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 Praise for the Pismawallops PTA
Mysteries



For Death By Ice
Cream:

“This was a fun cozy mystery with lots of
surprising twists and turns that had me guessing who dunnit and why
right up until the end.” --Ellen Jacobson, author of the Mollie
McGhee Mysteries

 


“[I got Death By Ice Cream]
from the library on Sunday and haven't been able to put it down
except for life essentials since I started reading it Sunday
afternoon.  It has been a long time since I have found a book
so well written and with subtle humor… I was both entertained and
fascinated by this delightful book and want to thank you for
such a treasure.” --Carol Malcom, reader, from a personal
note

 


For Death By
Trombone:

“Death by Trombone is an enjoyable
weekend read, sure to please fans of small town cozy mysteries.”
--View from the Birdhouse

 


“Douglass has a great series here.
JJ’s a colorful and complex character, well-developed and likable.”
--Christa Reads and Writes

 


 


For Death By
Adverb:

“Douglass paints a wonderful
picture of the small town of Pismawallops in the Pacific Northwest,
bringing to life the joys and challenges of living in a remote
tight-knit island community.” --Ellen Jacobson

 


What the reviewers say about
Death By Library:

“[Douglass’] writing style is punchy, sleek
and enticing and I adored the glorious helping of saucy romance she
artfully weaves into the story… This was an enthralling, classic
whodunit with great dollops of humour thrown in and a fabulous
finale. It was my first novel by this superb author, and I know it
won’t be my last.” --Brianne's Book
Reviews

 


“The writing is both easy reading and smart,
the plot has been cleverly worked out. Red herrings abound, but no
leaps of faith are needed.” --Author Jemima
Pett

 


“Death By Library… is an amusing tale
of a small town, a natural disaster, and murder . . . I like the
mystery, characters, and setting.” --Baroness' Book
Trove
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“JJ, grab your purse and meet me at
the end of your driveway right now!” Kitty Padgett disconnected as
soon as she’d delivered her message, leaving me holding a dead
phone. What in the world was going on? Kitty wasn’t given to
hysterics, and she never issued orders. Baffled, but responding to
her urgency, I grabbed my purse. Rain drummed on the porch roof,
and I added my jacket and boots.

“Dag-blast it!” I’d jammed the
zipper again.

I shouted up the stairs to my son.
“Brian, Kitty needs me for something. Don’t know when I’ll be back!
Finish your homework and don’t stay up late!”

My sixteen-year-old grunted an
unintelligible response from his room, where I hoped he was holed
up with his homework rather than games and texts and the vast black
hole of the Internet.

Not my problem, I reminded
myself. As a high-school junior, Brian was old enough to take
responsibility for his homework and his sleep. I was trying to
train myself not to hover. In another two years he’d be doing it
all on his own, away at college… I shook my head to derail that
train of thought, and shut the door behind me. My jacket flapped
open as I ran down the driveway. Within a few paces my shirt clung
damply where the rain drove in.

I reached the road as Kitty pulled
up with a screech of brakes. I plopped into my seat, and she took
off in a squeal of tires. What happened to her usual
overly-cautious approach to driving?

“What the dickens is the matter,
Kitty?” I caught my breath and shoved strands of dripping
strawberry-blonde hair back from my face. Had something happened to
one of the kids? To her husband, Mike? To—my heart skipped a
beat—Ron?

“We are going to the school board
meeting.” Her words set my mind at rest about her family and my
sweetheart, but left me more puzzled than ever.

“The board meeting? Whatever for?”
In eight years on Pismawallops Island I’d never attended a school
board meeting. Why should I start now? My service was to the PTA,
where Kitty was the president. We had plenty to do without worrying
about the district’s management.

“We’re going because they are
voting on the bond for the pool, and I heard there’s a movement
afoot to shoot it down.” Kitty’s tone, usually as moderate as her
looks—understated brown hair and eyes and a pleasant smile—was
sharp-edged with anger.

“I suppose that’s old Fingal,” I
said. “He’s the world’s biggest skinflint.”

“That’s putting it mildly.” Kitty
gripped the wheel and peered through the rain-streaked
windshield.

“I suppose he’ll say they didn’t
have a pool when he was a boy, so why do we need one now?” I
ventured.

“Plus, I gather he wants a
football field.” At the thought, Kitty stepped a little harder on
the gas. I grabbed the panic bar and held on.

“Why would we need a football
field? Pismawallops hasn’t had a football team for twenty years.
Slow down, Kitty. We won’t get there faster by skidding into a
ditch.”

I breathed more easily as she
backed off to something like the speed I would drive, still fast
for her but no longer terrifying.

“That’s why we have to go to the
meeting. We can make the case for the pool and convince the other
board members that Fingal’s idea of bringing back the football team
is insane. Think of the liability,” she added. I wasn’t sure if she
was serious or if it was a suggestion about how to get the
attention of the board. Maybe both.

I wondered about the other members
of the board. “I don’t know anything about the other two guys. Who
are they, anyway?”

