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Chapter One


After thirty-five years of living on Planet Earth, most people have gathered enough experiences to stop being surprised all the time. Me? Not so much.

Case in point was that particular sun-drenched February morning. All around, snow crystals sparkled with a hundred million colors, reflecting and refracting the bright light into a kaleidoscope of winter. Though you’d have thought there wouldn’t be anything except blue and white, somehow there was every color. It was—

“Minnie.”

My ears woke up and recognized that what I’d heard was the not-so-patient tone of someone who’d used my name more than once.

“Hmm?” I asked. But I continued to gaze through the bookmobile’s windshield, a sappy smile on my face.

It was ten o’clock on a Monday morning just after Valentine’s Day. There’d been a six-inch overnight snowfall, and thanks to the dedicated snowplow drivers, the main roads were clear and dry. It was almost twenty degrees already, a flat-out gorgeous morning, and there was absolutely no reason to worry about anything, and that included whatever it was that Julia Beaton, one of my two part-time bookmobile clerks, was suddenly so impatient about.

She poked at my shoulder with her index finger. “You’re going to wind up with a stiff neck if you keep doing that.”

I gave the endless blue sky one last look and sat back against the support of the driver’s seat, wiggling my shoulders to loosen the tension that had accumulated while I’d hunched myself over the steering wheel and cricked my neck to peer upward. “Yes, Ms. Beaton,” I muttered as I turned the key, starting the engine.

“What was that you said?” Julia put a mittened hand to what would have been her ear if her head hadn’t been covered by a brightly colored knit hat. “Thank you for watching out for me, Ms. Beaton?”

I grinned, dropping the transmission into drive, easing us out of the library parking lot and into the quiet back streets of Chilson. “Exactly.”

“Hear that, Eddie?” Julia tapped her boot toes on top of the cat carrier that was strapped to the passenger floor. “Your momma finally appreciates me.”

I’d always appreciated Julia, and she knew this because I said so on a regular basis. How could I not? Julia, now in her mid-sixties, had grown up here in Chilson, a small, sleepy resort town. The day after graduating from high school, she’d loaded up her Chevette hatchback with all her worldly belongings and hightailed it out of town for New York City with the single-minded aim to become the world’s biggest supermodel.

That had worked out about as well as you’d expect, but her second career choice of acting had given her a bucketful of Tony Awards, a comfortable though not luxurious lifestyle, and a contacts list that would knock your socks off.

When Julia retired from the bright lights of Broadway, she and her husband had moved back to Michigan. A handful of weeks later, her loving spouse had mildly told her to find something to do with herself or they might end up divorced. She subsequently became part of the bookmobile crew, and that’s how we ended up with an world-class actor as our primary storyteller.

“Mrr.”

I nodded in the direction of my cat, because he was obviously following my train of thought. Our other part-time clerk, Rila Shutleff, didn’t have Julia’s storytelling skills, but as a former international soccer player whose career had been cut short by injury, she had a plethora of personal stories about people and places from all over the globe. Rila, not yet thirty, was new to the bookmobile. Though she was freshly divorced and still working out what she wanted the rest of her life to be like, she seemed content working on the bookmobile. Just as important—Eddie liked her.

“Mrr!”

Julia craned her around to look in through the cat carrier’s wire door. “Yes, my lord and master?”

“He’s still mad at me,” I said.

Just after Christmas, my new husband and I had zipped over to London for a slightly delayed honeymoon. We’d returned replete with fine food and the sights of two thousand years of human occupation to a cat who wouldn’t talk to us. My aunt Frances, who’d taken over cat care in our absence, has sent us numerous Eddie-related text messages and photos, but none of what we’d read and seen while strolling through Regent’s Park or down Baker Street or in Soho had given us a hint that we’d be treated to a sulk that was lasting weeks.

“Let’s see if we can jolly him into a good mood.” Julia bravely stuck her fingers in through his wire door. “He-llo-ooo-oo,” she called out, stretching the short word into thirty-seven syllables. “Too-dle-ooo, young chap!”

My coworker had a habit of putting on accents at the drop of a sentence. And, given her many Shakespearean stage roles, her default was British. Though Scots, German, and Scandinavian snuck in every so often, along with various flavors of American, her go-to was the cut crystal of expensive English boarding schools.

I gave my furry friend another glance. “That accent could be making things worse. It could be reminding him of where we went when we abandoned him for almost two whole weeks.”

In truth, I didn’t think any such thing. Though Eddie was a cat of many talents, I was a hundred and ten percent sure that his mental capacity didn’t stretch to making connections between Julia’s vocals and where his minions—that would be me and Rafe—had traveled.

But Julia nodded. “Good point. I could try Italian. Or Australian. Or …” She sat up and I could feel her squinting into the distance. “How about a brand-new accent?” she asked thoughtfully. “Rooted in time and place?”

