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 Chapter 1

 


“What the—hey, watch that thing!”
I yelled as the man in white brought his saw toward my immobilized
arm.

Nurse Chu patted my shoulder
comfortingly, but she didn’t loosen her grip on the casted limb she
held against the table.

“Don’t worry, Ms. MacGregor,” she
said, “The doctor hardly ever slips and cuts off anyone’s
arm.”

I swallowed hard, reminding myself
that these were medical professionals. Despite appearances, they
weren’t planning to torture me, cut off my arm, or damage me in any
way. I was in the Pismawallops Clinic getting the cast off my
broken arm at last, a happy event.

I cringed anyway as the saw
started to cut the plaster. “Easy there,” I said, trying to sound
like I was joking. “My insurance runs out in a couple of months,
and I need to be healthy when that happens!” In fact, I was doing
plenty of worrying about insurance. Once my coverage under my
ex-husband’s policy ran out, I was going to be scrambling to make
payments on even the cheapest insurance. It was worth it, to be
free of the man I thought of as pond scum, but I still worried. I
fixed my gaze on the educational poster on the wall in front of me
and resolutely ignored the whining saw.

Dr. Salisbury finished cutting the
cast loose and peeled the remains away. I stopped staring at the
poster enjoining me to wash my hands and avoid the flu, and looked
at the thing lying on the table.

The exposed arm looked white and
dead, and I wasn’t sure it was attached to me. I felt a little
light-headed.

“Wiggle your fingers,” the doctor
ordered. I took a deep breath and sent the command down my arm to
the fingers.

They wiggled as directed. I
therefore deduced that they must in fact be my fingers, and still
attached to me. Dr. Salisbury smiled. He appeared to be about 25
and was far too good-looking for a doctor. Even for an old lady
like me (somewhere in my forties is all I’ll say about that) it was
sometimes hard to focus on what he was saying.

“Your arm will be weak for a
while. Nurse Chu will bring you a handout with a set of exercises
you should do to build your strength, and you can’t expect to be
able to do a lot with it at first. You’ve done great with the
healing, and I don’t think there will be any lasting issues.” He
touched my arm where the break had been. “Beautifully straight and
healthy, despite your best efforts to ruin it.” His tone was
severe, but he couldn’t help smiling.

I ignored the jibe. I knew I’d
been lucky to dodge complications from the break, but I’d done what
I had to. Using my cast as a weapon wasn’t something I’d done on a
lark.

“You just rest here a minute while
I get the printouts on your PT,” Nurse Chu said, following the
doctor out of the examining room.

I swallowed, fighting the
dizziness and nausea brought on by both the physical change that
came with removing the cast and the shock of finding I wasn’t “all
better”. I’d imagined I’d walk out of there my old self, including
the ability to type 80 words a minute, a skill I needed just
then.

I wiggled my fingers as though
using a keyboard. My atrophied muscles begin to burn almost at
once. This was going to take some time.

Mom came in with the nurse and the
papers, though I’d asked her to wait for me in the
lobby.

“I thought I’d come along and see
what you’re supposed to do for PT,” she said.

“I’m the one who’ll be doing it,”
I grumbled. I love my mom, but I wasn’t going to let her boss me,
not even about my physical therapy. What did she know about it,
anyway?

Mom’s pretty smart. She sized up
my reaction and said, “Oh, I know you’ll be working hard on it. But
I’ve gotten awfully lazy, so I thought maybe I’d do the exercises
with you and see if I can’t build up a stronger grip. Jars are
getting to be a bit of a problem for me, dear.” She gazed at me
with a too-innocent face, and I looked back with all the suspicion
I could muster. Mom’s too much like me to fool me. I could see that
she was going to nag me until I did my PT twice over every
day.

Even if she nagged me half to
death, I was glad I had her. After Brian left to spend the summer
with his father I stuck it out for three weeks before I called Mom
and asked if she wanted to come visit. During those three weeks, no
housework got done. When Mom arrived, she hauled out the vacuum,
swept the kitchen and breakfast nook, and scrubbed the stove—all
before I got home from work. Then she served me the first real meal
I’d had in weeks.

So instead of telling Mom to go
soak her head, I raked up a smile. “I’m sure we’ll have great fun
doing the exercises together.”

She didn’t believe the part about
“fun” any more than I did, but we both knew we’d be doing my
PT.

Mom took the papers Nurse Chu
provided, and we both ran through the exercises with her once.
Dismissed at last, I stood up. My head swam a bit, but settled down
in a moment, and I followed Mom out to the car. My arm felt as
though it might fall off or break up without its protective cocoon.
I was more terrified of bumping it than I’d been since the first
days after the injury. For once, I was happy to let Mom
drive.

