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ONE




JUDITH GROVER MCMONIGLE rolled over, stretched, and felt something warm and furry next to her in the bed. Sweetums. The wretched cat had dared to crawl under the covers. Barely awake, she nudged with her elbow. There was no response. The aggravating animal obviously was playing possum. Judith jackknifed her knees, then gave a mighty heave.

The growl that met her ear sounded more like a dog than a cat, but it was neither: Joe Flynn clung to the edge of the king-sized bed, fighting for leverage. His usually imperturbable round face was blurred with sleep, his red hair stood on end, and the green eyes with their flecks of gold were murky slits.

What the hell are you doing, Jude-girl? I practically fell on my backside!

Horrified, Judith stared with round black eyes at her husband. Her husband. That was it, she and Joe were married. He wasnt Sweetums, and she wasnt home, at the bed-and-breakfast. Judith was on her honeymoon. She fell back against the pillows and began to laugh.

Mrs. Joseph Flynn! I cant believe it! Happy day!


Joe as not as amused. Clambering back into bed, he punched one of his pillows and gave Judith a sidelong look. Id hate to see you when youre not happy, he grumbled. Id have landed out there on the beach in somebodys picnic lunch.

Shifting her body under the covers, Judith turned to Joe, brushing his faintly receding disheveled red hair from his forehead. At just a shade under six feet, Joe was still muscular, with only a slight paunch to remind Judith that he had passed the fifty-year mark a couple of summers ago. I dreamed you were Sweetums, she said with a grin that was almost penitent. Being married is going to take a bit of getting used to.

Joe grinned back and kissed the tip of Judiths nose. At least you didnt dream I was your mother. He shuddered, not entirely facetiously. I could have killed her at the wedding.

Judith rolled her eyes. She had not been pleased with Gertrude Grover, either. Judiths mother had almost as little fondness for Joe Flynn as she had had for her daughters first husband, the late and seldom lamented Dan McMonigle. Still, Judith felt it had been going too far when Gertrude tied a black ribbon around her walker. And told the other guests she was wearing crepe pants. When Father Francis Xavier Hoyle had asked if anyone present knew why the pair should not be joined together, Gertrude had whipped out a list. Fortunately, Auntie Vance and Aunt Deb had shushed her.

Actually, Auntie Vance had pulled Gertrudes maroon felt hat over her ears, but Judith hoped no one except Uncle Corky noticed. Gertrude had let out a squawk, which had fortunately been drowned out by the howls of the youngest Dooley baby who wasaccording to Aunt Ellenunder siege from the Rankerss grandchildren. No one had actually mentioned the word hotfoot, but the votive candles werent the only thing burning on the side aisles, or so said Cousin Marty.

Still, the wedding had gone off well, Judith reflected. Or, maybe it had just gone off, and after twenty-five years and a marriage apiece, that was all Judith and Joe could hope for. The annulment that Joe had told Judith hed applied for had proved unnecessary; his first wifes previous bouts with wedlock had nullified the Las Vegas JPs service in the eyes of the Catholic Church.

Once he had obtained his civil divorce in late May, Judith launched a whirlwind of plans. At that late date, no ordinary mortal could have secured Our Lady, Star of the Sea Catholic Church for a Saturday afternoon wedding the last weekend in June. But Judiths extraordinary status as a parishioner-cum-sleuth had moved the appropriate mountains. Father Hoyle was only too glad to accommodate Judith in gratitude for helping solve the Holy Saturday murder in the parish hall. The fact that Homicide Lt. Joe Flynn had been the official investigating officer hadnt hurt anything, either.

Judith had worn champagne silk, draped across the bosom, nipped in at the waist, with soft little pleats falling over the hip. Gone were seven of the ten pounds shed been determined to lose, but at five-nine, it only showed when the zipper of her dress closed without her tugging and gasping. Her new hairdo, with short waves of frosted raven tresses, had obliterated the premature gray that Dan had insisted she live with for most of their marriage. Beautiful, Joe had whispered at the altar, and Judiths heart had turned over. He wasnt quite accurate, but with her well-defined features and careful makeup, she definitely felt fetching. But then Joe always had a knack for making her feel attractive.

They had been joined in Holy Matrimony before a church virtually packed with family and friends, who had flown in from various points of the compass. Joes diplomat brother, Paul, had come from London; Andrew, the oil rig engineer, flew up from Houston; and the eldest Flynn, Tom, who called himself a soldier of fortune, claimed hed commandeered a private plane out of Burundi. Judith couldnt boast any relations with such exotic backgrounds, but she was mightily pleased when Aunt Ellen and Uncle Win showed up from Beatrice, Nebraska. She was just as happy that Cousin Renies Uncle Fred hadnt gotten permission to leave the Rocky Mountain High Rest Home in Denver for the occasion. Uncle Fred, whose current reincarnation was Louis XV, had sent his regrets and a picture of Madame de Pompadour cut out of a French history book.