“Um.” I flicked on the turn signal and steered the thirty-one-foot-long, twenty-odd-thousand-pound bookmobile—laden with its three thousand books, magazines, board games, and miscellaneous items such as ice fishing paraphernalia, ukuleles, and bread makers—onto the county highway that would take us to the first stop of the day. “How would that be different from regular talking?”

Julia launched into a discourse about the origins and evolution of the human language. I tried to pay attention, but when she got to the cuneiform tablets of Mesopotamia, my mind wandered off to something a little closer to hearth and home.

My furry friend. My pal. Eddie.

I slewed a glance sideways. He’d rotated himself so his back was facing me, a sure indication of feline displeasure.

With a small sigh, I wondered if it was time to take him to the vet. I’d mentioned the possibility to Rafe the other day, and his response had been, “Okay, but what are the symptoms? He’s eating and drinking like normal. Using the litter box like normal. Shedding like normal. What’s Dr. Joe going to do, exactly?”

“There’s something wrong,” I’d insisted, but I hadn’t yet made an appointment, because Rafe was right. What would I tell Joe? That Eddie was being mean to me?

The thought made me smile. Eddie had adopted me just shy of three years ago, back in the time when I’d been living with my aunt Frances in her rambling boardinghouse in the cold months, and on my adorable little houseboat during the warmer times.

On that fateful April day, the weather had turned unseasonably warm and sunny. I should have been cleaning the houseboat, but I’d decided that particular chore could wait, and had instead wandered through the local cemetery, enjoying the view of the twenty-mile-long Janay Lake and the horizontal blue line of Lake Michigan just over the hills to the west.

My quiet walk had been interrupted by a black-and-white tabby who had materialized next to the gravestone of Alonzo Tillotson, born 1847, died 1926. Knowing nothing about cats due to my father’s allergies, I’d assumed he had a home and tried to wave him off. Instead, he’d followed me, much to the amusement of passersby.

The “Found Cat” notice I’d run in the newspaper had gone unanswered, the local veterinarian, Dr. Joe, had said my new friend was hale, hearty, and about two years old, and Eddie and I were now pals for life.

Or at least I’d thought we were. Could our heretofore unbreakable bond have been broken during my ten-day absence? Could he have decided he didn’t like me any longer? Had he decided he didn’t like sharing me with Rafe? Was this why he’d been a stray three years ago—he’d decided to move on from whoever he’d been with?

“No,” I murmured. It wasn’t possible. Eddie loved Rafe and me, and we loved him. If he’d decided to hate us he wouldn’t be sleeping in our bedroom at all, albeit underneath the bed instead of snuggling on top like he usually did.

Maybe it was the weather. The temperature had been running ten to twenty degrees below average for weeks, and we’d hardly seen the sun since November. Lots of people suffered from seasonal affective disorder. Maybe cats did, too.

I made a mental note to ask the Internet—no need to bother Dr. Joe with a question that might get me a look of disbelief and an answer that felt like a pat on the head—and went back to listening to Julia. She, however, was going on about Chaucer and Middle English, so I went back to my own thoughts.

Since I’d decided on a course of action regarding Eddie, I moved on to the next topic on my mental agenda, titled What Am I Going to Do With the Rest of My Life?

I hadn’t thought much about this particular item in years. Partly because I’d been too busy, and partly because I’d more or less achieved the biggest things I’d wanted to do.

One, become assistant director in a small-town library.

Check!

Two, find a way to live in the wonderful world of Up North, also known as northern lower Michigan.

Check!

Three, grow a solid group of friends, coworkers, and colleagues for whom I’d do almost anything, including driving them to the Traverse City airport for the early flight.

Check!

That I’d achieved all three of those things by the time I’d reached thirty-five was astonishing not only to me but also to my parents and brother. Dad and Matt were both engineers who did things I’d never understood, and Mom was the presentations coordinator at the historic open air museum Greenfield Village in my hometown of Dearborn. My family loved me and I loved them, but they’d assumed I’d follow their corporate steps and had smiled tightly when it had become clear that I was more inclined to follow the career track of the black sheep of the family, my dad’s sister Frances.

“The only thing we all agree on,” I murmured, “is that there was absolutely room for both Rose and Jack on that floating door.”

“Mrr.”

I looked over. Eddie had squished himself against his door hard enough to make his fur stick out the wire squares. If it stayed like that, the kids at Moulson Elementary were going to spend a lot of time trying to smooth it down. “Hope you’re up to it,” I said, mostly to myself.

Julia stopped her monologue, which might or might not have had something to do with the root differences between Chinese and Korean. “What was that?” she asked. When I didn’t instantly respond, she sighed and leaned forward. “Master Edward, I fear your mother hasn’t been listening to me. In fact, I believe that she won’t retain a single thing from my scintillating lecture on languages.”

