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Dedication

This one is for Janice Short,
my wonderful mother-in-law,
and a good friend, too.
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“We’re gonna die,” Cherry Feinster said, although her words didn’t come out that smoothly. Her teeth were chattering, which was no surprise since we were on a small, leaking houseboat on Lake Erie. At about two-thirty a.m. On New Year’s Day.

“You want your last words to be a statement of the obvious?” Sally Toadfern said, also stuttering. If we’d known we were going to be kidnapped and then forced aboard a boat on a stormy winter night, I’m sure we’d have all bundled up in extra scarves and gloves.

Cherry and Sally had every reason to think we were doomed to young deaths, either due to hypothermia if we managed to stay on the boat, or from drowning when the ice storm pitched our boat over and then tossed us into the freezing—and in some parts frozen—Lake Erie.

And it wasn’t as if anyone would come along and find us, even after the ice storm blew over. Fishing charters and ferries stop running on Lake Erie in late November, and they don’t start up again until March.

By then, we’d be walleye bait at the bottom of the lake.

Except, I wasn’t about to let that happen. I’m Josie Toadfern, owner of Toadfern’s Laundromat and the best stain-removal expert in Paradise, Ohio. Or in Mason County. Maybe even in all of ... 

We hit something hard. Ice chunk? Pier? Land? In the dark, it was impossible to tell.

Sally, my cousin and one of my two best friends—the other being Cherry, who was now crying and hiccupping—started humming the “My Heart Will Go On” theme song from the movie, Titanic.

“Stop that,” I chattered. Sally and Cherry were tied to each other, back to back, ankles bound. They’d been kidnapped first.

I’d been kidnapped second.

I was bound at my ankles and wrists, my wrists in front of me, which gave me a little hope, because if I could get to something sharp, I’d have an easier time cutting through the rope tying my wrists.

I also felt a bit of hope because I wasn’t bound to anything, although Sally and Cherry were tied to the anchored legs of the dinette table. I’d been brought onboard last, and there hadn’t been anything to quickly bind me to. So our captor had just whacked me in the head, knocking me out for the second time that night.

When I’d finally come to, I’d tried chewing on the rope around my wrists. Two gnaws told me that was going to be impossible. So I started to butt-scoot toward the tackle box I knew was just outside the cabin. Butt-scooting was a painfully slow inch-by-inch process, given the cold, the listing of the boat, and the fact I was bound.

Still, my plan was get to the box, pray that it wasn’t locked, that I could open it, and then find something sharp like a fishing knife that I could use to cut my bindings, and then free Cherry and Sally.

I hadn’t thought beyond that, but I was lucky to have come up with any plan at all, given our situation: the leaking boat, the icy water, and Sally’s persistent humming/chattering of the Titanic theme song.

At least our captors had left our mouths uncovered, since our screams wouldn’t get the attention of anything other than a few frigid walleye, trout, and salmon, so we could talk. Of course, I’d hoped our talk would be about getting out of our predicament.

But Sally was intent on trying to use humor to lighten our last minutes on earth. Well, on lake.

“Sorry,” she said. “Since you don’t like Celine Dion, how about the old Gordon Lightfoot tune about the Edmund Fit-fit-fitzgerald—”

“Th-that freighter went down on L-lake Superior,” I said, surprising myself with the recollection.

“Then how about the th-theme from G-G-Gilligan’s Island,” Cherry stuttered. “At least they ended up on a w-w-arm island.”

We’d been left without any light, and since it was the middle of the night and there was an ice storm, we didn’t even have a glow of moonlight.

Thud. This time, I went skidding across the floor. I used the momentum to butt-scoot even faster, and finally hit the edge of the cabin door with my leg. Eager now, I scooted my way out. As soon as I was outside the cabin, icy rain lashed my face.

I slowed, hoping to find the tackle box with my legs or arms, before going over the edge of the boat.

Finally, I bumped into the box. I struggled, but soon used my bound hands to lever the lid open.

With my teeth, I pulled the glove off my right hand. I knew I’d risk cutting myself, feeling around for a knife that way, but I also knew it would be harder to find with a gloved hand.

Carefully, I pushed my hands into the top of the box, feeling around and drawing back when at last something sharp stabbed into the side of my hand.

But the pain was wonderful because it meant I’d found the knife! I yelped with joy. I turned my hands so that the rope on the top of my right wrist was against the sharp edge. It was more awkward than trying to cut the rope straight on, but I didn’t want to risk a sudden lurch sending the sharp edge between the insides of my wrists.

The rope suddenly gave way. Freedom! But then, the boat lurched again, and I didn’t pull back in time. The knife jabbed into the top of my right wrist. I pulled away, gasping in pain. But I grabbed the knife with my right hand. I knew I needed to use the knife to cut Cherry’s and Sally’s bindings.

