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Chapter One









A wave of deja vu swept over Amelia as she stood at the front of the ferry approaching the dock at Findlater Island. This time, though, she knew what to expect and had dressed more sensibly in loose black linen trousers, a light sweater, and turquoise leather walking sandals. Part of cultivating flair was adapting fashion to the current environment, even if it meant looking a little understated. She felt a tiny bit anxious because she might not have gotten the footwear exactly right as it was starting to rain lightly. On the other hand, today she wasn’t walking off the boat, so it didn’t really matter that much. 

She stood by the door of her silver Subaru, breathing in the damp salty air and thinking about what lay ahead. Almost all of her worldly goods (except her furniture) sat crammed in the back of the vehicle. Her packing style had more to do with making use of available space than neat and tidy boxes. To an outsider, it probably looked a lot like those cars you see on the freeway when new college kids leave home for the first time. A fitting image because she felt poised on the cusp of an entirely new life.

Internally, she was a mixture of excitement about starting this next chapter and mild panic at how far off course she had drifted from her intended ten-year plan. She didn’t have any more time to dwell on it though as the deckhands got busy tossing ropes thicker than her arms and securing the giant boat to the comparatively small dock. She quickly got back into her car and fastened her seatbelt. Her hands nervously gripped the steering wheel, waiting for the all-important signal to start the engine. The people who would be walking off first stood mashed in between the cars and along the edges of the deck ramps, eager to get on with their plans for the day. It was hard to believe only a few short weeks had passed since she’d first come to this remote island. 

And now she apparently owned half of it. As far as Amelia could tell, only a handful of people were aware of that, but it was a small community, and gossip likely spread fast. She was uncomfortable with how she imagined the locals might react. And she didn’t feel rich. Her bank account said she definitely wasn’t wealthy. Of course, she still had no information on where exactly the rents and such went, so finding that out was high on her list of things to organize as soon as she got settled.

The final rope barrier was removed, and the walkers surged off the ferry like marathoners at the starting gun. Within seconds they had scurried out of sight and the motorcycles parked at the front of the boat were revving their engines, waiting for the all-clear signal. Then they too zipped off into the exit lanes of the terminal with a deafening roar. 

Finally, it was her turn. Amelia breathed a sigh of relief when her engine turned over on command. She tried her best to navigate the potholes and narrow bits of the gangway, but with two lanes moving simultaneously in close proximity she had limited maneuverability. She had to jerk the wheel left to avoid running into the narrow bit of the gangway, hitting a deep pothole as a consequence. Darn it, this was not a happy start to this next phase of her life as she heard the undercarriage groan under the sudden contact. 

As she drove past the lines of cars waiting to board the outbound ferry, her attention was drawn to an older maroon sedan with a woman leaning out the driver’s window looking green. She appeared to be in her mid-fifties with a frosted bouffant haircut reminiscent of the 60s. Her hands gripped the steering wheel of the parked car like her life depended on it. Amelia couldn’t imagine getting on a boat in that condition, but at least there were other people around that presumably would help if she needed it. Shaking her head in sympathy, Amelia continued following the car in front of her out of the terminal. Eventually, she was clear of the ferry traffic and turning up the steep road leading to the Ravenswood Inn. 

Amelia wasn’t too sure what to expect at the hotel this time. True, it hadn’t been very long since she’d checked out and gone back to the mainland, but law enforcement had been busy in the interim. More than thirty island residents had been arrested on various charges, mostly tied to drug smuggling. She had no way of finding out how many of them had made bail and returned to the island, but she knew Ralph wasn’t one of them. 

The local news channels seemed fascinated with his double life of crime. So Amelia was aware that the feds and the state were fighting over the murder vs his drug cartel affiliation and who got to take him to court first. He was sitting in a nearby federal prison while they decided. Her involvement in the takedown had been kept quiet, so she was reasonably confident that the locals didn’t plan to meet her with pitchforks. She was still somewhat nervous however that she might have missed something. And she wasn’t sure if the hotel had managed to find replacements for any of the staff that, like Ralph, were no longer employable.

