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“Be the dumpster fire that lends light to the darkness.” 

– Anonymous

“I hate to hear you talk about all women as if they were fine ladies instead of rational creatures. None of us want to be in calm waters all our lives.” 

- Jane Austen
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April 22, 1976

Pushing the car was more difficult than she thought it would be, but with one final shove, she was able to muscle it over the edge of Lafayette Bluff. She was shocked to see the car burst into flames as it tumbled onto a ledge at the bottom of the cliff. Her brother called Pinto cars “the barbecue that seats four.” He was right; the car could’ve burst into flames in an accident and killed her. Seeing it burn and slide, coming to rest on the frozen lake, she watched as the ice melted, then walked away. Destroying her beloved Pinto was painful but this was the only way she could get away from her home and be free of the judgement and shame she would bring to her family. It was better to let everyone think she was dead.

After walking along Highway 61 for a few miles in the dark, she was surprised by the headlights behind her. As the semi stopped for her outstretched thumb, she was happy to see that the person in the seat appeared only to be a few years older than her. He smiled and asked her name. When she replied, “Beth, just Beth,” he responded with “Jack, Jack Endicott.”

After a few minutes in the truck, he asked, “You have anything to do with that fire back a few miles?”

Grimacing to herself, she responded, “What fire?”

Endicott chuckled. “Where are you headed, ‘just Beth?’”

Beth stared out of the windshield, stumped by the question. Where am I headed? How far away is far enough? “Where are you headed, ‘Jack, Jack Endicott?’”

“I’ve got a load of pumps for Thunder Bay. I could drop you at any of the towns along the way.”

“Let me think about that.”
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Chapter 1
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Today

Two Harbors librarian Madeline Jarvis was reshelving returns when she dropped a book. The sound echoed like an explosion through the library’s lower level, startling the fourth graders and parents who were researching science projects. She chuckled and thought, I need to shush myself.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the door alarm going off at the library’s original entrance, now used only as an emergency exit. Approaching the children and parents, she asked, “Do we know who opened the emergency exit?” The parents and kids looked at each other, all shrugging.

Paula Pettit, the assistant librarian, shook her head. “I don’t think anyone went upstairs. All of the students and parents are here. Maybe it’s the ghost.”

Dashing up the steps, Madeline looked around the older part of the library, revealing an empty room. She got goosebumps as she glanced around the open area, then down the shelves. She wished she’d never heard the story one of the library board members told her about the old section being haunted. After walking down the half-story of steps and re-latching the emergency bar, the alarm stopped. A usually secure door stood ajar below her. She walked down to the archives, where the old newspapers and high school yearbooks were stored. There was no one there either, but she noticed an open drawer in one of the old wooden library tables. Knowing the locked drawer didn’t have a key, she was intrigued to find it open. Opening the drawer revealed damaged wood and a broken lock mechanism. The interior of the drawer was dusty and littered with wood chips, except for a clean square in the dust and an adjacent dust-free spot where a folded or torn sheet of paper had been removed.

“I wonder who set off the door alarm?”

Startled by the voice behind her, Madeline turned and found Deb Stone peeking into the room. “Um, someone broke the lock on this drawer.”

“What was inside?” Deb asked as she walked over to inspect the damage.

“It’s been locked since I started here. My predecessor told me there wasn’t a key for this lock. She joked that it probably contained a note from Andrew Carnegie.”

“Why Andrew Carnegie?”

“His donation provided the funds to build this library and stock the shelves with books. We joked that the drawer was rather like a time capsule.”

“That’s right! I’d forgotten about Carnegie’s library philanthropy. Old Andrew apparently felt guilty about making millions of dollars and spent his later years building Carnegie-Mellon University, Carnegie Hall, The Carnegie Museum, and funding hundreds of libraries to educate Americans.” Deb paused, then asked, “Do you think there was a note from Carnegie in the drawer?”

Madeline stepped back to allow Deb to look inside. “Whoever broke into the drawer removed its contents. The patterns in the dust make it look like there was something square and maybe a torn sheet of paper that could’ve been a note.”

“Interesting. Something square, but very flat,” Deb observed. “The drawer is only a couple inches deep. Do you suppose it was a book?”

“There aren’t many square books. I was wondering about a music or jewelry box.”

“Why would they be in a library drawer?”

