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THE CORPSE WORE TARTAN

“What’s wrong, Sadie? What happened to you?” Dan saw no blood, no tears in her clothing, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t been attacked.

She swallowed several big gulps of the water, then choked. Dan pounded her on the back, growing more worried by the minute. Clearly something had terrified the woman, but what?

“Sadie! You’re safe now. Everything’s okay. But you have to tell me what it is that upset you.”

“He’s dead,” she croaked. “There’s a dead guy in the number two storage room... .”
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Chapter One
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“Sure are a lot of kilts in town,” Sadie LeBlanc said to her two companions.

Her housekeeping cart rolled silently ahead of her along the second-floor hallway of The Spruces. Six months earlier, the stately, historic hotel in rural Moosetookalook, Maine, had reopened its newly renovated doors to the public, providing employment for a good many of the tiny village’s residents.

“Long as they got money to spend in them sporran things, I don’t care how silly their clothes are.” Rhonda Snipes pushed her own well-maintained cart over thick carpeting that still had a trace of new-rug smell to it. She was short and squat, with no bosom to speak of.

“Sporran? You mean that leather pouch that looks like a purse?” Sadie sniggered. In contrast to Rhonda, Sadie was a beanpole, one of those painfully thin women who always look as if they’d blow away in a good wind.

“It is a purse,” Rhonda said. “Though why they’d want the thing banging against them at crotch level is beyond me.”

Like Sadie, Rhonda had been hired to clean guest rooms and, on special occasions, to help out the small waitstaff. Neither job paid all that well, but sometimes there were tips. She rubbed the back of her neck as she headed for the service elevator. It was the end of the shift, but all three of them would be back in only a couple of hours to help serve drinks and canapés at the cocktail party that preceded the Burns Night Supper.

“Disgraceful, I call it.” Dilys Marcotte’s voice was rife with disapproval. “I hear some of them don’t wear a blessed thing under their kilts. Take a peek and you’d see bare skin all the way up.”

“Who told you such foolishness?” Sadie demanded. “Stands to reason it’s too cold in January not to wear something underneath.”

Two bright flags of color stained Dilys’s plump cheeks. “Never you mind. I know what I know.” She appeared to be a little older than the other two and was of middling stature.

The elevator doors slid open with a quiet whoosh and the three women hauled their housekeeping carts inside for the ride down to the basement. The carts would be stored there overnight and restocked with towels and other supplies in the morning.

Liss MacCrimmon, a tall, slender brunette in her late twenties, waited another minute to be certain the coast was clear before she stepped out from behind a potted palm. Her face wore a broad grin. She’d had to struggle not to laugh out loud during the conversation she’d just overheard.

Eavesdropping on members of the housekeeping staff had been accidental, but once she’d realized what they were talking about, she hadn’t wanted to embarrass them by revealing her presence. After all, she was the one who’d asked the three local women to put in overtime that evening.

Dilys had it wrong, of course. Would she be disappointed, Liss wondered, to know that most men preserved their modesty by wearing cutoffs or swim trunks under their kilts? The more daring made do with regular underwear. That modern Scotsmen wore nothing at all under their kilts was just another of those ridiculous things that “everyone knew” was true. In other words—nonsense.

Liss was confident she was right. Even though she’d only visited Scotland once, as a teenager with her parents, she was very familiar with the Scottish-American community. She’d grown up competing in Scottish dance competitions at Scottish Festivals and Highland Games. Then she’d performed for nearly eight years with a Scottish dance troupe, until her knee gave out and ended that career. Now she was half owner and sole employee of Moosetookalook Scottish Emporium, a small shop in the village that sold Scottish imports and other items with a Scottish theme. She was in the process of buying out her aunt, Margaret MacCrimmon Boyd, just as Aunt Margaret had bought out Liss’s father when he retired and went to live in Arizona.

These days, the Emporium relied heavily on online and mail-order sales to stay in the black, but the brick-and-mortar store was in no danger of closing. Furthermore, Liss’s aunt would continue to be her landlady even after she sold Liss her share of the business.

With a glance at her watch, Liss headed for the service stairs leading to the mezzanine. It was already four. She’d be late if she didn’t hustle.

Ever since Christmas, Liss had spent almost as much time at the hotel as she had in the shop. Aunt Margaret had a new job—events coordinator at The Spruces. As such, she had a lot on her plate. Liss had agreed to help out by acting as a liaison to the Scottish Heritage Appreciation Society.

SHAS was a small group. Most of the members came from the Portland, Maine, area, with a few from as far away as Portsmouth, New Hampshire. All were proud of their Scottish roots. Because of that, they gathered every twenty-fifth of January to celebrate the birthday of Scottish poet Robert Burns. One quirk of the organization was that the Burns Night Supper was never held in the same location twice. The Sinclair House in Waycross Springs had been its venue the previous year. When The Spruces had been chosen as the next site, everyone had been thrilled. The booking was for two dozen of the hotel’s most expensive rooms plus a private dining room. That was no big deal by city standards, but it was a lifesaver for a small-town business that was hanging on by a thread.

Three people waited for Liss in that dining room. Eunice MacMillan was a rawboned woman in her mid-fifties who stood only an inch or two shorter than Liss’s five-foot-nine. She had sharp features and an intense gaze that Liss found disconcerting. During the weeks of preparation for the Burns Night Supper, Liss had spent considerable time with Eunice. She couldn’t say she’d come to know the woman particularly well—just enough to dislike her.

Looking for all the world like a pair of bookends, Phil and Phineas MacMillan stood on either side of Eunice, who was Phil’s wife. Liss could not tell one twin from the other. Their graying hair was styled exactly the same way and their features—square jaw, beak of a nose, and close-set dark brown eyes—were identical. So were their outfits. Although they were not yet in formal Scottish attire, they were wearing kilts in the MacMillan tartan, a pattern of bright yellow and orange.

“Ah, Ms. MacCrimmon, so good of you to join us,” one bookend said. He’d been using his skean dhu—a small knife—to clean under his fingernails while he waited. Without looking, he put it away in a sheath tucked into the top of his right kilt hose.

“I swear,” Eunice muttered, “one of these days you’re going to slice your leg open doing that. You should be sensible, like your brother, and let the blade go dull.”

“No point in sharpening it,” the brother in question chimed in. “I don’t plan to shave with it.”

“No, you use yours as a letter opener.” He turned on Eunice. “For God’s sake, woman, don’t fuss at me. It’s not as if I’m going to slip and cut my own throat with it.”

“Har. Har,” his brother said, imbuing the mock laugh with enough sarcasm to sink an ocean liner.

There was no need for any of them to expand on the reference, Liss thought. They all knew that famous bit of Scottish history. The story went that when the Scots had at last been soundly defeated by the English, all weapons had been forbidden to them. The only exception had been the skean dhu, which was declared to be “only big enough for a Scotsman to slit his own throat with”—an outcome to which the English apparently had not had any objections!

Liss forced herself to keep smiling until the three MacMillans finally lost interest in bickering among themselves and turned their collective attention to her.

