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ONE





JUDITH MCMONIGLE FLYNN applied the brakes, got no reaction, and felt her blue compact crash into the retaining wall at Falstaffs Market. Jarred, but unhurt, Judith swore under her breath. She knew the brakes werent working properly, but shed put off having them checked. Summer was the busiest season at Hillside Manor, Judiths bed-and-breakfast establishment. Now it was the Tuesday after Labor Day; she should have gone to the mechanic before she went grocery shopping.


Are you okay? shouted a courtesy clerk who was wheeling a cart back toward the store. The disapproving expression on his youthful face indicated he thought Judith was drunk or stupid, or both.


Though still shaken, Judith nodded. I think so, but some of my parts are lying in your parking lot. I heard them fall off.


What? The courtesy clerk, whose name tag identified him as Skip, seemed to be assessing Judith for missing appendages.


Seemingly convinced that Judith wasnt drunk and maybe not stupid, Skip investigated the cars front end. Judith got out and joined him.


Your bumper took most of it, said Skip, fingering a chin that sprouted a fuzzy hint of beard. But you wiped out a headlight, and your grills mashed in.


Rats, Judith muttered, trying to ignore the handful of customers who were watching from a discreet distance. Joe had offered to take the compact into the mechanic, but Judith hadnt wanted to bother her husband. Joe Flynns schedule as a homicide detective was unpredictable, since murderers didnt punch a time clock.


The BP station on Heraldsgate Hill was located opposite Falstaffs Market. Judith jaywalked across Heraldsgate Avenue to make arrangements for repairing the brakes. Terry, the young but knowledgeable mechanic, told her shed better do the bodywork first. Had she called her insurance company? The car should be towed in for an estimate. After the insurance people and the body shop had done their jobs, Terry could tackle the brakes.


Disconsolately, Judith trudged back across the busy street. She didnt think the front-end damage was sufficient to warrant all the inconvenience. Now she was stuck without a car. Joe needed his old but reliable MG to drive to work. Her insurance didnt provide for a rental car. Judith would have to hoof it all over Heraldsgate Hill or borrow a car from her neighbors, Carl and Arlene Rankers. Either way, it would be a bother.


So caught up in her dilemma was Judith that she didnt see the oncoming car until it screeched to a stop within a foot of her. The horn blasted as Judith reeled toward a Metro bus that had pulled into the stop by the service station.


Coz! cried a voice that came from the direction of the car. Get out of the street before you get killed! Cousin Renie poked her head out of the Chevrolet sedan.


Judith was caught between the big car and the even bigger bus. With a sheepish expression, she scooted around the front of the Chev and jumped in beside Renie. My fault, Judith muttered, arranging her statuesque form in the passenger seat. I didnt look.


You sure didnt, Renie responded, then again leaned out the window to yell at the impatient drivers who had stopped behind her. Oh, shut up! None of you are going anywhere except to the liquor store! Renie goosed the accelerator but had to come to another quick stop, this time at the traffic light by Holidays Pharmacy and Moonbeams coffee shop. So whats wrong? Im going home, by the way. Are you coming with me?


I might as well, Judith sighed, smoothing her disheveled silver-streaked hair. As the cousins continued down Heraldsgate Avenue, she explained what had happened to her Nissan.


Shoot, Renie said, braking to a full stop at the four-way arterial by S&M Meats. Why dont I just take you home now?


Judith gave Renie a slightly embarrassed look. I still havent done my grocery shopping. Would you mind?


There wasnt much that the cousins minded doing for each other. As only children, they had grown up together, and were as close as sisters. Incapable of keeping secrets from each other, Judith and Renie could almost read each others minds. Usuallybut not alwaysthat was a good thing.


Oh, why not? Renie replied, turning to head back up the hill. I could pick up something for dinner. Im running out of menu ideas with the kids still home for the summer. Next week, all three of them will be off to college, and Bill and I can eat real food, like meat and fish and vegetables. Where do these kids get such weird ideas about nutrition, like a yen for vegetarian chili?


Beats me. Judith shrugged. Since Mike went to work for the park service in Idaho, I figure hes eating berries and nuts and tree bark. If he and Kristin really do get married, I wonder if she can cook. He cant.


None of our children are ever getting married, Renie declared, untangling her maze of chestnut curls. Theyre going to stay in school until they have so many initials after their names, itll look like a foreign language. Why does Tom need a doctorate in German? He wont even eat sauerkraut. What will Anne do with an Ed.D? She doesnt want to teach or be an administrator. And Tony hasnt announced a major! Jeez, I thought that once they got into their twenties, theyd move out and hold down jobs and get married and have children of their own so that they, too, could be driven crazy! If I didnt take my estrogen, Id be in the loony bin by now!


Accustomed to Renies rantings about her offspring, Judith dwelled instead on her own problems. You know, I always feel a letdown after the tourist season is over. Oh, Im glad that things arent so hectic, but between now and when the fall weather sets in and we can look forward to the holidays, theres about a two-week lull where I feel sort of disoriented.


Its not that I dont love my kids, Renie said, waiting to make a left-hand turn into the Falstaff parking lot, but wouldnt you think theyd want to get on with their lives? After four years of college, I was sick of the classroom. I couldnt wait to get out and try my hand at the graphic-design business. And earn some money, too.


Maybe its the weather, Judith remarked. It stays too warm in September around here. I suppose after Labor Day, I automatically expect rain and cooler temperatures.


Its because theyre spoiled, Renie asserted, finally entering the grocery-store lot. They have everythingwe gave it to them, and now were paying the price for taking away the need to acquire on their on. At least thats what Bill says. In our generation, we were still trying to better ourselves and move up another notch from where our parents stood on the economic ladder. But nowadays, according to Bill, weve reached a plateau where the next generation feels


Pathetic, Judith interrupted, pointing to her blue compact, which was coincidentally parked next to the Chev. Look, my poor car seems lonely and forsaken. Maybe Ill call the insurance company from the store.


Save your quarter, urged Renie, who was used to being interrupted by Judith, especially when Bills opinions were being parroted. Have you got a long list?


Long enough. Judith sighed, getting out of the car. Itll take me about twenty minutes.


