take the possessions that they have on them and hold them for them. There’s no reason tae think why we might have kept Boyd’s possessions, but sometimes things don’t get thrown out. Sometimes they get overlooked.” Officer Winters reached into his pocket and pulled out a small item. “Someone must have thought it might be important tae keep the possessions of such a horrible person, such as Lamont Boyd, for probable later cases.”

Officer Winters opened his fingers.

“The ornament!” I gasped.

“Aye,” he said.

The paint had faded over time, the wood had become shiny in some spots and seemingly weathered in others, but the ornament was unquestionably Santa Claus, Father Christmas.

I pulled a copy I’d made of the picture out of my pocket and held it next to Officer Winters’ hand.

“It’s the same one,” I said. I remembered the moment Branan gave it to Moira, but I didn’t say that part out loud.

“Aye, and”—Officer Winters looked behind toward the cemetery gate—“I invited some others too.”

“Edwin?” I said as we watched him and another man approach.

“He rang me after Rosie apparently talked tae him,” Officer Winters said.

“Aye, I rang Edwin tae tell him what was going on. He was worrit about ye, Delaney, but I told him not tae rush home from his cousin’s,” Rosie said.

“He wanted tae, after I told him who I found,” Officer Winters said.

The old man with Edwin must have been in his eighties, and he moved fairly well with a cane and Edwin’s helping hand. His thick gray hair and deeply wrinkled face made him unrecognizable, but I thought I knew who he was.

“Is that Branan Dunn?” I asked.

“Aye. He’s been in a home for the old for years. Never married, no wee ’uns. He wasn’t easy tae find, tried tae change his name after all the scandal, but find him I did,” Officer Winters said.

I remembered how much Branan had obviously loved Moira. It hadn’t been obsession at all. I wanted to say “I knew it!” but I kept it to myself.

“Hello, everyone,” Edwin said. “I’d like for you all tae meet one of my friends from a long time ago, Mr. Branan Dunn.”

“You knew each other?” I asked.

“Aye, he was a loyal customer at The Cracked Spine many years ago, and I bought some silver from him and his father,” Edwin said.

“Did you ever buy a copy of A Christmas Carol from the store?” I asked.

Branan and Edwin looked at each other.

“I don’t remember him buying that book,” Edwin said.

“I don’t remember that either. Edwin and I talked about it. We think it’s possible that I gave a copy tae Moira or her grandmother, but I dinnae remember that now either. I’m afraid my memory has lost many details,” Branan said in a wavering, high-pitched voice that I would have never matched to the young man in the silver shop.

We exchanged more greetings, and when Branan held Laire’s hand with both of his he said, “I didnae hurt her. I didnae kill her. I loved her with all my heart. I remember that more than I remember anything else.”

“I know that now,” Laire said as she wiped the tears from her eyes. “I’m sorry that anyone ever suspected otherwise.”

“The file says that Branan came tae the police when he heard Moira was missing,” Officer Winters said. “He told the police that she’d been in his shop on December 20th, that she was going home after that but had one other errand tae do first. She hadn’t told him the last errand and for a brief time he was a suspect, long enough tae kill his business. There was no evidence of anything, no body, and no one even considered Lamont Boyd at the time. They should have, and nowadays with the available technology the police would most definitely want tae talk tae the local neighborhood man with such a criminal record, but not back then.”

“Where did the box of items that showed up in front of Edwin’s come from?” Hamlet asked.

Officer Winters smiled sadly. “One of the young people who works at the hostel. There were some walled-off spaces the owners decided tae remodel, so they tore down the walls and came upon the box. The young man knew about The Cracked Spine, had bought a book or two there. He is fascinated by ‘the legend of Edwin McAlister,’ his words.” Officer Winters sent Edwin a wry squint; Edwin pretended not to notice. “Everyone there thought the book should go to a place like The Cracked Spine, and he took a dare tae deliver the entire box tae Edwin’s estate. Apparently, he became so nervous that he didn’t knock, but just left the box.

“No chance tae find any good evidence at this point, but we do know that Lamont took pictures of his victims before he killed them, on one of those old Kodak cameras. He made the victims smile and then sent the pictures anonymously tae his victims’ family members, showing how he’d manipulated his victims into thinking he was a friendly man. The police didn’t put that together until long after Lamont was killed. He must not have had time to send Moira’s picture tae Annabel, and it was left in the box with the other items until they were found. He must have carried the ornament on him.”

“That at least explains the picture,” I said.

“Aye, or it was all a coincidence, Delaney,” Officer Winters said. “There’s not a shred of real evidence.”

I stepped toward Branan, and he took my hand with both of his. I said, “It’s such a pleasure to meet you.”

“Ye too, lass. Edwin tells me ye’re the one tae put all this together.”

“I think I might have done just that, though I don’t understand how,” I said. “If it’s any consolation at all, I’m sure Moira loved you too. I can’t really explain how I know that, but I do know it without a doubt.”

“I believe ye, and I’m grateful tae hear it,” Branan said.

There was no light of recognition in his eyes. I didn’t want to ask if he remembered me or someone coming into his shop with Moira that day. Either answer he gave would have only deepened whatever mystery I’d gone through.

There came a point where I either had to just accept something or shove it completely away. At that moment, I accepted.

We didn’t stay at the cemetery much longer. Officer Winters left first—his family was holding their Christmas celebrations for him. On his way out of the cemetery he pulled Branan aside briefly and spoke to him privately. I assumed he apologized for the police’s rush to judgment, but I couldn’t hear. The old man hugged the police officer and I thought I saw Officer Winters wipe away a tear as he turned to leave.

Hamlet and Rosie left next to prepare another dinner that had been planned. Edwin, Branan, Laire, and I had all been invited to Rosie’s. Edwin would be coming to Rosie’s later, and Laire and Branan just wanted to go home. Everyone understood, and Laire patted her eyes with a tissue as she told us each goodbye.