“Josie! What’s happening?” Cherry cried, from inside the cabin.

“I ... I think I’m bleeding ...” I called back.

I felt a warmness seeping from the top of my wrist, and then I became light-headed. What to do? I needed to stop the bleeding. I needed to free Cherry and Sally. We needed to see if we could find flashlights or a radio on the boat. We needed to see what we were bumping into. We needed to get off that boat ... 

Suddenly, I felt like I didn’t want to do any of it at all, like I just wanted to collapse and let the dark speckles that were now dancing before my eyes multiply and grow and overtake me.

“What is wrong with you? Just a few seconds ago, you were thinking about how you have so much to live for!”

That was the voice of Mrs. Oglevee, my old junior high history teacher, who was not on the boat, seeing as how she’d been dead for ten years. But the image of Mrs. Oglevee started showing up in my dreams earlier in the year, when I’d happened to get involved with solving a few murder mysteries, in part thanks to my stain-removal expertise, and in part thanks to my natural nosiness, but always purely by accident—really! I’d be snoozing away, in the peaceful warm fuzzy darkness of sleep—much like the sensation I wanted to give into now—and there she’d be, nattering on about how I should be involved with solving a murder (whenever I didn’t want to) or how I shouldn’t be involved with solving a murder (whenever I did want to).

Usually she’d show up Cheshire-cat-like, first her face popping into my subconscious sleep life, like a face from backstage poking through the curtains, and then the rest of her would appear, whether I liked it or not—sometimes in an outlandish getup that she’d never have worn in real life, and sometimes in her regular schoolmarm clothes. Sometimes, she’d make things appear that related somehow to the crime that I was trying to solve.

But this time, it was just her voice.

“Now listen here, young lady! You will not crap out on me now. Get a cloth—there’s a pile of rags back in the cabin—and stop that bleeding!”

“You know,” I said ... although I’m not sure if I said it aloud, or just in my head, or a little of both, mumbling, “you would have sent me to the principal in a heartbeat for using the word crap ...”

“That was then! This is now! Get those rags!”

“What if I don’t want to?”

“You’re going to just give up? Die out here? Abandon Guy’s fate to the decision-making of others?”

That stung. Of course I didn’t want to abandon Guy that way. Guy is my older cousin. He has autism, and lives in a wonderful group home, Stillwater Farms, north of Paradise, Ohio. His parents reared me from the time I was seven. They both passed away by the time I was nineteen and left me two things: their laundromat business and Guy’s guardianship. In the past eleven years, I’d taken both seriously, cherishing them as the foundation of my life.

But then, there probably wasn’t any way I was really going to save us from drowning in frigid Lake Erie, and meanwhile, this warm fuzziness was drawing me away from the chilling, miserable cold and my likely tortuous fate, and it was so, so tempting ... 

“Josie! Young lady, you pay attention, now! You can’t give up on Sally and Cherry, either! They need you to help them,” Mrs. Oglevee snapped.

It was true. Neither of them deserved to die this way, either. Sally was the single mother of triplets and worked full time as the owner of the Bar-None and part-time as a carpenter. Cherry had finally found the love of her life.

“It’s your fault, you know,” I said to Mrs. Oglevee, although the words came out fuzzy and as if they were really one word, like iz-yer-all-ya-no. “Investigating your murder got us into this mess ...”

“That’s right, and if you don’t get out of this mess, the world will never know the truth!”

That was Mrs. Oglevee; all sympathy and sensitivity. Hah. Once she was subbing in my home-ec class, and I sewed right through my thumb while trying to make the class project—an apron I would never have worn, anyway—and the needle snapped off. Her reaction was, “Do you know, young lady, how much it costs the school system to replace sewing machine needles?”

She wasn’t any kinder now, even though my injury and predicament were far more serious than a sewing machine needle stuck in my thumb. Why had I bothered to investigate her murder ... when all of us in Paradise had believed for the past ten years that she’d died of ill-timed heart failure, right before she was scheduled to leave on a Mediterranean cruise?

Truth be told, because I thought if I laid her story to rest, maybe ... just maybe ... she’d stop interrupting my sleep cycles.

Then again, if I gave into the dancing dark warm speckles ... 

“Young lady, don’t you dare!” Mrs. Oglevee screamed, and then she slapped me.

A cold, sudden, watery slap ... that was really lake water sloshing over me.

The water-slap got rid of the darkness in my head—it was still dark, of course, all around us—and the sound of Cherry and Sally screaming my name from inside the cabin finished bringing me around.