“Well?” Eunice demanded.

Liss held up the clipboard she carried. “Everything seems to be running right on schedule, Ms. MacMillan. All the members of your group have checked in.”

“This meeting was supposed to have started ten minutes ago,” complained the twin who preferred a dull blade. He looked pointedly at his watch.

“Don’t give the girl a hard time, Phineas,” Eunice chided him. “She’s doing the best she can.”

Damned with faint praise, Liss thought, and kept smiling. Her facial muscles already ached.

Phineas was Phineas MacMillan, president of SHAS. He was scheduled to give the opening remarks and make the toast. Liss could see no way to distinguish him from his brother, except to keep an eye on both of them and remember that the one currently standing to Eunice’s left was her husband, Phil. Even their voices—complete with undercurrents of disdain—sounded identical.

While Liss watched, Phineas examined every place setting and piece of stemware in the dining room. He seemed disappointed when he couldn’t find anything to complain about. Then his eyes lit up. He pounced on the clip-on microphone lying beside the plate at the center of the head table.

“I can’t use this fiddly little thing.” Phineas held it up with two fingers. From the expression on his face, Liss would have thought it was a cockroach he’d caught crawling across the tablecloth. “I want a real microphone. Something with some heft. And an on/off switch.”

In other words, Liss thought, a big honking phallic symbol that he could wave around as he spoke. He probably thought wearing a small mike attached to his collar wasn’t macho enough.

Schooling her features to show only a calm, helpful façade, Liss promised to take care of the matter before the supper got under way.

“See that you do,” Phineas said.

“Is there anything else I can do for you?” Liss asked. She hoped not. She had a full plate already.

“Eunice forgot to pack toothpaste,” Phil said.

“We stock several brands in the gift shop just off the lobby,” Liss told him.

For a moment, her smile was genuine. The gift shop also carried a number of items from Moosetookalook Scottish Emporium. With any luck, members of SHAS would be inclined to buy a few of them, or at least pick up one of Liss’s catalogues.

“A first-rate hotel would supply the basics for free,” Eunice said in a snippy voice.

Liss gritted her teeth, kept smiling, and did not give voice to what was on her mind. “I can assure you that the gift shop’s prices are reasonable,” she said instead.

“Come along, kiddies,” Phineas said, putting one hand on Eunice’s elbow and the other on Phil’s shoulder. “We’ve got a busy evening ahead of us.”

When they’d gone, Liss switched the microphones herself. That small task took only a few minutes. It was 4:30 when she left the private dining room. She decided she had just enough time to pay a visit to the hotel kitchen and grab a bite to eat before the cocktail party. For that she was profoundly grateful. Dealing with the MacMillans had given her an appetite.

From the top of the stairs that led down from the mezzanine, Liss had a bird’s-eye view of a scene of Victorian splendor. Polished wood floors were dotted with large plush rugs to create cozy seating areas, and these were further divided into small pockets of privacy by a series of pillars. At the far end of the lobby was a huge fireplace with a tile-lined hearth and an ornate marble mantel and huge mirror above. Nearer at hand, at the foot of the gently curving staircase, sat a check-in desk made of rich woods polished to a high gloss. Behind it, backed up against a wall of old-fashioned cubbyholes used to hold guest keys and messages, stood Mary Winchester.

Liss frowned. That wasn’t right. And Mary’s expression was a classic—wide eyes and dropped jaw. Following the direction of the other woman’s gaze, Liss spotted two men wearing kilts and cable-knit sweaters. At first glance, they appeared to be playing a game of tag around the pillars.

Then Liss noticed the bagpipe. One of the men held it like a club. He was attempting to beat his companion over the head with it. The tableau gave new meaning to the bagpipe’s designation—by those same English authorities who’d permitted Scots to keep their skean dhus—as an “instrument of war.”

Liss hurried down the stairs. She flashed a reassuring smile at Mary as she passed the desk but didn’t stop. The two men were both strangers to her, but one wore the Grant tartan and the other sported the colors of Clan Erskine. Members of SHAS—no doubt about that!

“This is a worthless piece of junk!” shouted Grant, the man wielding the bagpipe. He slammed it down on Erskine’s left shoulder. A sick-sounding blat issued from the bag as a small pocket of air was expelled. “This bag is dried up.” Whack! “The drones are cracked.” Thunk! “I want my hundred dollars back.”

Shielding his head with upraised arms, Erskine did not appear to be in any immediate danger of serious injury. He bobbed and weaved, kilt swirling with every movement, and he managed to keep a series of wingback chairs, sofas, and coffee tables between himself and his attacker.

“Let the buyer beware!” he hollered, and ducked when Grant lunged. From the shelter of a pillar, a distinct whine in his voice, he attempted to reason with the other man. “You looked it over before you paid me. What did you expect for a bargain price?”

“Better than I got!”

Liss caught Grant’s sweater-clad forearm as he reared back to throw the bagpipe. “Settle down,” she said in a firm voice. “There’s no need for violence.”

“Who the hell are you?” Grant demanded. His eyes narrowed in his flushed face, but the interruption had thrown him off his stride.

“I’m your liaison with the hotel.” She looked him right in the eyes. The moment he lowered his arm, Liss grabbed hold of the bag and tugged the instrument out of his hands.

“Hey!”

“This is neither the time nor the place for violence. If you must fight, take it outside.” Maybe the cold January air would cool them off !

Erskine sidled up to her. “We didn’t break anything.”

“For which we are all grateful.” She glanced at him, then away. Grant was the volatile one. She hefted the bagpipe, looking it over with an expert eye. “You’re right,” she told Grant. “This is worthless. But you should have spotted that for yourself before you bought it. Or asked someone knowledgeable to take a look at it.”

Grant glowered at Erskine. “I thought he was my friend.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Liss caught sight of Eunice and Phil MacMillan watching them from a spot near the elevators. They were, she supposed, on their way back to their suite after a toothpaste run. She hoped neither would try to “help.”

Meanwhile, a stubborn look had come over Erskine’s face. “I’m not giving the money back,” he muttered. “He bought it as is, fair and square.”

“I don’t want it anymore.” Grant sounded like a sulky child.

“Okay,” Liss said. “Here’s what we’re going to do. I’m tossing this in the trash.” She hefted the bagpipe. “You got a problem with that?”

The would-be piper gave a deep sigh. “No, ma’am.”

Erskine smirked, but the expression vanished when Liss glared at him. She addressed Grant again. “There’s a shop in Waycross Springs. Tandy’s Music and Gifts.”

“Yeah. Russ Tandy’s place.”

“If you want to buy a bagpipe, go there. He even gives lessons. As for you”—she gave Erskine a firm poke in his wool-clad chest—“if you have any conscience at all, you’ll offer to chip in on the cost.”

Shifting his weight from foot to foot like a bully caught acting up in the schoolyard, Erskine had the grace to look ashamed of himself. After a moment, he nodded. “I guess I could do that.”