Arriving at the inn a few minutes later, she found the small guest parking lot right across the road from the main entrance, tucked behind a stand of evergreen trees. She parked and got out with a sigh of relief. Extricating her overnight case, she decided the rest could wait until she figured out a few things about her stay on the island. She wasn’t planning on living at the inn any longer than necessary. For starters, having to run into the village for food three times a day got on her nerves. Plus, she didn’t want to eat up the profits by occupying a room that a paying customer would want over the busy summer months. She paused for a moment to admire her own serious-minded businesswoman thinking and to take a few deep breaths of evergreen-scented air. The near-constant high humidity kept the perfumed air refreshing. One step at a time, she reminded herself as she wheeled the case awkwardly over the gravel and across the road towards the front door of the inn. The no vacancy sign was lit, but otherwise, everything appeared as she remembered it.

A familiar smile greeted her from the occupant of the sisal welcome mat by the door. Sadie woofed and got up to sniff at Amelia’s suitcase. Amelia rubbed the base of the dog’s ears and smiled back. “Sadie! What are you doing here? Who are you staying with now?”

Not surprisingly, the shaggy gray dog didn’t answer directly, but turned and trotted through the door when Amelia held it open. She kept going through the small lobby and down the hall towards the staircase. Amelia smiled after her wistfully. She’d missed the dog’s company while she’d been in Seattle. Sadie was a major part of the Findlater community and a completely free agent. She was not cut out for condo living in the city. Still, it raised Amelia’s spirits to see her friend so soon after arriving. Hopefully, she’d see her again out and about.

Nobody stood behind the front desk. When she’d talked to Becky about her return, she hadn’t been able to specify exactly what day she’d arrive as she still had some legal documents that needed to be signed before she left the city. Becky had promised her that a room would be waiting and that everyone was glad she was coming back. Besides Becky, Amelia couldn’t imagine who was left to feel that way. She wasn’t so attached that she really cared, although she might have been ignoring the image of one glowering island resident in particular that kept coming to mind.



     *     *     *     *     *





Surveying the tiny hotel lobby, Amelia concluded that not much had changed: same oak reception desk, same seascape oil painting, same ugly blue carpet. Someone had switched the flowers for a huge bundle of heavily scented purple lilacs. The scent lingered in the air, promising all the joys of a quiet weekend in the country. 

But no big sign proclaimed ‘first murder on the island happened here!’ That would probably be bad for business. And she didn’t know for a fact it was the very first murder, just that it was the only one anyone could remember. The low crime rate was part of why there was no law enforcement on the island. Despite the big drug bust, there still wasn’t a plan for any. The general feeling of the community appeared to be that all the bad guys had been caught and there was no further need for police. The fact that the island was still ‘lost in the fold’ of the map between two counties who saw it as more of a budget liability than a tax asset didn’t help.

When still nobody had come to find out if anyone waited in the lobby, Amelia reluctantly reached out and dinged the silver bell on the desk. It made a tinny gulping sound, as if it hadn’t been used in a really long time. 

After several more minutes, Amelia was getting annoyed when a square woman with gray curls and a gray housekeeping smock over a purple-flowered blouse appeared from the back room. She seemed surprised to see Amelia standing there, so maybe she hadn’t heard the bell at all. “Oh! I’m sorry ma’am, we’re fully booked. You might try one of the B&Bs in the village.”

“I’m Amelia Feelgood, you should have a room waiting for me.”

“No, no. I’m sure we’re fully booked.”

“Can you have someone check, please? Becky told me she had everything ready.” Amelia eyed the woman in the smock. She didn’t look like someone who knew her way around the hotel’s computer system. Not that Amelia could do any better.

“Oh, Becky. But, she’s...” the woman paused with her mouth open as if unsure how much she should say.

“Yes? Becky’s what?”

“At an appointment.” The woman concluded rather lamely.

“Is there anyone else that can help? I’d like to get settled in and go find some lunch.”

“I’ll... I’ll just see.” The woman turned and headed back the way she’d come. A few minutes later a slim middle-aged man with dark skin and large brown eyes entered, inclining his head politely. “Ms. Feelgood? My utmost apologies for keeping you waiting.”