“Mrr!”

“Exactly,” she said. “So glad you agree with me.”

“You sound sure that’s what he was saying.” I flicked on the turn signal and put my foot on the brake.

“I am fluent in Eddie,” Julia said.

“Great. I’ll call you at three in the morning when he’s howling for no apparent reason.”

“I am,” she said, “fluent in Eddie during bookmobile hours only.”

Laughing, I brought us to a slow stop in the unloading zone. The school had a library, but since they hadn’t had a librarian in years, the room got little use. Worse, the books were sitting there, unread. The principal, Sarah Schrader, and I had sat down late last summer to brainstorm how the bookmobile might be able to fill the gap. After spitballing a handful of good ideas and a lot of bad ones, we’d decided to run a pilot trip and see how things went.

The whole thing had not been a success straight out of the gate. Though we’d gone into classrooms and said what we could to make the bookmobile sound fun and interesting, only a handful of kids got up out of their seats to come aboard. However, that handful had been engaged enough to encourage a few more to join the next time, and now we had so many youngsters participating that we needed to break them into timed groups.

Half an hour into the third set, Julia clapped her hands and said, in her most dramatic voice, “Five minutes, my young friends.”

The immediate disjointed chorus of “But we need more time,” “I haven’t petted Eddie yet,” and “I want to stay” warmed my heart and reminded me, once again, that I had the best job in the world.

“Five minutes,” Julia said, uncompromisingly. “And in six minutes we’ll be in the library for story time.”

“What story?” a small girl asked, her nose in The Baby Who Stayed Awake Forever. “It can’t be better than this.”

Such a statement was a direct challenge to Julia. “Good, better, best,” she said, “is not important. You, my dear, can read that book at the time and place of your choosing. But how often am I here? That’s right, once a month. Do you really want to miss hearing the story of the girl and boy—twins—who were stranded on a boat in the middle of Lake Michigan? With a dragon?”

The girl’s eyes narrowed. “How big was the dragon?”

Julia returned the narrow-eyed look. “How big do you want it to be?”

With the lure of an imminent dragon story, herding the kids back into the building was a relatively easy task. As Julia and the teachers lined up the small humans, I pulled a slip of paper out of each book they wanted to check out.

“Bye, Ms. Minnie!”

“Bye, Eddie!

After waving them off, I went up front, unlatched the driver’s seat, turned it around, and locked it down. Then I rotated the small piece of wood that secured a countertop, lowered said countertop, and pulled the laptop out of the newly revealed hidey hole. As soon as the computer found the school’s Wi-Fi, I started entering the books, which I did by scanning the QR codes printed on the slips of paper.

The motions were so automatic that my brain didn’t feel the need to pay full attention to them, so I started a one-sided conversation with Eddie.

“That went well, don’t you think? The only problem with that is every other elementary school in the county might want a bookmobile stop, too. Well, not Chilson Elementary, because they still have a librarian, but—”

I heard a noise I couldn’t identify, which was rarely a good sign. When the kids had been aboard, Eddie had been temporarily brought out for gentle (supervised) pets and then reinstalled into the carrier. The high activity level during the visits meant Eddie’s sleep patterns were disrupted, and now was usually the point at which he started snoring.

But his yellow eyes were wide open and staring at me, so he was out as the culprit. Silly me, thinking that the past ten thousand Eddie-related noises in a row had created any sort of precedent.

I looked around and saw a small piece of wood on the floor. What the … “Oh.” I recognized it as the bit that held the countertop vertical when we were driving. “That’s a problem.”

But not a major one. One of Rafe’s Christmas presents to me had been a small red Swiss Army knife. When I’d opened it, I’d pasted a bright smile on my face and started to thank him politely.

“Yeah, I know what you’re thinking,” he’d said. “How can you carry a pocketknife when you go to so many places that don’t allow knives? Look.” He’d opened it up. “No blade. Just that little pair of scissors and the multi-function tool. Bottle opener, screwdriver, and wire stripper. See?”

Though I couldn’t imagine a situation in which I’d need an emergency bottle opener, let alone a wire stripper, he was so happy about the gift that I promised to carry it with me always. And now, here it was, coming in handy. I pulled it out of my coat’s inside pocket, picked up the chunk of wood, which happily still had the screw inside, and stood to do the quick repair.

Eddie was watching me with a critical gaze that was saying I could do better, something that would normally have been annoying, but today was welcome because at least he wasn’t ignoring me.

“You know,” I said, “this should teach me to pay more attention to things. If I had been earlier, I would have noticed that screw being loose.”

“Mrr,” my cat said.

He could have meant many things by this, ranging from “Time for a treat” to a snarky comment that there was no way to tighten the loose screws in my head, but I chose to interpret it as agreement and nodded.

