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Chapter 1

Snow Business




On Wednesday morning, in the dead center of February, Miss Helma Zukas awoke, not to the music of her clock radio, but to a drowsy awareness of unusual light. She snuggled against her 100 percent goose-down pillow, filled with contentment in the warmth of her queen-sized bed, wondering for a single delusional moment if her father had already stoked the furnace.

Helma didnt move but her eyes flew open. Her father had been dead for seventeen years, and shed lived on the waters of the Pacific Ocean for longer than shed ever lived in Michigan. In the temperate climate of Bellehaven, Washington, it either rained or it didnt rain. Little else.

But she recognized that soft cushiony light, that diffused, coming-from-nowhere-and-everywhere blue creaminess that muffled sound and movement: snow.

Lots of snow.

Helma flung back her covers, forgetting her strategically placed slippers, leaving her robe draped across the foot of her bed with its sleeves open and folded back. Some people would have been shocked by the sight of Miss Helma Zukas running barefoot to her living room and throwing open the drapes that shrouded the sliding glass doors to her balcony.

Her apartment was flooded by signature whiteness, and for the briefest instant she squinted her eyes against it. Outside, snow fell in feathery flakes, too thick to glimpse the water of Washington Bay or even Boardwalk Park nestled below the Bayside Arms. Only the movement of white, the air itself seeming to shift and drift and circle downward, was visible.

Four inches, at least, humped along the railings, softened the floor and turned the chairs and small table on her balcony into pillowy shapes.

In fact one of the mounded shapes on the balcony floor moved. Eyes blinked and Boy Cat Zukas rose, snow sliding from his black body. He gazed coolly at her. Helma didnt ascribe human emotions to animals but there did appear to be a hint of accusation in his gaze.

She unlocked her door and slid it open to create an eight-inch gap. Boy Cat Zukas didnt move, only stared unblinking at the entrance toward warmth and comfort, as if waiting for a better offer. Icy air spilled into Helmas apartment, bringing the sting of snowflakes with it.


Only when she began to pull the door closed did Boy Cat Zukas slink through the narrowing gap and take up residence in the wicker basket beside the dooras far as he was allowed into her apartment.

Helma Zukas did not converse with nonhuman species, so she said nothing to the cat as she blotted his wet tracks from her carpet and briefly considered, then rejected, toweling Boy Cat Zukas dry. Shed never touched a cat and she supposed hed been wet multiple times in his previous life roaming the streets of Bellehaven.

Rarely had Helma seen snow actually moving ashore across the waters of Washington Bay. The air was too temperate, the climate too mild. In the mountains to the east behind Bellehaven, yes, but seldom at sea level. She stood beside her glass doors and watched the downy flakes descend. Beneath that very snow, moss roses already bloomed, daffodils poked up fat green spears, and yesterday shed remarked on a yellow forsythia blooming against the south wall of the courthouse.

As photo-perfect beautiful as the snow was, even at only a few inches, Helma knew what this meant: Bellehaven was about to be brought to its knees.



The mayor requests that citizens postpone all nonemergency travel, announced Gillian Hovel, the TV reporter who always pronounced her last name with the accent on the second syllable, as if shed been challenged too many times in her life, her face brightened by the excitement of bad weather and the possibility of disaster. All county schools are closed. No city buses will operate until further notice.

The city of Bellehaven didnt own a single snowplow. Its citizenry barely owned winter coats. And unless they played at winter sports, any boots residing in closets were intended for rain or high fashion, not snow.

Only essential city offices will be open today, the reporter continued, offering limited services.

The Bellehaven Public Library was certainly an essential city service. Of course, its doors would open to serve the public. And most definitely, Helmas skills were essential to its operation.

Her phone rang.

Have you looked outside? Ruth screeched, and Helma pulled the receiver farther from her ear. Its a blizzard out there.

It is snowing, Helma agreed. Youre up early.

Havent been to bed yet. Ive only got two weeks to finish this stuff. And dont say it.

She didnt. There was no point in reminding Ruth that the opening date for her art show had been on the calendar for six months. Shed avoided her paintbrushes until two weeks ago and now lived in a frenzy of belated creativity.

