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      This book is dedicated to Ray Murray, renowned leader in the field of forensic geology, and among Raleigh Harmon’s very best friends. We miss you, Ray.
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        * * *

      

      “…when I try to imagine a faultless love

      Or the life to come, what I hear is the murmur

      Of underground streams, what I see is a limestone landscape.”

      

      In Praise of Limestone by W.H. Auden
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      I don’t know what I expected from a halfway house for mental patients, but when I opened the front door, nothing prepared me for the fingerprints. Greasy and ominous as crime-scene ink, the hands smeared dull beige walls like passing ghosts lived here, forever hoping to grasp something just out of reach.

      “Hello?” I stepped into the small foyer. “Anyone here?”

      My voice echoed. Despite the boxed-in atmosphere of a once-grand house that somebody chopped up into cheap rental apartments, the place felt empty. But as I backed out, a hollow thudding sound came toward me, followed by a heavyset man who walked like a broken toy—up and down, side to side—his left leg dragging behind him on the scuffed wooden floor.

      “Whaddya want?” he asked.

      “I heard there might be a room available.”

      “For you?”

      “No, sir.”

      A twitchy expression passed over his fleshy face, something between wariness and greed. “You all by yourself?”

      I nodded.

      “You a social worker?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “Nurse?”

      “No. My mom’s getting released from Western State. They said this place was on the list of approved halfway houses.”

      Somewhere at the back of his throat, he made a sound like rattling gravel. “How old’s your mom?”

      “Pardon?”

      “Your mom—how old?”

      “Fifty-two. Why?”

      “I got one good arm.” He lifted his right hand. “If she falls, she’s on her own. Wheelchair?”

      “No.”

      “Walker?”

      “No.” I glanced at the fingerprints, a sign language from another world. “How many people live here?”

      “Right now?”

      No, twenty years ago.

      “Yes, now.”

      “Six,” he said. “Usually I got seven, but the cops took away the last guy. That’s the vacant room. For your mom.”

      A ghost hand brushed down my spine. “Why did the cops take him away?”

      “You really wanna know?”

      I forced my best Southern smile. “I’d really like to know.”

      “Guy picked up a hooker out there.” He flung his one good arm toward the street behind me. “She ain’t getting outta the hospital for a while. And the cops sent him back to the loony bin.”

      The ghost hand closed its fingers around my throat.

      “Something wrong? Oh, hey—that guy? He wasn’t the norm.”

      “Really.”

      “I keep the cops on speed dial. They see my number, they hustle right over.”

      “I’ll bet.”

      He lowered his bristly chin. “You wanna see the room?”

      “Not right now.”

      “You better hurry up,” he said. “I got other people askin’ about it.”
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      The next morning, a mottled gray dawn tumbled over the Seattle skyline, mimicking the turmoil in my heart.

      “Harmon?”

      I shifted my gaze. Jack Stephanson’s muscular back was just inches from my rowing seat. And it was, without a doubt, the most gorgeous back I’d ever laid eyes on. Even better, it belonged to the man who was my fiancé. Just the thought of it stabbed something sharp into my heart.

      He turned his head to the side. “You there?”

      I pulled my oars, keeping in sync with his strokes while our dual shuttle seats slid down the fiberglass shell. Beneath the boat, Lake Union rippled like silk sheets.

      “Harmon—”

      “No, I’m not here.”

      He shuttled back with another powerful stroke. Our scull shot forward. “Did you pick a date yet?”

      Two strokes later, I managed to mutter, “I’m working on it.”

      “Just pick a date.” Jack’s shoulders flexed, bulking the sinew under his black lycra. “Any date.”

      He shuttled back to me—just as I shuttled away. I lifted my gaze to the churning gray sky and prayed.

      “I can pick a date,” he said.

      My white oars swung back, winged birds that kissed the water and disappeared.

      “Harmon?”

      I opened my mouth, but my next stroke fractured the morning. With a sudden thunk!, my seat shot forward. The oar punched my solar plexus and air burst from my lungs. The boat started to spin.

      “Harmon—”

      “My oar—” I yanked my feet from the slant board. “It’s stuck!”

      Water crashed over the boat’s low walls, tipping the scull. Jack leaned the other way, trying to counter the flooding.

      “Harmon! Let go of it!”

      But my fingers gripped the oar even more tightly, refusing every panicked order from my brain. The narrow fiberglass shell swung around its sudden pivot point like a busted compass needle. Water kept crashing over the sides, filling the boat’s basin.

      “Drop the oar!” Jack yelled.

      But the oar was already lifting me. My hands clutched it like a lifeline, and as I rose above the boat, the lake, there was one moment’s pause—and in the next nauseating instant, I realized what would happen next.

      I gasped.

      The lake rushed toward me. I clamped my eyes shut. A fist punched my heart. Cold water slapped my face. And Jack’s voice disappeared.

      When I opened my eyes, murky blue water was licking the bottom of the narrow white shell. Jack was shouting yet his voice sounded distant, muffled. And my hands still gripped the oar. It was wedged downward, pointing into the cold darkness. But something pale hovered at the other end. Then it disappeared. I tugged on the oar. It refused to budge. Kicking my legs once, twice, I shot to the surface of the lake.

      Jack shouted. What are you—

      I sucked in a deep breath and dove down again, sliding my hands along the oar. When I reached the other end of it, I swept my fingers around the fan-shaped blade. It was lodged sideways, wedged against something hard, bumpy. I reached deeper, my fingers going numb with cold. Then I tugged. The oar shifted. The pale object reappeared.

      With eyes.

      I screamed. The water closed around the sound, holding it captive, while bubbles of air exploded from my mouth.

      I kicked.

      Kicked again.

      But I couldn’t get away. When I looked down, a yellow braided rope had looped around my ankle. I desperately clawed at the tight nylon with numb fingers. I shook my foot. The rope tightened. I threw my head back, searching, a desperate panic beating at my chest.

      The boat was gone.

      I tore at the rope with both hands. Then I yanked, hard.

      The eyes swam back into view—open and dark, looming toward me. I screamed. Water filled my mouth but suddenly my head snapped back. A strong arm latched around my waist, pulling upward.

      Jack.

      The rope held me. I pointed, though a gauzy darkness was closing around my vision. No air left. I closed my eyes, felt sudden movement, and disappeared.

      The next thing I heard was a splash. Air blowing across my face.

      “Breathe!” Jack demanded.

      I coughed.

      He shifted my head sideways and squeezed his arm around my rib cage. Water burst from my throat. I coughed again, and then a gasping breath filled the void inside. I blinked, eyes watering, and spit more water.

      “Keep breathing.”

      Arm wrapped under my shoulders, Jack swam us toward the houseboats. I felt his grunting breath hot against my ear. Along the shoreline, the houseboats swayed.

      I whispered, “Sorry.”

      “It happens.”

      “Eyes.”

      “What—what’s wrong with your eyes?”

      I gasped for more air and forced out the words. “The thing. Down there. It has eyes.”
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      An hour later, clad in dry clothes—yet still shivering—I stood on Jack’s dock and watched two tugboats from the Seattle Police Department motor across Lake Union. Beneath me, the dock swayed in their wakes.

      “Probably just some dead fish,” Jack said, handing me a cup of coffee.

      I wrapped my cold hands around the hot mug. And shivered.

      “It wasn’t a fish,” I said.

      “Harmon, how much do you know about fish?”

      “Enough to know that wasn’t one.”

      The first tugboat was redirecting the lake’s morning traffic. Fishing boats with netted rigs. Seaplanes taxiing the water for takeoff. And one baffled kayaker in a yellow rain slicker who waved his plastic oar like a signal flag. My teeth chattered.

      Jack wrapped an arm around my shoulders, drawing me close. He was dressed for court—his best dark suit, starched white shirt, an aquamarine silk tie that almost matched his perfect eyes. I drew a deep breath, catching the crisp forest scent of his aftershave.

      “Sure seems like a lot of trouble,” he said.

      “What?”

      “All this—just to get out of picking a wedding date?”

      I lifted the cup, forcing the bitter liquid down my tight throat. “You would’ve done the same thing.”

      “No, I would’ve let go of the oar before it threw me into the water.”

      “I’m talking about diving down again. You would’ve wanted to know what it was.”

      He didn’t respond. I turned to stare at his profile. His carved-stone jaw was set forward, his gaze riveted to the police boats which were now about forty yards away. And a wet-suited diver was strapping on goggles.

      I raised the cup. “You think I’m being silly.”

      “Not silly.” He shook his head. “You’re never silly, Harmon.”

      He leaned down and kissed me on the lips. I tasted coffee and the cool menthol of his shaving cream. And underneath that, a love so warm, so ready, I wanted to toss the mug into the lake and crawl into his arms. Instead, I pulled back.

      He lifted his head, curious.

      “You don’t want to be late for court,” I said.

      “Ten bucks says it’s a fish.”

      “Twenty says it’s not.”

      “You’re on.” He kissed my damp hair, his lips lingering a moment before he walked back into his houseboat. Through the picture window, I watched him gather his keys and briefcase, his focus already on today’s testimony for the FBI.

      I turned back to the police harbor units. The wet-suited diver was now rolling backward into the water, fins splashing. Another shiver vibrated down my spine.

      “Harmon.”

      Jack stood on the boardwalk that connected this small houseboat village to Seattle’s dry land. He wore a blue wool coat over his dark suit, and his close-cut brown hair matched his serious expression. Every inch the utterly credible special agent.

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “We’ll find a date for the wedding.”

      I nodded and watched him stride up the boardwalk to the gravel parking lot reserved for houseboat residents and their guests. I listened for the sound of his Jeep then walked into the houseboat, left my coffee cup on the kitchen counter, and picked up his binoculars from the windowsill.

      By the time I got back to the dock, the diver had come back up. I raised the binoculars and narrowed the focus. Faces. Expressions. Moving lips that I couldn’t read. Everything shaky as the boats bobbed on the wakes of passing vessels. I lowered the binoculars, watching the passing water traffic, and within seconds my mind had drifted like an unmoored ship. Those eyes. Black. Haunting. And the rope grabbing me. I pulled in a deep breath, held it for a count of four, and released it on a count of seven, just like they taught me at Quantico. As my pulse slowed, my focus returned to the tugboats.

      On the second tug, an officer wearing a blue uniform waved his stocky arms above his head. I lifted the binoculars. The boat kept dropping him from view. Lowering the lenses, I saw he was still facing me. Only now he held one hand to his ear, making an exaggerated motion with his other hand, pointing at me. Seconds later, I heard my cell phone ring inside the houseboat. No question it was my phone—Jack had programmed the ringtone. Herb Alpert and his Tijuana Brass, reminding me that this guy was in love with me.

      The officer waved some more.

      I walked inside, took my phone out of my purse, and checked the screen.

      Unknown Number

      I swiped my finger. “This is Raleigh.”

      “Hey, Raleigh, it’s Mike Margolis.”

      “Mike?”

      “Yeah, I’m the one waving at you from the boat.”

      I walked out to the dock. The stocky figure out there suddenly looked familiar. “You’re on that tugboat?”

      “Yeah, I work harbor patrol.” He waited. “Oh. Lani never told you.”

      His wife Lani was a friend from my teenage years. After years of living on separate coasts, we’d recently reconnected. Two weeks ago, we all had Thanksgiving dinner together—the evening Jack proposed to me. “No, Lani didn’t mention it.”

      “But if I grew barnacles, she’d send you a bulletin.”

      Lani was a marine biologist. And a total science nerd.

      “Did the diver find something?” I asked.

      “Can you come over to the harbor station?”

      “So it’s not a fish. Is it?”

      Standing on the dock, staring at Mike Margolis on the tugboat, I felt the odd sensation of talking on a phone while simultaneously looking directly at the person you’re speaking to—as if all the invisible connections were suddenly visible.

      “The harbor station’s right over there.” Mike threw an arm to his right, pointing at the shoreline. “Right next to Gasworks Park. You can’t miss it.”

      “So you’re not going to tell me what the diver found.”

      “There’s a detective coming,” he said.

      I waited for details. Mike offered none.

      “What kind of detective?” I asked.

      “Homicide,” he said.
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      I left my rowing gear dripping in Jack’s shower, locked his houseboat, and jogged for the parking lot where my new ride glowed under the marble-gray morning sky.

      The car almost looked obscene. Fire-red and polished to a blinding shine, the 1964 Pony Mustang replaced my last ride—an equally spectacular ’60s Ghibli. Unfortunately, the Italian classic had suffered some near-fatal bullet wounds just before that fateful Thanksgiving dinner. And both vehicles were loaners.

      The Pony galloped around the north end of Lake Union, dodging commuter traffic pushing its way into the city on the second-to-last Monday before Christmas. Just past Gasworks Park, I found a tall chain-linked parking lot. Unmarked. I paused, gazing at the anonymous beige warehouse behind the fence. Then I hung a left, figuring this was Seattle, where cop shops carried almost no signage because law enforcement was supposed to hang its head in shame. The Pony blazed into a parking spot, whinnying, No way.

      As I climbed out of the car, four middle-aged men in police-blue windbreakers stood on a lakeside platform squeezing bagpipes. The first chords of “Taps” bled out. Beyond the platform, a seaplane zipped across the lake, rising to the churning blue-gray sky. The air smelled like kelp.

      “Raleigh?”

      Mike Margolis walked toward me. He had a bowlegged gait which I now realized might be from sea legs.

      “Come on around back,” he said. “I’ll introduce you to Clementine. She’s already heard a little about you.”

      I followed Mike’s bandy-legged stride past the main entrance, glancing back once as the bagpipers blew the saddest song of death. For a moment, I wondered whose funeral they were rehearsing for.

      Only later did it occur to me that the funeral might be mine.
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      The back of the harbor station was a cavernous space accessed through a gigantic roll-up garage door that faced the lake.  One white police tug sat on dry-docked rafters, filling the air with the biting scent of marine varnish. Mike swerved around the boat and stopped at an extended folding table by the far wall where a black body bag dripped on the concrete floor. A woman stood beside the table.

      “Clementine,” Mike said.

      The body bag was unzipped, and two feet stuck out. One foot was bare. The other wore a checkered skater-style sneaker.

      “Raleigh,” Mike was saying, “this is Detective Clementine Kyle, Seattle PD.”

      Clementine Kyle was a lean woman somewhere in her forties. She had a short cap of black hair that carried one dyed-blond streak back from her broad forehead like an errant wave of beach foam. She wore brown slacks paired with a mannish wool blazer and held a Styrofoam cup of coffee like a weapon.

      “You’re the rower who fell in the drink?” she asked.

      “Something like that.”

      I gazed into her eyes. They were a confusing color, somewhere between brown and gold, a kind of polished copper. The color was both pretty and off-putting all at once. When I released her handshake, her grip remained on my skin. Much like the feel of the rope latched around my ankle. I stuck my hand in the back pocket of my jeans. “Male?”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Shoe’s probably a size sixteen. Maybe seventeen.”

      Detective Kyle sipped her coffee. But the copper eyes never left me. “I heard you were with the FBI. Something with geology?”

      “Forensic geologist.” Water pooled under the dead man’s feet. “Could I see the rest of his body?”

      “Don’t touch anything,” Detective Kyle said.

      Her condescending tone surprised me. I glanced at Mike Margolis. But he wasn’t making eye contact with me or Detective Kyle. Even when she said, “Mike, go ahead.”

      He folded back the top of the body bag down to the breastbone and stepped back, awaiting further orders from the commandant.

      I stepped over to the table. Only the face and neck were visible. I leaned in closer.

      “Don’t touch it,” she said.

      “I heard you the first time.”

      The dead man’s coal-black hair hung straight, as if slicked with petroleum. His eyes were wide open. Deep brown, almost black. With an expression of pure horror. As if his soul was still screaming.

      I leaned down closer, checking his irises.

      “Don’t. Touch.”

      “I. Know.”

      Mike cleared his throat. When I glanced up, he looked away.

      “Could I see the rest of the body?” I asked.

      “What for?” asked Detective Kyle.

      I held back a sigh—and a solid punch to her head. “Drowning deaths are difficult to diagnose, what with the unreliability of later tests, but judging by his face, it looks to me like he was dead before he went into the water.”

      “Oh, really.”

      That tone.

      I pointed at the young man’s face, just close enough to annoy the detective.

      “His skin’s not waterlogged. No blood or foam coming from his mouth or nostrils. And if he drowned with his eyes open like this, we’d probably see busted blood vessels around his irises.”

      Detective Kyle stared at me, copper and sass, then gave a curt nod. Mike folded back the body bag all the way down to the protruding feet.

      The young man was bare-chested. No shirt. And his left shoulder was gone—completely disappeared. In its place, ragged torn ligaments dangled over the shattered ball joint. It was a violent and sudden amputation. Not cut. Ripped. Torn away. The kind of traumatic wound that could bleed a man to death—if the shock didn’t kill him first. I leaned closer. He couldn’t have been more than twenty years old. And his gaze. The terror of it.

      Detective Kyle grabbed my elbow.

      “Detective, I won’t touch anything.”

      She released my arm. But like her handshake, the feel of her grip remained.

      He was powerfully built. Broad shoulders—what remained of them—and a muscled chest that barreled above a slim waist and washboard abs. But the muscles were pliable, wiry. Not the bulk that comes from lifting weights in a gym. This was working power, the kind earned by a stonemason. Bricklayer. Roofer. A young man with enough strength to swim to safety even in cold water. Maybe even with one arm. Which perhaps explained the yellow rope lashed around his waist. The rope was connected to four gray stones, each one about the size of my fist.

      “Have those stones tested for heavy metals,” I said.

      The detective hesitated. “Why?”

      I made a fist, wishing it could punch her, and said, “Stones this size are unlikely to weigh enough to hold down such a strong man. Unless the rocks contain heavy metals—iron, lead, something similar. Also have the lab check the rope. They’ll probably find my DNA.”

      “Really.” Detective Kyle didn’t sound surprised. “Your DNA.”

      “The rope got tangled around my ankle, probably scraped off some skin.”

      “Guess you should’ve stayed in the boat.”

      “If I’d stayed in the boat, you wouldn’t have a body.”

      “I don’t want a body.”

      “Tell that to his loved ones.”

      The metallic eyes tightened. “What time did you fall in the water?”

      “Thrown. And I don’t know.”

      “No idea?”

      “I don’t take my phone on the water.”

      “No watch?”

      “It rubs my wrist when I row.”

      “Poor you. Row often?”

      Two weeks ago, right after Jack proposed, we started these early morning rows. Both of us had unpredictable schedules. And most afternoons, I drove to the state insane asylum to visit my mom—sometimes she even agreed to see me. The best way to find consistent “couple time” was before the sun came up. Plus, we got a workout, too. These mornings were my favorite part of each day. Sliding across the water under misty dawns. Tucked inside a sleeping city. With just enough light from the sky and the battery lanterns attached to the shell to see Jack’s gorgeous body. Our first strokes always seemed solemn, tentative, but within five minutes, we had perfect rhythm, synchronized speed. It was an intoxicating feeling—until Jack started asking about picking a wedding date. And now, staring into Detective Kyle’s metalline eyes, I felt my palms get clammy. I rubbed them on my jeans.

      “We’ve been rowing every morning for the last two weeks.” I pointed through the open garage door. Across the lake, Jack’s cedar-sided houseboat looked like a cottage lifted from rural England. On the swaying dock, the upturned white rowing shell pointed back at me like a dead bone. “We usually start just before six and row for about an hour.”

      “And you think this body wasn’t in the water a long time?”

      “I’m not a medical examiner, Detective.”

      “But that’s your theory.”

      “Not theory. Just speculation.”

      “So if you’d screwed up sooner, we might’ve caught whoever put this guy in the water.”

      I tried to read her expression—sarcasm? Gallows humor?—but she was a veteran detective. They were mostly inscrutable. I opened my mouth, weighing my response, when a loud splash interrupted the silence. All three of us turned.

      The bagpipers stepped back as two divers in wetsuits pulled a long narrow object from the lake. It looked like a tree trunk. But as they set it down near the dry-docked tugboat, I realized it was a canoe. Carved from a hollowed-out tree trunk.

      I walked toward it.

      “Don’t touch it,” she said.

      “Too late. I already touched it underwater.”

      Inside the trunk, chisel marks sliced through the tree’s guts, hollowing out everything except a narrow wooden span stretching across the middle. The seat. At the front end, the prow had been carved into the image of a bird. Its beak had snapped off.

      “Get the dispatcher to send over an extended van,” Detective Kyle said to the divers. “Take this thing over to the state lab and—”

      “Not a good idea,” I said.

      Her copper eyes clocked me. “What?”

      “The state lab’s evidence room is already full. So y’all might just want to store this thing here.”

      “Y’all?” Detective Kyle mocked.

      “You all.”

      “What’re you—from Alabama?”

      “Virginia.”

      “Well, Virginia, let me explain something.” She walked toward me, the blazer’s padded shoulders like warrior armor. “Here in the Pacific Northwest, we know boats. And we know how to handle boats. So y’all can stop worrying your pretty little head.”

      Fire snapped inside my chest.

      “Detective.” I measured my tone. “The only thing I’m worried about is finding out what happened to this guy.”

      “Don’t. That’s my job.”

      “I understand. But I’m a private investigator with a forensics background. I can help.”

      She glanced at Mike. He stood with the divers, their wetsuits dripping on the concrete floor. But the divers seemed to be waiting for further orders, like Clementine Kyle was their warden.

      Mike said, “Raleigh has solved some murders for the state—”

      Detective Kyle pivoted toward me, copper eyes like iced gold.

      “Thanks for the offer,” she said. “But all we need is your statement. Then y’all can be on your way.”
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      After giving my statement to Detective Kyle—more copper stares and curt nods—I raced the Pony up Capitol Hill and wove around Swedish Hospital until I found the halfway house. Parked at the curb, I stared at the dingy front window with its hand-lettered Vacancy sign. The house was painted various shades of faded blue, all of them peeling. Under Seattle’s winter sky, the place looked like a nasty bruise.

      I gunned down to Spring Street, turned left, and whipped the Pony into my aunt’s driveway. No missing this place—it was painted an alarming fuchsia color, like fake rubies. My aunt loved the color. And, okay, it was her house. But for at least the next month, I had to live here and be responsible for her three spoiled cats. They were named for gemstones. Opal, Beryl, and Sapphire.

      Despite the self-important cats, my aunt’s house offered some benefits. First, it was close to the halfway house where the state planned to send my mom after her release. Second, Madame the dog could stay here with me. And third, my fairy godmother Eleanor was joining us.

      On this morning, Eleanor was at the kitchen table. Her heavily ringed fingers gripped the pages of a script while her stage voice boomed lines to the empty room. After we moved in here, Eleanor found a nearby actor’s studio. For senior citizens only. They were putting on a play and Eleanor, age eighty-four-going-on-eighteen, quickly secured the most coveted role—the hussy.

      “That ghost hovered around me,” she bellowed, “like a man demanding something. Do you know what I mean?”

      “No.” I walked to the refrigerator.

      “That ghost knows where all the secret treasures are buried,” she continued. “And he can lead us to them.”

      I rummaged through the fridge, past all the healthy stuff—yuck—and found a can of Coke. I said a silent prayer of thanks.

      “Why, Harold,” Eleanor said.

      “You’re such a gentleman,” I said.

      She lowered the script, throwing me a harsh gaze through her rhinestone cat-glasses. Amazingly, the glasses were not part of the hussy costume, just normal Eleanorwear. Her face, however, was pancaked with stage makeup, including an eyeshadow so purple it almost matched my aunt’s house paint.

      “Raleigh, you’re ruining my rhythm.”

      I popped open the Coke. At the sound of the carbonated pfft, Madame came bounding into the room. I scooped her up with one arm. She kissed my chin.

      “Why, Harold,” Eleanor repeated in her trumpeting voice, “you’re such a gentleman.”

      I buried a groan in the dog’s black fur. Then whispered in her ear. “You deserve a medal.”

      “Raleigh, I heard that.”

      “Eleanor, at this point, even the dog has memorized those lines. ”

      She raised her chin. “Life is all memory, except this present moment that passes too quickly.”

      “Wrong play.”

      “I know that!” She shook the script at me, her many rings glinting in the morning light. “I am working on this night and day, but the lines are not sticking.”

      I set the dog on the floor. She glanced around—searching for cats—but the coast was clear. For now.

      “Just give it time,” I said.

      “And yet, Mrs. Goforth endures.”

      For much of her younger days, Eleanor was an actress in a Tennessee Williams troupe before her husband Harry swept her off the stage. All these decades later, the Southern playwright’s lines still feathered from her painted mouth. “I even put on the hussy’s makeup,” she said. “To get into character.”

      I gulped the Coke, wondering what else was “in character” for an elderly slut.

      Eleanor eyed me. “How was the gruesome exercising?”

      “Fine.”

      “I don’t believe you. You look strange.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Mendacity.” She lifted her chin. “I despise mendacity.”

      “Big Daddy.” I sighed. Eleanor always raised her chin to deliver Tennessee’s lines. “Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. And, okay, I rowed into a dead body.”

      “Stop exercising.”

      “That’s your response?”

      “Raleigh.” She shook her white-haired head. “You have no time for corpses. You’ve got a wedding to plan.”

      I guzzled the rest of the Coke, held back two burning burps, and felt my eyes watering from the carbonation. At least, I told myself that’s why my eyes were wet.

      “Did you pick a date?” she asked.

      “I have a date.” I tossed the empty Coke in the recycling bin. “In two days, my mom gets released from the insane asylum.”

      In all the world, there was no stage makeup that could disguise the sympathy flooding Eleanor’s soft brown eyes.

      “I can plan the wedding,” she said.

      “Thanks but—”

      “Something tasteful.”

      “Really?”

      “Just the essentials.”

      “Which are?”

      “A band with a horn section.”

      “No.”

      “Harpist?”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Alright, then I insist on proper foundation garments.”

      “What?”

      “Raleigh, every designer gown requires—”

      “There’s no designer gown.”

      She pointed the script at me. “You’re not wearing some off-the-rack dress. This is your wedding.”

      I released the world’s longest belch.

      Eleanor glared. “Coca-Cola is banned from the reception.”

      “And that’s why you’re not planning it.”

      I walked to the pantry, found three cans of cat food, and snapped them open. Just like the pfft calling Madame, the sound of slicing aluminum brought the cats sauntering into the room. Although hungry, they strolled as languidly as starving runway models pretending they could go without food. Beryl hissed at Madame. With a soft whimper, the dog slid under the kitchen table and rested her chin on Eleanor’s sparkly platform shoes that were anything but orthopedic. I dumped brown goo into the three bowls bearing their gemstone names, and gagged at the stink.

      “May I offer you one piece of advice?” Eleanor asked.

      “Just one?” I glanced over my shoulder. Her chin was already rising—the Southern playwright was about to speak. Then I could either name the character and the play or endure another lecture. I braced myself.

      “You are a young woman,” she said, “but if you don’t plan well, the future will soon become the present. And the past will quickly turn into eternal regret.”

      “Amanda.” I looked at the dog. She sighed in sympathy. “The Glass Menagerie.”

      Eleanor raised the script, obscuring those purple-shadowed eyes, and said, “It would be wise to listen to her.”
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        * * *

      

      After my thespian lecture, I put the dog in the Pony and zoomed over to Dick’s Drive-In on Broadway Avenue. Under an awning that long ago turned amber from the glorious grease fumes floating in the air, we sat at an outdoor table and ate well-deserved cheeseburgers and extra-large fries. I dipped my fries in mayo—and tried not to consider my life—while Madame finished her first burger. As I unwrapped her second, her tail started wagging. Her wag had a circular motion. Like the gorgeous Ghibli sports car, Madame had suffered her own near-fatal bullet wounds just before Thanksgiving.

      I set the burger on the ground. “You deserve every bite.”

      My praise would’ve continued except for the Tijuana Brass coming from my pocket. I pulled out my phone, read the screen.

      Unknown Number

      “Probably my darling Clementine,” I told the dog, swiping my finger over the screen. “This is Raleigh.”

      “So she did give me the right number. What do you know?”

      The voice was female. But it wasn’t Detective Kyle.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “Who is this?”

      “Your Aunt Charlotte told me to call you.”

      “My aunt—is she alright?”

      “Oh, yeah, Charlotte’s fine. She just wanted me to talk to you about your wedding date.”

      I looked at Madame. Seriously? Now total strangers were in on this? What was next—telemarketers? “Ma’am, whatever my aunt told you, please disregard. I don’t need—”

      “My name’s Sue Buress,” the woman plowed ahead. “Charlotte’s told me all about you. And since she’s such an old friend, I’ll make you an offer. My wedding venues get booked twelve months in advance, sometimes eighteen. But for you, I’ll make a deal.”

      “Thanks for calling.” I dunked a fry deep into the mayonnaise. “But I don’t need—”

      “Look, I’ll be honest. Okay? The real reason I’m calling is Charlotte said you solve crime. With dirt. Like, real dirt. Not gossip-dirt.”

      She laughed. I bit down on the fry. Then dunked another. If my aunt was involved—anywhere—I would need coping mechanisms. Things like carbs, grease, salt…

      “You can call me Sue,” the woman said.

      “Sue, I’m a little confused about what this is all about.”

      “I’m the victim of a crime,” she said. “And I want to hire you.”
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      During the 1990s, high-tech money flowed into Seattle like hot lava—not the exploding kind, but the slow basaltic magma that persistently, fatally smothered a landscape. Thanks to the famous nerds who tinkered in garages and created brains-in-a-box computers, the new wealth spread across the rural landscapes around Seattle and changed rolling pastures into upscale suburbs with sprawling faux rustic-timber frame homes and freshly paved roads leading to brand-new shopping centers where new money could be spent on buying things.

      Things like wine.

      After Sue Buress’s strange phone call, I drove east of the city, crossed Lake Washington, and wound through the spreading affluence until I reached the semi-quaint town of Woodinville. Seattle’s wine country. I parked inside the warehouse district and glanced at the dog lying on the passenger seat, happily digesting her burgers.

      “Be right back,” I hoped.

      In the past decade, Washington state had toppled California’s golden crown as king of domestic wine-production. The state’s eastern side was blessed with porous soils, gentle hillsides, and three hundred days of sunshine a year—with just enough remnants of Seattle rain to plump grapes. The town of Woodinville had cleverly capitalized on the expansion, offering urbanites a place to taste the wines grown on the other side of the Cascade mountains. Even under overcast winter skies, the warehouse district bustled. Bistros, bars, shops. Gaggles of coiffed women toting their shopping bags of wrapped presents, air-kissing friends before gliding inside the wine bars for early happy hour in honor of the holidays. I continued past it all, listening to the music playing on the outdoor sound system. It told us of shepherds in fields where they lay.

      Finally, I found Turtleback Vineyards. It was at the far, far end of the storefronts with no one going in or out. The front window displayed a bottle of Cabernet with a drooping red velvet bow around its neck like a forlorn afterthought. I double-checked the information from Sue Buress, and opened the door.

      A bell rang.

      “In a minute,” muttered a woman standing behind the counter. She didn’t look up.

      I closed the door.

      Except for the two of us, the place was empty. I waited for her to finish whatever she was doing and strolled the retail aisles. Dark wooden shelves held bottles of Zinfandels, Cabernets, Chardonnays. The label for Turtleback Vineyard showed a turtle riding a bicycle and hoisting a glass of wine with one flipper. I picked up a Cabernet, studying the image. It was eerily similar to a bumper sticker on my aunt’s ancient Volvo that said, A woman without a man is like a fish without a bicycle. I put the bottle back and checked my watch. Six minutes had gone by, but the woman behind the counter was still working. I wandered some more, reading the placards that described wines with pear undertones and chocolate finishes.

      Finally, I gave up and walked to the counter, waiting for the woman to look up.

      She didn’t.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “Just wait,” she snapped.

      Since I’d already waited and the place wasn’t exactly jammed with customers, I rose on tiptoes and peered over the counter. She was reading some kind of book, pen in hand. To her left, wine glasses floated in a sudsy sink. With the pen, she circled something on the page and the thin paper crinkled under the pressure. I could only see the title, “Authoritative Guide to WOM.”

      WOM—Word of Mouth?

      I’d used that abbreviation writing up interviews for the FBI. But an “authoritative guide”—really? Then again, WOM was also the abbreviation for Writ of Mandamus, a legal proceeding for court judgements. If this wine business was getting sued, it might explain that phone call.

      I leaned forward. “You seem very focused.”