I was still clutching the knife in my right hand. Carefully, carefully—despite the cold, the water, the panic—I cut my ankles free from one another. Then I crawled back into the cabin and clattered into something else ... 

The battery-powered camper’s lamp! I fumbled around until I was able to turn it on, and a greenish glow filled the cabin. I saw the box of rags, shoved under the captain’s chair. Had Mrs. Oglevee really just told me about those rags ... or had I noticed them earlier and filed them away in my subconscious?

At that moment, it didn’t matter.

I grabbed a rag.

Right. First to staunch the bleeding on my wrist. Then I’d free Cherry and Sally. Somehow we’d make radio contact with someone, before we were launched overboard or sank ... 

And to think this whole mess began—more or less—with a simple coffee stain ...
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“Just imagine ’em all naked,” Cherry had told me four days earlier, on the evening of December 28. “Then you won’t be so nervous!”

That had been Cherry’s advice for handling my jitters at giving a speech for the second time in my life. On the eve of that speech, we were at the Bar-None, the jukebox joint on the edge of Paradise, owned by my other good pal—and cousin—Sally. And Cherry had had several too-many beers. She wouldn’t tell us why, although Sally and I suspected it had something to do with the unusual absence of Cherry’s boyfriend, sheriff’s deputy Dean Rankle. But we couldn’t pry any details out of her even after three beers and a bowl of honey-roasted peanuts, so the subject had turned to my own woes.

Uppermost: the fact that the next day, I was scheduled—doomed, was more like it—to give the speech at the Mason County Public Library’s ribbon-cutting ceremony for the new Pearl Oglevee Regional History Collection.

Sally took away my empty glass and replaced it with a fresh one, filled this time around with just Big Fizz Diet Cola on the rocks, hold the bourbon. One mixed drink an evening was plenty for me, I thought virtuously, frowning at Cherry, who was now humming along to “Your Cheatin’ Heart” on the jukebox.

“I’ve heard tell of some survey that said the fear of giving a speech is greater for lots of people than the fear of death,” said Sally, trying to be helpful.

I moaned and put my glass back down on the bar. “Just shoot me now, then,” I said. “Better yet, add a shot of bourbon.”

Sally added something closer to a trickle of bourbon to my glass. “Now, if I know you, you’ve done more research than ten other people combined would have, and rehearsed your speech endlessly.”

“True. But it turns out that there just isn’t that much to find out about Pearl Oglevee.”

“Pearl?” Cherry and Sally said at once.

“That’s right. Pearl was Mrs. Oglevee’s first name.”

We’d all had Mrs. Oglevee in junior high social studies. She’d half-heartedly taught government and American history, and only really lit up when she taught local and Ohio history, but through it all she was overly strict, made it clear she thought we were unappreciative dolts (which, to be fair, was sometimes true) who couldn’t possibly understand the importance of what she taught. Plus, for some reason I’ve never quite figured out, she took an especial disliking to me.

Other than that we vaguely knew that she was divorced, had no children, and was very stingy, living in a small house on Poplar Street and wearing out-of-fashion second-hand clothes that went with her unsmiling, plain face and mousy brown hair-in-a-bun.

She was, in other words, the stereotypical schoolmarm kids love to hate. She’d shocked us only twice in her life: ten years before ( just two years after retiring), she made sure everyone in Paradise knew she was finally, finally going on the Mediterranean cruise she’d always dreamed of. (She had? That was news to everyone.)

And then, just days before she was scheduled to depart on her dream trip, she’d died, some said of stroke, some said from a heart attack. I didn’t know anyone who went to her funeral or burial.

“Besides the fact she was named after a jewel that starts life as an irritating grain of sand, Mrs. Oglevee was born and raised in Port Clinton,” I said to Sally. Cherry had wandered off to the dance floor to bump-n-grind with some cowboy wannabe, which surprised me. I thought she’d foresworn her old ways to devote herself to Deputy Dean, who I knew was madly in love with her.

“Port Clinton?” Sally echoed, sounding shocked.

“Are you going to repeat everything I say?” I asked irritably. “It’s not exactly shocking to be named Pearl and grow up in Port Clinton, Ohio. In fact, there’s nothing shocking about Mrs. Oglevee’s life. She and her sister Rose—one year younger—grew up in the well-to-do Armbruster family, who made their wealth long ago in fishing and shipping. She got her bachelor’s of education from Bowling Green State University, near Toledo.”

I snipped off the end of each sentence as if I were biting off bits of bitter lemon.

“Met and married Millard Oglevee. He was a manager at the Mason Quarry—” that was not far from Paradise, as Sally knew—“and Mrs. Oglevee started teaching at the junior high in 1958. They divorced in 1961. Mrs. Oglevee kept teaching and being bitchy—”

“Now, you’re not saying that in your speech, are you?” asked Sally, who seemed to have recovered from whatever was a shocker about Port Clinton.

