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I don’t like being told I have to do something first before I can do the thing I want to do. I don’t like starting in the middle of something, and I rarely look at README files. I hope you’re not like me, because you need to know that “Once Upon the Lady Jane,” the book you are about to read, is the sequel to “Once Upon a Phone.” “Once Upon a Phone” begins Amelia Rose Gardiner’s adventures. “Once Upon the Lady Jane” continues it. 

If you didn’t know that, don’t panic. You have options. 

	Read or listen to “Once Upon a Phone” free on my website, www.larryenright.com. 

	Read or listen to “Once Upon a Phone” free on Hoopla through your local library.

	Borrow the paperback if your library has a copy.

	Buy it online (in ebook, paperback, hardback, or audiobook). 

	Take your chances and turn the page.


If you’re new to Amelia’s adventures, I recommend reading or listening to “Once Upon a Phone” first before you read “Once Upon the Lady Jane”; then again, I wrote both, so my opinion is somewhat biased. If you do decide to press on, knowing nothing or remembering little about the first book, no worries. Chapter 1 contains enough in the way of background and spoilers to bring you more or less up to speed. The twists and turns, the surprises and reversals, the character detail, all the good stuff from the first book, will be, by definition, spoiled. If that doesn’t bother you, turn the page. Or don’t. Check out “Once Upon a Phone” first. Either way, I hope to see you in Chapter 1.
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1) Eighteen Days in November
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Every adventure begins somewhere. This one begins the day Amelia Rose Gardiner joined the ranks of the forty-two percent of the country’s ten-year-olds who had their own smartphone. Precisely how a ten-year-old whose parents wouldn’t buy her a phone managed to get one anyway is a tale for another time, but Amelia’s obtaining a more practical and less expensive version of the smartphone she’d been dreaming of was the direct result of her hard work, unflagging persistence, and a massive infusion of cash from a grateful man named Amos. Amelia was a noob delivering groceries for tips at Granger’s Market, and Amos was her first customer. Amos was a reclusive septuagenarian who lived in a creepy old cottage on the cliffs above the village, paid for his groceries with cash from a suitcase he kept in his closet, and didn’t like talking to people because he was deaf. Two months, two strokes, and one trip to the hospital later, Amos was still all that, but now he and Amelia were friends, and he was getting his first phone, too.

The package arrived the day after Amos returned home from the hospital. Amelia found it in the bushes out front when she was on the hunt for Grandpa Ralph’s copy of the County Gazette. Finding the newspaper there was no surprise; how the package ended up in the bushes when the house was set back three hundred feet from the street was a mystery, unless the culprit was a delivery drone with an aim as bad as the man who shot the Gazette at the house each morning with a T-shirt cannon. Adding to the mystery was a gift-wrapped box inside the package, addressed to her from Santa. It might have contained the earbuds she desperately wanted and suggested to Mom would make a nice Christmas present now that she had a phone, or it might not. Shaking revealed nothing, and Mom wouldn’t say before hiding it in the last place Amelia looked: the top shelf of Dad’s closet, behind the shoeboxes. According to Grandpa Ralph, things are always in the last place you look. Why would you keep looking when you’ve just found what you were looking for? 

Mom and Amelia delivered Amos’s phone that same day, but Amelia was only with Amos long enough for a quick lesson in texting before Mom dragged her off to the Lambert Mall to buy more paint for her Bendix cottage masterpiece that wasn’t brown enough. 

Amos’s first mishmash of letters masquerading as a text came as they were crossing Milton Creek. “Hjerlllop.”

“Hello to you, too!” Amelia replied. “You’re pressing the keys too hard.” 

Two traffic lights later, Amos replied, “Kleryusd     tyopop sdmasll.”

Amos had a bad case of the fumbling fat fingers, but “We can fix that,” she wrote. 

They’d come and gone to the mall, Mom had her paints, and Amelia had just finished walking Amos through dictating his texts and letting the phone do the typing for him, when his first effort arrived. “Harry is mute, and you won’t have to face my uncomfortable steer. I am hoping thistle works.” 

According to Grandpa Ralph, problems are like weeds. Pull one out, and another pops up in its place. Amos wasn’t always deaf. He could talk, just not the way he used to before he lost his hearing. Amelia taught him how to use talk-to-text on his phone. What she couldn’t teach him in half an hour in the car was how to enunciate properly so the phone would understand. That was a battle between him and autocorrect, and his choices were either to train the phone to understand him or to train himself to speak like others again. Amos chose the latter, wanting what was spoken in conversation to be understood, not figured out. That meant practicing, saying words over and over into the phone until Harry was hearing, mute was moot, steer became stare, and Amos could explain this weird fascination of his with a prickly plant. 