“Gilead Andersson and Shaw
Newman.”

“How come I don’t know who these
people are?” I complained. I thought I knew most of the movers and
shakers on our island. “And why are they all men? When they want
something done, they ask the women to form a PTA. But we elect a
bunch of men to run the district?”

“Their day jobs are off-island,
and their kids graduated before Brian started high school, so
you’ve never seen them around the school.” That answered my first
question. “I suppose we haven’t elected any women because none have
been on the ballot. Are you thinking of running?” Kitty
added.

Since I had no desire to turn
politician, I peered out the window instead of answering. The
darkness and rain told me nothing, but we had to be close to the
high school by now. Board meetings were held in the lunch room,
which doubled as a theater and assembly space for the whole island.
Orcaville High—to give it its official name, which we seldom
did—wasn’t big enough to have a real theater. With just the high
school and Shuksan Elementary, the district was too small to have a
separate office for management, either, let alone a meeting space.
The high school principal doubled as the district superintendent.
Was that good or bad for our plans?

“I don’t know if we can count on
Alice Fong,” Kitty echoed my own thoughts about our new
principal/superintendent. “I can’t get a grip on her, though I’m
sure she’s doing her best.”

That was classic Kitty. She
wouldn’t criticize anyone if she could help it, and unlike me, she
could usually help it. Anyway, I knew what she meant about Alice.
The school was running well, but she didn’t seem to have any strong
connections there. I might have blamed it on her living off-island,
but I also felt that something about her was… closed off. I hoped
she wasn’t too shut off to give the students what they
needed.

That wasn’t the issue at hand.
“Yeah, but,” I said to prove I knew something about how the school
board worked, “she doesn’t have a vote. It’s those other two guys
we have to persuade.”

“Gilead Andersson and Shaw
Newman,” Kitty repeated, knowing I’d already forgotten the
names.

“Yeah, them. Even if we get this
to go through, will our kids get to use the new pool?” I asked,
playing devil’s advocate against my own convictions. Without a
pool, too many of our children weren’t learning to swim. I’d gone
to the Mountain View Beach Park—our only swimming beach—on hot days
in summer, and even then it hurt to stay in the water for long.
Puget Sound never warms up, and those taking lessons at the park
courted hypothermia in the chill waters.

“I figure it’s two years at a
minimum, from passing the bond to the first swim,” Kitty said.
“More likely three.” I believed her. She’d been around the schools
for long enough to know how slowly things move no matter how much
they’re hurried along. She let me do the math—aside from her
sixth-grade son, our kids would graduate before the pool
opened.

We pulled into the parking lot and
dashed for the front door as the rain cut loose with new ferocity.
I tried my zipper again, to no avail. It wasn’t just stuck, it was
defunct. Some bits of it came off in my hand. I tried not to think
what it would cost to replace the jacket. I’d have to live with it,
unless my ex-husband had a change of heart about supporting me, a
development I considered less worth hoping for than sunshine in
November. I pulled the jacket tighter around me as we dodged the
puddles in the unpaved lot.

At least it was warm inside the
school. I shed the annoying garment with a sigh of relief, adding
it to the other wet jackets on a row of hooks outside the
cafeteria. We slid into a couple of empty seats next to two
teachers from the high school—Brett Holt and Muriel Rayne. Between
them they coached a lot of the school’s sports, so it figured they
had an interest in the pool. I eyed them uncertainly. Were they on
our side, or did they want more playing fields? Or did they want to
avoid having to add swim-team coach to their list of
extra-curricular jobs?

Russ Ammon, who had been interim
principal until Alice arrived, sat a little way away with Ms.
Day—none of us had courage to use her first name—who served as vice
principal. She taught PE, giving her a legitimate interest in the
pool as well. A few seats beyond them sat a young woman I didn’t
recognize. Three women I thought were parents of grade school kids
occupied the back row, with Sally Lee, the president of their PTA.
Our PTA secretary would be around somewhere—Carlos was the
custodian. He was paid to attend school board meetings and
straighten up afterwards.

“It’s a pretty good crowd,” Kitty
whispered in my ear. “We called everyone we could reach when Sally
heard about Fingal.” Of course the grade-school parents had
responded most—their kids would be around to benefit from the pool,
unlike those already in high school.

The meeting had just started, and
we sat through the routine business of the district—approval of the
old minutes and of the checks written in the last month, and a
report on the district finances, which I was able to follow well
enough to decide we were solvent, but money was tight. Was that the
problem? I’d heard the teachers griping about the board being too
stingy over everything from class size to salaries. But the whole
point of a construction bond was that it didn’t come out of the
operating budget. The taxpayers covered the cost. Which, I reminded
myself with a gulp, meant me. An increase in my property taxes
would pinch, hard. But I’d do it. For the sake of a pool, I’d vote
for the bond and squeeze out the extra thirty dollars a year from
somewhere. Would enough people?