I looked over the PT instructions
again. They really had me starting from nothing. In a couple of
days I could begin squeezing the soft ball they provided, and then
start lifting one-pound weights. One pound! I’m no gym rat, but
that was humiliating even for me.

“I wonder if it’s okay to start
running again,” I said, and winced at the thought of jouncing my
dead-fish arm around. Maybe not yet.

“Oh, you might want to wait a
little,” Mom answered. “I broke an arm when I was young, you know.
It took a week or so after the cast was off to feel normal. Of
course,” she added, I suppose to encourage me, “back then they
casted everything so you couldn’t move at all, finger-tips to
shoulder. You’ve been using that hand quite a bit, so maybe it
won’t take as long.”

“How old were you?” I
asked.

“Oh, maybe 17.”

I sighed. Old-school medicine or
not, I was pretty sure a 17-year-old would heal a lot faster than
someone on the slippery downslope towards the half century
mark.

I thought about how I broke the
arm, tripping during a run. No, I wouldn’t try running yet. From
there, my mind drifted to the night I ruined my first cast. Ron
Karlson, Pismawallops Island’s police chief, had driven me home the
next morning, after we’d apprehended a murderer together, thanks in
large part to my willingness to weaponize my plaster arm. Since the
cast was sodden, though still hard enough to knock the killer out,
I did some real damage to my arm that night. Now the cast was off,
my arm looked like a dead fish, and I hadn’t spoken to Ron in
nearly two months.

 


Mom made me some lunch, and I left
for work. That was something new for me, too. I’d been hired to
type and edit a memoir by Wilmont Chelsea Charleston-Rutherford, to
give him the full name he put in large type on the title page. To
do that, I needed both hands. I’d been getting by, typing
one-handed, but it wasn’t good enough to keep up with my new boss’s
demands. I had to take the draft home and work on it on my own time
most nights.

I headed now for the
Charleston-Rutherford’s beach cottage. That was what they called
it, though the “cottage” was twice the size of my own modest
farmhouse. They came to Pismawallops from Seattle searching, they
claimed, for a bit of peace and quiet so Wilmont could write his
memoir. I was beginning to wonder if there were something more
behind the move, but I was getting paid, so I tried not to think
too hard about it.

Charleston-Rutherford found me
through an agency where I was registered as a freelance writer and
editor, and though I had my doubts about his memoir, I was in no
position to get fussy about the gigs I’d take.

I’d been on the job for three
weeks, and felt like I was earning every penny. In fact, I was
wondering if I could up my rates. I’d have to come up with a better
excuse than “client is a royal pain in the arse,” though. The
agency frowned on that sort of thing. I might legitimately claim
that the scope of the work was greater than advertised. I’d hired
on as an editor, but not only did Wilmont Charleston-Rutherford
want me to type everything from his handwritten manuscript because
he’d never learned to use a computer, he also couldn’t write to
save his life. I was writing his memoir for him, and the more I
wrote, the more convinced I was that I was writing fiction. As a
liar, he was prolific but not terribly believable.

Clinging to the steering wheel, a
bit afraid of sudden moves, I made my way down the narrow, winding
road to the Sun Beach community, which sat like an alien invasion
on the edge of our island. It even had a locked gate at the
entrance. I had to telephone so someone could let me through. The
road then wound through one of the few coastal plains on the
island, between estates (not mere houses) owned by rich people who
visited a week or two out of the year. At least they provided
employment for some of the islanders, maintaining homes and yards,
docks and boathouses. And typing memoirs.

My employer occupied the home on
the east end of the community. I detested the house, an
ostentatious modern construction of glass and brick. It would have
looked fine on Mercer Island, the expensive enclave in Seattle
where, Mrs. Charleston-Rutherford had repeatedly explained, they
had their real home. On Pismawallops Island, the house
looked like a cancerous growth. After three weeks of working there,
I was beginning to feel the house reflected the
occupants.

If my circumstances had been
different, I would have told Wilmont Charleston-Rutherford to take
his memoir and stuff it where the sun don’t shine (and I don’t mean
Seattle). I needed the money though, so I pulled around to park my
car out of sight as instructed, took a deep breath, pasted a smile
onto my face, and got out. I walked up to the kitchen door and
knocked.

The Charleston-Rutherfords brought
their own cook with them from Seattle, a woman of perhaps 35 or so
who didn’t seem to speak much English. As she did every time I
came, she nodded, stood aside, and allowed me to enter. I saw
Gerry, the 16-year-old daughter of my employer, sitting on a stool
at the kitchen counter eating what looked like a very late
breakfast.

“Hi, Gerry.” I smiled. The girl
could be sulky, but I liked her in spite of it. Maybe it was my
contrary streak—because her parents didn’t much like me, I enjoyed
getting on the good side of the girl.