They agreed to practice together the following Saturday, when Amelia delivered his groceries. The plan was for her to pronounce words for him while he stared at her, boring a hole in her head, repeating each word until he got it right. She offered to stay as long as he wanted; school was winding down, and she rarely had another delivery on Saturdays. He offered to provide snacks and the possibility of a Calico encounter, claiming to have seen the reclusive feline regularly since returning home from the hospital.

It was the perfect plan until that night when one of November’s average six inches of precipitation fell as a foot of snow, closing the village for the rest of the week. The roads were clear by Saturday, but Amelia didn’t deliver Amos’s groceries that day. It wasn’t that Cliffs Climb, her only way to Amos’s, was closed until spring by order of the Village Council after a boy broke his leg sled-riding on it, and his parents threatened to sue, though that was true. And it wasn’t that Mom wouldn't let her take the long way around on the cutoff because it had no sidewalks, though that was also true. The reason Amelia didn’t deliver to Amos that Saturday was the red check mark beside his name on the delivery board instead of the usual green one, and three full grocery bags in his spot on the delivery table. The stop at 10 Cliffside Terrace wasn’t a one-bagger for Amos and the stray cat he was feeding anymore. Ethan, Amos’s live-in caregiver, was another mouth to feed. Ethan was the reason Amos could go home after his stroke. He did everything Amos couldn’t or didn’t want to do, and would continue doing so until Amos didn’t need him anymore. It didn’t take an almost eighth-grader to figure out that, whether or not Cliffs Climb was open, until Amos recovered, Amelia wouldn’t be delivering his groceries. 

Heather and Little John could have done it. They were doing all their other deliveries together, but they didn’t decide who got which stop. Don Granger did, and Don couldn’t afford to have half of his crew out hoofing Amos’s groceries the long way around while other customers were waiting. Only a fourteen-year-old rapscallion who owned a ten-speed bike with side baskets could deliver to Amos now, leaving Don no choice but to give Amos to Ricky Finnerty. 

That was the day Amelia realized Don was right: a $50,000 drone with a sixty-pound payload capacity and a five-mile range wasn't the future of the delivery business. It was a bike with side baskets. No longer needing the “Phone Day” spreadsheet her brother, Ralphy, had created to track her progress toward getting a phone, she renamed it “Bike Day,” deleted the transactions, changed the target amount, and entered her $43.52 cash on hand as the starting balance. It would have been more, but she’d deposited what was left of the wad of cash Amos had given her into the bank account Mom set up to auto-pay her monthly phone bill. If business at Granger's continued to boom, Amelia was looking at a bike by summer. What might take longer would be getting Mom's permission to ride it on the cutoff. 

Amelia didn’t see Amos again for almost two weeks, when Grandpa Ralph decided he’d had enough of everyone at the supper table theorizing about this and speculating about that when it came to that old coot up on the cliffs. He had questions for the man who kept his money in a suitcase in the closet and was bound and determined to get some straight answers. Unable to stop him, Amelia went along for the ride and, on the way, warned Amos they were coming. When they arrived, Amos was ready with scones Ethan had baked that morning, a fresh pot of whatever exotic coffee he was into that week, and a mug of hot chocolate for Amelia. 

The scones were tasty. The hot chocolate was extra creamy and piled high with marshmallows, and the coffee was a nose-wrinkler when Amelia tried it. Grandpa Ralph liked it until he heard it was Granger’s house brand and decided it was too bitter for his taste. Everyone was having a grand old time talking about nothing in particular when Grandpa Ralph began the interrogation, and Amelia couldn’t stop him. “What I’d like to know,” he said, “is how in the name of Saints Andrew and Peter, you’re paying your bills.”

Amos wasn’t lip-reading. His microphone was on, and the phone was transcribing the conversation for him. He’d looked at enough mouths to know it was easier to read the text on his screen than stare holes in people’s heads. “My bills?” he said.

When Grandpa Ralph asked a question, he expected an answer, not another question. Running out of patience, he said, “Your property taxes, your homeowner's insurance, and everything else I signed checks for all these years before my daughter-in-law took over. They didn’t find a checkbook, a bill, a receipt, or anything like it when they cleaned out the place; only a letter from a lawyer about someone who passed away. Who was this Willis fellow anyway?”

Amos read the text and looked away. 