“Excellent.” Carrying the bagpipe under her arm, Liss left them to work out the details. She returned to the check-in desk and gave Mary another reassuring smile.

The other woman sagged in relief. “I can’t believe you did that, Liss. I froze. Absolutely froze. I didn’t even have the presence of mind to pick up the phone and holler for help.”

“Just as well you didn’t. Those two are here with the Scottish Heritage Appreciation Society. As a group, they’re annoying, but mostly harmless. Besides, they’re my responsibility.”

“That doesn’t mean you have to risk your neck breaking up a fight.” Mary’s molasses-brown eyes still had a slightly glassy look.

“Sit down before you fall down,” Liss ordered. “Are you okay?”

Mary was pregnant again, though she hardly showed. Like everyone else in the Ruskin family, Mary Ruskin Winchester worked long hours.

Joe Ruskin, Mary’s father, had bought The Spruces after it had been closed for most of a decade. He’d poured money and time into restoring it to its former glory with the hope that reopening the hotel would bring prosperity to everyone in Moosetookalook. Six months in, he was struggling to make ends meet. Mary and her brothers, Sam and Dan, temporarily held positions everyone devoutly hoped would soon be filled by experienced—and wellpaid—professionals.

Running one hand through her short, sandybrown hair, Mary took a few deep breaths and forced herself to smile. “I’m fine. It was just a little disconcerting.” She cast a wary look at the bagpipe Liss still held cradled against her chest. “What are you going to do with that thing?”

Liss passed it over. It was awkward to handle—a leather bag covered with tartan cloth with three wooden drones and a chanter hanging off it at odd angles—but it wasn’t heavy. It would have taken a lucky blow from Grant—or one aimed with savage viciousness—to have done any real damage to Erskine. “You’re going to toss it,” she told Mary. “It’s trash.”

Gingerly, Mary set the instrument down behind the check-in desk. “I’ll put it in the Dumpster in the basement on my way off duty.”

The ding of the arriving elevator drew Liss’s attention. Belatedly, she realized that Phil and Eunice were only now entering the cage to return to their third-floor suite. She knew the elevators weren’t that slow. They must have chosen to remain in the lobby until the show was over.

Grant and Erskine, Liss was glad to see, seemed to have resolved their differences. Arm in arm, they were just leaving the lobby, heading in the direction of the hotel lounge.

Mary sent Liss a worried look. “I should probably tell Dad what happened. Or Dan.”

“There’s no need to bother them. I’ve handled it. The crisis is over. We’re good.”

“Well, if you’re sure.”

“I’m sure. When do you get to go home?”

“At five, and it’s almost that now. Thank goodness! I can’t wait to put my feet up.”

The two women chatted for a few minutes. Or rather Mary chattered about her husband and her son Jason, a toddler. Then Liss, definitely hungry now, resumed her trek to the kitchen.

She could well understand Mary’s inclination to turn her troubles over to one of the Ruskin men. Liss smiled to herself as she walked briskly along a narrow service corridor. She’d rely on one of them more often herself if she weren’t so afraid that such dependence might be habit-forming.

Dan Ruskin, all six foot two of him, had become a fixture in Liss’s life soon after she moved back to Moosetookalook. She wasn’t quite sure where their relationship was headed, but she knew there was a special bond between them. Dan was easy to get along with and even easier to count on when there was trouble. He wasn’t hard on the eyes, either. Years of working for Ruskin Construction had developed muscles in all the right places.

The sound of raised voices reached Liss’s ears when she was still a hundred yards away from the entrance to the kitchen.

“Here we go again,” she muttered, and broke into a run.




Chapter Two
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Liss burst through the swinging doors and skidded to a stop just inside the kitchen. Richardson Bruce, treasurer of SHAS, blocked the aisle between two work stations. He was squared off with the head chef at The Spruces, Angeline Cloutier.

Bruce, a dapper little man with a naturally ruddy complexion, was already dressed for the Burns Night Supper, wearing a Montrose doublet with his kilt in the red, green, yellow, and white Bruce tartan. The waist-length jacket had a stand-up collar and silver buttons and epaulettes. Beneath it Bruce wore a blindingly white shirt with a lacy jabot. The contrast made high color in his face look all the more glaring.

“The haggis is the centerpiece of the evening!” he shouted at the chef, ignoring the fact that she not only towered over him but was standing right next to a rack of sharp butcher knives. “It must be made according to the ancient recipe—chopped sheep’s heart, liver, and lungs, mixed with oatmeal, onions, suet, and spices in a sheep’s stomach casing.”

“Listen, mister!” Angeline poked Bruce in the shoulder with one bony finger, leaving a smear of flour on the expensive black velvet. “You know and I know that ain’t about to happen. The FDA had the good sense to keep sheep offal out of the food supply.”

“Who’d know? Slaughter your own sheep and—”

“Give it a rest! You’ve got what—three hours till your banquet starts? Thing has to boil that long. You’ll take what I’ve cooked for you and like it. Damned nuisance as it is, like making sausages from scratch.”

Bruce’s face abruptly drained of most of its color. “Tell me you didn’t use pork!”

“Lamb, beef liver, oats, and suet. The casing isn’t sheep’s stomach, but you don’t eat that anyway.” Angeline’s expression of disgust was eloquent. Then it was her turn to go pale. “Do you?”

Bruce ignored the question. “We asked for real haggis. That means it’s made from a sheep. You can’t get the right nutty texture otherwise. Or the savory flavor.”

“You won’t be able to tell the difference,” Angeline promised. “Now get out of my kitchen so I can get going on the turnips and the potatoes.”

“Neeps and tatties,” Bruce corrected her. “And don’t forget the cock-a-leekie soup to start and the tipsy laird for dessert.”

“Yeah, yeah. Sherry trifle. I’m on it.”

“But about the haggis—I don’t think my people will be happy with—”

Deciding it was time to step in, Liss cleared her throat, interrupting Richardson Bruce’s complaint. As soon as she had his attention, she took his arm, exerting enough pressure to start him moving toward the door. “I’m certain everything is under control, Mr. Bruce, but if you like I can go get some of the canned haggis we sell at Moosetookalook Scottish Emporium. It’s made in the U.S. from Highland beef. Of course, there are only four servings in a can, but I could sell you a case of twenty-four for, say, two hundred fifty dollars?”

During her previous dealings with Richardson Bruce, all of them protracted negotiations concerning the cost of various items needed for the Burns Night Supper, Liss had learned he was the sort of man who’d squeeze every nickel till it screamed. Since he was almost a caricature of the penny-pinching Scot, she was not surprised when the mere mention of additional expenses made him back off.

“No. No, I’m certain ... that is”—he swallowed convulsively—“I’ll just run along and check on the whiskey.” He inclined his head in farewell. “Ms. MacCrimmon. Ms. Cloutier.” He pronounced the chef’s surname in the Parisian way, no doubt trying to show off how worldly and well-traveled he was.

Shaking her head, Liss watched him go, then sent a wry smile in Angeline’s direction.