For now, the question was whether
we’d even get the chance to vote ourselves more taxes. Bud Fingal
was introducing the item at last, with a bit of grandstanding on
the side. Fingal explained the combination of school and county
funding that would build and run the pool. He looked up from the
agenda. “My family has donated the land next to the two schools—the
field between them, in fact. That land has been in my family for
nearly one hundred years, but I wanted to give it to the schools so
the district would own all the land surrounding the schools, and so
that there could be more playing fields. In particular, I believe
we need a football field, so we can bring back that sport, which
makes men out of boys.”

“Or vegetables out of them,” I
whispered to Kitty, who nodded but kept her attention on the men at
the front of the room.

This wasn’t the first time we’d
heard about the land donation. Everything the district had shared
about the gift, which had come during the summer after some awkward
issues with a member of the Fingal family, had made it clear that
Bud Fingal was the generous donor. Now he scanned the audience from
behind his tinted glasses, and added, “You know, back when I was a
kid, and I grew up right here on this island, we swam in the Sound
in all kinds of weather. And football was the glue that held the
community together.” He opened his mouth to go on, but the
secretary, who had been recording his speech, held up her hand,
passing him a note.

Fingal closed his mouth, read the
note, harrumphed, and said, “We will take public comment before we
begin our debate over this ill-advised expenditure.”

“Old fart,” I whispered to Kitty.
“So much for an impartial presentation of the item. I guess it’s
obvious where he stands.”

“He’s terrified of debt, and he
hates anything new,” she agreed. “He never wants to do anything
that hasn’t been done before in the thirty years he’s been on the
board, or maybe since he was in school back in the Year One. When
anything new is suggested, half the time he says, ‘We tried that
back in 1987, and it didn’t work.’ The other half, he says it costs
too much.”

I made a face.

“Or maybe he really does think
football is more important than swimming,” Kitty added, with a more
open-minded consideration of the possibilities than I could manage.
“I put in speaker cards for both of us,” she continued. “Be ready
to talk about how important it is for kids to learn to swim. I’m
going to push the value of the pool to the community as a whole.”
She handed me a pen and we began scribbling notes on the back of
our agenda sheets.

Sally Lee was called first and
spoke about the need for children to learn to swim, and that meant
having a pool that was accessible and comfortable all year. In
passing, she noted that football offered only boys a chance at
sports, while a pool and swim team would be open to
everyone.

When she sat down, Fingal picked up
another card, frowned at it, and with obvious reluctance read,
“Jolene Smethers.”

The woman I hadn’t recognized
popped up from her seat and stepped to the podium.

“I am sure a pool would be a
valuable asset to the community,” she said, flashing a fake smile
at Sally. I took an instant dislike to her, whoever she was. She
didn’t care about the pool, so what was her game?

The woman turned back to the
microphone. “Members of the board, Superintendent Fong, members of
the public.” She flashed her smile around the room again. “My name
is Jolene Smethers. I am an investigative reporter, and I consider
it my duty to keep a close eye on every aspect of government on
Pismawallops Island.”

“Oh-oh,” whispered Kitty under the
general susurration that followed Ms. Smethers’ statement. “Here’s
trouble.” I would ask Kitty after the meeting who the heck the
woman was. Right now, I wanted to hear what she’d say.

Jolene Smethers went on, ignoring
the murmurs. “While it was no doubt generous of the board president
to donate land to the school district, it might have been better if
he had ensured that the land was his before doing so.”

At this point the audience gave up
on murmurs and burst into excited exclamations, causing Fingal to
bring down his gavel with a sharp, “Order!” As soon he could be
heard without shouting, he demanded of Smethers, “I suggest you
explain yourself. I would be most interested to hear why you think
you know better than I do what land I own.” His face scrunched up
like he smelled a dead rat, and his voice shook with
anger.

I had to admire the woman, whatever
stick she was poking in the wheels of our progress, because she
didn’t flinch in the face of Fingal’s hostility. She tapped her
notes into a neat pile without looking at them, and announced,
“That land belongs to my family and always has. Your grandfather
stole it from my great-grandmother. You have no right to give it
away. If the school district wants it, they ought to purchase the
land from the rightful owner. Which is to say, from my
grandmother.”

That bombshell started everyone
talking at once. Fingal struggled to shut us all up, pounding his
gavel so hard this time I thought it might break through the table.
“Order! Or I’ll clear the room!” His bellow cut through the babble
even better than the gavel.

“I can assure the board,” Fingal
boomed as soon as the hubbub died a little, “that I damned well did
own the land I donated to the district!” He glared at the woman who
held her ground at the podium. “I am sure Miss Smethers is merely
confused,” he added.

Shaw Newman spoke up, suggesting
they needed to get to the bottom of the question before proceeding.
I couldn’t fault his logic, though I deeply regretted it. Gilead
Andersson seconded Newman’s motion to table the discussion, and
Fingal had no choice but to stop fulminating and call for a vote,
which was unanimous. The pool was officially in limbo.