“And another thing,” Grandpa Ralph said. “That gossiping mailman fellow told me that in the seven years you’ve been here, he’s had nothing but junk mail for you, until that bill from the gas company after you came back home. For seven years, you’ve had no phone, no computer, no Internet, no mail, and you pay cash for everything out of a suitcase in your closet? It sets a mind to thinking.”

Amos set the phone down and stared at Grandpa Ralph. “Thinking what, Mr. Gardiner?”

“That you’re hiding something,” Grandpa Ralph replied, not backing down.

Amelia gasped. 

Amos seemed unaffected by the accusation. “And what might that be?” he said.

Grandpa Ralph said, “Let’s start with who’s paying the damn bills.”

Amelia said, “That’s a quarter for the swear jar, Grandpa Ralph, and it’s none of our business.”

“The hell it isn’t,” he said, doubling his debt for the day. “If this man is a criminal, and he’s hiding out here, you two are done; no more groceries, no more texting, and no more visits.”

“He’s not a criminal.”

“How do I know that if he won’t answer my question?”

“Grandpa Ralph, if you think he’s a criminal, why don’t you call the police?”

“I did. They said they already talked to him.”

“Why didn’t they arrest him?”

“My lawyer,” said Amos. Unable to keep up, he’d gone back to reading on his phone. “He takes care of everything. I let him know about the gas bill. He also has my birth certificate, driver’s license, passport, et cetera, et cetera. I can’t be bothered.”

“So that’s why they couldn’t find any ID,” said Grandpa Ralph. “I knew there was a reason.”

“You said he buried it in the basement,” said Amelia.

“No, I didn’t,” Grandpa Ralph replied. “That was Junior. I just said there had to be a reason.”

Amos said, “There’s a reason for everything.”

“What reason could you possibly have for not telling them who you were at the hospital?” said Grandpa Ralph. “You could’ve died.”

“Can we not talk about this anymore, please?” said Amelia. 

“I was a lost soul,” said Amos, “and she’s right. There’s no point in talking about it.”

“Fine,” said Grandpa Ralph. “Let’s talk about where the money in that suitcase came from.”

“Grandpa Ralph, please don’t,” said Amelia. 

“Why not? You won’t ask him.”

“Because it’s none of my business.”

“It is mine. Who keeps a suitcase with that much money in their closet? There’s something fishy going on here.”

Ethan interrupted the unfortunate turn in the interrogation to announce that Amos’s occupational therapist had arrived to see how case number 2154 was managing the steps, and that they had to leave. 

That was the second and last time Amelia saw Amos in person in the eighteen days since he’d been home. She would have visited more, but not with Cliffs Climb closed, the cutoff off-limits, Mom too busy, and the Chrysler broken down again. Until Grandpa Ralph fixed it, his truck was her only option, and he refused to take her after the run-in with Amos that cost him fifty cents. 

Somehow, life went on in the village of Hook by the Sea. Amelia continued to work her regular shift at Granger’s on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Saturdays, and came in on Mondays and Thursdays when she could. Surprisingly, she and the three others working for Don were still pooling tips on Wednesdays and Saturdays, even after Don gave the best tipper in Hook to Ricky. Then again, as the oldest and there the longest, Ricky already got the best stops every other day he came in, except Tuesdays. Ricky never came in on Tuesday. Tuesdays were for losers like Amelia, and Saturday was just another day now that she didn’t have Amos. 

Little John and Heather went to the seventh-grade dance and walked home together, officially making them delivery partners for life. Heather was a princess in the sixth-grade play. Her classmate, Jacks, whom she replaced on the delivery crew after his unceremonious exit, played a tree. Little John skipped going out for basketball despite being the tallest boy in seventh grade, a major blow to the middle school team, and the Milton Creek Bridge reopened, a big relief to parents of the kids who had been illegally crossing it to get to Lambert Middle School. 

Amelia’s big sister, Ruth, days away from turning eighteen, was threatening to abandon ship when the sun rose on her independence day, vowing, if need be, to stay in the shelter in Lambert, despite their lack of decent Wi-Fi. Brother Ralphy was spending Thanksgiving break on campus with his friends. Bobby and Junior did what they always did: crew the Lady Jane with Dad and go to Tanner’s to watch sports on a real TV. On days when the weather was bad, and they couldn't fish, the boys repaired the chimney so Grandpa Ralph could smoke in the living room again, and trimmed back the branches that were scraping against the house, keeping everyone up on windy nights. Mom used her free time to overpaint her first effort at depicting the Bendix cottage and start over with all those interesting browns she’d picked up at the mall. Dad spent most of his downtime on the Lady Jane repairing nets or, when he was home, in the study on the phone with the door closed.