“Clue-chee,” she muttered, scowling fiercely. “It’s pronounced ‘Clue-chee. ’” Angeline might have been trained in the best Cordon Bleu tradition, but her roots were solidly French-Canadian. Her birthplace was only fifty miles from Moosetookalook, in the small city of Lewiston, Maine. Angeline’s usual pronunciation of that place name was “Loys-tun.”

 


 



Dan Ruskin hesitated with his hand on the kitchen door. Liss hadn’t seen him yet. She was too busy slicing cold ham for a sandwich.

When he’d heard Mary’s account of Liss’s run-in with the two guests in the lobby, his first reaction had been sheer panic. He’d come looking for Liss to make sure she was okay. Plainly, she was. A flare of temper had him clenching his fists. Liss MacCrimmon was too damn impatient for her own good. She had a tendency to rush in, to do everything herself, without waiting for backup. One of these days, she was going to get herself hurt. Since Dan was in love with her, that would just about kill him.

Deliberately, he forced himself to relax. He’d learned the hard way not to try to run Liss’s life for her. Not if he wanted to be a part of it. And he did. A permanent part. He’d been working up to asking her to marry him for some time now.

Liss glanced up and saw him. Her blue-green eyes—they changed hue depending on what colors she was wearing—lit with pleasure. “Hey, Dan. Want a sandwich?”

“Love one.” He crossed the busy kitchen to fetch up beside a small table tucked into a corner of the huge room.

Today, Liss’s eyes were more blue than green, reflecting the bouquets of hand-painted forget-menots that decorated her scarf. She was wearing a simple wool pantsuit—very businesslike—but on her, even plain clothing looked great.

“I ran into Harvey MacHenry earlier,” he said as he foraged in the cabinets for two tall glasses and a couple of plates.

Liss looked up sharply, visibly bracing herself for bad news. “What nit did he want to pick?”

Dan chuckled. “Relax. He was full of compliments for both you and The Spruces. Seems like a nice old guy.” MacHenry was eighty if he was a day, but spry for all that.

“Well, that makes a change. I’ve never met such a contentious group of people in my life, and it isn’t just that they’re difficult for me to work with. They don’t agree with each other about anything, either. Except that they want to hold this supper every January.”

Dan set two places, then went to stand directly behind Liss. Lifting her long, dark hair out of the way, he began to massage her neck and shoulders. They were rock hard with tension.

“Rough day?”

“Getting better,” she almost purred.

Dan kept kneading until Liss shook him off. He repressed a sigh. He enjoyed the feel of her under his hands and the light fragrance of her shampoo. She’d never been one for heavy perfumes.

“You can finish later.” There was a promise in her eyes. “I still need to check a few things before the cocktail party starts.”

While Liss put together the sandwiches, she gave Dan a brief recap of her encounters with the MacMillans, the two pipers, and Richardson Bruce. Then she slid in beside him on the long bench, her back to the hustle and bustle of the kitchen, and bit into her ham and cheese on rye.

For the next few minutes, they concentrated on food, ignoring the clatter of pots and pans behind them. Dan stole glances at his companion as they ate, wishing he could think of some way to get Liss to settle. She was all tensed up again, in spite of the massage. Then inspiration struck and he smiled to himself.

“What’s so amusing?” Liss sounded suspicious.

“I just realized something.” He gestured with his half-eaten sandwich, indicating the paneled wall they both faced. “I never told you about the hidden door we found.”

Her eyes lit up. “Secret passage?”

He laughed. “Just a shortcut to the back stairs.” He pointed out the three slight anomalies in the otherwise smooth paneling. “If you look closely you can see the hinges, there and there, and the indentation for the finger pull, there. The door opens toward us. On the other side, the seam where the door meets the rest of the wall is just about invisible.”

“Is that the only hidden door? It’s a big hotel.”

“It’s the only one I know of that leads right through a wall like that. Of course, it wouldn’t surprise me if there were more. And there are a couple of closets under staircases that are pretty hard to spot.” He grinned at her. “Heck, for all I know, there could be a secret passage or two.” She’d get such a kick out of it if he found one that Dan resolved to check the original hotel blueprints when he had a chance. Maybe there was something. Or maybe he could build one just for Liss. That would be easy enough for him to do.

Liss smiled back at him, but her lighthearted mood didn’t last. When she reached for the glass of milk Dan had poured for her, her elbow struck the clipboard she’d left lying on the edge of the table. It fell to the tile floor with a clatter, spilling papers everywhere.

For a moment, Liss just stared at the mess. Then she heaved a deep sigh. “This just isn’t my day.”

“At least you didn’t spill the milk.” At her look, he shrugged. “Gotta look on the bright side. Sit tight,” he added when she started to rise. “I’ll get this.”

As he gathered up pages, he glanced at each one to be sure he was putting them back together in the right order. All of them had to do with the Burns Night Supper except the last. On a piece of yellowlined paper, Liss had written one of her famous to-do lists.

“Full plate much?” He handed her the single sheet separate from the rest. Those, he reattached to the clipboard.

“There are not enough hours in the day,” she agreed. “Sometimes I feel like I’m trying to juggle flaming batons. I need to be twins. Or better yet, triplets. Or maybe I could arrange to have myself cloned.”

“At least you’ve already checked off the first item on your list.” It read “deliver stock to gift shop at hotel.”

“That was the easy one. The gift shop was already open and selling an assortment of merchandise from Moosetookalook Scottish Emporium, in addition to all the usual hotel gift shop items. I just had to bring over a few more goodies.”

The idea was to tempt hotel guests to visit the original store and all the rest of the shops in Moosetookalook. Their picturesque town square featured white clapboard Victorian houses, several of them with businesses on their lower floors—the Emporium, Stu’s Ski Shop, Angie’s Books, and Patsy’s Coffee House. There were also two empty storefronts, the unfortunate situation that Dan knew accounted for item number two on Liss’s list: “MSBA.”

The Moosetookalook Small Business Association, of which Dan was currently president, desperately wanted to attract new retailers to the community. Liss had been appointed head of a committee to figure out how they were going to do that.

“Too bad you aren’t ready to open your storefront yet,” Liss said, her thoughts apparently running in the same direction as his.

Dan shrugged. “Sometimes I wonder if I ever will be.”

One day, he hoped to turn the downstairs of his house into a showroom for the furniture and other household items he made. His dream was to do custom woodworking full-time. But even before the hotel reopened, he’d had to fight for every hour in his workshop. He’d managed to produce a few decorative boxes, now for sale in the hotel gift shop alongside Liss’s Scottish-themed merchandise, but nothing much more complex than that.

Liss placed her hand over his in a gesture that both warmed and comforted. “It will happen. I have faith in you.”

“And you’ll manage to juggle all those flaming batons. At least the third item on your list is no biggie. How hard can it be to decide on a name for a kitten?” Liss had been adopted by a little black fur ball just before Christmas.

“You’d be surprised,” she said with a laugh. “So far, nothing has seemed quite right. I have a list of possibilities a mile long and none of them really fit.” Liss polished off her milk, then dabbed with her napkin at the white mustache it had left behind.