It took closer to thirty, since Judith ran into three fellow parishioners from Our Lady, Star of the Sea, the local head librarian, and Corinne Dooley, one of her neighbors. Renie whiled away the extra time by racing off to Begelmans Bakery and Heraldsgate Books. It was exactly 2:00 P.M. when the cousins pulled up in Hillside Manors driveway.


Hey, noodleheads! yelled Judiths mother from the doorway of the toolshed that had been converted into an apartment. You got any almond clusters in those grocery sacks?


No, Mother, Judith called across the expanse of yard. The doctor says youre not supposed to eat so many sweets. Would you like a nice broccoli casserole for supper tonight?


Broccoli! screeched Gertrude Grover. How about bacteria and a couple of viruses? How about vaccinations for the pox? How about turnips and spinach and rutabagas?


Ive got Brussels sprouts, Aunt Gertrude, Renie shouted.


Gertrude, who was wearing an ocelot-print housecoat and a baggy purple sweater, moved her walker closer to the cousins. She was followed by Sweetums, Judiths malevolent cat. Whats wrong with you young people these days? she growled. Have you forgotten how to eat? Whatever happened to steak and string beans and mashed potatoes? And almond clusters?


Renie was bestowing a benign smile on her aunt. You know, thats a funny thingJudith and I were just talking about that very subject. Only we feel that our kids dont know whats good for them. Generation gap, huh, Aunt Gertrude?


Generation gap, my butt! Gertrude snapped, banging her walker on the cement path and narrowly missing Sweetums, who fled into the nearest flower bed. Whats wrong with red meat and eggs and plenty of butter? How do you think I got to be this old? Proteinthats the ticket. Plenty of pro-tein. Gertrude put the emphasis on the second syllable.


I have to unload, Judith said in a faintly feeble voice. This stuffs heavy.


Heavy, muttered Gertrude. Whats heavy about broccoli? Clumsily, she turned the walker and stumped back to the converted toolshed.


Sweetums reappeared, holding something in his mouth. Nudging the screen door open with her elbow, Judith turned to see the cat deposit the object on the small patio and then bounce it in the air with his paws.


Damn! Judith breathed. Hes got a bird! I hope its a starling. Theyre a nuisance. They scare the songbirds away.


It was indeed a starling which Sweetums was now conveying to the back porch. Just as Judith managed to get through the doorway, the cat angled between her feet and dropped the bird on her left shoe. He then settled his furry orange-and-white-and-gray body directly in front of Judith. His gold eyes gazed up at her, as if seeking approbation.


Struggling to hold on to the grocery bags, Judith kicked the dead bird out of the way. Dammit, Sweetums, why cant you leave your victims outside?


Sweetums took umbrage. With a flip of his plumelike tail, he marched into the dining room. Hurriedly, Judith set the grocery bags on the counter, then chased after Sweetums. She reached the dining room just as he was sinking his claws into her new lace curtains.


Judith grabbed the cat; the cat scratched Judith. Judith let out a little yelp. The cat jumped out of her grasp, arched his back, and hissed. Having vented his spleen, Sweetums tore off into the kitchen, jumped up on the counter, and dived into the bag that contained his weekly ration of cat tuna. He didnt budge until Judith had opened one of the cans and emptied it in his dish by the back door. Sweetums ignored his prey, which was still lying in the rear hall by the pantry. Satisfied with the havoc hed wreaked and the reward hed received, the cat strolled to his feeding area and contentedly began to eat.


Judith picked up the dead starling in a paper towel and threw it in the garbage. Ill bet Mother forgot to feed him. Again, she sighed, washing her hands at the sink.


Youre making excuses for the hideous little beast, Renie said. You should get a bunny like ours. Clarence isnt any trouble, even if Bill does call him Triple D.


Triple D? inquired Judith as she wiped her hands on a towel.


For delicate, dirty, and dumb. Ill admit Clarence has had some health problems. He goes in for an eye exam tomorrow.


Judith didnt want to hear about Clarence. Id cook him in a big pot, she muttered. Id do the same with Sweetums, but hes too fat to fit in anything but an industrialsized roaster.


Renie opened a can of pop while Judith unloaded the groceries. Do you want me to call the insurance company for you? Renie asked.


Id better check my phone messages first, Judith replied, putting fresh halibut and bacon and a small rack of lamb into the refrigerator. Ive only got two rooms full tonight, so I cant afford to ignore any late requests.


After loading milk, butter, and eggs into the fridge, Judith crossed the long, high-ceilinged kitchen to her answering machine, which sat near the computer shed received as a Christmas present from Joe. The red light showed that there were three calls. The first was from a couple in Montana who wanted a reservation for two nights in November. The second was a woman asking if it was true that Judith didnt allow pets. It seemed she had a hedgehog that went with her everywhere. The third and last message was a voice that mildly startled Judith. She turned up the volume so that Renie could hear, too.


Judith, this is Jeanne Barber, Jeanne Clayton Barber. The last time I saw you was at the state B&B association meeting in February. The voice continued, breathless and shrill. Before that, we met at our thirtieth high-school reunion a few years back. I wont say how many years back, ha-ha! You remember that I told you I own a B&B on Chavez Island? Well, I sent you a letter about that the other day. Maybe you havent gotten it yet. The mail doesnt always go off the island every day. So please call me, and Ill explain. Im terribly anxious to talk to you. Itsa matter of life and death. Bye-bye, hear from you soon. The voice dropped an octave and ended on a hush.


Renie was fumbling through the sheep-shaped cookie jar on the kitchen table, finding nothing more than crumbs. Jeannie Clayton, huh? I remember hershe was two years younger than I was and light-years dopier. I didnt know she owned a B&B. Did she ever get her teeth fixed?


No. Yes. Judith felt distracted as she tried to pull up a mental portrait of Jeanne Clayton Barber. Tall, though not as tall as Judith. Slim, slimmer than Judith. Pretty in an unremarkable, sort of faded way, not at all like Judith, who hoped that her strong features had better withstood the test of time. Her teeth are fine. At least they all go in the same direction now. Maybe Id better check the mail. It hadnt come when I left for the store.