“Hi, Ms. MacGregor. Come to help
Dad write?”

“You bet. You going to be there
Saturday to help with our PTA booth?”

Before the girl could answer, her
mother spoke up. I’d failed to notice Marilyn Charleston-Rutherford
standing across the large kitchen, taking inventory of the pantry
or something. “What did you call my daughter?” Her tone was
angry, and the lines about her nose went white as she tightened her
nostrils.

“Gerry,” I answered, wondering
what the problem was. “It’s what she asked me to call
her.”

The girl in question rolled her
eyes and made for the door, abandoning her half-eaten omelet. I
detest eye-rolling teens, but this one had my sympathy.

Every strand of Mrs.
Charleston-Rutherford’s painstakingly coiffed hair quivered in
rigid indignation. “Her name is Geraldine. Geraldine Juanita. I
expect people to use it.”

“I see.” I contemplated the woman
for a moment. “Might I suggest that if you name your child
Geraldine Juanita Charleston-Rutherford, it’s not terribly
surprising if as a teen she prefers to be called Gerry?”

“My daughter’s name is Geraldine
Juanita. If you are to work here, you will use it.”

I saw Gerry in the hall, out of
sight of her mother, waiting to see what the outcome would be. I
decided I’d stand up for her and take my chances.

“I’d say that at her age she has
the right to be called what she wants to be called. I’ll call her
Gerry unless and until she tells me to do otherwise.” I didn’t
think Marilyn could convince her husband to fire me, and I was his
employee, not hers.

I walked out of the kitchen
without waiting for an answer and smiled when I saw Gerry. Her
uncle, Harold Rutherford, stood with his arm around the
girl.

“Thanks,” he said in a low voice
as I went by. “It’s good to know Gerry’s got friends.” I smiled at
him, glad she had one family member who seemed to care about her.
With her mother so close by, I didn’t want to say anything, so I
winked at Gerry. The girl smothered a giggle as I walked on down
the hall.

The room my employer called his
office opened off the back hall near the kitchen, and I thought it
had been designed as a game room. It now sported a giant roll-top
desk where he sat, and a much smaller computer desk where I
struggled to find room for my work.

Wilmont Charleston-Rutherford was
waiting for me, and he wasn’t happy.

“Where have you been? You begin
work at eleven! Women. They’re always late.”

I was used to him and ignored his
offensive attitude, though not without an effort. “I told you I had
a doctor’s appointment and would be here at one.” I waved my arm at
him, carefully, for fear of shattering it. “Got the cast off.” I
didn’t bother adding that his wife had detained me in the kitchen,
making me two minutes late.

He grunted, a noise I chose to
read as congratulations on my healing, and turned back to the desk.
“I’ve got another ten pages for you to add to Chapter
Two.”

I took the papers he handed me,
sat down, and turned on the computer. Mr. Charleston-Rutherford
stood watching while the machine booted up and I opened the file.
To my relief, he left the room when I began to type. Some days he
insisted on staying and shuffling papers around on his desk, making
a constant stir that irritated and distracted me. I never could see
that he was doing anything productive with the papers, but he liked
to be there so I could “consult” him on any changes I was making.
I’d long since stopped telling him about most of those changes.
What was to be gained by arguing over and over that, “I
aggressively negotiated” was lousy English on multiple levels? Then
there was his tendency to write “could of,” which made me feel
positively murderous.

I worked until half past four,
discovering just how weak my right arm was and how painful typing
could be when the muscles have atrophied. By 3:45 I was popping
ibuprofen, and by quitting time I could have cried from the
pain.

None of the family was around when
I emerged from the office. Only the cook, who also served as the
maid because, as Marilyn informed me, “it was so hard to get good
help in a rustic place like Pismawallops Island,” was there as I
passed through the kitchen to my car. Liliana, Gerry told me her
name was. I made a point of using it as I bade her goodbye. The
sturdy woman nodded back, her brown hair falling over her
unreadable face.

I checked my phone when I got to
my car. I sent Brian a picture of my arm when I got the cast off,
and he’d texted back his congratulations, adding, looks a little
pale, even for an arm living in the middle of Puget Sound. I
sent back a smiley face with its tongue out, and drove
home.

It was a joy to walk into the
house and smell something delectable in the oven. Mom still cooked
pretty much like she did in the old days, so I’d put on some weight
during her visit, but it was all comfort food, and there was no
denying I needed comfort.

Mom wouldn’t let me have anything
to eat until I did my PT, though I whined that my arm was killing
me after typing all afternoon.