“Like Mom always says, if we know better, we can do better.” It had been a phrase that hadn’t sat well with me at ten years old when I’d done a poor job of making my bed, but now I was glad I’d had that kind of parenting. And maybe someday I’d tell my mom so.

“Doing better is always a goal, I suppose,” I mused as I tightened the screw. “But it’s almost too vague to be useful. Maybe it’s more like a mission statement, and then you develop action steps. Sort of like—”

This time the odd noise I heard was indeed the snuffly noise of a snoring cat. Smiling, I shook my head and went back to beeping through the mound of paper slips. I’d just finished when the door opened and Julia came in with a burst of cold air.

“Mission accomplished,” she said, saluting.

I saluted back. “At ease, soldier. Dragon status satisfactory?”

“Gentled and working as a heat source for the town.” She plopped into her seat and flipped her long strawberry-blond braid, often used as a prop during story time, over her shoulder. “What’s next? Housebound stops or the township hall?”

One of the services the library’s outreach program offered was dropping off and picking up books for folks who couldn’t leave their houses, whether temporarily or permanently. The length of the list varied by season. Not so many people on it during the summer, but it was way longer in the winter months with the cold and snow and ice. The only growing demographic in Tonedagana County was our senior citizens, and we wanted to serve them as well as we could, but there was a logistical complication in that we had many seniors with friends and family who came up in the spring, summer, and fall to help out; not so much in the winter.

“Some of both,” I said. “Two quick drop-offs, then the township hall, then Gerald is last.” We often did housebound deliveries by car, but we occasionally delivered via bookmobile.

“Hear that, Eddie?” Julia tapped her toes. “We’re going to see Gerald. You get a treat, and the humans get fresh coffee, complete with real cream.”

Something that was not a snore emanated from the carrier.

Julia’s eyes went wide. “Is he growling at me? What did I do wrong?”

“Welcome to my world,” I said, putting away the computer. “I told you, he’s been off since we got home from London. Fine one minute, cranky as all get-out the next.”

“Hmm.” Julia pulled her hat and mittens from her capacious coat pockets and tossed them onto the wide console. “Maybe he needs a kitty girlfriend.”

“Not likely.” My aunt’s husband, Otto, had an adorable little gray female short hair. When Aunt Frances had volunteered to take care of Eddie when we were gone, we’d taken him up the hill to their house for a visit before we left. I’d tried to purge the memory from my brain, but images of flying fur, sharp teeth, and horrific hissing continued to plague my dreams.

The rest of the afternoon, Julia continued to offer ideas to bring back the old Eddie. All were interesting, but none hit the trifecta of realistic, affordable, and likely to work.

“Well,” she fake-huffed as we pulled into Gerald Arnhold’s driveway, a lane so long, winding, and tree-lined that his house wasn’t visible from the road, “that’s it for me. If you don’t think getting him to wear a pirate costume will help, I have nothing else to offer.”

“Keep trying,” I said, coming to a stop on the concrete pad in front of Gerald’s garage. “You never know when inspiration will strike.”

We clicked our seatbelts open. I stood to grab Gerald’s books, and Julia picked up Eddie’s carrier. Gerald, an octogenarian, had signed up for housebound delivery after he’d been told by his eye doctor that his driving days were over. He lived alone, and we’d never seen any signs of wife, children, or grandchildren. Food was delivered for a small upcharge by a local grocery store, and everything else he ordered online. Which included cat treats, because Gerald was a big Eddie fan.

“Mrr-RRr-rrr.”

Julia hurriedly put the carrier on the console. “That’s not the about-to-hurl howl, is it?”

“No, that was more the I-hate-this noise.”

“Huh.”

We peered in through the wire door. The cat glared back. After a few moments of silence, I shrugged and took the handle. “He looks fine. If he starts making weird noises, we’ll bring him back out.”

Julia picked up Gerald’s big bag of large-print books and we headed out. Gerald, even though he’d sold his SUV months ago, kept his long driveway—and the big turnaround that made bookmobile deliveries possible—free of ice and snow. His isolated ranch-style house was perched on the edge of a low bluff that overlooked a shallow lake too small to have a name. Built in the sixties, back when a 1,200 square foot home with three bedrooms and one full bath was all most families aspired to, its single story was compact and efficient, just like its owner.

As we’d been told to do months ago, we came through a side door into the now-empty garage, knocked three times on the inside door, and turned the knob.

I frowned. “It’s locked.”

“Are you sure?” Julia reached out and tried it herself. “He must have forgotten to open it for us.”

We waited, but no shuffling Gerald footsteps approached.

I glanced at Julia, who was looking at me. Gerald had told us—and probably umpteen other people—where he kept the spare key, but we’d never used it. I tried to quiet the tumbling feeling in my stomach. “I’ll get the key,” I said quietly, and felt around the outside door’s jamb until I found it hanging from a nail.