“I don’t know. They were the only square flat things that came to mind.” Madeline reached out to close the drawer, but Deb stopped her. “Don’t touch it,” Deb said as she took out her cell phone. “Is anything else missing?”

Madeline appeared confused as she looked around the room. “I don’t think so. Everything else seems to be in order.”

When her call connected, Deb said, “I’m at the library and someone broke into a desk and stole something. Since I’m sure you have nothing better to do, why don’t you come over and take a look.”

Madeline looked perplexed as Deb ended the call. “Who did you call?”

Deb smiled and extended her hand. “I’m Deb Stone. The police chief is my husband. He’s on his way.”

“You called the police about a broken library drawer?”

Deb chuckled. “It’s probably the most exciting call Kerry will have this week. He’ll get to use his fingerprint kit and everything.”

Madeline frowned. “That seems a little excessive.”

“Weren’t you involved in tracing the treasure map found inside the Whistling Pines piano?”

Madeline’s eyes lit up. “I was! Do you think there was another treasure map in this drawer?”

“Probably not. But someone was interested enough in the contents to pry the drawer open and steal whatever was inside it.” Pulling out two chairs, Deb suggested, “We might as well get comfortable. It’s going to take Kerry a few minutes to get here. Do you think this table looks as old as this part of the building?”

“It was probably part of the furniture acquired when the library was built in 1909. The original building was proposed by the city council and mayor as a cultural alternative to the twenty-two bars that were the primary recreational opportunities in Two Harbors until the library opened.”

“There were twenty-two bars here?” Deb asked. “I suppose the town was divided into two social groups—the bar patrons and the church people.”

“I’m not from Two Harbors, so what I’ve learned has been gleaned from the historical documents I’ve read. The town was split in many ways. The original settlers were Norwegian fishermen, who were followed by Swedish immigrant farmers. Each ethnic group built their own church and frequented the ethnically segregated bars.”

Laughing, Deb said, “It sounds strange to hear the term segregation when describing Scandinavian groups. I suppose the Swedes went to the bar with the Swedish bartender. And the Norwegians went to their own bars.”

“I was told the Swedish and Norwegian Lutheran Churches conducted their services in their home languages into the 1960s. That language barrier segregated the membership very distinctly.”

Deb patted the top of the wood library table. “This is solid, unlike anything we’d buy today. Do you think this table migrated down from the original part of the building?”

Madeline pointed to framed photos on the walls. “In these old pictures, there’s a table like this in the corner, behind the circulation desk. It held returned books before they were returned to the shelves. I assume the table was moved downstairs at some point after the new addition was built.” 

Looking around, Deb frowned. “Isn’t this room usually locked? I mean, people aren’t in here routinely, right?”

“There are fragile old newspapers and yearbooks in here, so I usually keep it locked unless someone’s doing research, or we’ve got a program.”

“Did you unlock the room when you came in today?”

“No, the door was ajar, which is why I looked inside when I shut off the alarm. I saw that the chairs had been moved away from the table, so I walked in to put them back when I noticed the open drawer. You came in a moment later.”

The main entry door opened in the other room, and someone spoke to the assistant librarian. A moment later, the police chief walked in carrying an aluminum suitcase. Seeing Deb and Madeline, he asked, “Is this the scene of the crime?”

Deb gestured toward the side of the table opposite where they were seated. “The drawer has been pried open.”

Pulling on purple gloves, Kerry knelt and inspected the open drawer. “Is this how you found it?”

Madeline nodded. “Someone set off the emergency exit alarm. After I reset the alarm, I noticed the open door and saw the open drawer.”

“When did you last unlock the drawer?”

Madeline looked at Deb, then back at Kerry. “Um, to be honest, I’d forgotten there was a drawer in the table. I vaguely recall Margaret, my predecessor, mentioning the locked drawer when explaining the keys I inherited. She said there wasn’t a key for the library table drawer.”

“So, it’s been locked for years?”

“As far as I know,” Madeline replied.

After taking a few photos, Kerry commented, “Based on the amount of dust inside, I’d guess it hasn’t been open in decades. Do you have any idea what was in the drawer?”

Madeline shook her head. “Like I said, it’s been locked the entire time since I took over as the librarian. I haven’t seen any notes about the contents of any of the library’s drawers. Most of the records I’ve found pertain to the books or collections of historical items, like newspapers and old high school yearbooks. Your wife and I were brainstorming about square books and jewelry boxes.”