Amelia peered at the brass name tag pinned to his navy blue vest. She was approaching the age of needing reading glasses but refused to try any out, for fear that it would somehow push her over some invisible threshold from which she couldn’t return. “Oh! You’re Mr. Jain. I’ve heard so much about you!”

He inclined his head again with a slight smile. “Indeed, and I have heard much of you. Thank you for returning me to this hotel.”

Amelia wanted to ask about his wife but didn’t know enough to be confident that the woman was still alive, which might be awkward. “Mr. Jain, Becky assured me that there would be a room waiting for me?”

“Yes, of course. Things are very busy now, so it’s not the best room, but I think you’ll find it very comfortable.” He handed over a plastic swipe card. “It’s one of the few downstairs rooms, so you’ll need to go around the side and then in through the lower entrance.”

“Oh, I wasn’t aware the inn had any downstairs guest rooms. Well, that sounds nice.” 

Mr. Jain gave her a small, tight smile and inclined his head. “Do you need help with your bags?” 

“No, I’m good, thanks. I’ll only be staying a few days while I figure things out on the island. Do you know anything about who Sadie is staying with? I was surprised to see her at the door.”

“Sadie? No, I haven’t seen her for a few months. Perhaps she’s here to see you?”

Amelia smiled half-heartedly, perplexed. “Okay, thanks again.” She turned and went back out the front door. Then she realized Mr. Jain hadn’t said whether to go right or left around the building. She supposed it didn’t matter too much. She knew the path to the left led to the golf cart coral and the Dumpsters. She might as well explore the path to the right this time. She wheeled her small weekend case behind her but had to stop and pause every time the small wheels caught a rut in the old pavement. It twisted her wrist and gradually peeled away her confidence about being here at all. Had she made a mistake? 

She could have turned everything over to an attorney and fled to France as she’d originally planned. But something about the island, and its quirky inhabitants, had made her want to finalize things herself. Explore a little further before she left the Pacific Northwest behind her forever. And make sure she had no regrets about leaving.

The path around the side of the hotel led down a slight slope, and about midway, she found an informal wooden door with a screen door attached. A small sign affixed to the wall said Ground Floor Rooms. The door wasn’t locked, so Amelia pulled it open and picked her case up to maneuver it over the sill. A narrow hallway with an even uglier indoor-outdoor carpet in gray and red greeted her. 

Pervading the space was a musty, mildewy odor that someone had tried to mask with lemon air freshener and a loud noise like an industrial vacuum cleaner. Amelia quickly found the cause of the noise as the first door she passed was open to the hotel’s laundry. Giant silver tumble dryers were spinning with masses of white linens showing through the round glass doors. 

Turning the corner, she saw three more doors with brass number plates. It was easy to see which one belonged to her because Sadie sat patiently in front of the one at the end. “Clearly I didn’t need to go outside then?” She asked the dog who, only grinned at her in response. Amelia unlocked the door, not sure what to expect in this rather unglamorous part of the hotel. “Okay, it could be worse.” She told the dog. It was clearly a room of last resort. But it was private. And the small windows sat so high up on the wall that it would be difficult for anyone to look in. Particularly because the deep shade visible outside suggested that the windows were actually looking out on the area beneath the first-floor deck.

The room itself gave off a comfortable vibe despite its basement location. An old-fashioned dark-wood spool bed was positioned in the corner and covered with a red and white patchwork quilt. A wing chair upholstered in faded blue brocade had been placed by a small tea table against the wall beneath the windows. The rest of the space was occupied by a bureau with a flat-screen TV perched on top. It was cozy, and right now that was good enough. Sadie swished by and jumped up on the bed while Amelia pulled her case through, letting the door swing shut behind her, and sat down in the chair to take stock.

















Chapter Two





Sitting quietly for a few minutes was a new thing for Amelia, and she wasn’t entirely comfortable with it. She had been trying to practice mindfulness for the last few weeks but always got distracted and then ended up irritated. Somehow it was a little easier to concentrate on Findlater Island, or maybe it was the cute way Sadie gazed up at her with her nose tucked under her paws. 