After unlocking the door and putting the key away, I pushed the door open to a seemingly normal kitchen.

“Gerald, ’tis us!” Julia sang out. Well, not sang, because early in her stage career the quality of her singing voice had had her kicked out of the background chorus of an off-Broadway musical, but she definitely used a singing-ish tone. “Are you decent?”

Usually by this time, Gerald had already seen us coming up the drive and had his coffeepot going. But this afternoon the kitchen was dark and empty, though the wooden table with its knobby legs was covered with an assortment of small, tidy piles of paperwork. This meant that Gerald, a bookkeeper who still kept his hand in, had recently been working on his personal finances. “Clients in the office,” he’d told us. “Kitchen for me. Keeps things straight.”

“Hello?” I called.

Silence.

Julia and I exchanged a glance.

“I’ll go,” I said quietly. I put Eddie’s carrier on the floor and made sure my mental assistant librarian hat was firmly on my head. There were three likely scenarios. One, that Gerald was sleeping. Two, that he’d taken sick. Three … my mind shied away from that sad possibility as I walked through the house.

“Gerald? Are you here?”

He wasn’t in the living room where we sometimes found him sitting next to the fireplace, all cozy with a crackling wood fire, plaid wool blanket, and shiny brass fireplace tools. He also wasn’t in the master bedroom, or in the bedroom he’d converted to an office for his bookkeeping business, or in the third small bedroom that was a guest room, or in the bathroom.

After a moment of deep breathing to gather my courage, I opened the basement door and descended into creepy land. But the only things down there were a workbench, a drill press, a table saw, and a few boxes with printed labels. Christmas decorations, fishing lures, and so on. Normal stuff.

Puzzled, I climbed the stairs. “He’s not down there.”

“Ohhh.” Julia’s shoulders sagged. “Good. I mean …”

I nodded. “But where could he be? I don’t see anything to make me think he got sick or hurt and had to call an ambulance. Everything is organized and tidy, just like always.”

Julia looked around, and her gaze settled on the pegs next to the door that led to the garage. “His coat is gone.”

I whirled. She was right. Gerald, with his deteriorating eyesight, had started to buy bright clothing, and in November he’d showed us his new and shockingly red winter coat with its matching hat.

My stomach clenched. This meant he was outside. In the cold. Maybe injured, maybe … “Okay,” I said, as calmly as I could. “We’ll leave Eddie here.”

“MRR!”

“Sorry, bud, but we have to. The humans will go outside and look for him, you stay here and keep watch.” I looked through the kitchen window, out at the wide expanse of white. “If we don’t find him within a few minutes, I’ll call for help and—” My words clogged in my throat.

“What?” Julia’s voice was tense. “What’s the matter? What do you see?”

I kept staring at a tiny wooden building sitting in the middle of his iced-over lake. His ice shanty. “Keep your phone on,” I said, and hurried into the garage and out its back door.

Gerald being Gerald, he hadn’t done what normal people did and simply waded through the snow out to the ice. Instead, he’d used his snowblower to clear a nice wide path, and then used a shovel to scrape the path down to the brick pavers that he’d patiently laid himself, one by one by one.

“Hello?” I hurried down to the frozen lake. “Gerald? Are you there? Are you okay?” But there was no cry for help, no tapping noise, nothing other than my own footfalls. My own breathing.

I reached the edge of the lake and hesitated, which was silly because with the cold we’d been having the ice had to be two feet thick, then kept going. “Gerald?” I half-walked, half-slid across the ice. “Gerald?”

When I reached the ice shanty, I called his name a final time and pushed aside the canvas tarp he used to keep the cold out. Inside was an overturned five-gallon bucket, an ice fishing rod, and a bright red hat.

The one other thing to see was the only thing I was seeing—a large, round hole in the ice.

My fingers didn’t want to work, so it took me a few tries, but eventually I was able to dial the three numbers.

“Central dispatch, what is your emergency?” asked a calm voice.

I pulled in a deep breath and said, “I’m calling about a possible drowning.”






Chapter Two


It had taken four sheriff’s deputies, the undersheriff, a dive team, the sheriff herself, a medical examiner investigator, a warming tent, portable lights, and a tremendous amount of mysterious and expensive-looking equipment, but five hours after I called 911, Gerald’s body was pulled from the water and gently placed on a stretcher.

At least that was what Detective Ash Wolverson told me late that night. After the undersheriff had arrived and Julia and I described the afternoon’s events numerous times, he’d told us we could go home, and that we’d be contacted when there was news.

“Sorry, Minnie,” Ash said. “I know you were hoping for a different ending. That maybe he’d walked over to a neighbor’s house.”