Judith had her hand on the swinging door that led into the dining room when her mother banged at the back door. Hey! Gertrude yelled, using the walker to push open the screen. You get any of those almond clusters?


Judith glanced at Renie. Oh, dear! The words came out in a whisper.


Turning toward Gertrude, Judith forced a smile. No, Mother. I think you asked me that when I came home.


Oh. Gertrude leaned on her walker. Her small, wrinkled face puckered. Broccoli casserole, she said, in an apparent non sequitur.


But Judith knew better. She understood that her mother was racking her brain to remember something not only recent, but of importance. At least to Gertrude.


With chicken breasts and rice, Judith replied, and finally looked fondly at her mother. Maybe Ill make biscuits unless its too warm to turn on the oven.


Warm? Gertrude shivered inside the baggy cardigan. Its darned cold, if you ask me.


Judith wasnt sure if her mother was kidding or not. A year, even six months ago, Gertrude definitely would have been trying to provoke her daughter. But now Judith didnt know if her mother was serious. Gertrudes natural perversity, often feigned, had become all too real.


Ive got to get the mail, Judith said, changing the subject. Why dont you sit down with Renie, Mother, and Ill pour us some lemonade?


Nope, Gertrude replied, swinging the walker around. Im going back to that cardboard crate you call my apartment. Its almost warm in there, but thats because I set fire to my undies. Id better go put em out before the rest of the place goes up in smoke. So long, suckers.


With a nervous sigh, Judith turned a quirky expression on Renie. You see? That last part sounded like Motherperfectly normal, ornery and mean.


Renie gazed up at the high ceiling, then got out of the kitchen chair and followed Judith to the front porch. Normal for her, yes. Well, shes old. Sos my mother. She remembers too much. You cant win, coz. We dont change as we get olderwe just become more of what we always wereonly worse.


I suppose, Judith murmured, sifting through the bills, circulars, and pre-Christmas catalogues that had arrived in the mail. But its still depressing. Middle age is well namedwere right in the middle of everythingkids, mothers, and husbands, who need us most of all and yet dont always ask for Judith paused, waving an ecru-colored envelope at Renie. Ah! Heres the letter from Jeanne Clayton Barber. Shes rightit took five days to get here fromwhat?less than a hundred miles away? Of course there was the Labor Day weekend in between.


The cousins retreated into the living room, where they sat down on matching sofas by the empty fireplace. The French doors at the far end of the room stood open, with the soft sound of the breeze ruffling the lilac and fruit trees outside. Near the baby grand piano stood a card table with the current jigsaw-puzzle-in-progress. In the corner by the bookshelves, Judiths prized grandfather clock ticked away the hours. The living room was a comfortable place, intended not only for the permanent residents of Hillside Manor, but the guests as well.


Resignedly, Judith opened the envelope. Dear Judith, she read out loud. Last year you and I had the most wonderful chat during a break at the state Judith frowned at the elaborate handwriting which flowed beneath a Chavez Cove Bed-and-Breakfast logo depicting a crescent moon over a small bay. This is just a rehash of her phone message. High school together, blah-blahmarried Duane Barber three years after graduation, blah-blahtook over Chavez Cove cabins twelve years ago, blah-blah The frown deepened. Oh, what a shame! Ill read this part. Duane died unexpectedly of an aneurism this summer. It couldnt have happened at a worse time, the very height of the tourist season. I practically lost my mind trying to cope with the guests and the funeral arrangements and all the loose ends that have to be tied up after losing a loved one. But of course you understand, Judith. As I recall, you lost your first husband some years ago. Though, if Im remembering correctly, you didnt have the B&B to worry about at the time.


Judith looked up from the letters second page. I sure didnt. Jeanne had it easy. Id like to know what shed have done in my shoes, working at the library during the day and tending bar at the Meat & Mingle in the evenings. Plus, debts up to my eyeballs, we were about to be evicted, and Dans booze bill was the size of a third world countrys gross national product.


Gross is right, said Renie who had slipped off her sandals and settled her feet on the coffee table. At over four hundred pounds, Dan was definitely gross. But I quibble with loved one. Dan wasnt a loved onehe was the 
size of several people. Our Tom used to call him Uncle Group.


Behind his back, Judith put in.


Of which there was a vast expanse, Renie noted. But we digress.


It was easy to do, even after eight years and a second, much happier marriage. Dan McMonigle had been an intelligent, well-mannered, generous man on the surface. But under the massive shield of flesh there lurked a hostile heart. Dan could only like people who were his inferiors. When Judith met Dan, she had felt inadequate. The man she loved, the man who had promised to marry her, the man with whom she had envisioned a charmed life, had dumped her for another woman. When Dan waddled into the breach, Judith had felt inferior to all manner of lowly things, including earthworms and poison ivy and agents from the IRS.


Judith resumed reading. Duane passed away July 29. Now, a month later, Im finally getting to the end of the insurance forms, the banking matters, the sending of little remembrances to his relatives. As you know, September is usually a quiet month in our business, at least after Labor Day. My daughter, Marcia, has been urging me to get away (she insists I go to one of those ritzy spas in Southern Californiabut it sounds so self-indulgent, doesnt it?). On the other hand, I definitely need a break in my routine. So many memories, so much emotion, such an overwhelming sense of sadness! I see Duane everywhere, which makes it doubly hard to let go.


Now I come to the difficult part of this letter. Im not one to ask favors. But everyone in the state B&B association says youre absolutely tops! Plus, we do go way back, dont we, Judith? Do you remember Mrs. Beecroft in eighth grade, and how shed soak her dentures in a glass of water on her desk, and one day Jerome MacAfee put ink in the water, and Mrs. Beecroft didnt notice, and when she put her teeth in, her mouth turned blue! Such a riot! Jerome, I hear, is now a circuit-court judge.


