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“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
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“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

 


For 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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It came so close to being a
perfect morning. I had a coffee and a muffin in front of me and my
best friend across the table. We were eating at the best bakery in
the world—the Have-A-Bite Bakery on my own Pismawallops Island. It
was raining. It always rains on Puget Sound in winter, so the rain
didn’t bother me, but I would have liked to trade my muffin for an
espresso brownie. Alas, Jasmine West hadn’t baked any. She claimed
the humidity was wrong and they wouldn’t turn out. I didn’t know
whether to believe her, but the carrot-zucchini muffin was almost
good enough to compensate, especially since Jasmine slipped an
extra shot in my latte.

It was warm and well-lit in
the bakery, and the smells of fresh-baked goods filled the air. My
right forefinger stroked the deep blue stone on my left ring
finger, another reason for my state of warm contentment.

Kitty tapped my arm to
bring me back to the matter at hand, though her smile was indulgent
as she looked from my ring to my face. “We’ll need to make flyers
and deliver them this weekend ahead of the election.”

I opened my mouth to
answer, but before I could come up with anything intelligent to add
to Kitty’s plan for the school bond campaign, a noise made me turn
around and my perfect day shattered with a crashing of
crockery.

Brady Ginnis struggled to
his feet, his face turning blue as he made a hideous sort of
choking noise. His coffee cup lay on the floor in a puddle of brown
liquid. I scrambled out of my chair, ready to do what I could, but
Mark West, Jasmine’s husband and business partner, had already
gotten there. He prepared to administer the Heimlich
Maneuver.

“No, wait,” I shouted.
“He’s not choking. It’s an allergic reaction!” I had seen Brady
Ginnis like this before, not something you forget. That other time
had been my fault.

The woman seated opposite
Brady sat frozen, too shocked to move, but Mark caught on fast.
Brady fumbled with his jacket; his injector must be in the pocket.
Mark pulled it out, ready to administer the dose, but Brady took it
from him and stabbed the device into his own leg.

Everyone relaxed a hair.
Epinephrine worked fast. He’d be okay in a few seconds. Then we
could haul him off to the clinic to finish recovering under the
sharp eye of Dr. Salisbury.

It didn’t happen that way.
As I dialed 911, I watched Brady still struggling to breathe,
turning a more terrifying shade of blue. I handed the phone off to
Kitty and raced to help Mark. Together, we laid Brady on the floor
and, not knowing what else to do, tried to administer
CPR.

It was impossible. His
tongue had swollen—his whole mouth had swollen—until there was no
way to force air past it into his lungs. That was why he was
choking in the first place.

We tried anyway, using all
our strength and our wills to keep his heart beating. It was a
short eternity before the EMT pushed me aside to take over. I
rocked back on my heels, panting for breath.

Zoe Matsuka had come
alone. She didn’t have time or breath to explain that unusual
circumstance—our island’s only EMTs, she and her dad always worked
as a team—but a couple of volunteer firemen were right behind her.
They knew the drill, pulling the gurney from the ambulance and
helping Zoe load Brady into the vehicle. Mark and I followed them
outside, feeling a certain ownership in the outcome, I suppose. Zoe
looked around as she climbed in beside Brady, pounding his
chest.

One of the firemen put an
oxygen mask over Brady’s face, for all the good it would do. Zoe
looked straight at me.

“JJ—drive this thing over
to the clinic!”

For a moment I couldn’t
move, then I ran for the driver’s seat. One of the firemen had
gotten back in their truck and the other was helping Zoe. Someone
had to drive. Crossing my fingers that the ambulance wouldn’t have
any weird controls, I jumped in. I slid forward until I could reach
the pedals, turned the key, and shoved the lever into
gear.

The clinic wasn’t even a
quarter mile off. I could do this.

I peeled out of the
parking lot, swerving to avoid a man dressed in the sort of
overcoat men wear with suits, the long fabric kind. He stood in the
parking lot and stared at the bakery, no doubt panting to enjoy
someone else’s disaster. I noticed how atypical his clothes were
for the island, where we usually stick to the more practical sort
of rain jacket, and forgot him as soon as I went past, focused on
the need to drive the boxy ambulance.

I pulled up to the double
front doors—our little health clinic doesn’t have an emergency
room, let alone a special entrance for ambulance cases—and before I
had the thing in park Dr. Salisbury and Nurse Chu had Brady out of
the ambulance and through the doors. I climbed out, feeling a wave
of fatigue as the adrenaline rush passed, and walked around to the
back, my hand on the side of the truck to balance and ground
myself. Zoe was still sitting inside, her head in her
hands.

“Are you okay?”

She looked up. Tears ran
down her face. “He’s not going to make it, JJ. I did everything I
know, but he’s gone. I didn’t do enough!”