“Of course not. I’m going to say, ‘contributing to the educational development of adolescent Paradisites.’”

Sally shuddered.

“Exactly. Anyway, besides that, the only thing to say about Mrs. Oglevee is that she loved Ohio history. I don’t even know why. But she did.”

“She did get a little nicer—and more interesting—when we got to that unit each year. Like she didn’t mind teaching so much.”

I snorted. “More like she was so lost in her own world—remember the time she dressed up like a Shawnee Indian maiden? Went on and on even after the bell rang? Anyway. She died in 1996—heart attack.”

“I heard stroke.”

“Dr. Fulmer confirmed heart attack,” I said. “I always do my research.”

“Hey, Sally, how about another beer?” called a regular from the end of the bar.

“Just a minute, Karl, I’m in the middle of something!” Sally hollered back.

Bar-None is just on the edge of Paradise. The nearest alternative is about twelve miles away, and it was closed earlier in the year by the county health department. All of which meant Karl would wait for his beer with only mild grumbling.

“Go on,” Sally said.

She was patronizing me. I knew it. I didn’t care. I went on.

“So, her niece—Eileen—”

“She had a niece?!”

“Why does that surprise you?”

“It’s just weird to think of Mrs. Oglevee with any family at all.”

I considered that. Sally had a point. Mrs. Oglevee had always seemed so ... alone. And like she liked it that way. It was hard enough, as kids, to imagine even our warmest, nicest teachers with lives outside the classroom. I remember how shocked I’d been the summer I was sixteen and ran into Mrs. Sicillens—my high school biology teacher—at the FoodTown in Masonville. She was there with her four kids, trying to help them select three Jell-O flavors for a buck—lemon, watermelon, raspberry? Lime, grape, cherry?—and looking most unteacherly in short-shorts, tank top, silver ankle bracelet, and orange flip-flops. After all ... she was old. Twenty-nine!

Which is how old I was, I realized. For two more days.

I moaned again.

“Josie? Mrs. Oglevee’s niece?”

“Oh, yeah. Eileen was her sister’s only child, and Mrs. Oglevee’s closest relative. So she was named executrix of her estate. In the event of Mrs. Oglevee’s death, Eileen was to invest the proceeds of Mrs. Oglevee’s estate, and when they reached a hundred thousand dollars—”

“Whoa!”

“I know. But Mrs. Oglevee never went out to eat, rarely bought new clothes—and remember when she did, we joked that they must come from the Little Sisters of Charity shop up in Masonville, pretending to recognize family members’ clothes that had been donated—”

“I remember,” Sally said, looking a little guilty.

“And she never got to go on her cruise.”

“Due to her untimely heart attack.”

“Right. So, a few months ago, Mrs. Oglevee’s investments reached a hundred grand, and off they went to the Mason County Public Library, with the stipulation that most of it would be used to convert a rarely used meeting room into the Pearl Oglevee Regional History Collection room—bookshelves, regional and state history books, novels by Ohioans, and so forth. Winnie tells me there’s still room there for meetings, if needed. And the rest is kept in trust at the library for future purchases for the collection.”

Winnie Logan is a good friend of mine, and the bookmobile librarian. She comes to Paradise on Tuesdays and Thursdays. I let her use my laundromat’s small parking lot to park her bookmobile.

“Sally—another beer? Please?” Karl was sounding desperate.

“Just finish off the honey-roasted peanuts, and I’ll get there when I get there!” Sally grumbled.

The Bar-None doesn’t exactly have Cheers ambience going for it. Although occasionally a Cheers rerun appears on the big-screen TV over the bar. But if Ohio State is playing football or basketball and the game is televised, changing the channel to TV Land would result in a riot. Go Bucks!

“Well, that’s interesting background,” Sally said, encouragingly, finally starting to tap a beer for Karl. I’d been about to crawl over the bar and do it myself. “So, what’s the speech?”

I crunched an ice cube between my teeth. “That was the speech.”

Sally put Karl’s beer mug on the bar and stared at me. “What?”

“What I just said. About Mrs. Oglevee, where she was born, all that—that was the speech. Mrs. Oglevee’s entire life, as neat and tidy and simple as a crisply folded stack of clean laundry.”

Sally kept staring.

“Sally?” Karl’s voice was very soft now.

“That was all the information Eileen—that’s the niece—said she had when I interviewed her on the telephone. Well, I do have a few mementos Eileen sent to Winnie, who passed them on to me. Childhood photos—just a few—and a clipping about Mrs. Oglevee winning a singing contest when she was younger, and her wedding photo. Scanned it all for a PowerPoint slide show to go along with my comments.”