“Based on the disturbed dust, it appears something the size of a half sheet of paper was removed, and another torn sheet had been next to it.”

“That’s what I thought,” Madeline replied.

Deb smirked and said, “Maybe it was another treasure map, like the one inside the Whistling Pines piano.”

“Please don’t propagate that rumor,” Kerry said as he stood and took in the table and the surrounding area. “There are wood chips on the floor. When was the room cleaned last?”

“We keep it locked unless we’ve got a program, so there’s no need to sweep the floor most weeks. I suppose it was swept two weeks ago? The janitor might know.”

“That doesn’t narrow the timeframe much. I don’t suppose the thief left his screwdriver and driver’s license behind,” Kerry joked.

“Not that I found,” Madeline replied.

He moved opposite the windows and knelt down to look at the lacquered surface of the table. “There are thousands of fingerprints on the tabletop. Parsing out which belongs to you, the staff, your volunteers, and the people who’ve done research or attended recent programs will take weeks.”

“We do a lot of children’s programs here.”

“That would explain the chocolate smudges.”

Madeline blushed. “I thought we’d cleaned all those up after our S’mores adventure.”

“I thought S’mores were a campfire thing,” Deb said.

“We used marshmallow cream. The kids had a great time.”

Deb gestured toward the suitcase. “Aren’t you going to lift fingerprints?”

Kerry looked around the ceiling. “You don’t have security cameras?”

“Not in here,” Madeline replied. “We’ve never seen the need for them. There’s old stuff in here, but not much of monetary value.”

“Unless someone broke into the library, the damage to the lock is vandalism. There are a thousand fingerprints on the table. And whatever was in the drawer had been there for decades. I’m inclined to write it off as vandalism by persons unknown.”

Deb gave Kerry a disgusted look. “What else do you have to do?”

“At this point, taking a nap would be a higher priority. On the other hand, if we knew the value of the property taken, I might be willing to spend the time and effort to collect and process the fingerprints.” 

At a loss for words, the librarian replied, “I just don’t know what was in the drawer. If it was something valuable, I assume someone would’ve opened the drawer long ago.”

Kerry’s eyes lit up. “Madeline, you know Peter Rogers, right?”

“Yeah. He brings in his senior citizens once a week, and he led the treasure map hunt last year.”

“Give Peter a call and have him query his residents about what might’ve been hidden in the drawer. Who knows, one of the old-timers might remember placing a time capsule or something in the drawer.”

After the Chief left, Madeline pulled Peter’s number up on her cell phone from the contacts she’d entered during the treasure hunt. Feeling a bit sheepish when Peter answered the call, Madeline blurted out, “Chief Stone told me to call you for help.”

“Okay. Who is this?”

“I’m sorry. This is Madeline Jarvis, the city librarian. We had a break-in, and Chief Stone felt you might be able to help me determine what was stolen.”

“Why would I know what was stolen?”

Madeline composed herself and backtracked, explaining the locked drawer, the alarm going off, discovering the open drawer, and finding evidence that something was missing from inside the drawer. “That drawer has been locked forever, and I don’t have a key for it. Chief Stone thought one of the Whistling Pines residents might remember a time capsule being placed in the drawer...or something.”

“I’m busy right now. Would it be okay if I finished up what I’m doing and contacted Chief Stone to get a better understanding of what he had in mind?”

“Take as long as you want. The drawer has been locked forever, the contents are gone, and nothing is going to change between now and whenever you get here.”
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Chapter 2
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When Kerry and I arrived the following day, he asked, “Madeline, are you sure there’s nothing more you remember about last night?”

“I’m sorry, Chief. I was so surprised by the alarm going off, I didn’t even realize anything was wrong until I went back downstairs to investigate.”

I searched the ceiling for a security camera, as Kerry had the night before. “Can we look at the security camera recordings to see who was in the library?”

“Our cameras only cover the lower level, and they’ve been down since the last thunderstorm. Sparky hasn’t been able to get them up and running yet. Paula and I have been wracking our brains to remember who came in last night. It was a little busier than usual as Mrs. Christen’s fourth graders have a huge science project due tomorrow, and several students were here doing last-minute research, so we were overrun with fourth graders, frazzled parents, and their excited younger siblings who couldn’t be left home alone. Honestly, I was a little stressed myself trying to figure out how vinegar and baking soda react to make a volcano, and Paula was trying to get home to her dog, Flora, so we were both pretty distracted.”