So what Id like to propose is a trade. (There! Ive said it! That wasnt so hard after all!) If you could come up to Chavez Island and take over the B&B while I go to the spa or wherever, Ill spell you at Hillside Manor after the first of the year. If that doesnt suit you, then Id be willing to pay for you to come up to my place. (Yes, I know that B&B-sitters can be hired through the association, but I want a real probelieve me, my offer would be generous.) I know this is asking a lot, but my nerves are shattered, and I feel so claustrophobic. I never felt that way while Duane was alive, but its different now. Chavez Island is very small, and only a handful of residents live here. Not that they havent been ever so kind. Most of them at any ratedont believe everything you hear in a tiny place like this! I cant imagine a safer situation anywhere, and the month of September doesnt bother me the way it disturbs some of the other folks. Lifes passages can be awfully hard on people.


Of course you must feel free to say No. Ill understand. But if you come next week, I can promise lovely weatherwe get a true Indian summer in the islands. Do call or write. My phone number is


Judith tipped her head to one side. I didnt need this. Not today.


Then say no, Renie replied in a reasonable voice. She gave you an out.


Chin on fists, Judith considered. She wouldnt have asked me if she werent desperate. She wouldnt have written and called if she werent frantic. She wouldnt have bared her soul if she didnt need a friend.


There were times when Judiths generous spirit was too much for Renie. Sap, sap, sap! Youll do it, wont you? Im going home. You dont have any cookies.


Ill talk to Joe and call her tonight, one way or the other. Judith slowly got to her feet while Renie put on her sandals. The first thing Ive got to do is call the insurance company.


Renie headed for the French doors. If you decide to B&B-sit, dont take it out in trade. Ask for money up front. As a freelance designer, I always try to get a retainer fee. Otherwise, clients weasel.


Right. Judith sounded uncertain. I dont suppose youd? The unspoken question floated past Renie into the backyard.


But Renie didnt need to hear the unspoken words. No! Not in a zillion years! After the kids leave this weekend and Bill goes back on campus to get ready for the fall quarter, Im going to become a will-o-the-wisp. I may go shopping, I may go to lunch with a friend, I might even stay home and wallow around with a bowl of popcorn and a half-rack of Pepsi and all my favorite CDs. But no way am I going with you to Chavez Island, coz. September is a lull for me, too, while everybody in the corporate world returns from vacation and the bigwigs arent ready to farm out the fall projects. Believe me, after a whole summer with everybody home, I need some time to myself. See you.


The blue Chev reversed out of the drive. Judith wandered over to the toolshed and found her mother lurking in the doorway. Would you have a fit if I left town for a week? She already knew the answer.


First off, Id croak, Gertrude said in a deceptively mild tone. Then youd have to get me buried and have Father Hoyle pray over my mortal remains. Next, youd put on your caterers hat and invite the mourners in for a big buffet. Salads, sandwiches, cakes, pies, rolls, maybe some olives and pickles. Candy, too. Say, how about those almond clusters you didnt get? I might enjoy them from my fluffy white cloud. With a flip of her baggy cardigan, Gertrude stomped inside the toolshed.





Naturally, Judith said to Joe as he opened a can of beer, Mother is against me going. That should settle it, shouldnt it? I mean, shes so old and I worry that her memory is slipping. Id be afraid to leave her alone.


Joe settled back in his captains chair and took a big sip of beer. Youve left her before. Im here, and so are the Rankerses. Carl and Arlene always take good care of your mother. As for her memory, I havent noticed it being any worse than it ever was.


Thats because you almost never talk to her, Judith said, not without a trace of asperity. The bitterness between Gertrude and Joe was long-standing, a wound that had never healed after his alcohol-induced elopement with his first wife.


She doesnt want to talk to me, Joe replied in a calm voice. In fact, shed rather talk to Herself. I mean to Vivian. Hey, Joe went on, his round, slightly florid face brightening, Vivian could help out, too. She seems to like the old bat.


Dont call my mother an old bat, Judith snapped, though she realized that her anger actually stemmed from the reference to Joes first wife, who had moved into the neighborhood six months earlier.


Joe picked up the evening newspaper and flipped to the sports page. Okay, it was just a thought.


Repenting her sharp words, Judith sat down across the table from Joe. Its not just Mother that worries meits you. Would you manage without me?


Joes green eyes regarded Judith over the top of the sports section. Sure. I can cook, remember?


Judith did. Joe was an excellent cook, who often prepared the evening meals, at least on weekends. Id be gone a week, Judith persisted, wishing Joe would say he couldnt live without her. Arlene and Carl would have to take over the B&B.


Theyve done it before. Whats the problem, especially now that Carls retired? This time, Joe didnt look up from the newspaper.


The Rankerses were admirable stand-ins. Arlene and Judith shared Hillside Manors catering arm. Not only were Carl and Arlene good friends and wonderful neighbors, but they had a knack for dealing with people, particularly Judiths mother.


I hate to bother them, Judith murmured. The least Joe could do was put up a token argument for keeping her at his side. Im going to have to borrow their car until I get mine back. The insurance company said it might take until Friday to assess the damages. They didnt get it towed away until just before five.


If you arent here, you wont need a car, Joe pointed out, turning the page.


So how will I get to Chavez Island? The triumphant note in Judiths voice indicated that shed scored a point in her favor.


I could drive you up to the ferry in the MG. If the island is as small as you say it is, why would you need a car? Anyway, wouldnt your old high-school chum leave her car?


Judith sighed. I suppose. Fidgeting in the chair, she frowned at the newspaper, which hid her husbands face. Wont you miss me?


Of course. Joe appeared to be finishing an article. At last, he put the sports section aside. Gold flecks danced in his green eyes. Magic eyes, Judith called them, full of mischief even in middle age. Thirty years earlier, she had fallen hopelessly in love with the red hair, the trim physique, the engaging grin, the magic eyes. Though the red hair had thinned and was turning gray, and a hint of a paunch flawed the physique, the grin and the eyes were still intact. So was the mischief. And that was what worried Judith most.


A lot? Judiths voice was uncharacteristically meek.


A whole lot. Joes gaze was steady as he reached across the table to caress her cheek. But the truth is, Ive got a training session coming up. Ill be working overtime, and when I get home, Ill be cranky as hell. I always am during training sessions. So if youre going to be gone, next week is a good time for it.


