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Chapter One
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Linus gave me a pleading look, silently asking me to intervene. As my favorite library patron, he had good reason to suspect that I’d step in and stop Zelda from being . . . Zelda. 

Library volunteer Zelda, naturally, her henna-colored hair fairly bristling, was oblivious and telling Linus exactly what was wrong with him, in great detail. 

“You know how much fun you had at trivia night. You gotta be more involved in stuff,” she said. “Sitting around and reading all day isn’t good for you.”

I definitely had to intervene at that point. After all, we were in a public library, and I was a librarian. Besides, Zelda had told me on numerous occasions that she didn’t read. Not that she can’t read, that she doesn’t. Which gave me an idea. 

I said, “How about if you read a book that Linus suggests every time he joins any sort of activity?” 

I was rewarded by a relieved smile from Linus. He pushed his spectacles up his nose, looking anxiously at Zelda to see if she acquiesced.

Zelda’s eyes narrowed. “That doesn’t sound like a good deal to me. Linus is going to choose a World War II history or something like that. It would take me years to finish it because I’d fall asleep as soon as I started reading. And the activity he joins could be something like the stamp club instead of something that really stretches him.”

Linus blinked owlishly behind his glasses. “There’s a stamp club?” 

Zelda threw up her hands. “See? He’s impossible.” 

“There’s some interest in forming a philatelist club at the library,” I said. “All the details haven’t been hammered out yet.”

Linus considered this, then cleared his throat. “If we make the rules easy on my end, perhaps we should make them equally generous on Zelda’s. How about if Ann picks the book?”

Zelda made a face. “It still doesn’t sound like a good deal. It’ll take me hours and hours to finish a book, like I said. Stamp club is just a single hour.”

Zelda was approaching the idea as if I’d asked her to write I’ll read and enjoy a book two-hundred times on the chalkboard. I shrugged. “This whole deal thing was your idea.”

“It wasn’t! It was yours!” said Zelda. “I only said Linus needed to stretch himself a little.”

Linus, always a gentleman, said, “I appreciate the fact you’ve been concerned about me. What if we created our own activity until stamp club gets formed? Just the two of us.”

Now Zelda’s eyes narrowed even more. “What kind of activity? I like stamps about as much as I like books. Meaning not at all.”

Linus and I knew exactly how Zelda felt about books. She could have spared us repeating her dislike of them. We winced every time she did. It was a visceral reaction that neither of us seemed to be able to control.

“You do like crosswords, though, right?”

Zelda nodded reluctantly.

“We could try a crossword dual. We’d time ourselves and see how long it takes for us to finish.” Linus gestured to the periodicals section of the building, an area he was well-acquainted with, considering he spent long periods of time there every day, always attired in a suit.

“Yeah, but how is that going to work?” demanded Zelda. “There are only so many papers here. You’ll work the one in the local paper, and I end up getting stuck with the New York Times puzzle? That doesn’t sound fair to me.”

I said, “Just take the same paper’s puzzle to the copier, copy it, and then set a timer.”

Zelda grudgingly considered this. “Okay,” she growled. “It’s a deal. Let’s give it a try after my volunteer shift is over.”

She stomped off, as if remembering she was on a shift. Linus smiled at me. 

“Crisis averted?” I asked.

“Just a temporary reprieve,” Linus said wryly, pushing his oversized glasses up his nose again. “But I’ll take it.” He paused. “Aren’t you about to go on vacation? Tomorrow, maybe? I seem to remember that’s coming up. Charleston, isn’t it?”

“It is. It’s a beautiful city. And actually, Grayson and I are heading out this afternoon. I’m leaving work a couple of hours early.”

Linus nodded. “I hope you have a calmer vacation than the one you took last time.”

Considering the last Charleston vacation involved a couple of murders, I nodded. “Surely, it’ll be calmer than that. But we’ll be doing different things while Grayson and I are there. My college roommate got engaged, which is one reason I’m taking the vacation time now. We’ll be meeting her fiancé, hanging out, all that kind of stuff.”

“Maybe you can find some time to spend on the beach, though? In-between events.”

I said, “That’s a good idea. There’s something about the beach that makes life more relaxing. Just lying there in the sun with nothing else to do.” 