“You don’t know that,” I
protested. “They only just took him inside.”

“I know dead when I see
it,” she insisted. “Oh, God, JJ, I hate it when I lose one! He
needed a trach,” she meant a tracheotomy, “and I thought it was
better to wait until we got here, because I’ve never done one. I
should have done it.”

Shuddering at the mental
image of her trying to make such an incision while I drove, I
climbed into the ambulance and sat next to Zoe. I wrapped my arm
around her shaking shoulders and pulled her to me as I would have
one of the children. Zoe wasn’t what you’d call a close friend, but
I’d known her since she was in middle school, which wasn't that
long ago. More recently we’d seen enough of each other in
professional circumstances for me to feel comfortable offering
solace.

Zoe apparently agreed. She
turned her head into my shoulder and sobbed.

It is possible I shed a
few tears of my own while Zoe dampened my Orcaville High PTA
sweatshirt with a flood of grief and anger. The force of her
reaction took my breath away and, in the end, took me out of
myself.

I patted her awkwardly and
made the same sort of soothing noises I made when six year old
Holly woke with a nightmare. My foster daughter had good reason for
tears and fears. So did Zoe.

At last the EMT swallowed,
groped for a paper towel, and blew her nose. “I hate it when I lose
one,” she repeated.

That made sense. What she
said next didn’t, not to me. “It’s the second one in just a few
days. I’m no good at this without Dad!”

“What?” I hadn’t heard
about any deaths on the island. And where was Art Matsuka,
anyway?

“It was down at Sun
Beach,” Zoe said, referring to the gated community of summer homes
for the wealthy. Some of them did come up to Pismawallops in the
off season, though I couldn’t imagine why. Pismawallops is my home
and I love it, but it is not at its best in February. In any case,
Sun Beach explained why I hadn’t heard. Gossip never moved well
between the two communities.

“What happened?” I
prompted.

“He drowned.”

She didn’t seem inclined
to go on, but either I believed she needed to talk it all out, or
my desire for the inside scoop got the better of me. “How?
When?”

Zoe blew her nose again
and wiped her eyes with her sleeve. She swallowed hard. “He was
hardly more than a kid, he can’t have been any older than I am.”
She swallowed again. I could see how losing someone her own age
could be particularly upsetting. Zoe wasn’t far past twenty. She
and her friends were at the beginning of their lives. “He dumped
his sailboat off the point there by Sun Beach.”

I nodded. It was easy to
underestimate the rough waters around Pismawallops, not to mention
the deadly currents lurking around the points and headlands. The
idea of taking a sailboat out on a calm day scared me. I didn’t
like to think about doing it in a storm, or even a stiff breeze.
“And?” I nudged, deciding she needed to say more.

“Karla and I fished him
out,” she said, referring to the island’s newest police officer,
Karla Milton. “I did CPR all the way to the clinic. Just like today
only for a lot longer. And I knew he was dead the whole
time.”

I nodded to show I
understood. I did. I knew exactly how it felt to perform CPR on
someone you knew was dead. It wasn’t something you wanted to think
about too much.

“It’s not your fault. Just
bad luck to be too late,” I said.

“But he wasn’t dead when
we pulled him out,” she contradicted her earlier statement. “I got
a pulse, but he wasn’t breathing and I couldn’t make him breathe
and I hate it!” She pounded a fist against the wall and
swore.

“Still not your fault. You
did everything in your power, just like today.”

She swiped a sleeve across
her eyes again. “I want to believe you. But what if it’s because
I’m not good enough? What if they would have lived if Dad had been
here?”

I had no good answer for
her. Such doubts would haunt her all her life. It wouldn’t stop
with these two, either. There would always be the ones she couldn’t
save. She would learn to live with it, or she would find another
line of work. I tried distraction. “Where is Art, anyway?” I
asked.

“Grandpa’s sick. Dad’s
over in Wenatchee helping Grandma take care of him. We’re worried
they’re going to have to move into someplace where there’s nursing
care, and they’re going to hate that.”

Thinking about the family
problem took her mind off dead men—I had a nasty feeling she was
right about Brady Ginnis—so I encouraged her to talk about her
grandparents. Her mother was long gone—dead or divorced, I didn’t
know—and she and her dad had been a team since she was a little
girl. She’d gone off to Bellingham for long enough to get her
certification as an EMT, then returned to his side.

“Dad wants Grandma and
Grandpa to move over to this side of the mountains. Not to the
island, because we don’t have any kind of nursing home or anything.
But they could live in Bellingham. Then Dad could help out without
having to be gone so much. But Grandpa’s stubborn. Well, so’s Dad,
so it might be interesting.” She managed a small smile and pushed
herself to her feet. “Thanks for listening, JJ. I know you won’t
gossip,” she reminded me.