Its a good day to work inside, Helma said judiciously. A slab of snow slid from the apartment building roof, scattering in front of the window like confetti.

Inside? On a rare day like this? Want to go for a walk?


No thank you. I have to work.

Work? Where? Nobodys going to the library in this stuff.

They may, Helma told her. And I intend to be present to assist them.

You are so misguided, Ruth said, adding a barrage of tut-tut sounds. How are you getting there?

I have means.

Means means you dont want to tell me, right? Okay, then, Ill talk to you later. Sit in a stuffy library all by yourself when you could be out And here Ruth broke into song, walking in a winter wonderland.

After she hung up and was properly attired in clothing from a twenty-year-old box marked WINTER OUTERWEAR, Helma pulled open the front door of her apartment and stood taking in the morning. There was the curious magnification yet minimization of sounds. The spinning whine of tires, a childs shout of pleasure, a chime like sailboat rigging, the murmurs of mens voices. If anything, snowflakes now fell more thickly.

From beneath the guest bed in her back bedroom, she had pulled a pair of cross-country skis, poles, and boots. And now she carried them down the three flights of stairs of the Bayside Arms and began her preparations.

Hey, Helma, isnt this something?

It was Walter David, the manager of the Bayside Arms, face tipped up to the sky. He wore a woolly cap advertising beer, and in his arms, wrapped in a red, white, and blue afghan, rested Moggy, his white Persian cat.


Its a surprise, she agreed.

I havent seen skis like that in years, Walter said, tucking an afghan corner more securely around Moggys head, until only the cats oddly flat eyes were visible. You arent going out in this, are you?

Theyll be expecting me at the library.

Might be tough to find your way. Everythings white. He shivered and squinted at the definitely white landscape.

Ill recognize landmarks, Helma assured him.

Moggy looks cold.

Yeah, Im going in. Want to take my cell phone? You know, just in case?

No thank you.

Walter shook his head doubtfully as Helma buckled on her skis and prepared to leave. Well, be careful, then.

She was hesitant at first, naturally, since she hadnt skiedexcept accidentally during a past desperate situationsince she was a junior in college and had reluctantly enrolled in a cross-country skiing class to secure a much needed single credit. By the time the class had ended, shed wished it had been a five-credit course, since she earned the only A the instructor had bestowed in the past six years.

But within fifteen minutes Helma found her snow legs, and if thered been traffic, drivers would have let up on the gas to watch her striking figure swoosh through the picturesque winter scene.

A tasteful blue coat and pants with black piping, a blue and black stocking cap, tall argyle wool stockings with a matching scarf, and overlong skis. No step-slide, step-slide movements forward; she sailed along, the tracks behind her evenly spaced herringbones. Her packalso a remnant from twenty years agocontaining library-appropriate clothing, swayed against her back. Unhampered by traffic, poles cadenced with skis, as swift and precise as if she were destined to ski on forever. The elastic on her old snow goggles had rotted and her face was bare to the weather. Flakes brushed against her eyelashes. The air pleasantly stung the insides of her nostrils. She smiled.

By the time Helma reached the untracked snows of the Bellehaven Public Librarys parking lot, her cheeks glowed pink and a sheen of perspiration warmed her body. Snow topped her stocking cap and epauletted her shoulders. As she bent to unbuckle her skis, she spotted yellow flashing lights through the dense snow.

The library stood in the midst of Bellehavens civic buildingsthe courthouse, city hall, and the hospitalso flashing lights were a common enough occurrence. Helma brushed the snow from her skis and propped them against the wall of the loading dock, unlocked the rear door and entered the library workroom.

She was eight minutes late but the workroom was silent, the lights off, the crowded room bathed in snowy blue light. When she flicked on the lights, it was apparent that she was the first of the staff to arrive. Ms. Moons office was dark, the computer screens black. No coffee odors drifted from the staff room.

In the public area of the library, lights shone down on the circulation desk, where she was relieved to see Dutch, the circulation manager, checking in books from the drop box. An electronic beep sounded as he passed each bar-coded book beneath the scanner to check it in.

