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			Chapter 1

			Fired vs. Quit

			Personally, I blame the New Kids on the Block.

			Tish arrived at Winthrop Design, a premier Seattle architectural firm, in a sunny mood on Monday after a three-day weekend – her first full weekend off in over six months – and went to her desk.

			“Did everything go OK on Friday?” asked Tish, sliding into her chair and booting up her computer. 

			“As far as I know,” said Sarah. “I didn’t hear anything to the contrary anyway.”

			“Oh good,” said Tish, heaving a sigh of relief. “I just hate leaving Carl in charge of anything, much less a million-dollar proposal.”

			“All he had to do was look it over, approve it, and hand it to an admin to deliver, right? How badly could he screw that up?” asked Sarah rhetorically.

			“Is he in yet? I should ask him about it.”

			“Haven’t seen him,” said Sarah. “But you know it’s just now eight, so…”

			“So he won’t be here for at least another hour. Right,” said Tish, rolling her eyes.

			Or maybe I should have taken a Motrin.

			“Hey, has anyone seen Carl?” asked Tim, walking around the corner into the marketing cube nest.

			Carl Lyns, the Marketing Director, was a mid-size man who seemed hell-bent on jumbo-sizing himself. In college, he’d born a strong resemblance to Dennis Quaid, with sandy hair, dimples, and an effuse charm that people naturally gravitated to. However, as he moved to the other side of thirty-five, his trendy fitted sweaters had given way to looser and looser shirts that couldn’t hide the expanding paunch, and his ebullient personality could no longer disguise an essentially childish nature that resisted any rules or guidelines, even the polite ones – like alerting co-workers to when he wouldn’t be present.

			“No,” said Tish, smiling apologetically at the tall, lanky architect. “We don’t expect him for another hour or so.” 

			“But he’s scheduled for a meeting with my team on the Henderson project,” protested Tim.

			“We can try his cell phone,” suggested Sarah half-heartedly. She’d given up apologizing for their boss’s inability to show up anywhere on time.

			“The meeting’s in fifteen minutes,” said Tim with a sigh that expressed both frustration and a lack of surprise. “Can I just have someone from marketing?”

			“Can’t have me,” said Sarah. “I’m in the Regency meeting in a half hour. Maybe Marta?” Sarah clicked open the group calendar.

			“I think I’m free,” said Tish looking over her shoulder at the screen. “And apparently Carl’s got a doctor’s appointment right now, so that’s why he’s not here.”

			Among Carl’s many faults, besides leaving leftovers at his desk for a week at a time and a refusal to wear headphones because they “hurt his ears,” was his failure to adjust the privacy settings on his calendar. Which is how they’d all known about his colonoscopy last month.

			“Is he really scheduled to be in Mexico for two weeks next month?” Tish blurted out, pointing at the calendar on-screen. She felt a surge of rage. Carl routinely came in late and left early, all while exhorting them to work extra hard; the unfairness of two weeks off in Mexico made Tish grind her teeth.

			“Apparently,” said Sarah, shooting her a don’t-air-our-dirty-laundry-in-front-of another-department look.

			Tim shook his head but didn’t go so far as to comment on Mexico. “Well, if you’re free, Tish, that’d be great.” 

			“Yeah, she’s free till after lunch,” said Sarah. “I now pronounce you meeting buddies. Go forth and meet.” 

			Tim laughed. “Thanks. I’ll see you in fifteen.”

			Or maybe it was the six months of reduced pay, increased hours, and the “just shut up and be happy you have a job” attitude.

			The meeting rolled into lunch, followed by another meeting. By three, Tish had barely sat down at her desk when Louis rushed up to her desk.

			“Didn’t the submittal get turned in?” gasped Louis, his eyes wide in panic.

			“Yeah, admin drove it over on Friday,” said Tish, smiling reassuringly at the Land Use specialist, a quick-witted Texan transplant with curly red hair and a quirky personality. They’d both spent the previous week sinking long hours into a proposal that, if they landed the job, would prevent more layoffs for the Land Use Department. 

			“I just called my friend at the city building, and he said he hadn’t seen it!”

			“What?” Tish felt her pulse leap with an involuntary surge of adrenalin. “No… I’m sure he just missed it.” 

			“What if admin took it to the wrong building or something?”

			“I went over the address with Everly myself,” said Tish. Everly, a middle-aged mother of four, ran the admin staff with an iron fist and mom hugs. Messages delivered to Everly did not go astray.

			“Can we check?” asked Louis, tugging nervously at the collar of his button-up. “Yeah, we’d better,” agreed Tish, already standing.

			They found Everly staffing the front desk and the multiple phone lines with a smile. 

			“What can I help you two with?” Everly asked, smiling even wider.

			“The submittal delivery on Friday,” said Tish. “Did everything go… OK?” She didn’t know how to ask if it had been done at all without sounding rude.