Sally moved on to the end of the bar, to Karl’s relief.

My stomach knotted tighter than pantyhose in a washer. Sally was right. I didn’t have enough to say. This speech was going to be awful. But what could I do? I’d talked to Mrs. Beavy, the town’s self-appointed historian, to teachers, even to my old principal, other students of Mrs. Oglevee—and we all came up blank. No one had been her friend or even her acquaintance in all her years in Paradise. Her love of Ohio and regional history was well known—and that was it. She’d just been too distant, too prickly to let anyone get too close.

A question weaved across my mind. Why? Had she wanted it that way, to be alone and unloved? It seemed she did ... 

“What’s up?” Cherry said, plunking back down on the bar stool next to me.

“I am absolutely, completely going to suck tomorrow morning when I give my speech to dedicate the Pearl Oglevee Regional History Collection.”

“Oh.” Cherry popped a lip gloss and tiny mirror out of her gold-sequined purse (which matched her top) and reapplied her bright red gloss. I pulled a ChapStick from my jeans pocket and moistened my own pucker, wondering if I should ask what had happened to the lip gloss that had been so bright on her lips just a jukebox dance ago. Then I decided I didn’t want to know.

“Well, then,” Cherry said, dropping the gloss and mirror back into her purse, “let’s move on to cheerier things. So ... facing the big three-oh in a coupla days, eh?”

I groaned.

“Oh, come on, I turned thirty last year, and I’m doing okay!”

I looked at Cherry. It was true that she wore so much makeup it was hard to tell if she’d aged all that much. Her makeup base filled in all the crevices. And her attitude hadn’t aged at all ... since junior high. That’s when Sally and I had met her. She’d been held back a year and so, even though she was a year older than us, she’d been in our graduating class, seventh grade through senior year.

“So, who are you gonna go out with to celebrate turning thirty? The rumpled, witty but cute in his own way, brain-boy Caleb Loudermilk?”

Caleb is the new editor at the Paradise Advertiser-Gazette. We’d been dating—casually—because I’m still on the mend from my breakup with Owen Collins, my ex-boyfriend who had just moved to Kansas City to be near his son ... and ex-wife. The move wasn’t really the cause of the breakup, but instead it was over the fact he couldn’t be truthful with me about major events in his life. From his point of view, I’d been too demanding, too pushy. My girlfriends all assured me he was wrong. Of course, I agreed with them.

Caleb and I had also kept our dating casual because he’s a professional colleague—and the guy who first got my column picked up by regional newspapers all across Ohio.

My Stain-Busters column was now in thirty-two newspapers in Ohio, four in Kentucky, and three in Indiana. Plus I’d just been contacted by a Columbus TV station about coming on a newsmagazine show the coming February. And I was working with Chip Beavy to develop a Web site to help promote my column and stain-expertise. (Chip is the grandson of Mrs. Beavy, the local historian. He occasionally fills in at my laundromat and is studying web design at Masonville Community College.)

All of which made me, suddenly, Mrs. Oglevee’s most successful student—at least, of those still living in Paradise. A few had gone on to become doctors and lawyers and engineers, but they’d moved away from Paradise. So, I’d been picked to give the dedication speech the next morning about the Pearl Oglevee Regional History Collection.

“Or,” Cherry was going on, “maybe you should go out with hunky Randy.” Randy Woodford was the handsome, muscular, contractor who was renovating the two apartments over my laundromat into one big apartment. I’d never had much luck renting out the second apartment, and since I owned the building, I’d decided it was time to make my home into what I wanted it to be: bigger, airier, and with plenty of space for bookshelves and books.

Randy was great with power tools, delicious to look at, and a great kisser—which was why I was casually dating him, too. But he couldn’t understand why I’d want more space for books, of all things. Or why I wanted to talk about subjects other than Nascar.

“Randy could probably make you feel fifteen again.” Cherry waggled her eyebrows meaningfully.

I scowled at her. “Ew. At fifteen, I still hadn’t had my first kiss, Cherry.”

“Seventeen?” Cherry amended. “Twenty?”

“Cherry, you wanna know what I’m going to do on my thirtieth birthday?”

She nodded eagerly.

“I’m going to make a chocolate Coca-Cola sheet-cake.” That was my favorite. Aunt Clara always made it for me on my birthday when I was a kid. “I’m going to sing happy birthday to myself—alone. Blow out my candles—alone. Have a piece of cake—alone. And then start in on my To Be Read pile—again, alone. Sometime between December 30 and January 1, I’m making a list of goals.”

“Goals?” Cherry looked genuinely confused.