Judith fell silent. Joe was right, of course. There had been other training sessions, and they always triggered an irascible mood. Still, there was the car repair to consider and her mother and the B&B andHerself, two doors down in the house vacated the previous winter by the Goodriches. In a startling move, Vivian Flynn had pulled up stakes in Florida and returned to the Pacific Northwest. She had come for Christmas and stayed forever. Or so it appeared. Vivianor Herself, as she was knownhadnt yet caused any serious problems. She was too enamored of the bottle, and thus inclined to keep to her snug little house. On her rare forays outdoors, she called on Gertrude rather than Judithor Joe. All the same, Judith wasnt keen on the idea of leaving her husband alone with the woman to whom he had been married for over twenty years. Though considerably older than Joe and eroded by alcohol, Herself retained a certain allure.


I guess Ill do it, Judith said glumly. She rose from the table and went to the cupboards, where she got out the makings of her guests hors doeuvres tray. Im going to ask for the money, though. We never go anywhere in January.


We could, Joe said as he sifted through the front section of the newspaper. How about catching some sun in Mazatln or Hawaii or Alabama?


Judith opened a tin of smoked oysters. Could you take time off?


Maybe. Joe polished off his beer.


Can we afford it?


No. But that shouldnt stop us. Sometimes you forget that were a two-income family.


That was easy to do. After eighteen years of providing two meager incomes all by herself, Judith couldnt quite adapt to the concept of separate paychecks. On the other hand, Joe didnt always take into account how much of Judiths earnings were plowed right back into the B&B. During the first year of operation, she had figured that her biggest benefit from the enterprise was having a free roof over her head. Judith smiled weakly. Well see about a winter break. She reached for a box of crackers. The kitchen was growing warm from the oven and the late afternoon sun. Spending a week alone with Joe definitely had its appeal. Jeanne Clayton Barber might make a generous offer, enough to pay for a January trip. Running Chavez Cove B&B could be a pleasant change of pace. Summers were draining. Autumn would be setting in, with the advent of the holidays and then winter and


Judith made up her mind. If Jeanne needed a friend, her name would be Judith Flynn. Chavez Island sounded lovely in the fall. It was isolated, it was picturesque, it was safe. Hadnt Jeanne Clayton Barber said so?












TWO





RENIE WAS INCOHERENT. When she phoned Judith around eight, words tumbled out in a squawking jumble. Judith told her cousin to calm down.


It was that stupid vegetarian chili, Renie declared, still speaking rapidly, if now rationally. I spilled some on the stove, so I wiped it up with a paper towel, and then the phone rang. My mother, of course, making sure I got home from her apartment safely. There was a pause during which Judith could almost hear Renies teeth gnash. She could definitely hear Bill and the Jones offspring bellowing in the background.


Mom went on and on, as usual, and I forgot about the paper towel. Just as she was asking if Id been approached by any white slavers on my way home, I smelled smoke. Then I saw smoke, but not much else. I finally got my mother to hang up so I could call 911. Renie ran out of breath.


Howd you manage that? Judith inquired, marveling at Renies success in getting Aunt Deb to part from the telephone.


Good question, Renie replied. Ive used the-kitchens-on-fire routine so often that I had to think of something else. I told her there was a man with a knife at my door.


It sounds like it worked, Judith remarked. Are you okay? What about damage?


Renie let out a groan. Nobody but me was downstairs, so were all okay, except I had a coughing fit from the smoke. But the kitchens a messand Bill just got through refinishing the cabinets on his summer break! Which, the firemen told us, was a good thing, because if theyd been layered in grease, the whole house might have gone up.


Judith couldnt resist a small laugh. What a coincidencewe both get to call our insurance companies the same day!


Funny, funny, coz, Renie said in a voice indicating that her sense of humor had also gone up in smoke. Our people from LUMPCO wont be able to come out until Thursday. Weve got to spend the night in a motel.


Judith thought of the three spare bedrooms on the second floor. Thats ridiculous. Come over here. You and Bill can stay in the front guest room, the big one. I can put Tom and Tony in the room at the end of the hall, and Anne can take the little room off the stairs.


Though Renie demurred, Judith finally talked her cousin into bringing the Jones family under the sheltering eaves of Hillside Manor. An hour and a half later, Bill, Renie, and the three grown children pulled into the drive. Bill, who was an early riser, immediately proclaimed that he was going to bed. Tom and Tony declared that, having missed dinner, they intended to raid the refrigerator. Anne dumped off her suitcase in the smallest of the guest rooms and announced that she had a late date with Arturo.


Whos Arturo? Judith asked, as Anne disappeared into the small bathroom off the entrance hall.


An Italian foreign student, Renie answered in an uncharacteristically dazed voice. This is a bad idea.


Judith lifted her dark, even eyebrows at her cousin. What is? Arturo?


Huh? Renie was gazing distractedly around the dining room, where the oval oak table was covered with an Irish linen cloth and already set for breakfast. Oh, Arturo! Maybe, Ive only met him once. No, she continued, now resting her brown eyes on Judith. This whole idea of staying here. It may be days before we can go back home. What are your bookings for the rest of the week?


Judith winced. Ive got four rooms filled tomorrow night, three on Thursday, and then were full over the weekend. But still, if Ive saved you the insurance allowance for one night at a motel, you ought to come out okay.


Renie sank into the chair at the head of the table, which was the only one of the set with arms. Grandpa Grover had used the chair as his place of honor. The previous spring, Judith had finally replaced Grandma Grovers original needlepoint covers.


I suppose, Renie said in a small voice. I think they allow no more than fifty bucks a night. Where can we stay in this town for so little and still get room service? You know what our children are like.


Judith had never quite approved of the Jones familys insistence on never staying at a hotel or motel that didnt rate at least three stars in the AAA guidebook. The result was that Tom, Anne, and Tonynot to mention Bill and Renieexpected every possible amenity, including a complete menu at three A.M. Judith hoped that the Joneses didnt expect such elegant treatment at Hillside Manor.


The front door slammed, indicating that Anne had left with Arturo. Renie looked mildly interested. I think hes studying American art, she murmured. Or does Anne call him Art?


Call it a day, urged Joe, who apparently had just descended the back stairs from the family living quarters on the third floor and entered the dining room through the kitchen. Its almost ten, and both of you have had a long, destructive day.


Its too early, Judith protested. Despite the need to rise at six and make breakfast for her guests, she usually didnt retire until around eleven.