There must have been a wistful note in my voice because Linus smiled sympathetically. My life must seem like total chaos compared to his. “Have you got a good book to read?” 

I nodded. “South of Broad, by Pat Conroy.”

Linus’s smile broadened. “Does that even qualify as a beach read? Conroy’s books are usually pretty dark.”

“You’re right, it’s probably not light enough to be a beach read. But I wanted to read something set in Charleston by a Charleston writer, and it fit the bill. There’s some family tragedy at play in the book, I think.” 

“Which is right up Conroy’s alley. Well, it’s sure to be good, at any rate. The man can write.” Linus glanced up. “Don’t look now, but I think your library director is heading in our direction.”

I groaned. It was highly unlikely that Linus was Wilson’s intended target. Instead, I had the feeling that Wilson was coming over to saddle me with a project of some sort. He was an excellent manager, but he always seemed to have very little idea of what he’d already put on my plate. And I wondered if he remembered I was about to head out on vacation. 

Linus gave me a sympathetic look and shuffled away toward the periodical section. Wilson briskly approached. “Ann, glad you’re still here. You’re leaving this afternoon for your trip?” 

So he did actually remember it. That was a good thing. But now I was wondering what he was trying to have me squeeze in before I left. “That’s right.”

“Oh good. Excellent, actually.” He paused. “Am I right in supposing you’ll have some free time during this trip?” 

Free time in which I was going to be hopefully trying to relax on the beach with a book. I said, “I’ll probably have a little, yes. Although with my friend being engaged, I know we’re going out with her new fiancé to dinner and gallery openings and stuff.”

“Right, right,” said Wilson, although he sounded distracted. I wasn’t altogether sure that he’d absorbed the part about my being pretty busy. “Good. I have something I’d love for you to help out with while you’re gone. My apologies for not bringing it up until the last minute.”

Sadly, this seemed to be Wilson’s modus operandi. But I couldn’t help but have my curiosity piqued. What library business could he possibly have in Charleston? 

He moved us to his office to further discuss whatever he wanted me to do. Now Wilson had an excited look on his face. It was an expression I’d come to know well. When Wilson had a project idea, he was like a dog with a bone. He was definitely someone who came up with big ideas; it was just that he always wanted someone else to implement them.

“I’ve been looking into local historic preservation,” said Wilson. 

This didn’t really surprise me. Wilson had always had a soft spot for local history, evident in the glass displays we had near the doors. The one that was set up now housed old maps, surveys, and land deeds that documented Whitby’s development and expansion over time, along with old photos that showed some of the changes to the town. We also had a small local history room with old newspaper articles and artifacts. But now it sounded as if he might be planning to do something more. Wilson was definitely a big thinker. And oddly, despite all the time he was spending with his girlfriend Mona, he seemed to double-down on the thinking he was doing. I was starting to suspect that he was thinking of library business while he was watching those reality TV shows with Mona.

“Historical preservation sounds like a great idea,” I said. I sounded cautious to my own ears. After all, it was likely going to end up being my project, at least in some respect. “The library makes sense as a repository for Whitby history.”

“There’s that part of it, yes. But I was interested in exploring the idea somewhat further. Whitby is a very old town and I’d like the library to partner with the town council to locate and identify areas that should be labeled historic landmarks. You know how interested developers have been in Whitby lately. If we don’t move to protect some of our landmarks, they could well end up being bulldozed to make way for shopping centers.” Wilson looked indignant at the thought.

I nodded. “Right. What’s the best way of finding out which buildings and areas qualify for protection?”

“In one newsletter I subscribe to, a public survey was used in the process. We have a lot of older residents in Whitby who may remember stories from their grandparents. The idea is to tap into that information, back it up with details we locate in the historical archives, and then use it to identify the landmarks.”

I said slowly, “How exactly does the survey work?” 

Wilson smiled. “That’s what I want you to find out. The person who conducted the original survey is Dr. Bianca Donovan. She’s the state archaeologist for South Carolina.”

I had the sudden feeling that my trip to South Carolina was going to be interrupted by a business call. Or some other type of detour.