Fingal had to have the last word,
though: he told us, as he voted, that he didn’t approve of the
district taking on debt and putting it on the backs of the
taxpayers. Someone behind me called out, “Even if the taxpayers
want it?” but he rapped the table and called for order. I noticed
he didn’t say anything more about football, which someone might
remember doesn’t come cheap, either, and can’t be funded with a
bond.

Fingal brought the meeting to an
end in a hurry, and we found ourselves back outside. I tried to
catch the eye of our new principal, but she shook her head and
hurried to her car. A glance at my watch told me she was hoping to
catch the 9:05 ferry.

Jolene Smethers trotted to a car at
the other end of the parking lot, maybe trying to avoid the group
of angry parents and teachers, maybe just hurrying to get out of
the rain. I looked at Kitty, then around at the teachers, who
looked back and shrugged.

“What the blazing deuce just
happened?” Brett Holt expressed what we were all thinking. He wore
his teaching clothes, since we were between cross country and track
seasons, and now he loosened the tie that helped him look older
than the students.

“Honestly!” Muriel Raynes huffed.
“Is that woman crazy?” She didn’t put much force behind the
question, but it was what we all wondered.

“I don’t know whether she’s crazy
as a coot, or if Fingal’s been pulling something sneaky,” said Russ
Ammon. “I wouldn’t put it past him to have put her up to it, to
avoid holding a vote on the bond. The idiot is set on having a
football team.” Russ was enjoying not being principal any longer,
leaving him able to speak his mind. “I can promise fielding a team
would cost more than running the pool.” We trusted him. Russ Ammon
might not be an athlete, but the math teacher knew his way around
numbers.

“We would need every single boy in
the school to play if we wanted to field a real team,” Brett
pointed out. It was an exaggeration, but not by much. Orcaville
High boasted about a hundred and fifty students in four grades. I
thought a little less than half were boys. I didn’t know how many
you needed to field a football team, but it was more than the dozen
we had on any other team, if somewhat less than seventy.

Lots more was said, but it all came
down to the same thing: no one knew if Smethers had any basis for
her claim, and no one knew what this might mean for the
pool.

One thing was clear to all of us.
“We have got to get this on the February ballot!” Sally Lee wailed.
“Otherwise they won’t be able to break ground next summer, and
it’ll be another whole year before they can start work!”

To make her point, the rain started
coming down harder. Not much could be done outdoors in November
weather, when water stands on hillsides.

“Can’t you get to the bottom of
this, JJ?” Sally begged. “You’re good at figuring things out.” She
meant, “things like who killed people,” but I was already
considering what resources at the library might help with this
problem, and who might know about a family feud from the previous
century. When would it have happened if it involved Fingal’s
grandfather? Based on my guess about Fingal’s age, I imagined we
were talking about the 1930s, maybe even the ’20s.

“Yeah,” Kitty agreed. “And since
you work at the library, you should have plenty of opportunity to
research it.”

I considered pointing out that I
worked at the library. As in, I had things to do when I was
there, things I was being paid to do.

I’d recently started a part-time
job as a library page, meaning a general dogsbody who mostly sorted
and shelved books. The position was a godsend for me, because the
job came with access to health insurance. I was in turn a godsend
to the little old ladies who’d run the library forever, because
they were getting a bit ancient to be crawling along the floor
squinting at the spines of skinny picture books, or lifting
oversized books to the top shelf. I’d lost five pounds since I
started, thanks to all that crawling and reaching. I had also
accumulated a two-foot-tall pile of unread library books on my
nightstand. I was a bit like a drunk working at the liquor store,
but the goods I was addicted to came free, thank goodness. And they
wouldn’t rot my liver.

Russ Ammon brought me back from my
ruminations about my new job. “If you could do a bit of research,
JJ, we’d appreciate it. I’ll be talking with Ms. Fong about what
our options may be, but anything you can learn would
help.”

Ms. Fong. That the senior
teacher at Pismawallops High referred to the principal by her
surname bothered me. Alice Fong was so reserved, none of us had
been able to get to know her. That meant we didn’t know if we could
count on her, either.

In the end Kitty and I simply gave
up on the informal gripe-session in the parking lot, which showed
no signs of coming to an end. It wasn’t getting us anywhere, and
the rain was coming down harder. With my zipper broken and my
jacket flapping open, I was getting wetter than I
wanted.

“Who the heck is this Jolene
Smethers?” I asked while Kitty negotiated the car around the mud
puddles in the parking lot.

“I have no idea.”

That was a first. Every time I had
ever asked Kitty about someone on the island, she’d known all sorts
of things about them. She’d been born on Pismawallops Island, and
she and her husband, Mike, ran our only gas station, so one way or
another she really did know, or at least know of, just about
everyone. For someone to show up claiming deep roots on
Pismawallops and Kitty not know anything about her could be
considered a suspicious circumstance.

“I thought you knew her, from your
comment about her being trouble.”