      The woman looked up. Auburn spikes of hair poked around a pinched face. Her irritated gray eyes threw spears at me. “Do you need something?”

      “Here to see Sue Buress.”

      “And you are…?”

      “The person Sue Buress called.”

      “I need a name.”

      “Raleigh Harmon.”

      “What’s this about?”

      “Sue called me. Remember?”

      With a flick of her wrist, she closed her book and pivoted to a wall phone, snatching the receiver and pushing one button like an executioner making sure the death-row prisoner really got fried. And yet, when she spoke, all the bitterness in her voice was replaced by pear undertones and chocolate finishes.

      “Hi, Sue, there’s a woman here to see you. Says her name’s Rally.”

      Pause.

      “Oh. I heard ‘Rally.’”

      The woman hung up. “It’ll be a minute, Rally.”

      “Thanks.” I dispatched my best Southern smile. “I didn’t catch your name.”

      “Shar.”

      “Shar—like Sharon?”

      “No, Shar.”

      “As in, Shari?”

      “SHAR!” Her fist slammed into the book. “As in SHARYL!”

      “Okay, then.”

      Her gray eyes burned to ash, but before she could say anything else, a door to our right swung open. A short, very pretty woman sped toward us with so much urgency I wondered if she was our referee.

      “Sue Buress.” She extended her hand to me, then turned to the woman behind the counter. “Shar, her name’s pronounced Raw-Lee. Not rally. The woman is not some road race.”

      Shar tried to chuckle. “Thanks for telling me, Sue.”

      “Hey.” Sue Buress reached over the counter and gave Shar’s hand a squeeze. “You’re doing great. No worries.”

      Shar squeezed back and I suddenly felt like a third wheel.

      “Come on back, Raleigh.” Sue was already speeding across the tasting room.

      I followed her through the door, but behind me, I could still feel Shar’s sharp gaze drilling into my back.
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      Sue Buress hustled past towering wine barrels that stretched across the cold warehouse space. To keep pace with her, I was nearly jogging. I glanced around but didn’t see anyone else back here, and when she zoomed around a wooden partition, I lost her for a moment.

      On the other side of the partition, bulletin boards squared around a long desk where papers fluttered from the iced air blowing through the warehouse. On the desk, Post-it notes framed an oversized computer monitor, including the note, Call Raleigh Harmon—dirt.

      “Here you go.” She thrust a plastic grocery bag into my hands. “I doused it with water so maybe it won’t die and send me to jail.”

      Baffled beyond words, I reached inside the bag and found a clump of damp newspaper.

      “G’head, open it,” she said. “See what’s running me out of business.”

      I peeled back the pulpy newspaper. The plant stem was yellowing toward death. And when I looked up, questioningly, it was just enough to start Sue Buress’ diatribe.

      “Month ago, maybe two, the state sends me some letter. Says I have to stop building my new vineyard. Are you kidding me? I threw the letter in the trash. But another letter showed up.” She continued talking but started patting down the paper mounds on the desk, using both hands like someone trying to trap a mouse. “I grow my grapes over in eastern Washington—like every other vineyard in Washington—but I own another two hundred acres just north of here. In the Skagit Valley?”

      I shook my head. She kept going.

      “Not far from here.” She stopped patting, looked at me. “Germans grow their Sauvignon blanc grapes in cold, rainy climates. Did you know that?”

      I shook my head again—and she was already talking again.

      “So I flew to Germany. I spent a long time over there before buying loads of old European vines from a German winery. Cost me a small fortune. We’re talking vines planted before the Weimar Republic. Oh, there it is. ” She whipped a piece of paper from the desk pile. “After the second letter, this man shows up. Walking around my vineyard! He tells me somebody called the state department of whatever—ecology, environment, green stuff—and now I have to quit building my new vineyard on my land because of this stupid plant.” She pointed at the thing in my hands. “Golden Indian Paintbrush. That’s what he tells me. It’s endangered, he says. You know what I told him?”

      I shook my head for a third time.

      “Buddy, I said, you know what’s endangered? Women in business.”

      She stopped talking.  As a trained investigator, I decided she wanted a response.

      “Interesting,” I said. “But I’m still not—”

      “I ignored those two first letters from the state so the man came to shut down my operation. The whole thing. Right there! He stapled some idiotic stop work order to my fence. And he said I’d get sued if I kept building my vineyard. Then he drove away in some nice car that my tax money pays for. And all because of one dumb plant. It’s not even attractive!”

      I waited. She was one of those people who spoke with so much passion and purpose you wondered whether it was your fault for missing the point. “I’m not sure what you want me to—”

      “Here’s the deal.” She reached down and shifted the computer’s mouse, provoking another rash of to-do notes to appear on the screen. “This vineyard’s a total game changer for my business. If I can grow grapes this close to Seattle, I’ll gain a serious advantage over my competition. My distribution costs drop to almost nothing. Heck, I could open my own tasting room on my own land and get out of this warehouse, and finally move to Italy. That’s my dream. Move to Italy. Get out of this rain. Never come back and—”

      I held up a hand. “Sorry to interrupt.” Maybe. “But I think you need a botanist. And a good lawyer.”

      She shook her head furiously, her clipped brown hair flying around her pretty face. “I need a geologist.” She grabbed plant from my hands, flipped it upside down, and brandished the roots. “Somebody stuck this plant on my land.”

      “What makes you say—”

      “I’ve owned this property for twenty years. Walked every inch of it. This plant was never there. I’d know. I’d see it. It wasn’t until I started building the new vineyard to blow the competition out of the water and—boom—Golden Paintbrush shows up.” She thrust the plant back at me. “Prove it and I’ll bump every bride off the wedding schedule.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Charlotte says you’re getting married. My condolences.” She gave a hearty laugh. “But it’s your life. She says you need a place to hold the ceremony. My retreat on Orcas Island is booked at least a year out for weddings. Sometimes two years.”

      “Two years?”

      “Hey, brides think it’s their big day. Which, if you ask me, is sad. But I’ll bump anyone off the schedule if you can figure out how this plant got on my property. You just pick the date.”

      Carefully, I wrapped the wet pulp around the plant stem, placed it back inside the plastic grocery bag, and handed it to her. “Thanks for the offer, but I really don’t need—”

      “How much?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Charlotte says you got fired from the FBI.”

      I smiled, tight. “Parted ways, let’s say.”

      “Okay, fine, whatever. But you need work, right? She says you’re just getting started with this private forensic geology business. Start-up costs must be killing you. So what’s your price? What’s your rate? I’ll pay double.”

      “I’m not sure—”

      “Triple.”

      “When do you need me to start?”

      “ASAP.”

      ASAP—this woman probably knew nothing but ASAP. “I can get you a soil profile within a week,” I said. “It might prove whether the plant was transferred.”

      “It was transferred. How about suspects?”

      “Suspects?”

      “Charlotte says you’ve caught murderers with dirt.”

      “I don’t—”

      “Find out who planted this stupid thing on my property and I’ll murder them. Just kidding. Not my style. Too male, so testosterone. It’s toxic, you know.”

      “A suspect list will take longer.”

      “Two weeks,” she said. “Get me suspects in two weeks. My European vines are sitting in cold storage, the building crew’s getting paid to do nothing, and millions are waiting to be made off this vineyard and get me to Italy.”

      She thrust the bag back at me.

      And, God help me, I took it. With a smile.

      “I’ll do my best,” I said.

      Sue Buress smiled back. “That’s exactly what your aunt said about you."
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      With the endangered Golden Indian Paintbrush suffocating in its plastic grocery bag and Madame snoozing on the passenger seat, I nosed the Pony back toward Seattle. But our gallop dropped to a trot as we approached the Evergreen Point Bridge. Halfway across the bridge, traffic halted, and I spent five minutes staring at the back of a delivery truck—Need Work? We’re Hiring! After ten minutes, the middle-aged guy in the lane next to me stepped out of his black Porsche, threw his arms up, and climbed back in the car to have a midlife hissy fit. For the next ten minutes, I listened to the winter wind whip off the lake and lash the sides of the Pony like reins that might get us galloping again. Finally, Madame crawled into my lap, and I pulled out my cell phone to call my boss, Peter Rosser—geology’s greatest cowboy.

      “What’s cookin’, good lookin’?” he asked.

      “We have a new case.”

      “Payin’?”

      “Triple our daily rate.”

      “Hot diggity dog!”

      “Don’t get too excited.” The wind punched the Pony in agreement. “I’m not sure about this woman’s allegations.” I described the endangered plant and its “sudden” appearance on land where the new vineyard was being built. And I told Peter about Sue Buress herself. “Nice enough, but she’s got an ax to grind.”

      “Against?”

      “Men.”

      “All of ’em?”

      “Seems like.”

      “She just ain’t never met a cowboy.”

      “Yeah, that’s it.” Traffic started to inch forward. I tapped the Pony’s brakes. “She gave us a retainer check, I’ll deposit it this afternoon.”

      “Raleigh-girl,” he drawled, “we just might make this business work after all.”

      As the state’s forensic investigator for more than twenty years, Peter left the lab earlier this year to open a private forensics firm. In October, when I left the Bureau—or was fired, depending on whose lips were moving—Peter offered me a job. My territory was western Washington while Peter stayed in the Spokane area, near the Idaho border. And as Sue Buress had pointed out, we were like most start-ups—money was thin. The situation provoked Eleanor into paroxysms of Tennessee Williams, all the tragic lines about women without money.

      But in order to drum up business, Peter had made an offer to the state crime lab. Investigators were struggling to keep pace with a soaring crime rate, and the delays had provoked some expensive—and embarrassing—lawsuits. Peter said his private firm would work on cold cases that had geological evidence for free. However, if we solved the case, the state would reimburse us for all time and expenses. Last month, I managed to solve a murder. But we still hadn’t been paid. Yeah, the government’s check was in the mail.

      The Pony inched forward across the bridge. “Do you know any good botanists over here?”

      “Wesley Mosk.”

      “Who’s he?”

      “She.”

      “Wesley—that’s a she?”

      “Yeah, Raleigh.”

      Point taken. “How good is she?”

      “Nobody better at botany,” Peter said. “Works in the state lab. When you go by, bring ’em our new list.”
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        * * *

      

      Sixteen dog-years later, the Pony made it back to Seattle. I drove through SoDo, the semi-industrial neighborhood south of downtown Seattle, then navigated the drizzly waterfront. My AM radio informed me of what I already knew—the freeways were clogged with holiday car accidents. It didn’t say how many were triggered by early wine tastings.

      At a manufacturing plant for airplane propeller parts, I turned left and dodged puddles in the decaying pavement until I reached the unassuming office building and its deceptively understated sign, Washington State Patrol Crime Lab. I got out but stayed beside the car while Madame did her own private investigation of the parking lot, leaving her business card on several bushes. When she was done, I wiped her feet with a towel from the back seat and reminded her she was the world’s greatest dog. She curled up on the seat, and I carried my backpack into the building.

      Twelve days before Christmas, the receptionist wore fuzzy reindeer ears and snowflake earrings. The sign-in sheet was decorated with silver foil garlands.

      “Happy Holidays,” she said.

      “Merry Christmas,” I said, since I no longer worked for the government and could forego the political correctness. “I’m here to see Tom O’Brien.”

      She picked up the phone and called upstairs. In the background, a carol softly played about angels bending near the earth. It seemed appropriate in a place where the white hats struggled to catch the black hats.

      The receptionist wrapped her palm over the phone’s mouthpiece. “Tom wants to know if this is urgent.”

      “Always,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      Tom O’Brien stood in his small office with an oversized whiteboard. A black messenger bag was slung over his shoulder.

      “Urgent,” he said.

      “Are you in a hurry?”

      “Yes.”

      “Sorry.”

      “And yet, you’re not leaving. Raleigh, this better be good.”

      “I rowed into a dead body this morning.”

      He groaned. The messenger bag slipped down his arm.

      “Tom, it’s two o’clock. You never leave this early.”

      “I’m taking some overtime hours to start my Christmas shopping. The plan was to get it all done this afternoon, but if I don’t hear you out, my mind's going to torture me while I wander Nordstrom’s trying to remember my wife’s dress size.”

      Given that, I described this morning’s incident in great detail.

      “Wow,” he said. “And what’s the status now?”

      “I wouldn’t know. SPD wasn’t interested in my help. Which reminds me.” I opened my pack. “I’ve got a new list of cold cases.”

      His heavy sigh deposited him into his desk chair. While he scanned our top-ten list, I glanced out the tinted window. The protective window film, combined with a quartzite gray sky, made the world look like purgatory, an unending dullness. But down below in the parking lot, the red Pony dazzled like the promise of heaven.

      “Which one are you most interested in?” Tom asked.

      I pointed to the third case—the top two were Peter’s choices. “Missing child and—”

      Tom shoved away from the desk. “Whoa!”

      “What’s the matter?”

      “Your finger.”

      I looked down. The two-carat yellow diamond engagement ring sparkled like summer sunshine. Quickly, I tucked my hand into my pocket. “It’s nothing.”

      “Are you getting married?”

      “Try to restrain your surprise.”

      His face reddened. “Sorry. It’s just, you know.”

      “No. I don’t know.”

      His face reddened even more. “I thought you were going back to Virginia.”

      “Change of plans. And you’re blushing.”

      “Don’t be offended?”

      “Too late,” I said.

      He looked away. “I’ve always thought of you as one of those women in law enforcement.”

      “Okay, and…?”

      “And those women do nothing but work.”

      “And.”

      “And those women don’t get married. Or they’re lesbians.”

      “I find the male species fascinating.”

      “Our team’s very glad to hear it. But since you do, in fact, work all the time, he must be a cop. Or someone in law enforcement.”

      My heart curled into the fetal position. “I’m that bad?”

      “No. You’re that good.” He placed the list of cold cases on his desk. “What about the body in the lake—no geology?”

      I described Detective Clementine Kyle’s reaction when I offered to help.

      “Clementine.” He nodded. “Speaking of women in law enforcement. So. Anything else? Please say no.”

      “I’d like to see your botanist. Wesley Mosk.”

      Tom laughed. “Raleigh, if you didn’t have a diamond ring on your finger, this would be a perfect trifecta.”
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      “Wes?”

      Down the hall from the lab’s examination area, Tom stood at the edge of a small, dimly lit room. For some reason, he didn’t step inside.

      “Got a minute?” he asked.

      There was just enough light bleeding from a crank-arm lamp inside the room that I could see a formless figure sitting in front of a computer monitor. Her round face turned toward us, haloed by frizzy dark-blond hair.

      “You’ll want to see this,” Tom added. “Really. I promise.”

      She blinked at him. Her blue eyes were large and round as glacial snowballs.

      “Am I interrupting you?” Tom asked.

      “Depends.” Her voice sounded hesitant.

      “This is Raleigh Harmon.” Tom grabbed my arm, dragging me into the room. “Raleigh, this is Wesley Mosk, our expert botanist.”

      She was wearing dark scrubs decorated with images of bright-green plants. The shelves on either side of her desk were stacked with thick books. Treatises. Studies on pollen. Lichen. Moss. Cherished books nobody else would read.

      “Raleigh’s a forensic geologist,” Tom added.

      The blue snowballs rolled toward me, measuring and classifying me. And I recognized that look—it was what I’d just done to her.

      “I know you’re really busy.” Tom’s tone sounded like someone trying to negotiate with a reluctant buyer. “But have you ever heard of a plant called Golden Indian Paintbrush?”

      Her gaze alternated between us while her lips murmured, “Cast-ee-yah-lev-eh-sec-tah.”

      Tom stared. But I spied my opening.

      “The plant’s Latin name?”

      Wesley’s voice rose an octave. “You know Latin?”

      “Quasi.” I smiled at my poor joke. For six years, my private high school in Virginia had pounded the dead language into my stubborn skull, including the arcane fact that every single plant on earth received a Latin name, thanks to a Swedish botanist whose own name sounded like he was more plant than human—Carolus Linnaeus. I pointed at the books beside her computer. “You have some of Linnaeus’ books.”

      The snowballs melted into blue ponds. “I have all of them.”

      “Great!” Tom exclaimed, backing out of the room. “Look how much you two have in common!”

      And he was gone.

      I turned back to her and smiled. “I need your expertise.”

      She was giving me a wary expression. Although Peter had called her the best, she seemed like the kind of misunderstood woman who had been ridiculed her whole life. The plant-based scrubs weren’t helping, but she reminded me of a thunderegg—a bland, even ugly stone that most people would step right over, while inside an entire spectrum of brilliantly colored minerals had crystallized into dazzling patterns. Treasure waited inside the thunderegg…if you knew to look for it.

      “How did you get my name?” she asked.

      “Peter Rosser.”

      Her sloped shoulders rose. “You know Peter?”

      The first crack in the thunderegg. “We’re partners.”

      “Partners.” Her gaze fixed on my left hand. “As in holy matrimony?”

      “What? No.” I waved away the idea. “We’re business partners. In his forensics lab.”

      Her wide forehead creased into a frown. “You don’t have to tell me about Peter’s new business.”

      Oh-kay. Whatever was going on, I had to keep her open. Lifting the grocery bag in my hand, I told her about the state’s stop work order and the land owner’s suspicion that somebody added this plant to her property in order to ruin her business. “Do you happen to know the plant’s native habitats?”

      She tilted her head. “What did Peter say about me?”

      I looked her in the eye. “He said nobody was better at botany.”

      A tiny smile spread across her plump face. “Castilleja levisecta,” she said, going Latin again, “is a rare species of the figwort family.”

      “Those figworts.”

      “You know of them?”

      “No, it was a…never mind.”

      “A perennial herb, it grows in groups with up to fifteen stems. And, like other Castilleja, levisecta is a hemiparasite.”

      “It has worms?”

      “Hemi-para-site.”

      “Yeah. Worms.”

      She wagged a plump finger at me. “Hemi. Para. Site. Where is your Latin?”

      “It died.”

      “Hemiparasite means a plant can access the root systems of other plants. That way, it can obtain water and other nutrients.”

      I raised the bag. “So it steals food and water from the neighbors—how could it ever be endangered?”

      Wesley launched into a long discursive about the precarious lives of certain plants, their tenuous existence in the ecosystem—yada yada—but I was mostly listening. Until she started lecturing me about lichen clinging to rocks, making it sound like the kind of tragedy Dickens would’ve written about. At that point, my eyes glazed over and my mind drifted into a daydream in which Wesley Mosk was a young child exploring her backyard, picking flowers and plants, then hiding in the family attic munching on Red Vine licorice and cataloguing the obscure Latin-named flora in her diary. I snapped back to the present as one pudgy hand rose and her fingers began opening and closing like a sea anemone. It took me a moment. But I finally deduced she wanted the grocery bag. I handed it over.

      She peered inside, then looked up with an accusatory expression. “It’s dehydrated!”

      “Yeah, well, solitary confinement for the hemiparasite.”

      “I’m not laughing.”

      “Let’s go back to native habitats,” I said. “Where does this thing grow?”

      “This particular species prefers lower elevations.”

      “Flat land?”

      “Not necessarily.”

      “Foothills?”

      “Not necessarily.”

      I tried again. “What about soil type?”

      “Rocky.”

      “Gravel?”

      “Not necessarily.”

      “Sand?”

      “Not necessarily.”

      “Farm soil?” I asked.

      “Not necessarily.”

      I gritted my teeth. “Wesley, is there anything you can tell me?”

      “It enjoys growing alongside Festuca Idahoensis.”

      “Idaho-what?”

      “Idaho fescue. In common parlance.”

      “That’s me.” I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “Common parlance. So where in Washington state does it grow—and I mean places with names.”

      “Islands.”

      “Any island?”

      “Islands in Puget Sound.”

      “All of them?”

      “Whidbey. Orcas.”

      “Any other islands?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      Okay, getting warmer.

      “But,” she added, “Castilleja levisecta also grows in seven locations that are not islands.”

      I held my hand out for the bag. But she kept hold of it. And suddenly her feet appeared, swinging out from under the chair. Tiny feet. Clad in pink ballet-style flats. They carried her to the door, and I followed. But I couldn’t stop staring at those feet. Inside of this serious and brilliant woman was a shy little girl who yearned to dance. I followed her steps all the way down the hall to the open exam room. Two male technicians in white lab coats stood at their stainless steel stations. When Wesley glided past in her scrubs and ballet shoes, they both did double-takes.

      “Here are the grasslands,” she said, stopping beside a large map of Washington state hanging on the wall. “Periodically, the grasslands undergo wildfires. The flames decimate most native flora. And yet despite such aggressive attacks, Castilleja levisecta continues to prosper. It’s a miracle plant.”

      “So it can steal food, take water from other plants, and survive forest fires? It can’t be endangered.”

      Wesley Mosk stomped her pink feet. “It most certainly is endangered.”

      “Okay. Fine. But—“

      “When did Peter hire you?”

      “Couple months ago.”

      “He should never have left us. It was a mistake, a massive historic mistake. He may never recover from such an impetuous decision.”

      As she berated my boss, her torch burned bright. And I’d bet good money Peter never saw it. That cowboy would joke with her, praise her genius, thank her profusely for help, never realizing what his attention meant to the little neglected girl inside.

      Finally, her diatribe wound down, and I pointed to the map. “So, natural habitats?”

      She tapped her finger on a spot near the Canadian border then slid down to indicate the triangular landmasses of the San Juan Islands. Moving even lower, she pointed to Whidbey Island, northwest of Seattle. “However, Castilleja levisecta has also been found in Oregon and parts of California. But we botanists believe those occurrences have come from transplantation, not native growth.”

      I pointed where Sue Buress’ new vineyard waited near Woodinville. “How about around here?”

      “Did you see me delineate that area?”

      “No, I did not.”

      “And for your information, this species is also threatened by Hieracium pilosella.”

      “Some kind of disease?”

      “Mouse-ear Hawkweed, since you seem to require common parlance. And Cytisus scoparius, otherwise known as Scotch Broom. Not to mention Leucanthemum vulgare…”

      My mind drifted again. On the other side of the lab, the techs had gathered near the entrance. An officer wearing the blue Seattle Police Department uniform handed a cardboard box to the first tech. The second tech handed the officer a clipboard and pointed down the hallway, shaking his head. Moments later, four officers entered carrying a familiar object.

      The tree-trunk canoe.

      The tech laughed. “You expect us to keep that thing?”

      My point exactly.

      “And let’s not forget,” Wesley continued, “the ravages of common ivy.”

      I nodded but kept watch as the four officers reversed course and carried the canoe out the same way they came in. Meanwhile, the first tech set the cardboard box on the stainless steel counter.

      “…and the invasive environmental threats which can…”

      The tech opened the box and removed an evidence bag. Even from here, I could see moisture and condensation clouding the plastic. And a checkerboard pattern inside. Shoes. Skater shoes. My heart jumped.

      I put my hand on the map, catching Wesley’s attention and cutting off the Dickensian botany saga. “Thank you so much, you’ve been extremely helpful. And I’ll be sure to tell Peter. Now will you excuse me, please?”

      Before she could deny an exit, I hustled across the exam room, already pulling out my cell phone and scrolling through the contacts. I tapped the number for Tom O’Brien’s cell. The tech pulled out another evidence bag. Wet blue jeans.

      Tom answered immediately. “I know, Wesley can be hard to communicate with.”

      “She’s great.”

      “Really?”

      “Very helpful.” I lowered my voice.  “Remember the body I rowed into this morning?”

      “Yes…”

      “SPD just delivered the evidence. There’s a pair of shoes.”

      Silence.

      “Tom?”

      “Raleigh, I just stepped into Nordstrom’s. They’re having a sale.”

      “And you can keep shopping.” I glanced at the tech. He was staring at me, hesitating to expose any more evidence while I stood there. “Because I’m standing in the exam room next to one of your techs.”

      “I am not driving back there.”

      “I’ll write up the contract right here. I’ll sign it and the tech will sign it. You can give us verbal approval over the phone, then sign the contract when you come in tomorrow morning.”

      On the phone, the world in solemn stillness lay.

      “Tom?”

      “And you wonder why I’m so surprised you’re getting married.”
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      Sprinting away from the crime lab, the Pony raced through Seattle’s misty city streets, tires sluicing a steady hiss that almost matched the sibilant sound pressing into my heart. Catching the urgent vibe, Madame sat up and gazed out the windshield like a highly trained co-pilot.

      I parked the car on Third Avenue, grabbed my pack, and ran with the dog to the small park so she could conduct more business. Then we hightailed it to the prettiest building in all of downtown—the Smith Tower.

      Once upon a time, these thirty-eight floors of white granite and terra-cotta were the tallest building west of the Mississippi. Today the building stood dwarfed by the glistening glass skyscrapers all around it, a setting that looked like God cracked open a computer-generated geode. But from my perspective, those sleek modern structures only made the Smith Tower more charming.

      Like the elderly guard in the lobby.

      Patterson rose creakily from his desk while Madame and I shook off the rain.

      “Need a lift?” He was pulling on his white gloves before I even answered, shuffling for the polished copper-cage elevators, saying to the dog, “Ladies first.”

      Madame hopped over the grooved metal threshold. I took a deep breath and stepped in behind Patterson.

      He pulled the clattery cage door closed and pressed the enamel button for the twelfth floor, shifting the brass lever that regulated the elevator’s speed. “Going up.”

      My stomach lurched. The floors scrolled past like words on a computer screen. The dog leaned against my leg.

      “Working late tonight?” Patterson asked.

      “Not sure.”

      “New guy comes in at five.” The sixth floor flew past.

      I nodded.

      “Young lady. I want your word.”

      “You have my word.”

      “And?”

      “And I won’t walk to my car alone.”

      “Good. It’s not good to be alone.”

      “Although I have a gun and the guard doesn’t.”

      “You also get distracted, and the guard doesn’t.” His old, wrinkled face smoothed into a smile. The eleventh floor coasted past. Patterson shifted the lever, slowing our ascent. The elevator stopped. “Have a lovely evening, Raleigh.”

      “Thanks, Patterson.”

      His white-gloved hand pulled open the cage door. “Thank you for giving me your word.”

      The dog and I stepped onto terra firma. I felt an instant relief walking down the white hexagonal floor tiles that had been here since 1914. The antique elevator creeped me out, but Patterson insisted on delivering us ever since I was attacked in here late one night.

      “Going down,” he called out, the cage clattering shut.

      Madame raced ahead to my office. The corner space at the far end of the hallway had views of the waterfront to the west and the Space Needle to the north. But the dog halted at the door before mine. Ears pricked, she tilted her head. Listening. The psychologist. Her office was next to mine. As I passed the door, I heard someone singing off-key about Santa coming to town.

      I keyed open my door. It still advertised Anderson Enterprises, the business that made Eleanor’s late husband Harry a rich man. The door had three locks now, including a new deadbolt. Madame trotted straight for the worn leather couch. I carried my pack into the pink bathroom, flicked on the microscope on the coral-colored Formica counter, and removed two small plastic evidence bags from my pack. Each bag held about a tablespoon of soil—not a lot, but enough. I hoped.

      From the medicine cabinet, I took out a jar of Vaseline, a small box of glass slides, and a fresh pair of Latex gloves. I snapped on the gloves, smeared Vaseline on the slide, and pinched the soil from the first bag, dusting the fine grains onto the slide. Soil from the victim’s right shoe. I placed the slide on the scope’s viewing platform and lowered my face to the eyepiece, adjusting the focus. The light under the viewing platform radiated a familiar warmth into my fingers.

      I saw rounded grains of quartz. Beads of frosted sea glass. Oddly fractured opaque specimens. And a bristly green substance—light green, almost glowing—and some kind of clear gelatinous substance. I dialed up the magnification. The stuff looked like clear Jell-O, morphing itself into any neighboring shape. I pulled my face from the lens, blinking to refresh my vision, then dialed up the focus even further. The fractured specimens looked calcified. Seashells, possibly, rounded by friction.

      I wrote down the findings, and listened as another off-key carol slipped through the pink subway tile wall—Eleanor had decorated this place. I listened to the tune, and gazed at my reflection in the mirror. The psychologist’s patient was singing about Rudolph and those other reindeer who used to laugh and call him names.

      “Oh, the trauma of it all,” I muttered.

      Reaching under the sink, I pulled up the gallon jug of purified water and poured an inch into the cleaning machine, then added a second pinch of soil from the dead man’s right shoe. I flicked the On button. The machine hummed its sonic waves through the sediment, blasting away every bit of material that wasn’t mineralogical. Like the Jello-O goo.

      I opened the second bag—this was soil scraped from the dead man’s jeans, specifically the right pant leg’s rolled up cuff. I was pretty sure the folded cuffs were a fashion choice, since the body I saw dripping on that table was probably close to six feet.

      I held the bag of soil up to the lights. Globe lights. They ran around three sides of the mirror, the kind of lights actors used backstage to apply makeup—another Eleanor decorating choice—but the bright illumination happened to be ideal for soil exams, too. And right now the light revealed an eerie glow in these grains. A reddish hue veering toward violet. Almost fuchsia.

      I took a picture with my phone, prepped another glass slide with Vaseline, and slid it under the microscope.

      Things got weird.

      More rounded sand grains and silt. But the glow was coming from some dark objects. It was stunning. And the grains were shaped like miniature weapons—swords, knives, spears. I cranked the magnification to 100x.

      No gelatinous goo.

      I opened the drawer that once held Harry’s electric razor and took out a small magnet, sterilized it, and stuck it into the bag of soil. When I drew it out, dozens of the dark grains stuck to the surface. I wrote in my notebook: Iron? Magnetite? Chromium?

      The sonic wave machine finished its cycle. I removed the soil, cleaned the container and added a pinch of the cuff-soil with fresh purified water. I placed the cleaned shoe soil in a glass beaker labeled Right shoe, Unidentified Male from Lake, and set the beaker under a heat lamp to dry.

      While the other sample washed, I walked into the office’s main room. On the couch, Madame lifted her head expectantly.

      “McDonald’s. I promise. Soon.”

      I pulled out several mineralogy books. Washington state was home to some diverse geology—mountains, deserts, rain forests—but because of those fractured seashells, my search focused on the long coastline. At the southern end of the state, the Columbia River among other estuaries poured into the Pacific Ocean and deposited sandy sediments, including enough sand to create America’s longest beach, appropriately named Long Beach. Those sediments were mostly quartz sand.

      But the state’s northern coast, which faced Canada, held a variety of hard rock, including some ocean-floor basalt delivered to shore by powerful plate tectonics. I checked the geologic profiles for heavy metals. Minor. Trace deposits of iron. Some magnesium. Although the iron might explain the eerie reddish glow of the soil found inside the dead man’s pant cuff, other minerals were also good candidates. Cinnabar, Galena. I was writing down the coastal locations of these minerals when my phone rang.

      The dog lifted her head again.

      I checked the screen.

      “Hi, Eleanor,” I said.

      “It is I!” Her stage voice projected to the ceiling. “I am informing you of my schedule. I will be attending rehearsals tonight.”

      I held the phone away from my ear. “Okay.”

      “Thus, I will not be home for dinner.”

      “Yeah, I got it.”

      “However, you do not have permission to go to McDonald’s.”

      I looked at the dog. She quirked an eyebrow.

      “Why not?”

      “Jack is making you dinner.”

      “You told him to make vegetables?”

      “Raleigh, your eating habits are atrocious.”

      “Who cares if—”

      “The Grim Reaper is trying to set a tent on your doorstep!”

      “Blanche, Streetcar, Scene ten. See how many times you’ve said it to me?”

      “Then listen!”

      The line went dead.

      The dog tilted her head.

      “Still going to McDonald’s,” I muttered.
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      I gave my word. So the new security guard—freckles, red-hair, young enough to still be in high school—walked me and Madame to the car.

      But he stopped a good ten feet short of the Pony.

      “Whoa.” His voice filled with that tone particular to men admiring a classic American car. “That’s some ride you got.”

      I thanked him.

      And drove to McDonald’s.

      By the time I pulled into the parking lot beside the floating village, night had thrown its entire black cape over the sky. I carried the golden-arches bag down the wooden boardwalk to Jack’s houseboat. Through the side window, I could see him cooking at the stove. Time for some fun.

      I pulled out my phone, flicked the ringer to vibrate only, and stealthily opened his front door. The sound system was playing Christmas carols and the exhaust fan over the stove was almost as loud. I left the door slightly ajar for Madame, still doing her thing outside, and tiptoed over to Jack.