“And it won’t get any better if
you don’t work at it,” she said, and I sighed. It’s usually easiest
to do what Mom says. That’s why, as a general rule, things go
better if we don’t try to live in the same house. Still, she’d been
a great help all summer, and she hadn’t even said, “I told you so”
when my marriage ended. I did the PT, and took my reward in
macaroni and cheese.

After dinner I phoned Brian, but I
didn’t get much satisfaction there.

“Glad you got the cast off, Mom,”
was his longest speech. Otherwise, it was a lot of “fine” and
“okay,” and no answers to my leading questions. I knew Brian was
spending a lot of time with a girl down there in Texas—someone
named Holly—but I couldn’t get him to say a thing about her. I gave
up in the end and went to bed feeling exhausted and a little
depressed, my arm throbbing.

 


I woke up less exhausted, but
still a little depressed as my arm continued to ache. I had time
before going to work to start a load of laundry and put in a little
time in my garden, though Mom was doing most of the work there. She
liked it, and needed something to do. I didn’t mind.

All too soon I was back on the
winding road down to Sun Beach, which on this morning defied its
name by sitting under a cloud that didn’t quite rain.

At least there was no one in the
kitchen but Liliana. In the hall, I saw Harold again, and he winked
at me. “The bear’s in his den, and he’s grumpy.”

“Thanks for the warning.” It was
nice to have an ally. “If he mauls me, I’ll scream for
help.”

Harold’s smile seemed to falter
for just a moment, but before I could be sure, the pleasant look
was back. I could guess the problem. I’d typed and edited enough of
Wilmont’s memoir to know his style—and to read between the lines.
These brothers hadn’t had an idyllic childhood together, and I
couldn’t blame Harold for being wary of the brother who I believed
had bullied him from an early age.

I continued down the hall, coming
to a halt outside Wilmont’s office. The door was shut, but it
didn’t entirely muffle the voices within. I heard Marilyn
Charleston-Rutherford asking when they were going back to Seattle,
and Wilmont’s sharp retort that he had important work to do and she
should be grateful he’d found them such a nice place to stay. I
couldn’t make out her response, but I could catch the tone. She
didn’t think the island was a nice place at all. I wasn’t
surprised. I’d heard a few things about Marilyn from Jasmine West,
who ran the Have-a-Bite Bakery, our main source of top-notch
caffeine and gossip. Marilyn had let Jasmine know she wasn’t
impressed. The feeling was mutual.

I hesitated outside the office
while Wilmont’s voice got louder, berating Marilyn for her
spendthrift ways, for Gerry’s troubles at school—I made a mental
note about that and resolved to keep an eye on the girl—and how the
whole thing was Marilyn’s fault. I raised my eyebrows. I didn’t
like the woman, but I doubted she was behind every problem the
family had. And what “whole thing” was he talking about? If they
had money problems, I’d better be careful how many hours I put in
between paychecks.

When I saw the doorknob start to
turn I dodged back a bit, to make it look like I was just arriving.
Marilyn came out. I expected her to slay me with her icy demeanor,
but she seemed more interested in getting away. She barely nodded
as she hurried past me toward the stairs.

I entered the office one minute
before eleven—I checked my watch to be sure—but this time Wilmont
Charleston-Rutherford wasn’t worrying about my schedule. He had
other things on his mind. He seemed to have already forgotten his
wife, though their argument might have been why he took such a
belligerent tone with me.

“I’ve been reading over what
you’ve done so far. This isn’t the way I wrote it.” That was when I
realized he was sitting in front of the computer. Someone must have
turned it on for him.

I looked at him in genuine
surprise. “Of course it’s not. You hired me to edit and sharpen
your writing.” That was a marvel of tact for me; his writing
required something far beyond ‘sharpening.’ “I work on edits as I
type, and I’ll do more in a second pass.”

“I didn’t ask for a critic!” He
bellowed, his face turning an interesting shade of purple. “I hired
you to type what I write, and you must discuss any changes with
me!”

I felt my own face turning color,
but kept my voice level. “You hired an editor. I edit. If I stop to
discuss every change with you, we will get nowhere. I’ve talked
with you about anything that might change the meaning of what you
are saying.”

“You are destroying the tone of my
art!”

That was too much for my temper.
“What one writes in a first draft isn’t art.” In his case, it was
hardly even English. “It requires a great deal of editing. You can
read over what I’ve done and we can change anything that isn’t
accurate.” I was willing to bet that most of his story wandered far
from the truth and wondered what Harold would say about the stories
of Wilmont’s youthful financial triumphs and academic prowess.
Wilmont’s truthfulness, or lack thereof, wasn’t my problem. His
writing was. “I would suggest, however, that you think hard before
altering my work, as I write a great deal better than you do.” As
soon as I said it, I wished I could stuff the words back in. What
I’d said was true, but I needed this job.