“What? Oh, that was about her
being a reporter. There have never been any Smetherses on the
island, that much I’m certain of,” Kitty went on. “It must be a
married name, or something. Maybe you can find out?”

We might do better to ask my son.
Brian had proven himself to be good at Internet searches, unlike
me, though I am getting better. The mystery novel I was writing
motivated me to learn—after all, when you need to know the
fastest-acting poison readily available in a small town in Idaho,
and it’s past midnight, the Internet’s the only option.

“Anyway, we can check the title
history on that piece of land,” I said. “The historical stuff’s all
in the town archives, and those are at the library. If Fingal’s
grandfather was involved, it could have been nearly a century ago.
But she claimed she’s an investigative reporter. I wonder for what
paper?”

“If she’s on the island, it must
be the Weekly Wave,” Kitty cited our local rag. “Though I
suppose she could be with the Seattle Times or the
Bellingham Herald.”

“I doubt it.”

“Why?” Kitty’s much less cynical
than I am. “If she’s from the mainland that would explain why I
don’t know her. And since when did the Wave have
investigative reporters?”

I ignored the second question. “If
she were with the Times or the Herald, she’d have
said so. That would have given her some legitimacy. Which even you
have to admit working for the Wave doesn’t.”

Kitty laughed. “You’re right about
that! There’s one article to every two pages of ads in our paper.
Well, at least we have something to give us the local news, even if
most of it is wrong or misspelled. A lot of small towns don’t have
that much. And the ads are for local stores, not the big box
outlets on the mainland.”

Resolving to check for by-lines in
the Wave when I got home, I went back to fretting about the
swimming pool plan. It wasn’t just the bond I worried
about.

“Do you think we can pull this
off? The pool, I mean? Those things cost a boat-load to run, and
use fees will never cover a tenth of it.”

“Well, the county has promised to
split the costs, and they’ve applied for a state grant, too. But
yeah,” she admitted, “it worries me. Having the land donated makes
the construction possible, but we’d better hope the county comes
through. The island really needs this, JJ.”

We needed the pool, no argument
there. What was I going to do about the obstacles this unknown
woman had so casually thrown into our path?
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I found Brian in the kitchen, head
and shoulders buried in the fridge. Nearly six feet tall and
addicted to running, he spent a lot of time rummaging for food. His
father didn’t pay anywhere near enough in child support to feed him
the way he wanted to be fed, though I’d tried not to let Brian know
that. I’d been too scared of losing custody to fight as hard as I
should have for a decent payment, something my lawyer was
considering trying to remedy.

“Hey, Mom,” Brian greeted me as he
spread peanut butter on a slice of apple. “What was that all about?
Where’d you go?”

I explained about the board
meeting, and how the pool question had taken a strange
turn.

He whistled. “Wild! Wonder what old
Fingal is up to?”

“What makes you so sure he’s up to
something, and not this Smethers woman?”

“Come on, Mom. He’s been on the
board forever, but after that whole thing with his nephew, he’s
worried about keeping his seat.” Brian, it seemed, paid more
attention to local politics than I did. “So Fingal makes a big
gesture and hopes he can get away with it. He never expected anyone
to uncover whatever shady dealings he used to get the
land.”

“Easy, there, Brian,” I cautioned.
“It doesn’t sound like it was Fingal himself who maybe did
something dubious. Ms. Smethers said it was his father who stole it
from her great-grandmother or something like that. It might even
have happened before he was born. But if she turns out to have a
legitimate claim, it’ll sink the pool. No pun intended,” I added
when Brian laughed. “But there’s no way the school district can
both buy the land and build the pool. It’s going to be touch-and-go
as it is.”

“Bummer.” I could barely make out
Brian’s perfunctory offer of sympathy through his mouthful of
peanut butter and apple. His interest in a pool he might never get
to swim in was limited.

“Is Tuesday’s Weekly Wave
still around? I want to see if Jolene Smethers writes for
them.”

Brian frowned. “I might have used
it to start a fire in the fireplace the other night.”

“That was Monday, wasn’t it? You
would have used last week’s paper. The newest one must be around
somewhere.”

Brian shrugged. “Look in the wood
bin. I have to finish a paper for Ms. Reilly. It’s due tomorrow, so
I might be up a little late.”

It was my turn to frown. “Just when
did you start this paper that’s due tomorrow?”

“Last week, as soon as it was
assigned.” He correctly read my expression. “I did! It, like, kind
of got away from me.”

“So, you started it, but left it
until now to finish?”

“No.” He sounded defensive, and I
stifled a sigh. I never knew how much to push or nag about these
things. “I got carried away. It’s up to ten pages and I still have
to write the conclusion, then edit it. I finished all my other
homework, though,” he added to make me feel worse.

“Fine. Write on, but try to call
it quits by midnight. Sleep is more important than
perfection.”

He waved a hand. “I’m betting I can
have both,” he said, turning to go with a plate of apples,
crackers, and peanut butter.