Are you the only staff member here? Helma asked him.

So far, maam, he said briskly.

Dutch was a retired military man whod worked part-time at the circulation desk before taking full command. He didnt know Poe from Pope, or Where the Wild Things Are from Wheres Waldo, and Helma had had her doubts when Ms. Moon hired him. But Dutch didnt gossip, kept the youthful circulation staff on task, reshelved books in a timely fashion, and disarmed unruly patrons with a single glance. He was also a man so private that his only address was a post office box

Ill help prepare for the public, she told him.

He inclined his thumb-shaped head toward the windows. It may be a quiet day.

Helma Zukas was not only a degreed and experienced librarian; she had made it her business to learn every job responsibility in the library, from reshelving books to assigning Dewey decimal numbers.

She also knew where Jack the janitor hid his best supplies, how to jimmy the heating and air-conditioning systems, and who to call when vandals stuffed the public toilets with rolls of toilet paper.

The librarys main phone rang. Helma let Dutch answer it as she walked through the building, flipping on lights, starting the photocopiers and computers. After reading the directions on the back of a package of fair-trade, handpicked, gently roasted grounds, she even made coffee. Although she didnt drink the brew, the fragrant roasty odor seemed appropriate for a snowy morning.

The phone rang again, and when Helma saw that Dutch was wheeling a cart of books toward the fiction section, she picked it up at the reference desk.

Bellehaven Public Library, she answered.

Oh good, youre there, a womans breathless voice responded. Panicky, Helma judged.

The library is here to serve the public, she assured the caller. Well be open at ten oclock as usual.

Great. Were sending them over right now.

Sending what over? Helma asked. But the caller had hung up.

Helma hung up, too, and looked out the librarys wide windows at the white, white world, puzzled. The flashing lights still gyrated through the falling snow, and from this vantage point they seemed close, very close. Forty minutes until the library officially opened, and at a time when the building was usually buzzing with staff members preparing for a day of dispensing information, only she and Dutch were on duty.

She had only been gazing out the window a few moments when a sound made her turn. An indistinct figure bumped against the front doors and a mittened hand pounded against the glass. Had someone become lost and disoriented right in downtown Bellehaven and by happenstance stumbled onto the librarys front door? Frozen and desperate for rescue?


Helma rushed to their aid, jerking open the door and admitting a blast of snow and cold air. The figure nodded to her and turned back, calling behind him, Inside. Inside, ladies.

He held open the door by leaning against it and counted aloud, as one by one through the front door of the library struggled a line of smallish muffled figures. Seventeen, he ended, closing the door and adding in a sigh of relief, Thats everybody, the whole kit and kaboodle. I was afraid Id lose somebody in this mess.

He removed a billed blue cap and pushed back a sweatshirt hood, revealing a young man about thirty, slightly taller than she was, with straight black hair and a dark complexion. Helma recognized him as likely a member of the Nettle tribe. The Nettles lived north of Bellehaven on ancestral land, a politically savvy Indian tribe who, as her friend Ruth said, the government couldnt push any farther west without drowning them in the ocean.

Im Jimmy Dodd. Despite the cold and peril, his eyes twinkled. They told me you were expecting us.

Who did? Helma asked, not really hearing his answer, if he did answer, as she watched the group of small figures in the library foyer begin to unwind their scarves and coats and sweaters. Their voices rose and fell in melodic excitement as they emerged from their wraps, already combing hair and briskly rubbing cold flesh: seventeen elderly Asian women.







    

Chapter 2

Stranded Players




Who sent you? Helma asked. Who are you?

The young man named Jimmy Dodd grinned at her and swatted his cap against his leg. Snow shimmered and dropped to the floor. City hall swore youd take us in and save us from a snowy death. Our bus got caught in the storm, and here we are, at your mercy. He was enjoying the situation far too much.