“Write all the names on slips of paper, put them in a hat, and pick one,” Dan suggested.

“I don’t think so. The only thing I’m certain of is that I can’t keep calling her Nameless.”

Dan was about to ask how Lumpkin—a large yellow cat who’d owned Liss for the last nineteen months—was adapting to the presence of another feline in the house, when his cell phone rang. It was Mary, calling from the front desk. Dan glanced at his watch and frowned. It was well after five. His sister had stayed late again.

Then he listened to what she was saying and his frown deepened.

“I’ll take care of it,” he promised. “Aren’t you supposed to be on your way home?”

Only when Mary assured him that their father had just come out to take over the check-in desk did Dan disconnect.

“Problem?” Liss asked.

“I’m afraid so. Phil MacMillan just called down with a complaint. He says he’s been robbed.”

 


 



“That will teach me to think I had everything under control and get cocky,” Liss muttered as they approached the MacMillans’ third-floor suite. “To paraphrase Bobbie Burns, in whose honor this evening’s celebrations are being held, things were bound to gae aglee.”

“You aren’t cocky. You’re confident.” Dan rapped lightly on the door. With his free hand, he gave Liss’s forearm a reassuring squeeze.

The man had an amazing ability to calm her down, Liss thought. If he could bottle that, he’d make a fortune.

A scowling Eunice MacMillan opened the door. “I suppose you’d better come in.” With ill grace, she moved aside so they could enter the sumptuously furnished “parlor” of the two-room suite.

The Spruces had once been a “grand hotel” in the Victorian sense, splendidly ornate and sinfully luxurious. Dan’s father had embellished that old-fashioned charm by adding modern conveniences. A cherrywood armoire hid a television, and although the bath still contained a claw-foot tub, there was a shower stall, as well. The bed, which Liss could just glimpse through the open door to the inner room, was a huge four-poster.

Phil MacMillan sat at a reproduction of a midnineteenth-century ladies’ desk, hunched over a laptop. He didn’t look up, even though he must have heard Liss and Dan come into the room.

Eunice’s voice had a sharp edge to it. “Phil! Mr. Ruskin and Ms. MacCrimmon are here. You’re the one who insisted on sending for them. You talk to them.”

Phil tapped a few more keys, then shut down whatever he was working on. The look he sent his wife was frosty enough to ruin an entire citrus crop. She ignored him, and Liss and Dan, to get herself a bottle of water from a mini-refrigerator disguised as an end table. Without asking if anyone else wanted something, she plunked herself down in an armchair, unscrewed the cap, and took a long swallow.

“What seems to be the problem, Mr. MacMillan?” Dan asked.

Phil MacMillan stood and faced Liss and Dan. Beneath beetled brows, his dark brown eyes sparked with temper. “We came back to the suite after our meeting with Ms. MacCrimmon to find that the place had been ransacked.”

Incredulous, Liss gave the suite another onceover. She saw nothing beyond the disorder normal for a hotel room that was currently occupied.

Dan had made a visual survey of his own. “I beg your pardon?” His clipped tone was at odds with his polite wording.

“We cleaned up. Put things away.”

“I did, you mean.”

“Yes, dear. My wife tidied up. She’s compulsive about things like that. In any case, after she had done so, I discovered I’d been robbed. Someone who works in your hotel, Mr. Ruskin, is a thief.”

Liss was standing close enough to Dan to feel how rigid he went at the accusation. She admired his selfcontrol as he somehow still managed to keep his voice neutral.

“Most people would have called the front desk at once if they thought someone had been in their room,” he said.

“Well, we didn’t.” MacMillan made a dismissive gesture. “That doesn’t change the fact that a valuable brooch is missing. It’s solid silver and decorated with my clan crest. There are a couple of rubies in the design. It was in the bedroom on the dresser when we went downstairs to inspect the private dining room and gone when we came back.”

“You’re sure you didn’t just misplace it?” Liss asked. “Perhaps you thought you unpacked it and—”

“I have a very clear recollection of placing it on top of the dresser. I planned to wear it tonight. Besides, as I just told you, the place had been searched. Obviously someone was looking for valuables.”

“Was anything else taken?” Dan looked from MacMillan to his wife.

Eunice shook her head. “Just the brooch.” She picked up a magazine and flipped noisily through the pages, affecting disinterest.

“I want the police called in.” MacMillan, arms folded across his chest, was the picture of stubborn determination. “In the meantime, I expect you to keep all your staff on the premises so they can be searched.” The stance, the jutting jaw, the steady gaze, all proclaimed that there was no point in trying to reason with him.

“Very well, Mr. MacMillan,” Dan said. “I will phone the police station, but I want to make sure I fully understand the situation first.” He turned again to Eunice. “Ms. MacMillan, do you recall seeing this brooch on the dresser when you left the room?”

She looked up, her thin lips curving into a slow, malicious smile. “No. I didn’t notice it. And I told Phil not to make a fuss just because he can’t find it.”

“It’s a valuable piece of jewelry.” Phil glowered at his wife.

Unperturbed, she turned another page in her magazine. Liss couldn’t see the cover, but it was one of the glossy ones devoted to fashion, self-improvement, and profiles of celebrities.

She glanced back at Phil MacMillan, then decided to take a look at the crime scene for herself. In the bedroom, she was careful not to touch anything, but she checked the top of the dresser and the floor around it, and even bent over to look beneath the furniture. She peeked into the bath, too, and noticed the small gift-shop bag on the counter by the sink. The toothpaste Phil and Eunice had picked up, she assumed.

By the time Liss returned to the living room of the suite, MacMillan was fuming at the delay. Liss could all but see steam rising as his temper came to a boil.

“I want the cops!” he bellowed. “What kind of place is this? Are you going to sit back and let your guests be robbed?”

“Certainly not, Mr. MacMillan. If you’ll just wait here in your suite, I will send for the local police. It should only take ten or fifteen minutes for an officer to drive to the hotel.”

When Dan closed the door very gently behind him, Liss knew he was repressing the urge to slam it.

“Great. Just great,” he muttered as they headed for the elevator. “And what is a guy doing wearing a brooch anyway?”

“It’s a big round pin,” Liss said, “used to hold a plaid in place at the shoulder.” She pronounced the word as “played,” since she meant the garment, not the pattern. It was a long strip of tartan cloth that men wore with a kilt. It wrapped around the upper body and looked quite dashing.

But Dan was no longer listening. He’d detached his cell phone from his belt and was already punching in the number for the Moosetookalook Police Department.




Chapter Three
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The drive from downtown Moosetookalook to The Spruces took under ten minutes. Officer Sherri Willett, a petite blonde who prided herself on being tougher than she looked, gave the sky a considering glance as she stepped out of the police cruiser.

The sun set early at that time of year and, because of the weather, neither moon nor stars were visible. Away from floodlit areas, it was pitch dark.