“You know, achievements people try to reach. That sort of thing.” Cherry was thirty-one and genuinely happy living day-to-day, running her beauty salon and dating, dating, dating ... at least she had been, until Deputy Dean came along, and then she seemed happy sticking just with him, and he was definitely overjoyed to be with her. Except, where was he?

I shook my head, tried to refocus. “I’m going to be thirty. I have responsibilities,” I told Cherry, feeling virtuous. The greatest—and most joyous—of which was that I was my cousin Guy Foersthoefel’s guardian. “I need to think about where I’m really going with this column, what I want to do ...”

I stopped. The tangled-pantyhose-knot feeling in my tummy tightened. The truth was, I felt overwhelmed by everything—the column, the speech, the apartment renovation (which was already costing more than I’d planned), my role on the search committee for a new director at Stillwater, since our beloved previous director had taken another position closer to his parents ... 

“She’s planning on hiding in her apartment for her birthday,” Cherry said, her tone dripping with disgust. “Told you so.”

I looked up. Sally was back at our end of the bar.

“Yeah, and I’m doing the same the next night, too, for New Year’s Eve!” I said, defiantly.

Cherry held out her hand to Sally. “Pay up.”

I glared at them. “You two were making bets on my plans for my birthday and New Year’s Eve?”

“Yep,” Cherry said. “I bet you’d squirrel yourself away from the world, whereas Sally thought you’d at least show up here as usual ...”

Sally frowned at Cherry. “Hush up! Josie has a lot on her mind, what with the big speech tomorrow.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Cherry’s harassment had almost made me forget.” Well, not really. But I was feeling more than a little prickly.

Sally leaned across the bar, closer to me. “Hey, about that speech ... why don’t you just ask Mrs. Oglevee what to say? Maybe she’d have some insight.”

I sighed. Sally and Cherry were the only two people who knew my dirty little secret: that the specter of Mrs. Oglevee sometimes haunts my dreams, especially when I start poking around in things that a lot of folks say are really none of my business ... although in my defense, I’m usually just trying to help.

But, just like the real-life Mrs. Oglevee had, specter-Mrs.-Oglevee would always nag me and find some reason why what I was doing wasn’t quite good enough.

Spirit? Figment of my subconscious? I wasn’t sure. I didn’t care. I just wished she’d go away so I could go back to the dreamless sleep I used to enjoy.

“It doesn’t work like that, Sally,” I said. “It’s not like I can conjure her up and ask questions.”

“Wouldn’t that be great, though?” Cherry said. “To have a sort of dream-genie you could ask for advice?”

“She’s not real, she’s just a dream-invention that my subconscious cooked up for some reason ...”

“Hmmm. Maybe you should consider counseling. Karl, here, has a brother-in-law who’s in that line of work,” Sally suggested. “Hey, Karl,” she hollered, “what’s your brother-in-law’s name? The one who’s a shrink? Josie here needs to talk to him.”

I hopped down from the bar stool and shoved my glass back at Sally. “And you two wonder why I just want to hide for my birthday and New Year’s?”

“Hey, that’s right, we do ... did you ever answer that question?” Cherry wondered.

“You’re driving her home, right?” I said to Sally.

“Of course,” Sally said. “Hey—where’re you going? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I snapped. “I just need a good night’s sleep!”

I started to the door, ignoring Karl, who was hollering after me—“Hey, Josie, my brother-in-law the shrink, his name is ...”
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Coffee stains are, by their very nature, unique in the world of staindom.

Notice, sometime, how a drop of coffee on, say, a blouse, spreads like any other stain. But as it dries, something different happens with a coffee stain than with other stains. The color travels right to the edge of the stain, so that once dry, the stain’s edge is darker than its middle. Scientists have studied this, and they precisely understand it.

Personally, I think maybe it’s just in the nature of coffee stains ... they gotta do what they gotta do, and what they gotta do is send their dark little molecules scurrying to the edge of where they’ve soaked into the cloth, but no further.

Still, I wonder, why do they do that? Why don’t they just keep on traveling? What’s in the middle of their stainy souls that makes them scurry away from the center, away from each other, as far as they can go, but no farther? I don’t know. It’s a mystery: coffee stains ... right up there with human nature.

And, of course, on the morning of my big Mrs. Oglevee speech, minutes before I was to go on, I was sporting a big coffee stain—right smack in the middle of my blouse.

I had tossed and turned all night long, trying to think up ways to make my speech more interesting, and by the big morning of Josie-Gives-a-Speech-and-Dies-from-Embarrassment, I wished I did have Karl’s brother-in-law-the-shrink’s name and his phone number on speed dial.

Not so I could get his advice on purging the Mrs. Oglevee specter from my dreams—if you don’t sleep, ghostly visitors can’t disturb your slumber—but so he could talk me out of my absolute terror about giving the speech.