I wouldn’t. I liked to
gather gossip, but I didn’t spread it. Well, not much. I shared
most things with Kitty, but not someone else’s secrets.

“And now I have to clean
the ambulance,” Zoe added when I didn’t move. I was trying to
forget the day when I’d tried to bring someone back to life with
CPR and wondering—though I wouldn’t say as much to Zoe—if there
hadn’t been something more I could have done today for Brady
Ginnis.

Shaking off my grim
thoughts, I climbed down out of the ambulance, giving Zoe a final
hug.

“When does your dad get
back?”

“Tomorrow. I’ll have to
tell him about this,” she added, “but not until he gets here. He
worries about me, you know.”

I thought about my own
son, still fairly safe at going-on-seventeen but cause for plenty
of worry anyway. “I know. And my mom worries about me.” At last, a
hint of a smile. “It’s an inescapable part of being a parent,” I
added. Inescapable, at least, for those who did it
right.

Doing it right wasn’t
always easy. There was Holly Bradshaw, the six-year-old daughter of
my ex-husband’s new wife. Holly lived with us because her father
couldn’t take care of her and her mother wouldn’t. I worried about
her, too.

Her dad cares,
I reminded myself. Only—why hadn’t he called this
week?
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Fretting about Holly and her
missing father was better than replaying the scene in the bakery
over and over. For a minute I managed to distract myself from Zoe’s
conviction that Brady was dead. My mind wouldn’t let go for long,
though. After a couple of dozen strides in the direction of the
Have-A-Bite, I stopped and turned around.

“I have to know,” I told
the empty street. Zoe had already driven the ambulance over to the
fire station, where she had the equipment and supplies to clean it
and get it ready for the next call. At least her devastation over
her perceived failure was driving her to be all the more careful,
not to mope and neglect her duties. She would be okay.

I stepped through the
automatic glass doors of the clinic and stopped. The curtains were
drawn around the emergency cubicle. An air of abandoned chaos
pervaded the room, but there was no bustle of activity. Nurse Chu
sat at the front desk, her head in her hands. Dr. Salisbury was
nowhere to be seen.

I didn’t need to
ask. “He didn’t make it.”

Anne Chu nodded.
“No. He was dead when he arrived. We couldn’t
revive him.” Her tone was flat, not inviting any further questions
or comments. The failure to save a patient whom they also must have
known personally created a wound I had no business examining. I
turned around and left. I didn’t need to
stick around and witness her pain. Brady Ginnis had somehow eaten a
peanut, and this time his EpiPen hadn’t been enough. I could ask
why later. For now, I had more than enough to tell the people
waiting and wondering back at the bakery.

I stopped fretting about
the flakey and at times irritating Pete Bradshaw and his daughter.
I did spare a wish or two that I’d done something different and
saved Brady. But mostly I spent my walk wishing Ron Karlson were
with me.

Ron. Our island’s chief of
police and, most importantly (to me, anyway), my fiancé. If only he
would come give me a great comforting hug! Why had he chosen this
week to be out of town for the first time in years?

Ron was always there for
me. Even when I didn’t want him sometimes, there he was, offering
the comfort of his strong arm, his calm, and his thoroughness as a
cop and an investigator. And now when I wanted him, he was away.
His trip to a conference in Olympia and a visit to his brother and
sister-in-law couldn’t have been timed worse. I wouldn’t see him
for six more days. I wasn’t sure I’d make it.

I walked faster and tried
to convince myself I didn’t need Ron’s help. Given how much of the
last six months I’d spent trying to keep him at a safe distance, it
served me right to be without him when I wanted him. I felt
betrayed by his absence anyway. I had to blink hard to conquer the
urge to cry.

Missing Ron hurt, but it
beat figuring out how to tell Kitty, Jasmine, and Mark about Brady.
Jasmine and Mark West, owners of the bakery, were going to feel
Brady’s death personally as well as professionally. They’d known
him for a long time, as fellow members of our small Chamber of
Commerce. Worse, it was never good for a business, especially one
that sold food, to have a customer drop dead on the premises. Brady
had somehow been served something with peanuts, presumably
something that shouldn’t have had any peanuts. Whatever the cause
turned out to be, Brady’s death was going to spark some nasty
gossip.

As I neared the bakery, I
remembered the man I’d nearly run over with the ambulance. I looked
around to see if he was still there. I wanted to give him a piece
of my mind, but he must have decided there was nothing more to gawp
at and gotten inside out of the rain. Not into the bakery,
though.

The island’s one police
car pulled up at the bakery at the same time I got there. When
Karla Milton climbed out of the driver’s seat, a surge of relief
left me limp. If I couldn’t have Ron, having Karla in charge of
things was a pretty good substitute.