As I turned to leave the cemetery with Edwin and Branan, I thought I saw a familiar tartan a few gravestone rows away. There were other people visiting loved ones over there, and I had to stretch my neck to spot what I thought I’d seen.

Then, briefly, more briefly than an instant, I thought I saw a lovely young woman in a brown coat and a red and green tartan wave and smile in my direction. Perhaps she’d even mouthed the words “thank you.”

“Delaney?” Edwin said from a few steps ahead.

“Oh. Sorry.” I looked where I’d seen her, but she wasn’t there. She was gone, had been gone for a long time, apparently. I would forever be haunted by her, even though I knew I would never see her again. I hurried to catch up to Edwin and Branan.

“Branan gave me the most delightful gift, Delaney. I’d like to set it up on those middle shelves in the bookshop, even if Christmas is almost over. Have you ever seen a miniature Christmas village?” Edwin asked.

I swallowed hard, but couldn’t understand why his words set me made me feel strange. “I know about them, yes.”

“Branan carved one using our Grassmarket shops as his model, and his old silver shop is included. It is a beautiful village. We must display it.”

“I’d be honored, Edwin,” Branan said. “Da used to paint my carvings for me; he painted the ornament I gave tae Moira. But I’ve gotten better with the paints over the years.”

We were at the gates of the cemetery, and I had to steady myself on the stone wall.

“Are you all right?” Edwin asked as he held onto Branan’s arm with one hand and reached for me with the other.

I blinked away the wavery sensation. “I’m okay. Sorry. This has all been a bit odd, I must admit.”

“It’s Scotland, dear lass,” Edwin said. “We have many ghosts. Perhaps you’ve finally had your first adventure with some. It’s what you’ve been wanting, tae see a ghostie or two, hasn’t it? There you have it. Merry Christmas! You know, it was Mr. Dickens who first coined that phrase, Merry Christmas, in A Christmas Carol.”

“I didn’t know that,” I said.

“Aye,” Branan said. “Aye. Merry Christmas, lass, Edwin.”

“Yes.” I moved away from the wall. “Merry Christmas.” I looked back toward the cemetery grounds and smiled. “Merry Christmas to all.”
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He took a drag on the cigarette as he watched the bookshop. The tip lit red and then sizzled as a drop of rain hit it. He glanced up at the dark clouds, grumbled a quiet complaint, and then dropped the cigarette into a puddle next to the curb.

He pulled the collar of his coat up tighter just as the redhead got off the bus. He’d heard her American accent, but he still didn’t know exactly where she was from. The older woman would be no problem. Edwin MacAlister would be no problem either, actually. But the young guy who looked like an artist and the redhead might both be problems.

He’d worked the angles well on one end, but this end might be troublesome; too many variables. He’d think it all through some more.

He smiled to himself as he silently acknowledged that any other time, any other place, he’d like to get to know the redhead. He watched her hurry out of the rain and into the bookshop. He liked redheads, always had.

He reached for the pack of cigarettes in his jacket but remembered the rain so he stuck his hands in his pockets instead.

A few minutes later, having seen all he needed to for now, he turned away from the corner and headed up Candlemaker Row.

But then he remembered something. The pub. He stopped and turned around again. That’s right. The redhead and the guy from the pub. The Wee Pub was closed right now, lights off, but it would open later. Yes, he might be able to do something there, something that might make this angle easier.

He’d check it out, he thought as he set off again, with a somewhat satisfied pep in his step.

 

A Week Later

“Wow!” I said as I stepped out of the cab and looked over its top toward the castle. “It’s beautiful.”

“Aye, ’tis,” Elias said grudgingly. “We’ve our fair share of these sorts of places around ’ere, I s’pose.”

“We aren’t very far out of Edinburgh. I thought we’d have to go farther to see something like this,” I said.

“No, not far at all.”

“The Edinburgh Castle is stunning, but this one’s different. This one is much more . . . primitive.” I stepped around the cab and moved next to Elias.

“Aye,” he said after a brief pause.

“What?” I said.

“Just wondering where everyone is. This is usually a popular place for the tourists; I’ve driven one or two oot here myself. Not raining and not too cold right now either.” He looked around the small parking lot, empty except for us and his cab. “More on the weekends, I s’pose.” He lifted the cap from his head and then replaced it. His eyes scanned again, this time peering up at the castle and then into the surrounding woods.

I didn’t think it was the lack of other visitors that bothered him. He was uncomfortable about the reason we were there. He and his wife, Aggie, had made their concerns perfectly clear. The empty parking lot and the lack of other visitors bothered him more today than they would under different circumstances.

“Well, it’s not as cold as it has been, but it’s still pretty cold, and it’s bound to rain sometime soon,” I said too cheerily as I looked up at the dark, cloudy sky and the old castle.

Elias grumbled.

Elias and Aggie had been the perfect landlords as well as a kind and loving surrogate family, but sometimes they were a wee bit overprotective. They hadn’t had children of their own. They’d never gone through the process of watching a child grow and become independent. As a result they sometimes forgot that I was an adult. In fact, I was close to thirty, but to them, I was “their Delaney, their lass from Kansas in America” who’d only come into their lives a few months earlier. Most of the time this was ideal; I welcomed their care and concern, and though I’d made the move across the world to prove to myself that I could be brave and bold, I’d had a few moments when the comfort from parents, even surrogate ones, had been appreciated.

But I still had a job to do. I’d known my boss, Edwin MacAlister, was mysterious and eccentric from the first moment I’d walked into his bookshop, The Cracked Spine, so this newly assigned task hadn’t seemed too strange. But this morning when I told Elias and Aggie the bare bones of the story—that I was going to meet someone on the top of the Castle Doune, just outside of Edinburgh, to pick up a comic book for Edwin—they’d first been intrigued, then curious, then wide-eyed with worry. They’d already decided that Elias would take me in his cab long before I could ask him for the ride.