A city bus? Helma asked, confused, watching as the snow from the womens outerwear fell to the library floor, puddling and melting. One of the women had taken charge and was gathering the group in a circle, giving directions and motioning for the other women to sit around two of the long library tables. She was the tiniest of the seventeen, by far the oldest, dressed beneath her coat as if it were summer: in a sleeveless shirt and light green pants, and even sandals over whiteand wetankle socks.


Today is Ladies Day at the casino, Jimmy Dodd explained. We were coming down from Canada. This is my Chinatown run.

Wheres your bus? Helma asked, peering out the librarys front doors. The wind had risen and now the snow that fell from the sky was being mixed with snow billowing upward from the ground.

Out there, he said, waving his hand toward the windows at the back of the library. I left the emergency lights on so nobodyd hit it.

That explained the yellow lights flashing through the snow. The new Nettle casino, built on the edge of the reservation, had proven to be popular beyond everyones expectations except the Nettles. Since the Canadian border was only twenty miles from Bellehaven, the cross-border Nettle-owned casino busesWin Big!had been an innovative, and profitable, move.

Were understaffed today, Helma told him. But youre welcome to stay here until the weather lets up. I dont expect well have many library patrons.

You never know: somebody might need an emergency book on frostbite, he said. Either Jimmy Dodd had a tic in his eye or hed just winked at her.

The tiny elderly woman suddenly stepped between them. You are? she asked Helma, tipping her head back to look up at Helma, who wasnt tall.

Miss Helma Zukas, Helma told her.

Miss Zukas, the woman said, nodding slightly. I am Bonita Wu. She nodded slightly again. Her hair was short and white, crisply cut into a pixie, her face a mass of deep wrinkles, and her bare armswell, any sort of covering would have been advisable, Helma thought. And immediately chastised herself, thinking that perhaps Bonita Wu was so old she was beyond caring about the state of her arms. Helmas eighty-eight-year-old Aunt Em claimed, At my age, if it still works, I flaunt it.

Bonita Wu removed a pair of tinted glasses from her pants pocket and balanced them on her nose, where the nose piece disappeared into a crevasselike wrinkle and the lenses immediately steamed over. She pulled the glasses from her face and returned them to her pocket. I would like for my women, hot water for tea, atowel, and where are your facilities, please?

Helma rarely pointed inside buildings, and never toward private facilities. The facilities are behind me to the left. I have coffee prepared and we can heat water, plus I believe there is a selection of tea. As for a towelperhaps paper towels from our facilities?

Bonita Wu nodded with a single deep incline of her head. You are kind, she said, and turned back to the two tables shed commandeered where the sixteen women waited, all eyes on Bonita.

That ones the dragon lady, Jimmy murmured when Bonita was out of hearing. I put her in the seat behind me because shes so old I thought shed die before we got here. Instead, she spent the whole trip hissing into my ear in a Bridge on the River Kwai voice. Giving me driving tips, he finished with an upward roll of his eyes.

I believe the Bridge on the River Kwai portrayed a somewhat fictionalized account of a Japanese incident, Helma pointed out. These women are Chinese.

Yeah, well you get the idea, he said. There went the roll of the eyes again. Think cross-cultural. I mean, did you ever hear of a Chinese woman named Bonita? Or hey, that Im named Jimmy Dodd, instead of something more culturally authentic like White Feather or Dancing Snake? Or what about those flashy casinos on honest-to-God ancient tribal Nettle land? His voice rose. Im talking about, what do you call it, anomalies?

Or snow in Bellehaven, Helma contributed, distracting Jimmy Dodd from further explorations of the world of melting pots. Ill show you where you can heat water and find cups. Today we can stretch the librarys rules about food and drink.

Im just the bus driver, he said, grunting and pulling his sweatshirt hood back up over his head as if he were about to disappear inside it.

Suddenly, Dutch stepped up beside Jimmy Dodd, shoulders back, buzz-cut head erect. Just the bus driver? he repeated in a tone that would have dropped a platoon to their knees for a hundred push-ups. That makes you responsible for the well-being of your passengers.

The words were pulled from Jimmys mouth as if he had no will. Yes, sir, he said, his back straightening, sweatshirt hood pushed back with a swipe of his hand that could have doubled as a salute.