By the time I finally got to the Mason County Library—main branch, in Masonville—I was shaking so hard I could barely carry the ninety-nine-cent latte-to-go I’d picked up at Beans-Gone-Wild Café, which is what the Pump-N-Save calls its variation of Starbucks.

(Truth be told, Beans-Gone-Wild is really two coffee machines and a rack of stale pastries, right next to an even bigger rack of tobacco chew. From my tiny dot on the map, you have to get near Columbus before you see signs for Starbucks. That’s right. I’m livin’ in a Beans-Gone-Wild outpost in a Starbucks world.)

And by the time I got to the Mason County Library, I was shaking so hard from caffeine and nerves that Winnie Logan immediately escorted me to the media-processing room behind the checkout counter. She hung my coat up on a peg behind the door, while Jenny, another librarian, took my PowerPoint disc and went to set up the slide show.

I sat down in a chair, started to tell Winnie how I was thinking of maybe zesting up my speech with a few recollected renditions of the historical characters Mrs. Oglevee liked to play-act in class now and again, and ... in a sudden tremor of terror ... sloshed coffee on my pale yellow blouse, the one I’d bought especially for this event.

Now, I know just how to get out coffee stains.

Rinse and soak in cold water ... pretreat with a mix of one-third white vinegar and two-thirds water ... and I told Winnie all about that, but she took off before I got to the vinegar part.

I sat shaking for a few more minutes, and finally Winnie came back. I think of her as an Earth-Mother type; she wears big, cotton peasant skirts of 1960s vintage, lots of jangly silver jewelry, patchouli perfume, and a concerned expression at all times. The kind of person you look at and just know she bakes her own bread, whole wheat. (Which she does.)

She’s perfect for the bookmobile. Everyone loves her, and she knows all her patrons by name and book preference. Usually she’s great at calming people down, but I had a hyperadvanced case of the nerves.

“Here you go,” she said. “A paper towel with cold water—will that help the stain?”

It would lessen it, though not get it out as completely as I’d like, but I just nodded. I, Josie Toadfern, stain-removal expert, would have to give my speech while wearing a coffee-stained blouse. I was sure that Mrs. Pearl Oglevee—wherever she was—was loving that.

“There’s a nice-sized audience in the meeting room,” Winnie said.

I moaned, dabbing at my blouse with the damp paper towel.

“Now stop moaning!” she said. “You’ll be fine. Just inhale slowly—relaxation in! And exhale. Tension out! That’s my girl. Okay, Cara Tickham—” that was the library system director—“is ready to introduce you when you come out. Your PowerPoint is all set up. I’ll just tell Cara you need a few moments, and then I’ll walk you over, okay?”

“Okay,” I said weakly, more interested in the sudden appearance of dancing points of light than in Winnie’s fading voice ... 

“Josie? Josie! Inhale and look at me! Now exhale.”

I looked at Winnie’s anxious face.

All right, I told myself. I had to do this. I couldn’t embarrass Winnie. Just get through the speech, and then tell Caleb to pull the plug on the column. If making it a success meant doing things like this, then I couldn’t do it. I’d just have to cancel the renovations on my apartment, find some other way to make more income to ensure I could take care of Guy ... 

“Josie, this is for you.”

Winnie was poking an envelope at me.

“What ... what is it?”

“It’s a note from Eileen Russell.”

I stared at Winnie.

“You know,” she said with exaggerated patience, “Pearl Oglevee’s niece? The executrix of her estate? The woman who gave you the background for your speech, who so generously sent the photos and mementos you scanned for your PowerPoint?”

“Oh, oh, yes, and I have everything here, in my bag, in a big envelope, to send back ...”

I started pawing through my tote bag.

“That can wait, Josie,” Winnie said. “After your speech. Frankly, I’m a little surprised—”

She stopped. My curiosity radar went “ping, ping.” “What?” I said.

“Well, it’s just that Eileen didn’t sound at all interested when I invited her to come to the dedication ceremony.” Winnie had been assigned to organize the ceremony, although it was the library director and the president of the Friends of the Library who had asked me to give the speech. “And meeting her, she doesn’t seem at all what I imagined from the phone conversations ...”

Winnie shook her head. “No matter. You also have a surprising number of fans out there, so your presence is good PR for the library—and for the Pearl Oglevee Regional History Collection! Isn’t that great? You’re already a success, and you haven’t even been officially introduced. Now take a few seconds, and I’ll be right back. You’ll be fine.”

And then Winnie left me sitting there, surrounded by books and videos and CDs and DVDs that needed to be shelved, and holding an envelope. I spied a copy of Little Women. I’d loved that book as a kid. Maybe I could just hide in a corner, reread that instead of giving this speech?