It was a busy time for Amelia, too. She finished seventh grade, but on a sour note. Mom gave her a B+ for her compost pile/science project, lowering her overall GPA for the semester to a tenuous A-, a first for her, not that she didn't deserve it. Despite the disappointing grade, she did learn two things from the never-ending chore. One was how hard it was to maintain a compost pile when there were seven other compost producers in the house who weren't interested in helping, and the other was why it was so important to keep doing it, even if they weren't. 

With seventh grade officially over, Amelia was ready to plunge right into eighth. Unfortunately, her homeschool teacher was not. Mom needed a break, at least until after Thanksgiving. After that, she needed time to familiarize herself with the new curriculum, develop a lesson plan, and fill in the blanks with day-to-day specifics. Considering the upcoming holidays, the car problems, and everything else going on, they could start Christmas week, but waiting until January would be better. 

Not entirely unaware of what having a precocious ten-year-old hanging around the house with nothing to do but wait meant, Mom had Amelia pick an elective, and they decided together what she could work on independently until January. The choices were Art, Drama, or Music. Amelia didn't pick Art because Mom was an artist. She didn't pick Drama despite living with Ruth, the drama queen, because the drama elective required participation in the class play, which involved after-school rehearsals, and she didn't want to play a tree. Amelia picked Music because the elective only required her to learn to play an instrument, not join the middle school band, which would have been a fate worse than playing a tree. 

The music store in Lambert carried a selection of instruments for sale or rent, or Amelia could supply her own. As free was always the best option around the Gardiner house, Amelia had the choice of either Grandpa Ralph’s guitar or Grandma Jane’s clarinet. Grandpa Ralph offered to teach her how to play the guitar, but depending on your point of view, either the neck on his was too wide, or her hands were too small. That left the clarinet. Grandma Jane used to keep hers on the music stand by her chair in the living room. When Grandpa Ralph wasn't feeling ornery, he would let Amelia fetch his guitar from the bedroom closet, and he and Grandma Jane would play a few songs together until he complained his fingers hurt. Then she would tell him he needed to practice more to harden up his calluses, and he would tell her he was working on it. When Grandma Jane went to heaven, her clarinet went up to the attic, and Grandpa Ralph's guitar went back in the closet, never to be seen again. 

The clarinet was a good choice, given they already had one, but the attic was a terrible place to store it unless the plan was to provide food and shelter for wormy little clarinet-eating bugs. Upon discovering this, Grandpa Ralph bagged the clarinet, case, bugs, and all, and took it to the music store in Lambert, where they disposed of the bugs and case and promised to have the clarinet back as good as new by Christmas. 

Precocious couldn’t wait until Christmas. She rented one in the meantime. Twenty dollars of her precious Bike Day money bought her a beginner clarinet for her tiny hands and weekly lessons for the rest of the month. In her first lesson, she learned how to take the clarinet apart and put it back together, how to clean it and store it so bugs wouldn't ruin it like they did Grandma Jane’s, how important good posture was, exactly what an embouchure was, and how to spell the word correctly before Mom put it on her next vocab list. Amelia learned what the different reed numbers meant and which one was best for a beginner like her. She learned to read music in the treble clef, and she practiced the same exercises over and over, just like Amos, until she got them not just right but perfect. Repetition was key, and also why she practiced in the attic. Nobody wanted to hear "Twinkle, twinkle, little star" a hundred times a day, no matter how perfectly she played it.

The family caught a break from the clarinet marathon when Don left work violently ill one day and didn’t return until the following Saturday. His teenage son, Toby, who worked part-time at the store, took over for him, but no one took over for Toby, leaving him with two jobs and one more-than-willing assistant named Amelia. She came in early on the days Don was out sick to print the overnight orders from Granger's website. She reentered the information customers had already entered online into Don's spreadsheet template, saving each order as a new spreadsheet with the customer's last name and order date as the file name. It was the same for phone orders, less one sheet of paper to shred. There were fifty-six folders named after customers and hundreds of spreadsheets because Don wasn't about to pay for a fancy order system when there weren’t that many of them, and his cousin could set up a functioning kludge for free. After printing the orders a second time, this time from the spreadsheets, Amelia shredded the web printouts and gave Toby the spreadsheet printouts from which he picked the orders. Once picked, those printouts went into Don’s IN basket for him to manually enter into his accounting software before they, too, were shredded. 