It hadn’t been much of a hope, as Gerald was a serious stay-at-home kind of guy, but still. “Thanks for stopping by.” I sighed. “I’ll call Julia.”

Rafe, standing next to me, shook his friend’s hand. “Thanks, bud. Appreciate it.”

Ash gave us a nod, hesitated, then said, “I’m sure Mr. Arnhold would have appreciated how concerned you were about him. Knowing that you cared would—”

“MRR!!”

Ash flinched, Rafe winced, and I shook my head. “Sorry about that.” I leaned down and scooped the noisy cat into my arms. “He’s been weird for weeks, and even weirder today.” It had been Eddie’s decibel level that had made me look out Gerald’s kitchen window in the first place.

Rafe eyed me, clearly saying without a word that Eddie’s level of weirdness was perpetually high.

“Yeah?” Ash reached out and patted Eddie’s head. “He looks pretty normal to me.”

I wasn’t sure the words “normal” and “Eddie” belonged in the same sentence, not without some kind of modifier, but I didn’t have the energy or desire to enter into that kind of discussion. Instead, I snuggled Eddie tight and buried my face in his warm fuzzy fur.

“Well.” Ash cleared his throat. “Unless something happens, we’re still on for Friday night. See you at what, six?”

Rafe put his arm around my shoulder. “Sounds good.”

Ash went out into cold darkness, and I stood there, breathing in Eddie-scent. Just that morning, I’d been texting Chelsea Stille, Ash’s fiancée, about weekend plans. Their wedding was in less than three months, and since Rafe and I were the master and mistress of ceremonies, there were things to finalize. For Rafe, it was mostly making sure there would be backup beer at the reception, for me it was the timeline, and for both of us it was making sure Ash’s law enforcement pals didn’t play some prank that would not be funny, at least not to the happy couple.

Right at that moment, though, Friday seemed very far away. Almost as far away as that morning, when I’d looked forward to the cup of afternoon coffee that Gerald always insisted on brewing for me. “It’s something I can do,” he’d said over and over. “As long as I can see that smile on your face when you take a sip, I’ll keep making it.”

I sighed. It had been wonderful coffee, and I’d told him so every time, even though he’d always shaken off the praise. “I’m going to miss him,” I whispered to Eddie.

“Come on,” Rafe said gruffly. “Time for bed.”

After the tragic end to the day, I expected to have a night filled with tossing and turning and haunted dreams. But thanks to a husband who held me close and to an Eddie who’d unexpectedly given up his sulking-underneath-the-bed sleep patterns and jumped up to curl, purring, against my tummy, I slept like the proverbial rock, not opening my eyes until Rafe nudged me.

“Wakey wakey,” he said. “If you get up now, we have time to eat at the Round Table.”

I shot out of bed and into the shower, towel-dried my stupidly curly hair as best I could, jumped into my standard winter library clothes of dressy pants, turtleneck, and blazer, and kissed a blinky Eddie good-bye.

The clientele at the diner on a mid-February weekday morning was a handful of regulars—older men sitting at the large table for which the restaurant was named—and us. Rafe and I nodded at the men as we slid into our favorite booth and turned over the white coffee mugs to accept the life-giving liquid that Sabrina, the Round Table’s forever waitress, was bringing our way.

“Minnie Niswander,” she said, filling my mug. “Rafe Niswander. Any reason we’re seeing you on a Tuesday?”

“What, we need a reason to see your smiling face?” Rafe winked at her.

With one hand she pulled a pencil from her bun of silvery hair, with the other she pulled her order pad from her apron pocket. “Save the charm for someone who might take it seriously. Minnie, you look like you need bacon this morning. Crispy.” She flicked me a glance, shook her head, and continued to order for me. “Scrambled eggs, and sourdough toast with orange marmalade.” She slid her pad back into her pocket.

“Hey!” Rafe sat up straight. “What about me?”

“You’ll get what you’re given.” She sniffed and headed to the kitchen.

Rafe watched her go. “Why is it we keep eating here?”

“Because it’s the only place in Chilson to get a full breakfast this time of year.”

“Oh. Right.”

“Plus the food is good, priced for locals, and you order the same thing every time.”

“Not every time,” he protested.

“Okay, you’ve had the same breakfast order since you turned twelve.”

“There you go.”

He grinned, and my heart went a little mushy inside. After two decades of friendship with Rafe, developed during the youthful summers I’d spent with my aunt Frances, I’d finally realized that I loved him deeply. Though his good-ole-boy banter could be irritating, and his habit of acting far stupider than he was annoyed me no end, he would do anything for his friends and family. And that smile did something to me, every time.

“Are you going to tell me about yesterday, or what?”

I looked up. Sabrina was back, hands on her hips. “Um …”

“They just said”—she tipped her head at the geezers in the back of the room—“the bookmobile found that Gerald Arnhold drowned out ice fishing. Bookmobile. That’s you.”