I sighed, and let him go on up the
stairs to his computer, his music, and his term paper. After a
minute I heard the clicking of his keyboard and sighed, half with
relief and half with exasperation. Then I went to rummage in the
wood box. I pulled a crumpled newspaper from under the kindling,
smoothed it out on the floor, and forgot about the pitfalls of
parenthood.

Fifteen minutes later I was on the
phone to Kitty. “I cannot believe this woman! Investigative
reporter my hind end. She’s a menace!”

“Can you slow down and tell me
what you’re talking about?”

“Jolene Smethers!”

“You found out something about
her? Tell me!” Kitty’s excitement rose to match mine.

“She writes for the Wave,
like we thought. But did you read this week’s paper?”

“Of course not. Well, other than
the sales sheet for the Market. All the stuff for Thanksgiving
dinner is on sale. Did you get the bird?”

“Never mind cheap groceries right
now, Kitty. She wants to shut down the library!”

“What?!” I heard rustling as she
hunted up her own copy of the paper, then, “hang on while I read
this.”

I sat at my kitchen table and
fumed, scanning the rest of the paper while Kitty read about the
misuse of library funds and “books which should be banned if they
aren’t already.” Her occasional outraged noises were all the
conversation we shared for the next five minutes. Skimming the ads,
I made a note that McMullen’s Hardware was having a sale on
gravel—the kind I needed to dump in the potholes in my driveway—and
tore out a coupon for a half-price drink and pastry at the
Have-A-Bite Bakery. Then another headline caught my eye. “Nepotism
on the Ferry?” A quick scan of the article improved my
mood.

“Kitty, the woman’s either crazy
or stupid. There’s another article in there, about how hiring for
the ferries is all about knowing someone.”

“Well, that wouldn’t surprise me,”
Kitty said, her absent tone telling me she was still reading and
not really listening to me.

“Kitty, she’s saying it’s just on
the Pismawallops run, that Captain Nilsson is hiring his own
friends. I presume she picked on him because he lives in Bellingham
and more of the hands are from there than from here. Which I’m sure
is true, but the captain doesn’t have anything to do with hiring.
I’m a hundred percent certain that happens in some central office
somewhere. She’s a wacko, Kitty!”

“Well, you may be right. Her
claims about the library are all over the place—misuse of funds,
costs islanders too much in taxes, and there are inappropriate
books on the shelves that risk corrupting our youth. Are there?”
She sounded hopeful.

“Sure. Chaucer, Shakespeare, and
Roald Dahl. All sorts of shocking stuff.”

“Dang. I’m overdue for a visit.
Can you bring me two vampires, a shirtless cowboy, and something
banned?”

“You’d never read any of that
stuff. I’ll bring you Roald Dahl and The Fault in Our
Stars.”

“Already read those, when the
girls did. Get me a murder mystery, light on gore, long on
romance.”

“That sounds more like you,” I
agreed. “Maybe something paranormal to meet your need to read
something scandalous. I bet those get attacked for being demonic or
something, by someone somewhere.”

When we’d finished laughing, Kitty
said, “I might worry about the claims of misuse of funds if she
weren’t linking it to our taxes. But you know better than I that
the library is county-run, and it’s not about local
taxes.”

“Yeah. Even if Helen wasn’t
managing it well—and she is—she’s under such close supervision from
the County that nothing could go missing.”

“That’s what I mean,” Kitty said.
“Smethers is full of conspiracy theories with no basis in
reality.”

“She’s full of bull-pucky,” I
said. “No one is going to seriously consider closing the library. I
don’t think we have much to worry about from her.” I didn’t sound
completely confident even to myself.

“Except—she’s forced the school
board to research her claims about the pool, and that will take
time, which you know is short if we want it on the February ballot.
Oh, bother!” Kitty sounded more disgusted than angry now. “I was
counting on the vote going smoothly. We don’t have time for this
mess, not with the bazaar in just over a week.”

I groaned. “You had to remind me.”
The PTA’s holiday bazaar was a major fund-raiser, as well as a
spirit-lifter for the people who came to shop and enjoy the lights,
colors, music, and hand-made goodies. For those of us who had to
organize it, it was more of a headache than a boost. As president
and vice-president of the PTA, Kitty and I had been neck-deep in
the preparations for weeks.

“Well, I know what I’m going to do
about it all right now,” I told her.

“What?”

“Go to bed,” I said, looking at
the clock. “It’s after ten.”

“That doesn’t solve anything,”
Kitty pointed out.

“It keeps me from being tired
enough to tear people’s heads off. Can we let Sarah drive the kids
to school tomorrow? Then you and I can go to the Have-A-Bite.
There’s a coupon in the paper,” I added. “Page five. I have to go
to work at ten, but maybe we can think of something to do about the
pool, if we have enough coffee and one of Jasmine West’s espresso
brownies.”

That got a laugh from Kitty, but
she agreed to my plan and I went off to bed, to fall asleep to the
gentle tap of Brian’s keyboard. I had no idea in the morning if
he’d made his midnight deadline.