			“Jill went over to Marketing at two, like we arranged. Do you want me to page her here and ask?”

			“Could you please?” said Tish relieved by Everly’s natural handling of the situation. Jill appeared moments later in answer to the overhead page.

			“Oh, hey, Tish,” said Jill as she approached. “What’s up?”

			“The submittal delivery on Friday,” said Tish for the second time. “How did it go?”

			“Oh, I was going to ask you about that,” said Jill, a crease forming between her eyebrows. “I went to marketing like you told me to, but Carl said that there wasn’t anything to be delivered.”

			“He said what?” asked Tish, gaping.

			“I tried to look on his desk, but he kind of covered up and shooed me away.” 

			“So you didn’t deliver anything?” asked Louis, looking white and slightly ill. 

			“No,” said Jill, starting to look scared. “Is everything OK?”

			“Carl,” hissed Tish. “I knew it! I knew better than to leave him in charge of something important. I bet it’s still on his desk.”

			Storming back to the marketing area trailing Louis and Jill, Tish marched straight to Carl’s desk.

			Carl’s computer was piping out the 1990s R&B and pop that he somehow considered work appropriate. The unholy mix was a perpetual assault on all within earshot, which, thanks to the open concept office, was pretty much everyone in a fifteen-desk radius. Currently, The New Kids on the Block were doing it Step by Step. She remembered, with loathing, the way her older cousins had played the song non-stop the summer it came out.

			Gritting her teeth, Tish dove into the mountain of papers on the desk, unearthing three work-request slips for projects that were due today, five unsigned expense reports, a birthday card for Marta that they’d ended up replacing, a bag of donuts, and a pair of shoes. Tish tossed the shoes angrily onto the floor and picked up the next item – a brochure for Vertical Banded Gastroplasty at the Cosmetic Center of Mexicali, Mexico – and underneath, saw her proposal with a glob of marinara sauce on the custom cover she had designed.

			“What are you doing?” boomed Carl, striding into the office.

			The tinny, synth-pop sound of NKOTB filled her ears as she pivoted around to face her boss.

			Or maybe it really was just the New Kids on the Block.

			“Me!” gasped Tish, whirling around to face Carl. She could feel her face flush with a riptide of anger. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?!” She shook the submittal in his face. “I left you with one thing to do. One thing! Hand the submittal to Jill. That was all you had to do!”

			A crowd was beginning to gather now, but Tish couldn’t seem to stop herself from yelling. Dimly she was aware that this was the point of no return. This was her chance to close her mouth and storm off; she’d be in the doghouse for a week, but she’d probably keep her job. She tried to think about that, but all she could hear was the bass beat of the New Kids song.

			“I don’t appreciate your tone!” yelled Carl.

			“And I don’t appreciate that you blew off a million dollars worth of work that would save your co-workers’ jobs because you were too busy eating a meatball sandwich and thinking about getting your stomach stapled, you lazy, slacker bastard!” bellowed Tish, using all of her training to make every word reach the farthest corners of the office.

			Carl went white. “Fired!” he burst out. “You’re fired. You are FIRED!!”

			“You can’t fire me,” said Tish, suddenly calm. There was a speech in her head somewhere about Carl’s dire lack of self-awareness, management skills, and fashion sense. But, as per usual for Tish, when she was acting without a script, it didn’t come out right. “I quit. I won’t work for someone who hasn’t bought a new album since 1992.”

			Carl went from white to lobster red. His mouth opened and closed a few times then he spun on his heel and marched from the room. Tish dropped into his seat as though her knees had given out. Around her people were drifting off, distancing themselves from the animal who was being culled from the herd.

			“We’ll help you clean out your desk,” said Sarah, clearing her throat softly. “I’ll get you a box from the stock room,” said Louis.

			“Thanks,” whispered Tish.

			The HR manager had magically appeared moments later. There was paperwork to fill out. Apparently, one could not just stomp out like in the movies. Fortunately, Louis and Sarah had finished the packing while she was away, so all that was left for Tish to do was hand over her building key and collect her box of stuff. Exit stage left with her boxes of samples, postcards, and trinkets.

			She arrived at the apartment she shared with her useless cousin Sean, parked in her spot, heaved her box onto her hip, and trudged up to her front door, a tear dribbling down her cheek as she went. She had been intending to find someplace else to live since she moved in due to her cousin’s loser, pothead friends, bartender’s hours, and the permanent layer of debris that spread across the apartment despite her constant cleaning efforts. But somehow, she never seemed to have the time to apartment hunt.

			I guess I’ll have time now.

			Tish pulled up short as she saw their landlord standing with a locksmith in front of her door. “Is there a problem, Mr. Garrity?” asked Tish, sniffing fiercely.

			“You’re evicted,” said Mr. Garrity, turning sharply toward her and thrusting a piece of paper her way with angry energy. 