Rafe looked at me, then turned in the booth to face Sabrina. “Minnie doesn’t want to talk about it. Can you just leave it for a day or two?”

I touched the back of his hand. “No, it’s okay.” Sort of. He was right, I didn’t want to talk about it, but I also knew people would be asking me about it all day, so I might as well get used to it.

So I gave her as concise a summary as I could, ending with, “It’s just so hard to believe. Gerald was so careful about … everything. I didn’t know you knew him.”

“He was a regular,” she said. “Long time ago. Two eggs, fried, sausage links, rye toast, no butter. Black coffee.” She rapped her knuckles on the edge of our table. “Your order will be up in a sec.”

I stared into my coffee, thinking about Gerald. Remembering him. He’d taken the news about his gradual blindness with a calm courage that had made me respect him even more than I already did, and I wondered for the zillionth time why he’d never married. He was such a nice man. Had been such a nice man.

Sabrina slid our plates in front of us. Rafe and I forked in our food, talking idly about our upcoming days. Rafe’s would be full of his typical middle school principal tasks—meetings with teachers, meetings with parents, approving invoices, reading emails—and mine would be full of having to tell everyone at the library, employees and patrons alike, about what had happened to Gerald.

“It’ll be all right,” Rafe said as we stood in the entryway, zipping up our coats and pulling on gloves (Rafe) and mittens (me). “Two days from now you’ll never have to talk about yesterday.”

“Something to look forward to,” I said, trying to smile.

“Want a ride to the library?”

I shook my head. “The walk will help clear my head.”

“Then I’ll see you tonight.” He leaned down and gave me a soft kiss. “And if you’re good,” he whispered, “I’ll make that recipe Kristen sent us, the pappardelle pasta with the olives and burrata cheese.”

Super good, my chef friend had written, and so easy that even Minnie can do it. “Promise?” I asked.

“Cross my heart.”

We walked out together. I watched as he roared his pickup truck to life, waved as he exited the parking lot, and made a mental note to remind him for the thirty-fourth time to make an appointment to get a new muffler.

The sky had returned to its February default of low gray clouds. I tried to be grateful for the one full day of blue sky that we’d had. It was more than we got all month in some Februarys, so yes, I was appreciative, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t still longing for sunshine.

I stood on the sidewalk, hands in pockets, and sighed. Mid-February. No matter what that groundhog in Pennsylvania did, we stood a good chance of getting snow for two more months. We wouldn’t see many daffodils until the end of April, and the trees wouldn’t start leafing out until the middle of May.

“Living year-round Up North isn’t for the weak of heart,” I murmured as I started walking and trying to find pleasure in my surroundings. But Janay Lake, normally a lovely blue on all but the grayest of summer days, was a dull icy white. Our hundred-year-old Shingle-style house, renovated in bits and pieces by Rafe out of its chopped-up apartments and back to its original glory, was a hop, skip, and a jump from the lake and not far from downtown, but it was out of my sight and getting further away.

Scuffing my boots a bit, I walked on.

Downtown Chilson, if I paid attention, would perk up my spirits. The few blocks of retail stores and restaurants, mixed with an occasional insurance or real estate agency, was a happy blend of old and new construction. Take a bunch of early 1900s two-story brick and story-and-a-half clapboard buildings, sprinkle with an oddball metal or stucco-sided building, add a dash of new three-story buildings that were mostly windows, and you ended up with an organically grown downtown that would never have been concepted in a planner’s office but which defined Chilson perfectly.

I passed Corner Coffee, the toy store, Gennell Books & Goods, Benton’s General Store, Hoppe’s Brewing, the jewelry store, Henika’s Candy Emporium, and my friend Pam’s store Older Than Dirt, and I caught a glimpse of the Lakeview Art Gallery down a side street. It was all nice enough, but my mood didn’t change until I got a whiff of the scents wafting out of Tom’s Bakery.

Doughnuts, with a hefty side dose of chocolate chip cookies.

I pulled in a deep breath, and a slow smile spread across my face. Who could be sad when there were smells like this? Cheered, my feet started moving at a more normal speed, and soon I was walking through the back door of the library.

As I did every time I remembered to do so, I slowed to admire the amazing building in which I worked. A few years back, just before I was hired, the taxpayers generously approved a short-term millage to renovate a shuttered elementary school into a new library.

The building I had the pleasure to work in had high ceilings, oak beams, and a multitude of details in the Arts and Crafts architectural style. There were dark brass fixtures, metallic mosaic tiles, and massive pendant lights hanging in the old gymnasium turned main stacks. It also had a reader’s fantasy come to life: a reading room with a gas fireplace and a deep, upholstered window seat.