Snow drifted down at a steady rate, rapidly adding a new coat of white to the recently plowed parking lot. The forecast had been for five or six inches, but she could feel the heaviness in the air. The whirling flakes, although light enough in themselves, continued to pile up thick and fast.

“And to think,” she said to Pete Campbell as he got out of the passenger side of her vehicle, “a little more than a month ago we were praying for snow.”

Pete shrugged. “Maine in winter. What can I say?”

He was built like a linebacker, solid and square. He stood eight inches taller than Sherri and outweighed her by a good eighty pounds. He was off duty and wearing civvies—jeans and a sweater under a ski parka—instead of the uniform that proclaimed him a Carrabassett County Deputy Sheriff.

Sherri smiled to herself. Even if he were working, Pete would have no problem deferring to her in this investigation. After considerable debate during the last few weeks, some of it heated, they’d finally resolved the issue of her career in law enforcement. She wasn’t going to quit, not even after she and Pete were married. And, as this was clearly a Moosetookalook matter, she was the one in charge. He’d give her no argument on that score. He’d accepted that she was fully qualified to do her job, in this case to investigate the disappearance of a piece of jewelry.

Pete squinted at the hotel while Sherri extracted a fingerprint kit and an audio recorder from the spacious trunk of the car. The far-from-new Crown Victoria had been acquired from the county when the sheriff’s department upgraded.

The Spruces stood on the crest of a hill, looking down on the rest of Moosetookalook. It rose three stories high, painted brilliant white and roofed in red tile, but what had given it the nickname “the castle” with the locals were the four-story octagonal towers at each corner and the five-story central tower with the cupola on top.

By the time Sherri was ready to go inside, Pete’s dark hair had acquired a cap of snowflakes. He brushed them off with one gloved hand as they headed for the service entrance. Dan Ruskin had requested that Sherri keep things low-key. That wasn’t a problem. Coming in with sirens blaring and blue lights flashing was hardly her style.

Dan was waiting for them, Liss MacCrimmon at his side, in the utilitarian conference room next to Joe Ruskin’s equally plain office. Unlike the public areas of the hotel, all of which were very posh, this room was extremely plain. The walls were painted a soft green. The carpet was of the indoor-outdoor variety. The only furnishings were a long wooden table, a dozen folding chairs, and a side table that held the coffeepot, creamer, and packets of sweetener.

“You already know a little about the Scottish Heritage Appreciation Society,” Dan began.

“I should. I’ve been listening to Liss bitch about them for weeks.” Sherri had recognized the name MacMillan right off and knew that her friend thought Eunice MacMillan was obnoxious.

“Well, let me bring you up to speed.” And Dan launched into an explanation of why he’d called the police.

“Clan crest brooch,” Sherri murmured when he’d finished. She was familiar with that sort of jewelry, having once worked part-time in Moosetookalook Scottish Emporium, and knew she’d need a much more detailed description. Half the men at the Burns Night Supper probably owned similar pieces.

“There’s something a little peculiar about all this,” Dan said.

“A couple of things,” Liss chimed in.

“Any normal person who discovered someone had been in their room would grab the phone and complain first thing,” Dan said. “Instead, Eunice tidied up. She put everything back where it belonged and they weren’t going to say a word about it ... until MacMillan discovered the theft.”

“And both MacMillans are champion complainers,” Liss said. “There’s another thing, too. It’s probably nothing. Just odd.”

Sherri looked at her expectantly. Often the smallest detail, if it sounded a wrong note, could be important, and Sherri knew that Liss had good instincts for such things.

“Phil MacMillan claimed he left the brooch out on top of the dresser because he was going to wear it this evening,” Liss explained, “but a Burns Night Supper calls for more formal attire. The men will all be wearing jackets of some sort—everything from tweed to tails. Some folks do wear plaids on top of jackets, but I wouldn’t expect someone like Phil MacMillan to. To tell you the truth, I’d be surprised to see a single plaid tonight on anyone but the bagpiper.”

“So, no need for a brooch on the shoulder,” Sherri summarized. “Good catch. Okay. Time to go talk to the victim. No.” She held up a hand to stop Dan and Liss from coming with her. “This is police business, okay? I don’t want you two involved any further.”

Dan’s scowl told her he wasn’t happy to be taken out of the loop. Liss just looked disappointed. Sherri sympathized, but their presence wasn’t necessary and it might interfere with getting answers.

“I want you to do something else for me,” she told them. “I’ll need lists of the staff and of the hotel guests. If Mr. MacMillan is determined to make a fuss about this, then I’ll have to follow through, talk to everyone, find out where they were when the brooch went missing. You could also help me set up the interviews with the staff.”

“None of Dad’s employees are thieves,” Dan objected.

“If the brooch was just lying out in the open—”

“Once the MacMillans checked in, no one on the hotel staff had any reason to enter their suite.”

“Just get me those lists, okay?” Anxious to begin her investigation, Sherri headed for the door. “I’ll be back after I talk to the victims.”

“Sherri,” Liss began, “I could—”

“Make lists,” Sherri repeated, and closed the conference room door firmly behind her.

Pete was chuckling as they crossed the lobby, heading for the elevators.

“What?”

“When did Liss MacCrimmon ever not make lists?”

“Good point.” Sherri jabbed the button to call the elevator and sighed. “She wants to help.”

She knew Liss well. They’d gone all through school together and reconnected upon Liss’s return to Maine. Liss MacCrimmon did not like unanswered questions. And when explanations failed to present themselves quickly enough, she didn’t wait for other people to provide them. More than once, her impatience had led her into serious trouble.

“Just keep telling her no,” Pete advised. “Tell her it’s a conflict of interest for her to be involved.”

“Easy for you to say.”

They exited the elevator on the third floor and walked down the quiet hallway to the MacMillan suite. Sherri took a deep breath and squared her shoulders before she knocked.

The first thing she noticed was that the MacMillans had obviously changed their clothes. Liss had told her what Phil MacMillan had been wearing earlier. Now he and his wife were clearly dressed for the Burns Night Supper.

Phil’s outfit consisted of all the normal Scottish apparel on the bottom—ghillie brogues with leather soles that laced up over the ankle, hose with flashes, kilt, fur sporran with a chrome cantle and three fur tassels. But on top he wore a Prince Charlie jacket and vest in Tartan green with a tuxedo shirt and bow tie. The jacket was a nice one, Sherri thought. The cutaway-style front had rampant lion buttons and braided epaulettes ... and no place at all for him to pin on a brooch.

He demanded to see identification, especially from Pete. After Sherri complied, she took Phil’s statement while Pete dusted the top of the dresser and the doorknobs for fingerprints. After she’d heard what Phil MacMillan had to say, she informed both MacMillans that she’d need to take their fingerprints for purposes of elimination.

“Is that really necessary?” Eunice looked annoyed.

“I’m afraid so.”

While Pete did the honors, Sherri took the couple through their story one more time. It didn’t hold together any better on repetition.