Are you kidding? Renie asked. In contrast to her husband, she was a veritable night owl, seldom heading for bed until after midnight. I have to wait up to let Anne in. She has no key.


Under the undeniably hideous paisley bathrobe Gertrude had given her son-in-law a couple of Christmases past, Joe shrugged. Whatever. Im going to watch TV. Something restful, like a violent cop show. Meanwhile, he added for Renie as he turned to the swinging door, tell your sons that the freezer control knobs arent edible.


Sorry. Renie gave Judith a sick little smile. You know how my kids love to eat, even if they do enjoy weird food groups.


Judith also knew how Renie loved to eat. Did you get any dinner, coz?


No. Somehow, Renie managed to look as if she hadnt consumed even the tiniest morsel in days. Her cheeks sank in, her eyes grew hollow, her very skin seemed to turn ashen. I could use a little meat. And potatoes and maybe a small but earnest vegetable.


Judith laughed. As soon as your boys vacate the kitchen, Ill whip up some chicken breasts and rice and whats left of the fresh broccoli. She paused, hearing the retreat of footsteps from the kitchen. I think theyre going upstairs now. Shall I turn on the stove?


Renie smiled feebly. Five minutes later, the cousins were in the kitchen, listening to the sizzle of skinless chicken breast, the burble of boiling broccoli, and the hiss of steaming rice.


What, Renie asked from her place at the kitchen table, did Jeanne say when you called?


Jeanne? Judith blinked. Ohyou mean Jeanne Clayton Barber.


Right. Renie rolled her eyes at the high ceiling.


I havent called yet, Judith hedged, turning down the rice. I dont think Joe wants me to go.


I dont blame him, Renie allowed. Itll wear you down, just when you should be taking a breather. Its always harder to shoulder somebodys else responsibilities than your own.


Its not thatexactly. Judith busied herself with the chicken breast.


Renie didnt coax. Instead, she spread a paper napkin on her lap and gazed expectantly at the stove. Cluck, cluck, said Renie.


Actually, Judith admitted, Joe doesnt care. Thats what bothers me. She gave Renie an anxious look.


Huh? Renies expression was blank.


Herself. Judith savagely speared the chicken breast to lift it from the pan.


Oh, Jeez! Renie clapped a hand to her head. You arent worrying about Joe and Herself, are you? Come on, coz!


Dishing up rice and broccoli, Judith sighed. I know, its stupid. I dont think Joes seen Herself more than six times since she moved into the neighborhood last January. But they were married for almost twenty-five years, and they had a daughter together. Sometimes I feel as if I were an interloper in Joes life.


Renie was evincing disgust even as she lavishly buttered her rice. Thats silly. Herself was the interloper, coming between the two of you, and almost ruining your lives.


Renie was right, of course. As Judith ran water into the kettle that had held the rice, she made up her mind. Ill call Jeanne now and tell her Im coming.


Fine, Renie said with her mouth full. Tell her Im coming with you.




Renies rationale was simple: She couldnt live at home until the repair work on the kitchen was done, the kids would be off to college in three more days, and Bill would be tied up at the university during the week. It might be possible for him to get a motel room for under fifty dollars.


He doesnt use much room service, Renie explained.


Judith dialed Jeanne Barbers number on Chavez Island. The ringing in Judiths ear had a strange, hollow sound. I feel like Im calling Lands End, Judith murmured.


Jeanne was effusive, elated, grateful. I was so afraid youd say no! When can you get here?


Monday morning? Judith offered. Ill have a full house over the weekend, so Id rather wait. I also need to ask my neighbors to fill in.


What a good friend you are! Jeanne enthused in her strident voice. Even after all these years! Now heres how you get to Chavez Island


Somehow, Judith had assumed that she need only drive some seventy-five miles north to the terminal where the ferryboats sailed off to the Santa Lucia Islands chain, and arrive an hour or so later at her destination. But Chavez Island was too small for a scheduled ferry stop, Jeanne told Judith.


Youll have to leave your car on the mainland, Jeanne said a trifle apologetically. You wont need it once you get herethe island is only a little over one square mile. Walk off the ferry at Laurel Harbor on Perez, the big island, and then Rafe will bring you to Chavez Cove in his cruiser.


Rafe? Judith frowned into the phone.


Rafe St. Jacques, Jeanne answered promptly, then giggled. He plays many parts. One of them is to provide transportation between Chavez and the other islands. Theres a nine-thirty ferry thatll put you into Laurel Harbor at ten-forty-five. Its an outgoing tide, but Rafe should get you to the B & B by eleven-fifteen.


Okay, Judith said dubiously. She shot Renie a quick glance, but her cousin was absorbed in her food. It wouldnt do to mention the early departure time just yet. Renie wasnt a morning person. See you Monday, Judith said to Jeanne, then listened to the other woman rattle off more thank-yous before hanging up.


Well, Judith remarked, sitting down across from Renie, thats settled.


Renie nodded. It should be kind of nice. The islands are beautiful, especially this time of year.


Coz, Judith began, gazing earnestly at Renie, I really appreciate having you come along. Besides the pleasure of your company, itll cut down on my responsibilities and lighten the workload


Gobbling up the last morsel of chicken, Renie pushed her chair away from the table and stretched. Who, she yawned, said I was going to work?


Judith merely smiled. It didnt matter whether Renie helped or loafed. The cousins would be together on an outing to Chavez Island. For a week, they could put their troubles behind them. Jeanne Barbers invitation began to take on the aura of an adventure rather than an obligation.


Judith kept smiling.




By Monday morning, Judiths car had been declared a disaster. The cost of fixing the blue compact was so close to the low blue book value that the insurance company had advised her to take the money and buy a new used car. Judith wasnt pleased at the prospect, but Joe pointed out that they didnt have much choice. His MG couldnt keep going forever, and it was inevitable that sooner or later, one of them would have to get another car. Sooner apparently was now.


Since the Joneses were a one-car family, and Renie couldnt leave Bill without the Chev, Joe suggested that Judith figure out what kind of a car shed like to try out and rent one to take as far as the ferry dock. Upon their return to the mainland, she could test-drive a different model on the way home.