			“What?” Tish gaped, unsure if she’d actually heard him correctly. Mr. Garrity put the legalese-riddled letter on top of her pathetic white box full of used-up work things. The word “eviction” popped out at her from the top paragraph.

			“You two haven’t paid the rent in three months,” he said with a shrug. “I sent you notices. I talked to Sean. What am I supposed to do?”

			“But… But…” Tish stammered, swimming in uncertainty. “But I gave Sean money. He said he wanted to pay on his credit card to get airline miles.”

			Mr. Garrity looked at her pityingly and even the locksmith turned around to give a look of disbelief. 

			“Tish, you seem like a nice girl. I don’t blame this on you. I know that pretty much all you do is work.”

			I’m going to start crying and I already have a lot of snot going on. I’m going to blow a giant snot bubble all over Mr. Garrity.

			“And if you want to go in and collect some of your things I’ll let you, but why on earth would you give a cokehead like him money?”

			“Cokehead?” repeated Tish. “No, Sean is… he’s a little troubled, but he’s…” 

			“Sniffles all the time, manic moods?”

			“He’s got allergies,” said Tish.

			And I’m an idiot. Sean never had allergies when we were kids.

			“He’s a cokehead,” said Mr. Garrity cruelly. “Who hasn’t paid rent in three months. And unless you pay the back rent today, you’re out, and I’m confiscating your shit to sell.”

			“You can’t do that,” said Tish, her eyes tearing. The snot bubble was imminent.

			“Sure I can,” said Mr. Garrity. Tish opened her mouth and shut it a few times. She didn’t know what to say. “Look,” he said, sighing, “Like I said, you seem nice. I’ve got some stuff to take care of in the office. Whatever you can haul out in the next hour, I’ll let you take with you, but after that, you’re out.” Mr. Garrity stomped away, and the locksmith, apparently done with changing out the locks, picked up his gear and followed the landlord, shaking his head.

			With nothing else to do, Tish pushed open her door and went inside. The living room was startlingly bare. Her cousin’s usual collection of takeaway boxes and empty booze bottles were still in place, but the couch had been removed, and so had the flat-screen TV Tish had bought herself at Christmas. Tish continued into the kitchen. The fridge was gone. They didn’t even own the refrigerator – it came with the apartment. Her bedroom had been equally destroyed. Her jewelry box had been emptied and the antique dresser removed – her clothes left in heaps on the floor. There was nothing of monetary value left in the apartment.

			She had a distinct memory of Sean belting out the lyrics to Step by Step in the backyard the day the policeman came to tell them her father was dead.

			Tish collapsed onto her mattress, her life in ruins around her.

			What am I going to do now?

			Chapter 2

			Ferry Ride

			Reluctantly Tish picked up the phone and dialed her mother’s number. 

			“Hey, Tish,” answered her mother cheerfully.

			“Um, hey, Mom,” said Tish, her voice unexpectedly breaking. “Tish, what’s wrong?” asked her mom, her voice rising in pitch.

			“Um, I kind of lost my job today,” said Tish, leading up to the bad stuff.

			“Oh no! That’s terrible. Well, you knew they were downsizing and you didn’t really like that job anyway.” Her mother’s pitch lowered, and Tish could tell that she’d immediately ceased to worry.

			“Yeah, but then I got home today and um… Mr. Garrity, the landlord… he, uh, he’s evicting me because Sean hasn’t paid the rent in three months.”

			“What?!” gasped her mother.

			“I’ve been paying Sean because he said he wanted to put the rent on his card for the airline miles, but Mr. Garrity says he hasn’t paid at all.”

			“There must be some mistake,” protested her mother. “Maybe they just ran the card incorrectly?”

			“Sean’s gone, and the apartment’s been cleaned out. Including the antique dresser you gave me and my jewelry box. Mr. Garrity thinks he’s a cokehead.”

			“Dorothy is going to freak,” said her mother. Dorothy was Sean’s mother, Tish’s aunt. In Tish’s opinion, Dorothy wasn’t going to freak, because she wasn’t going to believe that Sean, her precious sweetie, had done any such thing. The surge of annoyance brought on by that idea quelled Tish’s impending tears, at least for the moment.

			“Well, it leaves me less to pack, I guess. Anyway, so, um, can I come stay with you and Doug?”

			There was silence on the other end of the line and then Tish heard the sound of her mother opening and closing a door.

			The sound of wind picked up and Tish guessed that her mother had stepped out onto the condo’s balcony. 

			“Sweetie, I just moved in. I can’t have you moving in too.”

			“I’m not moving in,” said Tish, feeling her stomach sink. “I just need to crash for a few days until I get a new place to stay.” 

			“And how are you going to find a new apartment without a job?” asked her mom pointedly.

			“Well, I’ll get a job then,” said Tish.

			“And how long is that going to take in this economy?” demanded her mother. 