“What the hell is so bad about my
writing?!” He sounded like a sulky teen.

I decided to tell him. “Your
sentences go on for hours, you switch tense at random, and you use
adverbs like you buy them wholesale.”

“What the hell’s wrong with
adverbs? I am writing descriptively, which is important, as any
educated person knows.”

I couldn’t stand it. I told him
what was wrong with so many adverbs. In fact, I told him in detail
everything that was wrong with his writing. I figured he was going
to fire me regardless, so I might as well get the satisfaction of
letting him know what I thought. When I finished, I stood with my
arms crossed and waited.

He didn’t fire me. He said, “You
are an arrogant fool. You think you know so goddam much because
you’ve been to the university and got a useless liberal arts
degree. But you’re just a bitch from the sticks, and you will write
what I tell you to write.”

“For that, I believe you want
someone from the typing pool,” I said, livid at his epithet and his
attitude alike. “You hired a writer and editor, and I will do what
I was hired to do. If you don’t like it, I’ll take my pay and
leave.”

No! My inner voice yelled
at me. You need this job! I slapped it down. No one needed a
job badly enough to put up with this pompous ass and his load of
seagull droppings.

Then he told me I was
fired.

 


 



 


 


 Chapter 2

 


I somehow managed to walk away
without exploding. I hoped I wouldn’t meet anyone on my way out,
and I got lucky. Marilyn had already gone into hiding, and I saw no
sign of Harold or Gerry, and was glad. They might have been
sympathetic, and my grip on myself wasn’t strong enough to handle
sympathy. Anyway, the girl didn’t need to hear me calling her
father a bloviating idiot who couldn’t write his way out of a wet
paper bag, and I didn’t want her mad at me. She was supposed to
help with the PTA booth at the Orca Festival in a few
days.

As the Vice President of the
Pismawallops PTA—the Parent-Teacher Association of Orcaville High
School, to give the official title—I was always rounding up
volunteers for things. Thinking about the OrcaFest led me to think
about my best friend and PTA president, Kitty Padgett. So when I
started my car and drove out of the Sun Beach enclave, I turned the
car toward the Padgett’s garage.

Kitty and her husband run the sole
gas station and repair shop on Pismawallops Island, and when she’s
not busy with PTA work, she spends most of her days down at the
station, keeping the books in order. She or one of their three kids
handle the cash register when Mike is fixing cars or driving the
tow truck. Their 12-year-old son Mikey is the only one of the kids
who’s excited to work at the station, but the teens, Kat and Sarah,
know what’s good for them and keep any objections to
themselves.

I’d find Kitty alone now, though.
The kids were at summer camp.

Sure enough, Kitty was in the
office alone, working on the books. “Hi, JJ. What’s up?” She looked
willing enough to give the books a rest.

“I just quit my job.”

“The editing gig with the rich
guy?”

“Yeah. Well, technically he fired
me. But I asked for it.”

Kitty sighed and filled a couple
of cups from the ancient and stained coffee maker in the corner.
“Okay, tell me.”

“I tried, Kitty. I really did.” I
wanted her to confirm I’d done the right thing, so I told her,
“I’ve been putting up with Wilmont Charleston-Rutherford’s
egotistical ramblings and snarky attitudes all summer. I’ve even
made some progress at beating his incoherent scribbles into
something almost readable. Not that he appreciates it.” I thought
about it a minute. “The real problem with him writing a memoir is
that he’s never done anything worth writing about, besides bully
people. Starting with his little brother, as far as I can tell,
though of course he paints it as ‘teaching the kid to be
tough.’”

“What did he do?” Kitty looked
grim. She’s forgiving of most things, but bullies don’t get much
slack from her.

“Among other things, threw him
into the pool, deep end, of course. Wilmont claimed he was teaching
his brother to swim, but I doubt Harold would have agreed. There
are some references to a broken arm that make me suspicious,
too.”

Kitty scowled. “Maybe you’re
better off away from him.”

The same thought had occurred to
me. I couldn’t help a wise crack, though. “Making him sound special
was good practice for writing fiction.”

Kitty laughed. “Still, he must
think he’s done something to boast of, unlikely as it seems. Any
idea what?” That was pretty snarky for Kitty.

“As far as I can tell so far, he
got born into a family with money and has done his best to spend it
all.” I grinned. “He’s told me a few stories of deals I don’t
believe, and he’s trying to make some of his youthful indiscretions
sound special, but when you take out the adverbs, you’re left with
‘I got drunk a lot in college and got laid a few times.’ Probably
fewer times than he claims and definitely less often than he
wishes.”

“JJ!” Kitty admonished, but she
was laughing. “How do you stand it?” she asked as an
afterthought.