Ron’s best deputy (best of
two, but the margin of difference was huge) had at last been
assigned to the island full time after months of being our on-call
help. Karla was the reason Ron could be gone all week at his
conference on community policing. Her arrival took a burden off him
and served us islanders well. She was intelligent, compassionate,
and energetic. She was also female and thirty-something. There were
still some islanders who weren’t comfortable with her being in
charge.

Too bad for them. I knew
what Karla was capable of. I had no doubt she could do whatever
needed doing. But what could anyone do here? There had been a
horrible accident and an upstanding member of our community was
dead. She couldn’t bring him back, and if there was a problem at
the bakery, all the gods forbid, we needed a food inspector, not a
cop.

“JJ MacGregor. I should
have known that wherever there’s excitement, you aren’t far away.”
Her smile took most, but not all, of the sting out of the comment.
She looked a little pale, which I took to be a reaction to Brady’s
death.

“I was an innocent
bystander, Karla. I swear it.” That wasn’t quite true. “I was doing
my best to help,” I amended.

She looked from me to the
fire station, where Zoe was hard at work. Considering the evidence,
she turned back to me. “Bad news?” Her voice was gentle
now.

“The worst.”

“Damn.”

“That pretty well sums it
up.” Wait a minute. If she hadn’t known Brady was dead, what was
she doing looking so pale? Was she ill? I opened my mouth to ask
and remembered why we were there.

Waving a hand in the
direction of the bakery, where several people stood near the window
watching us, I explained, “I need to go tell them.”

Karla looked from me to
the cluster of shocked people inside the bakery, seen in blurry
outline through the rain-streaked window. “I suspect they
know.”

“Probably,” I admitted.
“But I still have to go in there and tell them. Anyway, we’re
getting wet standing out here. It’s raining, if you hadn’t noticed.
What are you doing here?” I wondered, since she apparently didn’t
know about Brady.

“I responded to the
emergency call.”

Stupid question. I tried
again. “What took you so long?”

Karla made a face. “I was
down at Sun Beach, dealing with a, ah, a situation. Let’s get in
out of the rain.”

I took that as it was
meant, a declaration that she couldn’t tell me about it. My promise
to Zoe meant I couldn’t ask leading questions to find out if it had
anything to do with the kid who’d drowned. It didn’t matter. “Let’s
go in, then. I’m thinking you’ll want to know how Brady got hold of
peanuts here.”

Karla paused in the act of
opening the door. “Is that what happened? Brady Ginnis?
Anaphylactic shock?”

I realized Karla didn’t
have any details. “He was having coffee and eating something. I
don’t know what,” I confessed. “Kitty and I were working on the
election plan and I didn’t pay any attention when he came in.
Anyway, the first I was aware of him, he was gasping and struggling
to breathe. He managed to use his EpiPen, but for some reason it
didn’t work.”

“Okay. You can tell me
more later. Let’s go in.”

No one inside seemed to
have moved. In fact, I had been gone barely ten minutes, hardly
enough time for them to get beyond staring out the window after the
ambulance. They all clustered around me when I came through the
door, all but the woman Brady had been talking to. She had
vanished, but Kitty, Mark, Jasmine, and their assistant Moira all
wanted to know what had happened.

They fell silent when they
saw my face, all but Moira, whose voice rose to a near-squeak as
she said, “He’s gonna be okay, right?”

I shook my head. “He didn’t
make it.” I winced inwardly. I should have found a less blunt way
to say it.

“Dammit!” The outburst
came from Mark West. He pounded his fist on the wall. “Why the hell
didn’t it work?”

“I think more to the point
is where he got the peanuts,” Jasmine said, in her sensible way,
though her face was even paler than Karla’s. “We’re super careful
about anything with nuts. Hell, we aren’t doing peanuts at all
anymore.”

Karla was already looking
around. She gestured at the correct table. “Is this where he was
sitting?” The coffee cup was still on the floor, though it had been
kicked aside in the effort to save Brady. A plate on the table held
a donut with three bites out of it; an empty coffee cup and the
remains of a pain chocolat
stood across from it where the woman had been
sitting. I answered for the group.

“Yeah. He and a woman came
in while we were talking, Kitty and me, I mean. I sort of noticed
them, but we were busy so we didn’t say hello or anything. But when
he started gasping for air, I got to him at the same time Mark did.
He was struggling to get to his feet.”

“He was trying to get his
EpiPen out of his pocket,” Mark put in. “That’s why he was trying
to stand up.”

“Did he get it?” Karla
asked.

We all nodded. “He did,
and he used it,” Mark said. “I think by then he must have been too
far gone to use it well. He must have missed the place you’re
supposed to jab it, or something. Damn!” he burst out again. “I
should have taken it and done it for him.” He looked like someone
had kicked him in the gut. “Could I have saved him?”