Thus it was that Monday morning Judith had gotten up at her usual early hour to make breakfast for her guests, but had left almost immediately upon serving them so that Joe could take her to the nearest car-rental agency. Half an hour later she was back at Hillside Manor with a dark blue Subaru Legacy.


What do you think? she asked of Renie, who had just been dropped off by Bill on his way to the university campus.


Sacar, Renie shrugged in her usual morning fog. Sblue.


Gently but firmly, Judith steered Renie toward the back door. Go have a cup of coffee. Ive got to make sure Mother is okay before we leave.


Samother, Renie mumbled, staggering in the general direction of the porch.


Gertrude was up but not yet dressed. She sat in her favorite chair, swathed in a bright orange bathrobe. I hate this bacon, she declared, pointing a gnarled finger at her plate. It tastes like mole.


Its low sodium, Judith said. The doctor says its good for you.


How olds the doctor? Gertrude demanded.


Judith considered. Forty, forty-five. Why?


Gertrude snorted. Half my age. What can he know? Ive been eating real bacon and real ham and real little pigs for twice that long. What do you bet that when the doctors my age, hell have been dead for twenty years?


The point was unarguable, nor did Judith want to wrangle with her mother just before leaving town. Ive left a shopping list for Arlene. Ill make sure she gets you regular bacon. Is there anything else you need before Renie and I leave?


Gertrude hunched down inside her orange bathrobe. Hunh! You bet, kiddo! Her eyes narrowed as she gazed up at her daughter. A few internal organs that arent on the skids, some arms and legs that dont creak, eyes that can see farther than my fingers, and ears thatll hear something quieter than an atom bomb. Well?


The requests were as familiar as they were impossible to fill. Judith gave Gertrude a wry smile. In other words, youre okayall things considered.


What things? Gertrude stared at her hands.


Before Judith could think of a suitable reply, there was a knock at the door to the toolshed. Mrs. G! called the husky voice. Mrs. G-G! Are you decent?


Herself, Judith muttered, covering the short distance to the door.


Decent? Gertrude echoed. As in decent what?


Vivian Flynn looked as if shed stepped out of the Arabian Nights. Or, Judith thought less charitably, a bad harem movie. Billowing purple pants were topped with an equally billowing magenta blouse and a gold-brocade vest. A dozen small coins dangled from each ear, and her feet were encased with embroidered slippers that turned up at the toes. It didnt seem possible to Judith that Herself could have completed the elaborate toilette at such an early hour; it was more likely that she had never gone to bed.


Hows my favorite neighbor? Herself gushed, all but ignoring Judith as she made her way to Gertrudes chair.


Finer than frog hair, Gertrude replied, stiffly accepting a big wet smack on the cheek. For reasons that eluded Judith, her mother had taken a liking to the first Mrs. Flynn. Perhaps it was sheer perversity on Gertrudes part, or maybe she genuinely enjoyed Herselfs brassy manner. How come youre all duded up like a circus freak? Gertrude demanded.


Herselfs laugh was loud and jangling. Oh, Mrs. G-G, arent you the one! This is my lounging costume. I wear it when I just want to loll around and do nothing except watch TV or read. Capturing some of the flowing purple fabric in one hand, Herself sat down on the arm of Gertrudes chair. I hear your daughter is abandoning you. She darted Judith a sly look. I just wanted you to know that if you need anything, Im available.


Thats swell of you, Gertrude responded with a small smile. It isnt easy for an old lady when her daughter goes off gallivanting to Shabby Island or whatever its called.


Now Mother, Judith began before the significance of Herselfs words dawned on her. Hey, she said, turning to the other woman, how did you know I was leaving town?


Herselfs heavily penciled eyebrows arched in exaggerated innocence. How? Why, I heard it through the grapevine, thats how. Isnt that what happens in a cozy neighborhood like this?


It could be true. Hillside Manor was located at the end of a cul-de-sac, surrounded by longtime residentsexcept, of course, for Herself. Arlene Rankers was particularly generous in dispensing neighborhood news. Indeed, Judith often referred to her friends limitless source of gossip as ABSArlenes Broadcasting System.


On the other hand, maybe it was better not to know. Ive got to get going, Judith said, summoning up a feeble smile. Ill call you, Mother.


Youll call me something, Gertrude muttered, but did her best to put her arthritic arms around her daughter. You be careful and dont stick any nickels up your nose.


Herself flipped her platinum blond mane and laughed again. Oh, Mrs. G-G! Youre such a kick! While your daughters off making pancakes for grumpy guests, lets party!


Ill bring the Tums, Gertrude said.


Herself laughed again, even louder. Tums! Did you know thats smut spelled backwards? She laughed some more. Judith left.


Two hours later, Judith and Renie boarded the superferry, which would take them to Laurel Harbor on Perez Island. The second Monday of September was golden, with the sun sparkling on the rippling waters, a few wispy white clouds drifting across the deep blue sky, and the wooded coastline rising up on the mainland to meet the mountains. As the ferry glided out of its slip and picked up speed in the open water, the cousins sat on the deck, feeling the brisk breeze ruffle their hair, sniffing the salt air, listening to the gulls and the waves and the thrum of the vessels big engines.


I havent been to the Santa Lucias for years, Renie commented as a tourist family clicked pictures from the rail. Bill and I came up with some other SOTS when one of our ex-pastors had the church on the main island, but that was at least ten years ago.


We had a librarians retreat at the big resort in 1971, Judith said, shielding her eyes from the sun. Believe it or not, thats the only time I was ever on any of the islands. Isnt it weird how you can have such a tourist magnet in your own backyard and yet never visit it? Talk about taking things for granted!


Renie nodded. And putting things off. Bill and I are always saying how we should spend a few days in the islandstheyre so beautiful, theyre so peaceful, theyre so off the beaten track. Except they arent, at least not in the summer, when everybody from everywhere storms the whole archipelago. This year, I heard that it wasnt at all uncommon to have to wait overnight in your car to get on the ferry.