“Badly,” I pointed out, using an
adverb myself to prove my distaste for them wasn’t indiscriminate.
“May I remind you that he just gave me the sack because I couldn’t
keep quiet about his crappy writing?”

Kitty knew how much I needed the
job. My ex-husband and his slick lawyer had left me with too little
money to make ends meet. I hadn’t worked since Brian was born more
than 16 years back, and there weren’t a lot of jobs going begging
on Pismawallops Island. I’d registered with an agency and was
trying to piece together a bit of income doing odd jobs of writing
and editing. On paper, Wilmont Charleston-Rutherford and his memoir
had looked like a gift from the gods. He’d requested an editor to
help him write his memoir, half days for a couple of months, which
translated to a good wage for me. Too bad he wanted a typist, but
needed a ghostwriter.

“Well, he was a total pain in the
tush to work for,” I tried to console myself. “I’m better off
without him, even if I did like the money. He’d have driven me to
drink.”

“He’s going to drive half us
Islanders to drink!” Kitty surprised me with the vehemence of her
outburst. She so seldom gets annoyed with people that I didn’t know
what to make of it.

“What?”

“He’s rude to pretty much
everyone, JJ. And when Mike fixed his brakes, he tried to bargain
him down on the price. When Mike wouldn’t budge, Mr. Hoity-Toity
Hyphenated Big Businessman threatened him with an
action!”

“Good grief. On what
grounds?”

“I think he dropped the idea
because he couldn’t come up with any grounds,” Kitty said. “It’s
just the way his mind works—he jumps right to anger, argument, and
litigation. He’s been trying to argue everyone’s prices down
because they’re higher than prices in Seattle. Of course they are!
We have to haul everything up from Seattle!”

And gas, she didn’t have to say,
was the worst. The weekly supply truck for the Padgett’s station
came on a special ferry along with the propane truck and any other
flammable or hazardous materials, none of which were allowed on a
ferry carrying passengers. If my former employer believed that came
cheap, he was even more of an idiot than I thought. He was supposed
to be a businessman. You’d think he’d have some empathy for other
businesspeople trying to make a living, but empathy seemed to have
been left out of his make-up.

Kitty wasn’t done. “He refuses to
tip when he eats at the Orca Diner or the pizza place. He says
their prices are too high and it’s not his problem if the pay is
low. He claims that if the wait staff had any gumption they’d get
better jobs. But you know how hard jobs are to come by on this
island!”

She stopped her rant. I did
know, and Kitty remembered I was back to looking for
work.

“Sorry. I’m preaching to the
choir,” Kitty said with a rueful smile. “How’s your mom?” She was
changing the subject, but it backfired.

“I’m avoiding going home and
telling her about this. She’s been great, Kitty, really saved my
neck—especially at first, when my arm hurt too much to do anything.
But she’s worried about my future, and this will upset
her.”

It was warming up in the little
office, or maybe I was just hot under the collar. I paused to peel
off the sweater I’d used to dress up my outfit for work, and Kitty
saw I was no longer wearing the cast. She reached out to touch my
arm.

“When did you get it off? How come
you didn’t tell me? How does it feel?”

“I just got it off yesterday. And
it’s weird. It doesn’t feel like my arm, and I’m afraid if I bump
it it’ll shatter or fall off or something, without the cast to hold
it together.”

She laughed. “I’m sure you’ll get
back to normal soon. Can you use it?”

“Not for much, not yet. All the
muscles have atrophied, so I have to do a bunch of PT to get it
back to something like normal. Mom’s got it all planned, and she’ll
make sure I do it. Though,” I added, “I’m pretty motivated myself.
I don’t like having a useless arm. Still, I’m about ready for her
to go home.”

Kitty nodded. She’d spent enough
time with my mother to understand the problem. We both had too many
opinions, and we were pretty set in our ways. I’d fled to Kitty’s
house a few times when things got too fraught.

“Well, you could tell her you’re
ready to take care of yourself.”

It sounded simple, but somehow
things were never that easy for us. Did mothers and daughters
always have complicated relationships? Or was it because I’d yet to
demonstrate to her satisfaction, or mine, that I was a competent
adult?

Kitty had a bright idea. “I think
getting your cast off calls for a celebration. And losing your job
with the big bully needs both celebration and commiseration. Let’s
go down to the Have-a-Bite for coffee and espresso brownies. I’ll
just tell Mike we’re going. You can tell your mom
later.”

I started to salivate at the mere
thought of those brownies. Between keeping a tight budget and
trying not to gain too much weight while I couldn’t work out, I’d
not visited the bakery for far too long. And a good gabfest with my
best friend never hurt.