It was fun, wasnt it? said Judith, after her ruminations about the wedding and their morning amatory adventures had run their course.

What was? Joe asked slyly, plugging in the coffee maker.

Judith gave him a look of mock reproach, then secured the ties of her new blue terry cloth robe. The wedding. And the reception, too. But I dont think Uncle Al should have sold chances on the cake.

Joe shrugged. It was only for the top tier. Besides, Uncle Vince won and didnt even know it. He was asleep under the gift table.

True, said Judith distractedly. It was Monday morning, and although the wedding celebration had taken place less than forty-eight hours earlier, in some ways it seemed quite distant. Maybe it was because they were almost two hundred miles from home, looking out over the vast Pacific Ocean, with the smell of salt in the air and the sound of breakers in the background. Judith gazed through the picture window of the beach cottage and watched half a dozen seagulls circle the sands. She smiled. It didnt seem quite right to be so happy, not after all those years of hardship with her lazy, bad-tempered first husband. Dan might have been a good father to their only child, Mike, but he had been no provider. Indeed, while Judith worked two jobs to make ends meet, Dan had seemed determined to eat up any profits. Literally. It was no wonder that he weighed over four hundred pounds when he died at age forty-nine.

But Judith had survived that marriage, even triumphed over her tribulations, when shed converted the old family home into a successful bed-and-breakfast establishment. Next to Mike, Hillside Manor was her pride and joy. She hoped that its running would be safe for a week in the hands of her capable, if erratic, neighbor, Arlene Rankers.

Breakfast in, Joe announced, delving into the well-stocked refrigerator. During his off duty hours, Joe Flynn relaxed by honing his culinary skills. He had insisted on cooking for Judith at least a few times during the honeymoon, and breakfast was his first foray into the kitchen. The cottage was a perfect retreat, set high on a bluff overlooking the ocean, with wooden steps leading down to the beach. The exterior was weathered blue shakes, with wind-whipped juniper trees sheltering the small garden. Judith couldnt believe her good fortune in getting a weeklong reservation on such short notice. But Mrs. Hoke, the owner of the cottage, had struck Judith as a bit eccentric. Or at least not a very sound businesswoman. Judith had discovered Pirates Lair only by accident, at a meeting of bed-and-breakfast owners. It was not, her informant had told her, a B&B, but a self-contained guest cottage, with a wonderful view, a complete kitchen, a boathouse, and two bedrooms. Still in a prenuptial daze, Judith couldnt imagine the need for more than one, but took the phone number down. To her surprise, Pirates Lair was available for the last weekend of June through the Fourth of July. Of course it hadnt come cheap, but Judith didnt ever expect to go on a honeymoon again.

Over breakfast, they made plans for the day. Judith and Joe had spent their wedding night in the bridal suite of downtowns most lavish hotel, less than ten minutes away from Heraldsgate Hill and the B&B. It was a fitting celebration site. Twenty-five years earlier, before Joe had gotten drunk and eloped to Las Vegas with the thrice-married Herself, the hotels downstairs bar had been a favorite retreat. On one particularly memorable evening, attired in formal evening clothes, they had actually asked to see the honeymoon suite. But the puckish bellhop who had shown them up to the top floor had assessed their semidrunken state and pointed them to the door to the roof. The joke had fizzled when Judith tripped in her four-inch heels and fell, landing on a balcony just below the roof level. Joe had carted her home in a battered and bedraggled condition, explaining to Gertrude that theyd been mugged while visiting the zoo.

The day after the wedding they had driven down to Oregon, arriving in Buccaneer Beach just before dinner. The sun was still up and the wind was down, but clouds had inched across the horizon. They had eaten at a surprisingly good Continental restaurant on the edge of town and watched a sketchy sunset. Summer had not yet arrived full-blown on the Oregon coast.

Judith and Joe didnt care. Typical native Pacific Northwesterners, they werent fond of hot weather. A nice ocean storm would suite them fine, especially since the cottage had a fireplace and all the driftwood they could burn.

Theres plenty to do and see around here, remarked Joe, skimming through the tourist brochure that Mrs. Hoke had left for their perusal. Buccaneer Beach got its name from English pirates. Hey, this sounds right up your alley. He grinned at her over the brochure and began to read. In the early part of the eighteenth century, English pirates roamed off the West Coast of North America. The likes of Captain Kidd and Blackbeard, with a bottle of rum in one hand and a blazing pistol in the other, preyed upon Spanish merchantmen, driving them back to the sanctuary of their coastal mission. For almost three hundred years, rumors have persisted that some of the pirates plunder was hidden along the Oregon coast, particularly in the Buccaneer Beach area, which derives its name from visits made by those legendary seagoing brigands. Want to get a shovel and start digging?