Karla put a hand on his
shoulder. “There’s no way to know. Maybe it wasn’t the injection.
Maybe the reaction was just too strong. Or it was too late, or he’d
let the EpiPen expire.”

“Right,” I said. “You
can’t second-guess yourself.” I knew that all too well, though it
was advice easier to give than to take. “You did everything you
could to help him.”

“The real question,”
Jasmine repeated, “is where did he get the peanuts?”

“The real question,” I
suggested, “is where did his companion go?”

“Oh, you mean Wanda?”
Jasmine shook her head. “She had some kind of panic attack and ran
out of here.”

“Wanda?” Karla and I asked
it at the same time.

“Wanda Stromburgh. The
manager at the Dairy Prince. I think she and Brady were having a
business meeting.”

“Not a personal one?”
Karla asked with raised eyebrows.

Kitty gave a small laugh,
choked off as she remembered what had happened. “Not likely.
Brady’s gay, and he’s married.”

“Not for long,” Jasmine
put in. “He told me they’re getting a divorce.”

“Hold on,” Karla said.
“First things first. Let me take care of the evidence, then you can
tell me what you know.”

We all looked at Brady’s
half-eaten donut. There were no nuts on it. Karla took an evidence
bag out of her pocket and sealed the donut in it, then sopped up
some of the spilled coffee and sealed that in another bag, labeling
each with date and location. She took a sample from Wanda’s cup,
too.

“Under the circumstances,
I think I’ll send all these in for testing,” she
explained.

“I think that’s a very
good idea,” Jasmine said. “I don’t want anyone thinking we’re
careless about nuts, or anything else.”

“Now,” Karla said when
she’d finished labeling the evidence bags, “tell me about the woman
who was with Mr. Ginnis—Wanda Stromburgh, you said?”

Kitty nodded. “She has a
daughter at the high school and, hmm, a son in the junior high, I
think.”

I scowled, still struggling
to place the woman. Not a PTA volunteer, or I’d have known
her.

“She’s the manager at the
Dairy Prince?” Karla asked.

“Kind of,” Jasmine
confirmed. “She’s in charge when Brady’s not there.”

“I’ll need her address or
phone or whatever you can find for me,” Karla said. “I wish she
hadn’t left.”

“She was upset,” Kitty
said. “She wanted to go home.”

“She wasn’t showing any
signs of being sick?” Karla wanted to know.

Jasmine, Kitty, and Mark
looked at each other and shook their heads.

“Why didn’t I see her
leave?” I asked. “And why on earth didn’t she stay to find out if
he was okay?”

Jasmine said, “She left
when you turned around and went back into the clinic. I think at
that point we all knew, especially given how long you spent with
Zoe. Is she okay?”

My nod was only half a
lie, since Zoe was coping, if not exactly okay. Karla took control
of the situation again. “I’ll need everyone’s info, in case I need
to know more about what happened. But for now, you all agree with
what Ms. McGregor and Mr. West said? He was eating, then suddenly
stood up and was struggling to breathe?”

Nods all around. Moira
nodded in frightened little jerks, looking everywhere but at any of
us. I thought of something no one had asked. “Who served
Brady?”

Jasmine had made the
lattes for Kitty and me, because Moira made lousy espressos. But
Moira must have been doing most of the serving—that was her job. I
looked at her.

“Not me!” The dumpy woman
took a step back, her face reflecting excessive alarm.

“Easy does it,” Jasmine
said. “No one’s blaming you, but you must have served him. I
didn’t. Did you, Mark?”

Her husband shook his
head. “I didn’t see him come in. I was washing dishes in back. I
came out with the cake stands in time to see him struggle to his
feet, and went right to him.” For evidence, there were the three
cake stands still in a jumble on the counter.

We all turned to look at
Moira again. She shrank back against the pastry case, shaking her
head and wringing her hands. “I never did it. I wouldn’t give him
anything that hurt him!”

“Easy,” Karla soothed. “No
one’s saying you did anything wrong. But I need to know exactly
what happened. You sold him this donut, and you poured his
coffee?”

With obvious reluctance,
Moira nodded.

We all looked again at the
pastry case, what we could see of it around Moira. Her face showed
evidence of a great effort to think things through. After a moment
she moved so we could see into the display.

“One of those,” she said,
pointing. “He bought one of the donuts.”

Sure enough, there between
the raspberry crumble coffee cake and the banana bread, a tray with
three donuts sat looking woefully out of place.

“Where did those come
from?” Jasmine and Mark said it at almost the same time. Once
again, we turned to Moira.

The counter help squirmed,
refused to meet anyone’s gaze, and muttered, “They were on the
counter, so I put them into the case. People like donuts,” she
asserted more confidently.