Wilson was already prattling on. “It’s called a cultural landscape survey. I believe Charleston hired a consultant to design the survey and conduct field research, but I’m certain we can get similar results without having to spend any money.”

Wilson was always very protective of the library’s funds, and rightfully so. Right now, though, I was less focused on the budget and more focused on how this talk with Dr. Donovan intersected with the trip I was taking that afternoon. 

I couldn’t get a word in edge-wise, however. Wilson, uncharacteristically, was bubbling about the project and the bubbling was turning him into a much more loquacious person than usual. Ordinarily, our talk would already have been finished. Wilson usually would briefly outline an idea, bark out my mission, then hurry off to his office to brainstorm more work for me to take on. But now we were already in his office. And our meeting didn’t seem to be wrapping up.

“Historic preservation is one of those areas that sounds a lot dryer than it actually is,” he was saying, eyes bright. “Dr. Donovan should have ideas about how to make the survey more interesting to residents, so we can get a stronger response rate. If we don’t know what’s actually historic in Whitby, we could accidentally develop areas that need to be protected. The library, obviously, would play a smaller role, but we can partner with conservators, the local museum, and civic groups.”

He paused to take a breath, and I quickly jumped in. “You’re wanting me to call Dr. Donovan? Schedule a video call with her?” 

Wilson said, “That was my original thought. But when I contacted her and told her I had a librarian coming down there later today, she suggested you come over and speak with her in person. I think those are always more satisfactory, anyway. It’s hard for me to adjust to this wave of video meetings. They don’t seem nearly as natural or productive, and they’re terrible for networking or developing business relationships.  So it’s rather nice this will be a face-to-face meeting like we all used to have in the old days.”

Which was exactly what I was afraid of. A meeting during my vacation.

Wilson must have finally read my expression. He frowned. “It won’t take very long, Ann. I’d say it would be under an hour, surely. She said the consultant had designed a very engaging survey for residents, and I’d like ours to rope in as many people as possible.”

I gave him a tight smile. “Got it. I’ll need her contact information, of course, so I can schedule a meeting in-between the other things I’ll be doing.” And the relaxation I’d hoped to find on the beach with my book.

Wilson nodded vaguely, turning to his computer to get the information. “Funny coincidence. Dr. Donovan is the niece of a good friend of mine. Someone I went to school with. He helped me get her phone number.” He squinted at his computer screen. “I’ll email you her contact details.”

I could tell his mind had finally moved on to the other things on his to-do list. I stood up and headed back out to the reference desk. I was accosted on the way by Luna, my coworker and friend. She had a look of consternation on her face and her hands on her hips.

“Did Wilson just ruin your vacation?” she clucked. “Don’t tell me. We’re short-staffed, and he decided you needed to delay leaving until tomorrow. Or wait. Maybe he gave you a project that’s due tonight. That would be another typical Wilson move.”

“Actually, you’re making me feel slightly better about my meeting with Wilson. Those would be even worse outcomes. No, he just wants me to set up an in-person meeting with a state archaeologist when I’m in Charleston.”

“Seriously?” Luna demanded. Her face was red with irritation. Almost as red as the flowing tunic she wore today and the large hoop earrings that matched. Luna had a very free-spirited approach to style, and the kids in the children’s department absolutely ate it up. She had the perfect look for a children’s librarian. “Wilson couldn’t give you the tiniest of breaks? You never take vacation days.”

“Well, not since the last time I went to Charleston, anyway,” I said wryly.

“Yes, but before that, I don’t think you’ve ever taken personal time. What was it this time? A joint project with the Charleston library?”

“No, but don’t give him any ideas,” I said with a laugh. “He wants to collaborate with some of Whitby’s officials and delve into historical preservation. This archaeologist or her consultant apparently came up with some really engaging public survey that he wants her to tell me about. He figured I could have a face-to-face meeting since I’d be down there anyway. Wilson has some sort of personal connection to the woman.”

Luna relaxed just a little, although her expression still looked irritated. “Okay. Well, I guess that won’t take up too much time. Although you shouldn’t even have to think about work while you’re away.”