Judith gave Joe an off-center grin. Sounds like a lot of puffery to help promote their Fourth of July Freebooters Festival. The only thing I want to dig around here is clams.

Joe consulted the brochure once more. Kite-flying is big here this time of year. Or we could drive down to the dunes and ride a buggy around, he suggested.

Renie and I did that once with Uncle Cliff, recalled Judith, savoring Joes excellent French toast. He went about a hundred miles an hour. At least it seemed that fast.

Joe gave her a dry look. I dont think you can go over thirty in a dune buggy. From what I remember of Cliff Grover, everything he did seemed like an adventure.

Judith smiled and nodded. Cousin Renies father had been as different from her own as two men could be, despite the ties of brotherhood. Cliff Grover had been a merchant seaman, periodically arriving home with a months growth of beard and a delicate jade figurine. He was the kind of man who always had to see what was around the next bend or on the other side of the hill. Donald Grover, Judiths father, had been a high school teacher, content to explore the world from his favorite chair with the floor lamp shining just so on whichever book he was devouring for the night. It was no wonder that Judiths first calling had been as a librarian.

Sounds like fun, said Judith. She took the brochure from Joe, who was topping their orange juice with just a dash of champagne. I havent been down here on the coast since I was in college. Lets take our time and stop at all the little touristy spots, especially the scenic view-points.

Joe handed Judith her glass and raised his own. To being suckered by the Oregonians. To all the lighthouses and sea lions and myrtlewood souvenirs. He clicked glasses with Judith, then kissed her cheek. To us.

Judith sighed, smiled, and sipped. Dune buggy for two? She put down her fork and rested her chin on her hands, gazing at Joe. The sun was peeking out from behind pale clouds. The waves crested, then ebbed on the sands below. Dare I say this is perfect?

Joe grinned as he poured more coffee. It sure beats my last honeymoon. I put two hundred bucks on one blackjack hand, then went down for double, and got a deuce. With luck like that, I should have bailed out then.

Where was Herself? Judith could ask the question freely now. The old rivalry was ended; Judith had won.

Joe gazed up at the kitchen ceiling, hung with fishermens nets and glass balls. Ohprobably in the bar. The only game she ever played was Bourbon-on-the-Rocks. You cant beat it, but shes never figured that out. Poor fool.

Poor fool, echoed Judith. And wished she could feel sorrier for the woman who had held Joe Flynn in temporary custody for a quarter of a century. Ill settle for another cup of coffee. And a dune buggy for two.



Hey, Joe, Judith yelled over the roar of the wind and surf, arent we going too fast?

He turned slightly in his place behind the wheel of the dune buggy. Thats what you probably told Uncle Cliff, he shouted back. The words were muffled, however, because of the handkerchiefs they wore over their mouths. Judith and Joe were also attired in goggles, required wear for dune buggy drivers and passengers. The little Jeep-like vehicle sped over the rounded sand dunes, up and down, higher and higher, then dropped dizzily onto flatter ground. Here and there, the keepers of the dunes had placed an appropriate skull or a treasure chest. Judith smiled behind her kerchiefwhen she wasnt grinding her teeth in fear.

The breeze whipped their clothing. The sun, flirting with the clouds, occasionally blinded them. To their left, they could glimpse the ocean, relentless, powerful. Atop the highest dunes, shore pines grew twisted with the wind. Beneath them, scrubby bushes lined the buggys path. An occasional gnarled root protruded from the sand.

Hey, Joe, watch out for those Judiths voice was lost in the roar of the waves.

Joe saw the big root, almost a yard long, and six inches above the ground. But he was too late. The dune buggy struck the obstacle, bucked like a bronco, and crashed onto its side. Judith screamed. But at least theyd stopped. The wheels were still spinning. She adjusted her goggles and turned to look at Joe. He was grimacing and reaching for his left leg.


Are you okay? Judith asked when she finally got her breath.

Joes face contorted with pain. Are you? he gasped.

She was fumbling with her seat belt. Yes, I think so. Joe Now she gazed at him in real alarm. Whats wrong?

With effort, he moved his head just enough so that he could meet her worried black eyes. Damn, he breathed, then his expression grew almost sheepish. Damn, damn, damn!

Judith put a hand on his shoulder. Joe, what is it?

The green eyes with the gold flecks that Judith always found so magnetic flickered and closed. I broke my freaking leg. Do you want an annulment?

With a little shriek, Judith clutched at Joes shoulder. Then she sucked in her breath. Joe had passed out.

But he was smiling. Sort of.



The good news was that Joe would recover. The bad news was that he would be laid up in Buccaneer Beach Community Hospital for at least five days. He had suffered a compound fracture of the left tibia and could not be moved until the bones began to knit. The doctors were kind, seemingly competent, and Joe was resting comfortably. But for now, the honeymoon was over.