Edwin had asked me to make the trip to the castle to meet someone who would bring with him an item that Edwin had purchased, or at least had acquired in some sort of transaction. Edwin, seemingly on purpose, had avoided sharing more specific details about said transaction. However, I would know the person who was to hand over the item to me by their clothing. We would share some secret words to confirm that we’d been successful in finding each other. It was all very cloak-and-dagger but Edwin had assured me I would be completely safe. I suspected he thought the whole notion of clandestine meetings was something I enjoyed. He was correct. I liked the secretive nature of his world. I liked that he’d been slowly letting me in on his many secrets. I thought that this assignment was doled out in the manner that was “just his way.” Elias and Aggie knew Edwin but not as well as I did, so though I was working too hard to look unconcerned for Elias’s sake, I did have a tiny tug of a smile that Edwin would probably be pleased with the dark clouds adding to the atmosphere.

My contact atop the roof would be wearing tights and a long shirt with a belt, similar to an outfit I remember wearing when I was in junior high school. He would be dressed as a famous Scottish historical figure who had lived and fought during the thirteenth century, a good three hundred years before kilts became a common component of Scottish men’s wardrobes. According to Edwin, back then men, particularly fighting men, wore whatever they had. They were poor, didn’t even wear military garb as they fought for their independence from the English. They were rarely without their longswords though, their wicked and heavy instruments of battle and bloodshed. For whatever reason, Edwin made sure to tell me that my contact was not going to bring his sword.

My contact was an actor, a reenactor actually. He spent much of his time near a castle in Stirling, in a clearing next to a nearby William Wallace monument. He acted a role in a playacted battle that, when it was real back in the thirteenth century, had ultimately taken the Stirling Castle away from England and put it back into Scotland’s possession. It had been a big win for the Scottish.

My contact wasn’t the only William Wallace reenactor in Stirling but I got the impression from Edwin that this one took his role and his contribution to teaching Scottish history very seriously. I didn’t quite understand what was truly under Edwin’s words when he spoke of my contact in such a proud tone, and got choked up when I asked more questions about him. I decided that the history of William Wallace must be particularly meaningful to both Edwin and the man I was to meet.

Edwin was a man of his country; the history of Scotland was infused into his consciousness and bloodstream.

When I’d once had a conversation with Elias and Aggie about William Wallace, they’d both puffed up a little too, their faces becoming stern and serious, their reverence showing, though neither had become quite as emotional as Edwin had.

I moved closer to Elias and tucked my arm through his as he scowled toward the castle. I said, “It’s okay. It’s just a comic book. It’s not worth as much as some of Edwin’s treasures.”

The comic book was a collectors’ item, though it wasn’t like the thin, flimsy comic books I knew from back home. This one was a much more solid book, an annual, a collection of two years’ worth of Oor Wullie comics, a popular strip that has been a part of The Sunday Post in Scotland since 1937. A new annual had been published every other year except during World War II. The annual I was to gather was from 1948, the first one published after the war. It was, apparently, in mint condition and probably worth a few thousand dollars, which was not much when compared to some of Edwin’s other acquisitions and collections.

“Aye, ye’re probably correct,” Elias said. “It’s probably not worth as much as some things. I just dinnae understand why we had tae come oot here tae pick it up. It seems like someone is trying tae hide something. Why not just deliver it tae the bookshop, or mail it, special messenger even?”

“That wouldn’t be nearly as much fun.”

Though mysterious and eclectic, my boss was also a caring man. He and Elias were a lot alike when it came to what my grandmother called the meat and potatoes of a person, even though they came from completely different places. Edwin had been born into and raised around money. Elias had come from no money—less than no money according to some stories that Aggie had shared with me. Both of them were good men, all the way to their cores, kind people who cared for and put others first. They were much more alike than different and they both saw that. A friendship had formed.

As caring and kind as they were, though, they both had their fair share of secrets and they knew how to keep things lively and interesting, like with adventures such as this one. My time in Scotland hadn’t been boring, and considering the friends I’d made and my vast array of duties at The Cracked Spine, boredom wasn’t in my near future.

“Maybe Edwin thought I’d like the adventure of it all,” I continued. “I do. It’s fun. He probably knew I’d get you to bring me out and thought I’d like to see the castle with you.”

“Meebe,” Elias said.

I laughed, pulled my arm from his, rubbed my gloved hands together, and gathered my coat collar up around my neck. “Come on. Let’s wait inside for the guy in some tights with a comic book. We’re early and we’ll let him find us.”

Surreptitiously, I looked toward the parking lot entrance, but no one else was coming this direction.

“I suppose ye’re right,” Elias said unconvincingly.

It had been drizzling first thing that morning in Edinburgh. Clear blue skies had followed for about ten minutes, and then the clouds had come back, darker and promising more than just a drizzle. Blue skies and shining suns were rare things in Scotland, even more so in late November. My parents had e-mailed me a picture of their farm’s front yard after a recent winter storm. Mom’s green sewing yardstick had been stuck into the snow just off the front porch, illustrating that there were already twelve inches of the white stuff over their patch of Kansas farmland. The highlands of Scotland had snow, I’d heard, but those of us around Edinburgh hadn’t seen any yet. I was told we might not, that it usually didn’t snow much in that part of the country, maybe a couple of inches around December and January. If we didn’t, it would be the first snow-free winter of my life, as well as the darkest one. The sun set around midafternoon this time of year in Scotland. For the most part my internal clock had adjusted, but during the rare moments when I wasn’t busy, afternoon naps had become more tempting than ever.

Castle Doune was located about an hour away from Edinburgh, off the Glasgow Road motorway, and a short trip down a curvy two-lane road. From the parking lot and the walking path to the castle, it was impossible to know that we were close to a small town—Dunblane, Elias had said—and still close to the motorway. The traffic noise didn’t reach us, and Dunblane was the other direction behind some rolling hills and a small forest; some of the trees still had burnt orange and red leaves, and very few of them were bare.