As frustrating as this was, it was even more so to be unable to see Amos in person. Phone calls worked; she could hear him, and the phone transcribed what Amelia said for him to read, but she missed seeing him. They tried live video chat with disastrous results. They even practiced sending each other prerecorded videos. In Amos’s first and only, he said the word “test” a few times, bowed, then stared at the camera for thirty seconds. Amelia’s first video was of her taking the clarinet apart, cleaning it, and packing it away so the bugs couldn’t get to it. She included four bonus videos of a perfect B-flat concert scale up and down three times, “Mary Had a Little Lamb” four times through with only one squeak at the end when she lost concentration, her up-tempo rendition of “Hot Cross Buns,” and “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star,” the extended cut. For each video, she sat with perfect posture on Great-Grandpa Joseph’s footlocker, facing Grandma Jane’s music stand, though you’d never know it from the video. Amelia didn’t point the camera at her face. She focused it on her hands so Amos could watch what others missed while they were too busy listening to the music. 

Texting was still a work in progress, but that was what worked best for them. Amelia’s texts typically came in paragraphs, Amos’s in short bursts that were getting more understandable and less figured out as the days passed. They talked about music and the books they were reading. They worked on the vocab lists that Mom somehow managed to produce out of thin air every few days despite being on break. They talked about Amelia starting eighth grade midyear and her plan to graduate with her class in June, maybe even walk down the aisle with them to receive her diploma. They talked about her frustration with Mom taking forever to get up to speed on the new curriculum, and how she feared she’d never catch up to the others if she didn’t start soon. 

Of course, they talked about Ruth. Amos had an older sister, Frannie, who sounded a lot like her. Frannie left home at eighteen. Ruth was turning eighteen at the end of the month, and it was looking more and more like she was planning her escape then, too. She’d dumped her boyfriend, Trevor, the day she met Ethan, and was spending a great deal of time with him at Amos’s. Their relationship was complicated. Ethan was a twentyish live-in caregiver with cooking skills, and Ruth was an annoying mess. Still, they managed to keep the relationship going for almost three weeks, a new record for her. 

Naturally, Amos gave Amelia regular updates on the cat, as he called them, until Amelia asked that they call them Calico and use gender-neutral pronouns when referring to them. Amos and Calico met by chance one day, when Amos was engaged in his unique composting method of tossing food waste over the fence. When he realized he’d been feeding a cat for who knows how long, he decided they should have a proper plate and bowl, and more substantial scraps of Lady Jane halibut. Names were optional at the time, as they didn’t converse much, but Amos approved of the name Calico until proven otherwise and was fine with using gender-neutral pronouns as long as it didn’t get too confusing. 

Calico had been happy with Dad’s halibut, but with Ethan in charge of the kitchen and money no object, Dad’s halibut was off the menu. Instead, when Ethan ordered fish, he chose flash-frozen wild-caught Atlantic salmon because it was higher in omega-3 fatty acids and had a more favorable EPA: DHA ratio. Ethan wasn’t a nutritionist. He had a phone.

As much as Dad would have liked to catch the higher profit salmon, the salmon fishing grounds closest to Hook by the Sea were eighty miles out, and it would take him all day just to get there. On the other hand, monster-sized factory trawlers with liveaboard crews could spend weeks or even months fishing there before returning to port, making them the perfect one-stop shop for catching the salmon, machine filleting them on board, flash freezing and vacuum sealing the filets for extended shelf life, and delivering them to retail stores like Granger’s to thaw out and sell as fresh up to a year later.

Dad was the subject of many of Amelia’s conversations with Amos. Something was wrong, something no one in the family would admit to. Dad hadn’t been himself for months. He wasn’t as happy, didn’t joke around as much; even his laugh was different. When Amelia asked him about it, he said it was just her imagination, but Dad was a notoriously terrible liar. Mom claimed it was nothing to fret about, and Grandpa Ralph said it was nothing, just business, and she was too young to understand and shouldn’t concern herself with it. But the more everyone told Amelia not to worry, the more she did. And the more she did, the more every little gesture at the supper table, every off-handed remark in the hall, and every whisper behind closed doors only served to confirm her suspicions that Dad was in trouble, and if Dad was in trouble, the family was in trouble.