      He was humming. Harmonizing with the song about the little drummer boy. Every step closer, my pulse accelerated—par rum pa pum pum. His white T-shirt strained against his muscled shoulders, faded jeans hanging loosely from his narrow hips. And his hair. Messy now instead of his groomed FBI appearance. I stood three feet behind him. A flutter danced in my belly. He raised the tongs, singing out—“Come, they told me”—then turned the sizzling steaks. The flutter circled and whispered down my legs, par rum pa pum pum.

      “Harmon.” He didn’t even turn around. “Close the door.”

      “How—you can’t—”

      “I smelled grease. Fast food.” He glanced at me. Eyes like emeralds. “You are not eating burgers and fries tonight.”

      I set the bag on the kitchen counter. “I’m not eating vegetables either.”

      He opened the oven door, releasing a beatific scent of baked potato. “You keep telling me they’re a vegetable.”

      “You’re learning.”

      He set down the tongs, lowered the blue flame under the steaks. And opened his arms.

      This moment.

      This moment kept coming. Whenever I leaned into him. Whenever a hard day ended with the warmth of his body. When that warmth radiated into my skin. Tangible proof of his invisible love. I closed my eyes, breathed in his strength. Savored the security. The knowledge that for the rest of our lives, we would always have this moment. And yet within one split second, something stomped on the accelerator. I froze. Held my breath.

      Jack whispered into my hair. “It’s okay.”

      I nodded, still trying to quell the riot inside my ribcage.

      “Take a deep breath,” he whispered.

      I pulled in air and my shoulders suddenly relaxed, like Wesley Mosk sighing over Peter Rosser. Which made me remember what Tom had said—about women like me getting married. My heart took off again.

      “Hold still,” Jack whispered.

      I concentrated on his soft voice, how it brushed against my ear. I pressed deeper into his chest, listened to his steady heartbeat. No fear there, no worry. I took another breath, holding it for a count of four, sighing it out on a count of seven. Quantico breathing. When his hand touched my chin, lifting my face, I kept my eyes closed and waited for his lips.

      His kiss came softly, surrounded by late-day whiskers. A delicious dichotomy. Sweet love, powerful man. Nothing sexier. His second kiss made me moan.

      “And you haven’t even tasted my steak,” he murmured.

      “More. Please.”

      His third kiss sent a tingle up my spine, around my belly, and down to my weak knees so fast I didn’t notice the other vibration. At first.

      When I opened my eyes, he was staring into them.

      “Answer it,” he said.

      “She gets released tomorrow.” I swallowed. “It could be the asylum.”

      He kissed my forehead and returned to the stove. The dog trotted through the open door, as if called by the ringing phone. I walked over, closed the door behind her, and glanced at the vibrating cell phone.

      Unknown Number

      As I swept my finger over the screen, Jack turned the steaks. The meat sizzled at my stupidity.

      “Raleigh Harmon.”

      “Who do you think you are?”

      Ah, the bitter tone of Detective Clementine Kyle.

      “I think I’m Raleigh Harmon, Detective. Who do you think you are?”

      “You trespassed on my case.”

      “I didn’t trespass.”

      Jack glanced over his shoulder. Even from here, I could see the green love bleeding toward serious blue. I turned, walked to the picture window facing Lake Union. The water was black ink.

      “Okay,” Detective Kyle said. “You didn’t just trespass. You stole.”

      “Are you nuts?”

      “You stole evidence.”

      “I collected evidence—with the state’s permission.” I watched Jack’s reflection in the window. He glanced at me again. “I collected soil from one shoe and one pant leg. Meaning I left one shoe and one pant leg untouched. You also might be interested to know I found some unusual soil.”

      “I’ll tell you what’s unusual.”

      “A detective refusing experienced help?”

      “A brand-new private investigator who just happens to stumble on dead bodies.”

      “Since you apparently missed it the first time, I’ll repeat the highlights. The lab’s chief examiner cleared me to collect that evidence.”

      “I don’t care if God signed the paperwork. You never asked me.”

      “Detective Kyle, we both know how things grind to a halt over the holidays. It’s twelve days before Christmas. You should be thanking me.”

      “Thank you?”

      “You’re welcome.”

      A sizzling sound came through the phone, almost as loud as the steaks.

      “Listen to me, Miss Virginia. You pull any more stunts like this and I’ll make sure you never work in this town again.”

      The line went dead, but I still held the phone to my ear, staring at a Christmas-lighted boat crossing the dark lake. The red and green colors shimmered on the water, dancing like stars that knew whose birthday was being celebrated. I lowered the phone, opened my Contacts folder, and added the number so the next time Clem Kyle wanted to dive-bomb me, I might be a little more prepared.

      “Publisher’s Clearing House?” Jack asked.

      “Yes. And Detective Clementine Kyle of Seattle PD says I’m not a winner.”

      “That was Clem?”

      I turned around. “You know her?”

      “She’s worked some task forces with us. Clem’s great.”

      Great?

      “Harmon.” He raised an eyebrow. “What did you do?”

      “Nothing.”

      His gaze looked as blue as the flames flicking under the pan. “Tell me.”

      “I followed up on some soil evidence. That’s all. And Tom O’Brien cleared it.”

      Jack held my gaze a moment too long before wiping his hands on a dish towel and setting it carefully—too carefully—on the counter. “This is about the dead body in the lake?”

      “Just the mineralogy and I won’t—”

      He held up a hand, stopping my explanation. “You are working the case?”

      “Yes.”

      He turned to the stove. I stared at his beautiful back.

      “Jack.”

      “Harmon, just be honest.” He took the steak pan off the heat and turned around again. His expression was so serious my heart screeched to a halt. “Do you want to get married?”

      The word scratched up my throat. “Yes.”

      “To me?”

      I nodded.

      “You’re sure?”

      I blinked back the burn in my eyes, and blurted, “Pick a date.”

      He held my gaze, then opened the utensil drawer and placed forks and steak knives beside the two white plates on the eat-in counter.

      “Jack, pick a da—”

      “Valentine’s Day.”

      “What?”

      “Let’s get married on Valentine’s Day.”

      “That seems…” My face felt frozen. “Sort of…”

      “Corny, cheesy, I get it.”

      He plated our food, and I walked on numb feet to the counter. My heart was pounding again. Valentine’s Day? February 14—less than two months away. I sat down.

      Jack sat beside me, clasping his hands, waiting for me to say grace.  But I needed to say something else first.

      “Why would we want to get married on such a corny date?”

      He smiled, though I could see it was tinged with sadness.

      “Because with a date like that,” he said, “you might not forget our anniversary.”
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      The loony bin always smelled stale. The starchy scent of institutional food hanging in the air like an invisible cloud. The pungent odor of human beings kept under lock and key for weeks, months, years. But this morning, as I signed the visitor’s log for what I hoped would be the last time ever, this place smelled tense, as if every frightened person in here had gasped. I set down the pen.

      “Here to pick up Nadine Harmon for release.”

      The receptionist, protected by bulletproof Plexiglass, slapped a numbered visitor’s badge on the counter. She was a young gal with bleached hair and a bored expression. Playing Bejeweled on her phone. “Dr. Norbert wants to see you,” she said.

      “What for?”

      “How would I know?” She placed another digital gem in its proper location then used the same finger to depress the button beside her desk. The locked steel door buzzed behind me.

      When the buzzing didn’t stop, she looked up.

      I was still standing there.

      “I don’t know why,” she said, softening. “But he’s waiting for you.”

      I climbed the gray stairwell like a death row prisoner heading to a really bad last meal. At the third floor landing, which usually meant another door-buzz from the receptionist, Freud was waiting, leaning his back against the open door.

      “Good to see you again, Raleigh.”

      It was not good to see him. But I nodded. Southern manners are hard to kill.

      He let the door close behind us. “I thought we should have a chat.”

      “I really don’t have time.”

      “You have a few minutes,” he said. “The staff’s still getting your mother’s things together.”

      What things? My mother was carried in here on a stretcher. The only thing she brought were the clothes she was wearing—one khaki skirt and blouse. But Freud pointed to his office across the grim hallway. The door framed his couch of subconscious horrors.

      Two minutes, I told myself.

      Dr. Norbert, the asylum’s lead shrink, was short, self-composed, bespectacled with little round glasses, and gave me the creeps. His office was tidy and disturbing, the peer-reviewed sterility of a PhD who probed brains and took possession of the most incriminating evidence, curating it for future use.

      Exhibit A:

      “Raleigh, how are you coping now that you’re not part of the FBI?”

      “Fine.”

      He settled his compact self into an ergonomic chair, one of those contraptions that forced a person to sit knee-bent in mid-air—meaning, ergonomic for Indian yogis but my knees ached just looking at the thing. Once settled, he stared at me in his disturbing manner, ready to dig for mental gold. I shifted my gaze. Oxidized rust flaked the iron bars over the safety-glass windows.

      “The staff informs me you’ve secured a room in one of our approved halfway houses.”

      “Change of plans,” I said.

      He almost stirred. “I wasn’t informed of any changes.”

      “She’s not going to that halfway house.”

      “Raleigh, her release is contingent upon approved transitional housing.”

      “Baloney. You can approve anything.”

      A frown almost clouded his passive face. “Where will she live?”

      “With me.”

      “That’s not an acceptable alternative.”

      “For who—you?”

      “Her paranoia has created a strong sense of distrust toward you. It’s not wise for you to live together.”

      “Okay, let’s just leave her here.”

      The thing about Freud was, the man had powers. Evil powers. Like he could poke your brain all day and never reveal any of his own emotion. “Where are you living at the moment?” he asked.

      “I’m house-sitting.”

      “That doesn’t sound very stable.”

      “It’s my aunt’s house. And it’s a whole lot more stable than this place.”

      “And you believe your mother can adjust to living there?”

      “She’s lived there before.” I raised my wrist, making a big show of checking the time. “And I really need to get going.”

      “You’re engaged.”

      When I lifted my eyes from my watch, Freud had shifted his head. A slight move. Just enough that his glasses caught the glowing light of his desk lamp, turning the lenses opaque—and people wonder where paranoia comes from?

      “Yes.”

      “Who’s the lucky fellow?”

      “Nobody you know.”

      He chuckled. My breakfast curdled.

      “I didn’t assume I would be acquainted with him. I was simply wondering if this man is aware of your situation.”

      “My situation?”

      “Your mother.”

      “She’s not a situation. She’s a person.”

      “Yes, of course.” He pushed the glasses further up his long nose. “I simply meant that in every marriage, the husband inevitably experiences conflicts with his mother-in-law. In your situation, there’s an added element of potential friction which could lead to some repressed urges.”

      I bit my tongue. And repressed the urge to throw him out the window.

      “Does your fiancé work in law enforcement?”

      Do. Not. Reply.

      “Could it be Agent Stephanson?”

      My tongue started to bleed.

      My last assignment with the FBI was UCA, undercover agent, at a local racetrack. I posed as Eleanor’s niece. With every UCA, the Bureau assigns a contact person inside the agency who’s supposed to make sure the UCA doesn’t lose touch with reality—my contact was Jack. But Bureau regulations also require all UCAs receive continuous psych evaluations. And since I was already coming to the loony bin to visit my mom, the Feds thought I should just talk to the shrink here, too. Believe me, purgatory on earth exists.

      “Agent Stephanson always showed such concern for your well-being.” Freud almost smiled. “Did he propose to you before the FBI fired you, or after?”

      I smoothed some non-existent wrinkles in my jeans, removing the sweat from my palms.

      “Raleigh, most young women are quite eager to discuss their engagement.”

      “She must be ready by now.”

      “Marriage,” Freud continued, as if I wanted his opinion, “is among life’s most significant transitions.”

      I glanced out his window again. Tempered glass. Embedded with chicken wire. I’d have to throw him really hard.

      “And your personal background further complicates any marital condition.”

      Don’t.

      Do not reply—oh, crap.

      “My personal background?”

      “The transitions.”

      “What transitions?”

      “In your life, almost every transition has included abandonment and death.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Your birth father, for instance.”

      “What about him?”

      “Your birth father abandoned the family when you were quite young.” Freud scooted himself deeper into the chair, getting comfortable. “For any small child, abandonment is equivalent to death, particularly since you never saw him again. Your mother then abandoned you through her mental illness. That’s another kind of death because the mother you once knew was gone.”

      I stared at his opaque lenses. Punch right there and—

      “And I recall from your FBI file that something tragic happened to your best friend in high school—abandonment again. And finally, just as you were putting your adult life together, your adopted father, whom you considered your real father, was murdered. You see?”

      “No.”

      “You were also engaged to another fellow, but that relationship failed in large part because your mother was committed here in the state hospital.” He tilted his egghead. “Now do you see?”

      Yes. I see you’re a sadist.

      “Your experience is that people always leave you. Certainly, you must worry the same thing will happen with your fiancé.”

      I stood up.

      For several moments, a drilling silence hung in the room. He untangled himself from the ridiculous chair and walked to his glass-topped desk. Freud had slipped self-congratulatory letters under the clear surface, like Narcissus gazing into the shallow pond of his achievements.

      “I’ve written up my recommendations for her release.” He handed me several sheets of paper. “And here is my business card. My personal cell number is on the back. You will need it.”

      I took the papers. But not the business card.

      “Don’t expect my call,” I said, walking out his door.
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      Upstairs in my mother’s mental ward, I finally saw what caused the delay.

      “I grant thee safe passage through my kingdom!”

      I groaned. Her fellow patients stood in a half-circle, my mom in the middle wearing the familiar khaki skirt and blouse. Both were wrinkled from months in storage, awaiting her freedom.

      “But first, thou must cross over the moat.”

      Some sort of farewell ceremony was being led by the king of all crazies, Sir Post-it. Obese and greasy with a bully complex, he imagined himself to be a medieval king. Today, the royal robe made from butcher paper was colored with crayons and tucked into the collar of his filthy T-shirt. On his several chins, Post-it notes fluttered with every spoken word. The notes held one-word exclamations.

      Now!

      Thou!

      Shall!

      I gave him points for the last rhyme, and waited by the nurse’s station. Behind the counter, the redheaded nurse named Sarah was counting out the morning’s meds, placing them in small paper cups.

      “How much longer?” I asked.

      “You never know,” she said.

      Over the past couple months, Sir Post-it’s royal rantings had convinced his ward-mates of their own feudal standings. Bad Knight stood to his right, holding a limp foil sword made from the covers on their food trays. And Lady Anne, somewhere in her sixties, wore a crown of twisted pipe cleaners. And wept. Two more feudal functionaries, whose names I’d forgotten, stood with them. But all of them had the same glassy stare.

      “Bow down before the noble knights of my kingdom!”

      My mother made something like a deep curtsy, dipping her head, exposing the wide strip of gray hair that had grown while she was committed here.

      “I dub thee—”

      Bad Knight lifted his foil sword. Food was still clinging to the crimped indentations.

      “Raleigh.” Sarah passed me a Dixie cup. “Make sure your mom takes these before lunch.”

      I looked inside. One yellow pill. One pink. One blue. Bright happy colors, as if boasting of their abilities to counter the darkness inside her head.

      “And sign these release forms.” She slid some papers across the counter. “You’re responsible for her now.”

      I glanced through the pages. Lawyers upon bureaucrats upon insurance agencies. I signed each page, legally agreeing that the state was no longer responsible for my mother’s actions.

      “Tarry not, peasant!” Sir Post-it cried.

      The peasant in his productions was always my mother.

      I signed the last document, promising to follow the “medical protocol” outlined by “medical professionals”—Freud—then slid the pages back to Sarah. In exchange, she handed me a white bag that rattled with prescription bottles.

      “Good luck,” she said.

      “No such thing as luck,” I said.

      “You’re probably right.”

      When I turned around, another feudal farce was starting. I quickly stepped forward.

      “Mom, your chariot awaits.”

      “Halt!” Sir Post-it raised his bloated hand. “Take my royal seal.”

      He opened his other hand, proffering an oily lump of neon-green Play-doh mashed in with his thumbprint. “This insignia grants you passage on your journey through my kingdom.”

      My mother accepted the Play-Doh. “Thank you, m’lord.”

      I walked her to the service elevator. Inside the steel box, two black orderlies waited, each as big as linemen. We stepped inside.

      Sir Post-it called out, “Beware of dragons!”
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        * * *

      

      In the car, Madame performed her usual magic—nuzzling, kissing, acting like my mother’s appearance was the most exciting thing ever to happen. But my mother looked dazed, distant.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      I drove away from the gray granite stonework that, in fact, did look like a medieval prison. Madame’s tail kept up its helicopter motion. And though my mother smiled at every kiss from her dog, I noticed glistening tears in her jasper eyes. We drove north on I-5 in silence, my heart doing its own circular motions.

      Hope. Despair.

      Joy. Fear.

      I turned on the radio.

      “This is a lovely car,” she said.

      “It belongs to Eleanor.” Grateful for something—anything—to talk about, I explained how Harry Anderson had collected classic cars which now stayed in a garage, and how Eleanor let me drive them. “We’re staying at Aunt Charlotte’s,” I added. “Me, Eleanor. And you.”

      I glanced over. With my mother’s paranoia, I was never quite sure how she saw people. For Thanksgiving, she came to Eleanor’s house with Aunt Charlotte and it had been a wildly successful evening. Even with all the strangers. Colorful people from Eleanor’s thespian past, the folks from the thoroughbred racetrack, Lani and Mike. Even with the marriage proposal from Jack. My mother had seemed pleased by the proposal, and even seemed to feel safe with Jack. A miracle. And she made it through the entire festive meal without thinking the food was poisoned. Or that we kidnapped her. Or I wasn’t her real daughter. And when it was time to leave, it was clear she didn’t want to return to the loony bin. The next day, I started harassing Freud about her release. Nadine Harmon was no longer a danger to herself or other people, and her empty asylum bed would, sadly, be immediately filled by another suffering soul. Finally, Freud granted her release. But I knew it was highly conditional.

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out the crumpled Dixie cup.

      “Sarah says to take these before lunch.”

      She didn’t bother to look inside the cup. She just held it and continued to pet the dog in long, lingering strokes. The wipers crossed the windshield, smearing misty rain over the view of traffic into Seattle. And the radio played a carol, reminding us that in the bleak midwinter, earth could stand hard as iron. Water like a stone.
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      Inside my aunt’s house, I led my mother past the cats curled up on the furniture like their personal thrones. In her upstairs bedroom, her suitcase waited on a luggage rack. Everything she took on a fateful cruise several months ago—when her mind snapped and sent her into an involuntarily commitment at Western State Hospital.

      Carefully, she opened the suitcase.

      I stood in the doorway, Madame beside me. “Hungry?”

      She stared at the clothing folded tight in the suitcase, waiting to breathe. “We eat breakfast at eight. Lunch is optional.”

      Down the hall, I heard Eleanor’s quick pace heading our way. When she blew into the room, she spread her arms wide.

      “Nadine! How wonderful to see you again.”

      My mother accepted the exuberant hug but seemed mildly confused, maybe because Eleanor’s purple eyeshadow looked like a Mardi Gras mask.

      “Would you like to come to the theater today?” Eleanor asked.

      “I just left the hospital.” My mother’s soft Southern accent sounded almost childlike. “I haven’t been well.”

      “Oh, that.” Eleanor waved a gold-ringed hand. “A slight disadvantage. Nothing to worry about. You will cultivate other things. Like charm. And vivacity!”

      Amanda. In The Glass Menagerie.

      “Mom, can I help you unpack?”

      She shook her head. My father once loved her dark curls. Now they were gray and brittle. She looked old. “I prefer to lie down.”

      Madame—God love that dog—hopped onto the bed, ready to settle down with her. Eleanor said something about all exits being temporary then went downstairs to work on memorizing her lines.

      I quietly closed the door and crossed the hall to my bedroom. I stripped off the clothes  that reeked of the asylum and tugged on running gear. Downstairs in the kitchen, I filled Madame’s bowls and dumped the expensive brown goo into the cat bowls. When I turned around, Eleanor raised the script, concealing her hooker eyeshadow. In her elderly hands, the pages trembled.

      This house was full—three women, three cats, one dog.

      Yet somehow, it felt more empty than ever.

      “Eleanor.”

      She didn’t lower the script.

      “The line from Orpheus Descending, do you believe it?”

      Her purple eyes appeared above the pages. “Which line?”

      “The one that says we're all of us sentenced to solitary confinement inside our own skins.”

      “Val Xavier. Act 2, scene 1.”

      “Do you believe it?”

      “That depends.” She raised the script. “On whether we make it so.”
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        * * *

      

      When I stepped outside, a white Chevy truck was parked at the curb. A petite Asian sat behind the wheel, then hopped out when she saw me. Her oversized red sweatshirt read, I Don’t Give a Carp.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      Lani Margolis looked up at me. “You’re like a salmon swimming back to its spawning ground.”

      “What?”

      “Whenever you’re upset, you run.” She twisted her torso, stretching her muscles. “And I promise to run as fast as my little Asian feet will carry me.”

      Without another word, we jogged down the sloping spine of Capitol Hill, heading north and dodging the grungy, backpacked, cigarette-smoking students walking to classes at Seattle University. Lani panted like a little locomotive. But she never slowed. Never complained. And when we finally reached Volunteer Park, lush evergreen trees rose, glowing with green life. And five hundred feet below this ledge, Seattle unfurled its glass buildings like a crystal carpet.

      Lani made it to the Conservatory, then bent over, gasping for air.

      I walked in circles around her, shaking out my burning quads, sucking in each searing breath. She was right, though. This pain made the deeper pain go away. Almost. I stared at the top of her head. Shiny black hair, dotted with sparkling rain like microns of calcite.

      “Thank you for giving a carp,” I said.

      She straightened. Her eyeglasses clouded with condensation. “How is she?”

      “Managing with modern pharmaceuticals.” I gazed down at the city, watching the clouds clump around the skyscrapers. “Can jellyfish break into pieces?”

      Lani removed her glasses and wiped them with the hem of the red sweatshirt. “Jellyfish can regenerate into near-replicas, even after being sliced in half. Tentacles and all. Should I ask why you want to know?”

      Without revealing anything that would compromise a later court case, I described the clear gelatinous substance found in the soil taken from the dead man’s shoes. And that the other material resembled beach sand—rounded, weathered quartz, broken seashells. “So I’m thinking this material comes from a coastline.”

      “Did you see any tentacles?” she asked.

      “No. Nothing like that. Just an amorphous clear gel. No visible structure to it.”

      She replaced the glasses on her short nose. “Was this substance suspended in water?”

      “No.”

      “Probably not a jellyfish. They evaporate without water.”

      “Then what did I find—sea snot?”

      “Kind of. Salp.”

      “Say again?”

      “Salp. It’s a barrel-shaped marine animal.”

      “That mucous is an animal?”

      “Drifts around the sea eating fellow planktonic creatures.”

      “Yuck.”

      “They can suck water through one end and poop it out the other.”

      “Another reason rocks are better than marine life.”

      “Salp are actually rare,” she said. “But I’m making a somewhat-educated guess because there was a plankton bloom last week.”

      “What?”

      “The presence of salp usually follows after a plankton bloom. And last week there was one around Neah Bay and—Oh.” She stopped. “I get it.”

      “Get what?”

      “The body. From the lake?”

      “Mike told you.”

      “He also said one of the homicide detectives already hates you. That’s a record. Even for you.”

      “Funny.” I gazed across the park. Beside a stand of evergreens, an elderly woman in a yellow rain jacket walked her white poodle on a leash. “The detective who hates me called last night. She’s threatening to make sure I never work in this town again—her words. Then she hung up. Then Jack suggested a wedding date. Valentine’s Day.”

      “And this morning, you picked up your mom.”

      I looked over. My tiny friend. Who appeared in my hour of need, in the middle of an emotional hurricane, yet didn’t expect me to talk about my feelings. No burdens. Only friendship.

      “This might help,” she said, “Mike told me the medical examiner thinks the body’s Native American.  But you never heard it from me.”

      “All I heard was salp.” But inside my chest, my heart broke into pieces. I swallowed every shard in gratitude. “Thanks, Lani.”

      “One more thing.” She squinted—the tight squint of a smart Asian who spent her working hours examining little creatures that swam in the sea. “You cannot get married on Valentine’s Day.”

      “I agree.”

      “Did you tell Jack?”

      I gazed around the park, pretending to search for the old lady and her white poodle.

      “Raleigh?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “I want you to think of a clam.”

      My head snapped toward her. “What?”

      “A clam. Marriage works like a clam.”

      “Really.”

      “Yes. Some irritating grain of sand always gets inside the shell. But if you give it time and have some patience, that grain of sand turns into a pearl.”

      “Seems kinda early for poetry.”

      “Raleigh, I’m serious—and you know I’m serious because I’m out here running in this rotten weather. Women who get married on Valentine’s Day end up attending too many yoga classes and contemplating cosmetic dentistry. And fake boobs. You cannot get married on that day.”

      A long sigh escaped my lungs, clouding the air around us. “What was your wedding like?”

      “Mike and I threw our families into the airstream trailers, drove to the beach, and hired a local preacher who wore flip-flops to the ceremony.” She eyed me. “Want to borrow our trailers?”

      I tried to imagine Eleanor’s reaction to flip-flops. Or my mom making the long trip in an Airstream, convinced we’d kidnapped her. “Thanks, but it’s not for us.”

      My beautiful friend nodded. And took a deep breath.

      “Ready to run back?” she asked.
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      On her first day of freedom, my mother slept.

      I checked on her at five o’clock. She asked for a cup of tea. In bed.

      Madame followed me downstairs. While I made tea, she raced around the backyard then ate the food in her bowl. We walked back upstairs.

      My mom sat up and accepted the mug. But she stared into the middle distance between us as though some puzzling mirage hovered there. The prescription bottles waited on her bedside table. I read the labels, shook out four pills—more primary colors—and waited like a ward nurse while she swallowed them. Then she scooted down into the bed and rolled over, turning her back to me. Madame hopped on the bed, walked in a tight circle, and lay down behind my mother’s bent knees, as if reinforcing her fetal position.

      Ten minutes later, I was behind the Pony’s wheel, driving through rush-hour traffic to my office. I took the stairs this time to burn off my pent-up agitation. Then keeping the lights on low, I researched Golden Indian Paintbrush and read up on the Figwort Family which apparently didn’t have any schizophrenics. The information confirmed everything Wesley Mosk said, and I printed out maps for the plant’s native habitat—none near Sue Buress’ vineyard—and finally ran a search on plankton blooms. Ten days ago, the state issued a fishing advisory for Neah Bay. It was on the northwest tip of Washington state, right across from Canada. I searched for any Native American tribes in that area. The land around Neah Bay was a federal reservation—30,000 acres for the Makah tribe.

      Downstairs, the same young guard walked with me to the Pony, once again marveling at the stunning piece of American automotive design. I headed southeast on Second Avenue, driving through a gray mist so light it might’ve been only moisture blowing off Puget Sound. I turned left on South Washington, then left again before the fire station, and hitched the Pony to a busted parking meter on Cherry Street. I yanked up my rain hood and walked into the Seattle Police Department headquarters, asking to speak to Detective Clementine Kyle.

      SPD’s seventh floor had a sleek, modern appearance with all the personality of bureaucracy in the twenty-first century. I followed the signs for the Homicide unit, passing the floor-to-ceiling windows that faced west. Across the December night, lit-up ferry boats were sailing across the black sheet of Elliott Bay like Viking fire ships. In the final hallway, closed office doors presumably belonged to sergeants and lieutenants, and framed stock images on the walls offered inspirational messages about success and persistence. The last poster was the SPD seal, aged to a yellow patina, with a Latin phrase below it—probably something only Wesley Mosk and I could translate.

      In the Homicide unit bullpen stood Detective Clementine Kyle, looking every inch the bull.

      “What do you want?” she asked.

      This policewoman was so lean, so bony, so without feminine curves that I wanted to force-feed her fries dipped in mayo.

      I walked over to her desk. “I thought it would help if we spoke in person.”

      “I’m busy.” The coppery eyes glinted.

      At the next desk, a heavyset gray-haired man stood and hitched his belt where his detective’s badge was clipped, then wove his way through the bullpen’s other desks to the coffee machine. Two other detectives were there filling travel mugs. Each had the bagged eyes and sallow complexions of night shift workers inoculated to caffeine.

      “Did you hear me?” Detective Kyle said. “I’m busy.”

      “The soil on his shoes is coastal sediment, most likely ocean sand. There’s also some biological material that points to an area around Neah Bay.” I gave her a moment to locate the geography. “Isn’t there a native tribe over there—the Makah?”

      Tendons twitched in her lean face.

      “Yes, Raleigh,” I answered for her. “The Makah tribe is over there, which begs the question why this young man was in Seattle, four hours away.”

      “Five,” she said.

      “So he is Makah.”

      “I didn’t say that.” She glanced at the coffee station. The three detectives pretended not to watch us. “Now run along. We’ve got actual police work to do.”

      “Searching for his Facebook profile? Checking for a Twitter feed?”

      “For your information, we’re sorting through an overabundance of data, including images from webcams from around Lake Union. So I’m really not interested in your dirt, when I already know where he came from.”

      “Detective Kyle, wouldn’t it be better if we worked together?”

      “No. And I’m this close to slapping you with obstruction.”

      “That’s a misdemeanor.”

      “Don’t test me.”

      I glanced around the bullpen. The male coffee klatch looked like it was hoping for a cat fight. And I’d bet Clementine Kyle kept her claws sharpened.

      “I count four night-shift detectives,” I said. “Tonight you’ll probably get another homicide and you’ve got how many cold cases—three hundred?”

      She lifted her desk phone receiver and drove her index finger into two buttons. “Clem Kyle,” she said. “Send security to Homicide. We’ve got someone up here who needs escorting from the building. Now.”

      I stood up, raising my voice.

      “Just so we’re all clear, my name is Raleigh Harmon. I’m a forensic geologist and I work with the state crime lab. I’m also the rower who snagged that dead body in Lake Union. It was an accident and I’m checking into the soil evidence on his shoes and clothing with permission from the state lab. I’m here to help with the homicide investigation. If you ever testify otherwise, you’ll be lying. Understood?”

      The bullpen iced like a meat locker. I glanced at Detective Kyle. Her face reddened.

      “Thanks for your cooperation,” I said.

      But as I walked away, I paused at that poster with the SPD insignia. And the Latin phrase. I turned around. Her copper gaze was locked on me as I tapped each word, staring into her metallic eyes.

      Vox enim tacet.

      A voice for the silent.

      Then I headed down the hall toward the security guards coming to get me.
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      Early Wednesday morning I rolled over in bed, slid my hand over the bedside table, and searched for those discharge instructions from Freud. Rubbing sleep from my eyes, I scanned the bullet points for the umpteenth time. Two of them hit hard.

      
        	Overcompensating for the patient’s struggles will not be productive in the long run.

        	Make every effort to keep life as normal as possible.

      

      Easier said in a shrink’s sterile office than in the kitchen where I found, in no particular order, mewling cats camped on windowsills, a loyal dog hiding under the table, one certifiably insane woman who doubted I was her real daughter, and a geriatric thespian wearing so much purple eyeshadow she looked like a battered woman.

      “Eleanor, are you sleeping in that makeup?”

      She sipped from a teacup. Green tea. I could smell it from across the kitchen—like lawn clippings and vitamins.

      “Raleigh, all the best actors inhabit their characters.”

      “How much inhabiting do you plan on?” I walked into the pantry, searching for cat food. “You’re playing a floozy.”

      “Nadine.” Eleanor leaned forward, speaking across the table to my mom. “Raleigh does not understand the crushing demands of the acting world.”

      “Acting.” My mother’s porcelain skin looked bloated from narcotized slumber. “Actors.”

      I held the cans of cat food but suddenly couldn’t feel my fingers. She continued to murmur words—acting, reacting—and the numb sensation spread into my wrists.

      “Nadine,” Eleanor said, “you’re welcome to come to the theater with me.”

      “They’re all pretending, aren’t they?”

      “Yes. That’s the fun of it.”

      I dumped brown goo into the cat bowls. Then I got out a pan, cracked eggs, and fried bacon, listening to their conversation like an expert code-breaker. I put half of the scrambled eggs in Madame’s bowl, added a bunch of butter to mine, and sat down across from my mother, smiling and counting the ticking seconds she needed to smile back. Her mind was riding that slow bus from the distant land of pharmaceutical intoxication.

      “What would you like to do today?” I asked.

      She watched the cats. “Are you going out?”

      “I can stay.”