Despite all efforts to get
her to explain, that was all she would—or could—tell us. Jasmine
and Mark were desperate, thinking someone had infiltrated
food—apparently tainted food—into their stocks. They were also
furious with Moira for blithely adding the donuts to the pastry
case, as she had to know they didn’t make or sell
donuts.

The co-owners of the bakery
were doing their best not to lose their tempers with Moira. I
understood why, sort of. Moira Turnbull was a poor worker at best,
unable to learn to make a latte properly, prone to spreading
malicious gossip, and short on common sense. But that was just it:
she wasn’t competent to be judged by the standards we might use for
most people. However distasteful I found her, I couldn’t hate the
woman, though I didn’t much like her.

Moira was the Wests’
personal project. If they didn’t keep her on, she’d be unemployed
and on welfare, or homeless under a bridge somewhere. With her lack
of skills and brains, she wouldn’t last long.

In short, Moira was a
charity case, though she worked for her paychecks. What if their
generosity toward her cost Mark and Jasmine more than they could
afford?

At last, Karla gave up.
Bagging the mysterious donuts along with the dead man’s leftovers,
she departed, offering what comfort she could.

“It’s an unfortunate
accident, but I don’t see how you could be held responsible for
it.”

I noticed she didn’t make
clear to whom she was speaking. I suspected there was some chance
Moira could be held responsible, if she had really sold food with
no idea where it came from.

“Does anyone know who
needs to be contacted about this?” Karla added. “Does Brady live
with anyone?”

Kitty and I looked at each
other. I shrugged and she turned to look at Jasmine, who also
shrugged.

“Like I said, he and his
husband are getting a divorce. He’s probably been living alone.
Alexis—that’s Alexis Clayton, his husband—moved back to
Seattle.”

“Right,” Karla sighed.
“I’ll check and let the ex know. He can help us locate other
family, I hope.” She went out, headed to the clinic for more
information.

When the door closed
behind Karla, Jasmine let out a sigh. “Moira, hang the ‘closed’
sign on the door. We’ll need to clean everything before we reopen,
just to be safe. But before we do anything, I think we could all
use a cup of tea. If you dare,” she added miserably.

“I’m not afraid,” I said.
“We were eating here when it happened, and we’re fine.” Kitty
nodded agreement and went to get the mugs and tea bags. I picked up
the remains of my muffin and took a bite to prove I wasn’t
scared.

We were still drinking tea
and talking about Brady and trying not to talk about Brady when my
phone buzzed.

A look at the caller ID and
the clock had me on my feet, answering the call from my boss as I
headed for the door.

“Helen! I’m so sorry!
There was… an emergency… at the bakery and I got held
up.”

“An emergency? Were they
out of espresso brownies?” Helen Arbuthnot, head librarian of the
Orcaville library, knew me a bit too well. This time, though, I
surprised her.

“No, a real emergency.” I
paused, aware I was going to be bringing shocking news wherever I
went today, and considered how to word it. “Brady Ginnis had
another allergy episode. He—he didn’t make it.” The previous
episode had been at the library’s Christmas event. This would feel
personal to Helen.

“Good heavens.” My boss
wasn’t one to go in for hysterics or drama. Her reaction was
delivered quietly, but the flatness of her voice spoke of the shock
my news delivered. “Well, you are late, but I understand. Can you
come in now?”

Whatever else happened, the
books at the library needed to be shelved. And, to be blunt, I
needed my paycheck, so there was only one possible answer. “I’m on
my way.”

Kitty had followed me out,
bringing my purse and the pile of our notes on the bond campaign. I
told her I needed to go right to the library.

“I need to get to the
station,” Kitty said, reminding me I was supposed to have taken her
to work at the Padgett family’s gas station. I said a word I’d
forbidden at my house—none of the kids could hear it, after all—and
handed Kitty my car keys. “I’ll walk down to the library. You take
the car. If you can maybe come back in time for us to get the kids
from school?”

“We’re going to have to
finish this campaign stuff sometime,” Kitty reminded me. “This
evening?”

She had a point. Having
more or less strong-armed the school board into putting a bond on
the ballot, we were committed to seeing it through. Pismawallops
Island needed a swimming pool. Somehow it had become our job to
make sure we got one. With a week to go before the election, we
couldn’t drop the ball now.

We worked out the
schedule, then parted with a promise to meet after dinner to
finalize our strategy and make some calls. Our “phone bank” efforts
for the bond were mostly the two of us calling a dozen voters every
evening, trying to get our message out before they hung
up.