Duty completed, Dutch spun on his heels and returned to the circulation desk.


Jimmy frowned and looked over at Bonita Wu, who stood between the two tables, apparently issuing assignments. She doesnt look like much of a tipper, he commented to Helma, too low for Dutch to hear.

When Helma only gazed at him, he held up his hands in surrender. Okay, okay. Lead the way to the tea and crumpets.

She led Jimmy Dodd behind the public area into the library workroom and the staff lounge. Through the windows, there was no green, only curtains and walls and mounds of white.

Crowded back here, isnt it? he asked, gazing around at the crammed work spaces, the stacked boxes, the narrow aisles. Cold, too. You need a bigger library.

Helma nodded. If all goes as planned, well be moved into a new building by this time next year.

So far, the new library existed as an excavation two blocks away, begun two weeks ago, since in normal Bellehaven, Washington, weather, construction took place year-round. After years of make-do and months of controversy, when bonds were floated, fought over, and rejected, a local citizen had stepped forward with an offer city officials could not refuse. The new Bellehaven Public Library would soon be fact, and Miss Helma Zukas had played a modest but vital role in the blossoming reality. Ms. May Apple Moon, the director, was in a constant frenzy of excitement.



Helma left Jimmy gathering up cups and coffee and condiments with an efficiency that belied his earlier reluctance. In the public area, tapping sounded from the front door. It was 10:05, five minutes past opening.

A solitary muffled figure tapped at the plate glass with a key. Insistent. Dutch unlocked the doors and pulled them open. Fully twenty feet away, Helma felt the shiver of icy wind. Snow swirled inside with the figure.

Cant let a little snow and ice put a stop to reading, can you? a man asked from inside a heavy coat, scarf, and cap. His cap was red plaid, like the old-time hunting caps from Helmas Michigan childhood, before neon orange became the rule. Flaps covered his ears and silver hair. Bet you dont recognize me in all this insulation, do you?

He unwound his scarf. Steamed glasses blocked his eyes. Helma might not have recognized him in all his layers, but immediately recognized the red childish backpack hanging off his shoulder, which he jokingly said left his hands free to hug a pretty woman, but in actuality left his hands free to steady his balance. A yellow hard hat was attached to a strap. Hello, Mr. Harrington. Im surprised youre out in this weather.

Franklin Harrington was routinely the first person to enter the library and had been for years. It wasnt just that he was a favorite patron and enthusiastic library supporter that set him apart; it was Franklin Harrington whod donated the land for the new library.

Its just weather, he said now. Ive been through worse. Once I got caught in a blizzard that lasted for weeks. Weeks. At my age, I dont have time to slow down for a little snow.


The newspapers havent been delivered, Helma warned him. So your Wall Street Journal isnt here.

Im here to do a little last minute research, he told her, and carrying his coat to the vestibule, he hung it above the plastic mat that had been placed there to catch rainwater dripping from coats and umbrellas.

Weather doesnt affect history, at least not the past.

Franklin was also a history buff whod self-published two slim volumes on Bellehaven history and was now completing what he called his opus, the story of the Harrington empire. The Harringtons were one of the citys founding families, a force to be reckoned with from Bellehavens toughest and rawest beginnings forward.

You holding a tea party? he asked, seeing Jimmy Dodd pushing a book cart laden with tea supplies, coffee, cups, and what appeared to be every single leftover snack that had been abandoned in the staff lounge.

A busload of passengers is stranded until the weather clears, Helma explained. Thats their driver.

Franklin frowned at Jimmy, his eyes narrowing. Then he looked at the tables containing the seventeen women

They were on their way to the Nettle casino, Helma explained. From Canada.

I see. Canada, he said, his eyes still on the women. He smiled at Helma. I need to look at some old newspapers on microfilm.

Of course. Im the only

He waved his hand at her. I know my way around the film and the machine. No need to bother with me. You just stay alert to rescue the snowbound.

Franklin Harrington headed off for the microfilm collection, the phone rang, snow fell. And at that moment a piercing squeal came from the direction of the workroom.
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