Smiling to himself as he pictured the chaos, Kerry responded, “Well, if you think of anything further, let Peter know. He’ll have more time to focus on this than me.”

“Thanks, Chief Stone. I appreciate your help. Thankfully, nothing seems to be missing from the rest of the library. I can only imagine what might have been in the drawer that was so important to anyone.”

I watched Kerry go, then Deb Stone joined Madeline and me at the checkout desk. “I guess I’m in charge of the investigation. I’m not sure what else needs to be done.”

“Do you want to check out a book on fingerprinting?” Deb suggested with a smirk.

“Even if I had the vandals’ fingerprints, I’d have nothing to compare them to.”

“How are you at making vinegar and soda volcanoes?” Madeline asked. “I’ve got a couple of kids who are struggling. Deb and I are about up to our eyeballs.”

I checked my phone for text messages and missed calls. Seeing none, I replied, “Take me to a volcano.”

Deb led me to an area where they’d spread plastic on the floor to protect it from paint, papier mâché, and overflowing “lava”. Four children and one harried parent were building and painting their volcanoes. Deb handed me a plastic apron, then tied one on herself.

After an hour of leaning over the table, I was relieved when the lone parent announced it was time to clean up and leave. I washed my hands in the bathroom, taking care not to slop paint onto the floor. I met Deb in the hallway outside of the bathroom, where she thanked me for the rescue. 

“I didn’t know you were a library volunteer, Deb.”

After making sure no one was listening, she replied, “I enjoy volunteering here. It’s a nice break from my routine. Now that Jacob is getting older, I have more time to do things like this.”

“Jeremy and Jacob are at that in-between age where they want to be treated like adults, but they’re not quite old enough to understand the responsibilities.”

“We’re struggling a bit with Jacob,” Deb offered. “He wants to be independent and thinks he can be left alone at home. I’m just not comfortable with that yet. How are you dealing with Jeremy?”

“We’ve got the same issues. He wants his independence, but we are trading bits of freedom for work around the house. I’ve told him he has to behave like a mature, contributing member of the household before we trust him alone in the house.” I paused, then added, “It’s not just him being alone that worries me. I don’t know how he’d deal with strangers. Our community is pretty insulated from a lot of big-city issues. And this is all new for me.”

Deb nodded, then said, “You’ve never been through the baby and toddler stages before either. Are you handling it okay?”

“I’ve got to be honest; the lack of sleep was getting on both Jenny’s and my nerves for a while. Amy sleeps through the night now, but it’s a mad rush in the morning and evening. I’m really exhausted when we fall into bed.”

Deb’s phone rang and she looked at the screen. “Well, speak of the devil, Jacob is calling, probably wondering where I am.”

* * *

Because of my library stop, I was late getting my first cup of coffee in the Whistling Pines dining room when Karla Telker waved at me. She pointed to the open chair at their table. Her usual dining partners, Mary Gilbert and Kathy Christensen, smiled as I approached.

“What’s up, ladies?”

Kathy raised her eyebrows and said, “We’ve been upgraded to ladies.”

“You are ladies,” I replied.

Kathy, who had a bit of a devilish streak on occasion, cocked her head. “Sometimes it’s fun to not be a lady. Constantly behaving yourself is tiring.”

“Karla told me she was at a point in her life where she was avoiding drama.”

“I don’t mind drama, as long as I’m the one who creates it,” Kathy replied, her eyes twinkling.

Mary shook her head. “Kathy, I thought your days of drama were behind you.”

“You just never know when a bit of drama might spice up a dreary day.”

“We heard you were investigating a break-in at the library. What was stolen?” Karla changed the subject.

“No one knows. An old drawer, without a key, had been pried open. There were a couple of spots in the dust that looked like something had been removed, but it wasn’t obvious what was gone.”

“Ooh, a mystery.”

“I don’t suppose any of you know what might’ve been locked in the library table drawer?”

All three women shook their heads. Kathy leaned close to me and whispered, “I spent more time with my boyfriend than I spent in the library.”

I looked at Karla. “What? My family was very religious. We didn’t play cards, go to dances, or drink liquor.”