Putting the campaign out
of my mind along with Brady’s death and all my questions about his
family and where the donuts came from, I broke into a jog, headed
for the piles of books awaiting me at the library.
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The library was already open when
I got there which meant I was very late indeed, but at least no one
had time or space to quiz me about what had happened at the bakery.
I told Helen I’d work an extra hour in the afternoon to make up for
my tardiness. That was an easy promise, since Kitty wouldn’t be
back with my car anyway.

The library on a Tuesday
was a good place to get my head together. A handful of older
patrons wandered in the stacks or sat reading the newspapers and
magazines, making few demands on the staff. I was able to wrap
myself in bibliophilic peace and work without interruption until
lunch time. By then I was calm enough to explain the morning’s
events to Helen and accept her quiet comfort. She understood as few
others could. It hadn’t been that long since we’d worked together
over someone whose life we couldn’t save, when an earthquake had
left us with a dead patron.

Once my half-hour lunch
break was over, I dove into the mess the kids had made of the
children’s area the day before. So deep was I in my work, I didn’t
notice how late it was getting until Kitty dashed in, out of breath
and apologetic.

“I’m awfully sorry, JJ!
Mike got a call for the tow truck and Hal didn’t come in today, so
I couldn’t leave the station.”

Kitty and her husband Mike
ran the island’s only gas station with help from Hal Perkins, their
elderly mechanic. When he wasn’t in, Kitty or the kids had to
cover.

Jolted by Kitty’s hurry
into a realization of how late it was, I grabbed my jacket and
purse, stamped my time card, and raced off with only a quick “Bye!”
to Helen and Mary at the front desk.

“If we go straight to
Shuksan we might be in time,” Kitty said as she slid into the
passenger seat. Holly was in the first grade at Shuksan Elementary,
which let out a few minutes later than the high school. Brian could
wait. Holly could not. I took the keys from Kitty and slammed the
driver’s door, fumbling with my seatbelt as I started the car. The
wipers came on with the engine, swiping away the light drizzle that
had accumulated in the few minutes since Kitty parked.

Ten minutes later we were
at the school. Holly was waiting on the bench by the front door,
arms crossed and lower lip protruding, the last unclaimed child.
Even Kitty’s son, Mikey, had been picked up by his sisters. Too bad
they hadn’t thought to stay with Holly until we arrived.

“You’re late.” Holly’s
sea-blue eyes filled with tears as she climbed into the back seat.
“You should never be late.”

“No, I shouldn’t,” I
agreed.

“Then why are you late?
Don’t you want me?”

It sounded like a little
kid’s pouty manipulation, but Kitty and I both heard the real fear
in her voice. Holly wasn’t pouting, she was desperately seeking
reassurance.

The little girl had lived
with her grandparents until the previous spring. When they were
killed in a horrible accident, she and her father muddled through
as best they could, until summer, when he’d sent her to her
mother—my ex-husband’s new wife. There, she’d found only one person
who would give her the attention she needed: my son, exiled (his
word) to spend a summer in Houston with his father. One thing led
to another, and for now Holly was living with Brian and
me.

Pete Bradshaw tried to be
in daily contact with his daughter, even if it was just a quick
text. In the last week, for all we could tell he had dropped off
the edge of the earth. He’d texted her five days ago, but we’d
heard nothing since, despite repeated attempts to contact him.
Holly was taking it badly. So was I. When I got my hands on Pete
Bradshaw, he was going to regret this.

Holly got no reprimand for
her poor manners, not this time.

“I’m sorry, honey,” I
began. Kitty broke in.

“It’s my fault,
Holly-love. I borrowed Mama JJ’s car and didn’t bring it back in
time.”

“Well, Brian should have
come to me,” she insisted.

“He has track practice,” I
remembered as I turned into the high school parking lot. “I guess
we’ll come back and get him in a couple of hours,” I added, pulling
a U-turn and heading toward home.

“Um, JJ?” Kitty sounded
like she was trying not to laugh.

“What?” I was frazzled,
trying not to bite anyone.

“You’ll need to take me
home? Unless you want to work on the campaign until time to go get
Brian?”

I did not want to work on
the campaign. I didn’t want to think about what had happened that
morning, either. I wanted to take a nap, watch SpongeBob with Holly, and figure out
what we were going to eat for the next week until I got paid.
Brian’s new running shoes had taken a bite out of a household
budget already strained by Pete’s failure to send the weekly money
for Holly.

“I suppose we ought to,” I
agreed grudgingly to Kitty’s suggestion.

“I want Brian!” Holly
burst out as we turned onto the road. Her voice warned of imminent
tears and I felt a flash of irritation. I’d paid my dues, gotten my
own child through the whiny years and up to an age where he wasn’t
much trouble. I never asked to have to start over.