      “Nadine.” Eleanor set down her teacup. “Why don’t you come to rehearsals? We’re doing some vaudeville comedy skits. You’ll laugh.”

      “Today I don’t want to go outside.”

      I was still deciphering her statement when Eleanor raised her chin.

      “The view from this verandah is better than the view from the sultan’s palace.”

      In the strange silence that followed, I listened to Madame’s claws clicking across the floor. I looked down. She stood beside my chair, black eyes expectant, as if anyone’s next words might solve this grand puzzle.

      “Reverend Shannon,” Eleanor said. “He said that.”

      My mother tilted her head. “Is he your pastor?”

      “Nadine!” Eleanor threw a ringed hand to her chest. “Have you seen Night of the Iguana?”

      My mother looked at me.

      I forked my eggs. “You haven’t seen it.”

      Eleanor explained the troubled existence of Reverend Shannon, and the crucial differences between the stage presentation and the film. “Ava Gardner played my role, but she couldn’t compare, if I do say so myself.”

      All the while, I watched my mother. Her graying hair. The pallid complexion. That far-away gaze in her once-lively eyes. She was my mother—and nobody I’d ever known.

      “I must be going.” Eleanor stood. She wore a yellow miniskirt with black tights, an emaciated bumblebee. “The stage is calling.”

      I waited until Eleanor made her exit.

      “Mom?”

      She stared into her teacup.

      I leaned forward, yearning to touch her arm, and afraid of what might happen if I did. “Mom, are you taking your meds?”

      She looked up, her eyes clouded with drugs and disturbed thoughts.

      “You can go away,” she said.
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      An hour later, with an invisible dagger wedged in my heart, I parked the Pony in the lot above the floating village and walked down to Jack’s dock. A morning breeze rushed over the water, pushing against my chest, pushing the knife deeper.

      When I stepped onto the dock, Jack’s seaplane was facing Queen Anne Hill, positioned for take-off, engine running. I grabbed the tether, hopped onto a pontoon, and swung open the passenger door. The most gorgeous guy I’d ever seen sat behind the plane’s controls. And my heart melted back together again.

      “Wasn’t sure if you’d make it,” he said.

      I tossed my backpack behind the passenger seat, then climbed in and pulled on my headset.  Across the lake, the crown of jagged rooftops poked at the clouds, as if stabbing for sunlight. “She wants to be alone.”

      “Harmon.”

      I looked over.

      “For a girl who just sprung her mom from a mental hospital, you look fantastic.”

      “You know a lot of girls with crazy moms?”

      “Just one.”

      I gazed out the windshield. Because one was plenty.

      “Because,” he said, as if reading my thoughts, "there are no other girls."

      I felt a sudden stab of annoyance. Jack was known for his romantic past, a girl in every port. “Don’t patronize me. Please.”

      “I’m stating the facts.”

      “Whatever.”

      He flicked the dashboard switches. The nose propeller sputtered, then spun, whirring until it was almost invisible.

      “I checked the weather,” he said, sounding a bit ticked off. “It’s sunny in Yakima.”

      A licensed pilot with a floatplane, Jack was taking me up once a week to see Washington state from 5,000 feet, a splendor of emerald forests and golden basalt deserts, soaring over sodalite-blue mountains. And him.

      I looked over. “Could we fly west?”

      “Where?”

      “I want to see the northwest tip. You know, the part that sticks out into the Pacific Ocean.”

      He hesitated.

      “Too far?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Buckle up.”

      He motored to the middle of Lake Union. Wednesday morning’s water traffic was light, a smattering of fishing vessels returning from dawn raids on the ocean and kayakers bundled for the chill. When the middle lane cleared, Jack gunned the engine, flying across the water. My body sank into the seat, heart pounding with anticipation as we lifted off just before reaching the Ballard Bridge. With one sweeping arc over the Space Needle, which pressed my stomach into my lungs, we headed out.

      “Westward bound,” Jack said over the engine noise.

      I nodded. I’m such a jerk.

      Above us, a mottled yellow sunlight glowed behind the gray winter clouds. Oyster light. I thought about what Lani said. The sand and pearls of marriage. I raised my voice over the engine noise.

      “Not Valentine’s Day.”

      He glanced over but quickly looked away.

      I stared at his profile, waiting for him to speak. But he didn’t, and my gaze ran over his smooth forehead. The early morning whiskers. The strong jaw flexing with unspoken words. And then I decided not to say anything further, since I’d already manipulated our weekly flight. Turning my face to the side window, I watched the cars down below. The roads looked like rivulets carved by rain.

      Jack said, “She called the Bureau.”

      My heart punched my chest. My mom. Checking up on me. For ten years, I lied to her about being an FBI agent, hoping to keep her paranoia in check. And now, I really didn’t work for the FBI—but didn’t tell her. Which meant now I could expect a whole new round of suspicion and delusions. Terrific.

      “Sorry.” I sighed. “Was it awkward?”

      “I didn’t talk to her. She asked for Harrison.”

      I frowned. “My mom called Harrison?”

      “Your mom?”

      “Yeah, you said she called.”

      “No, Clem Kyle called. Why would your mom call the FBI?”

      “Never mind.” I felt sudden heat rising to my cheeks. “What did the lovely Detective Kyle want?”

      “She wanted to know why you were no longer an FBI agent.”

      “And Harrison naturally offered his version of events.” Michael Harrison, a former colleague in the Violent Crimes Unit, followed every rule, even if it made no sense. We didn’t exactly get along.

      “Jack?”

      “Check behind my seat.”

      “What?”

      “Harmon, stop proving Harrison’s point and follow orders.”

      I unbuckled my seatbelt and reached behind his seat. The black messenger bag he carried to work was there. Now I felt even worse.

      “If you need to work today, we can turn around. I don’t need to—”

      “Harmon, look inside.”

      The papers were clipped together. The top page was a missing persons report from the Washington State Patrol. One sixteen-year-old white male from Yelm. I looked over at Jack but he continued to stare out the windshield. I turned the page. Another missing persons report—teenaged Hispanic male from Kent. I read through the description. And the next page. And the next. The last report in the stack was a federal case. Nineteen-year-old male, five-foot eleven. Member of the Makah Indian tribe. His name was Brannen Bower. I checked the date. This missing persons report was filed on Monday. Same day as I found the body in the lake.

      I bit my lip. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “You don’t have to say anything.” He glanced over. “I’ve got your back.”

      The FBI had jurisdiction to investigate serious crime on Native American reservations, a territory generally referred to as “Indian Country.” The crimes usually ranged from violent assaults and child abuse to drug trafficking and casino gaming violations. And, of course, murder.

      The report’s black-and-white photo showed a handsome young man with long black hair touching his broad shoulders. His smile was wide, guileless. And his dark eyes shone with happiness. Nothing like that desperate onyx gaze underwater.

      “Is he the guy?” Jack asked.

      “Pretty sure.” I looked over, feeling guilty. “Sorry.”

      “No, you’re not.” He smiled. “Go ahead, ask your next question.”

      “Why was he in Seattle?”

      “I couldn’t find anything, but my guess is drugs. All the reservations are battling opioids, crack, meth. You name it.”

      I wondered when the photo was taken. Brannen Bower looked healthy, fit, strong. I re-read the information. No contact number given, except for the Makah Tribal Police. “Which agent’s assigned to the Makah Reservation?”

      “We don’t come in right away with them. Bureau of Indian Affairs goes first. When they’re done, it goes to the nearest field office. Then—”

      “Then two months of paperwork goes by and the trail goes cold.” I caught the tone of my voice. “No offense.”

      “I get it, bureaucracy is not your thing. But there’s a place for rules and paperwork.” He looked over. “And there’s a place for Raleigh Harmon, not inside the Bureau.”

      I glanced out my side window. We were crossing the Strait of Juan de Fuca, with Canada on my right. The old-growth forests stretched down to the ocean, terminating suddenly without sandy beaches. One dirt road snaked among the trees.

      “How would he get to Seattle?” I asked.

      Jack pointed to the left, the Washington side. A small city sprawled toward the water. “That’s Port Angeles,” he said. “The ferry runs from there to Victoria, B.C.”

      “Canada—not Seattle?”

      “No. The Seattle ferry leaves from Bainbridge Island.” Jack slung his thumb over his shoulder, indicating we’d passed it. “Either he drove to Bainbridge and caught the ferry. Or he drove all the way south around Puget Sound, crossed the bridge to Tacoma, then drove north into Seattle."

      “Sounds like a lot of trouble.” I took a pen from my backpack and made a note to check on abandoned vehicles near Lake Union.

      “What do you think happened once he got there?”

      “He didn’t drown.” I clicked the pen closed. “And his left arm was gone.”

      “Gone?”

      “Violent amputation, ripped from the socket.”

      “Drugs,” Jack said. “How much do you want to bet?”

      Right now, the only thing I’d bet was that Detective Kyle wouldn’t share the autopsy results.

      “Let’s say it’s drug-related,” I said. “And something happened Sunday night or Monday morning—the drug deal goes bad, or he’s suspected of being a snitch, whatever—and somebody hacks off his left arm. Maybe he dies from shock. Or bleeds to death. But to get rid of the evidence they weigh down his body with some rocks, lay him in a canoe, and push it across the lake until it sinks.” I squinted at the oyster clouds, seeing again those frightened dark eyes. No broken blood vessels in them. No signs of drowning. “But he wasn’t in the water long.”

      Jack reached over and squeezed my hand. I gazed down at his long fingers, powerful and capable. I felt the flutter in my belly again, only now it was mixed with anxiousness. A certain kind of fear. As a teenager, I’d made a promise to my dad. And now I was a thirty-two-year-old virgin, saving herself for marriage. But Jack, I was certain, never made any such promise. When I glanced over, staring at his handsome face, all I could think was, What if I disappointed him? What if I didn’t measure up?

      “Harmon, I understand.”

      “You do?”

      “It’s hard to believe you get to marry such a wonderful guy.”

      “Yeah.” I smiled. “That’s it. Exactly.”

      Face flushing, I gazed at the lush green forests steeply descending to the sapphire-and-graphite water. No houses anywhere. No cabins. But up ahead on the left, a small village, clustered at the edge of the Washington coast. Below it, a gray pebbled beach curved as gracefully as a mother’s open arms. Above it, the forests marched up the mountains to peaks that disappeared in the mists.

      “Give me the crime scene,” Jack said.

      “Seafloor subduction.” I described the tectonic plate that slammed into the North American continent before plunging beneath it, shoving the landmass upward, crumpling solid rock and creating the Olympic Mountain range.

      “And then what?” he asked.

      “Erosion.” Constant erosion—wind, rain, glaciers, snow, rivers—all of those forces carving valleys into the steep mountains. I pointed down below. “See those boulders on the beach? They’re part of an older landmass left behind, or they slumped off the bluffs above the shore.”

      “And that?” Jack pointed to a stone ledge, the last piece of land before the ocean stretched to Asia, six thousand miles away. “Why is it shaped like a box?”

      “It’s a horizontal high-tide bench. The breaking waves grind gravel and other sediment across the seashore. The stone erodes at different rates, depending on its composition.”

      The plane descended into a harbor with a small marina. The water shimmered beneath us, vibrating from the engine noise.

      “Whatever you do,” Jack said, just before we touched down, “do not mention the FBI.”
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      Jack landed the plane and motored across the water to the marina. Wind off the ocean splashed water over the docks. As we neared the platform for the seaplane, I pulled on my rain jacket and cracked my door.

      “I'll grab the tether,” I said.

      “Don’t bother,” Jack said.

      “Why not?”

      “This is your gig, Harmon.”

      I stared at his profile. “You’re leaving?”

      “I’ll come back around two.”

      I studied him for a moment, then glanced at my watch. Four hours.

      “And I’d wish you luck,” he said, “but you don’t believe in it.”

      I grabbed my backpack and hopped onto the wet dock. Behind me, the plane’s engine revved into reverse. Jack was wasting no time getting out of here. Fine. I walked into the wind.  Leave. But as I listened to the plane speeding across the ocean, I couldn’t help but glance back, watching him sail into the watery horizon that seemed to stretch to infinity. I shrugged my pack higher.

      Go away, see if I care.

      I headed for the harbormaster’s shack, a prefabricated structure between the marina and the rocky beach. Four men stood beside it. They were old and stocky with butter-brown skin and faces wrinkled as fishing nets. They also looked strong enough to haul up a hundred-pound halibut with one hand.

      “Hi,” I said.

      They nodded, somberly, as if voices might spook the fish.

      “Where would I find the tribal police station?”

      All four men stepped back, and an even older man leaned out from the shack’s open window. His long arm stretched out, crane-like, and pointed at the clustered village beyond the marina.

      “Past Myrna’s cafe,” he said.

      I waited. “And then?”

      “Past the rec center. Past the grocery.”

      I waited. “And then I’ll find it?”

      “Can’t miss it.” He squinted into an almost toothless smile. “Unless you’re simple.”

      “Thanks.”

      They remained silent as I walked toward the village’s main drag. But the air grew louder—the persistent white noise of wind blowing across open water, waves breaking on the beach below, the sea sluicing over salt-licked pebbles.

      On the main drag—two lanes, no shoulder—I found a sporadic freckling of prefabricated buildings. They were so far back off the road their signage was hard to read. I walked toward what looked like a cafe. One mud-layered Subaru rumbled past, missing its front bumper. That was the only traffic. Next I found the recreation center where a church van pulled up and spilled out young kids who raced inside with basketballs. Then I passed two abandoned fishing boats in a parking lot and found the grocery store. Its signboard advertised X-Mas Specials. Teenagers loitered on the side of the building, blowing cigarette smoke into the misty air. They watched me pass by with the same wary expressions as the old fishermen. Maybe I was “simple.” I tugged up my hood. The wind blew it off again.

      Finally, forty yards past those X-Mas Specials, I saw a white police cruiser. It was parked outside a prefab building painted the color of peridots and sat next to a dirty blue pickup truck whose windshield held a spidering impact crack—cracked from the inside. The sign on the building’s door read Makah Tribal Police.

      A cute dark-eyed girl looked up from her desk as I stepped inside.

      “You lost?” she asked.

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Oh.” She smiled, dimples in her apple cheeks. “I get lots of people coming in ’cause GPS doesn’t work out here.” She paused. “Not lots of people, but, you know…people.”

      “White people?”

      The dimples reappeared. “Yeah.”

      “I’m here about a missing person—Brannen Bower?”

      Her round face filled with sorrow.

      “Brannen’s not missing.” She snatched a Kleenex from the box on her desk, holding it to her wet eyes. “Sorry.”

      “No need to apologize.”

      She sniffed. Wiped her nose. Sniffed again.

      “You knew him?”

      “Knew him?” She gave me a look that said I was definitely simple. “Everyone knew Brannen. And now he’s gone.”

      “Do you know why he was in Seattle?”

      “I’m sorry—who are you?”

      I opened my pack, took out a business card, and handed it to her. “I’m working with the Seattle Police Department.” Not a lie. I was working with them—they just weren’t working with me. “I’m looking into his death.”

      “Raleigh?” She dabbed the Kleenex. Her mascara was running now. “Is that like Sir Walter Raleigh?”

      “Sure. And you’re…?”

      “Lizzie. You talk kinda funny.”

      “I’m from Virginia.” I glanced around the compact room, hoping to redirect her focus. One dented refrigerator. Two CB radios on an empty desk. Wood panel walls. “No theories about why Brannen was in Seattle?”

      “Seattle, no. Hawaii, California? Yes. But not Seattle.”

      “Why not?”

      “You know many surfers in Seattle?”

      The question cracked like a foul ball to left field.

      “And it ain’t right, you people keeping his body in storage,” she continued. “His spirit’s between the worlds. He deserves to come home. Give us his body.”

      “That’s a decision for the medical examiner.” I paused. “But you could call the lead detective in the investigation.” I reached down, taking a pen from the cup on her desk, writing down the name Clementine Kyle, Seattle Police Department. “Be sure to call every single day until his body is released.”

      “Wow, thanks.”

      “Anytime.”

      She started to say something else but a sudden thud struck the wall behind her. As we turned toward the noise, the cheap paneling splintered. A second thud broke through the wall, revealing a boot. Black leather. Dusty with soil. And attached to a thin leg that bucked like a mule. On the other side of the wall, someone was yelling but the exact words blurred into an angry slur as the leg tried to retract. Spears of plywood stabbed the faded blue jeans.

      “Uh oh,” Lizzie muttered.

      A thin door opened and a man stepped out. Short and lean as a lizard, he wore a blue officer’s uniform that contrasted with his caramel skin and obsidian-black eyes. He shot an angry glance at Lizzie. She raised my business card like some kind of shield and started to apologize.

      “Shut up!” the officer yelled.

      On the other side of the wall, a man moaned. “My leg!”

      “You idiot!” The officer kicked the paneling, enlarging the hole. “There!”

      The leg withdrew, and the officer walked back to the open door. At the last moment, he turned, spearing me with a sharp glance.

      “Who are you?”

      Lizzie lifted my card higher. “She’s with the Seattle cops. It’s about Brannen.”

      Something shifted in his mean dark eyes.

      He pointed a finger at the girl. “Keep your big mouth shut.”

      He shifted the finger, pointing at me. “You, get in my office.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      The man who kicked through the wall stood inside a cage, his wrists chained to the iron bars that ran floor to ceiling. His mouth was bleeding. And a goose-egg bruise erupted from his forehead, indicating he was probably the driver of that truck outside with the smashed windshield.

      “You never heard of a phone?” The officer slammed the door behind me. “Think I’m just hanging around, waiting for Seattle PD to show up?”

      “I didn’t see the missing persons report until this morning,” I hedged.

      He dropped into the chair behind the only desk. A half-eaten breakfast sandwich waited on a paper wrapper.

      “Raleigh Harmon.” I withdrew another business card, handing it to the officer. “I work with the state crime lab.”

      “Geology.” He read it over. “You think us natives got rocks in our heads?”

      Inside the cage, the man laughed, then spit blood on the floor. The officer took no notice.

      “I didn’t catch your name,” I said.

      “Didn’t throw it.” He dropped my card on the desk. “Officer Chartraw. What do you want to know?”

      “Why Brannen Bower was in Seattle.”

      “Nadda clue.” He picked up his sandwich—sausage, egg, and cheddar—and took an enormous bite. Inside the cage, the prisoner whimpered. Officer Chartraw grinned, as if the man’s distress made the food taste better.

      “Officer, given the distance to get here, I wouldn’t expect anyone else from Seattle PD anytime soon. So whatever information you have, I’ll pass it along to the lead homicide detective, and we’ll all be much closer to solving Brannen Bower’s murder.”

      “Murder?” He stopped chewing. “Not suicide?”

      “You heard he committed suicide?”

      “No.” He swallowed, wiped a paper napkin across his sharp chin. “But he was a bored rich kid and there’s not a lot to do around here except drugs.”

      “What about surfing?”

      “Yeah.” Chartraw laughed, showing me some masticated food in his mouth. “But the kid was bankrolled.”

      “By whom?”

      He laughed again and this time, the man in the cage joined him.

      “His last name was Bower,” Chartraw said, incredulous. “Joe Bower?”

      I wanted to rip the sandwich from his hands and toss it to his prisoner. “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

      A scoff of disbelief came from the cage. I glanced over. And regretted it. His bloody mouth hung open. With the lump on his forehead, he looked like the village idiot.

      Chartraw hollered for the girl to come get me.
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        * * *

      

      Back in the outer room—with its new hole in the wall—I discovered my cell phone had no signal. Which explained all the white people coming in here needing directions.

      “Verizon’s the only one that works out here,” Lizzie said, handing me a landline phone. “Even then it’s hit or mistake. Local call?”

      “I don’t know. Officer Chartraw didn’t give me a number. I’d like to call Joe Bower.”

      “Hang on.” She opened her desk drawer for the phone book. It was less than a quarter-inch thick, and all the last names starting with B needed just a quarter page. Lizzie pushed the buttons on the phone, and held the receiver to her ear.

      “Mister Bower?” Tears immediately sprung into her dark eyes. “I’m sorry to bother you, but it’s Lizzie. Down at the station?”

      She listened to his response.

      “Yeah, she’s better now, they got her the right medicine. Thanks for asking. But I’m calling because there’s, uh, there’s this lady, here from Seattle? She’s with the police.”
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        * * *

      

      Lizzie offered to drive me. Her car, a decades-old green Honda, was parked behind the building.

      “Thanks,” I told her.

      “I’d do anything for Brannen.”

      She took the main drag, heading west toward the tip of the North American continent. Across the sea, slivers of rain slanted toward us. Lizzie followed the road south, out of town. When she shifted gears to climb a forested hill, I glanced down. Mountain rivers deposited soft gray silt on the beaches and clutched wind-swept pines. A lonely atmosphere.

      “Officer Chartraw mentioned drugs,” I said to the window. “You think that’s part of what happened?”

      “I think some people just gotta talk.”

      I looked over. “Officer Chartraw, you mean?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You gonna tell Jimmy I said that?”

      “Jimmy?”

      “That’s his name—Jimmy. Jimmy Chartraw.”

      “I’m not going to tell him anything you said.”

      She looked over, making sure.

      “I promise, I just want to find out what happened to Brannen.”

      She took in a deep breath and sighed, soft as the silt in the gentle bays below. “I know this sounds weird, but you ever seen a man who’s beautiful? I mean, he’s a real guy, not girly or anything, but it’s like you can see what’s inside him and it’s totally beautiful. Like, like—you can see their soul.” She glanced over. “You know?”

      “I do.” Jack. Manly beauty. I glanced at the sky, searching for his plane. Long gone. “Your boss Jimmy seems to think Brannen might’ve committed suicide.”

      “I really don’t know anything about that,” she said. “But I’m sure his dad’ll be real glad to talk to you.”

      The Honda stopped on a plateau. A lodge-style home with soaring wooden timbers overlooked the village and silty inlets below. Across the valley, the Olympic Mountains towered into the clouds.

      “If you need a ride back, call me,” Lizzie said. “I’m usually just sitting around that place, waiting for Jimmy to leave.”
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      As Lizzie’s car drove away, the front door to the big house opened. The man who stepped out made me think of Lizzie’s description of beautiful men.

      “Hello,” he said. “I’m Joe Bower.”

      He was tall, middle-aged, and his masculinity permeated the space around him—what my New Age aunt would call an aura. Short black hair laced with silver filaments framed a sculpted face and dark, sorrowful eyes.

      “Raleigh Harmon.” I walked up the front steps. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      We shook hands then stepped into a foyer where he took my rain jacket and hung it in a nearby closet. I gazed around the place. Floors and walls were honey-toned fir, glowing like those gold rooms in European palaces.

      “I spoke to the Seattle police yesterday,” he said, leading me down a hallway wide enough to be its own room. “They didn’t mention anyone was coming out today.”

      I kept quiet, defaulting to the familiar sin of omission, and followed him into a large living room. One glass wall faced the misty forest across the valley, another framed the tawny silt bays below, and a third, the village above Neah Bay. The last wall held Native American artifacts. Hand-woven reed baskets. Woolen blankets with raven and whale symbols. Tribal hats embedded with what appeared to be shark’s teeth.

      “Please have a seat, Raleigh.”

      Joe Bower settled himself heavily into a club chair whose brown leather nearly matched the color of his own skin. I took a smaller chair opposite, setting my pack on the floor by my feet. Between us, a glass coffee table offered a handmade pottery bowl and a picture book  documenting the history of the Makah—“People of Water and Sky.”

      “Quite a long trip to get here,” Bower said.

      I nodded, busying myself with opening my pack’s zippers—taking out a notebook, pen, the useless cell phone—and hoping silence would cover for me.

      “When I spoke to the police,” he said, “they weren’t sure I even qualified as Brannen’s next of kin.”

      I looked up. “You’re his father, aren’t you?”

      “In spirit.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Brannen isn’t—” His lips pursed, the handsome face contorting for a moment. “Brannen wasn’t mine by birth. And I never legally adopted him. By white-man standards, he wasn’t my son.” The skin around his dark eyes tightened. “But he was my son, through and through.”

      “Lizzie spoke very highly of him.”

      “Raleigh—” Joe Bower leaned forward. “Can I call you Raleigh?”

      “Please.”

      “If you interviewed every single member of our tribe, you wouldn’t find anyone who had a bad word to say about Brannen.”

      I nodded, but my mind pulled out a red pen and circled Jimmy Chartraw’s accusations. “Do you know why your son was in Seattle?”

      “No.” He leaned back, sighing. “But yes if you’re open to hearing theories.”

      “I am.”

      “Brannen and my wife were fighting.”

      “About…?”

      “I don’t know, and it probably doesn’t matter. Brannen is—” He grimaced. “Brannen was a wonderful person. He was also headstrong. Sometimes that helped him.” Bower’s voice faltered. “And sometimes it worked against him.”

      “Did you notice any changes in his behavior?”

      “I’ll admit, he wasn’t himself lately.”

      “How so?”

      “Angry. Hostile. That isn’t—wasn’t—the Brannen we know. Knew.”

      I took my time writing his statement. “I heard he was a surfer.”

      “He was a champion. Nationally ranked.” Bower nodded toward the view of the rugged shoreline below. “Nine years old when he asked for a surfboard. Christmas. This same time of year. I figured he was going to use it in the summer, paddle around the beach. In March, the school called. Brannen was skipping classes, riding the waves in Neah Bay.” Bower smiled, his eyes shining like polished onyx. “Already standing up on the board.”

      “He lived with you all his life?”

      “He came here when he was eight. His mother couldn’t handle him anymore.”

      “When was the last time you saw him?”

      “Sunday.” Bower’s face tightened again. “Morning. He left in anger.”

      I sensed there was more to say but Bower stared out the window, watching misty curtains shimmer among the forest’s emerald boughs. His throat pulsed through two heavy swallows.

      “Did you file the missing persons report?” I asked.

      “I did not.” His voice sounded like a rusty gate. “I didn’t think anything was wrong. Brannen had fought with my wife, but that wasn’t unusual. Then his sister called. Monday. She hadn’t seen him. She called the police.”

      “Where would I find her?”

      He leaned forward, picking up the pottery bowl on the glass coffee table and turning it over. He pointed to the inscription on the base.

      Bridget Studios

      “She lives in Seattle.” Bower replaced the bowl gently. “When she called on Monday, I thought she was going to say Brannen was there, cooling off his temper. But he wasn’t. And yet I still didn’t think anything was wrong—I thought my son was just being a teenager.” He turned to look out the window again. “I was wrong.”

      “His sister suspected foul play?”

      “Yes. But that’s Bridget. A hardened soul.”

      “Did you raise her as well?”

      He brushed his hand over the bowl, gazing at the luminous glaze.

      “Bridget stayed with their mother. Their father was gone.” He looked up, meeting my gaze. “Absent fathers are a chronic problem on the Rez. In my day, it was from alcoholism. Today, it’s drugs. And poverty. Most of our people survive on tribal benefits. But the funds are dwindling.”

      I was writing everything in my notebook but in the background a ticking clock was growing louder. Then it stopped. I looked up to see a very pretty woman standing at the edge of the room in spike heels.

      “High-dee-ho.” She stepped into the room, the heels suddenly silent on the area rug. “I’m Natasha, Joe’s wife.”

      I stood up, shook her hand. Her red nails were so long they wrapped around my palm, nicking the back of my hand.

      “Raleigh Harmon, nice to meet you.”

      Joe Bower stood, too. Despite her four-inch heels, he towered over her petite frame. He also seemed quite a bit older than her.

      “I was just telling Raleigh about the argument with Brannen,” he said. “I’m sure she’d like to talk to you about it.”

      Natasha Bower took a deep-deep-deep breath, then expelled the air in a flurry of words.

      “Can you call me later? I’ve really got to go. I mean, look at this.” She brandished the red claws. “I finally got an appointment—acrylics, so much time—after I broke them drumming my fingers on the kitchen counter waiting for Brannen to come home. What a mess! The girls will probably have to replace every one of these nails. It could take all day.”

      I hesitated, wondering if the verbal eruption was over. “When would be a good time?”

      “Maybe tomorrow. But I don’t know—didn’t you hear? The road to Port Angeles is half washed out from all this rain and that boondocks is the only place I can get a decent manicure around here. I might just spend the night over there since Joe is just not feeling strong enough to take me, poor guy.”

      She patted his arm, claws glistening. Bower looked slightly embarrassed, which only made him appear that much older than his wife. I dug out a business card and handed it to the dragon lady.

      “Call me as soon as you’re available.”

      “How about you call me.” She pincered my card between the talons. “Afternoons are best. I run an exercise class at the rec center in the morning and just can’t do anything else.” She rose on tippy-tippy toes and kissed her husband—kissing him with so much passion that I looked away.

      “Nice to meet you, Raleigh.” She clicked out of the room.

      Joe Bower waited for me to sit down first. Good manners, somewhat rare in the Northwest.

      “You grew up here?” I sat down.

      “Born and bred on the Rez.” He took his seat. “Then I left for college. Scholarship. Basketball. Then business school. And work. But I came back home when I retired. These are my people. This is my place.”

      “And your wife grew up here, too?”

      “Natasha’s from the Rez but not of the Rez, if you know what I mean. We met when I moved back here. Brannen came into our lives a few months later. Stubborn little eight-year-old dealing with abandonment. It was hard. Especially for Natasha. But she did her best. She tried.”

      “They didn’t get along at all?”

      “Generally, they did.” He sighed. “But lately…I chalked it up to teenage rebellion.”

      I did some math in my head. Brannen came here when he was eight and the marriage was new. That was eleven years ago, according to the age on the missing persons report. Natasha looked like she was in her late twenties, at most, and Joe Bower was retired. I tried to gauge his age—mid-sixties? It was hard to tell with handsome, masculine men—they aged well.

      “Any children with Natasha?” I asked.

      “Brannen was all she could handle. And I—” His mouth pursed again. The rusty gate came back. “I could not have asked for a better son.”

      I decided to hold my other questions. Except one.

      “Could I see Brannen’s bedroom?”
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      With its soaring timber ceilings and native artifacts, Bower’s sprawling house felt more like a museum than a home—until he walked me to the lower level. In the cozy den, family photos hung on the walls. Brannen’s shiny surfing trophies stood on several shelves. And framed certificates lined a hallway leading to the bedrooms. As we passed, I read the commendations hung in chronological order. Joe Bower, four-year All-American basketball player at the University of Washington. I glanced at Bower’s broad shoulders, his height slouched by grief. Another certificate was from the Wharton Business School—MBA. The most recent image was a news photo of Bower standing with the last governor of Washington, cutting a ribbon with oversized scissors. For a boy raised by an Indian reservation at the literal edge of the world, his achievements were beyond impressive.

      He reached across the hall and opened a bedroom door. The walk downstairs seemed to have aged him ten years.

      “Thank you for this,” I said.

      He nodded and stepped aside. I walked into the room.

      Longboards hung on the walls—bright blues, sunny yellows, tropical greens. Above the single bed, posters showed tan blond surfers riding through translucent tunnels of curved ocean. If not for the window that framed the mist and mountains outside, Brannen’s bedroom looked utterly Southern Californian.

      “Would you excuse me?” Bower squinted against the shine in his dark eyes. “I’ll be upstairs if you need me.”

      I nodded and waited until he was gone, then took latex gloves from my pack and made a thorough search of the bedroom, feeling that familiar schism between intruder and investigator. I also sensed the nagging presence of Detective Clementine Kyle—the woman would be apoplectic if she knew what I was doing.

      That’s her problem, I decided, rifling through a stack of surfing magazines. This kid was not going to become another cold case.

      The magazines had dog-eared pages on new surfing techniques. In his closet, I counted four wetsuits. On the top shelf, a cigar box contained a notebook, but my excitement quickly dimmed—Brannen Bower was keeping track of tidal charts, finding the best hours for the strongest waves. The far back pages contained quotes from famous surfers.

      We’re all equal before a wave. Laird Hamilton.

      No lighters. No matches. No pipes or other paraphernalia. Not even the usual slacker clothing emblazoned with a marijuana leaf. I doubled back over the room, in case I missed anything, but even the notorious secret places—the mattress, the underside of drawers—came up empty.

      A young man lived here for ten years and left no trace of who he really was.

      I took several photos of the room, walked down the hall, and once more slowed to take in Joe Bower’s achievements. He had several national awards for his work on native issues—including letters from two US presidents. Joe Bower was a local celebrity, which explained why Jimmy Chartraw and his belligerent prisoner couldn’t believe I’d never heard of the man. I stared at the photo of Bower with the governor. The politician elected to the state’s highest office looked puny and insignificant beside this man. Was that part of the challenge for Brannen—daily walking past these reminders of Bower’s achievements? It was the kind of legacy could either encourage or discourage a kid. And what about Natasha—did they argue about Brannen upholding the same high standard?