I’d never been on those roads before, and for the first time I’d noticed that the road signs were in miles, not kilometers. Elias hadn’t had a good explanation as to why; he’d shrugged and said that’s just the way it was.

As we walked up the path we didn’t see or hear any other visitors. Still, we were in a hidden pocket of the countryside and though I didn’t want Elias to sense I was spooked at all, I was glad he was with me.

Castle Doune wasn’t like the Edinburgh Castle. There were no ticket booths outside, no tour guides or docents to move us from one spot to the next, no fancy decorations. It was simply an old stone castle, smaller than the one in Edinburgh, and well preserved since about the late 1300s. It was made with simple straight lines and corners, intimidating high walls with only a few spots cut for windows and arrow loops, slits that real arrows had been fired through back in the day.

“’Tis a courtyard castle,” Elias said. “Once we’re through that doorway, ye’ll see the courtyard. Up there,” he pointed to the roof, “we’ll be able tae see the countryside and the River Tieth.”

“Are those the battlements?” I looked up to the top, at the ragged border along the roofline. Time had given the castle a worn charm and had taken away stones that made up the original and onetime straight and even roofline.

“Aye.”

“That’s where we’re supposed to meet him.”

“Aye.”

“We’ll be careful,” I said with a reassuring smile. I cupped my hands around my mouth and yelled upward, “Hello! Anyone there?”

No one answered.

Elias grumbled again.

As he had said, the doorway we went through led us directly into a courtyard, an open square-shaped patch of land enclosed by more castle walls. A tall stairway next to the courtyard wall to our right led us up to the living spaces.

“I’ll lead the way. Stick close tae me,” Elias said.

I was still prone to moments of awe over the authenticity of Scotland. We were at the edge of a courtyard of an old castle that had been built a long time ago; a place where real people had lived and fought and died. It wasn’t some ride at an amusement park or a place to simulate a bygone experience. I’d spent many a moment in Scotland simply soaking in the atmosphere, letting my crazy imagination move back in time and run amok.

“Lass?” Elias said from the top of the stairway. “Close tae me.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

I hurried up the stairs and followed him inside the living quarters.

“Shall we go directly up tae the battlements?” he said.

“We’re early,” I said again as I looked at my watch. “I bet it will be even colder up there.” I looked around. “How do we get up to the top?”

Elias pointed to a narrow opening where I spotted part of a circular stairway. The walls around the steps were tight and claustrophobic. We’d only want to go up there once.

“Give me a quick tour down here and then we’ll go up,” I said.

We still hadn’t come upon other visitors, but Elias wasn’t in much of a mood to play tour guide. We moved very quickly, and I didn’t ask the questions I wanted to ask about the Great Hall, the large kitchen, and the other rooms that made up the living spaces. I made mental notes for later.

A long worn wooden table with thick round legs had been placed in the Great Hall, but there was no other furniture over the worn stone floors, no throw rugs, or tapestries on the walls either. I sensed the history and was strangely, briefly, and unreasonably saddened that it was no longer anyone’s home.

Living inside old castles wouldn’t make much sense. Stone walls and floors, no insulation, no modern heating or cooling systems, no plumbing, at least in the sense we twenty-first-century folks were accustomed to. They were not designed for modern comfort. Still, castles had once been homes, places that were fought fiercely for.

I still hadn’t encountered my first Scottish ghost, at least one that I was sure of. I’d had unusual moments that included breathy tickles on the back of my neck or a flash of something out of the corner of my eye. I’d had similar moments back in Kansas but here, in Scotland, those moments had seemed somehow stretched longer, both more solid and more made of vapor too. Real but fleeting.

As I stood still and let myself just “be” in the kitchen with its gaping wide stone fireplace, as tall as me and still darkened with soot, I wished for a spectral visit.

Unfortunately, Elias wasn’t on the same page. My moment of silence wasn’t given a full moment.

“Lass, are ye awright?” He stepped next to me and looked at the fireplace like he was missing something.

“Fine. I was hoping to sense a ghost.”

“Aye,” he said as he looked around with a one-eyed squint. “No doot there are plenty close by, but they dinnae accept invitations. They’re on their own clocks. Ye need not work so hard tae see one. They’ll find ye when they want tae. Some arenae all that friendly either. There’s no rush.”

“Right.” I looked around one more time.

Elias rubbed his finger under his nose. “Meebe we should go up. We can see who’s coming better from up there anyway. Ye will let me lead the way.”

“Sure.”

There must have been some reason for having a cramped, circular stairway, hidden from the living spaces and behind a wall. The reasons probably had something to do with heating and cooling, or perhaps efficient use of space. The stairs were just means and modes to get from one floor to the next, but they hadn’t been an integral part of the cosmetic design.

“Elias, what’s with the tight fit?” I asked as we continued moving spirally upward, on a trek that was taking much longer than I would have predicted.

“Ooch, dinnae ken, lass. If I think aboot it though, it might have been a way tae keep close track of who’s coming in and going oot. Scots are suspicious folks. Back then even more so. If ye didnae have a moat to deter yer enemies, at least ye could watch the stairs and trap someone inside, kill them dead before they caused any harm, if ye didnae want them in yer home.”

“Of course,” I said, my breath heavy. “I should have thought of that.”

By the time we made it to the roof I was breathing like I’d just done a hundred-yard wind sprint, and the cold wind was even colder. I would not have made a good fighter—even the stairs would have made me want to surrender.

“Oh, it is beautiful though,” I said as we stepped next to the edge.

We weren’t in the highlands, but the nearby view was made of rolling hills. Large estates dotted the countryside here and there. Edwin lived in a country estate—though it was more like a castle than an estate—and his was like these; fairly new, big, and built with modern amenities inside, old-world charm on the outside.