			“Mom!” protested Tish, in disbelief.

			“Honey, I’m sorry, but I just moved in. This is a delicate stage in our relationship. Having you here could really upset things.

			I just don’t want to have any tension between Doug and me right now.”

			“Mom, Mr. Garrity says I have to be out in an hour. Where am I supposed to go?” panic was rising in her voice. 

			“Well, Aunt Dorothy…” suggested her mom.

			“And what am I supposed to tell her when she asks why I’m being evicted and where Sean is?” snapped Tish. “She’s going to throw me out for even so much as suggesting that he did something bad.”

			“Well, go stay with your grandfather then,” hissed her mother into the phone, as if trying to keep her voice low. “He’s been calling for weeks asking for us to come and get your father’s junk out of the shed. He says you never answer his calls.”

			“I don’t,” said Tish. “What am I supposed to say to him?”

			“Well, I don’t know, but I’m sure he’d let you stay for a bit. Just go and help him carry everything to the Goodwill. How bad can it be?”

			“You’re really not going to let me stay?” asked Tish, still disbelieving, ignoring the grandfather suggestion, which was ludicrous.

			“No, I’m sorry,” said her mother. “If it were my house, then of course you could, but it isn’t.”

			“Right,” said Tish. “Right. Of course. It’s Doug’s house. You’re just living there.” She hung up the phone then, without saying goodbye.

			Falling onto her back, she stared up at the ceiling.

			This is how people start living in their cars. I’m this close to being homeless. How am I not having a panic attack about that?

			She spent the next few minutes picturing her tragic life as a homeless person culminating in her ultimate death as she saved a child from getting hit by a bus and her mother’s guilt and grief at the funeral.

			I could call Sarah.

			Tish rejected the idea almost immediately. Sarah was her work friend, and she didn’t work with her anymore. With a sigh she realized the safety net of friends she could crash with was another thing she’d left back in L.A..

			I could go to a hotel.

			She contemplated that one. Whipping out her credit card for one last night at one of Seattle’s boutique hotels had a tempting allure. But she’d finally, finally paid off her credit cards last paycheck. That pretty much left only one option. It wasn’t an option she relished, but it was better than the homeless shelter.

			“Fine,” she said, sitting up again. “Fine.” She pulled out her cell phone and flipped through the phonebook until she found her grandfather’s number.

			Tobias Yearly, her father’s father, was a cantankerous old man who generally acted as if his son’s wife and her family were a useless pack of fools. Tish had always assumed it was because he was a sexist jerk, but at the moment she was wondering if perhaps it was simply because they were a useless pack of fools.

			“Yearly residence,” said her grandfather on the fifth ring. It was his formal greeting that hadn’t changed as long as Tish could remember.

			“Hi Granddad,” said Tish trying to sound cheerful and extra loud because he couldn’t put his hearing-aide in while using the phone; it made a hideous beep when the frequencies crossed. “It’s Tish.”

			“Ah, the actress,” he said, as if processing the information. Then he sniffed. “Are you finally returning my calls?” His tone was as abrasive as she remembered.

			“Um, yes,” she said, then suddenly felt ashamed. “No, not really.” 

			“You seem confused,” he said dryly.

			“I’ve been evicted and fired and my mother just moved in with Doug and says I can’t stay with her. So I’m calling because I need a place to stay.” Tish hated herself for sounding so pathetic.

			“Who’s Doug?” replied Tobias, skipping the other information. 

			“The rich guy she found to move in with,” said Tish, bitterly. 

			“Huh.” There was a silence on the other end of the phone line.

			“So, can I stay?” asked Tish, disturbed to find herself on the point of tears again. 

			“I’m thinking about it,” said her grandfather.

			“I’ll help you clean out the shed,” offered Tish. “Or whatever it was you wanted.”

			“Yeah, that’d be good, I guess,” said Tobias and she could hear him run his hand across the stubble on his chin. “But if you’re coming tonight, you’d better hurry. The last ferry out of Anacortes leaves at nine and it’s usually full.”

			“Right!” exclaimed Tish, leaping to her feet. “Right! On my way! Bye, Granddad! And thanks!” 

			“Uh-huh,” was all Tobias said before hanging up the phone.

			Tish stared wildly around the room. Her emergency over night bag, a hold over from her L.A. days, was already packed and in the car, as was her laptop. Everything else was here in the apartment; she looked around, unable to focus.

			Prioritize, Tish! What do you want?

			She looked around the room. Having spent some time as a “professional organizer” Tish’s room tended to be a tidy, impersonally decorated place. Today, for once, her room matched her inner turmoil. Flinging open the closet, she began ripping clothes off the bar and into a plastic storage tub; when she had a full tub she sprinted to the car and returned again. Her clothes were the only thing of real value to her in the apartment. She didn’t have much else. She’d left it all in LA. Looking around the room for the last time, she tried to spot what else she was missing, what else she would need.