      I walked upstairs. The house was eerily quiet. But I heard movement and followed the sound to a kitchen large enough to make most restauranteurs covet. Joe Bower wasn’t there. Instead, three brown-skinned old women sat at a round table by a window. They stared at me.

      “I was looking for Mr. Bower.”

      “Outside,” said the woman wearing a frilly white apron over her blue jeans. “He don’t want to talk no more.”

      “Tribal meeting today,” said a woman to her left. She wore a French maid’s outfit—over sweatpants. “He gotta go soon.”

      The third woman said nothing, only stirred a spoon in her coffee cup. She looked much older than the other two, eyes creped with age.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      In the foyer, I opened the closet and found several fur coats, soft as baby rabbits. Natasha, no doubt. I grabbed my rain jacket and stepped outside, hoisting the pack onto my shoulder.

      Joe Bower stood in the driveway, his back to the house. He didn’t seem to notice the drizzle. I closed the door, loud enough to get his attention. But he didn’t turn. He just stared out at the misty valley below. I walked down the steps. The mist was rising like smoke from the lush green land.

      He turned to me. “Did that help?”

      “Not especially,” I said. “He lived a spare life, it seems.”

      “Yes.” He raised a hand, pointing into the trees. “Bald eagle.”

      We watched the bird beat its wings against the cold air before soaring down to the tidal flats.

      “My entire life has always gone according to plan,” he said, still watching the eagle. “My goals. My plans. It all came true. I’ve always felt blessed.” He turned, dark eyes cupping grief. “Now I realize it was a curse. I don’t know how to deal with this—how can he be gone? He was only nineteen.”

      I thought of those certificates, running in chronological order. A life that seemed ordained. I watched the mist rising in the trees, soft as memory.

      “My dad used to remind me that life is a vapor—here, then gone.”

      “From the Book of James.”

      I looked over, surprised. “Yes.”

      “My generation grew up in the church. Missionaries ran all the after-school programs. And our health clinic.”

      We stood watching the clouds. I tugged at my rain hood. But Bower still didn’t seem to realize he was getting wet. His hair looked like Brannen’s on that table in the harbor station. Black, shiny as crow feathers.

      “Could I use your phone?” I asked. “Lizzie said she’d pick me up but I can’t get a signal on my cell phone.”

      “I can drive you,” Bower said. “I’ll take you to meet Aileen.”

      “Who’s she?”

      “Brannen’s other sister.”
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      Joe Bower drove one of those luxurious trucks—rugged on the outside, plush as a Cadillac on the inside. The ride felt even more deluxe considering the state of the Rez. Most of the houses looked like they were fighting a continuous battle against wind and rain, the worn building materials ready to return to the earth as their original elements—trees, gypsum, glass.

      “I’d stay and introduce you,” Bower said, stopping beside a mildewed trailer stuck behind the grocery store. “But you’ll have a better chance of getting information if I’m not there.”

      I grabbed my pack. “Thanks again for your time.”

      “No, thank you.” His voice rusted again. “You’re giving me faith in the Seattle Police.”

      Once again, I declined to explain my exact role in this investigation. “We’ll be in touch,” I said.

      As I climbed out of the truck and watched him drive down the road pocked with potholes, the trailer’s front door creaked open. A beetle-bodied woman appeared in the door frame, short with pink skin and round blue eyes. Her hair was dyed the flaming color of sulfur.

      “I’m looking for Aileen,” I said.

      She crossed thin arms over her bloated belly. “Who wants to know?”

      I made my way toward her, picking my way around busted crab pots and yet another abandoned fishing boat. I reached into my pack for a business card and handed it to her. “It’s about Brannen.”

      She stared into my eyes, a murky blue gaze where entire schools of cunning fish swam beneath the surface. “I heard he’s dead.”

      She left the door open and walked into the trailer. I stepped in, closed the door, and noticed the bottom half was dented, like the kicked-in wall at the police station.

      “Joe Bower a friend of yours?” she asked.

      “Just met him. Are you Aileen?”

      She walked across the small space. It needed a good cleaning. I tossed my card into a delicate porcelain dish that displayed a set of perfect glass replicas of peppermint candies, right down to the red-and-white swirls.

      “What’re you, a cop?” she asked.

      “No.”

      She picked at a sore near her thin mouth. “But you’re looking into his murder. Right?”

      “Who told you it was murder?”

      “I heard.”

      The narrow room was crammed with strange objects. Like the jade Buddha squatted on the dusty stereo, smiling with his eyes closed. “When did you last see Brannen?”

      “Two years ago.”

      My eyebrows rose.

      She laughed. “So what?”

      “Two years seems like long time in such a small place.”

      “I was gone for a while.” She wiped her fingers on her jeans. “And we weren’t exactly buddies.

      “Where’d you go?”

      “Prison.” Her blue eyes locked on me. “Happy now?”

      “Not especially.”

      “You’re a cop.”

      “Nope.” My gaze drifted to an ivory tusk. It was mounted on a taxidermist platform with a brass plaque. I was too far away to read the engraved words. “Why was Brannen in Seattle?”

      “Probably to see Bridget.”

      “His—your sister?”

      “And we’re not close either, if you’re gonna ask. But those two, they stayed tight.” Her round eyes narrowed into slits. “Joe Bower paying you some reward?”

      I shook my head, staring at a ceramic soap dish on the window sill. It was shaped like a petunia. “I found your brother’s body.”

      “Where?”

      “In a lake. Weighed down with stones.”

      Aileen reached for a cigarette case. It was black leather, expensive, waiting on a ripped green ottoman that had seen better days. She withdrew a Camel, fired it to life with an gold lighter. I noticed the lighter was engraved, too, like that brass plaque. But she stuffed the thing into her pocket before I could read the words.

      She puffed twice. “He was on something.”

      “You know that for a fact?”

      She sucked down another drag. “Ask around. He wasn’t acting normal.”

      “Could you be more specific?”

      “Not talking. Disappearing for days. And he quit surfing.”

      “Joe Bower didn’t mention—”

      “Course not. Joe thought Brannen walked on water so the very last person you should ask for the lowdown on my brother is an old rich blowhard. Did he tell you Bridget’s an addict?”

      I shook my head.

      “Yeah, but I’m the bad seed, even though I got a job and everything.”

      “What do you do?”

      “I clean houses. Over in PA.”

      “PA—Port Angeles?”

      “No, Pennsylvania.” She sucked on the cigarette.

      My gaze combed the room again. One Japanese teapot. One gold pen still in its display case. A miniature replica of the White House. Aileen cleaned houses alright—with sticky fingers. “Was there anyone who wanted to hurt Brannen enough to kill him?”

      “You think I did it.”

      “No, I—”

      “Because I went to prison? Go ask Bridget what happened.”

      “I will.”

      “Good.” Aileen squinted against the smoke curling around her pink face. “Tell her I said to rot in hell.”
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      Jack flew us home, a quiet flight—both of us staring out the windows saying nothing. But his displeasure about my hijacking our flying date was loud and clear.

      And unfortunately, I didn’t really care.

      Not after seeing the Rez.

      No way was anybody from the Seattle PD, including Detective Bitterness, going to have time to travel all the way to the edge of the world to chase down loosely dangling leads—if this information even qualified as leads. Today’s interviews brought me no closer to figuring out what happened to Brannen Bower. If anything, my questions had only expanded. Drugs, or no drugs? Fight with his stepmother Natasha, whose priority was getting a manicure, or just teenage rebellion? And what about this second sister in Seattle—she knew something, she called in the missing persons report.

      “Row tomorrow morning?” Jack asked.

      He kept his focus forward, flying us under low clouds toward Seattle.

      “I can’t.”

      When we reached the city, he steered us into a sweeping arc. My stomach lurched under my ribcage as we headed for Lake Union.

      “I really appreciate you taking me out there,” I said. “And getting the missing persons report.”

      He nodded. The plane descended, cutting across the airspace above the I-5 freeway. We were close enough that I could see the faces inside the cars. One small boy in the back seat of an SUV pointed at the plane, his expression full of wonder. I looked away. Jack landed us smoothly on the water, then pivoted the plane, pontoons pointed toward his houseboat on the east side of the lake. When we reached the dock, I jumped out, tethered the plane to its steel cleats, and waited for Jack. His focus seemed distant. And I was in a hurry.

      I leaned in, giving him a kiss. Nothing like the kiss Natasha gave Joe Bower. But I tried.

      “Call you tomorrow night,” I said.

      He only nodded.
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        * * *

      

      I drove the Pony through the gloaming winter dusk of a big city saturated with rain, while the song on the radio crooned about chestnuts roasting on an open fire. And when I pulled up to my aunt’s house, a food delivery van was just pulling out of the driveway.

      “Vegetables,” I muttered.

      In the kitchen, Eleanor was wearing her floozy costume and shoving a round pan into the oven.

      “What have you done?” I asked.

      “I’m a working girl now.” She batted her purple eyelids, reinforcing the double entendre. “No more cooking.”

      “I don’t like the sound of this.”

      “Tonight is pizza,” she said.

      “Really?”

      “Yes, they make the crust from cauliflower.”

      I kicked myself—hard—for not stopping at Dick’s Drive-in. But I shoved a smile across my face as my mom walked into the room. She looked dazed, but not scared. Progress, I decided. Madame ran over to me and I scooped her up, whispering promises about tomorrow in her soft ear. Then I fed all the pets and we sat down to dinner.

      Sort of.

      I picked off the cheese and left the cauliflower crust. My mom nibbled at one slice and listened to Eleanor who talked the entire time, bringing Tennessee Williams to the table. But the playwright couldn’t elevate the mood.

      Later that night, I crawled into bed and slept into a nightmare. Underwater again, I stared into the terrified face of Brannen Bower. Only this time, a flock of ravens swooped down, pecking out his eyes. I kept screaming but underwater nobody could hear me.

      After that, there was no going back to sleep.

      I stepped out of my room. Madame was lying outside my door.

      Some people think dogs are simple creatures. Dumb animals ruled by food. Or stupid loyalty. And maybe that was the case for some dogs. But when a dog was rescued—when an owner saved its life—that dog latched itself to its new family with a bond bordering on the supernatural. Nothing on earth could break the hold. Not hunger. Not even death. The dog was forever dedicated to love and serve the people who saved its life.

      I whispered, “What’s up, girl?”

      Madame rose and walked down the hall to my mom’s room. The door was half-open, a soft yellow light escaping like a river of honey. I peeked inside.

      My mom was up, reading in bed.

      “You’re up early,” I said.

      “Madame wanted out.”

      I glanced down at the canine genius. She replied with a full-circle wag but her black eyes said something else. “She probably needs some exercise. I can take her with me this morning.”

      “Will you be long?”

      She stared at the dog, and a familiar loneliness pierced my heart. The feeling I’d get visiting the asylum, when my mom wanted to see the dog, not me.

      “No, I won’t be long.”

      She nodded and went back to reading. It was a pamphlet, one of those horrid things Freud always tried to push on me. Feeling Blue? Here’s What You Can Do.

      “Mom,” I said, “do you want to come with us?”
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        * * *

      

      In the pre-dawn darkness of Thursday morning, my mother sat in the passenger seat with the dog in her lap. The radio played commercial-free carols until we lost the signal in the town of Arlington on a two-lane road heading into the foothills of the Cascade Mountains. By then, dawn was creeping over the snow-capped mountains like a songbird made of pulverized pearls.

      “Did you set a date for your wedding?” my mother asked.

      “Not yet,” I said.

      “November twenty-seventh.”

      The road’s double yellow line glowed under my headlight. “Mom, I don’t think that’s a good—”

      “Two and seven. Nine.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Twenty-seven. Two and seven. That makes nine.”

      My mouth felt dry.

      “You don’t remember?” she asked, in a strange tone of voice.

      Of course I remembered. But my mind raced. Were her meds not working? I lifted my gaze to the mountains and cast a prayer above the blue-and-white peaks, into a sky that insisted new mercies arrived every morning.

      Then I drove toward Sue Buress’ vineyard.

      The road turned to dirt.
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        * * *

      

      Wrapped in a down jacket, my mom walked with Madame around the vineyard’s perimeter. I hoisted my pack and headed for the cross-shaped stakes. They were laid out in undulating rows over gently sloping land, the dying vines knotted over the stakes, struggling to make Sue Buress even richer and help her start a new life in Italy.

      My boots crunched over the frozen soil. I held my cell phone in one hand, glancing between digital images of Golden Indian Paintbrush in its various growth stages and the dark loamy soil underfoot. Good soil, accumulated on an ancient floodplain next to the Snohomish River, just below the Cascades. In some places the soil looked tilled but the tending stopped at a red flag staked into the ground. The state’s stop work order.

      I was at the vineyard’s far end, where it buttressed some fallow farm fields. Across the acreage, I could see Madame running, then circling back to my mom as if herding a wayward sheep. My sigh sent a gray cloud floating on the cold air.

      Life is a vapor.

      My dad.

      Who died on November 27.

      She’s testing me.

      I took a deep breath and scanned the ground, walking the barbed wire edge of the property. The cold morning air needled into my lungs, but twenty paces later, I found a wilted yellow spike. I checked the image on my phone. The spike was the “paintbrush” part of the plant, dying under frost. I kneeled down, took its picture, then dug it out of the earth, placing it in a Ziploc bag. I collected the soil around it, then stood up. In the distance, the woman who wondered if I was her daughter stared out at the fallow landscape. I raised my phone and took a picture.

      Evidence.

      For myself.
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      After our trip to the vineyard, my mother retreated to her bed and the medicated comfort of pharmacology. The dog went with her.

      I stayed downstairs, pacing and praying, afraid to leave her alone. When Eleanor came home from rehearsals, I left for my office before any vegetables could be served. In my own way, I was retreating to comfort. Just like my mother.

      I skipped the Smith Tower’s elevator and trekked up twelve flights of stairs, relishing the ache in my muscles. My desk phone’s red light was blinking, but I ignored it and fired up the microscope in the pink bathroom. I removed the Golden Indian Paintbrush from my pack and transferred the plant to a cotton bag to prevent mold and mildew. I put the soil through a sonic wave wash. And every other minute, I screwed up the courage to look at my reflection in the mirror.

      Long brown hair needing a trim.

      Cheekbones jutting over a tired face.

      Brown eyes tight with anxiety.

      Go ahead, walk down the aisle looking like that.

      The cleaner beeped.

      I washed my suddenly sweaty palms, placed the soil in a glass beaker under the heat lamp to dry, and walked to my desk, lifting the receiver. I push-buttoned my way through the state lab’s staff directory until I heard Wesley’s soft voice reciting a scripted message. At the beep, I started to speak, but someone knocked on my door. I cut off the call then leaned forward, peering around the corner to the pebble glass door that still advertised Anderson Enterprises.

      On the other side of the glass, two shadowed figures stood facing each other. The one on the left raised his hand, knocking again. More insistent.

      I slid open my top drawer. Last month, after I was attacked outside my office, Jack gifted me a loaded Glock to keep here. Holding the gun along my right thigh, I moved to the door with my back against the wall. The two faces were turned toward each other. But neither man was talking. Probably signaling instead.

      I stood beside the doorjamb. “Can I help you?”

      “Seattle Police. We’re looking for Raleigh Harmon.”

      “What for?”

      “Are you Raleigh Harmon?”

      “I asked first. What. For?”

      “I’m Officer Olson,” said the figure on the left. “Here with Officer Andrews. If you open the door, we can show you our identification.”

      “Slide it under.”

      He bent down, disappearing for a moment. The other officer—Andrews—leaned into the textured glass, hands cupped around his eyes. My fingers twitched with the temptation to slap the glass.

      I reached down, picked up the identification. It seemed legit.

      “Detective Kyle sent us,” said Olson.

      I threw my head back, gazing at the ceiling. Oh, my darling Clementine. I slid the ID back under the door, kept the gun behind my right leg, and unlocked the dead bolt. The two cops in marine-blue Seattle police uniforms smiled at me. My heart thudded to a stop.

      “Raleigh Harmon?” Olson asked.

      “Yes…”

      “We need you to come down to the station.”

      “What. For.”

      He smiled, harder. “Detective Kyle wants to talk to you.”
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      The cops left me alone in one of the station’s interrogation rooms. I kept my focus on the requisite two-way mirror on the wall across from a steel table. My reflection was no better than the one I’d seen in the pink bathroom. In fact, the longer they left me there, the more I saw something other than myself. What I saw was that terrified and pleading face of Brannen Bower.

      Forty-two minutes later, my darling Clementine waltzed into the room holding a cup of coffee. And a tight smirk.

      I gritted my teeth. And prayed for a bridle on my tongue.

      “Coffee?” she asked.

      “No thanks. And I’ll pass on that smirk, too.”

      “I was working a case.”

      “Not this case.”

      Before she could catch herself, she glanced at the mirror.

      Game on, girlfriend.

      “We got a call yesterday.” She rested a skinny haunch on the edge of the table. “It was from the Makah tribal police over in Neah Bay. They were confused. Said you claimed to be with SPD.”

      “Nope.”

      “They said you demanded answers.”

      “No. But somebody should.”

      Detective Kyle’s copper eyes looked as bloodless as a doorknob. “Are you implying we’re not working this case?”

      “Not implying. Stating.” I looked at the mirror. “For the record, the dead body was retrieved from Lake Union four days ago. And yet, nobody from this police department has gone over to that reservation, even though the victim has been identified as a missing Makah man.”

      “You expect us to drop everything?”

      “No. That’s why I offered to help.”

      “But you think we can just dash over there.”

      “I made it round trip in one day. Back in time for dinner.” I smiled. “On my own dime, too.”

      She set the coffee cup on the table. A tinny odor of cheap grounds wafted toward me. “I warned you not to interfere with this case. And I have witnesses. They’ve signed affidavits.”

      “That makes you feel better about his body being stuck in cold storage?”

      She picked up the cup, sipped, not even flinching at the taste. “Let’s see the documentation.”

      “On what?”

      “Your so-called permission from the state lab.”

      “Call the lab. Ask for Tom O’Brien.”

      “It’s night.”

      “And you’re, what, a banker? Call tomorrow morning.”

      She leaned forward, the tension radiating from her narrow fingers gripping the paper cup. “Who do you think you are?”

      “Nobody. But I think that dead guy is somebody. And anybody could call me for information instead of hauling me down here and wasting taxpayer money. Or, even better, use the money to make a trip to Neah Bay.”

      She glowered.

      “What’s that?” I cupped my ear. “Good question. The victim, Brannen Bower, may or may not have had a drug problem. I would know more but somebody isn’t sharing the autopsy information.”

      “What else?”

      “He was a nationally ranked surfer, which means an expert swimmer, too, and he came from an excellent home. But he had a difficult relationship with his stepmother—think Cinderella, but for a guy.”

      “You think you’re funny?”

      “On Sunday, Brannen Bower had an argument with his stepmother and took off. On Monday, his sister who lives in Seattle filed a missing persons report.” I smiled. “How about you, detective, what’ve you found out?”

      “That the FBI fired Raleigh Harmon.”

      “Wow, that’s some legwork.”

      “You were fired because you can’t follow orders.”

      I champed on a tattered bridle. She was setting a trap, I could feel it.

      “Nothing to say?”

      “Your information is incorrect.”

      “Sure.” She laughed, glancing at the mirror. “I’ve also got a statement from the tribal police chief. He says you barged into his station, pumped his secretary for information, and refused to explain what you were really doing there.”

      “Incorrect on all counts.”

      “Hands on the table.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me.” She stood up and reached behind her back, extracting her handcuffs. “You’re under arrest.”

      My mouth fell open. “On what charges?”

      “Obstruction of an official police investigation.”

      “That’s a lie—and a misdemeanor!“

      “Gross misdemeanor.”  Her smile was ghoulish. “I’m also charging you with tampering with evidence.”

      “What?”

      “I’ve seen no paperwork that proves the state lab gave you permission to remove our evidence. All we have is your word, which, we all know can’t be trusted.” She grabbed my right arm. “And for your information, tampering with evidence is a felony.”

      She yanked back my left arm and latched the cuffs around my wrists.

      “Raleigh Harmon, you have the right to remain silent…”

      My fingers went numb.
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      Conveniently, an underground tunnel connected Seattle’s police headquarters to the King County jail. I walked it, cuffed, between the same two officers who had coaxed me from my office, Olson and Andrews. They didn’t say a word until we reached the steel door with one small window webbed with chicken wire.

      Olson pressed the intercom button and leaned into the speaker. “Santa with a delivery.”

      Andrews laughed.
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        * * *

      

      My cellmates were nine women, all crowded into an iron-barred concrete-block chamber that reeked like a men’s urinal. Nine metal bunk beds—three beds high—were bolted to the walls. Every bed was occupied. I walked to the furthest corner from the open stainless steel toilet and sat on my “mattress.” It was basically a yoga mat. Within forty seconds, my butt ached.

      A dark-skinned Latina shuffled toward me, skinny as a twig. “What’d ya do?”

      Her orange jumpsuit floated around her narrow body. The short sleeves revealed knobby elbows and forearms covered with rose tattoos.

      I looked her in the eye. “Nothing.”

      She swiveled toward the women in the bunks. “Pool time!”

      They threw scraps of paper—all eight—the pieces fluttering toward Rose Tattoo. She giggled and picked them up. Scraps of torn milk cartons. Each marked with a number and symbol. Like playing cards.

      “Oxy,” grumbled a woman from the highest bunk above the toilet. I couldn’t see her face, only the soles of the jail house slippers.

      Down the hall, someone screamed.

      “Oxy, yeah,” said another woman.

      I stared down the empty hallway. The screaming stopped.

      “Suburban girl, got herself hooked.”

      “Naw, it be Coke. Lookit that skinny thing.”

      “How many?” Rose Tattoo asked. “Coke?”

      I looked over to see six hands raised for my cocaine addiction.

      “Oxy?” Rose asked.

      Two hands lifted from the top bunk. But one woman rolled on her side, exposing a beefy face with small eyes that peered at Rose with suspicion. “You’re not votin’?”

      Rosie grinned. Several teeth were gone. “Uh-uh.”

      “Girl, what you know?”

      “Ain’t sweatin. Ain’t tweakin.” Rose studied me. “You ain’t got no addiction.”

      “Right.”

      The collective groan reverberated against the concrete walls. But it ended with another giggle from Rose. She was counting out the card scraps. Then counted again. And again. I stared at the tattoos. So many of them that her forearms were entwined with thorns, smothered with blooms the color of crystallized amethyst.

      Then she counted again.

      The beefy woman sat up and looked at me. “Her brain don’t work.”

      Rose splayed the cards against her stomach. “Moo-moo food in here.”

      “Milk,” said the woman on the top bunk. “Cheese. Food from cows.”

      “Got me stomach problems.” Rose clutched the orange jumpsuit against her lean frame.

      “Head problems. What we bettin’ on?”

      Rosie frowned.

      “C’mon…”

      After a long moment, Rose said, “Bail.”

      “No. It was a pool.” The woman hoisted herself off the squeaking bunk, climbed down, and snatched the cards from Rose. “Deal’s off. You can’t even remember what we was bettin’ on.”

      Rose looked at me. “What about you?”

      “Me?”

      “What’d you do?” she asked, like it was the first time.

      An anvil landed on my chest.

      “Nothing.”

      I laid my head against the painted block wall, and willed myself to stay awake.
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        * * *

      

      “Raleigh Harmon?”

      I opened my eyes.

      “Hey!” A female guard stood on the other side of the bars. “Raleigh Harmon?”

      I stood up.

      Her expression was mean as the crick in my neck. “Your lawyer’s here.”

      I glanced at my cellmates. All asleep. I picked up my mat and started across the cell, wondering who was pretending to be my lawyer.
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      My lawyer turned out to be a pint-sized dynamo. She had a sharp blue-eyed gaze that peered out from under clipped blonde bangs, like a military sniper hiding in a wheat field.

      She shook my hand. “Frankie Stephanson.”

      We stood in the jail’s holding pen. I was still wearing my lovely orange jumpsuit, foggy-headed from trying to stay awake. “Have we met?”

      “I’m Jack’s sister. We were supposed to meet at Christmas dinner. ”

      I dropped to the wall bench. My one phone call last night. It went to Jack’s voicemail. “He called you?”

      “Yeah.” She set a brown leather briefcase on the bench between us. “Not the best way to meet you, but, hey, it’ll make a helluva wedding toast.” She spoke rapid-fire, as if a timer was counting down to a blaring buzzer. “He got your bail posted—thank him later—I got you on the docket. First thing. Tell me what happened.”

      My neck was killing me. I reached up, massaging the tendons. “Detective Clementine Kyle says I’m interfering with a murder investigation. It’s a lie. And she knows it. The state lab hired me as a forensic geologist.”

      Her keen blue eyes blinked under the blonde fringe. “That’s it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then on what grounds did she throw you in jail?”

      “The victim was a Makah native, a tribe over by Neah Bay. Your brother flew me over there Saturday so I could talk to the family and—”

      “No. No. No.” Frankie shook her head, blonde bangs swinging over the piercing eyes. “You flew to Neah Bay to sightsee. Then you realized it was part of the Makah reservation.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Did you know exactly where that reservation was?”

      “No.”

      “So you were sightseeing.”

      Lawyers. God help us all.

      “Look, Frankie, I appreciate your help. But I’m not going to lie—”

      “Let me explain this situation to you. We’re going before Judge Eliza Andriss. Heard of her?”

      “No.”

      “She’s totally unpredictable—and that’s me being charitable. She doesn’t care what the law says. She decides for herself.”

      “She can’t.”

      “Really? Try appealing. You’ll spend years getting to the appeals court and spend a fortune.” She barked out a laugh. “Judge Andriss is a monster feasting on judicial activism.”

      “Then why are we—”

      “Because she was the only judge with an immediate opening.”

      “Gee, wonder why.”

      Frankie Stephanson glared at me. “You want to stay in jail?”

      I massaged my neck.

      “Exactly,” she said. “Now when we go into that courtroom, you say you’re sorry. Be contrite. Then plead out.”

      My head snapped toward her. “Plead out?”

      “That means tell her you’re guilty.”

      “I know what it means. But I’m not guilty.”

      “Raleigh, you’re accused of interfering with a murder investigation and—”

      “I’m not guilty.”

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Plead out and she might fine you. But no more jail time.”

      My spine felt ossified. “I don’t want to say it again.”

      “Neither do I. This is how the system works.”

      “Then the system is broken.” I stared at the opposite wall. It was littered with pen and pencil graffiti. I focused on one word. Sucks. “Frankie, I am not pleading out.”

      She didn’t reply.

      When I looked over, the blonde fringe of hair seemed to vibrate over her eyes. “Why can’t you do it?”

      “Because it’s wrong.”

      “That’s it?”

      “What else is there?”

      “Oh, boy.” She sighed, heavily. “Now I see.”

      “See what?”

      “Why my brother fell in love with you,” she said.
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      “All rise!” cried the bailiff.

      Judge Eliza Andriss swooped into the courtroom, black robe gusting behind her like a bird of doom.

      “Be seated.” She set herself down in an oversized black chair behind the judicial bench. Pushing pink glasses onto her long nose, she greeted the lawyers standing at their tables.

      “Mr. Bellanco, good morning.”

      “Good morning, Your Honor.” The King County Assistant Prosecutor, Godfrey Bellanco, had pelt-like hair and a fine blue suit that looked like something from the hipster section of Nordstrom’s.

      “What do we have this morning?” Judge Andriss asked.

      “Your Honor,” Bellanco said with boot-licking force, “the accused is interfering with an active homicide investigation being conducted by the Seattle Police Department.”

      The judge adjusted the pink glasses until they rested on the tip of her nose, peering down at something on her bench. Bellanco stood at his table, fidgeting with a button of his nice suit. After fifteen seconds of silence, I looked at the clock on the wall. Two minutes passed. I glanced at Frankie. She gave a curt head shake. Another minute passed. Finally, the judge lifted her gray-haired head and gazed at me over the glasses. Then back to the assistant prosecutor whose suit was supposed to disguise his true nature.

      “Mr. Bellanco, continue.”

      “Your Honor, this homicide investigation was recently opened. Less than one week ago. But rather than allow the city’s detectives to handle the matter, the defendant, Raleigh Harmon, inserted herself into it for purely personal gain.”

      The judge threw me another pink glance. Then back to the weasel. “What kind of personal gain?”

      “She claims to ‘work’—” the weasel lifted his paws, making air quotes “as some kind of private investigator. But she has no license for such work. Nothing from the city, county, or state. In effect, we’re dealing with a rogue citizen with no accountability to government. She’s basically a vigilante who—”

      Frankie jumped from her chair. “Your Honor, may I?”

      Eliza Andriss did one of those turtle-turns of the head, slow and incriminating. When her gaze reached Frankie, she zeroed in like my lawyer was reptile food. “Counselor, can it wait?”

      “No, Your Honor, my client is a veteran forensic geologist. Trained by the FBI—”

      “And fired by the FBI,” Bellanco interjected.

      “Your Honor!”

      “Mr. Bellanco, let’s hear what the defense has to say.”

      Bellanco tugged on that cute suit, reassuring himself he still mattered.

      “My client,” Frankie began again, “was given permission by the state lab to collect evidence in this case. She then found herself near the victim’s home. It was only natural that she would feel compelled to ask some simple questions of the people who knew the victim. She was only trying to help.”

      Andriss removed the pink glasses. “The prosecution has charged her with a felony, counselor.”

      “Yes, Your Honor. But what isn’t being addressed by the prosecution is the fact that the Seattle police department is understaffed and overworked. So is the state crime lab. You yourself have knowledge of this situation and the court’s deep backlog of cases. My client was doing her job, which in turn helps the police. These charges are spurious and—”

      “Objection!” Bellanco shot out of his chair. “I can present documentation on this—” Weasel made more air quotes, “ ‘investigator.’ Her background calls into doubt anything relating to work in law enforcement.”

      I took a deep breath, clutching it against the fury inside my chest. As the daughter of a judge and a former special agent, I knew all about the closed-door dealings and unofficial phone calls that happened before anyone set foot in a courtroom. And because of that knowledge, I was now certain that Detective Kyle had painted a bull’s-eye on my back. This prosecutor, this judge. They weren’t accidents.

      Frankie opened her hands, literally pleading. “Your Honor, if the prosecution’s accusation were true, why would the state crime lab hire my client?”

      “Counselor.” The judge shook her gray head. “The state lab doesn’t have a stellar reputation right now.”

      My hands gripped the orange jumpsuit. Like the Seattle police, Washington’s crime lab was overwhelmed with new cases, compounding the hundreds of cold cases still waiting for justice. Underfunded by the legislature, the lab couldn’t afford to hire more staff—which is why Tom and his supervisors agreed to our offer of free work until the case closed.

      “And furthermore,” Andriss droned, “I feel very sorry for Detective Kyle.”

      “What?” It shot out of my mouth.

      Andriss glared at me.

      Frankie sighed. “Sorry, Your Honor.”

      “Your client appears to see herself as somehow necessary to this murder investigation. Is she connected to the victim?”

      “My client discovered the body.”

      “And she thinks that gives her investigative authority?”

      “No, Your Honor. But as I said, the state crime lab—”

      Andriss interrupted her with another tangent about the crime lab, spewing non sequiturs about dubious DNA results and wrongfully convicted men on death row. Although the lecture continued a full minute, neither attorney showed any signs of dismay or impatience. I leaned back in my chair, disgusted.

      This is how the system works.

      Twenty-five-years-to-life later, Andriss lifted her arm and shook back the sleeve of her black robe, glaring at a gold wristwatch.

      “Let’s cut to the chase,” the judge said, as though someone else had caused the delays. “Miss Stephanson, how does your client plead?”

      “Your Honor.” Frankie clenched her jaw. “My client pleads not guilty.”

      “Alright.” Andriss’ lip curled. “Then I’ll see everyone back in my courtroom in two weeks.”

      “Your Honor—“

      “Yes, Counselor, that is immediately after Christmas. Enjoy the holiday.”

      She banged the gavel.

      We rose, pretending justice had been served, and Eliza Andriss swooped from the courtroom.

      The weasel chuckled.