A wide river snaked around the hills, homes, and trees. The highlands, topped with snow, beckoned from far off in the distance. Perhaps my ghost waited for me there. I hadn’t yet had time to see and experience that part of Scotland, but I wanted to. As I looked at the faraway mountain range, the desire to visit the highlands deepened. They called to me. I was going to have to make the trip a priority.

“Aye,” Elias said, his breathing much calmer than mine, as he rested his arms on the stone facing. “’Tis. They could see their enemies coming at them. ’Tis why all the castles are built up on hills.”

I’d known that, but I nodded and made an agreeable sound.

My eyes moved to the parking lot. The cab was still the only vehicle there.

“I’m beginning to wonder about the tourists too.”

Elias shrugged. “Aye. Weel, ebb and flow, I guess. No guided tours here, but I ken that tour vans stop here. We must be in between groups.”

I cleared my throat and stepped back from the ledge. I turned in a slow circle so I could take in the entire 360-degree view, but I only got about 100 degrees around.

We were on one end of the roof of the castle, but it wasn’t all flat. There was a bricked peak that ran down the middle of the space, followed by more open space. I thought I spotted something on the ground on the other end of the peak and in the open space.

“Is that a sandal? A sandal on a foot?” I said as I pushed past Elias and moved quickly in between the peak and the battlements. It wasn’t an overly tight space and there was no concern that I’d go over the edge, but I leaned inward anyway.

The angle at which I saw what I thought was a foot made me think that someone was flat on their back behind the end of the peaked part.

Unfortunately, my eyes hadn’t been playing tricks on me. The foot was attached to a person—a man’s body extended down a short flight of stairs, his head at the bottom, his sandaled and tights-clad feet at the top. Two things became immediately clear: the man was dead, and he was surely my contact.

“No! It’s him! The man I was supposed to meet!” I yelled, and stomped my foot. I threw my hands up to my mouth and looked at Elias with wide, confused eyes. I became frozen in a surreal sense of unreality. Something in me wanted to scream, something else wanted to run. Part of me wanted to faint.

Involuntarily, I doubled over and started to breathe loudly, quickly, and noisily again, but even more so than just after the trip up the stairs.

Gently, Elias moved me away from the scene, guiding me to sit down at a spot away from the body and back from the battlement wall. He said things, but I didn’t register the words. Oddly, the only things I could focus on were those faraway snowcapped mountains. I’d sensed that I needed to go to them.

Now, I wished I was already there.

 

I recovered from the initial shock. I might have hyperventilated if I hadn’t, and I knew I needed to get it together to help Elias, or the dead man if there was any help to be had for him. Once I could breathe normally and my ears started to hear again, I stood and walked, with only slightly shaky legs, back to Elias and the body.

He had the police on his mobile, his side of the conversation including things like, “We’ve come upon a dead body atop the Castle Doune. Aye, I checked for a pulse and listened for breath. Nothing. No, I can’t see right off what might have happened. We’ve just got a dead man in a . . . weel, I think it’s a costume of sorts.” I nodded but didn’t interrupt. I hadn’t told Elias about my contact’s acting job at the Wallace monument.

The dead man was my contact, I was pretty sure. He fit the description Edwin had given me. It was more than the costume. Edwin had said he would be a big man, early fifties, shoulder-length auburn hair, somewhat gray at the temples. I’d commented that William Wallace had been tortured and executed when he was thirty-five. Edwin had been impressed by my historical knowledge, but then shrugged and said that if someone wanted to play the part of William Wallace, there’s usually a place that would welcome them aboard, no matter their age. The sandals, more like Birkenstocks than something from the thirteenth century, didn’t necessarily fit with the rest of the getup, but they were probably comfortable and close enough in style. Sandals were poor shoe choices for Scotland in November, but at least the socks must have helped a little.

He was dead, there was no doubt, and Elias had been correct when he’d said that there was no visible cause. There was nothing gruesome about him, no blood, no injuries, though it was certainly a morbid scene and I had to work hard not to fall back into freak-out mode. I wondered who he was besides a reenactor of a famous historical Scottish figure. What was his real name? What was his job? I hadn’t asked Edwin, and he hadn’t offered. It was supposed to be an adventure. I thought his lack of details was on purpose, and meant I wasn’t supposed to ask too many questions. Turned out it was an adventure, but not in the way Edwin had intended, and definitely not in the way I had expected.

I’d forgotten all about the cold until voices rode up to us on a gust of wind. Happy voices and jovial laughter.

“Uh-oh.” I stood and looked over the edge. A van had parked in the parking lot, and a group of people were making their way up the path toward the castle entrance.

“I’ll go talk to them,” I said to Elias.

He looked at me, at the body, and then at me again. “Do ye want me tae do that?”

“No, you stay here,” I said, giving him the worse of the two tasks. Though staying with the dead man wouldn’t help him come back to life, it seemed wrong to leave him alone.

I hurried along the in-between space and tried to formulate what I would say to the group of people that would keep them away but not scare them too much, though if there was a killer in the vicinity maybe we all needed to be a little scared, or at least on guard.

I stopped at the entryway to the spiral staircase and looked back over the roof. There were a couple of juts and corners that the killer could still be hiding behind but it was unlikely that we wouldn’t have noticed someone from the other end.

“Be careful!” I said back to Elias.

“Aye, ye too, lass.”

“I will be,” I muttered quietly, hoping I didn’t come upon a killer in the tight stairway.

If I hadn’t stopped and hesitated I might have missed a flutter out of the corner of my eye. My heartbeat picked up again when I saw the movement. I focused my attention on the spot around the wall and on the other side of the staircase entrance. It was a piece of paper, perhaps stuck behind a decorative stone cube that jutted upward.