Deal with it, JJ,
I told myself. It wasn’t Holly’s fault her
parents weren’t up to snuff. I kept my
voice calm. “Brian will be done with track
practice at five. You can come with me to pick him up. Meanwhile,
I’ll let you watch one of your videos.” I wasn’t above bribing a
child in a pinch.

Holly was having none of
it. “I have to do my homework,” she told me, clinging to a sort of
childish dignity to hide how upset she was. I’d take ersatz dignity
over a meltdown any day.

To my relief, Holly stuck
to her resolve. When we entered the house she went straight to the
kitchen table and plopped her Little
Mermaid backpack on the bench next to her.
It was her favorite spot: in the breakfast nook with her back to
the window, facing the kitchen so she could watch whatever I was up
to. With ostentatious care, she pulled out her homework folder,
lined up her crayons, and began coloring a worksheet.

Kitty and I began to spread
out our work, discussing strategy for the last week before the
election.

Holly looked at us and
scowled. “You are too loud. I have to be able to con-cen-trate.”
She sounded out the long word carefully, it being a new bit of
vocabulary for her. Seeing she was serious, I smothered my laugh.
Exchanging glances with Kitty, I prepared to move our operations to
my den.

“Will you be okay in here
alone?”

“You’re not leaving the
house,” she pointed out. Or was that an order? Whatever was eating
her—okay, I knew what was eating her—she wasn’t afraid to be alone,
at least not as long as I wasn’t more than a whimper
away.

It was as well we moved.
After a few minutes of discussion, Kitty decided the best thing we
could do was phone people. Late afternoon wasn’t the best time to
reach most islanders, but we were happy to leave messages. In fact,
I preferred it, since I’d noticed a tendency for people to hang up
as soon as I began my spiel. We’d been instructed to start by
giving our names, which was supposed to lend authenticity or
something. Kitty had much the same problem I did. We were too well
known: everyone on the island assumed we were calling to ask for
help with something.

After a while I put down my
phone. “Do you think this is going to make any
difference?”

“I have no idea,” Kitty
admitted. “It’s what the tool kit Alice got for us says to do.”
Alice Fong, our high school principal/district superintendent, was
the only one of us who’d been through a bond campaign before. The
members of the school board, though they’d put the bond on the
ballot, didn’t have their hearts and souls behind it. Well, Shaw
Newman, the youngest and most forward-thinking of the trio, had
coughed up the money to buy the voter list, but he didn’t know any
more about running a campaign than we did. Bud Fingal, the board’s
president, had been on the board long enough to have seen it all
before, but since he’d been adamantly opposed to the idea of
building a pool on the island, he wasn’t helping out. He didn’t
dare come out against the bond, but we couldn’t ask him for
help.

We made a few more calls,
but our enthusiasm waned quickly. We fell into conversation and,
since we were avoiding talking about what happened to Brady, the
obvious topic was my fiancé. At least, it was obvious to Kitty, who
definitely had an agenda.

“Okay, JJ, have you and
Ron set a date yet?”

I shook my head, annoyed to
find I was blushing. “Give us time. We’ve only just gotten engaged.
I have to get my head wrapped around that first.”

Kitty rolled her eyes.
“You’ve been engaged for a month. Do try to get used to the idea
before you’re too old to do anything about it. I want to get
started planning the party.”

For want of a better
answer, I made a rude noise and changed the subject. “Let’s design
the flyers for this weekend.”

“We have plenty of time
for that,” Kitty protested, but she got out the supplies anyway. By
then, I was lost in thought, stroking the lapis lazuli stone in the
ring that felt like it had always belonged to me. Belonged to me in
a way the diamond my first husband gave me never had. That gave me
an idea.

“Kitty, would it be wrong
of me to hock Allen’s diamond ring?”

“Heck, no. It’s your ring,
you can do what you want with it. I don’t imagine you’ll ever want
to wear it,” she added, echoing my own thoughts. “And since the
pond scum doesn’t pay you enough childcare to buy ramen, why not?”
“Pond scum” was our unkind and possibly unfair name for my ex.
Aside from his reluctance to pay alimony, or any more child support
than he absolutely had to, the biggest thing wrong with him was
that he didn’t belong in my life. If I’d been paying attention, I
might have noticed before wasting eighteen years on him. Ron, I was
confident, belonged.

“Okay, what do we want to
put on these flyers?” I forced the conversation back to the bond
campaign.

We managed to work for an
hour, blocking out how the flyers should look, though we needed art
to bring it to life. Maybe one of the kids could manage something;
neither of us was an artist. I was fine-tuning the prose when Karla
Milton called.

“I was wondering if you
know how to get hold of Alexis Clayton,” she said. “I can’t find
his contact information, and he’s the only person I know of who
belongs to Brady Ginnis.”

“You do remember he’s in
the process of divorcing Brady?” Kitty asked
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