Done with her attempts to reconnect with the universe, she pulled her bullet journal out of her over-sized turquoise purse and considered the list she’d made over the last week. Obviously, she needed lunch and some food for Sadie, but also on the agenda was a trip to the post office and the bank. The funny part of finding out someone has transferred hundreds of properties into your name (without you knowing) is that absolutely nobody has a form for that. She’d managed to extract the name of the bank where funds were deposited from Becky over the phone, but the bank itself refused to do any business with her except in person. Amelia strongly suspected this was a stalling tactic because they didn’t sound like they had a plan once she arrived. 

She wasn’t sure if everything was held in some kind of corporation. All she knew is that the county assessor had her name down as the owner of six pages’ worth of properties and thought she should pay the property taxes. She had no idea how she was supposed to prove she was the owner, but the ball had to start rolling from somewhere.

Luckily, she’d been able to rent out her condo for the summer to a visiting grad student planning to do insightful demographic studies of every coffee shop in the greater Seattle area. And then cross-reference them with New York when he returned in the Fall. It sounded like just the sort of thing he would get a federal grant for because really, nobody needed to understand this, did they? But he’d seemed quite dedicated and even more caffeinated when she’d talked to him. 

Amelia was happy that she’d have a little extra income to tide things over while she figured out her island situation. She also wanted to get started on a real hobby. She’d gotten yet another lecture from her doctor, who she worked hard to avoid, about lowering her blood pressure. Now that she didn’t have to work for the very dead Tony Lyle, she was reasonably confident that a few minor lifestyle changes would make the difference. At least that’s what she told the doctor. Inside, she wasn’t so sure that her need to take charge and organize the world could be changed. Sitting still made her more stressed, not less. Either way, she’d promised to explore relaxation and on the top of her list was some kind of social hobby where she would meet people, maybe have a glass of wine and let her hair down. The last was purely figurative as she’d sneaked in a quick visit to the magical scissors of Catrine and her sleek bob now cut a sharp angle just below her earlobes.

Closing her notebook, Amelia contemplated Sadie. It was getting too warm to leave a dog in a closed car. And anyway, her car was stuffed to the gills with all her worldly belongings (except the furniture which the grad student was making use of.) So perhaps she should consider one more trip to the village in a golf cart for old time’s sake. No time like the present. Sighing, she got to her feet and glanced over at the dog. “You coming?” Sadie leapt off the bed like she’d been coiled waiting for the signal, which was so not true because she’d been snoring only five seconds ago. 

Without a word, Sadie led Amelia out of the rabbit warren of basement corridors and up a small flight of stairs that opened into the main hallway that led to reception. Why hadn’t Mr. Jain showed her that entrance? Had it been too complicated to explain? Amelia shrugged and followed Sadie out of the hotel and around to the golf carts. She noted in passing that once again nobody was in the lobby. 

Only one golf cart remained, and it gave the impression that someone had difficulty parking it because the front was slightly bashed in where it had met with a larger, harder object. Sadie jumped into her usual position on the passenger side as if Amelia had never left the island. There was some comfort in that. Amelia backed up the cart cautiously, and they headed into the village. She kept the speed low, not that it could go very fast anyway, but there were several groups of tourists out walking on the side of the road which someone had deemed too rural for sidewalks. The tourists seemed unaffected by the light mist that still hung in the air.

Amelia and Sadie cruised past the small cluster of medieval buildings the locals called the annex because they were the leftover imported structures that didn’t make it into the original reconstructed village plan. 

Other than the influx of tourists, everything there was pretty much the same. The road, which wasn’t much more than a quiet country lane, was lined with tall evergreens, leathery salal bushes, and the ever-present and obnoxious blackberries. The thick prickly vines now reached out over the pavement thanks to the first of several growth spurts. Amelia wondered if a roadworks department existed on the island to cut them back or if it was up to the most annoyed person to start whacking them. 

Almost immediately her question was answered when they had to stop for a woman in an orange vest holding a stop sign. And they waited, and they waited until finally an amazing machine in faded orange paint rolled slowing along the road, cutting off any vegetation that met its metal jaws. It resulted in an oddly flat hedge, but it sat well back from the street and wouldn’t endanger any passing pedestrians. Sadie seemed unimpressed and took advantage of the wait to stretch out on the bench seat. She whined softly until Amelia reached over and rubbed her tummy. 