As I moved toward the flutter I’d all but forgotten about the Oor Wullie, but it came back full force when I saw it was a book wedged into the space. I crouched, unwedged it, and inspected the cover closely. Edwin had told me the cover would be an illustration of the lead character, Wullie, with his short spiky hair and dungarees, in sixteen different poses. The book I held matched the description. The book wasn’t in mint condition, but the tears on the cover and first few pages could have been from the book’s recent trip across the rooftop of the castle.

I couldn’t see Elias or the body from where I was crouched. I looked that direction to confirm he couldn’t see me. I shouldn’t have picked up the book. It might have been evidence. Elias and I were going to have to explain to the police what we were doing atop the roof of Castle Doune. We’d have to tell them about our meeting, about the handoff that was supposed to have taken place. Maybe the comic book had something to do with the man dying, or being killed. I should have left it where it was.

But even though Edwin was a good man, kind and considerate, some of the secrets he’d been sharing with me sometimes skirted along the edge of legal; sometimes they spilled over a tiny bit.

I’d become fiercely loyal to him and my coworkers, Rosie and Hamlet. Of course I didn’t suspect that Edwin had played some part in the death of the man at the other end of the roof, but something was amiss. If there was a murder, how much did Edwin have to do with it, even peripherally?

Ultimately it was an instinct. At least that was the excuse I would use later when I pondered exactly why I grabbed the comic book and put it under my jacket before going to talk to the approaching tourists.



They didn’t believe me at first. They were from Berlin, Germany, and though they spoke English much better than I could have faked German, they thought it was strange that someone who was so distinctly American was instructing them that they couldn’t go into the Scottish castle. It was an awkward summit meeting that was ultimately successful because the police were quick to arrive.

I was prepared to hand over the comic book if Elias spilled the beans about our visit to the castle. I would apologize for tainting evidence, and become appropriately humbled about my actions.

But the police didn’t ask why we were there. They asked if we knew the dead man, for our names, our phone numbers, and our home and work addresses, but not for the reason behind our trip to the castle. We kept our answers brief and noncommittal, which I’d noticed was always Elias’s way when speaking to law enforcement. I was typically more forthcoming but today I followed his lead, glad I didn’t have to try to convince him to be less than forthright. He sent me a questioning expression when he noticed I was giving the same sorts of answers he was giving, but he didn’t comment.

It must not have occurred to the police that there would be any reason to visit Castle Doune other than to see it. And they would probably be right most of the time.

We were dismissed and the German tourists were sent away without getting even a chance to step into the courtyard. They were disappointed and sent me angry glances as Elias and I got into the cab.

Neither he nor I spoke until we reached the busy motorway again, headed back toward Edinburgh.

“Lass, who was that man?” Elias asked.

“I have no idea,” I said, but I told him about the connection to William Wallace and the monument in Stirling. I told him I knew he was my contact by the costume and Edwin’s description.

“Och, what a mess. Poor lad,” Elias said.

“What do you think happened?”

“I have no idea. He could have had a heart attack, I s’pose. The police will investigate.”

“Do you think it’s weird that there were no other vehicles there?”

“Aye. Verra much so, but I dinnae ken what tae make of it. Tour caravans and vans make their way tae the castle. He could have taken a ride with one of them.”

“That makes sense. I . . .”

“What?”

I opened my jacket and pulled out the comic book.

“Ooh, where did ye get that?” he asked as he smacked his forehead with his hand, knocking his cap backwards.

“I found it at the other end of the roof, by the circular stairway, when I was going down to meet the tourists. I should have given it to the police, huh?”

“Aye, ye shouldnae have even sae much as touched the wee thing.”

“I know. I really do know, but . . . well, here it is.”

“Aye.”

“Do you think I should take it back to the police?”

Elias rubbed his finger under his nose and adjusted the rearview mirror. He frowned as he looked in it and then in his side mirror. I got a final sideways glance before he said, “No, talk tae Edwin. See what he says.”

“Yeah. That’s what I was thinking. Good idea.”

“Aye,” Elias said doubtfully.

 

It took us just over an hour to get back to Edinburgh, which was about the right amount of time to recover from our time at the castle, and formulate the questions I had for Edwin. I hoped to find him at the shop. His hours were unpredictable at best. Once we were in front of The Cracked Spine, I sent Elias on his way, wondering how he would break the news of our travels to Aggie. I was sure we’d have to gather later to discuss the events.

The bell above the door jingled as I came through. Everyone I worked with was there. Edwin, Hamlet, Rosie, and Hector, the tiny terrier with the long bangs (today, a bright pink barrette held the bangs up in a tiny feathered fur fountain) and Rosie’s boyfriend, Regg Brandon, who’d recently become a frequent fixture in the shop, all looked over to greet me as I came in. Rosie had witnessed Regg get hit by a bus a couple of months ago, and their romance had sparked when she’d sought him out at the hospital. His bruises and injuries had healed but he still walked with a slight limp. Since he was seventy-something, he’d accepted that he might have the limp forever and was grateful he wasn’t in worse condition. He was an architect with an office not far from the bookshop and his almost daily visits were always welcomed.

Hector sat up from his stretched position on the edge of the desk in the front of the shop, welcoming me with a tail wag. His tail stopped being so happy when he must have sensed something wasn’t quite right. He sat and watched me with the cutest questioning brown eyes you’ve ever seen. I took a deep breath and told my face to normalize.

I also pushed away any bookish voices that might want to talk to me. I had to focus, and I really needed to talk to Edwin.

Though Rosie had her own office on the other side of the wall, the dark side, she usually sat at the front desk, either looking over her handwritten bookkeeping ledgers, helping customers, or visiting with Regg when he brought her coffee, or lunch, or just stopped to say hello. Hector went home with Rosie every night, but all of us were his people. He was well in tune with each of our moods and dispositions.

Edwin stood on the rolling ladder attached to the side of the shop’s ceiling-to-floor, jam-packed shelves.