As the ranking junior, non-voting member of the Gardiner family, Amelia wanted to help. She begged them to let her, but helping was impossible when no one would admit that anything was wrong. She’d been praying every night for God to help. Even if she couldn’t, He could, and He just might if she prayed hard enough. But as the days dragged on and things weren’t miraculously getting better, Amelia decided it was time she helped, too, whether they wanted her to or not. 
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2) The Problem With Dad
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The Saturday before Thanksgiving began for Amelia when Ruth came home either too late or too early, depending on whether you were the one waiting up for her or the one woken up. Mom wasn’t happy, and Amelia couldn't fall asleep again, so she got dressed and went up to the attic. The Gardiner attic was typical, full of everything that didn’t fit elsewhere, like Great-Grandpa Joseph’s footlocker, Grandma Jane’s clarinet, and the queen-sized bed Ruth gave up when Mom gifted half of her room to Amelia. The bed proved a comfy spot off the cold floor from which to message Amos. 

"Are you awake?" she wrote.

A minute passed. Amelia was chilly, even wrapped in a blanket. When Grandpa Ralph built the house, he didn’t see the need for heat in the attic, so there wasn’t any unless someone left the downstairs door open, but Amelia never did that. It was wasteful. Ask Grandpa Ralph. 

“I don’t sleep much,” Amos replied.

“What are you doing today?” she asked.

“What they tell me. You?”

“Working.”

“And your current projections on Bike Day?” 

“June twentieth. Wow. You said all that without a single mistake. That’s really good, Amos.”

“I’ve been practicing juicy.”

“I wish I could get better at the clarinet that fast,” she wrote. “Do you sound different now?”

“How should I know?” he replied. “I’m deaf.”

“I meant to others, silly.”

“Ethan may have remarked upon it when we were going over the shop piglets.” 

This time, Amelia waited for him to correct himself.

“Shopping list,” he wrote with a smiley face. 

“I’ve been thinking about Dad,” she began, stopping when she heard Mom in the bathroom, and erasing everything; instead, writing, “I have to go. Bye.”

Amelia was in the kitchen working on her second bowl of cereal when Mom showed up, dressed for church. When asked why, since it was Saturday, she explained that she was going to Lambert General to help wheel patients to the chapel for their Sabbath service. 

“Mrs. Graul is picking me up at eight,” she said. “If you want to come along, you’ll have to get changed right now.”

“I can’t,” said Amelia. “I have to work.”

“Why don’t you take the day off, and we’ll stop by at Amos’s on the way home? I’m sure Dorothy wouldn’t mind.”

“Saturday is our busiest day.”

“Are you sure? I just think it would do you good to get out of the house once in a while, sweetie. And you haven’t seen Amos in a week.”

“Mom, working is getting out of the house, and I need the money. How am I supposed to get a bike if I don’t work?”

That was a surprise. Mom said, “I didn’t realize you were saving for one.”

Amelia replied, “You told me I couldn’t have one for Christmas,” as if that explained it.

Mom said, “Amelia, the one you asked for costs more than your phone.”

“I know, Mom, but there won’t be any monthly service fees, and I won’t need to upgrade it in two years.”

“Where do you plan on riding it?” 

“Mr. Granger said a bike is the future of the delivery business.”

“Not for a ten-year-old, it isn’t, not the way people drive around here.”

“Ricky delivered on his bike when he was eleven.”

“Besides being a whataboutism, you’re not eleven.”

“I will be in 161 days.”

“Sweetie, I hope you’re not doing this so you can deliver to Amos again. You know I can’t let you take the cutoff.”

“I know, Mom, but someday you will, and when that day comes, I want to be prepared.”

The weather channel was predicting a nor'easter for later that afternoon. Instead of getting caught in it eight miles out to sea, Dad and the boys were sleeping in. Grandpa Ralph, who never slept in unless he felt like it or was sick, showed up next at the table, smelling like Sir Walter Raleigh in a can. “It's on the way,” he said. “A big one. I can feel it in my bones.”

Amelia excused herself to go to the bathroom and open a few windows upstairs. When she came back, he asked if she’d found out any more about Amos’s suitcase full of cash.

"No," she replied.

“Why not?” he said. “Don’t you want to know?”

It was ten after eight, and Mom was wondering aloud if Mrs. Graul had forgotten. 

Amelia said, “Heather must be going. LJ says she makes everyone late.”

“I think Dorothy said she might be,” Mom replied. “Maybe I should wait on the porch.”

“Heather finally got a phone. I could text her for you.”

Having finally gotten a phone herself, Mom decided she could text Heather, too. So, with hugs- goodbye and Heather’s phone number, she left to message her from the porch. She hadn’t been gone long when  Grandpa Ralph returned to the question Amelia had ignored. 

“Why don’t you ask?” he said again. “Don’t you want to know?”

"Grandpa Ralph,” said Amelia, “I'm not asking Amos about the money because it’s none of my business."

“It never hurts to ask.”