“I just want to make sure I have all the details straight,” she said, flipping to the first page of her spiral-bound notepad. She had the recorder going, but backing up with written notes was always a good idea. Even the most advanced technological devices had glitches, and the equipment provided to Moosetookalook police officers was hardly top of the line. “You arrived at The Spruces around three. Is that correct?”

“That’s right.” The curt answer came from Eunice. She didn’t look at Sherri. She was too busy wiping smudges off her beautifully manicured fingers, taking great care not to get any of the ink on her floor-length, off-white gown. Since, by tradition, women did not wear kilts, she showed her clan colors by draping a tartan sash over her right shoulder.

“We checked in, came up here and unpacked, and then went to make sure all the arrangements were in order.” Phil sounded every bit as irritable as his wife.

“You had a meeting scheduled with Ms. MacCrimmon ?”

“Yes. At four.” Eunice rose from the sofa and picked up the small evening bag on the coffee table. Sherri ignored the hint that it was almost time for the SHAS cocktail party.

“We went down to the private dining room on the mezzanine at a little before four.” Phil also stood and fussily made adjustments to his kilt.

“You met your brother there?”

“No. He was already with us. We met here and went down together.”

Sherri slanted a sharp look his way. “You didn’t mention that before.”

“Didn’t I?” Phil shrugged. “I don’t see that it matters. Phineas didn’t steal my brooch. Anyway, we went down to the dining room and waited there until Ms. MacCrimmon arrived. She was late.”

“And after you three left the dining room? What then?”

“We came back here,” Eunice answered. “We told you all this before.”

And what else had they left out? Sherri barely managed to keep the skepticism out of her voice. “Yes, you have, Ms. MacMillan. But it bears repeating. Now, when you entered the suite, did you notice immediately that someone had been here?”

“Of course we did!” Phil’s nostrils flared in irritation. “The furniture cushions were askew. And the drawers were all pulled out of the desk.”

“And in the bedroom, the closet door stood open when I know I closed it, and the pillows from the bed had been scattered all over the floor.” Eunice gestured toward the other room and froze, her hand in midair, when she caught sight of Pete. He was down on his hands and knees, his head stuck under the bed. As they watched, he withdrew, having found nothing there.

“What did you think had happened?” Sherri asked.

Phil shrugged again and let his wife answer.

“We had no idea,” Eunice said, just as she had the last time she’d told her story. “Then Phil said it must be some damned fool’s idea of a practical joke. Some members of SHAS have a rather low sense of humor. It wasn’t until I was done straightening up that Phil noticed the brooch was missing.”

Sherri already had the names of the group’s resident comedians. There was always a chance that one of them had invaded the suite and taken the brooch as a joke, but Sherri didn’t see where the humor would be in such a prank. She also doubted that another guest would have been able to get hold of a key to the suite.

She studied her written description of the missing piece of jewelry. It wouldn’t mean much to someone who hadn’t seen the real thing. Without much hope, she posed a new question. “I don’t suppose you have a picture of the brooch?”

“Certainly,” Phil said. To Sherri’s surprise, he went directly to the laptop sitting on the desk and called up a file. “We had all our good jewelry photographed for insurance purposes.”

That would make her job easier, Sherri thought, but at the same time she felt uneasy. Something wasn’t right here. Why would a thief steal a brooch and leave a computer? Since the jewelry was bound to be missed, why not take everything else that was easily portable, too? She glanced at Eunice. By rights that pearl choker should also have gone in the swag bag.

“There,” Phil said.

A photograph filled the screen. The MacMillan clan crest was impressive—two strong hands brandishing a double-handed sword inside a circle emblazoned with the motto Miseris Succurrere Disco.

“Translation?” Sherri’s Latin was nonexistant.

“I learn to help the unfortunate,” Eunice answered, her tone snide. “So approp—”

“The sword has a jewel-encrusted handle,” MacMillan interrupted. “Rubies. And as I’ve already told you, the brooch itself is solid silver.”

Sherri reached into the breast pocket of her uniform and pulled out a flash drive. It only took a moment to plug into the laptop and copy the .jpg file.

“If you’re finished with us, Officer Willett,” Phil said, snotty as ever, “we have a cocktail party to go to.”

Sherri took her time answering. “I believe I have all I need,” she said when she’d let the silence stretch as taut as she dared. “But I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention the missing brooch to anyone.”

Phil frowned, but agreed. Eunice looked as if she’d also like to object, but remained silent. Then Phil opened the door and gave Sherri and Pete a pointed look.

Sherri waited until she and Pete were once more in the elevator and on their way down to the lobby before she looked at her fiancé and rolled her eyes. “What a piece of work.”

“Which one?”

“Either. Both. Oh, well. That’s neither here nor there, I suppose. There’s been a report of a burglary, which does make a nice change from the usual traffic tickets, O.U.I.s, and domestic disputes. I’ll have to talk to everyone on the staff, even Liss and Dan. Hey, maybe I’ll get lucky and someone will confess.”

“That would be nice,” Pete said.

“I don’t hold out much hope, and we can hardly search the entire hotel for that brooch, even if the Ruskins are willing. The place is just too big. Worse, if one of the housekeeping staff did walk off with it, it will already have left the premises.”

“Housekeeping staff would have a legitimate reason to leave fingerprints in the suite, too,” Pete remarked.

“Did you get any clear ones?”

“A few, but Eunice MacMillan did a great job of smearing most of them when she picked up after the intruder.”

“That’s what I figured. Nothing like a contaminated crime scene.”

Sherri’s next stop was Joe Ruskin’s office, where she plugged her flashdrive into his computer. It took only a moment to compose an e-mail and send the .jpg file out as an attachment, alerting both police and the appropriate civilian Web site that the brooch was stolen property. That done, she printed a copy of the picture for her own reference. She hadn’t decided yet if she’d show it around. Sometimes keeping the details quiet produced better results and she could inform the people she questioned that something was missing without saying exactly what it was.

By the time they returned to the conference room, the lists Sherri had asked for were waiting for her on the long table. Less than a minute later, Dan appeared in the doorway.

“I hate to ask favors, but if you could talk to the staff members who are working the cocktail party last, it would be a big help.”

“Not a problem.”

“That includes the housekeeping staff—Sadie LeBlanc, Rhonda Snipes, and Dilys Marcotte. They clocked out around four and should be coming back anytime now to earn some overtime as cocktail waitresses.”

Sherri put a small check mark beside each name. “Anyone else leave after four?”

“Fran Pertwee works in the gift shop. She took off just after you got here. So did my sister and brother. And Margaret Boyd went home at five.”

“None of them are likely suspects,” Sherri said. Besides, she knew where to find them if she needed to. Moosetookalook was a very small town. The Ruskins, like the MacCrimmons, the Willetts, and the Campbells, had lived in the village for generations. Margaret, Liss’s widowed aunt, was currently dating Sherri’s divorced father. As for Fran Pertwee, she lived right next door to Pete’s mother.

“You may as well start your interrogations with me,” Dan offered, and took a seat.

Pete closed the door, turned on the recorder, and accepted the notebook Sherri passed to him. It helped to have someone else taking notes. Relieved of the task of writing everything down herself, Sherri could concentrate on watching the reaction to her questions.