Disconsolately, Judith paced the visitors waiting room. She should have never said it was perfect. The word had hexed them. Nothing was perfect. She and Joe were married; they would, God willing, enjoy many years together. But their wonderful seaside honeymoon had been sabotaged by a dune buggy. And under the no-refund lease, Judith was out seven hundred dollars.

Or at least most of it. She wandered from fake-leather chair to fake-leather sofa to myrtlewood lamp to blank TV set. She should stay in Buccaneer Beach, of course. She couldnt leave Joe alone in the hospital. But what would she do for the rest of the week by herself?

Not that Judith was unaccustomed to filling her spare hours on her own. It was just that shed had so few of them over the years. During her first marriage, there were the two jobs, during the day as a librarian and working nights in the bar at the Meat & Mingle. Then came seeing Mike off to college, moving back in with her mother, renovating the old Edwardian house on Heraldsgate Hill, and starting up the B&B. The truth was, Judith was a novice at recreation. She could read herself to sleep at night or take in an occasional movie, but that was about the extent of her independent leisure. Staying alone in the honeymoon cottage meant for two was beyond her. Judiths statuesque figure slumped against the outdated magazines in the wooden rack at her back. There was only one solution.

Judith left the visitors waiting room, marched to the row of pay phones in the hospital lobby, and called Cousin Renie.







    

TWO




RENIE SAID NO. She was sorry about Joes accident, she really felt bad that their honeymoon was ruined, she even commiserated about the seven hundred dollars. But, Renie asserted in the businesslike voice she usually reserved for her graphic design clients, Im up against deadline on the artwork for the Franciscan monks calendar, I have a symphony brochure to complete, and most of allRenie took a deep breath and a considerable amount of umbragethere is no way I can leave our mothers. You stuck me with the job of getting your mom settled in with my mom. Next to sizzling in hell for all eternity, I cant think of anything more gruesome.

Judith was assailed by a pang of guilt. She had not wanted to leave the Resettlement of Gertrude entirely up to Renie, but with the start of the tourist season at the B&B and the wedding preparations, she hadnt had much choice. Besides, Renie had volunteered, arguing that as long as their mothers were going to be living together in Aunt Debs two-bedroom apartment, it was her responsibility as much as Judiths.


Whats the matter? Judith asked into the phone. Mothers been there almost a week. I thought she was getting used to it.

Renie snorted. Has marriage made you soft in the head, coz? Your mother has caused two fires, booby-trapped the toilet, and insulted the milkman. My Mother the Martyr is on the verge of complaining. Thats how bad it is.

Judith grimaced. I knew this wouldnt be easy. But Mother swore she wouldnt live under the same roof as Joe.

Right, right, agreed Renie, rather testily. But you must have figured out that she thought it would be Joe who would have to compromise, not her. Listen, coz, we should have guessed thered be problems when she locked herself in the attic.

Its not an attic any more, you dope, its the third floor family living quarters, and you know it. Judith had raised her voice, gaining the attention of an orderly, two nurses, and a Pink Lady at the desk. She had to simmer down. Renie was rightit was too good to be true to think that Gertrude would surrender her place in the family home without a whimper. But in fact, she had moved in with her sister-in-law and sometimes arch-rival, and Judith had prayed that the matter was settled. With Mike away in Montana on a job with the Forest Service, Judith had hoped that she and Joe might experience a serene summer. Except, of course, for the horde of guests who would be tramping in and out of Hillside Manor. Business, however, was business.

Anyway, Judith went on, dropping her voice, I dont think Mother locked herself in deliberately. She just got a little muddled. Change is really hard on old people.

Its hard on this middle-aged one, too, griped Renie. And the day your mother gets muddled, Ill tap-dance down the freeway during rush hour. Nude.

Okay, okay, muttered Judith, fearing that she and Renie might be on the verge of one of their rare quarrels. As close as sisters but without any sense of sibling rivalry, the cousins had always meshed like ham and eggs. Or so the voracious Renie would have put it. Ill try to sort it out with Mother when I get home. Meanwhile, Judith went on in a wan voice, Ill go out and walk the beach alone and fly a kite alone and eat at all these terrific restaurants alone.

There was a short pause. Restaurants? Renies voice had also changed, but it was far from wan. Bill and I havent been down there for a long time. Have they really got some good places to eat?

Judith could hear Renies lips smack. Loads. Last night I had pasta with Dungeness crab and Joe got beef Wellington in a pastry so flaky that

Stop! Renie sounded as if she were being tortured by the Spanish Inquisition. Judith half-expected to get drool in her ear. Hey, coz, let me run over to the apartment and see if theyre both still alive. The monks and the symphony can wait. St. Francis was a very patient man, even if Maestro Dunkowitz isnt. Bill left last night for some numb-nuts conference in Champaign-Urbana, she explained, referring to her husbands post as a clinical psychologist and university professor. The kidssniffdont need me as long as I leave them money, so let me think about it, okay?