I shrugged. “It might be interesting. Who knows? Whitby is a very historic town, so it’s not a bad idea to protect various landmarks before developers end up bulldozing them. But yeah, let’s hope the meeting is short and that Dr. Donovan isn’t the talkative type.”

“Fingers crossed. Although I still wish Wilson would just think for a minute.”

I said, “How are things with Wilson and your mom?” 

Wilson and Mona, Luna’s mom, had been dating for a while and were a testament to the fact that opposites do attract. While Mona wasn’t quite as free-spirited as Luna, she was still a lot more laid-back, fun-loving, and experimental than Wilson was. For a while, I suspected Wilson even slept in his suit and tie, as I’d never seen him without them. In a lot of ways, Wilson and my patron Linus were two peas in a pod.

Luna grinned. “Oh, Mom has to put him in his place from time to time. But mostly? They get along great. There’s something about him being so uptight that makes Mom even more soothing than usual. They do really well together.” She squinted over at a wall clock. “Speaking of good relationships, I’ve got Burton and Belle coming by the library in a few minutes.”

These were definitely words that I wasn’t expecting to hear. Luna and Burton dated for a while, but the relationship hadn’t worked out. They were back to being friends now and were both dating other people. For the life of me, though, I couldn’t figure out why Burton and his current girlfriend would be coming to the library to see Luna. “You’ve got me,” I said. “Why are they coming by?” 

“Storytime,” said Luna, clearly enjoying stumping me. “You might not know this, but Belle has a little guy from a previous marriage.” Her smug smile grew at my surprised expression.

“I didn’t realize that,” I said. “All I know about Belle is that Burton met her at Pilates class and that she was a teacher.”

“Exactly. It just so happens that today is a teacher’s in-service day. Anyway, they’re coming over in a few minutes. It should be fun.”

Luna’s storytimes were always fun. She threw herself totally into the process, using great voices for the characters and puppets to illustrate the story. She was always centering the storytimes around particular themes, like animals, friendship, or different seasons. Sometimes, if there was enough time at the end, she’d have the kids do a small craft they could take home, again on the same theme. The kids always loved it. Actually, I did, too. It was cool to see stories come to life like that. 

“Wish I could make it,” I said regretfully. “I’ve got a lot of stuff to wrap up before I leave, though. Especially since I’m leaving work early.”

“Don’t worry, there will be others. I’m sure summer break will give plenty of opportunities for Belle to come with her little boy.” Luna wagged her finger at me. “Don’t put in too much work today, Ann. Otherwise, it’s going to take too much time to decompress when you leave here.”

She was right. I nodded. “Promise. But that library newsletter really does have to be wrapped up. I was just waiting on Wilson to give me the dates for a few of the events.”

“Just don’t go overboard,” said Luna as she headed off to the children’s department. “You don’t want to have a work hangover on your vacation. If you leave here all stressed out and cramming work in, it’s going to take you longer to decompress.”

As it happened, I didn’t have the chance to go overboard with anything. Zelda created the perfect unexpected distraction. She’d somehow misplaced her reading glasses somewhere in the library. Unable to find them without wearing them, she’d continued with her shelving. By the time I spotted her trying to read the authors’ names with her nose practically against the spines of the books, she’d already mistakenly shelved a slew of items. It took some time to both find her glasses (mysteriously in a houseplant by a window) and reshelve the books. 

The newsletter, at least, was finished. It was nice not to have anything pressing hanging over my head as I left with Fitz for the day. Even better, I’d done all my packing the night before, so all I needed to do was to fix a snack for Fitz and me, have a little water, and wait for Grayson to pick me up. 

And he was right on time. He loved on Fitz as I rolled out my suitcase. 
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Chapter Two
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“All set?” asked Grayson with a smile. He looked at the suitcase. “That’s all you’re taking?” 

I snorted. “Don’t get me second-guessing over this stuff. I planned out my outfits for each day, plus a couple of dressier ones in case we end up going out somewhere nice. I have two swimsuits, cat food, and a coverup, among other things. It actually feels like a lot.”

“I have the feeling I went overboard,” said Grayson, a sheepish grin tugging at his lips. “I ran out of time this morning and ended up frantically throwing clothes together. I always overpack when I do that. But, you know, we need stuff like beach towels for this trip.” There was a hint of embarrassment in his voice.