      “Now we’ll have some fun,” he said.
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      Released on bail, I was placed in a grimy windowless room to change out of the lovely orange jumpsuit and into the clothing I wore yesterday. I checked my cell phone—dead battery—and slipped the engagement ring on my finger. The diamond’s sparkling facets made me feel queasy.

      Outside on Fifth Avenue, Seattle’s morning hustle was still in full swing. I walked through a parade of dark suits speaking into cell phones with the seriousness of undertakers. On the sidewalk, the homeless sat with cardboard pleas that any little bit would help. I turned toward the waterfront, gulping the marine air, fighting a painful tension across my ribcage. And when I stepped into the Smith Tower, Patterson rose from the guard station.

      “Mighty early for you.” He shuffled for the shiny brass elevator.

      I wanted to climb the stairs, burn away this fear in my chest. But I stepped into the metal cage. Patterson didn’t say anything until the ninth floor blurred past the accordion door.

      “It’s like what they say.”

      The tenth floor whooshed past. “What do they say?”

      “Early bird eats the worm.”

      “Guilty as charged.”

      “Floor twelve,” he called out, shifting the brass lever to slow our arrival. “You have a grand ol’ day, Miss Raleigh.”

      “Same to you, Patterson.”

      In my office, the desk phone was blinking again. I picked up the receiver and called my aunt’s house. Eleanor answered in her usual way.

      “We all live in a house on fire with no fire department to call—how may I help you?”

      I closed my burning eyes. “Eleanor.”

      “Raleigh!” she trumpeted. “Don’t worry about a thing. We know what happened.”

      “You do?”

      Jack called last night. How gruesome to have work keep you in the office all night! But we understand, duty calls. And everything here is fine. Even the cats are obeying—in their fickle feline manner.”

      “How’s my mom?”

      “Superb!”

      I opened my eyes. Soft rain tapped the windows facing Puget Sound. “Superb?”

      “Nadine’s helping me with my lines.”

      “Lines.” My heart goat-kicked my throat. “For the play?”

      “Raleigh, you didn’t tell me. Your mother has an exceptional talent with words. I’m encouraging her to audition for the next play.”

      I gazed at the window. My focus darted among the drops of rain clinging to the glass, like there was an abstract connect-the-dots puzzle waiting to make sense of my life. “Please be careful, Eleanor. She gets obsessed with words. In a bad way.”

      “She came to life last night. Engaged, happy. And her laugh? Why it’s positively lyrical.”

      “She…laughed?”

      “Your mother needs purpose in her life. Who among us could make it through the day if there was no point to it? She’s coming to the theater with me today.”

      “Eleanor.” I leaned forward, pressing my hand against my throbbing temple. “Please listen. My mom once spent an entire month obsessing over a sign she saw. It said, Alarm Will Sound. She couldn’t stop talking about it. How each word was a noun and a verb. And how the sentence could be read both forward and backward. She thought it was sending her a message. See what I’m saying?”

      “Yes, I do. But the other morning you asked me whether we were all sentenced to the solitary confinement of our own skin.”

      “So?”

      “So here is an opportunity to free your mother from such a prison. A prison, I might add, which often confines your own soul. Now, my dear, if you’ll pardon me, your mother and I are due for rehearsals. See you tonight for dinner.”

      She hung up.

      I don’t know how long I sat there, watching the rain rap the windows, but when I stood up my limbs felt as heavy and cold as lead.

      In the pink bathroom’s back room, I stripped down and climbed into the shower, scrubbing every inch of my skin. Twenty minutes later, I stepped out and wiped the fog from the mirror. My skin looked red and raw, my bloodshot eyes almost sunken into their sockets. I  blinked at the reflection. Behind me, the shower head dripped, steady as a ticking clock. And I saw a woman, standing by herself. A solitary figure. Surrounded by mist. All alone. Like Brannen Bower at the bottom of the lake.

      From the coat closet, I dug out clean sweats that I kept for impromptu downtown runs. When I shuffled into the main room, my eyes felt sand-grained from lack of sleep. I made a large pot of coffee and drank three cups standing at the window, watching the slickened streets below. The view of Pioneer Square felt surreal, rain like silver glitter dusting the dark suits and important briefcases rushing here and there, their elusive achievements screaming catch me if you can. Meanwhile an old homeless woman wearing a rain poncho made of duct-taped garbage bags pushed an overloaded shopping cart down the sidewalk. She yelled at the suits. The glitter shimmered around her.

      My mom’s not like that.

      Yet.

      I walked back to the pink bathroom. In the front half, which I used for the lab, I cleaned every surface with Clorox wipes then flicked on the microscope. The heat lamp had dried the soil from the second Golden Indian Paintbrush sample—left here when the cops took me down to the station for the Detective Kyle show. I spread petroleum jelly on a glass slide, dusted it with the dry grains, and placed it under the scope, squinting into the lens with my burning eyes. I saw soft brown grains, fine and rounded as talcum powder. And shiny black grains, sharp-edged, but without any discernible crystal structure. I clicked the magnification to 100x and tilted the viewing deck, back and forth. The black grains looked like broken glass.

      I picked up the sterile tweezers and poked them into the beaker, removing several of the black specimens. I placed them in a Petri dish and carried it to the drizzle-spattered window. Under the oyster-gray light, the dark surfaces looked polished. Biotite was my first guess, a silicate mineral often called dark mica. My second guess was obsidian, a volcanic glass.

      I yanked open my map drawer and found the US Geological Society quadrant that itemized the mineralogy where Sue Buress wanted to grow Sauvignon Blanc grapes and beat her competition. I laid the map on the floor, rubbed my eyes, and zeroed in on the fine-print sidebar where the cartographer described the Skagit Valley’s most prevalent rock formations and soil layers. Metamorphic bedrock—rock subjected to heat and pressure—was blanketed by thick layers of recent sediment—geologically recent, meaning less than 10,000 years old—deposited by melting ice-age glaciers and the region’s many fulsome rivers. Silt and sand several feet deep. The fine-grained sediment I’d seen under the scope. But beneath the silt, the Skagit Valley contained very little biotite. And no obsidian.

      “Bingo,” I muttered.

      “Harmon?”

      I looked up, still crouched on the floor. A lone figure stood at my door, obscured by the pebble glass.

      “It’s me,” he said. “Jack.”
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      Jack was decked out for work. Efficient pressed slacks. Starched white dress shirt. Requisite tie. Even his serious expression looked like it was obeying the G-man dress code. But I stared at the raindrops on his navy blue anorak. They sparkled like more silver glitter.

      “Thought you might be hungry.” He set a small white bag on my desk, the paper speckled with translucent grease stains. “Straight from your favorite health code violation.”

      “Thanks.” I struggled to read the somber expression on his handsome face—anger?  Frustration? Fatigue? My mind kept flitting, jumping from thought to thought. “And thanks for posting bail,” I added. “And for sending your sister.”

      He shoved his hands into the anorak’s pockets. “Frankie said you pled not guilty.”

      “Because I’m not guilty.”

      He let out a slow breath, the kind that’s supposed to calm a person. But it didn’t seem to help him. He turned and walked over to the windows, and my mind started arm wrestling with itself, flipping from one notion to another. Explain it to him—but you have nothing to explain. He glanced at me once, then stared out at the dreary winter weather. My empty stomach burned. I need to eat—I can’t swallow.

      “Jack, if you’re worried about it, I never said where the missing persons report came from. Or that we flew to the reservation.”

      Jack gazed at the street. “You didn’t have to.”

      “What?”

      He glanced over, gorgeous eyes holding all the gray light. Cold clouded blue. “Clem Kyle told the Harbor Patrol to keep an eye on my houseboat. They watched you climb into my plane Wednesday morning. The tribal police called SPD on Wednesday afternoon. It’s not hard to put the picture together.”

      “That woman is totally—”

      “She knows where the missing persons report came from—it was federal. And now I’m facing disciplinary action.”

      “Jack.” I pressed a hand against the searing pain in my stomach. “It was only some preliminary interviews. Not a big deal.”

      “To you,” he said. “But Clem sees it differently.”

      “Because she’s demented.”

      “No. Because she’s a damn good investigator.”

      “Really? Then why hasn’t she done a damn thing on this case?”

      “Harmon—”

      “Don’t Harmon me, Jack. That woman is harassing me instead of finding out who killed this kid and threw his body in a lake. And did your sister tell you about how the damn good investigator pumped up the prosecutor? He went into the courtroom to paint the worst possible picture of me. He told the judge I was a vigilante.”

      Jack frowned. “Which prosecutor?”

      “Some weasel named Bellanco.”

      “That guy?” Jack gave a mirthless chuckle. “He’s the worst.”

      I opened the white bag. Burger, its cheese melting through the paper wrapper. Fries, golden and salty. With a large side of mayo. My heart whined. I pulled out a fry. Kiss that man. Tell him you love him. I bit down on the fry.

      “You need to watch out for Bellanco,” he said.

      I love you so much. “Why?”

      “He’s insecure. And he plays dirty.”

      “I’m shocked—shocked, I tell you.”

      “Harmon, this isn’t a joke. I’ve seen Bellanco working a deposition. He does everything underhanded to rattle the witness—shaking his head, pointing his finger. He’s even kicked someone under the table. Every stupid trick that won't show up on the transcript.”

      “You’re telling me the government hired an eight-year-old to prosecute criminal cases, and I have the problem?” I extracted another fry, dipped it in the mayo, and bit down, repressing the urge to hum—hum right into Jack’s muscular chest. Hold me. “And need I remind you, Clem Kyle chose that guy just for me. See what I’m saying?”

      He glanced out the window again. The light caressed his handsome features. “She claims there’s no documentation authorizing you to work this case.”

      I stopped chewing.

      His gaze was the same blue as December’s clearest, chilliest day. “Harmon, say something.”

      “I got approval. From the lab’s chief examiner—Tom O’Brien.”

      “When?”

      “Monday. Late afternoon.”

      “Tom handed you the paperwork—signed?”

      “No, Tom was out. I was in the lab, I called him. A tech guy was standing right there. He can corroborate the phone call.”

      “You’re telling me there’s no paperwork.”

      “Tom was going to sign it when he came in.”

      “Harmon, you launched into an investigation before all the documentation had gone through the chain of command.”

      “Okay. Listen.” I crumpled the bag shut. “Let’s say I waited for the paperwork. I waited for every single authorization, every signature, every last bit of approval. That would take, what, two weeks? Then it’s Christmas. The following week is New Years. And in the meantime, Seattle’s had six, seven more murders. Which means the guy I found in the lake now moves to the back of the line. And then, almost a month after he died, I’m supposed to travel out to the ends of the earth and interview people who are furious about their guy stuck in cold storage while a bunch of white people celebrated Christmas. Is that what you mean?”

      “Harmon—”

      “Jack, I know what I’m doing.”

      “Yeah, using me.”

      “What?”

      “You knew you didn’t have full authorization. But you still had me fly you over there. And now Clem Kyle, who knows the rules, who has a solid record of closing—”

      “You’re taking her side?”

      “No, I’m explaining why—”

      “Don’t bother.” I grabbed the bag, threw it at him. “Take it. My appetite’s gone.”

      His eyebrows quirked, a wounded expression. But in the next split second, all that vulnerability shifted into a heated resolve, a molten anger. His voice was almost a growl.

      “I suggest you find signed hard copies of the lab’s paperwork. ASAP.”

      “It won’t help.”

      “What is wrong with you, Harmon?”

      “The problem is Clem Kyle.”

      “A homicide detective doing her job?”

      “Refusing my professional help, throwing me in jail, then painting me into a corner.”

      He frowned. “What corner?”

      “My hearing’s in two weeks—for a felony—and I’m facing a petulant prosecutor and a judge with a highly questionable sense of jurisprudence.”

      “Frankie can—”

      I shook my head. “Your sister can’t help me.”

      “Sure she can.”

      “Jack, trust me. It’s my life on the line.”

      “Really.” His fingers crumpled the bag. “And I’m waiting for a call from OPM.”

      Office of Professional Management. The rigid suits from the Bureau’s internal affairs. Same guys who dogged me the entire time I worked for the Feds.

      “I had clearance,” I reminded him. “And now, I’ve only got one option. Solve the case. Or my career is finished.”

      “That’s how you see it?”

      I pushed myself off the desk, walked to the door, and yanked it open. “Thanks for stopping by, but I’ve got work to do.”
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      I stood at the window, staring down as Jack strode up Third Avenue and stopped at the corner—to toss my lunch in the trash can.

      I whispered an apology. A prayer. Maybe even a plea. The glittery rain pecked the glass. He turned to the right, hiking up the steep incline to the FBI field office on Spring Street.

      I grabbed my car keys.
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        * * *

      

      Ten miles north of Seattle was a neighborhood known as Greenwood. I rode the Pony around the neatly kept post-war brick houses that climbed the ridge above Aurora Avenue, the westward windows gazing out at the pewter bowl of Puget Sound. Below the berm of land, a literal lowlands spread down both sides of the main thoroughfare with a vast litter of cheap motels with busted neon signs advertising free HBO and taco huts that made my burger joints seem like the Four Seasons.

      My cell phone’s GPS led me down an alley between a pawn shop and a Jamaican-jerk restaurant. Beside the alley’s dumpsters, a lean black man wearing a dirty apron sucked on a cigarette. Or a joint. Past the overflowing trash bins, I found a brick warehouse. It was painted a soft black, like powder-coated coal dust, and a small figure stood in the parking area. Female. Blow-torching a sheet of hammered steel. Sparks burst off the metal, golden fireworks dodging the silver rain.

      I parked the car, got out. More metal objects lay on the wet ground. Rusting crab pots. Broken fishing spears. Like the stuff I’d seen on the Rez.

      “Hi,” I called out.

      The welder twisted down the blue flame and raised the face mask with a gloved hand. A pale woman. With delicate facial features. She looked nothing like Brannen Bower. But then, neither did his sister Aileen.

      “I’m looking for Bridget,” I said.

      “You a cop?” Her voice was deep, almost baritone.

      “No.” I reached into my pack. “But I am investigating Brannen Bower’s death.”

      I handed her my card. She held the card close to her face, reading like a nearsighted person. “Third Avenue. Whereabouts?”

      “Smith Tower.”

      “I worked up the street. Columbia Center. Finance. Hated every single minute. Hold on, I’ll get Bridget.”

      She didn’t wait for my response. She turned to the warehouse’s black door and tapped a five-digit code into the security pad. She tugged open the door.

      “Bridget?!” The mask was still perched on her forehead like a metallic beak. “Hey, Bridg!”

      The short hallway ended at a narrow shoebox of a room where the air smelled of earth, the peculiar chthonic scent of long-buried minerals suddenly exposed to an oxygenated atmosphere. Rust smelled like that, as well as pulverized quarry rock.

      “Bridget! Some woman’s here about Brannen!”

      Welder Woman dropped my card into a ceramic bowl that looked similar to the one on Joe Bower’s coffee table. Only this bowl was full of business cards.

      “She’ll come out,” Welder Woman said, walking away. “Eventually.”

      I heard the outer door slam. Still no Bridget. I wandered past the exposed brick walls and steel shelves displaying pottery in various stages of glazing. But the most striking object was Frankenstein.

      Ten feet tall, the metal monster loomed over the room with a computer motherboard for a head, the wires spiraling like curly hair. A soup-can mouth formed an eternal Oh, while a hot-water tank created a torso. I stepped closer. The left arm. It was missing. Gone. Just like Brannen’s left arm. But the right arm—a snapped fishing spear—pointed to heaven. Like some kind of voodoo.

      “I’m Bridget.”

      I turned. She was tall and slender with dark almond eyes and an amber complexion. Blunt-cut black hair matched her all-black clothing. She rubbed her fingers on a stained rag, walking toward me.

      I proffered another card, and like Welder Woman, Bridget held it close to her face, studying the print like it was a forgery. I studied her hands. The fingers looked bruised.

      “What’s geology got to do with my brother’s death?” she asked.

      “There was soil in his shoes that traced back to Neah Bay. I understand you called in the missing persons report?”

      “Yeah.” She tossed my card into the same bowl as Welder Woman. “I said Brannen was missing. His evil stepmother told me it was nothing to worry about.”

      “Natasha.”

      “You've met the witch?”

      I nodded. “How did you know he was missing?”

      “He called me, said he was coming over. When he didn’t show up, I knew something was wrong.” She looked away. “And he wasn’t answering his cell phone.”

      “Couldn’t he have gone somewhere else… to see other friends in Seattle?”

      “No. That’s my point. His friends were all surfing dudes in California and Hawaii.”

      “No friends on the Reservation?”

      “Just the guy at the church.”

      “Who?”

      “The pastor. Charlie. He called me Sunday morning.”

      “The pastor called you?”

      “Why would the pastor call me?”

      I closed my eyes, feeling too tired to keep up. “So Brannen called you Sunday morning.”

      She reached into her pocket and took out her cell phone, tapping the screen. “Night. He called me Sunday night.”

      “Did he mention a fight with Natasha?”

      Bridget made a guttural noise that sounded like it came from Frankenstein’s metal throat.

      “You don’t care for Natasha,” I said.

      “I hate her guts.” She tapped the phone’s screen again. And now I realized her fingers weren’t bruised. They were stained. A bright violet color. She looked up, frowning. “How long have we been talking?”

      “I’m not sure…”

      “Natasha’s obsessed.”

      My mind scrambled. I needed sleep. “Obsessed, how?”

      “Money.” She looked up from the phone. “Money-money-money. She'd berate Brannen about how much surfing costs but then fly her private broomstick to L.A. for new shoes—five minutes? Have we been talking five minutes?”

      I rubbed my forehead, feeling a headache coming on. It was time to cut to the chase. “Bridget, was your brother doing drugs?”

      She shifted, facing the metal monster as if expecting the motherboard and soup can to cough up an answer. But a sharp beep pierced the air. She turned back to me, her angular face contorted with worry. She blinked twice. Then darted across the room. I ran after her, passing through a short alcove. The beep grew louder. And the air turned hot—hot and desert dry. Bridget turned right. I followed. And coughed. My tongue was suddenly filmed with gritty dust.

      In the middle of a small space, an enormous stone kiln squatted and screamed. Above its door, a red light flashed. Bridget cursed, pulled on fireproof gloves, and threw open the kiln. The blast of parched heat blew back my hair.

      “Cracked!” She snatched tiles off a metal rack, throwing them into a dented metal trash can. A shattering cacophony ricocheted off the brick walls. Then she slammed the kiln’s door and kicked the trash can. When she spun toward me, her dark eyes were as hot as the oven.

      “Is it my fault?” I asked.

      “No!” She threw the mitts across the room. “But I gotta start over—again!”

      Her stained fingers reached into her shiny black hair, gripping the strands like someone losing their mind. But now the stains made some kind of sense. On a cooling rack behind her, ceramic bowls waited, their glazed sides glowing like polished amethyst. The glaze. It got on her skin.

      “The bowls look good,” I offered.

      “What? Oh.” She seemed mollified, her mind retreating from angry thoughts. “Yeah. Those. I got a commission. Big-shot Starbucks guy. He saw my show and is paying me to make some things for his second home. Maybe it’s his third.”

      “Congratulations.”

      She gave the trash can another kick. The fractured ceramics clattered inside. “But I keep forgetting to reset the kiln—what’s wrong with me?”

      “For one thing, your brother just died.”

      Her dark eyes fixed on me. “Natasha.”

      “What?”

      “Natasha killed my brother.”

      I tried to read her angry face. “You’re serious.”

      “But what do I know?” She bent down, picking the gloves off the floor. “You go ahead, look at the dirt on his shoes. I’m sure that’ll tell us what really happened.”

      Tugging on the gloves, she reached into the trash and picked out some broken pieces, muttering to herself.

      “Bridget, I found your brother’s body.”

      She straightened, cradling the cracked purple tiles. “You what?”

      “I was rowing on Lake Union. Monday morning. My oar hooked on something, threw me into the water.” Her eyes seemed full of ancient tribal wounds. “That’s why I’m here. I need to know what happened to him.”

      “His name means raven.”

      It was her, I decided. Not me. She spoke in a dodge-and-dart pattern. In and out of focus. The same way her brother’s terrified face swam at me under water.

      I hit reverse, backed up to her exit ramp. “Your brother’s name means raven—in Makah?”

      “Gaelic.” She carried the broken tiles to the cooling racks. “Our dad’s last name was O’Malley and he left us one thing. Our names. Brannen. Bridget. Do those sound Makah to you?”

      “No. Neither is Aileen.”

      She kept her back to me, laying out the broken tiles. “You talked to Aileen?”

      “Yes.”

      “What did the little thief have to say?”

      “She thought he was on drugs.”

      “Okay, I admit it. I’m an addict.” She picked up one of the ceramic bowls, turning it. The brilliant glaze looked like something from an intergalactic potter’s wheel, a handmade meteorite, spinning toward earth, landing with hypnotic impact. I forced my gaze back to her face.

      “I was bored. Depressed. I got hooked on crack. But I finally got clean and nobody can say that about Aileen. She steals to pay for her habit.”

      “What about Brannen?”

      “I never saw him using.”

      “Doesn’t answer my question.”

      She put the bowl back on the shelf. “How many tiles did I throw out?”

      I hit reverse again. “Six?”

      “He told me he wasn’t doing drugs.”

      Screech. “But you felt the need to ask him.”

      She tapped a stained finger on the bowl. “Maybe I just worry too much.”

      “Maybe not.”

      “The Makah.” She stared at her pottery as if hypnotized. “The Makah believe ravens come from the land of spirits. A place that existed before man. The first raven flew over the ocean with a stone in its beak. The stone fell in the water and land grew.” She glanced over, dark eyes glistening with a glaze of grief. “Everyone on the Rez went to this after-school thing. When we were kids. The Episcopals ran it. We played all these games and they read the Bible to us. And one day we played a name game. You know, what’s your name, what’s it mean? Brannen waited until last. Then he stood up and said—”

      She halted. Her angular face looked ready to crack like those tiles. But she stood still, silent, reassembling herself on the inside, a potter working her pain, reforming that wet lump of agony into some kind of recognizable shape. Her eyes remained moist.

      “Brannen got up and said, ‘My name means raven.’ He was so proud. Named for the same bird worshiped by the Makah. Then one of the missionaries told him the first bird in the Bible is the raven.”

      “Genesis.”

      She blinked. “What?”

      “Noah’s ark. In the Book of Genesis. After forty days, Noah released a raven to see if the floodwaters had receded. But it didn’t.”

      “Pardon?”

      “The raven didn’t come back. It just flew around. And Natasha—” Bridget made that menacing sound again. “Natasha said Brannen was named for the raven because the stupid bird couldn’t even find its way back to the ark.”

      “But the raven did return. It kept coming back to the ark until the waters receded.”

      “Well, Natasha told him different.”

      “What did Joe Bower say?”

      “Joe’s always been oblivious. Nicest guy in the world. And Natasha is slick. She keeps her mouth shut when Joe’s around.”

      “And Brannen never told him?”

      “My brother knew not to say anything.”

      “So he kept secrets?”

      “Not with me.” She looked me in the eye. “And I’m telling you the truth, Natasha killed my brother.”

      I looked for deception. The telltale nervous body language. Darting eye movements. But her dark almond eyes remained fixed on mine.

      “Did you tell this to the police?” I asked.

      “Who, Jimmy Chartraw?” She shook her head. “I wouldn’t tell him anything.”

      “What about the Seattle Police?”

      “Yeah, I called them Sunday, too.” She reached into her pocket, taking out the cell phone, her stained thumb scrolling. “Actually, I guess it was Monday.”

      “What did they say?” I asked.

      “They said they’d get back to me. Later.”
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      I rode the Pony around the clogged drain that was Seattle’s Friday afternoon rush hour, taking the back roads to wend my way toward Capitol Hill. Darkness was already falling, the prelude to winter solstice, and my tired mind kept combing through that shifting conversation with Bridget O’Malley. Something about the way she responded to Brannen’s drug use bothered me. But in this haze of exhaustion, I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      By the time the Pony pulled into my aunt’s driveway, it was already six o’clock. The car practically whinnied.

      I found my mom and Eleanor in the kitchen. The cats ignored me. But Madame scampered to me. I picked her up, whispering in her soft ear.

      “Missed you.”

      She gave me several circular wags while Eleanor, decked out in the floozy costume, fiddled with another foil pan from the food delivery service. Behind her rhinestone glasses, the vulgar purple eyeshadow looked as bright as Bridget O’Malley’s stained fingers.

      And my mom…

      She looked happy.

      I stood in the doorway, feeling a sudden disconnection. They were rehearsing lines from the script. Eleanor kept getting them wrong, and my mom kept encouraging her—in that soft Southern lilt that was among my warmest memories from childhood. Her voice before the Voices arrived.

      “Eleanor, just call on the Holy Spirit,” she was saying. “The Holy Spirit will carry you right down the river of memory.”

      Eleanor spotted me—and immediately shifted to block my view of the foil pan. “Raleigh!”

      I set the dog down. “What’s for dinner?”

      “I can’t tell you.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because when someone utters the word ‘vegetable,’ you react like it's poison.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Nadine?”

      My mother looked up from the script. “Yes?”

      “Don’t you think Raleigh has a chronic aversion to healthy foods?”

      “Oh, my lands, yes.” My mother nodded and nodded, like Eleanor was a preacher spouting the Gospel. “Raleigh does not like vegetables.”

      Does not. Present tense. Like it was me. Here. Not some impostor. I gazed at her beautiful porcelain face that had enchanted my father, and I tried to recall the last time she had looked so alive.

      So…happy.

      Eleanor cried out, “Broccoli!”

      I jumped.

      “You see?” Eleanor nodded. “That’s how you react to vegetables.”

      “Eleanor.” I pressed my hand over my frantic heart. “Not now.”

      She released a stage sigh that could’ve lifted the curtains, and shoved the pan of healthy horrors into the oven.

      I walked to the fridge, grabbed a can of Coke, and guzzled it, trying to grasp the thought nibbling at the edge of my mind. It still wouldn’t come. I fed Madame. And the mewling cats who climbed off the windowsills to inspect the brown goo in their individual bowls. And all the while, the thought remained elusive. I washed my hands in the sink, stared out the window to the backyard, and listened to the conversation between my mom and Eleanor.

      “All cruel people consider themselves paragons of frankness.”

      Mrs. Goforth. I dried my hands on a dish towel. The Milk Train Doesn’t Stop Here Anymore.

      “In the South,” my mother said, “we call those people Yankees.”

      They laughed.

      I stood there, staring out the window above the sink. The melody of my mother’s laughter. I’d forgotten this music. Sudden heat radiated from my throat. Burned my eyes. A fist squeezed my heart.

      I turned around. My mother was reading the script aloud while Eleanor puttered around the kitchen, opening and closing drawers. She held up one pot holder. Then found its matching pair in another drawer. Eleanor stared at them, trying to utter her next line. She almost got it.

      “You’re doing much better,” my mother said.

      I turned back around. My aunt’s tiny patio lights twinkled in the winter darkness, small citrine stars in the firmament of black despair. I tried to breathe.

      “Nadine, what would I do without you?”

      “Oh, Eleanor, it’s nothing.”

      The lights blurred, pale yellow melting into black. A hot tear carved down my cheek. I reached up, brushing it away, fully understanding what the playwright meant. Here I was, living in the solitary confinement of my own skin.

      “Raleigh?” my mother asked.

      Saying my name.

      “Raleigh, is something wrong?”

      I shook my head but kept my back to them.

      “It’s the vegetables,” Eleanor said. “Isn’t it?”

      I closed my eyes. God, I’m a mess.

      I forced a smile and turned around. They both looked worried.

      “I’m fine.” I smiled harder. “Just tired. And I have a long day tomorrow.” I blinked against the heat in my eyes. “Would you mind if I just went to bed?”

      “No problem,” Eleanor said. “We’ll save you some broccoli for breakfast.”

      They laughed.

      I pretended to join them.
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      I slept until three in the morning, the deep and dreamless sleep where silent stars go by, the compensation for my long night in jail. After I showered and dressed in several warm layers, I tiptoed down to my mom’s room.

      Madame waited by the door, knowing.

      In the kitchen, I grabbed a Coke, dumped goo in the cat bowls, and left a note on the counter. Eleanor was taking my mom to rehearsals today, Madame would come with me.

      Will try to be home by dinner, I wrote. But if not, start without us.

      The Pony galloped downtown and made the 4:45 a.m. ferry to Bainbridge Island. The ship was nearly empty, but I still managed to get stuck on the lower deck behind a white box truck delivering—what else?—fresh produce.

      “I’m haunted by broccoli,” I told the dog.

      Tucking her under my arm, I climbed the metal stairs to the ferry’s upper passenger deck, waiting in the open air for departure. Above us, night was lifting her soft arms, stretching toward a gray yawn that kissed the glistening skyscrapers. Below the city, the salt-scented waterfront looked abandoned, except for the neon-lighted Ferris wheel. It turned emptily, steady as a ticking clock.

      The ferry blew its baritone horn and the engine thrusters vibrated beneath my feet. I shifted my gaze to the basalt-hued FBI building on Spring Street, its rectangular windows half-dark. I whispered prayers out loud—that OPM wouldn’t discipline Jack and Jack might forgive me and I might forgive him. I let out a long sigh and Madame leaned her face into my arm. The wind whisked off the water, biting my cheeks.

      When I set the dog on the deck, she stood with her legs splayed as we crossed Puget Sound. I closed my eyes, tasting the cold morning air. Salt water. And something mysterious that I couldn’t place—something as mysterious as the faith of prayers being heard.

      And answered.

      Fifty minutes later, my hands so cold they felt numb, I carried the quivery dog back down to the car and cranked up the heater. I followed the produce truck off the ramp and within ten minutes, discovered the island’s nearest McDonald’s. Large coffee, three Egg McMuffin meals, two sides of bacon, one bottle of water for Madame, and one supersized Coke, no crushed ice.

      I drove west on the two-lane highway. Dawn cleared her throat and revealed her surprise—a bright blue winter sky. I downed the coffee and pressed the Pony’s gas pedal into the floorboard. Sixty miles later, the road shifted north, running alongside the Strait of Juan de Fuca. In the morning sunlight, I could see Canada across the water. I grabbed the supersize Coke, and tried not to remember flying over this same water with Jack. Three days ago. It felt like an eternity ago.

      Madame slept. The radio lost all reception. And the road grew worse. Rain had washed away entire shoulders. Three times I braked to a full stop, navigating around fallen trees. And when I checked my GPS, the signal had disappeared. Another thirty miles, I snapped open the Coke from the fridge while my mind circled back to the lyrical sound of my mother’s laughter. A sweet sound soon replaced by the sharp crack of the judge’s gavel. And the grim expression on Jack’s face.

      I sped down every straight stretch of road.

      Four hours, thirty-seven minutes, and one screaming bladder later, I passed a large wooden sign.

      WELCOME TO THE MAKAH INDIAN RESERVATION

      A half-mile later, the road dropped down an incline to the commercial area and the beach on the right. I hung my first left into the Makah Museum, turning so fast the dog sat up.

      “I know—you, too.”

      I parked as close to the building as possible. The dog ran to the grassy area beneath two giant wooden warriors—forty feet tall, faces like Easter Island statues—while I stayed by the car, legs crossed.

      “Madame, hurry.”

      Once she was back in the car, I wiggle-walked to the museum’s entrance. But the door was locked. I checked the hours painted on the glass, then checked my watch. Thirteen minutes. Could I make it? My bladder replied, No way, sister.

      But as I wiggle-walked back to the Pony, the door opened. An attractive woman poked her head out, her long shiny black hair hanging like curtains of ink.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      “I really need to use a restroom.” I almost panted. “I just drove in from Seattle and—”

      “That’s a long drive.” She opened the door further, glancing past me. “Anyone else?”

      “No. I’m alone.”

      The museum’s foyer was high-ceilinged with exposed cedar beams. And no signs for what I desperately needed.

      “All the way in back,” she said. “Last door on the right.”

      I rushed past the historic photographs on the wall. Early Makah tribesmen. Noble faces captured in the same silver-toned sheen as Civil War daguerreotypes. Fierce expressions. The determination to survive at this extreme edge of the world—and I was whining about a full bladder? Please.

      Leaping into the restroom, I slammed the first stall door and let out the world’s happiest “aaaaahhhhh.” Ten million gallons later, I stepped out and washed my hands at the sleek black granite countertop with its porcelain sinks and cool-gizmo faucets. All new. And the paper towels felt soft as talc. When I stepped out, I heard an elderly voice quavering in the distance.