As it was two hours before the library opened its door to the public, everything except the red emergency exit signs was dark. Some people might find it unsettling, but I loved the feeling. It was like a stage before the curtain went up. You never knew what was going to happen, and it was almost certainly going to be fun.

I was in the break room, waiting for the coffeepot to do its thing, when my boss came in. Graydon Cain, the third director I’d worked under, was by far the best, and I hoped he’d stay forever. Or at least until I was ready to stop driving the bookmobile and think about becoming library director myself.

“Hey,” he said.

I eyed him. His morning greeting was usually more enthusiastic than that. “Something wrong?” I asked.

“Maybe. Not sure yet.” He took a random mug from the cupboard and filled it. “Come up in half an hour and I’ll let you know.”

He left before asking about the events of yesterday, and I stared at the vacant doorway.

Well, that was more than a little odd. I’d called him from Gerald’s house while we were waiting for law enforcement to show up, and he’d been understanding and supportive and had told me I could bring him up to speed first thing in the morning. Which was now.

Huh.

I tried not to assume the worst, then started thinking about what the worst might be. He’d been diagnosed with a horrific disease. Or his wife had, or one of his kids. Or maybe a library board member. Then again, another horrible thing would be an employee termination. Could it be me? Julia? One of the bricks-and-mortar clerks? My friend Holly? Donna? Kelsey? It couldn’t be our maintenance guy, Gareth. And certainly not our IT guy, Josh. We couldn’t operate without either of them. Any of them. No one was quitting, were they? The library was a tight ship. Everyone fit. Remove one of us and the whole thing might—

“What’s the matter?”

I blinked. Holly Terpening was walking into the breakroom, a plastic tub in her hands. “Brownies?” I asked. Holly, a few inches taller than my efficient five foot and with lovely straight brown hair, was close to my age. Her husband worked out west doing some lucrative thing with massive mines and was home maybe two weeks out of every eight. She also had two young children, Wilson and Anna, ten and nine respectively. How she had time to bake her legendary brownies was yet another mystery of the universe.

“Heard what happened yesterday.” She plopped the tub on the table and pulled the top off, releasing the aroma of warm brownies. “You get first dibs.”

I’d had a big breakfast. I wasn’t hungry at all. “Are there chocolate chips in there?”

“No,” she said. “But there are chocolate chunks.”

My hand, which had been withdrawing, dove into the tub and withdrew a square of warm, moist, chewy goodness.

“Hey!” growled a low voice.

I ignored the comment. It was Josh Hadden, our IT guy and another coworker about my age. It might have been our similar ages or it might have been that the three of us had started at the library at roughly the same time, but whatever the reason, we had a relationship that was very sibling-like.

He approached the brownies, looked them over closely, and took the largest one. A corner piece.

“Knew you’d take that one.” Holly rolled her eyes.

“Well, why wouldn’t I? It’s the best.”

As he bit into the gooey goodness, I took a look at him. His dark hair looked even more tousled than usual, his cargo pants looked as if he’d intentionally added wrinkles to them, and his eyes had those shadows of sleep deprivation underneath.

I bumped him with my elbow. “You seem a little rough around the edges this morning. Everything okay?”

Holly snorted. “Probably stayed up until three playing some new video game.”

Though that was definitely possible with Josh, it had been more likely before he’d married the wonderfully intelligent Mia. Another thought clutched at me, matching it up with Graydon’s oddness. “Please tell me the library’s servers are okay.”

“What are you talking about?” he asked, a crumb of brownie dropping out the side of his mouth. “They’re fine. Least they were five seconds ago. I’d get a phone alert if something was wrong.” He slapped a pants pocket.

“Then why are you so tired?” Holly asked. “You look worse than you did after that all-nighter when you were downloading anti-ransomware updates.”

A smile curled up one side of his mouth. “You’ll never guess.”

Holly stared. “No way. You have got to be kidding.”

I looked from one to the other and back. “What are you talking about?”

“Mia’s pregnant,” Holly said.

I blinked. “She’s … what? How can you know?”

“Hah.” Holly pointed at Josh. “He has that look. Brian had it. Most new dads get it when they hear they’re going to have a kid. Like they did something special.”

I looked back at Josh. “Is she right? Mia’s going to have a baby?”

Josh’s goofy grin got even bigger. “Hate to give Holly credit, but yeah. Mia’s at about ten weeks, the doctor said yesterday. We were up half the night, talking and planning and



































































OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Also by Laurie Cass



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Author Biography



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Chapter 1



		Copyright











Pagebreaks of the print version





		Cover Page



		ii



		iii



		v



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		iv













OEBPS/images/9798892427012.jpg
Mul‘del‘ 8317
- Ihin‘lee:

USA Tb?iqy Bestselling Author of Book 'Em/E(idie

Laurie Cass





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
CROOKED

LANE
KR

NEW YORK








OEBPS/images/orn-2.jpg