“Yeah, but Holly wouldn’t mind if we borrowed those from her. She had half a closet full of beach towels.” I didn’t add that she might have even more, considering her brother had died not long ago, and she had taken on some of his things, too. Since Grayson was starting to look like he might head back home and repack, I quickly added, “You know, it’s better to have too much than too little. You’re going to be just fine. If you or I did forget something, it’s not like there aren’t any stores in Charleston.”

“Good point.” With that, I coaxed Fitz into his carrier, and we headed out to the car. 

“I made some snacks for the road this time, since you put together something amazing for our last car trip,” I said. 

Grayson perked up. “Did you? That’s awesome. I left the office later than I’d planned on and didn’t grab a snack.” He chuckled. “Apparently, I’m a disaster today.” 

“You’re fine! And thanks for driving. That’s a huge load off me today.”

We got ourselves settled in the car and Fitz carefully arranged so he had part of a sunbeam in his carrier. Then I pulled out the cinnamon-cranberry oat bars I’d made. Grayson took one gratefully and devoured it before hastily eating another one. “How did everything go at the library today?” he asked. 

“Mostly, it was a great day. I got a lot of things done. And, you know, just being at the library makes for a good day, anyway. Zelda managed to create some chaos by losing her reading glasses. You know, the usual.”

Grayson glanced over at me, then quickly back at the road. “It sounds like there might be a ‘but’ there.”

“But Wilson, naturally, gave me more things to do. One of them while we’re on our trip.” I shrugged.

“What?” asked Grayson. “He knows this is supposed to be your vacation time.”

“Yeah. He doesn’t think it’s going to take very long. Honestly, it’s the kind of thing that shouldn’t take long. But it still irked me that he gave me an assignment during my time off.” I explained to Grayson about the meeting with the state archaeologist and the cultural landscape survey.

Grayson said, “Got it. Okay. Maybe I can help out by digging through the paper’s archives.”

I said wryly, “That are housed at the library on microfiche.”

He grinned at me. “It makes a good excuse to see more of you.”

It was a beautiful day and Grayson had the windows cracked and the music playing. Fitz was contentedly napping in his carrier in a sunbeam. We ate our snacks and chatted about our days as we made the trip down there. Four hours later, we were pulling up to Holly’s place in downtown Charleston. I loved my little cottage in Whitby, but Holly’s house was a close second. It had a generous front porch with a swing, soft rugs over beautiful wood floors, and cheerily painted walls.

Holly came right out, a big smile on her impish face. She had Murphy, her excitable and adorable golden retriever on a leash. “So glad y’all made it!”

Murphy was also glad and made extravagantly happy leaps on us as we came up. Fitz regarded the dog thoughtfully from his carrier, remembering Murphy from the last time. They’d done well together once Murphy had gotten over his initial excitement.

“Look at you!” I said to my old college roommate. 

Grayson said, “Engagement definitely suits you.” He reached over to give Holly a hug.

I said, “You seem so happy. And look at that ring!”

The ring appeared to be an antique and had both diamonds and sapphires. Holly held her hand out so I could see it close up. She smiled. “Isn’t it pretty? Now come inside! We have tons to catch up on.” 

Holly helped us unload the car and put everything upstairs in her guest room, chatting all the time. “Daniel took a quick walk, but should be back any minute. Can’t wait for you to meet him.”

I was curious about meeting Daniel myself. I knew he was a local artist and that Holly was crazy about him, as she should be, considering they were engaged. But it was just about all I knew about him.

Then Grayson and Holly headed back downstairs, Grayson asking a couple of questions about Daniel while I situated Fitz in the guest room. I seemed to have developed a habit of asking Fitz questions and found myself saying, “Do you want me to close the bedroom door so you can get used to things again?” 

Maybe the reason I asked the questions is because Fitz always came up with answers. He jumped up on the bed, snuggling into the blanket at the foot of it. Maybe he was ready for a little quiet time after the long car ride. I set up his litter box and water bowl and gently closed the door behind me.

Holly and Grayson had moved to Holly’s fenced yard, where
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