      “The white man stole our whaling rights. Then they stole our children.”

      An ancient native man glared at me from the photo on the wall, as if that voice was his own. I followed the sound.

      In a small open theater, a video played to twenty empty seats as the old Makah tribesman described an 1870’s treaty that banned the Makah from hunting the whales which were their livelihood.

      “But you know what else happened?” His wrinkled eyes narrowed. “The white man kept hunting whales.”

      “Feel better?”

      I spun around. It was the woman who’d opened the door.

      “Yes, all done, thanks.”

      “Would you like a tour?” she asked. “You’ll probably be my only visitor all day.”

      I hesitated.

      “It doesn’t take long,” she added, reading my thoughts. “And it starts with an earthquake.”

      “Now you’ve got me.”

      She held out her hand. “I’m Katrinka.”
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        * * *

      

      In the year 1700, a massive earthquake shook the Pacific Northwest. On a modern Richter scale, the quake would’ve registered around magnitude 9—the kind of earth-shaker that makes humans wonder about heaven, hell, and the end of the world.

      And for the Makah people living at this far tip of the Northwest, it looked like the end.

      Tidal flats split open. Entire shorelines plunged, disappearing into the ocean. Above the beaches, hillsides collapsed. Hundred-foot walls of rock, clay, and trees slid down the mountains. Within seconds, one landslide had swallowed an entire Makah village, killing hundreds of men, women, and children, all of them buried alive.

      More than 200 years later, archeologists discovered the site, and found thousands of artifacts eerily preserved by the damp clay. Human skeletons. Sealskin parkas. Ivory sewing needles. Reed baskets. Children’s toys carved by hand.

      “Like a time capsule,” said Katrinka, leading me through the exhibits. “It’s considered one of the greatest archeological finds in all of Washington.”

      Although interested by these artifacts in near-perfect condition, the earthquake captured my full attention. According to the geologic record going back thousands of years, a catastrophic quake had struck the Pacific Northwest on a regular basis, roughly every 300 years. Which meant the region was overdue for the Big One by about twenty years.

      “These are tribal coats that were worn by Makah elders,” she continued, gesturing toward the clothing embedded with seashells and shark’s teeth. But my mind was still thinking about The Big One, how that road I’d just driven to get here would plummet into the ocean. The only way out of here would be by plane or boat.

      A boat like the one Katrinka now stood beside.

      She was still talking, but my blood ran cold.

      The canoe was hand-carved. From a tree trunk.

      “And then, in the year 2000,” she was saying, in her steady tour guide voice, “the federal government returned whaling rights to the Makah people. We celebrated by…”

      I barely listened.

      The canoe rested on a low platform surrounded by the other exhibits. But no velvet ropes were around it. No signs reading Do Not Touch. I laid my hand on the stern. Katrinka didn’t even flinch. My fingertips explored the hand-hewn tool marks, and my gaze fixed on the prow. A carved bird. The same carved bird that was on the canoe containing Brannen Bower’s body.

      “…but when the gray whale was taken off the endangered species list, the Makah could begin hunting them again.”

      Four stones were attached to the canoe, dangling over the side. Just like the stones tied to Brannen’s body. And a yellow nylon rope, just like the one that twisted around my ankle. I picked up one stone. It was gray plutonic rock, the surface smoothed by eons of erosion. But a narrow depression had been carved around its middle, like an equator. Apparently to keep the rope from slipping. A chill ran across my shoulders.

      “…but we have to obey the international whaling commission. It allows the Makah only four hunting weapons. They are—”

      “Katrinka?”

      “Yes?’

      “Sorry to interrupt.” I raised the stone higher. “What can you tell me about these rocks?”

      “Those are line weights.”

      “Pardon?”

      “For sharks.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Sharks like to follow our whalers, as scavengers. Our men drop the stones to distract the sharks from the kill.” She smiled. “You’re the first person who’s ever asked about them.”

      “I’ve seen them before.” My fingertips explored the carved section under the rope. “They were tied to Brannen Bower’s body.”

      She blinked. Then stepped back, startled. “You…”

      “What?”

      “You’re the geologist.”

      “Yes. Is that a problem?”

      She studied me like I was an exhibit. “Jimmy Chartraw says we can’t trust you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re white.”

      “That’s my crime?”

      Her arms opened wide, taking in the documented history of natives robbed by white-man treaties and government assistance which turned warrior people into welfare dependencies.

      “Okay,” I admitted. “I see your point. But y’all might be repeating the prejudice.”

      “Y’all?”

      “You. All.” I sighed. “I’m sorry to—”

      “I know Joe Bower likes you.” Her pretty eyes darkened. “And Jimmy’s half white.”

      I smiled. “And you’re sure the bad part is the white half?”

      She almost smiled back. “Joe says you’ll find who killed Brannen.”

      “That’s my goal.” I lifted the stone again. “How many people have these rocks?”

      “Anyone who wants ’em. They’re all over the beach.”

      Great.

      “And the canoe—does everyone have one?”

      She shook her head. “The boats take a long time to make. First you have to find the right tree. Then carve it. And we only use them for ceremonies.”

      “What kind of ceremonies?”

      Her mouth parted. Then closed. She shook her head.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Are you with the government?”

      “No. Why?”

      “They tell us how to do things.”

      “You mean, because the Rez is federal land.”

      She nodded.

      “Katrinka, I’m not with the government, federal or otherwise. And I don’t report to anyone in the government. So whatever you want to say, you can tell me.”

      She bit her lip.

      “I promise—not that you have any reason to take my word, and I’m white, but—”

      “But Joe believes in you.” Her hands brushed over the canoe’s stern. She looked at the boat with a solemn expression. “When someone from our tribe passes on to the spirit world, we send their body to the sea.”

      “In one of these canoes?” I asked.

      “It is the Makah way,” she said. “It is how we honor our dead.”
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      By the time I hustled out of the museum, it was just past eleven o’clock. I let Madame out of the car to stretch her legs again, and while she raced around the empty parking lot, I stood in the rare winter sunshine and tried to get a cell phone signal.

      Nope.

      I dropped the phone into my pocket.

      The dog was gone.

      “Madame?”

      She barked from somewhere behind the building.

      I walked across the parking lot and around the building’s southern side. It faced the rugged mountains behind the Rez. The building itself was sleek and modern, but with totem poles and warrior masks on corners like medieval gargoyles. From what I’d seen so far, this place was the nicest building in town. And fitting for such precious native artifacts. But as I came around the back, where several steel cargo trailers were covered with pale green moss, I felt a certain sadness. Way out here, at the tip of the continent, how many people would ever see these items?

      “There you are.”

      The dog had her nose stuck in a rhododendron bush, tail wagging in circles, as she cornered some poor creature. Rabbit. Mole. Mouse.

      “Come on,” I said, patting my leg. “I’ve still got to find the wicked witch of the west.”
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        * * *

      

      Dog in the passenger seat, I drove the Pony down the Rez’s main road, passing the same structures as Saturday—Myrna’s Cafe, the small grocery store, the blue police station where only Lizzie’s old car sat waiting—and from memory, I trotted the car around behind the commercial district. I found the road winding past the tidal flats, and wondered about the inevitable geologic tragedy waiting to strike this place. Under the beautiful and haunting landscape, three tectonic plates waited, primed to spring 300 years of stored energy. The Pony darted up the ridge.

      In the midday winter sun, Joe Bower’s windows glistened like polished gems. I left Madame in the car and knocked three times on the wide front door. The woman who answered was the maid who wore sweats under her French maid’s outfit. She didn’t even wait for me to ask.

      “Mister out,” she said.

      “I was looking for Mrs. Bower.”

      “Missus gone, too. Air-oh-bokes.”

      “Where’s the aerobics class?”

      “Gym.” She pointed down the road and closed the door.

      I drove back to town, figuring the chances of the Rez having more than one gym was slim. I parked at the community center, where, on my last trip, I’d seen kids carrying basketballs. I stepped inside and heard the distinctive bright squeak of rubber soles on varnished flooring, followed by the thick thudding bounce of basketballs. A stout woman stood outside the gym, as if guarding the open doors.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “You the geologist?” she asked.

      News sprints through small towns.

      “Yes.” I held out my hand. “Raleigh Harmon.”

      “I’m Theresa.”

      “Nice to meet you, Theresa. I’m looking for Natasha Bower.”

      “Tash is back there.” She threw a thumb over her shoulder. “Go through that door and you’ll—”

      Theresa pivoted. A small girl tugged on her shirt. Dark eyes wet with tears.

      “Mama won’t wake up,” the girl said.

      Theresa wrapped both arms around the girl, pulling her close. “Then you just stay here.”

      The girl nodded and tucked her quivering chin into Theresa’s full hip.

      “Tash is through that door,” Theresa said in a soft voice. “You can’t miss her.”

      I thanked her, opened the side door, and stepped into a carpeted hallway. A disco beat pounded the air, pierced by one shrill female voice.

      “Burn the fat!”

      Guess who.

      A Plexiglass window facing the hallway framed Natasha Bower in neon-pink lycra. She led four heavyset women through what looked like cheerleading combined with military boot camp.

      “Left—and—left—and—left!” Natasha hollered over the frantic beat. “Now right—and right—and right and—”

      Ugh-ugh-ugh.

      I waited until the torture session ended and the four women filed out, their faces flushed. I stepped into the studio. Natasha looked like she hadn’t even broken a sweat.

      She glanced at me. “Did something happen?”

      “Besides Brannen’s death?”

      Now she flushed.

      “I just meant…” She reached down to a boom box on the floor. “I just meant, you know, did you have any news.”

      “Let’s talk about your argument with Brannen.”

      She grabbed the boom box’s power cord, yanking it from the wall with so much force the plug whipped past my leg.

      “Sorry,” she said flatly. “We fought. A lot. So what.”

      “What caused the last argument?”

      “Him getting a job—a real job.” She carried the boom box over to a closet, setting it inside. “He was almost twenty years old and we still paid all his bills. And those surfing competitions? They cost money.” She wagged one of the freshly manicured claws at me. “And we probably paid for his drug habit.”

      “What was he on?”

      “I don’t know. But, please, sleeping all the time? Mood swings? Refusing to tell us where he was going?” She fluffed her black hair with both hands. “And for the record, in the last six months, his memory took a real dive. He started forgetting everything.”

      I waited. “Is that it?”

      “What do you mean, is that it?”

      “Did you ever find drugs?”

      “No...”

      “Paraphernalia?”

      “You mean, pipes and stuff?”

      I nodded.

      “No. Why?”

      “Because teenagers are known for behavior changes. Especially guys.”

      “Brannen was nineteen—that’s practically twenty.” She sauntered past me. “And for your information, even his surfing got bad. He stopped winning anything. And nobody could talk any sense into him. You want to tell me it’s all just being a teenager?”

      I drew a deep breath. The air smelled rank. “Back to this argument. What it was about, specifically?”

      “I told him he needed to move out. Leave. Get a job—off the Rez.”

      “And then he took off for Seattle?”

      “That’s right.” She bent down, pawing through a workout bag on the floor. “Next thing I know, Bridget’s calling, demanding to know where Brannen is. Joe said, ‘I thought he was with you.’”

      “Did Brannen tell you where he was going?”

      “He didn’t have to. Brannen always ran to Bridget. The two of them would gang up on me.” She lifted a small compact from the gym bag, pried open its top, and studied her pretty face in the round mirror. “They always wanted Joe to be mad at me, too.” She snapped the compact shut. “I heard you were at Bridget’s so-called studio yesterday.”

      Man. This place was a totem pole of gossip.

      “I talked to Bridget. She seems to think you’re somehow involved in Brannen’s murder.”

      “She’s such a brat.” Natasha laughed, a deep throaty sound. “Did she also tell you Joe bought that entire building so poor little Bridget would have a place to work? My husband buys most of her ugly pottery, too.”

      “She didn’t mention it.”

      “Of course not.” Natasha tossed the compact into the gym bag. “Are we done here?”

      She didn’t wait for my answer.

      Grabbing the gym bag, she waltzed out the door. But she turned the opposite direction from where I’d come.

      I waited five seconds, then followed.

      I passed several more studio rooms, one with empty treadmills, another full of plastic children’s toys. Natasha walked up ahead, her manicured claws fluffing the wings of her feathered black hair, until she stopped in front of another Plexiglass window. She unleashed a wide smile and stepped into the room.

      I stood at the edge of the window where she couldn’t see me.

      The room was stocked with exercise machines and free weights. But there was only one man in there, laying on the bench press platform. I couldn’t see his face, only his two hairy legs and the weight bar tottering as he struggled to push it up. Finally, with a loud cry, he dropped it into the holding rack.

      Natasha sauntered toward him, her voice a muffled sing-song through the Plexiglass.

      The man sat up.

      Jimmy Chartraw.

      He wore a white tank top—one of those sleeveless shirts called “wife beaters.” It exposed his dark muscular arms. And a large purple bruise on his right shoulder. Natasha reached out, touching the injury with a claw. Jimmy winced, she laughed. He grabbed her, pulling her in for a long kiss. Such a long kiss that I was about to check my watch when Jimmy drew back. Then he pushed Natasha aside and walked toward the window where I stood. He didn’t see me until he reached for something above the window.

      And for one split second, he looked scared.

      Very scared.

      I smiled. I waved. Then I smiled even harder.

      And in one smooth motion, Jimmy Chartraw yanked down a roller blind, severing my view of these two lovebirds in the weight room.
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      I waited in the gym’s parking lot, sitting with Madame in the Pony. Seventeen minutes later, Natasha sauntered out in her pink lycra and glared at me—and the dog—then climbed into a shiny black Lexus SUV and burned rubber to the main drag. I considered following, since the Pony liked speed, but I’d get more information out of Natasha after she cooled off.

      I drove back to the Makah Museum. The parking lot was still empty. I crawled into the back seat, changed from boots to running shoes, and grabbed my pack. With the dog at my side, I hustled across the street to the beach. The tide had gone out, leaving behind green kelp on the wet rocks.

      Geologically speaking, this was a young beach. Instead of fine sand, it had pebbles, gritty crushed stones. At either end, two rocky arms stretched out about a mile apart, creating the cove for the marina where Jack had landed on Saturday.

      “Go ahead,” I told Madame.

      She raced down the beach.

      The wet rocks clicked under my shoes as I stepped around the green kelp glistening in the sunlight. Over my head, seagulls circled the clear cold air. I opened my pack and took out my trowel and several Ziploc bags. Walking down the beach to the far west end, I took six soil samples, placing each in its own bag marked with a Sharpie. Each time, I held the samples up to the sunlight. The rounded grains were blue and gray, the seashells a pinkish hue. It looked similar to the sediment in Brannen Bower’s shoes. But I saw nothing like the fine-grained violet soil inside the cuffs of his jeans. I dropped the bags into my pack and gazed around, searching for a source for the other soil. I didn’t see any candidates. No startling outcroppings of brilliant-colored stone. No river feeding into this beach, carrying sediment from somewhere else.

      Madame was racing for the northwest tip of the beach. I called for her, but the wind blew across the ocean, taking my voice with it. Hoisting the pack, I ran for the ocean’s horizon line. A view echoing eternity. Endless water. No other land in sight. No one else here. A stunning and lonely place.

      “Madame!”

      She turned, raced back to me, tail high, tongue hanging out. Happy, happy dog.

      “Good girl.”

      Wind at our backs, we ran toward the harbor. My ponytail whipped forward into my face. I kept pulling back the strands and almost missed seeing the people on the beach.

      Boys.

      Four of them.

      The afternoon sun behind me was dipping toward the horizon, gilding them with golden light. I saw one white kid among them, pitching a blue nylon tent on a dry section of beach above the high-tide line. The other three wore black neoprene wetsuits and carried longboards, holding them over their heads with both hands. Madame barked, bounding for them.

      I made my way toward the tent.

      “How’s it going?” I called out.

      They didn’t answer. But they did exchange nervous glances.

      “Yes, I’m the geologist,” I said, cutting to the chase. “You guys surfing out there?”

      Madame wagged her tail at my question, and one of the boys bent down to pet her. But the adolescent silence persisted. A silence that could outlast my patience. I cut to the chase again.

      “I just want to know one thing. Was Brannen Bower on drugs?”

      The boy petting Madame stood up. He was taller than the others by a good six inches, his long hair as black as his wetsuit. The surfboard beside him was painted to look like a whale. “Who told you that?”

      “Couple people, actually.”

      Overhead, an engine rattled. I looked up. A white Piper Cub flew in low and slow, wings tottering on the wind. Like that iron bar in Jimmy Chartraw’s hands. I squinted at the landing gear. Wheels. Not pontoons. I looked back at the boys. Such stoic young faces. “Where’s the airfield?”

      “You said you only wanted to know one thing,” said the tall boy. “Now it’s two.”

      “Make it three. What’s your name?”

      “Spike.” His black mustache was as soft as a smudge of coal dust. “And it’s not just a field. We got a real airport. How else d’ya think people get over here?”

      “They drive.”

      “The road washes out all the time,” said a second boy. He’d taken over the job of petting Madame, who was basking in the male attention. “Road’s out for weeks sometimes.”

      “So where’s the airport?”

      They all pointed. Somewhere south. Super helpful.

      “Any commercial flights?” I asked.

      Spike scowled. “What?”

      “Could a person like me buy a plane ticket and fly over here from Seattle?”

      “Does the Pope pee in the woods?”

      They busted up over that one.

      “Back to Brannen,” I said.

      They fell into a quiet, sober silence. Too heavy for even the ocean wind to shift. I tried to read their expressions, but they were all staring down at the pebbles under their feet. And then, it hit me. They weren’t being deceptive. They were protecting their hero, the surfing superstar. Who was dead.

      “I’m trying to find out what happened to Brannen, who hurt him and why. You know what I’m saying?”

      The blond boy beside the tent sniffed and wiped his nose on his sleeve.

      Spike said, “We never saw him do drugs. Never.”

      “Unfortunately that doesn’t answer my question. But if Brannen was here—”

      “He is here!” Spike cried. “Don’t talk like he ain’t.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “She don’t know,” said the blond boy. He looked at me, eyes as blue-gray as the beach pebbles. “I didn’t know either. But my mom explained it to me. Brannen’s spirit stays here until the elders can send his body out to sea.”

      “I heard Mr. Bower was crying in the cafe,” said another boy.

      “Shut up,” said Spike.

      “Look,” I said. “Level with me. What was going on with Brannen?”

      They waited for Spike, clearly the leader.

      “He stopped coming to the beach,” Spike said.

      “But,” the blond boy piped up, “Brannen said if he ever caught us doing drugs—”

      “Or even drinking,” said the third one.

      “—he’d kick our butts.”

      Their silence turned reverent again.

      “When did he stop coming to the beach?”

      “August,” Spike said.

      “And August is the best month,” said the blond boy.

      I gazed at their faces. Among the best things about boys this age is how most of them haven’t learned to lie. If they’re being deceptive, you can feel it, like a tangible menace hanging in the air. But all I saw here was profound young sadness.

      “Who deals drugs around here?”

      “That’s four things,” Spike said.

      “You’re a smart guy. Which means you know who’s dealing.”

      The wind gusted, ruffling everyone’s hair. I reached up, pulling back strands from my eyes.

      “Hello?”

      Nothing. Nada.

      I swung my pack forward, pulled out my wallet, and pinched a twenty dollar bill.

      “Mercell.”

      I handed him the bill. “And where would I find this Mercell person?”

      “Another twenty.”

      “Spike, you have a very bright future ahead of you.” I took out another twenty.

      “Behind the schools,” he said, taking the twenty. “The green house.”

      “Green from mold,” said the fourth boy, finally speaking up. He sounded disgusted and angry.

      They all nodded. And a memory swept over me, of being young and having no control over how the world worked. How adults could get away with being stupid and weird and mean. Either the feeling broke you, or you grew up and did something about it.

      “Thanks for your help, guys. I really appreciate it.”

      “You’re gonna find him, right?” asked the blond boy.

      “Mercell?”

      “No. The person who killed Brannen.”

      “I hope so.”

      As I walked away, the dog ran ahead of me. And the wind sighed with my hope.
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      The boys told me the drug dealer lived behind the schools.

      Plural.

      Circling around the business area, I found a football field behind the grocery store. Mud-puddled. Smothered with flocks of seagulls. Behind the field, a concrete block elementary school. Its exterior was decorated with a painted mural that depicted the history of Makah whale hunters, beginning with seal-skin cloaked tribesmen hoisting harpoons and evolving to modern fishermen in fiberglass boats aiming high-powered firearms. Next to the elementary school, a combined middle and high school claimed their mascot. A raven.

      I searched the neighborhood for a mildewed house but only found a trailer, positioned at the far end where the land stretched into the Olympic forest. The trailer looked dumped there, right where the sidewalk disappeared. The neighboring house looked abandoned, front door hanging open to reveal a puddle inside.

      I told Madame to stay, and got out, walking past a handwritten sign in the mossy lawn of the abandoned house.

      Drugs Meth Up Your Teeth.

      Forewarned, I headed for the mold-green trailer. The front window was open. I climbed three concrete blocks and heard Oprah Winfrey on a television, talking about her favorite things. I knocked.

      A man’s voice flew out the window. “Tomorrow!”

      “Mercell?”

      The door opened. He was fat with a frown that sliced his forehead in half. And he was white.

      “Who’re you?” he asked.

      “Raleigh Harmon. Are you Mercell?”

      “What if I am?”

      “What if you’re not?”

      “What?”

      “Exactly.”

      The frown cut all the way into his frontal lobe. “Whaddya want?”

      “Tell me about Brannen Bower.”

      “Hey, I got nothin’ to do with it.”

      “With what?”

      “Whatever you’re going to ask.”

      “How do you know what I’m going to ask?”

      “Just do.”

      “Because I was going to ask whether you heard about Brannen leaving you money in his will.”

      “Really?”

      “You don’t know?”

      “No…”

      “But you said you knew what I was going to ask.”

      His frown cut so deep it hurt my forehead. “You’re confusing me,” he said.

      “Mercell.” I smiled. “I am going to ask a few questions. And you’re going to answer them. Did you sell drugs to Brannen—or was he dealing?”

      “None of your business.”

      “Wrong answer. You want to talk to the Seattle police or Joe Bower?”

      “None the above.”

      “You gotta pick one.”

      “Why?”

      “Those are the rules.”

      “What rules?”

      “Mine. Now I’d advise you to talk to me because I’m not going to cuff you or kill you.”

      His jaw jutted out. Then it raked side-to-side. Then it made the grinding motion of a chronic amphetamine addict. He gazed down the road, pausing covetously on the Pony, then he stepped back, allowing me inside the trailer. What a treat.

      The place stunk of torched molecules and cooked controlled substances. The apparent living room was combined with a kitchen that needed Aileen to come clean it and steal some stuff. A narrow hallway led to one or two other rooms, and I supposed a bathroom which I hoped never to see in my lifetime.

      “What’s your name again?” he asked, walking over to a bed pushed against the wall. A sloth’s favorite decorating touch—living-room-as-bedroom.

      “My name’s Raleigh.”

      “What kind of name’s Raleigh?”

      “Same kind as Mercell.”

      He picked up a remote, muting Oprah.

      “You’re, what, some kind of snoop?”

      “Exactly.” Apparently, Mercell sat at the bottom of the Rez’s totem pole of gossip. “You knew Brannen?”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      I walked over to the electric stove. Two of the coil burners were dead. The other two were coated with some disgusting substance. “You cook your drugs in here?”

      “Oh, I get it. You’re with social services.” He waved the remote at me. “You people already took my kids. Ain’t that enough for one man?”

      “I’m not with social services, Mercell. However, if you don’t level with me, I’ll make sure you never see those kids again. Ever. Was Brannen Bower doing drugs?”

      “How should I know?”

      “Mercell, you’re a businessman.”

      “All I know is Brannen wasn’t buying from me.”

      “Was he selling?”

      He smiled, revealing some methed-up front teeth. “No drug dealers on the Rez. Didn’t you hear? This place is dry.”

      “And your lovely smile is the result of not flossing.”

      He stuck a finger into the mattress, rooting around the hole. “You wake up here and realize you ain’t never getting off the Rez. So you might as well enjoy the ride to nowhere.”

      “Is that your sales pitch?”

      He frowned, harder than ever. “What’s your problem, lady?”

      “Right now, you.”

      “I’m telling you what I know—Brannen didn’t buy nothin’ from me. We didn’t even talk. Hardly. All I heard was how he got different.”

      “When—when was he different?”

      “I don’t know.” The frown sank into the remainder of his brain. “Go ask his mommy.”

      “Natasha.”

      “Miss Nasty, she knows everything. About everyone.”

      Unlike those boys on the beach, it was hard to tell if Mercell was lying. Long ago, he’d crossed the boundary into a land of deception and double-talk and delusions. Barring a miracle, this guy was never coming back.

      “Mercell, if I find out you just lied to me—”

      He lifted the remote, pointing it at me, clicking the buttons as if to mute me as I walked out the door.
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      Driving away from Mercell’s mildew pit with Madame in the passenger seat, I saw another hand-lettered sign. This one leaned against the corner stop sign which had already been defaced with spray paint. Under the word Stop, someone had sprayed DRUGS. Below that, the hand-lettered sign read:

      NA Meetings–Free–Turn right

      I turned right. The afternoon sun cast an intense spotlight on the weather-beaten manufactured homes with abandoned boats in the yards, their metals dissolving into the earth where they came from. At each corner, I found another hand-painted sign with “NA” followed by an arrow. I took each turn, and thought of the little girl at the gym, tucking her quivering chin into the woman’s hip. And Mercell. And Joe Bower, who pulled himself up by the bootstraps and returned to help his people. But outside of its small retail section and the fishing boats, the Rez didn’t have much employment. Cut off from the rest of the world, the vast majority of the Makah probably survived on tribal benefits and government welfare. And maybe drugs. Which brought me back to Brannen Bower.

      After talking to Mercell, I didn’t think Brannen was buying from that particular dealer. And yet, everyone seemed to notice Brannen’s behavioral changes. So he was buying drugs from someone, just not anyone around here. Because his father was Joe Bower? Or because his wicked stepmother was haranguing him about money? So why not buy the drugs in Seattle, where supply and demand kept prices lower, then sell them on the Rez? Fast cash for a nineteen-year-old former surfer.

      I found the last NA sign—HERE—outside St. Paul’s Episcopal Church. A white cross was painted down the two-story building’s side. I parked in the lot, reached into my pack, and pulled out my notebook, flipping through the pages, searching for my interview with Brannon’s sister, Bridget. She’d said something about the pastor at the church. Charlie.

      I looked up. Through the church’s smudged windows, I could see kids. Young kids.

      I glanced over at Madame.

      “Home after this,” I assured her.
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        * * *

      

      The children poured out just as I was entering the building—hordes of little people, bundled into down parkas, pom-pom hats, and mittens. I held the door and they ran past me like I was nothing more than a brick doorstop. Screaming with joy, they raced for a small playground. The last person to exit was a middle-aged white woman, zipping up a long black parka with a fur-lined hood that framed her weathered face.

      “Hello.” She stopped. “Can I help you?”

      “I saw the signs for Narcotics Anonymous.”

      “God bless you.” Her face softened. “But you just missed this morning’s meeting.” She peered at me, a keen kind of maternal gaze. “Do you live on the Rez?”

      “No, ma’am. Seattle. I’m looking into the death of Brannen Bower.”

      Outside, a child screamed—a high, terrified cry. The woman took off, sprinting for the playground where a small girl lay flat on her back under the monkey bars, sobbing. The woman dropped beside her. The other children crowded around them.

      “Hey!”

      Down the hall, a white-haired man with a drooping mustache lumbered toward the door.

      “You gonna pay my heating bill?” he asked.

      “No, sir.” I glanced back at the playground. The woman gently moved the child’s limbs, testing for injuries.

      The man stood beside me, watching the scene. “Don’t worry,” he said.

      His white mustache was yellowed around his lips, the long tendrils dangling on either side, almost touching the collar of a snap-button denim shirt that sagged from his stooped shoulders. He looked like a human candle, melting a little more each day.

      “Are you Charlie?” I asked.

      “Yeah.” His eyelids sagged like the rest of him, but the blue gaze beneath them was clear. “What d’ya need?”

      “I wanted to talk to whoever runs the Narcotics Anonymous meetings.”

      “But they’re anonymous.” The mustache rose with his smile. “Just kidding. I lead ’em. And sometimes my wife, Shelly.” He nodded toward the playground. “You need some help?”

      I explained my visit in broad terms. “Any information you can provide will help. I realize there are privacy concerns but—”

      He waved a gnarled hand.

      “I got one boss. God. Which means I don’t give a frog’s fart about lawyers and their privacy rules.” He turned, walking away. “C’mon back. I’ll tell you what I know about Brannen.”
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        * * *

      

      The framed degrees on his office wall gave me his full name, Charles Allen—the Reverend Charles Allen, graduate of Duke Divinity School, 1972, and the University of Washington Medical School, 1980.

      “Privacy,” he grumbled, yanking open a squeaking drawer of a metal filing cabinet. “Brannen’s dead—you think he’s gonna sue his doctor for talking to you?”

      He pulled out a manila folder, dropped it on the table, and pointed to a chair. I sat.

      “I started seein’ Brannen when he was an infant. Near twenty years ago.” The reverend sat in the chair opposite mine, opening the folder. “I’ve been on this Rez since Ronald Reagan took office.”

      He pushed the file toward me. It looked thin.

      “Is this the entire medical file?”

      “From when he turned eighteen.” The blue eyes peered from under the sagging lids. “You want his kid file, you’ll need a bulldozer to move it. Brannen was all boy. Athletic and mischievous.”

      Two pages were covered with the reverend-doctor’s handwriting, which looked like a drunken chicken had staggered across the pages. I squinted at the words. “I’ve heard rumors about drug use. Do you—”

      The doctor started laughing but suddenly broke into a hacking cough.

      “Can I get you some water?” I asked.

      He pointed at the door and gasped, “Outside.”

      I grabbed the file and followed him down a secondary hallway. He coughed the entire way. Past classrooms, their walls decorated with images of Noah’s Ark, Moses, Jonah and the whale. He exited through a back door and hacked his way into the sunshine. By the time I stepped out, he’d already taken a pack of cigarettes from his pocket. I closed the door behind us.

      “Don't lecture me,” he rasped, flicking a lighter.

      “I wasn’t going to—”

      “It’s written all over your pretty face.” He exhaled the smoke. “And I know it’s bad for me—I’m a doctor—and I still don’t care.” He took another deep drag, sighing. More gray smoke filtered through the yellow arch of mustache. “Now what rumor did you hear about Brannen?”

      I told him about the behavior changes, moodiness, and quitting surfing. “Everything I hear points back to drugs.”

      “This Rez is supposed to be dry. No booze, no drugs. But look around.” His slatted eyes squinted into the sun. “This place is hard on people. Rain all winter. The road washes out. The wind blows like God’s got a fan pointed at us. And just about everybody here needs help, including me. I got Jesus, my wife, these kids. And my nicotine, for which I will not apologize.” He pointed the cigarette at the file in my hands. “Go ahead, I’ll wait.”

      Once again I tried to decipher his medical scrawl. The first two pages seemed to be a summary of Brannen’s childhood file. Broken arm, age four. Front teeth knocked out, age five. Stitches to the forehead, age six. Broken leg from riding his bike down the mountain requiring seventeen stitches, and a BB gun mishap which almost took his eye out. Age seven. The list continued but there was an asterisk. Living with Joe Bower, better. The accidents of boyhood continued, only the dates grew farther apart.

      “Kid woulda probably died without Bower.” The reverend-doctor sucked in another drag. “Now check the last page.”

      The third page listed height and weight—5’11” and 167 pounds. Vision at 20/20. Excellent reflexes. No heart problems. Resting heart rate 48 beats per minute.

      “Forty eight?”

      “Super healthy. Keep going.”

      Last exam. It was dated …I flipped the file around, pointing. “Is that an eight or a nine?”

      The reverend-doctor leaned down, squinting until the blue eyes disappeared into the folds of skin. “Nine. September.”

      Full physical. Standard exam, except the doctor had sent Brannen’s blood to a medical lab in Seattle. The results were listed on a slip of paper clipped to the last page. Numbers with medical abbreviations. None of it clear to me. Except for white blood cell count.

      “You circled the white blood cell count.”