 


§

 


Friday morning was chaotic, as
usual. You wouldn’t think with just the two of us Brian and I could
make much of a bustle, but between getting him out of bed—no easy
task after his late-night essay-writing session—and slapping
together a couple of lunches, convincing my balky coffee-maker to
perform, and finding Brian’s misplaced history book, I ended up
shoving him out the door with his toast in his hand and his shoes
untied when Kitty’s kids pulled up in her car.

Letting Sarah drive the carpool was
an improvement over one of us doing it, but still a little
inconvenient. The Padgetts had only one car besides Mike’s tow
truck, so Kitty needed a ride to the bakery, which was fine because
picking her up was on my way, but she’d also need me to drop her
off at the gas station when we’d finished, which was an extra ten
minutes each way. If we wanted a good long chat, we needed to get
started, so I left as soon after Brian as I could get myself
together. The breakfast dishes could wait.

It wasn’t raining, but it looked
like it could start again any second, which is a safe bet most of
the winter on Pismawallops Island. I grabbed my rain jacket and got
into my car, pausing a moment to clean the Douglas fir needles off
the wipers so they wouldn’t make streaks across the windshield. For
about the millionth time I wished I had a garage, and for the
millionth time I cursed my ex-husband, who had procrastinated about
adding one until it was too late to stick him with the bill. Since
the divorce I didn’t have that kind of money. I was struggling, not
sure how I was going to make ends meet after sixteen years of being
a homemaker. I had the job at the library, along with periodic
paying gigs writing or editing, and was scraping by only because
the house was paid off. I wasn’t fool enough to imagine the novel I
was incubating on my computer was going to solve my financial
problems.

Divorce had turned me into someone
who celebrated a half-price latte coupon as a real find. I missed
the regular binges Kitty and I used to have there, though not being
able to afford the brownies had probably contributed to my recent
weight loss. Well, I was having one today, and the heck with
consequences—financial or dietary. Too bad the coupon didn’t reduce
the calories by half, too. I lost myself in a fantasy of endless
chocolate without side-effects.

 


§

 


The Have-A-Bite Bakery may well be
my favorite place in the world.

The bell on the door of the bakery
gave a cheery jingle as we stepped out of the rain and into a
delightful mélange of aromas: coffee and chocolate and cinnamon and
I didn’t know what all else. It’s the only place on the island to
buy espresso, and their pastries are as delicious as they are
beautiful. There was just one thing wrong with the place, and she
was behind the counter. Moira Turnbull, the world’s biggest gossip,
made the world’s worst lattes. If she was pulling the espresso, I’d
have to waste my coupon on a cup of drip coffee.

To my relief, as Kitty and I
surveyed the offerings in the pastry case—as if I’d be getting
anything but an espresso brownie—Jasmine came out of the back and
stepped up to the espresso machine with a wink. She was aware of
Moira’s shortcomings and tried hard to limit her to the things she
couldn’t mess up, though there was no shutting off her inclination
to gossip. I happily ordered my non-fat double latte and brownie,
gave Jasmine the coupon, and still handed over a sum of money I
could ill afford. I had to remind myself that an occasional splurge
wouldn’t make or break my budget, and a treat now and then was good
for morale. The justification rang a bit hollow, but I was in no
mood to listen to the voice of reason.

Kitty and I put aside the pool
question, which we’d begun to discuss in the car, and settled down
to plot strategy for the bazaar. We made it dull enough to bore
even Moira. She went back to washing coffee pots, leaving us free
to talk about more interesting things. When the door opened again,
I glanced up to see who it was and felt myself smile.

Coming through the door was Ron
Karlson, our island police chief and the man who was trying to
teach me I was lovable. It was uphill work, though his persistence
was starting to have an effect. I still knew I was cantankerous,
red-headed, and at best average in the looks department. That made
Ron’s job harder, but I was beginning to believe he cared about me
anyway.

For a moment Ron didn’t see me, his
attention focused on the coffee pots, and I simply enjoyed looking
at his curly brown hair, misted with the drizzle that continued to
fall. I had moved on to admiring his fit middle-aged body when he
spotted me, and the smile that seemed to come from deep within him
warmed me all over. I was also warmed by the blush that swept over
me at being caught ogling him. At least I hadn’t been
drooling.

“I’ll have your usual ready in a
jiffy, Chief Karlson,” Jasmine called from behind the
counter.

In response, Ron changed course and
came over to our table, pulling me to my feet and into a big hug. I
pretty much turned to jelly, at the same time as I cut my eyes left
to see Moira watching us. It made me more than a little
uncomfortable to be so public about my relationship with Ron, but
he didn’t seem to mind hugging me in front of the font of all
gossip. The feel of his arms around me made me want to grab him and
head for somewhere private. I beat down my raging hormones—who
could have guessed that at this stage of my life I’d be dealing
with my own horniness right alongside that of my teenager?—as he
released me and bent to give Kitty a hug as well, though a much
less comprehensive one. That gave me a moment to catch my breath
and ask him what was up.