“If it never hurts to ask, why can’t I ask about Dad?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, what’s wrong with Dad?”

“Who said anything was wrong?”

“You, Mom, even Bobby and Junior. You’re all acting like it’s the end of the world.”

“No, we’re not.”

“Is it something to do with the Lady Jane?”

“Whatever gave you that idea?”

“I don’t know. Maybe because you and Dad don’t talk about how things are going at supper anymore.”

“What things?”

“Like how they didn’t have Dad’s halibut in the case at the fish counter on Wednesday. Isn’t it supposed to be? Isn’t that the agreement you have with Mr. Granger?”

“That’s what we shook on,” Grandpa Ralph replied, tasting the bitter memory. “Maybe they sold out.” 

“I was there when the store opened, Grandpa Ralph. I didn’t have school. Someone else’s was in the case.”

“Tuesday must’ve been a bad day. I don’t recall.”

“How did Dad do yesterday?”

“Good,” he said. “Just fine.”

“And there’s nothing to worry about, Dad’s fine, everything’s fine?”

“That’s right.”

“Then, I’m not asking Amos.” 

Amelia put her dishes in the sink for Ruth, since it was her turn, kissed Grandpa Ralph on the forehead, told him she’d be back by suppertime, mentioned the leftover halibut in the fridge as a lunch possibility, and said she’d be back for supper. 

It was chilly on the walk to the market and felt like rain. Though the predicted nor’easter hadn’t yet darkened the horizon, judging by the flocks of noisy birds out past the lighthouse heading south across the inlet, the storm was on its way. The village was already up when Amelia arrived at Broad and Main. Saturday was Granger’s busiest day, made busier that morning by the “milk, bread, and eggs” crowd stocking up for the storm. Wilson’s Hardware was busy, too, selling everything the worried homeowner needed to batten down the hatches. Bower’s Pharmacy was having a sale on bottled water, first aid kits, and protein bars, and a Salvation Army bell-ringer had strategically placed his kettle in front of the Hotel Hook to take advantage of all that spare change walking about town.

Amelia retrieved a stray shopping cart someone had left on the sidewalk outside the market and returned it to the cart rack on Broad, pocketing the quarter deposit. It was before nine. No one was in the alley behind the store, and the back door was still locked. She knocked. No one answered. It wasn’t unusual for Don to forget to unlock the back door, so she waited, pacing. Amelia was a pacer, often when pondering such complex issues as the impossibility of finding the square root of a negative number. Grandpa Ralph attributed her habit to a broken off-switch. He also claimed it was why they had to replace the living room rug last year. It had nothing to do with it being thirty years old and threadbare.

Ricky showed up soon after Amelia, looking far too cute in a green Granger’s bomber jacket. 

“Check it out, loser,” he said. “Fleece-lined.”

“Where did you get that?” she said.

“Don.”

“Is everybody getting one?”

“Not the losers.”

“Come on. Are we?”

“I don’t know. Why don’t you ask him?”

“Maybe I will.”

“Fine,” Ricky said, chaining his bike to the dumpster with a more substantial chain than she remembered him having.

“New chain?” she asked.

“What’s it to you?” Ricky sneered, trying so hard to look tough. It wasn’t a good look for him, but Amelia wasn’t sure how to tell him that without getting beaten up.

“I don’t know,” she shrugged. “I was just curious.”

“It’s none of your business.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t have to answer your stupid questions, dork. It’s not like you’re the judge, and I’m on trial here.”

“The lawyers ask the questions in a trial, Ricky, not the judge.”

“Shut up.”

“Are you always this hard to get along with?”

“That depends on how much I like you.”

“And you don’t like me a lot, I guess?”

“I never said I didn’t.”

“So, you don’t even like me a little?”

“I never said that either.”

“Oh, ok,” she said, knocking on the door again, more earnestly this time.

Ricky laughed. “Want to meet me after work at the Stop-N-Shop?”

“Why?”

“Grab a drink. You know,” he said, feigning indifference.

“Ricky, I’m ten.”

“I’m fourteen,” he said. “So what?”

“It’ll never work.”

“What’ll never work?”

“Us. Ricky, women live on average four years longer than men, and you're already four years older than me. I don't want to be an unhappy widow for eight years after you die. Grandpa Ralph doesn't like it at all."

“I’m not asking you to marry me, stupid. It’s just to grab a drink after work and hang out.”

“A drink?”

“My buddy Philip will be behind the counter tonight. A couple of my actual friends will be there. I can get you a free Slurp. That’s all. It’s no big deal if you can’t make it.”