			Nothing. There’s nothing here I want.

			Two hours later Tish pulled up to the ticket booth in Anacortes just as the 7:00 p.m. ferry was sailing out of the ferry slip, which left her two hours to wait. At least she was one of the first in line. The drive had let her concentrate on a task, but with two hours to fill she found that the thoughts she’d been pushing aside came rushing to the front.

			I left L.A. for this?

			She’d gone to L.A. at the tender age of nineteen, confident in her ability to conquer that sprawling town. As a tall, slender, natural blonde with big expressive brown eyes and an innate sense of timing, Tish had almost immediately found herself doing plays as funny leading ladies and straight to video movies as the supportive girlfriend. A few modeling jobs and a steady round of day jobs had filled out her paycheck to the point where she could almost always pay the rent on time. It had seemed a grand, romantic adventure. She collected a series of ex-boyfriends so she could have ex-boyfriend stories. She’d collected designer clothes and artistic photographs so she could have something to obsess over. And she took a job as a hostess at an expensive restaurant because, as another actress friend had pointed out, everyone had to eat, and a friendly hostess/actress could make good connections.

			It was glamorous.

			It was a lot of hard work to just barely get by.

			And then, one day, just before her twenty-sixth birthday, she’d decided to leave. Her friends had all wanted to know what had changed her mind. Her friends had all protested and assured her that great things were just around the corner. The city of L.A. was fed on optimism.

			It’s hard to be optimistic when you have to choose between buying groceries and paying rent.

			One night out with two glasses of wine and some tooth whitening gel for an audition had pushed her to the edge of financial ruin. Perhaps if that had been the only time she’d had to put groceries back she might have forged ahead, but it wasn’t, so she’d taken her toys and gone home, declaring herself to be through with acting.

			But it’s not true, is it?

			Yes, she was totally done with acting and if she occasionally found herself mimicking someone’s speech pattern or tucking away someone’s body language as a future piece of business she could use… well, old habits died hard. She’d gotten a real job at a real office. She ditched her low cut L.A. dresses and gotten a sweater set.

			And what good did it do me? Almost a year later and I’m “going to stay” with my grandfather. This was where things were supposed to be good.

			Where I was going to be happy.

			Tish sank lower in her seat as if the weight of her own hopelessness was a physical reality. Eventually unable to sit with herself any longer, she locked up the car and headed to the Cheesecake Café, AKA the ticket-office snack shop. Tish had hoped to find that perfect snack, the just-right blend of sugar and fat that would lift her up in exaltation, but instead, she found a mediocre donut and a cup of coffee. A family of walk-on passengers were bickering in shrill, annoying voices, so she took her meal back outside to the porch that faced the line of cars waiting to board. Tiredly sipping the coffee, she stared blankly at the small guard hut. She was dimly aware of the ferry docking behind her as a steady stream of cars began to flood past on her right. On the left, there seemed to be some sort of honking and commotion. She ignored it, too lost in her thoughts to pay much attention. She idly watched as a man strode up to the snack shop with long angry strides, a grim expression of serious annoyance set on his face.

			He was thirty-ish with dark wavy hair and broad shoulders. Tish pegged his type as a cowboy or villain number three. Tall men always played bad guys. His blue jeans were boot-cut and cinched in slightly with a belt at the waist. Tish, retrieving knowledge from her brief stint as an assistant stylist, knowingly assessed the reason for that was big thighs.

			No one cuts jeans for athletic men anymore. It’s like designers think all men are metro, ultra-geek rockers who want skinny jeans or giant lardasses who need a big waist to go with their fat thighs. Even Wrangler has “relaxed fit” now.

			He was wearing a tucked-in button-up shirt and a tie that appeared to have been rather angrily stretched out rather than gently loosened. His boots were well-polished but looked more work-like than dress.

			They probably have steel toes. They look sensible. Actually, he looks sensible. Like he dressed up, but not too much because he doesn’t really believe in dressing up.

			The snack shop door was yanked open and Tish turned to watch what he would do. Yell at the clerk? Yell at his kid? He was going to be yelling at someone.

			I wouldn’t want to be whoever he’s looking for.

			“Hey,” he barked loudly, looking around the interior without crossing over the threshold. “Does anyone in here drive a white, four-door, early 90’s Toyota P.O.S., with a California license plate?”

			“Oh!” gasped Tish, recognizing an apt description of her car. He turned to look at her – scanned her from head to foot – taking in the rumpled work skirt and tear blotched face. Under his gaze, Tish became aware of every one of her imperfections and she tried to swipe at her fly-away hair, realizing too late that she was still holding a donut.

			He just saw that, didn’t he? I have icing in my hair right now, and he knows it.

			“You’re holding up the ferry line,” he said with ironic calmness.