“How did it go, lass?” he asked with a smile that faded when he truly looked at me.

“Delaney? Ye awright?” Rosie asked as she peered up over a steaming mug.

“Hi, everybody. I’m fine, thanks.”

“You don’t look so good. Pale even for you,” Regg said.

“I’m okay.” I smiled. I liked Regg. He was the bluntest person I’d ever met.

Edwin stepped off the ladder. “Lass?”

“Edwin, can we talk privately in the warehouse?” I said.

“Of course,” he said as his eyebrows came together.

Hamlet stood at the back of the shop, holding a broom and a dustpan. Even with my hurried steps toward the stairs that would lead us up and over to the dark side, I glanced quickly at the ground next to his feet, noticing shards of glass.

We gave each other curious scrutinizing glances, both of us wondering what was going on with the other one. Our nods and blinks indicated that we’d discuss things later. Though we were a close-knit group and I cared deeply for them all, my bond with Hamlet had been the most surprising and maybe the deepest. It was part friendly, part sibling-like, made up of fun times and laughter but also of serious conversations about the world and the best way to live a life. Eight years my junior, his wisdom belied his youth, and our deep conversations were moments I looked forward to. I’d come to Scotland almost on a whim, a desire to be bold because I felt like I’d lived my life too safely. I hadn’t thought I would ever give a second thought to my motivations to move to the other side of the world, but I had, and Hamlet, who had been forced to live his life with no other choice but to be brave, had made that impulsive decision seem at least somewhat like a good one.

After traveling down a small walkway at the top of the stairs, Edwin and I went through another door to a cooler, darker, and mustier space lit with only an exposed bulb hanging from the ceiling and whatever outside light could make it through the blacked-out and grungy front and back windows. The shop side had once been a bank; this side had sat empty and unused for years until Edwin acquired it to use for office and warehouse space. A small kitchen took up one corner and the water closet another one.

At the bottom of the stairs, we turned left toward the large, ornately carved red wooden door that kept Edwin’s treasures safe and secure from the world. The warehouse used to also be Edwin’s office, but now it was mine, with my worktable and a desk that dated back to seventeenth-century Scottish royalty. I’d only recently become accustomed to working at the priceless desk, but still had to cover it with paper I tore fresh from a roll every day. Edwin said it reminded him of a doctor’s office but I’d told him it was the only way I could keep working on the priceless piece of furniture.

I pulled the large blue key from my pocket, looked all directions in the small hallway—this had become a habit after watching my coworkers do it. I don’t think any one of us had ever come upon an unwelcome visitor, but you could never be too careful when doors hid rooms full of treasures. I placed the key in the lock and turned it three times to the left, releasing the deadbolt with a metallic thud and an echo, and pushed the heavy door open. Edwin followed me inside and I closed it tightly behind us.

Other than one shelf full of old but not particularly valuable books, I hadn’t had time to organize much of anything in the warehouse. The task was daunting, to say the least. A room with shelves packed with things—the widest variety anyone could imagine. Not only were there books, but things like Egyptian artifacts that I’d decided were most likely genuine; wicked-looking items I’d first thought were turn-of-the-twentieth-century medical instruments but had concluded were torture devices. I’d recently found a small burlap bag full of arrowheads, something any good Kansas girl would recognize. I didn’t know where they were from and neither did Edwin. They were on my continually growing list of things to research. Crystal and silver pieces, some of which I was sure had been around when living in castles was all the rage. And that was only the beginning.

I flipped the switch on the overhead fluorescent lights, giving the room a dungeon-like glow, since the sky outside the small windows at the top of the back wall was thick with clouds. Edwin still liked to spend a lot of time in the warehouse so I’d brought in another comfortable office chair. I rolled it from the corner of the room to the other side of my desk and then moved to my chair.

The warehouse smelled like the best sort of dungeon—old books, ink, wood that had expanded and contracted more than a few times from moisture over the years, cold metal that had become grimy with time, congealed motor oil that had never been cleaned away. The surprisingly pleasant combination of the scents and the old stone building had more than once made me think I could almost travel through time when I was in the warehouse. I just hadn’t figured out all the particulars yet.

I unzipped my jacket and pulled out the copy of the Oor Wullie annual, placing it on the desk in between us.

“Ah, you retrieved it! But why was it in your jacket, lass? And was it this damaged when you received it? What happened?” Edwin said.

“It didn’t go quite as planned, and I might have messed up,” I said.

I’d formulated questions, I’d tried to think of the best way to tell him what had happened and why I’d taken the comic book instead of just leaving it there. But as I spilled the details, I got as far as “dead on the roof” before I had to stop, thinking I might have to get some help for my boss.

“Dead?” Edwin said as his face drained of color and his knuckle came up to his mouth.

“Yes.” I stood and moved to the other side of the desk and crouched next to him. “You okay?”

“I need a moment, Delaney. Please don’t tell Rosie and Hamlet. I’ll come back here when I’ve gathered myself.”

“All right, but . . .”

“Please.”

I stayed close by him as he stood and made his way to the door. He was sturdy on his feet, but I watched as he climbed the stairs and as his long legs took him down the short upper hallway that led to his official office. I held back from following him. He’d been clear that he wanted to be alone.

I wanted to kick myself. For whatever reason I hadn’t thought that Edwin might know the dead man. I’d shared the events as if the man had only been a messenger. There’d been something about the way the transaction had been orchestrated that made me think I was meeting a stranger, someone who sometimes dressed in a costume and had been hired for the task.

“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” I said to myself as I closed the big red door and leaned against it.

A few moments later I sighed and opened the door again. I relocked it and then took the stairs to the upper offices two at a time.

There were only two rooms and a supply closet on this floor. Rosie’s sometimes-used office, and Edwin’s rarely used one.

“Edwin?” I announced from the end of the hallway when I noticed the door to his was open. “I couldn’t just let you go.”