 


Fifteen minutes later we took our
seats by the window in the Have-a-Bite. Jasmine was running the
espresso machine, so I ordered a latte as well as a brownie. Moira,
the counter help who rang up our purchases and plunked the brownies
onto a couple of plates, couldn’t make a latte to save her life.
When she was in charge I drank plain coffee. Jasmine, however, was
an artist in caffeine, and I savored the result.

Kitty and I exchanged what little
we’d heard from our kids. Sarah and Kat, rising senior and
sophomore at the high school, were at a camp where they (over their
loud protests) were hiking and roughing it for a week. Mikey was at
a science camp building a robot. All three would rather have
switched places, which was why they were where they were. Kitty and
Mike like to push their kids to try things they think they don’t
like.

“What does Kat say about Brian?” I
had my reasons for asking.

“Not much. She’s not gushing about
any of the boys at camp, though, so I don’t think she’s forgotten
him.”

Uh-oh. I needed to let Kitty know
about my other big worry. “I’ve gotten a lot of texts from Brian
mentioning some girl named Holly. They’ve gone to the movies and
for walks, and seem to be hanging out together most of the time.” I
didn’t say anything more. Kitty knew that not only was there a
chance my son would dump Kat for a Texas girlfriend, but that my
bigger fear was that he’d fall in love and want to stay in
Texas.

She reminded me not to worry about
the first. “Kat’s the one who told him they should see other people
if they wanted. I seem to recall he was upset, so she scarcely has
room to gripe.”

I breathed a sigh of relief,
though we both knew Kat might well choose to gripe anyway. I wasn’t
truly worried, but it did cross my mind from time to time that the
romance between our children could complicate my friendship with
Kitty. She was reminding me that she understood teenagers, and I
wasn’t responsible for what the kids did.

I was still thinking about Brian
when Moira pulled up an empty chair and plunked down beside us,
unbidden and unwanted. There was something about the woman that
prevented me from telling her to bug off and leave us alone, much
as I wanted to.

Moira had a grievance to air.
“Your fancy-pants boss is a bully,” she accused. “And he’s just
plain rude.”

This wasn’t exactly news to me.
I’d been hearing similar complaints about Wilmont
Charleston-Rutherford for weeks. I wondered what Moira would gripe
about. She didn’t keep us in suspense.

“He called me a nasty old gossip.”
The waitress managed to sound surprised as well as
indignant.

On the one hand, the accusation
was true. Moira loved gossip, the more unsavory the better. On the
other hand, there was no reason to insult her to her face about
it.

“What happened?” Kitty
asked.

“I guess I’d been talking about
some about stuff I’d heard about him. Did you know the rest of his
family is happy he’s up here, because it puts him too far away to
mess around with the family business?”

“How on earth do you know that?” I
asked, surprised. The power of Moira’s gossip was amazing, but its
reach was usually limited to the island.

“His brother was in. Harold
Rutherford. He’s pretty good-looking,” she added irrelevantly. “And
he tipped me well, which your boss never does. Anyway, he told me a
thing or two.” That was indiscreet of him, but maybe Harold hadn’t
figured out what Moira was like. Or maybe he had.

“And of course Moira repeated it,”
Jasmine said from behind the counter. There were no other
customers, so she came out to join us. “I don’t all that much mind
him calling Moira names, because really, Moira, you should know
better than to repeat gossip. But Mr. Charleston-Rutherford has
threatened a libel action against the bakery, not just against
her.”

More evidence the man was a bully,
as if we needed it. I wanted to commiserate with Jasmine and tell
her my own tale of woe, but I didn’t care to have Moira spread it
all over the island, so I kept quiet.

After that, our coffee klatch was
pretty much over, and when the brownies were gone, I ran Kitty back
to the garage.

“Maybe he’ll get tired of having
everyone hate him and go back to where he came from,” Kitty
suggested as she got out of the car.

I wasn’t so sanguine. “People like
him thrive on being loathed. And I’m not sure he’s going to be
welcome back in Seattle. Sounds like they’re happy to have him far
away.” I waved goodbye and went home to face Mom—and call the temp
agency.

 


“I can’t say I’m sorry not to have
to work for him anymore, Mom, but I’m going to miss the money. Why
can’t I learn to keep my big mouth shut?”

“I’m sure I don’t know, honey. You
never could. It’s probably genetic,” she acknowledged. “I know you
want to write, but let’s think about what you can find for a little
more reliable income in the mean time.”

It was good of Mom not to make a
fuss about my lack of tact, nicer still of her to turn my mind to
more practical matters, and especially generous not to pooh-pooh my
desire to earn a living by writing.

To my surprise, Mom offered a good
suggestion. Sometimes she seems a bit scattered, but all those
years of running the farm did leave her with a strong streak of
common sense.