     *     *     *     *     *



It took a couple of trips around the outskirts of the village before Amelia finally found the right side street that led to the post office. It was the most unusual post office she’d ever seen and like nothing the federal government would ever condone. 

It was entirely too adorable. No wonder it was technically private, operating with a handshake agreement from the normal system. Housed in an eighteenth-century French dovecote — like a small squat tower that was still perfectly proportioned, it was constructed out of warm honey-colored stone. The conical roof was covered in slate tiles and had a sweet little weather vane on the tip-top. Inside, the wall pockets, originally meant to house the birds, had been converted to mail slots with elegant tiny glass doors. A narrow library ladder had been added on a track for people to reach the ones higher up. In the middle of the room, a round library desk sat with an antique iron chandelier suspended overhead. 

A bored-looking young man with a dark cowlick looked over the top of his wire glasses at her but didn’t say a word.

“Hi,” Amelia started with her friendliest voice. She’d decided to turn over a new leaf on the island and be more friendly. “I need to figure out how to get the mail for several properties delivered to me — that is the mail for the owner, not any occupants.”

“Do you have some ID?”

She handed over her passport, driver’s license, social security card, and her health insurance card. She’d thought ahead on this one and had everything together, not being sure what people would want to see. 

He immediately handed back the health insurance card and then perused the other three. “What property are you referring to?”

“Well, it’s most of the island.”

The young man’s face twisted into a confused scowl. Amelia tried again. “For example, Ravenswood Inn is one of them. Where does the tax statement get delivered? Or how about the pub two streets over, where does its tax statement go?”

“Uh. I wouldn’t know that. You’d have to ask the county where they send it.”

And that it turned out pretty much exhausted the amount of niceness Amelia had set aside. Grinding her teeth, she turned to leave and then had a sudden light bulb inspiration. “Just a minute.” She told the young man who gave her a look that he couldn’t care less and went back to whatever he was scrolling through on his phone. Amelia dug her phone out of her purse, having remembered that Becky had bookmarked the county site for her. Maybe the address was in there. A few clicks and a little research later and she had it. She’d spot-checked a few other of the properties, but it seemed like most if not all the mail got delivered to P.O. Box 9872. She glanced around the round building. It did not look like there was more than four hundred mail slots here, certainly not close to a thousand. She waited for the young man to look up again. “It’s box 9872. Does that help?”

“Well, it means it’s being forwarded. Anything that starts with a nine isn’t a real box, it’s a placeholder for a forwarding address.” 

“Okay. Well, how do I go about getting it unforwarded and delivered to me? And can I find out where the mail is being forwarded to?”

He rolled his eyes and sighed like he was a teenager being asked to clean up his room. Amelia wondered if he ever had to do any work here. It didn’t look like too much mail came in based on the mail slots she could see easily. He pulled a slim laptop out of a drawer and opened it up. “That box is registered to Tony Lyle. Do you have something legal saying you can make changes to his account?” 

“He’s dead. Will this do?” She dug out her ace in a hole. Her attorney friend Darnell had drafted her some kind of legal document, she didn’t even know what it was called, but it basically said she owned the property listed and any accounts or correspondence attached to them belonged to her. It was all official and notarized and signed by ten people, and it appeared really, really impressive. She also had a copy of Tony’s death certificate, which was a little more commonplace. The post office guy frowned outright, confused by the paperwork, and like he would go out of his way not to have to call someone. Amelia held her breath to see which way he would swing.

Laziness won out as he started typing, pausing only long enough to ask her where she wanted the mail sent. That was a bit of a conundrum as she still wasn’t sure where she would be staying, even for the rest of the summer. “Can I get a mailbox here, a real one?” 

“Sure. 227 is free. He gestured about midway up the wall to the left. It’s three hundred dollars for the year.” 

Amelia gasped. “That’s highway robbery!”

He shrugged. “We’re private.”

“Wait, who owns the post office?” Amelia asked suspiciously. 

“Unh...” he typed some more on the laptop before pausing and looking at her with wide eyes. “Um, you do.” He sat up straighter and tried to smile slightly.

Amelia’s return smile was not at all kind. “Great, so you can wave the fee?”

He gulped. “Yes, ma’am.”