It was, Judith thought, a good thing Renie couldnt see her sly smile. Its up to you, she said. I wouldnt force you into coming down. Oh! she exclaimed in mock surprise. Its almost noon, low tide. Im going down to the beach and dig some butter clams. I hope I can carry them all by myself. Bye-bye. Chortling, she hung up and went to check on Joe.



Since Joe had been given enough pain medication to knock out an elephant, he wasnt much fun to be around. Leaving him snoring like a walrus, Judith decided she might as well live up to her word and headed back to Pirates Lair to try her hand at clamming.

The garage, where Joe had parked his aging but still handsome MG two-seater, was crammed with cartons, gardening tools, and firewood. Judith and Joe had been thankful that the MG hadnt needed much space. She prowled around, finding a bucket and a shovel resting between two crates. Judith eyed them curiously. Mrs. Hoke, who reportedly lived on the edge of town, must use the garage for storage. The idea struck Judith as odd; why would she lug junk all the way across town? The distant ringing of the phone reached Judiths ear, interrupting that line of thought.

It was Renie, announcing that she could catch a south-bound train leaving at 2:00 P.M., arriving in Salem around 9:00. She would rent a car there and drive out to the coast. No, countered Judith, she would make the drive inland and collect Renie at the depot. Renie didnt argue.

Ill eat on the train, she told Judith.

Of course you will, replied Judith. How are our mothers?

Mothers? What mothers? It was Renies turn to chortle.

Judith was just heading back outside when a big Buick pulled into the drive and parked next to a black van. Pirates Lair was situated in a cul-de-sac, with paved roads leading back up a hill to Highway 101. While there were several permanent and rental houses in the immediate vicinity, the cottage itself was flanked on both sides by commercial enterprises, a large motel to the left, and a posh resort to the right. Judith wondered how Mrs. Hoke had managed to withstand the real estate developers.

Waiting by the garage, Judith watched as the newcomer emerged from the car. Judging from her air of proprietorship, Judith guessed it was Mrs. Hoke.

Hallooo, the woman called, waving a long, gangly arm. She was tall, in her fifties, with springy dark hair going gray in patches, and bright gray eyes. Is everything all right?

Well, sort of, replied Judith, coming forward and extending her hand. Im Judith Flynn. My husband had an accident this morning. Judith explained about Joe and the dune buggy. Mrs. Hoke commiserated as they went inside.


Such a shame, she clucked, setting a roll of paper towels and a box of plastic garbage bags on the kitchen counter. But you say your cousin is coming down to stay with you? The look she gave Judith suggested something improper.

My cousin Serena, Judith emphasized, setting Mrs. Hoke straight. It seemed a shame to rent the place and stay here alone.

Mrs. Hoke made a stabbing gesture at her hair. Oh, I dont know. Solitude is a good thing. She darted a glance through the kitchen window which looked out toward the motel where a curly-haired young man was struggling with a dragon-shaped kite in the parking lot. Oh! Mrs. Hoke grabbed her eelskin purse and began to rummage through the contents. Her spare figure was attired in a wrinkled blue corduroy jumper and a black turtleneck top. Your receiptits here some place

Thats okay, Judith said in a soothing manner. Ill have my canceled check with my next bank statement.

But Mrs. Hoke seemed intent on finding the receipt. The more she looked, the more she fluttered. Oh! I saw itIts on yellow paperI know Ive got it

A surreptitious glance at her watch told Judith that it was almost 12:30. The tide would soon start coming in again. It was all she could do to keep from tapping her foot.

Ah! Mrs. Hoke produced the yellow slip of paper as if it were an original copy of the Magna Carta. Here, Mrs. Flynn. I knew it was in there all along!

Swell, said Judith, a trifle dubiously. Thanks, she added, smiling. Being addressed as Mrs. Flynn was still a novelty. And a thrill. I take it you dont live on the beach?

Mrs. Hokes gray eyes widened. The beach? Ohthe beach! She giggled, an unmusical sound that jarred Judiths ear. Why had she asked? Judith was anxious to be off with her bucket and shovel. But the genuine interest in other people that had helped make her B&B such a success was hard to put on hold. The family home is actually a farm, Mrs. Hoke explained, still bubbling with girlish glee. Its above the town. She gestured with a long, thin hand. My parents owned it. They started a creamery years ago and then built a cheese factory. Ogilvies Cheese was once a household word.

It had, in fact, been a common commodity in the McMonigle house, Judith recalled. But somewhere between an eviction notice and a threatening letter from the IRS, Ogilvies Cheese had disappeared from the local grocery. About the same time, the store also stopped permitting the McMonigles to pay by check. Judith wasnt sorry those days were behind her, but now that she thought about it, she missed the cheese.