“Why don’t you see if there are
any jobs at the library? Even part time work there would give you
something you could count on, and you could still do freelance
work.”

Why hadn’t I thought of that? I’d
love to work around books, and if the library didn’t pay well, they
did offer the option of buying into their health insurance
program.

 


After lunch I made my
uncomfortable phone call to the temp agency. They didn’t make a
fuss, and I hoped it wouldn’t be a black mark in my file. That task
out of the way, I drove us down to Orcaville, the cluster of shops
and services rising up the hill from the ferry dock, and parked by
the Island Market. I heard the checker call out, “Hi, Sally!” as
Mom went in. She’d been staying with me long enough to be known
around town, and I wondered if people thought she’d moved in
permanently. The idea was starting to obsess me, and I shook it off
as Mom told me to go to the library while she got the groceries—her
tactful way of helping out without offering cash.

Not until I was at the library
door did I stop to think about what I was going to say. Should I
just walk up to the desk and ask if they wanted to hire me? Well,
why not? They could at least tell me where to go to fill out an
application. After all, they were librarians. They knew everything,
or at least they knew how to find out everything. While I was there
I’d check to see if the new Rhys Bowen was available. I loved her
“Royal Spyness” series, and it would make a nice distraction from
my troubles.

Helen Arbuthnot, the head
librarian, was at the desk. Before I could get my question out, she
looked at me and scowled.

What had I done? I didn’t owe any
fines; I’d checked before coming.

She didn’t leave me to wonder for
long. “JJ MacGregor, that man you are working for is the most awful
boor. I do hate to speak ill of anyone, and at least he does check
out books, unlike his wife, who only reads Glamour and
Vogue, but really!”

It looked like I’d found another
person who didn’t like my former employer. Was there no one who
could speak well of him? And what was a rich guy like him doing
using the library, anyway? I’d have expected him to buy whatever he
wanted. On-line, of course, because he’d never pay local prices.
That his wife, too, was borrowing magazines instead of buying them
gave me pause. I remembered the argument I’d heard, and Moira’s
gossip, and hoped I’d get paid. Well, that was part of why I used
the agency. It was their job to get the money out of him. But why
did everyone seem to blame me for Wilmont Charleston-Rutherford’s
sins?

 


 



 


 


 


 Chapter 3

 


I wondered what crime Wilmont
Charleston-Rutherford could have committed to so anger our
mild-mannered librarians. Well, Kitty was hard to irritate, and he
had her up in arms. Before I could ask, Helen offered particulars,
shaking her head in disbelief. “He brings his books back late, then
argues over a two-bit fine! But that’s not the worst of
it.”

“What else?” I hoped my tone
conveyed that Wilmont was no friend of mine.

“The man dog-ears his
books!” Her tone indicated this was a sin approaching the level
of murder, or pillaging entire villages. I nodded my
understanding.

“I suspected he was capable of
that sort of thing,” I told her, with no sign of the laugh that was
trying to escape. And after all, bending the corners of pages to
mark his place was rude and inconsiderate, and damaged the books
others wanted to read. “Mr. Charleston-Rutherford is not a nice
man, which is why I’m not working for him any more.”

“You aren’t?”

“I quit this morning.” Close
enough to the truth: losing my temper and telling the man his
writing stunk was tantamount to quitting. “I couldn’t bear another
of his tawdry adverbs or dangling participles.”

Helen beamed. “I knew you were a
woman of good sense,” she said. “Do you suppose he’ll go back to
Seattle soon?”

I shook my head. “I doubt it,
though I’ve yet to meet anyone who’ll be sorry if he does. But I
bet he’ll give me a bit of distance for a while. Of course, his
story will be that he had to let me go because I was insubordinate,
which I suppose I was,” I added with a half smile. “He wanted a
typist, not an editor, let alone a writer. I couldn’t stand
it.”

“I don’t blame you in the least.”
Mary Gibson joined us and offered her two cents. She’d been
shelving books, and brushed off the knees of her slacks before
reaching up to stretch her back. “I do find the bottom shelves are
getting lower and more awkward,” she said. Mary was the youngest of
the three librarians, but I guessed her to be on the shady side of
60.

I knew an opening when I heard
one. “Perhaps you need to hire someone to do more of the shelving
for you,” I offered.

“Someone such as yourself?” Helen
asked. She didn’t need me to draw a line between my unemployed
status and the question.

“Someone such as myself,” I
agreed, there being no point in playing coy.

The librarians exchanged looks.
Helen spoke for them. “I doubt the county will let us hire a
page—someone to shelve the books—but it’s worth making the effort.
We really do need help. You fill out an application, JJ, and we’ll
see what we can do.”

“Don’t hold your breath,” Mary
cautioned. “I don’t expect we’ll be able to
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