I sighed. No, I’d have to be brave—just like Jo March. She wouldn’t have had a problem giving a speech ... 

That’s just like you, Josie, always wanting to do something other than the task at hand ... 

I shook my head. Great. Now I was hearing Mrs. Oglevee’s voice in my head, and I wasn’t even asleep.

 ... the task at hand ... 

I looked down at Eileen’s envelope in my hand. It smelled of cigarette smoke and was plain white, letter-sized, unlabeled—and sported a coffee stain in the corner.

From my blouse? No. This coffee stain had dried, and left the tell-tale dark-ringed brown splotch. I lifted my eyebrows at the coincidence, and then shrugged.

Some people like to believe coincidences are nudges from higher powers. I like to believe they’re ... just coincidences.

I opened the envelope. For a moment my hand stopped shaking as I read the unsigned note. In fact, my whole body went rigid with shock, even as I read it again:

Josie:

You think you know all about Mrs. Oglevee? You don’t. But I’m her daughter, and I do.

And my mother, Pearl Oglevee, was murdered.
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“Mrs. Oglevee was a long-time dedicated teacher at Paradise Middle School,” I was saying. I pressed the button on the remote control and behind me on the portable screen appeared the official photo of Mrs. Oglevee that had been in the school’s yearbooks from 1958 to her retirement in 1996.

She was unsmiling, could have been any age from the twenty-nine she was in the photo (My age! For just one more day! a spare part of my brain observed) to her fifties. She wore a pale blouse with a ruffle and had her hair teased into a do that looked like it had all the touchability of a scouring pad.

“The main class she taught was history, with a particular interest in local history ...”

You’re droning, Josie. Are you trying to put the audience members into comas?

There was Mrs. Oglevee’s voice in my head again. And I swear I thought I could feel her staring at the back of my head from the big screen.

Plus I was all too aware of the note in my pants pocket. Mrs. Oglevee had a daughter? Mrs. Oglevee was ... murdered?

One part of my brain kept my mouth moving, reading the speech I’d carefully typed out in an 18-point font, pressing the little remote button to move through the few slides I had whenever I came to a note that said NEXT in bold.

“Mrs. Oglevee—Pearl—had a quiet life in her native Port Clinton, although she was honored as a spelling bee champion at age eight, as shown in this newsclipping ...”

Another part of my brain—the spare part that also noted that Mrs. Oglevee had been my age when she moved to Paradise—busily analyzed the note still in my pocket.

Was it a prank? A mean trick that someone I knew had organized?

No. Winnie had been adamant that Eileen Russell, Mrs. Oglevee’s niece, had directly given her the envelope. Why would she pull such a mean joke on me, right before I delivered this speech about her aunt?

On the other hand, why would she share such shocking claims with me, and in a note? If she had such suspicions, she should really share them with the police.

“Pearl Oglevee remained a highly diligent student through high school. Here’s her high school yearbook photo. Her freshman year, she took Latin I, Biology I ...”

Was that a snore I heard from the middle of the audience? The heat was too high and the lights had been dimmed for my PowerPoint presentation—factors that weren’t in my favor. I didn’t dare look up from my speech to see if someone in the small room was about to fall off his or her chair.

Never mind that! The calm, spare part of my brain cajoled. What about the note itself? It had the coffee stain—a much smaller droplet than the big splotch smack dab in the middle of my blouse—and it also smelled faintly of smoke. So whoever wrote it was a coffee drinker and smoker, or had written it around someone, or several people, who were.

The message had been penned in firm, dark blue block letters, as if the person wanted to disguise his or her handwriting. It had taken time to create such careful lettering, which suggested the note had not been dashed off as a last-minute prank.

Then again, the coffee stain suggested haste. How does someone get coffee stains on something they’re writing? Maybe just plain clumsiness. But also by hurrying, sloshing, spilling. Whoever had written it hadn’t taken the time to rewrite it on fresh paper.

Somehow, the stylized, careful handwriting and the sloppy coffee stain didn’t fit. Were two people involved?

And were there fingerprints on the note? By now it probably wouldn’t matter. Winnie had handled it. I’d handled it. Then, just before I went out to give my speech, I’d thoughtlessly shoved it in my pants pocket.

“In her senior year, Mrs. Oglevee took Latin IV, Chemistry II ...”

Maybe someone had given Eileen the note, asked her to pass it on to Winnie to give to me, as a prank. But again, I couldn’t think of anyone who would want to be so mean to me. And besides, wouldn’t Eileen have questioned why someone wanted her to give the note to Winnie for me, instead of simply giving it to Winnie or me directly
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