Good stuff, said Judith, edging toward the door. Did the family sell out?

Mrs. Hoke twirled her springy hair into strange little coils. Well, sort of. This state was hit hard by a recession about then Her voice, the bubbles now deflated, trailed off.

Judith knew about Oregons Hard Times that had begun more than a decade earlier. Long before the rest of the nation had nervously mouthed the word Recession, Oregons timber industry had been particularly hard-hit. Parts of the state were still fighting an uphill battle in what was optimistically called a Recovery Mode. But back in the late 1970s, Judith had enough economic disasters of her own. She gave Mrs. Hoke a sympathetic smile and pushed the door open.

Her landlady seemed reluctant to leave. Youre sure you have everything? she asked, standing first on one foot and then the other. Judith noted Mrs. Hoke was wearing red knee-sox with hiking shoes. It was not a fetching combination.

Yes, the cottage is wonderfully well furnished. Judith kept her smile fixed in place.

Oh, good. Mrs. Hokes gaze lingered on the cozy kitchen with its nautical decor. The cupboards, like most of the room, were finished in knotty pine. What about wax paper?


Huh? Judiths smile slipped. Wax paper? I dont think weve needed any yet. Theres aluminum foil, though. That should do it.

Mrs. Hokes angular face turned eager. I can go get wax paper at the store. Ill be back in ten minutes.

Judith tried not to look pained. Actually, I was just going down to dig some clams

The springy hair hopped up and down as Mrs. Hoke nodded vigorously. Thats all right, I have a key. Ill just leave the wax paper on the kitchen counter. And Drano. Ill bet youre out of Drano.

Heaven knows Id hate to be out of Drano, said Judith, wondering if Mrs. Hoke knew something she wasnt telling about the plumbing in Pirates Lair. Grabbing the bucket and shovel from next to a sealed carton marked Fragile, Judith bade Mrs. Hoke farewell and walked in her long-legged manner across the front lawn to the wooden staircase that led to the beach.

It was a long way down. Judith counted the steps which made several zigs and zags before reaching the flat, gray sand. One hundred forty stairs in all, a serious workout as far as Judith was concerned. Especially since she would have to climb them going back. Luckily, she was suffering no ill effects from the dune buggy accident except for a headache and a slight stiffness in her back.

Briefly, she assessed the stairways that led up from the beach on each side of Pirates Lairs narrow wooden set. Those belonging to the We See Sea Resort were concrete, with landings and benches about every twenty steps. The Best Ever Over the Waves Motel boasted a tram. Judith was tempted, but assumed it probably came out in the lobby or some other place where a nonguest could be easily spotted. She resigned herself to the return climb and set about the business of clamming.

The breeze felt fresh on her cheeks and the sound of the ocean was music to her ears. Some ten yards from the staircase, nestled at the foot of the bluff, stood the old boathouse, of a much older vintage than the cottage. The little structure obviously had been neglected and was apparently unused. Or so Judith assumed until she saw a mans silhouette in the small murky window. Judith paused and frowned. The confirmation letter that she had received from Mrs. Hoke had stated that everything on the property was at the newlyweds disposal, including the beach rights which permitted clam digging and the building of a fire under safe circumstances. There had followed a couple of paragraphs of legalese which Judith now found incongruous with the flighty, disorganized, Alice Ogilvie Hoke. But of course her landlady had probably sought a lawyers advice when it came to renting the cottage. Should Mrs. Hoke be informed that someone was inside the boathouse? Judith considered, then shrugged. With or without Joe, she was on her honeymoon. As long as whoever it was didnt bother her up at Pirates Lair, shed ignore the interloper. Judith had had enough of mysterious events in the past year and a half to last her a lifetime.

The clam harvest was meager. The tiny holes that indicated a clam was close to the surface often proved to be decoys, made by some other sort of sea creature. After an hour, Judith had dug up only a couple of dozen clams, but more than enough to make herself some chowder. The tide was coming in, the kiteflyers were out in force, and the beach was overrun by children building sand castles, youngsters on mountain bikes, dogs fetching sticks, and couples strolling hand in hand. Briefly, Judith felt envious. She and Joe should be out there, kicking at the sand and watching the waves edge ever closer.

But at least she and Joe finally belonged to each other. Judith smiled at the thought and started up the beach toward the wooden staircase. The stiffness she had noticed earlier had worsened, bringing on a headache. Her bucket seemed heavier with every step and she noticed that shed skinned her fingers in several places when shed abandoned the shovel for chasing after her elusive prey with her bare hands. She should have worn gloves.