			Tish made an inarticulate noise of panic and jumped up, thrusting her coffee and donut into the man’s hands as she ran for her car.

			Cars were swerving around hers as they boarded the ferry. Tish scrambled into the driver’s seat and started the engine ignoring the honking and several one-finger salutes. The cars were reluctant to let her in, but she hadn’t driven in L.A. for five years for nothing. Bullying her way into line, she made it onto the ferry, one of the last to do so.

			Too embarrassed to show her face after that, Tish stayed in her car for the entire drive to the island. Scrabbling through her bins of clothing, she found her ancient iPod snuggling under some bras. Cranking the iPod to top volume, she scooted the driver’s seat as far back as possible to stretch out her legs and settled in for the duration. Unfortunately, her determination to stay in the car for the entire journey was put to the test as her cup of coffee hit bottom. When her bladder couldn’t take it anymore, she reluctantly exited the car and went to look for the bathroom. Squeezing out of the car and through the lines of vehicles toward the stairs, Tish swayed with the rhythm of the ferry. One particularly large swell forced her against the passenger side door of a vintage gold Cadillac. Tish pushed herself swiftly away as she realized the car was still occupied. A second glance revealed that the driver, an elderly black gentleman, was sound asleep and that his passenger seat was littered with prescription pill bottles, and his dash was scattered with ferry ticket receipts. Curious, Tish found herself leaning back for another look.

			None of your business Tish.

			Tish shook her head and continued on her way to the bathroom. A giant floor fan pumped air into the bathroom from the doorway, but it was still stifling hot – apparently, the ferry had been built before fully functional AC. Tish exited quickly and returned to the car, where she shifted positions uncomfortably and waited for the end of waiting. Eventually, the ferry bumped gently against the huge, creosote-covered pylons.

			Clunking over the grated bridge from the ferry to the dock, Tish saw the man from the Cheesecake Café sitting on a motorcycle talking to one of the ferry workers. She was about to sink down in her seat like a low-rider when she realized that he’d already seen her by the way his face slid into an expression of dislike.

			“Sorry, Sweetie, I had to crash that Honda,” she quoted to herself, apropos of nothing other than the thought that everyone must do what they must do.

			Screw it. He doesn’t get to intimidate me.

			She squared up her shoulders, plastered a smile on her face, and waved as she drove by. Almost involuntarily, he waved back, a confused expression on his face as if even he didn’t know why he was waving.

			Tish felt her smile become real and chuckled to herself as she checked him out in her rearview mirror and turned onto the main road, hoping that she remembered the way to her grandfather’s house correctly. She was supposed to turn at the mailbox shaped like a fish if she remembered right. The fish was right, but she’d forgotten a few intervening turns and it was well past dark by the time Tish bumped along the gravel road and pulled to a jerking halt behind her grandfather’s 1984 Kelly green Ford truck. Her headlights dimly illuminated her grandfather’s property. A disjointed wall of sheds lined her immediate view to her left, and the house was ahead of her. Greenery filled in the right side, swallowing the light, and leaving her with a disquieting primordial fear of the dark that she tried to ignore. She grabbed the strap of her overnight bag and prepared to exit the car. No sense in bringing the rest – she wouldn’t be staying that long. Tish scrutinized the walk-way up to the door trying to memorize any bumps or potholes before she turned off the headlights.

			Tish shivered as she got out of the car. It was cooler out here than in the city. There was no moon and there didn’t appear to be any lights on in the house. Running her hand along the side of the car she stepped cautiously along the path. Her hand had just left the front bumper when a spotlight hit her in the face. Tish raised her hand against the blazing light, guessing that it was on a motion detector but finding that it was more blinding than helpful. She heard the screen door creak open.

			“You gonna stand out there all night?” demanded her grandfather. 

			“I can’t see,” complained Tish, squinting around her hand.

			“That’s the point,” he said happily. “I worked for a week to get that light in just the right spot.” 

			“Well, you did a good job,” said Tish dryly, inching forward. “Can we turn it off ?”

			“Fine,” sniffed her grandfather, and she heard the click of a switch flipping. The spotlight went out, and Tish could see the porch illuminated by a standard porch light. She climbed the one stair, still battling spots in her vision, and found herself looking her grandfather in the eye. Tobias Yearly had been an airplane test pilot, and in her memory, she always pictured him standing straight and tall in his pilot’s jumpsuit. In her youth, he had loomed over her like a giant. She knew she’d gotten taller—at 5’8”, she was taller than a lot of people—but she still could have sworn he was at least six feet tall. It was the cane, she decided at last. He was stooped because he was leaning on a cane.

			“You got tall,” said her grandfather, looking her over critically as if she were a new recruit who didn’t quite measure up. “You got short,” said Tish, not liking his tone, and he snorted in amusement.

			“Happens with age,” he said. “Is that all your luggage?”

			“This is just my overnight bag,” said Tish. “There’s more in the car.”