“Oh,” she said. “Thanks. That’s very nice of you to offer Ricky, but I’m not old enough to date.”

“It’s not a date. It’s nothing. Besides, I’d never date you in a million years. You’re ugly and stupid, and you’re annoying.”

“I’m not stupid, Ricky, and I was kidding. Are you doing Tanner’s first this week?”

“What do you care?”

“I was just wondering if we were going to have to listen to you complain about still having to do it after you get back from Amos’s; that’s all.”

“I spun out on the cutoff, moron. That’s what I was complaining about last week.”

“Because you were hurrying back to do Tanner’s before we closed. Why don’t you let someone else take it?”

“No way.”

“Why not? It doesn’t matter who delivers there. We’re splitting the tips.”

“Maybe I don’t want to,” he said, lighting a cigarette.

Amelia backed up. “Do you have to do that?” 

“I want to,” he said, blowing smoke her way.

She backed up farther. “Is that your reason for everything, Ricky?”

"What's your problem?" he said, flicking fifty cents' worth of burnt tobacco at her.

It was 9:03 a.m., and the door was locked. That was the problem. Amelia tried pounding on it. If someone answered, there would at least be a witness to whatever Ricky was about to do to her. Surprisingly, it wasn’t tying her shoelaces to the fire escape and hanging her upside down by her feet.

“The reason I do Tanners,” he said, poking her, “is: I have a bike. I can do it in a single trip. It would take you three. Any other questions, your honor?” 

“I don’t think they call lawyers ‘your honor,’” Amelia replied. “I think it’s ‘counsel.’”

“How’d you like me to counsel your face?”

Amelia didn’t need any more advice on her appearance from Ricky. He’d already said that her freckles made her look like an alligator, and her red hair made her look like a fire plug. It doesn’t get much worse than an alligator fire plug.

“What’s wrong, Ricky?” she said. “Why are you so mad?”

“My dad’s been ragging on me, okay?”

Amelia noticed the bruises on his neck. “Did he do that?”

“He lost it,” Ricky shrugged.

“What did you do?”

“Nothing. St. Francis Bank is closing, and he’s pissed. That’s all.”

“They’re closing the fishing grounds? When?”

“I don’t know. Soon, I guess. He said they didn’t give him a lot of notice.”

The problem with Dad became suddenly clear. “Where’s everyone going to fish?” she said. 

“Beats me.”

“Your dad sells to Don, too, doesn’t he?”

“Yeah, so?”

“What’s Don going to do? Did he say?”

Heather opened the door, wearing the same Granger’s bomber jacket as Ricky. It looked cute on her, too, but everything looked cute on Heather. “Oh, there you are,” she said. “Don said he wants to see you by the board. He said now.” 

"I thought you were going to the hospital with your mom," said Amelia, slipping inside where Ricky couldn't get her. 

Heather said, “I told your mom I wasn’t. Have you seen Johnny?” 

Amelia hadn't seen or heard from Little John since Tuesday, when he was cramming for a test and didn’t want her help. 

"He's ghosting me," said Heather.

Amelia checked her phone. “It’s barely nine o’clock, Heather.” 

“I’ve been texting him since I got up.”

“Is anything wrong?”

“Yes, I told you. He’s ghosting me.”

Don was waiting not-so-patiently for Amelia by the board. "You're late,” he said.

“Sorry, sir,” she replied, still reluctant to call him Don despite everyone else doing it, including his son, Toby. “The door was locked.”

“What are you talking about?” he said. “I unlocked it an hour ago.”

“It wasn’t locked for me,” said Ricky, grinning.

“Me neither,” said Heather.

Don said, “It sometimes sticks in weather like this. Get Ricky to help you with it next time. I’ve got something for you, Amelia.” 

What Don had for Amelia was her very own Granger’s bomber jacket. It fit her perfectly, creaked when she moved, and smelled like real leather. “Thanks, Mr. Granger. I love it,” she said, taking a selfie for Mom. 

Don said, “Make sure you unzip it before you ring the bell. I want customers to see the matching shirt as soon as they open the door. It’s a big day. I put seven orders on the board. Let’s get to work.”

Don had assigned two greens to Amelia, two one-baggers, two trips. He put Heather and Little John together on two greens and a red. Ricky had Amos and Tanner’s, both reds. With Little John missing in action, they decided by a vote of one to none that Amelia and Heather would each do their two greens, while Ricky and his bike did Amos and Tanner’s. Whoever finished first would be awarded the entire tip for the extra red and the honor of being addressed as “your awesomeness” for the remainder of the day.
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