Halfway up, she paused to catch her breath. Even living in a four-story house hadnt prepared her for quite this much exertion. But the view was spectacular. The ocean seemed so vast, so endless, so dominant. A lonely trawler bobbed out on the horizon. How far away, Judith mused? The sun was no longer directly over head, and was now sitting on top of a row of fluffy white clouds. Down on the beach, the vacationers ebbed and flowed like the tide itself. Judith switched the bucket and shovel from one hand to the other, then resumed her ascent. She had reached the next landing when a movement almost directly below caught her eye. It was a bearded man in what appeared to be a baggy sweater and rumpled pants, staring up at her. She could just make out his uneven footprints in the sand. They led from the boathouse.

Big deal, she muttered to herself. At least hes not carrying out a TV and a VCR. Judith continued up the steps.

Back in the garage, she went to put the bucket and shovel where she had picked them up and hoped the garden hose would reach that far so she could wash down the clams. But something wasnt quite right. Judith paused, frowning. The carton marked Fragile was gone. Mrs. Hoke must have taken it with her, Judith told herself. And why not? It was her house.

Inside, she looked for a box of cornmeal to shake into the clam bucket to help get rid of the sand. Sure enough, the wax paper, Drano, and a huge pink kite sat on the butcher-block kitchen table. Judith smiled. Maybe shed try her hand at flying the kite later. Everybody else in Buccaneer Beach seemed to think it was a wonderful pastime. But for now, she was off to visit Joe.

The drive to the hospital took only five minutes. The sprawling structure apparently had started out as a clinic shortly after World War II, and, like the rest of Buccaneer Beach, had grown helter-skelter. Judith found Joe awake, but not exactly alert.

Guess what? she blurted, startled by the big cast, large sling, and complicated pulleys, weve got Drano.

Run him on a third party ticket, murmured Joe, making an attempt to get comfortable. Judging from his grimace, the effort was not a success. Maybe he can beat Nixon.

Judith gingerly sat in the visitors chair which was heaped with fresh linen. UhJoe, its the nineties. Were in Buccaneer Beach.

For an instant, the green eyes came into focus. What for?

Judith sighed. Never mind. How do you feel?

He was still squirming, though the sling hampered him severely. Rotten. Wheres my wife?

Judith froze, staring at Joe. Im your wife, you knot-head! she bristled. Were married, Joe. Were on our honeymoon. Her voice had risen, eliciting a rustling sound from behind the curtain in the rooms only other bed. Flushing, Judith tried to compose herself and put a hand on Joes upper arm. Joe, its meJude-girl. She had never cared for the nickname he had given her so long ago, but now she clung to it, hoping to jog his memory. Youreahfuddled.

His eyes were closed and hed stopped wiggling. For the first time, Judith noticed a bruise on his left forearm and a couple of scratches on his neck. She could hardly believe that except for the headache and stiff back, shed escaped unscathed. Judith took in Joes misery and felt contrite.

You go to sleep, she whispered, patting his shoulder. Ill come back after dinner.

His eyes opened. Okay. He managed a feeble smile. See if you can get the nurse to come in here.

Judith smiled back. Sure. She started for the door.

And, Joe called after her, his voice surprisingly strong, keep away from the bottle! Im tired of having to stick your head under the shower to sober you up!

The sound of more rustling could be heard from the other bed. Judith fled into the corridor, almost colliding with a young doctor. Glancing at his name tag, she noted that the flaxen hair, fresh face, and hazel eyes belonged to Rolf Lundgren, MD. He didnt look a day over twenty-two; Judith guessed he was an intern.


Excuse me, she apologized, automatically brushing him off as if hed been Mike, I wasnt looking where I was going.

Dr. Lundgrens smile was wry as he glanced into the room Judith had just vacated. A lot of women run out of D-204. Were getting used to it since Mr. Beezle was admitted. Maybe we need a stop sign for the staff.

Mr. Beezle? Is he the one in the other bed? Im Mrs. Flynn, Judith added in explanation.

Dr. Lundgren acknowledged Judiths introduction with a casual nod. Oh. Thats quite a fracture your husband suffered. Ive never seen one like it. The orthopedic surgeon, Dr. Scott, says its a wonderful learning experience for me.

Maybe for my husband, too, murmured Judith, thinking it might teach Joe not to drive so fast. At least not in a dune buggy. Youre an intern?

Right. He nodded again. Ive only been here two weeks. Usually, were assigned to larger hospitals, in bigger cities. But Buccaneer Beach is very shorthanded, especially during tourist season. Im glad, thoughits a nice place. I feel at home.

Judith had felt that way, too, at least until Joe had broken his leg. She exchanged a few more words with Dr. Lundgren, mostly about Joes prognosis. The intern had already learned to be reassuring yet vague. Adopting a philosophical attitude, Judith took herself to dinner at a small diner about two blocks from the hospital. Shed save the serious eating for Renies arrival.