			“Never knew a woman who could actually live out of one bag,” he said, eyeing her luggage skeptically. Tish shrugged, not knowing how to respond. “Well, you’d better come in. Reginald is making dinner.”

			Chapter 3

			Dinner

			Her grandfather’s house had originally been a vacation cottage built like a ski chalet with a steeply pitched A-frame roof, and the front of the home practically paneled in glass. But Tobias, with a wife, two kids, and the potential for a parcel of grandchildren, had not been satisfied with that as a retirement home. He’d kept the A-frame and added out the back with a second story for bedrooms and double the living space downstairs. But the driveway had been unfortunately constructed so that everyone arrived at the back door, and the large “front” double doors in the front were only used from the inside. The inside of the house was divided into left and right hemispheres by the hall and stairs. The left side was the kitchen and dining room. The right side was the den and laundry. The living room ran across the front of the house to take advantage of the giant panel of windows that looked out over the deck, garden, and expanse of trees.

			Picking her way through her grandfather’s cluttered front hall, Tish came out into the bright, cheery kitchen to find a black man of about her grandfather’s age peering into the oven. She was startled to recognize him as the driver of the vintage Cadillac on the ferry. On the other side of the kitchen, an island littered with the remains of dinner’s preparation overlooked the dining room table that had already been laid with three places. The dining room was only semi-enclosed and two steps up from the large living room that Tish remembered hosting family Christmases.

			“This is Reginald,” said her grandfather. “He lives one turn off down the road on the left. We play gin.” 

			“And pinochle,” added Reginald.

			Reginald was of a stocky build and running a bit to fat. Clearly, he enjoyed his own cooking. His hair was salt and pepper, but salt was winning, and like most men of his generation Reginald wore slacks. But he had jazzed them up with fancy patterned suspenders in some sort of purple color, besides a brown belt that seemed to be pulling in excess fabric.

			He’s lost weight recently. Because he’s sick? Probably shouldn’t ask.

			“Welcome!” he said. “I hope the lasagna isn’t over done. You’re a bit later than expected.”

			“Yeah,” added her grandfather. “What gives? Bill said the ferry was on time.” The last bit was said with a twinge of reproach.

			“I missed a turn,” explained Tish, wondering who Bill was. “I had to double back.”

			“That can happen in the dark,” said Reginald nodding understandingly. “Well, best to put your things down; I’ll bring it directly to the table. There’s wine there if you want some. Tobias picked it, so I’m sure it’s good.”

			“Reginald cooks,” said her grandfather, leading the way to the table. “And I...”

			“Don’t?” supplied Tish. After her grandmother’s death, there had been some discussion about getting Granddad signed up for a meals-on-wheels program due to his infamously lousy cooking skills. He’d eventually waved off the suggestions, declaring that he could manage just fine. He’d lost twenty pounds in the first six months, but since his doctor had been after him to do just that, everyone figured matters had been worked out.

			“Right,” said Tobias, his eyes twinkling.

			Did he always have a sense of humor? I remember Grandma being the funny one; I always thought he was just cranky.

			Tish dropped her bag next to the door with a slight thump, which resulted in a startled woof from the living room. “You’ve woken Coats,” said Tobias as though he were narrating. A chocolate lab had trotted into the kitchen yawning.

			“Woke you up, didn’t she, fat boy. Yes! Yes, you are a fat boy!” Tish smiled involuntarily at the sight of her grandfather scratching away at the brown dog’s ears. “I can’t take him for walks like I should because of my leg, you know. The vet keeps telling me he’ll get diabetes.”

			“How old is he?”

			“About three years, I guess,” said Tobias.

			“He’s too young to be this fat!” exclaimed Tish, horrified.

			“Yes, and your grandpa can’t let him run loose anymore because he ate one of Taylor’s chickens, and Taylor said he’d shoot him if it happened again.”

			“Which, he’d better not because I’d shoot him,” groused Tobias.

			“You can’t really blame him; chickens aren’t free, and the eggs bring in money,” objected Reginald. “But maybe now that Tish is here, you can clean out that shed and put in a dog run for him.” Reginald’s tone was gently nagging, and Tobias made flapping motions as if waving off a mosquito.

			“And I can take him for walks while I’m here,” volunteered Tish. “I said I’d be happy to help.”

			“Hmm, yes,” said her grandfather, and for a moment, a secretive expression held sway on his face. “Yes, you did say you would help.”

			There was a cough from the kitchen, and it appeared to startle Tobias into moving forward. He hooked his cane on the table and busied himself pouring the wine.

			“Well, I’m sure Coats won’t mind if you took him for walks,” said her grandfather as if it was of no great importance to him.

			“Why’s he named Coats?” asked Tish, pulling out a chair and sitting down. Reginald came in, holding the lasagna high, keeping a wary eye on the dog.