She didn’t suspect Dan Ruskin of anything, of course. This interview would be purely routine. And before it began, she had a personal question to ask. She clicked the recorder off again.

“Where’s Liss?”

Dan grinned at the wariness in Sherri’s voice. “Don’t worry. She promised to stay out of trouble. She’s in the gift shop. She’s going to keep it open until after the cocktail party gets going.”

 


 



The space that had been turned into the hotel gift shop had been a card room in the old days, the province of men with cigars and a yen to gamble. The only trace of that left was in a small fireplace, these days used for display rather than heat, and the wainscoting Dan had lovingly restored on three of the four walls. The fourth was mostly taken up with windows, but Liss could see nothing beyond the glass except falling snow. A pity, she thought. The usual view was a delightful vista composed of the hotel’s back lawn and the evergreen woods beyond.

“Any customers since Fran left?” Liss asked as she turned away from the glass.

Tricia Lynd, a twenty-two-year-old college student enrolled in a program to train budding hotel managers, worked at The Spruces as an intern. She was their “Jill of all trades,” moving from one job to another as needed, sometimes filling several posts in the same shift. She’d been working as a waitress in the hotel lounge earlier that afternoon and in a few minutes would be heading for the mezzanine to set up a cash bar for the cocktail party. Her white blouse and black slacks served as a uniform for all three jobs. The combination looked good on her, Liss thought, feeling a tiny stab of envy. Tricia had been blessed with an athletic body and a luxuriant mane of blue-black hair. Heads turned whenever she walked by.

“Sorry,” Tricia answered. “Not a soul. And nobody in the hour before that, Fran said, except for one couple who bought a tube of toothpaste and complained that it was overpriced.”

Ordinarily, the shop’s hours were eight to five. Joe Ruskin couldn’t afford more than one full-time employee. On this occasion, however, since it was merchandise on consignment from Moosetookalook Scottish Emporium that Liss hoped would sell to stray members of SHAS, she had made arrangements to keep the gift shop open two hours later than usual and agreed to work behind the counter herself from six to seven.

“Was the bar busy?” she asked Tricia.

“You mean the lounge?” The younger woman chuckled and Liss smiled back at her.

Joe Ruskin was insistent that they not call that area of the hotel a bar. It lowered the tone of the place, he said. By whatever name, it had a liquor license. Liss imagined at least some of the SHAS members had gravitated there to kill time before the cocktail party started. In fact, Grant and Erskine had been headed that way when she’d last seen them. Curious as to whether their truce had lasted, she described them to Tricia.

“Oh, sure. I remember them. They joined a couple of other men who were already there. All four of them were still in the lounge, having another round of beer, when I left to come here.” She made a face.

“What?”

“Nothing. Just ... well, the first two guys had a real juvenile sense of humor. And one of them hit on me.” Her moué of distaste spoke volumes.

“You don’t have to put up with harassment, Tricia.”

“He didn’t go that far over the line.”

Liss waited.

“He gave me a little pinch on the bottom and wanted to know if I knew what Scotsmen wore under their kilts. I told him I couldn’t care less. It was no big deal. Really.”

Liss wasn’t so sure about that, but she let it go. Tricia was the only one who could decide where the “line” was.

After Tricia left the shop, Liss wandered the aisles, stopping here and there to straighten an item on a shelf or table but really just killing time. One display contained all the small personal items guests were prone to forget—everything from those tiny, possibly overpriced tubes of toothpaste to single-dose packets of aspirin. Next to it were two racks of postcards of local views, some specially printed to say GREETINGS FROM MOOSETOOKALOOK, MAINE. The shop had newspapers available, too, but the rest of the stock consisted of consignment items from Moosetookalook shops.

Angie’s Books had supplied a revolving paperback rack featuring bestselling titles. Wall shelves held some of the small, decorative boxes Dan Ruskin made. And Liss’s permanent contribution to the shop’s stock consisted of a display of tartan scarves, thistle pins, beret tams in colors that ranged from maroon to fawn, and several six-inch-high figurines of men in Highland dress. A strategically placed card holder held some of her business cards, which gave the phone number, Web site, and e-mail address of Moosetookalook Scottish Emporium on the front and directions from the hotel to the store on the back.

In honor of the Burns Night Supper, Liss had added a rack of kilts and a display of clan crest items—ties, pins, mugs, and the like. She’d also brought in a selection of imported Scottish delicacies—shortbread, oatcakes, and several varieties of teas. She had a feeling she’d be carting all of it back to town in the morning. Customers seemed to be in short supply.

When her wandering brought her to a locked glass-front case, Liss paused to study its contents. The centerpiece of a selection of jewelry made by a local artisan was a gorgeous tourmaline ring. Liss had been drawn to it every time she came into the gift shop. She held out her right hand, imagining how that ring would look on her finger. Too bad it was priced so far beyond what she could justify paying to buy it for herself.

“I told you they’d still be open,” a loud feminine voice announced.

Startled, Liss swung around to face the door. Her smile was automatic but genuine, especially when she realized that a total of four potential customers had just walked into the shop. That they were members of SHAS, or their wives, was immediately apparent. They all wore tartan sashes. One woman had on a floor-length gown, two wore cocktail dresses, and the fourth was dressed in a hostess skirt in the Royal Stewart tartan and a dressy blouse.

Before coming to the gift shop, Liss had changed from her pantsuit into a similar outfit, except that the MacCrimmon “tartan” was a solid light blue. This color, supposedly, had been worn by ancient bards. Members of the MacCrimmon family had been celebrated as pipers as far back as the fifteenth century.

“Oh, look at this, Elspeth,” one of the women exclaimed. “Isn’t this little figurine adorable? I ought to get that for Hank.” She was a plump little person with bright eyes that for some reason reminded Liss of the as-yet-unnamed black kitten waiting for her at home.

“He won’t appreciate it, Glenora,” said her friend, plucking the tiny piper from her fingers and sneering at it before she returned it to the display. “And he won’t appreciate you spending his money on knickknacks.”

Glenora sulked, but she did not argue. It was one of the other two women, a tall redhead, who spoke. “At least you still have money to spend. Not like poor Eunice.”

“What have you heard, Maeve?” It was Elspeth who asked, an avid look on her long, narrow face.

“Stock market,” Maeve said succinctly. Then she nodded toward the fourth woman. “Lara knows.”

“Just gossip!” Lara, a thin, nervous type, was quick to deny any firsthand knowledge.

She looked, Liss decided, as if she was afraid someone might sue her for spreading false rumors. Come to think of it, Phil probably was the type who would take her to court.

“Can I help you ladies with anything?” Liss asked.

“Is this the best you can do on the price for this MacRae tartan tie?” Maeve asked, surprising her. Liss had pegged all four women as browsers who would handle the merchandise, leave it in disarray, and end up buying nothing.

Feeling considerably more cheerful, Liss let Maeve haggle her down to ten percent less than the price on the tag.





End of sample
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