When Judith returned to the hospital shortly before seven, Joe was sleeping like a log. She waited about ten minutes before deciding it was useless to stick around and watch him sleep. Or worse yet, have him awaken and imagine again that she was his ex-wife, Herself. She was reaching for her handbag when the curtain on the other bed was snatched away by a gnarled hand, and a cherubic face beamed at her.


You got any with you, sweetheart? The old man was beaming toothlessly at Judith.

Any what? asked Judith, trying to look dignified.

Hooch. His expression was ingenuous. I could do with a drink. Havent had one in almost a week. He thrust the gnarled hand in Judiths direction. Jake Beezle here. Hows by you?

Reluctantly, Judith angled her way around the end of Joes bed and shook hands with Jake. Judith Flynn. My husbands out of his head.

So am I, replied Jake cheerfully. His hospital gown had slipped over one bony shoulder. At least thats what everybody says. Jake started to lift the covers. Want to see my hip replacement?

Ahno, thanks, Judith responded hastily. I hate blood. And stitches. She gave Jake a sickly grin. Nice view, she said, searching wildly for a change of subject. Very attractive parking lot.

Jake glanced out the window. Huh? Oh, yeah, sure is, especially when some of them nurses drop something and have to bend over. Heh, heh. He gave Judith a leer which didnt quite mesh with his cherubic features. Is it in your pocketbook?

Nervously, Judith looked around. Ohmy handbag? What? Jake Beezle had her justifiably confused.

Jake turned faintly reproachful. The hooch. I hope its bourbon. Back in Prohibition, I used to run Canadian rye down the coast. Good stuff, but not so smooth as Kentucky mash.

Judith started backing away. No hooch, Mr. Beezle. My husband is having delusions. Nice meeting you. I have to meet a train.

Jake Beezle chuckled and wheezed. Thats what they all say, sweetheart. Whos the engineerJack Daniels? His laughter followed her out into the corridor. Judith was getting tired of fleeing her husbands hospital room. Marriage wasnt supposed to be like this, she thought with a helpless sensation.


But it was still an improvement over the first time around.



Renies train was fifteen minutes late, which was just as well, since Judith hadnt taken into account the winding road that led inland from the coast. Neither had she considered the handling of the MG, which she hadnt yet driven on the open highway. Judith had trouble keeping the sports car under sixty-five, a speed Joe considered cruising.

Her cousin arrived with two suitcases and a garment bag, insisting that the late June weather was too unpredictable to know what type of clothes to pack.

So you brought all of them? Judith inquired, hoisting the garment bag over her shoulder and feeling her lower back give a twinge of pain.

Renie gave Judith an arch look. Hardly. I could have brought almost everything in the big suitcase if Bill hadnt taken it with him to Champaign-Urbana.

It was almost dark as they drove through patches of wispy fog. Renie asked after Joe; Judith inquired about their mothers.

My mother acted as if I were going with Admiral Byrd to the South Pole on a five-year expedition, replied Renie. Your mother said it was too bad Joe didnt break his neck instead of his leg.

In other words, Judith said dryly, theyre both fine.

Theyre themselves, replied Renie. My mother says yours smokes too much. Your mother gripes that mine talks too much. Before I left, they were arguing about what to have for dinner. My mother wanted to warm up some green Spam shes been saving in the fridge for about three months and yours wanted me to run down to the public market and get pickled pigs feet. Fortunately, Auntie Vance and Uncle Vince called to say they were coming down from the Island with a vat full of chicken and noodles. Theyre staying for dinner.

Good, said Judith, braking for a curve. Did Mike call from Montana?


Renie gave Judith a vexed look. Not that I know of. He didnt leave until yesterday. Hes probably just getting in about now. Stop fussing. Still eyeing Judiths strong profile, Renies face softened. She knew her cousin was feeling guilty about a lot of thingsfor sending Gertrude off to live with Deb, for not paying more attention to Mikes summer plans and the upcoming fall semester at school, even for finally getting what she wanted by becoming Joes wife. The cousins minds were so in tune that Renie understood how Judith could feel both elated over her newly-married state and yet undeserving. There had been so many years of obstacles and discontent that Renie realized Judith felt unworthy of happiness.

Boy, are you lucky, said Renie brightly. She didnt wait for Judiths response, which was just as well since an ancient RV was swaying dangerously in front of them and forcing a slowdown to forty-five. Youve only been married for two days and youve already had your first bad break. Break? Get it? Ha-ha.

Judith kept her eyes on the road. Im sure glad I asked you to come down. Youre always so positive, you twit.

Renie ignored Judiths remark. She knew how glad Judith was to have her. And Renie was glad to tag along. It was Judith who put their feelings into words as she finally got onto a straight piece of road and was able to pass the lurching camper.

Strange as it seems, coz, my honeymoon wouldnt have been complete without you.

Renie grinned. Gee, somehow Id hoped it would be. Then again, she added in an unusually thoughtful voice, maybe I didnt.
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