“Quiet morning so far,” he said.
“I think the rain keeps everyone inside where they can’t cause much
trouble. And what mischief are you two up to?”

“PTA bazaar. Want to come help
next Saturday?” I gave him a wicked grin, knowing he’d be horrified
at the prospect.

“I’ll come by and manage the
crowds if they get out of hand,” he parried. “You know, direct
traffic, that sort of thing.” Then, seeing his drink was ready, he
kissed me goodbye. He was definitely more comfortable letting the
world see how he felt than I was. Someone whistled and Ron wore the
smile that reduced me to jelly, as he picked up his coffee and
bagel and headed for the door. “I’ll see you later, JJ.”

It might have been a casual
goodbye, but it sounded to me like a sweet promise.

“Hey, JJ!” Kitty tapped my arm.
“Get your head out of the clouds and get back to work?”

“Huh? Oh, right.” I gave her a
sheepish look, wiping the goofy smile from my face. “Sorry.” I
didn’t think it was the clouds where my head had been, but I sure
as heck wasn’t going to tell her what I’d been thinking.

“Don’t apologize. You deserve the
best, and aside from Mike, I think Ron fits the description. I’m
glad you’re in love,” Kitty said more softly. “You were pretty down
for a while there. Was that your first public kiss?” she
added.

I nodded, blinking hard to dispose
of inconvenient emotions, and changed the subject, all business.
“Now, who’s in charge of the baked goods table?”
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The library possessed its own
evocative smells, dear to me though different from those at the
bakery. I pushed through the door and took a deep breath. The faint
aroma of old books and dust promised great things. The giant pile
of books waiting to be sorted and shelved promised hard work, but I
didn’t mind. Books made me happy.

Hanging up my wet—and still
zipperless—jacket, I set to work. I lugged all the newly-returned
books into the sorting area and got to work organizing them. Helen
Arbuthnot and Finley Niven were at the front desk, still checking
in the last of the materials returned overnight, as the first
patrons arrived.

Finley nodded at me, but didn’t say
anything. I didn’t take offense. Finley Niven seldom said anything
to anyone unless she had to. She was somewhere past seventy and had
worked at the library since she was a young woman. I had decided
she was terminally shy and left her in peace.

Helen, on the other hand, greeted
me warmly, apologized for leaving the returned books in such a
heap, and turned to answer the first reference question of the
day.

When Helen was free again, I asked,
“Do you know anything about this Jolene Smethers who claims to be a
reporter?”

“Writes for the Weekly
Wave.” Helen nodded toward the newspaper rack, adding, “She’s
an idiot.” Helen must have read the same article I had. She
confirmed my guess. “The woman wrote a so-called exposé about
abuses of library funds. Complete nonsense, but now we’ve got
members of the county library board coming around here and trying
to see how we’re wasting their money.”

I felt a twinge of worry. Would
they decide I was a waste of money? Or, worse, what if someone
decided that if the long-time librarians—Finley and Helen or even
Mary Gibson, who was younger than the others but still felt the
strains of sorting and shelving—couldn’t do the job, they should
go? I’d rather they fired me than the others, however much I needed
the job.

“They wouldn’t really try to cut
your budget again, would they?” I couldn’t help sounding worried,
because there was significance in “again.”

Helen rushed to reassure me. “They
won’t. The head of the library commission came last week. I showed
him our books, and he had to agree we’d been about as frugal as
anyone could be. He wondered about your job, but every library in
the county has at least one page, and we have more circ than
several of the others,” she said, referring to the number of books
we circulated. “I even convinced him that paying for your benefits
was worth it to keep you on, because you do much more work than a
teenager would, and won’t graduate and leave in a year. So the
Smethers woman will have to go find some other tree to bark
up.”

I breathed a little easier, though
I wondered if she was too reassuring. Seeking confirmation,
I asked, “And that’s why you think she’s an idiot?”

“Yes. Well, and because she thinks
half our books are ‘inappropriate.’” Helen made air quotes with her
fingers to emphasize her point. “She’s trying to get a movement up
to have us remove a lot of books in the high school section. Too
violent, too much sex… Like I said, she’s an idiot.”

“Considering what I know about
high school kids, I can’t say I disagree. Violence and sex is how
you get them to read. Besides, the stuff they see online is far
worse than anything in the books we carry. She’s trouble, all
right. Did you hear about the school board meeting last
night?”

Helen was usually on top of island
gossip, but the news of the meeting was too fresh. I filled her in.
Her only comment was a disgusted “Hmmf!” which I took to mean she
didn’t think it likely that Jolene had a legitimate
claim.

“Makes me wonder why she wants to
cause all this trouble,” she added. “I reassured the head of the
commission, but I still have to deal with their money man. He’s
coming out on Monday, and he’s always difficult. Doesn’t much
believe in children’s programs, and he’s as apt as not to agree
with that woman about the books the kids
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