As I came to the open doorway, I saw him sitting behind his desk, slightly bent over to the side as if he was placing something on the floor. He straightened and sent me a weary smile.

“I’m sorry, lass,” he said. “Come in.”

I took a seat in the chair across from his desk but didn’t close the door. The room was way too claustrophobic when the door was closed.

“What? What happened? Who was he?” I said.

Edwin sighed. The color had mostly come back to his face, but strain pulled at his glassy eyes. If he’d cried, he’d wiped away the tears before I could see them.

“I didn’t know the lad well. Of course, he was a grown man now. But I knew his father.” He cleared his throat. “We knew each other when we were young.”

“Is that who you bought the book from, his father?”

“No, his father died two years ago, in a fire.” He sighed again and his mouth formed a straight, tight line before he continued. “His father and another friend of ours. It was such a tragedy.” He swallowed hard.

“Oh, Edwin, I’m so sorry.”

“Thank you, lass. The man you were tae meet was William Armstrong—Billy. His father was Gordon. I didn’t mean for it all tae be such a mystery tae you, but when Billy called tae tell me about the book that he thought his father wanted me tae have, I asked him not tae come in here. There was a reason for this, but it’s a story from long ago and not important at the moment.” Edwin paused again but not for long. “I couldn’t meet him, Delaney, I just couldn’t, but I said that I would send someone tae him, and I . . . well, I don’t know why but I suggested the castle. I guess it was a place I thought you’d like tae see, and it was neutral tae everything and everyone from the past. That was important, but again, now’s not the time.”

“Why couldn’t you meet him?”

“Too painful.”

“Because of his father?”

“Aye,” Edwin said.

But I sensed there was something else.

“Other reasons?” I asked.

“No.”

I didn’t believe him, but I’d already been insensitive enough.

“Did you know anything about Billy’s health? Did his father have any sort of health problem that might have been passed along to his son?”

“What did . . . how did the lad, how did Billy look?”

“There was no obvious sign of the cause of his death.”

“No blood?” Edwin said.

“No. He was in the costume, as you’d told me he would be. That’s how I knew . . .”

Edwin nodded. “He loved doing that.”

“Being William Wallace?”

“Aye. He took it very seriously.”

I inspected Edwin closely. “So, you knew him well enough to know that part of him? Had you watched him reenact?”

A moment later he nodded again. “Aye, I did. A few times. He didn’t know.”

“Edwin, I don’t understand. Why didn’t you want to meet him yourself?”

“Gordon and I lost touch many years ago; things ended badly. Somewhere along the way I wanted tae mend our friendship, get tae know his son, but it wasn’t tae be. Then fifty years went by.”

“That’s how long ago your friendship ended?”

“Close tae that.”

And yet he’d been interested or curious enough to watch Billy, keep tabs on him maybe.

“Delaney, there are too many layers of memories and too many years have passed. It would be difficult tae make you understand the history, but Billy contacted me tae tell me he thought his father would want me tae have the book, that there was some sort of story written inside it that might explain part of what had caused us so much trouble all those years ago.”

“Written inside it? Like something handwritten, or the strips told the story?” I said.

“I don’t know. I asked the same question, but Billy didn’t give me an answer.”

“I didn’t see anything handwritten, but I’ll look again,” I said.

Edwin nodded. “Tell me what happened at the castle. All of it. I’m ready tae listen.”

Edwin winced as I told him about Billy’s body, but he didn’t break down this time. He didn’t say anything until I finished.

“The book must have blown across the roof,” he said. “Perhaps there were other papers tucked inside it.”

“It’s a possibility,” I said. “Should we go back out there?”

Edwin shook his head. “No, not right now. I’ll call my contact at the police and see what they’ve found, if there’s any foul play suspected. I’ll tell them I knew the lad and why he was there. Maybe that will help.”

“Elias and I didn’t tell them why we were there. They just thought we were tourists and we didn’t correct them. Our . . . lack of details and taking the comic book were why I thought I might have messed up.”

“I shouldn’t have made it all such a mystery,” Edwin said. “I don’t know what the police will think about you taking the book, but let me do this one step at a time. First, I’ll see what they know and if there is any suspicion of foul play, then we’ll go from there. I’m so sorry, Delaney.”

“Don’t be sorry. I’m sorry about Billy, and the way I told you about his death.”

We heard a noise that sounded like someone coming through the door at the top of the stairs.

“We’re in Edwin’s office,” I said so they wouldn’t go down to the warehouse first.

“Edwin, there’s someone here tae see you,” Hamlet said a moment later as he peered around the doorframe.

I hadn’t registered it at the time, but now I remembered the distant sound of the bell above the door a few minutes earlier.

“Who?” Edwin asked.

“He wouldn’t say, but he’s in a foul mood and . . . well, he smells like fish,” Hamlet said.

“Aye? We’ll be right over,” Edwin said as he stood with movements as weary as his smiles had been.

Hamlet led the way over. Edwin seemed to be mostly recovered, but his steps held much less forward purpose. Unfortunately, it seemed that it was meant to be a day of jarring surprises for my boss, because his face drained of color once again after we moved down the stairs and turned the corner to face the man standing at the front of the shop, who was dripping from the rain, and smelling of fish and cigarette smoke.

“Gordon?” Edwin said so weakly that both Hamlet and I hurried to catch him if he fainted. Rosie and Hector both made a small gasping sound, and Regg grumbled a noise that reminded me of Elias.

Hadn’t Edwin and I just been talking about someone named Gordon, and hadn’t that Gordon died in a fire two years earlier?

“Edwin. What have ye done tae my son?” the man said.

“I think I need tae have a seat,” Edwin said.

A small commotion followed, but before long we’d turned the sign on the door to “Closed” and were all seated around the shop’s back table, waiting less than patiently to hear the dead man’s story.
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