			“He’s a lab,” said Tobias as if that explained everything. He poured her a glass of wine, and Tish stole a curious glance at the label. Tish had picked up a smattering of wine knowledge from one of the boyfriends that she generally chose not to discuss. The wine was a mid-priced Barbera – a red wine from Italy that would mix well with the lasagna.

			Not uber expensive, but certainly not cheap. Either Granddad has expensive tastes, or I’ve gone up in the ranks.

			“Lab Coats?” asked Tish, suddenly realizing what he meant. “Granddad, that’s terrible!”

			Tobias grinned unrepentantly, holding out his plate for Reginald to fill. “I like it. No one else’s dog’s got that name.” Reginald filled Tobias’ plate, Tish’s, and then his own before starting the bread around.

			“Is that all you’re having?” demanded Tobias scrutinizing Reginald’s plate and its tiny portion of lasagna. “I’ve got the heartburn,” said Reginald.

			“You’ve been having that a lot lately; maybe you should get it checked out.”

			But wait…

			“I’ve got an appointment next week,” said Reginald. “I’ll mention it then. And,” he said, returning to the original subject, distracting Tish, “you should have named him Hershey,” he added in a tone of genial argument. “He is a chocolate lab.”

			“Or Kisses,” suggested Tish, helping herself to salad.

			“Kisses!” exclaimed Tobias, outraged. “You can’t name a dog Kisses. Never name a dog or a child anything you’d be ashamed to yell across the backyard.”

			Tish laughed. “OK, not Kisses. What about Test for lab test? Or Nestle?” 

			“Milk,” suggested Reginald. “Or Dark.”

			“Dark?” asked Tobias raising an eyebrow. 

			“Like dark chocolate.”

			“You really want me yelling ‘here, Darkie!’ across the yard?” asked Tobias, enjoying himself as Reginald snorted.

			“Yes,” confirmed Reginald, “that’s what I want, but wait till my son comes over. He could use a good heart attack, and he likes to be righteously indignant.”

			“Well, it’s all very well for the two of you to criticize now,” said Tobias in mock complaint. “Where were you when I was naming him? Besides, he’s lucky his name’s not Chubby.”

			“Or Tim,” said Reginald.

			“Yes, or Tim. Couldn’t have another one of those around.”

			“Right,” agreed Reginald. Tish looked from Reginald to Tobias, confused but not sure she was willing to inquire about the strange dislike for the name Tim.

			“Speaking of your son,” said Tobias. “Thought I saw his truck today in town. He came out to see you?” Reginald’s fork struck the plate with an angry clank, and a sour expression crossed his face.

			“Never mind about that,” he said. “I’ve had enough yelling about that today.”

			“Do you cook for Granddad a lot, Reginald?” asked Tish, attempting to tactfully change the subject.

			“Oh, not too much, but we didn’t think you deserved Tobias’ cooking on your first night here.” Tobias nodded, clearly fine with Reginald’s assessment of his culinary skills. “Besides, I wanted a look at you. He doesn’t get much family coming to visit.”

			You mean, why haven’t I come to visit before? It’s the best friend inspection. Better have a good answer…

			Tish stared at Reginald, wracking her mind for an appropriate answer, and then blurted out the truth. “I always thought he was cranky and didn’t like me.”

			“That’s not true,” said Tobias, looking startled. “It was your mother…” He trailed off awkwardly, and Tish shrugged.

			“Well, we should have come to visit more after Dad died anyway,” said Tish, realizing the truth of her statement as the words left her mouth.

			Tobias sighed and made a small gesture with his fork, more expressive than any words of his sadness. Tish grabbed his free hand with hers, suddenly moved by a wave of grief herself. He put down his fork and patted her hand as she felt tears slide down her cheeks.

			“Sorry,” she said, grabbing for her napkin. “It’s been an emotional day, and talking about Dad, just, you know…”

			“You didn’t sound emotional on the phone,” said Tobias, pretending not to see her tears as she sniffed into her napkin. 

			“That’s because I had something to do. It’s easier to deal with stuff when you’ve got a task.”

			“Uh-huh,” grunted both men in agreement.

			“You said you got fired and evicted? What happened?” asked Tobias, poking skeptically at the salad.

			Tish had filled them in on her firing, backtracking occasionally to fill in a missed point in a louder voice for her grandfather’s bad ear. When she got to the part about stomach stapling, Tobias laughed so hard he woke up the sleeping Coats, who barked indignantly at them.

			“It’s not funny!” exclaimed Tish. “Shh, Coats. Shh, all of you! It’s not funny!”

			“Well,” said Reginald, trying unsuccessfully to smother a grin, “It’s a little funny. You have to admit. And besides, he sounds like an idiot.”

			“What about the eviction?” demanded Tobias. “I thought the Christmas newsletter said you were living with your cousin Sean.”

			“I was. Turns out he’s been taking my rent money and not paying
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