“That left lots of time to go to the library,” I suggested.

“The church library was about as close as I got.”

“Mary?” I asked.

“No way. My mom had me practice piano for hours a day. I never had time to go to the library.”

Standing, I kidded the ladies. “Well, you three have been no help at all.”

Bingle, the janitor, was cleaning up stray bird feathers from around the aviary. “Don’t you also clean the library?” I asked.

Pausing to look at us, he replied, “Ya, I do, once a week.”

“What do you know about the locked drawer in the library table?”

“The one with no key?”

“Yes, that’s the one.”

Looking embarrassed, he replied, “A guy asked me if I could get it open.”

“And?”

“And I used a screwdriver and opened it.”

I stared at him in disbelief. “You’re the one who pried open the drawer?”

“Ya, sure, I did,” he replied in his heavily accented English.

“What did you find inside?”

“Oh, heck. I got distracted by the door alarm. I need to go back and clean up my mess.”

I drew a breath, something I did often to keep from snapping at residents. “What happened to the items you found in the drawer?”

“I think that stuff is still in the pocket of my library coveralls.”

“Did you know the guy who asked you to open the drawer?”

“I’ve never seen him before. He was in the library looking at the table and was going through a big ring of keys, like he was trying to find one that fit the drawer. He asked me if I could open the drawer, so I did. Next thing I know, there’s a loud bang like a gunshot, he’s gone, and the door alarm is going off. I took out the stuff, assuming he’d be back for it.”

“Did he seem to know what was in the drawer?”

“I think so. He said that table had belonged to his grandparents, and it was donated to the library when they died. He was living in Las Vegas and didn’t come back for their funerals.”

“What was in the drawer?”

Bingle rolled his eyes. “It is stupid. A box. The label says Scotch.” When I didn’t react, Bingle repeated it. “Scotch. In a box.”

“I don’t understand what’s stupid about it.”

“Scotch comes in a bottle, not a stupid flat box. It’s not Scotch. I looked inside. It’s a stupid plastic spindle with rotten tape. The tape is so old it’s not sticky and turned brown.” Bingle shrugged.

Confused by his description, I groped. “Scotch tape was invented here. It’s tape. Not Scotch whiskey.”

Recognition swept Bingle’s face. “Sure, the Scotch tape museum. I get it. But this tape went bad. It’s not sticky. Just brown, not sticky tape.”

Between Bingle’s Swedish accent and poor description, I struggled. A thought struck me, and I found a picture of a Scotch brand cassette tape on my phone. So I showed it to Bingle. “Does it look like this?”

“No. I told you. Square cardboard box. Not a dinky plastic thing. Bigger skinny roll of brown tape.”

I searched again, this time finding a picture of a reel-to-reel tape. “Like this?”

Bingle pointed to the screen. “Ya! That! Unsticky tape in a flat Scotch box.”

I felt like I’d been arguing with my toddler daughter. “The box is in your coveralls here?”

“No. Library coveralls. In the closet by the mop, broom, and vacuum cleaner.”

I checked my watch and saw it was mid-morning. “Can we go there now?”

“I’m working. I can’t go until after work.”

“Okay, where is the closet with your coveralls?”

“It’s behind the stairs.”

I took a step toward the parking lot and was struck by an anomaly. “Bingle, where were you when the exit door alarm went off?”

Bingle just stared at me as if he didn’t understand the question. “You said you opened the drawer for a stranger. He ran off before he got the box from the drawer. Where were you when Madeline came down and found the drawer open?”

“I think maybe I’m in big trouble. So, I hide.”

“Why are you in big trouble, Bingle?”

Bingle seemed to be struggling to find the correct English term for what he wanted to say. “The man, he offered to pay me, if I opened the drawer. The keys don’t work, so I get a screwdriver. I think I’ll just wiggle it to open the drawer. The man, he grabs the screwdriver and breaks the lock and wood. He broke the drawer and left me holding the screwdriver. I think maybe I’ll get fired. So, when Miss Madeline goes running upstairs, I go to my closet and hide.”

“You were embarrassed about the broken drawer.”

“I thought maybe I could clean up the wood chips, and no one would notice. Then, Miss Madeline and the Police Chief’s lady go there, and I know I’m in trouble.” Bingle paused, looking at his shoes. “You tell them I’ll pay to fix. Okay?”
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