Its like living a mile away from Niagara Falls and never going to visit. Judith smiled as three small children chased each other around in circles near the lifeboats. We get spoiled in the Pacific Northwest. We may complain about all the growth, but even in the city, were still pretty close to nature. If the weathers clear, you can hardly go anywhere without seeing two mountain ranges, a couple of lakes, and the Sound.


In silence, the cousins ruminated on their blessings. A few minutes later, they had visited the coffee shop, where they purchased doughnuts and hot chocolate. Since the ferry was now out in the open strait, where the winds blew harder and the currents ran stronger, they opted to have their snack inside. There were no empty tables; the ferry was filled to capacity, despite the lateness of the season. Upon boarding, they had noticed the dozens of bicycles, canoes, and kayaks which were being hauled onto the lower deck. Apparently their owners had all worked up an appetite. After standing in the cafeteria-style line for almost ten minutes, Judith and Renie finally found two empty spaces. They sat down next to a young, attractive self-absorbed couple, and across from a heavyset middle-aged man in a business suit who was partially hidden behind the morning paper.


The Barber house is supposed to be pretty snazzy, Judith said as the ferry dipped from side to side in the heavy current. Jeanne and Duane built it about ten years ago on the site of the original homestead.


How many cabins? Renie inquired. Three?


Judith nodded. During the summer, Jeanne charges two hundred a night. Between Labor Day and Memorial Day, the rate drops to a hundred and fifty.


The young couple had wandered off, but the man across the table suddenly slapped his newspaper down on the Formica and let out a small yelp. Are you talking about Chavez Cove? he demanded.


Startled, Judith pushed back on the bench. Whyyes. Do you know it?


The man, whose graying hair was cropped close to a big skull with jutting ears and a large, irregular nose, narrowed his pale blue eyes. You bet. Im heading there now. But Im paying two hundred, and its after Labor Day. Id better talk to the manager. Shes going to hear what H. Burrell Hodge does to people who try to cheat him. And I promise, she wont like it one bit!


Assuming that H. Burrell Hodge was in fact the man sitting on the other side of the table, and also assuming that she was about to become the manager of Chavez Cove, Judith conjured up a sheepish smile.


Im sure its a misunderstanding, Mr.Hodge.


Im sure it better be! Hodge huffed as his face turned red with indignation. Do you know this woman who runs the place?


In a way, Judith admitted. My cousin and I are going there to


Because if you do, Hodge said, getting to his feet, youd better warn her not to play games. H. Burrell Hodge doesnt like games. He picked up the newspaper and crumpled it loudly in his beefy hands. His chest puffed up and his jowls jiggled. H. Burrell Hodge knew somebody would try to throw a spanner in the works. H. Burrell Hodge is getting angry. The big man stomped off, impervious to the ferrys starboard list.


H. Burrell Hodge is getting loud, Renie commented. Are we going to have to listen to him for a whole week?


Judith wore a worried expression. I dont know. Ill see Jeannes guestbook when we arrive. She said there shouldnt be any problems. But doesnt that suit look like a problem to you?


Huh? Renies round face puckered in puzzlement.


Men in three-piece suits dont stay by themselves at bed-and-breakfasts, especially not in a rural area like Chavez Island. Think about it, coz.


Coz is thinking, Renie replied, then tipped her head to one side. Youre right, they dont. They check into hotels with a corporate rate. Maybe hes been traveling from some other part of the country and hasnt had time to change.


Judith gave a shake of her head. H. Burrell Hodge needs to change his attitude. I hope the rest of the guests arent so difficult.


Renie withheld comment.




There was nothing difficult about Rafe St. Jacques, at least not in the sense that Judith had attached to H. Burrell Hodge. Rafe was more aptly described as tall, dark, handsome, andif Judith could recall from the romance novels she occasionally readconveyed a touch of mockery. Or irony, or self-deprecating humor, or cynicism. He was probably in his late thirties, though his age could have gone ten years either way. Muscles rippled under his white linen shirt, his black hair fell carelessly across a tanned forehead, and his azure eyes matched the richness of the sea.


Rafe had just helped Judith and Renie into the thirty-foot inboard cruiser when H. Burrell Hodge came huffing down the pier. Is this the boat to Chavez Island? he shouted, holding on to his dark gray hat with the hand that wasnt clutching a large suitcase.


Were waiting for you, Rafe replied. Though courteous, his manner indicated he was very much in control of the situation, the passengers, the cruiserand himself. Come aboard. You must be Mr. Hodge.


So I am, H. Burrell Hodge to be exact. The identification was again accompanied by the expanding of chest and the jiggling of jowls. Spying the cousins, Hodge frowned under his hat brim. Youre rightyoure going to Chavez, too.


Ill be darned, murmured Renie. So we are. She shot Judith a caustic glance, indicating her disapproval of H. Burrell Hodge.


Rafe was consulting a small leather notebook. Thats it, he said, more to himself than to his passengers. Three passengers this trip. He flipped the notebook shut and strode off to take the helm.


H. Burrell Hodge had planted himself on the cushioned seat opposite the cousins. He perched his fingers on his knees and sighed deeply. Pretty area, he remarked. Too bad I cant enjoy it.


Judging from Renies sour expression, Judith figured there would be no conversational help from her cousin. Judith didnt blame Renie, but reminded herself that H. Burrell Hodge was an arriving guest, and she was his incoming hostess.


I beg your pardon? Judith said politely. Do you mean this is a working holiday?


The pale blue eyes regarded Judith as if she were a nincompoop. Now what would you think, Mrs. What was it? Barber?


No, no, Judith began, but was interrupted by a shout from Rafe St. Jacques.


Killer whale! Port side!


The cousins leaned forward; Hodge turned, though his attitude suggested indifference. At first, there was nothing to see. Then the killer whale dived out of the water, a graceful flash of black and white. Judith gasped, and Renie grinned. H. Burrell Hodges hat flew off. With a curse, he snatched the hat from where it had landed next to Judiths feet.


Whales! What next, crocodiles? This better be a comfortable setup. H. Burrell Hodge hates to be put out.


Judith and Renie exchanged covert glances. A silence fell over the little party as the cruiser cut through the water. Before the Ice Age, the Santa Lucias had been a mountain range, but the great glaciers had crept down to erode the peaks and create valleys which eventually had
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