      “I’ve had cancer patients with those numbers. I told Brannen to get over to UW Medical, pronto.” UW—University of Washington. “He needed more tests and he wouldn’t even have to pay for ’em—tribal council picks up all the medical bills. But he refused to go.”

      I lowered the file. “Could he have gone to Seattle for medical tests?”

      “Doubt it.”

      “Why?”

      He sighed, blowing out smoke. “You tell me why a good-looking kid in the prime of his life, chased by girls in bikinis all around the world, just up and quits surfing. And why he didn’t want to know what was wrong with his blood. He wouldn’t tell me.”

      I glanced through the pages again. “You’re the pastor and the doctor for the Rez?”

      “And my wife’s the nurse.” The doctor took out a second cigarette, lighting it off the first. “Other than us, these people got no other medical care out here.”

      “Did you suspect drug use?”

      “Sure. But Brannen wasn’t even smoking pot.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I paid for a drug test.”

      “I thought the tribe paid for—“

      “The tribe does pay the bill. And they get to see what the bill was for. A drug test for that kid woulda meant trouble at home.”

      “Trouble with Joe Bower—or Natasha?”

      The white mustache spread in disgust. “Natasha’s the Makah version of Jezebel. But Joe’s a good man. He’s got zero tolerance for drugs. He knows what it’s doing to his people.”

      I glanced through the paperwork again. “Does Joe Bower know about this blood test?”

      “No. Brannen didn’t want his dad to worry.” He blew the smoke and stared into the forest beyond us. “We talked about it a couple days before he died.”

      “Can I ask—”

      “We talked about Noah’s ark.”

      He didn’t elaborate.

      “His sister Bridget,” I said, “mentioned them coming here as kids. Playing a name game. How Noah released a raven from the ark. And Brannen’s name meant raven.”

      His gazed shifted to me, the hooded eyes drooping. “Brannen told me he was thinking about the flood. Why God wanted to wipe man off the face of the earth. I gave him the answer. The Lord saw the wickedness of the human race. Genesis, chapter six. ‘And that every inclination of the thoughts of the human heart was only evil all the time.’”

      “What did he say?”

      “He said, ‘That’s exactly how I feel.’” The doctor-reverend shook his head. “Four days later, he was dead.”

      I glanced over the results again. “If you had to guess, what spiked his white blood cell count?”

      “Cancer. Leukemia.” 

      “And you didn’t tell Joe Bower?”

      “No. And you’re not telling him now. The man’s got enough grief to last three lifetimes. And he has to live with Jezebel.”

      I closed the file. “Could you make me a copy of this?”

      “Take it.” He dropped the cigarette, grinding it out with the heel of his shoe. “I don’t need it anymore.”
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      Having exceeded even my daily quota of Coca-Cola, I pulled into Myrna’s Cafe near the marina, hoping to reignite my stamina with coffee. At the counter inside, a middle-aged woman smiled as I came inside.

      “You’re the geologist,” she said.

      “Yes.” I opened my wallet. “I’ll take your largest coffee to go.”

      “Put your money away,” she said. “Coffee’s on the house. We’re all real grateful to you.”

      I wanted to reply, but a sudden tightness gripped my throat. Maybe I was just tired. Or maybe I needed somebody to express gratitude for this weird quest—when everyone else, from Jack and Clem Kyle to Mercell, just wanted me to quit. Finally, I managed a hoarse, “Thank you.”

      But she was already gone.

      I turned around, and there was Joe Bower, sitting in a back booth with three other men. He waved me over.

      “I heard you were on the Rez,” he said.

      Natasha, no doubt. I wondered how much she’d told him. “Yes, I spoke to your wife.”

      “Oh.” He looked puzzled for a moment. “When?”

      Now I was puzzled. “This morning. Didn’t she tell you?”

      “No. Katrinka called me, from the museum.”

      “Oh. Right.”

      “She goes days without visitors. Thanks for taking the tour.”

      “It was interesting.”

      Joe Bower turned to the men in the booth. “This is the geologist.”

      They all nodded knowingly, but Bower still introduced me to each man. I didn’t really catch the names because my attention was riveted to the large map on their table. I saw the angled lines of a surveyor’s boundaries. Across the top of the page, one word was stamped in red. REJECTED.

      “Here’s your coffee.”

      The woman from the counter held out the large Styrofoam cup.

      “I make it extra strong,” she said. “Should keep you awake all the way to the ferry.”

      “Thank you.”

      I glanced back at the map, feeling curious about it. When I looked up, Joe Bower had an expectant look on his face, as if waiting for my questions. But the other men seemed to be waiting for me to leave. I made a mental note to ask Bower about the map later.

      Right now, I had a ferry to catch.
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      It was past four o’clock when the Pony peeled out of the Rez, speeding down the two-lane road along the Strait of Juan de Fuca, with me blowing on the hot coffee and marveling at how suddenly light can change along a coastline. Within sixty miles, the coffee was gone and so was the sunlight, replaced by charcoal gray clouds bloated with impending rain. And night, chasing me into its winter solstice.

      I reached the ferry terminal just before nine p.m. The next boat was ten minutes out. Parked in the car-waiting line, I let Madame out to tinkle, and practiced some mind-over-bladder meditations for myself. Best news was the cell phone signal was back. Four voice mail messages.

      None from Jack.

      All from Sue Buress.

      Each message reiterated the same point. She was “just curious” about how things were going. Code for: You took my money, where are the results?

      As the ferry blew its horn for arrival, Madame hopped back in the car. I climbed in after her and called my boss, Peter.

      “Howdy, Cowgirl,” he answered. “Here I was, just heading to bed, and you’re still workin.”

      “Quick question.” The rain arrived with a soft pattering on the roof and windshield. I flicked on the wipers. “If you needed a complete soil analysis and it was six days before Christmas, who would you call?”

      “How complete?”

      “Full chemical analysis of every mineral in the soil.”

      “For the vineyard case?”

      I described the grain compositions, and the black mineral which I suspected was biotite. “Biotite isn’t native to that landscape. But she’ll need a chemical composition to secure the allegation. And it might help me find the plant’s original location. She wants suspects. I could start looking into who might’ve been able to transplant an endangered species.”

      “And our client’s paying for the analysis?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hot diggity,” Peter said. “There’s a lab does some right quick work. They’re a ways north of Seattle. And…”

      “Don’t tell me.” I put the Pony in drive. The car line was moving forward. “They don’t work Sundays.”

      “Naw, they’re a lot like somebody else I know, workin’ all the time. It’s just that they’re, well, just a little…different.”

      “Different doesn’t bother me. Text me the contact info?”

      “You got it,” he said. “And what’s the status of the body you found in the lake?”

      I considered telling Peter about my night behind bars. But in the next fraction of a second, I convinced myself it would only make him worry.

      “I’m driving back from the Makah reservation.” I described the soil from Brannen Bower’s jeans and shoes. “The shoes contained ocean sand, marine particles, nothing to rave about. But the soil on the jeans was remarkable. The color was a brilliant violet.” The Pony bumped over the ramp onto the ferry’s car deck. “I took soil samples from the beach. The only thing close to that color is the seashells. But this soil didn’t look calcified.”

      “Any smell?”

      “Not that I detected. Why?”

      “I was thinkin’ sulfur bacteria. What about trace oxides?”

      “I thought of those.” Trace elements could change a mineral’s color. Iron, for instance, could make quartz look bright orange. “I’m thinking of having a soil analysis done.”

      “It’s the state’s case.”

      “And six days to Christmas.”

      There was a long pause.

      “We just might be treed,” Peter finally said. “If you don’t solve this one, we don’t get paid.”

      “I know,” I said, thinking of the judge’s wicked gavel.

      Because if I didn’t solve this one, I was also going to jail.
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      Sunday morning, I woke to the roar of Eleanor’s land yacht firing to life.

      I rolled over in bed and glanced out the window. Down below in the driveway, my mom needed both hands to open the Lincoln Continental’s heavy passenger door. Behind the wheel, Eleanor looked like a naughty old elf.

      Not that my mom looked normal. Five days before Christmas, under a gray sky threatening sleet, Nadine Harmon wore a light seersucker jacket and white cotton slacks.

      I rolled back over. The dog raised her head.

      “It’s Seattle,” I told her. “Nobody will even notice.”

      Her tail gave me a big ol’ circle wag.
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        * * *

      

      Thirty minutes later, showered, hair damp, Coke from the fridge in one hand, we drove north on Interstate 5, following the GPS to the address Peter gave me.

      I took the Lake City Way exit, coasted past some car dealerships with their near-hysterical banners about low-low-low prices, passed Ying’s Drive-In, and circled the neighborhood behind it. In Seattle, real estate sold at a premium and many older homes were converted into commercial spaces. Law firms. CPAs. Computer repair geeks. I stopped in front of a tidy rambler. Sal-n-Sal Soil Services.

      “Be right back,” I told Madame.

      The house’s former living room now held three empty office chairs, one dusty coffee maker, and a woman about my age who stood behind a bureau, whipping her white-blond braid back and forth while speaking—yelling—with a gray-haired older man.

      “You can’t build on clay!” she yelled.

      “I know!” he yelled back. “I did the test!”

      As I closed the door, she looked over at me and held up one finger, signaling for me to wait.

      Hey, no problemo. Keep me out of this fight.

      “They want a refund!” she yelled. “I just talked to their stupid realtor.”

      The phone on the bureau rang. She snatched the receiver.

      “Sal-n-Sal!”

      There was a pause. She sighed as sibilantly as the business name.

      “Yeah, right, we want your house to fall in the ocean. Don’t be an idiot.”

      Another pause. The older man stormed out of the room. Seconds later, I heard a door slam.

      “Hey, lady, talk to your realtor. Or better yet, go find another soil testing service that doesn’t care if you’re selling a house with a crappy foundation.”

      The tirade on the other end must’ve continued because the woman pulled the phone from her ear. But she kept the speaker end close to her mouth. Yelling. “And you still have to pay your bill!”

      She slammed down the receiver and turned to me. “How can I help you?”

      I reached into my backpack for the baggies with soil samples from the Golden Indian Paintbrush. “I need some straight-up answers.”

      “You got the right place.” She offered me her hand, and gave me a shake that could snap wrist bones. “I’m Sal.”

      “Raleigh.” I gave her the baggies of soil. “Chemical analysis and comparisons. I’m looking for which minerals match, which don’t. And if you can get any provenances, it would be really helpful.”

      “So what it is and where it came from.” She scribbled on a pad of paper. “Anything else?”

      “Yes. How long?”

      “When do you need it?”

      “Yesterday.”

      “Extra hundred bucks.”

      “Whoa.”

      “You want an expedited report. On a Sunday. And Christmas is just five—”

      “How fast?” I asked.

      “Two-and-a-half hours.”

      Well, it was Sue Buress’ money. “I’ll take it.”

      Sal turned and hollered. “DAD!”

      The older man reappeared. His gray hair stood up like he was back there yanking on it.

      “Get it in gear, old man,” Sal said. “We got an expedite.”
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      With two-and-a-half hours to kill, I motored west toward Puget Sound and wound my way down to Golden Gardens Beach. On a blustery Sunday morning, the wide sandy beach lay empty. Winterized sailboats bobbed in the marina. I followed the familiar private road past the No Trespassing signs, through the evergreen trees, the winter-naked maples, and came to a quartet of Airstream trailers.

      “Don’t go far,” I told Madame, opening the door.

      She romped around the compound as I knocked on the Airstream furthest from the road.

      Lani Margolis answered. She was wearing fleece pajamas. “Did you pick a date?” she asked.

      “Hello to you, too.” I stepped inside.

      “Sorry.” Lani closed the door. “I just thought maybe—”

      “My mom picked a date. November twenty-seventh.”

      “But that’s…” Lani pushed her wire-rim glasses higher on her wide nose. “Your dad.”

      “Exactly.” I raised a hand in greeting—Mike Margolis was lying on the couch, reading the Sunday Seattle Times. In his pajamas, too. “Hiya.”

      “Hey,” he said. “What happened on November twenty-seventh?”

      “I’ll tell you later.” Lani cleared her throat. “Want some coffee?”

      I did, but it was clear I was intruding on a loving couple’s nice morning. “I can’t stay. I just wanted to ask Mike something.”

      He raised the newspaper until it covered his face. “Can’t talk to you.”

      “By order of female Stalin?”

      He lowered the paper. “Clem’s not so bad, she’s just—”

      “Don’t bother, I’ve heard it. Can you just tell me if anything from the autopsy’s available?”

      Mike gave me a pained expression. Then shook his head.

      “Right. Okay.” I turned for the door. “I should get going.”

      Mike didn’t protest. Lani followed me outside, hopping down the trailer’s stoop in a pair of fuzzy bunny slippers. My friend. She was one of those women who always managed to look seriously adorable.

      “Sorry for bothering you,” I said.

      “It’s good to see you, no matter what.” She pushed the glasses up again. “But you do need to pick a date, get married, and live happily ever after.”

      “Is that all?”

      We walked toward the Pony, both of us watching Madame as she zipped around the trailers chasing squirrels. The gray morning light had turned the Pony’s windows into mirrors. I saw the dark circles under my eyes. Gaunt face. Frown line wrinkling my forehead. Lovely. Madame ran over, wagging her tail. I opened the door, ready to climb in.

      “Raleigh?”

      I glanced back at Lani. “Yeah?”

      “It’ll work out. Somehow. It always does.”

      I nodded and drove away, doubting her words.
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      Back at Sal-n-Sal, the older man was wiping his dusty hands on his faded flannel shirt. A jeweler’s loupe hung around his neck.

      “Geologist,” he said. “You’re a geologist?”

      I nodded.

      “Then you’ve got a complex.”

      “Pardon?”

      “A complex.” He laughed. “And your particular complex is the Turtleback Cady Rock Complex.”

      “Dad.” Sal strode into the room from the back area, flipping the long braid. “It’s Sunday. No puns.”

      “Sal thinks I should get my schist together.” He laughed again.

      “Stop.”

      Sensing another family yell approaching, I pushed my Southern Girl smile across my face. “About this complex.”

      “Turtleback,” he said. “Gravelly with fine sandy loam. Common to the southwest corner of Mount Constitution.”

      “Which is … where?”

      “Orcas.”

      “Orcas?”

      “You never heard of Orcas?” He sounded testy. “It’s an island!”

      I knew that much—my Aunt Charlotte’s woo-woo retreat was on Orcas Island. Even better, Wesley Monk had said Golden Indian Paintbrush was native to several local islands. “How far is Orcas from here?”

      He left the room.

      “He expects you to follow him,” Sal said.

      I crossed what was once the living room into what was probably the dining room. It still contained a dining room table but also some tall metal map cases like the ones in my office.

      “Latitude 48 degrees. Longitude of 122 degrees.” He rifled through the US Geological soil maps before pulling one out the same way a pirate whips his sword from its scabbard. “Ah-ha!”

      He laid the map on the table and slid his index finger down the cartographer’s drawing of the coring sample. He stopped at the tawny brown section.

      “Soils on the San Juan’s south-facing slopes are exposed to direct solar radiation and heavy wind. Only the heartiest vegetation grows there, keeping the soil in place. First two inches of the soil is slightly decomposed plant material. After that, you hit this dark yellowish-brown—” he slid his finger down, “soil which is very gravelly with fine sandy loam. You might also find some sub-angular blocky structure, very friable, with a few fine interstitial pores and strong acidity. We’re talking pH of 5.4. Also—”

      I held up my hand, stopping him. “This is in the written report?”

      “That costs another fifty.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope.” He smiled, teeth like calcified mud. “It only makes cents. Get it?”

      Sue Buress probably wouldn’t miss another fifty bucks, but I felt a definite annoyance itching the back of my neck.

      “That’s too bad,” I said. “I was going to ask you to look at another sample. But forget it.”

      “Another rush job? That’ll be two hundred bucks.”

      “It was just a hundred.”

      “Supply and demand.” Another muddy smile.

      “I don’t see any demand. It’s just me.”

      “You know anyone else can do it this fast?”

      Grumbling under my breath, I reached into my pack for my wallet. “How long before I get the results?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      Sal appeared behind me. “No. End of day.”

      “Sal!”

      “Dad!”

      “Hey—”

      I held up my hand, feeling a headache coming on. “Let’s just settle up the bill and I’ll be on my way.”
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      I raced up the I-5 freeway, peeled west, and sped down a rural highway to the old fishing town of Anacortes. Christmas wreaths hung on the antique lampposts and a lighted tree glimmered in the park. As I pulled into the ferry terminal, a soft feathery snow dusted my windshield. I rolled down my window.

      “Round trip to Orcas,” I told the ticket agent inside the booth.

      Despite the wind whipping across the slate-blue water and the light snow, Madame and I walked to the upper deck. I sat under a covered area with the green flag for Washington state whipping beneath America’s Stars and Stripes. Madame sniffed the battleship-gray deck. I read the soil analysis, gripped in my hands against the snatching wind.

      It turned out the other Sal of Sal-n-Sal was the father—Salvatore. His soil analysis noted that most of the San Juan Islands’ soils owed their existence to the Ice Age’s glacial drift and deposit, followed by glacial outwash as the ice melted. The other island soils were a colluvium of marine sedimentary rock—stones cobbled together by oceans, time, and pressure.

      And since the land where Sue Buress planted her Sauvignon Blanc grapes was mostly river overwash, those silty sediments were different enough from this San Juan soil to prove—scientifically—those Golden Indian Paintbrush plants were transferred to her property.

      Step one, completed.

      I stood up, walked to the railing, and closed my eyes. The cold air brushed over my face.

      Now if I could only—

      Madame pawed at my leg.

      I looked down. Her tail wagged its happy circle.

      I picked her up. “I hope you’re this happy when we see Aunt Charlotte.”

      Call me delusional, but I could’ve sworn her tail suddenly drooped.
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        * * *

      

      The same geologic forces that created the San Juan soils also carved Orcas Island into a horseshoe-shaped landmass. Its thin middle section bridged a protected bay, offering a shoreline now populated with art galleries and cute restaurants, nearly all of them closed for winter. I picked up a cup of coffee at the gas station and continued down the winding road. Every other mile, silver beams of December light landed on the peeling madrone trees and the glaciated rock outcroppings gouged by ancient ice.

      Rock Harbor Retreat, where my aunt was “finding herself,” was down a lone gravel lane. At the far end, I found a large white clapboard house overlooking another bay, the water still and glistening. However, the pastoral view was marred by a colony of huts that sprouted in a circle like giant mushrooms.

      “Yurts,” I told the dog.

      Six yurts. Each one flying its own flag. I leaned forward, squinting over the steering wheel. The flags all had the symbol for Woman—a circle with an attached plus sign.

      I looked over. The dog’s dark eyes held a tentative expression, like this place was probably full of cats.

      “I hear you,” I said. “Totally.”

      Just in case of cats, I left her in the car and walked around the buildings, searching for my aunt. Or anyone for that matter. But there was only an eerie silence and the cold winter breeze flapping those weird women flags. The canvas yurts seemed to quiver.

      I was heading for the white clapboard building when a drumbeat rolled through the air. Dull and deep, it sounded like an ominous warning. It was coming from a small log cabin by the water’s edge. The tin roof exposed a rock-face chimney where smoke curled into the sky. I headed for the drumbeat.

      That’s when the screaming started.

      Shattering the winter air, the shrieks were so loud I put my hands over my ears. But I could still hear the cries, now shifting to higher octaves.

      Abruptly, they stopped.

      I lowered my hands and cautiously made my way to the building. Just before I reached a wooden door that was slightly ajar, another set of screams burst out. I jumped, then glanced back at the car. Madame’s front paws were on the steering wheel, ready to get out of this joint.

      The screaming stopped.

      The drumbeat started again.

      A deep female voice intoned, “Now turn your sun-self to the source of all energy.”

      I waited, but there was only silence.

      “Gather your innate solar power. Store it in your sun-soul. You are goddesses!”

      I rolled my eyes, then peered inside.

      Instantly, I regretted it.

      Aunt Charlotte sat on a wooden plank with five other women. They were each wearing a solid color—one in red, one in yellow, orange, green, blue, my aunt wore purple—and they faced a woman dressed entirely in black. Or so I thought. In the next split second, the horrifying truth hit me. They wore paint.

      Full-body paint.

      Over naked bodies.

      I stepped back, feeling like I might puke.

      “Raleigh?” Aunt Charlotte called out. “Is that you?”

      I stared at the ocean, pleading with the water to sanitize my eyeballs.

      “Did something happen to your mother?”

      “No, Mom’s okay.” I think. “I was just, uh, in the neighborhood. Thought I’d stop by.”

      “Well come on in!”

      “I’ll just wait out here.”

      An entire Ice Age later, Aunt Charlotte stepped out with a purple blanket draped over her bare shoulders.

      “Come meet everyone,” she said.

      “That’s alright—”

      “This is my niece, Raleigh,” she was already saying, “And this is Blue. Red. Orange…”

      I stayed where I was. “Nice to meet you. Aunt Charlotte, can we talk?”

      “It’s the cats, isn’t it?” She started walking toward the yurts, hurrying through the cold.

      I followed her boysenberry legs to the purple yurt and waited while she changed into clothes.

      “You’re too modest!” she called out.

      I lifted the tent flap. A purple tunic dangled to her purple ankles.

      “Beryl needs extra attention,” she said, “or her fur falls out.”

      “The cats are fine.”

      “Really? You look so concerned.”

      You are purple. And naked. But never mind.

      “Your friend Sue Buress hired me.”

      “Oh, good!” Aunt Charlotte clapped her violet hands. “And you figured out who put the endangered plant on her land!”

      “Not yet. But it looks like the plant came from Orcas Island.”

      “What a coincidence!”

      “There’s no such thing as coincidence.”

      “Oh, you.” She swung a hand at me. “Not this religious stuff again. Raleigh, the universe proves its existence by giving us coincidences.”

      I let it go. “Is Sue somehow connected to this retreat?”

      “She owns it.” Aunt Charlotte moved over to a little hot plate, setting a copper kettle on an electric burner. “Sue owns the land, the buildings, everything. Her parents passed away and left it to her. In the summer she has weddings here, but in the winter we don’t let one man set foot on this ground.”

      I let that go, too. “Does Sue live here?”

      “No, not anymore. She got too busy with her wine business.”

      “Who’s in charge?”

      “Mack.”

      “And I take it Mack’s a woman?”

      “Of course!” My aunt laughed. “Raleigh, women don’t need men.”

      Never mind that idea either, although I felt a powerful temptation to point out none of these women would even exist without a man. But daylight was burning. “Where would I find Mack?”

      “You just saw her in the sweat lodge. She’s Black.”

      “Oh.”

      “Did you want to talk to her?” my aunt asked.

      “Only if she’s dressed.”
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      Built like the namesake truck, Mack met me in the kitchen of the white clapboard house. And she’d thrown on some black sweats that matched her painted limbs. Her face had sweat away some of the paint, exposing pinkish-white skin.

      “You’re Charlotte’s niece?” she asked.

      “Yes.” I settled into a kitchen chair at a long farmhouse table. “And I’m working for Sue Buress.”

      “Looks like we have a lot in common.”

      I pulled off my jacket. It was hot as Hades in here.

      “Tea?” she asked.

      “Uh, sure.”

      “Dandelion alright?”

      No freaking way.

      She pulled down a glass jar full of some horrendously earthy-looking herbs and tossed them into a strainer. The kettle was already heated on the stove. Maybe tea was a woman thing.

      “What kind of work are you doing for Sue?” she asked.

      Her tone made me cautious. “Just some stuff for the new vineyard.”

      “I thought the state shut down the vineyard.”

      “There’s been a new development.” I watched her carefully.

      “Really?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Wow.” Mack picked up the kettle which was now screaming like the painted naked ladies and poured hot water into a teapot. “I thought some plant stopped the whole thing.”

      “You mean the plant from Orcas?”

      “You take honey in your tea?”

      “No, thanks.”

      “Orcas, huh.”

      “Yes. It grows here. Anyone come to mind who might want to hurt Sue’s business?”

      “Oh, I can think of a couple hundred people on this island.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Men. They hate it when women don’t need them.”

      Her face held a certainty as hard as granite. She handed me the mug. The tea smelled like dirty dishwater.

      “Could you narrow it down?” I asked.

      “Probably not.” She shrugged a muscular shoulder. “Men are all the same. So good luck finding out which one is targeting Sue.”

      She blew on the hot tea, avoiding my gaze.

      “You need anything else?” she asked. “We’ve got nude yoga in ten minutes. You’re welcome to join us.”

      “I’ll pass,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      The Pony couldn’t canter away fast enough. Speeding down the winding coastal road, I hung a left into the trailhead for Mount Constitution, screeched to a stop, grabbed my pack, and told the dog, “Freedom!”

      We jogged to the trail leading up the mountain. I scanned the carpet of winter ferns, thick moss, and lush brown soil. Every hundred feet higher, the topography shifted. Pine trees thinned, soft soil gave way to hard bedrock. Although every island was actually a mountain surrounded by water, Mount Constitution was exceptional. Rising more than 2,000 feet above sea level, it was the second-highest island mountain in the lower forty-eight states.

      When we reached the top, with my lungs burning from exertion, Madame and I circled an observation tower. Its stone masonry resembled a medieval fortress. Standing at its base, I looked north. Canada looked close enough to touch.

      Sal—the father—had insisted most of the island’s flora prospered on the south slope of the mountain. We circled the rocky outcropping of the summit, but still no sign of the hemiparasitic plant stealing food and water from its neighbors. We also seemed to be the only souls up here—and why not? It was the Sunday before Christmas and the temperature hovered below 40 degrees.

      “Ready, girl?”

      On the descent, I used my phone’s compass to forage through the forest. No trail in sight, but lusher plant life. The dog did better, even with her hip replacement. I whacked my way through pine branches, skirted nettlesome Devil’s Club, and tried not to slide down 2,000 feet. The compass kept us pointed toward the parking lot, but it wasn’t until we were 400 feet from the base that the distinctive yellow head of the “endangered” plant made an appearance.

      Yellow leaves fading with winter, the cluster of Golden Indian Paintbrush hid among scrub brush and pine needles, as if playing hide-and-seek. I shifted my pack and took out my trowel, digging the spade through the loamy soil, my heart beating even harder.

      Finally. One moment of success.

      I lifted the plant from its native soil, probably committing another federal crime, and placed it in an evidence bag.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      The dog wagged, although my gratitude was aimed at heaven.

      We made our way back until we found a trail and sprinted to the bottom. In the parking lot under dimming light, the red Pony glowed, an ember as bright as the hope in my heart. I cleaned the dog’s paws and noticed she was limping from the hike. But her tail remained high and mighty and oh-so-happy.

      “You’re the best,” I told her.

      Back inside the Pony, I checked the odometer and fired up the engine. Within minutes, we were ripping past the entrance for the women’s retreat.

      “One point three miles,” I informed the dog. “And there are no coincidences.”

      She climbed into my lap and licked my chin in agreement.
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      Back on the mainland, I cruised through the drive-thru at Mickey D’s and found our Big Macs tasted even better from fresh air and exertion. Satiated and singing with the radio—over the hills and everywhere—I swung by Sal-n-Sal, picked up the chemical analysis of the soil from Brannen Bower’s clothing, and drove back to Seattle. We arrived in the dark, ready for sleep.

      But Eleanor’s enormous car wasn’t hogging the driveway. I felt the first inklings of trouble.

      The dog followed me inside.

      “Hello?” I called out. “Mom, Eleanor?”

      I filled Madame’s water bowl and fed the three mewling cats. On behalf of Aunt Charlotte, I told the cats they were jewels, perfect gemstones. They ignored me. I walked upstairs, treading softly in case my mom was sleeping, and stood outside her closed bedroom door, listening. Then I turned the knob.

      Her bed was precisely made. Pillows smooth, undented by sleep. On the bedside table, her black leather Bible rested among the army of prescription bottles. I lifted each bottle but couldn’t tell if there were fewer pills than before. In the far corner of the room, her suitcase rested on a luggage rack, like she was a formal guest instead of family.

      I closed the door.

      And my heart punched my chest like a prizefighter.
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        * * *

      

      I left Madame at the house and drove across Capitol Hill, parking near 15th Avenue and walking down to the theater where blinking white lights surrounded the marquee.

      Vintage Vaudeville and More!

      The front entrance was locked, so I walked around the corner, found an alley, and a back door marked SENIOR THEATER. I banged on it with my fist until it opened. The old man wore a sagging tool belt under a bulbous belly.

      “You need something?” he asked.

      “I’m looking for Eleanor Anderson.”

      “Eleanor?” His elderly face brightened. “Are you her granddaughter?”

      “Something like that.”

      I stepped into a narrow hallway. It smelled like wet paint and Bengay. In the distance, an echoing microphone was broadcasting quivery voices.

      “They’re rehearsing,” the old man said. “Follow the sound, it’ll take you to the stage.”

      “Thanks.”

      I passed several unmarked doors and then found myself backstage among odd props. Heavy ropes lay on the wooden floor. And in the wings by the black-velvet curtains, two aluminum walkers stood waiting. I peered out to the stage. Two old men. Both so stooped they looked like they were inspecting the floor. Shouting their lines.

      “I just got back from a pleasure trip!”

      “Where’d you go?!”

      “I took my mother-in-law to the airport!”

      Someone clapped from deep in the darkness of the empty theater seats. The old guys launched into their next routine—more mother-in-law jokes. Great. It’s probably how Jack would feel, wishing his mother-in-law would just go away. And who could blame him?

      “I found Eleanor,” said Mr. Sagging Tool Belt. “She’s in the makeup room.”

      “She’s putting on more?”

      “What?”

      “Never mind.”

      The makeup room smelled of talcum powder and floral old-lady perfumes. Eleanor sat in a barber’s chair, eyes closed, head tilted up like a hungry bird. In front of her, a redheaded woman powder-puffed Eleanor’s cheeks. Then stepped back.

      “How’s that?” the redhead asked.

      Eleanor opened her painted eyes, gazing at her reflection in the mirrors surrounded by globe lights. And sighed, raising her chin.

      “Time is such a merciless thing.”

      “What?” asked the redhead.

      “Tennessee was right.” Eleanor batted her eyelashes. “Let’s freshen up this eyeshadow.”

      I stepped forward. “Eleanor?”

      “Raleigh!” Her stage voice shook the air. “How wonderful! Annie, this is Raleigh—Nadine’s daughter. Raleigh, this is Annie, our makeup girl.”

      “Hi,” Annie said. “I’ve heard so much about you.” She studied my face. “I’ve got some great under-eye concealers, want to try one?”

      “Thanks, but no.” I turned back to Eleanor. “Is my mom here?”

      “She’s taking a nap in my dressing room. We had such a good day. Nadine helped everyone with their lines.”

      “Oh, Nadine,” Annie said. “What a complexion! I didn’t even need foundation for her makeover.”

      With a sinking feeling, I made my way down the back hall. Eleanor’s dressing room had a gold star on the door. I knocked, then stepped inside.

      My mother lay on a matted blue velvet couch. Her eyes were closed. I shut the door.

      “Mom?”

      She didn’t respond. I walked over to the couch. Thick black eyeliner flicked upward at the outer corners of her eyes and her lips were painted the color of rubies. But her skin—Annie was right. Her skin was porcelain and beautiful, and I could still see the woman who my dad loved more than anyone else on earth.

      A copy of the script lay beside her, its pages dog-eared. She’d written something on the top page. Vertically. A numb sensation crept into my hands. One letter at a time.

      A

      C

      T

      S

      After each letter, she wrote one word.

      Another

      Cyclone

      Tips

      Sanity

      I reached down, carefully lifting the script, reading through the pages. More crazy acrostics. And the tone darkened. She also circled some of the mother-in-law jokes.

      M

      O

      T

      H

      E

      R

      

      More

      Oppressive

      Time

      Hopeless

      Excuses

      “Raleigh.”

      

      My name. In quotes.

      Meaning, Raleigh the impostor.

      The numb feeling spread into my wrists, but something heavier than lead draped over my chest, as if trying to smother my pounding heart. I pressed the word from my tightening throat.

      “Mom.”

      She opened her eyes. And there was nobody there I’d ever known.

      “It’s me,” I said. “Raleigh.”
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      I drove my mother home. And listened. She was telling the vaudeville jokes in a flat, dull voice.

      “The Doctor called Mrs. Cohen. ‘Mrs. Cohen,’ he said, ‘your check came back.’ She said, ‘So did my arthritis.’”

      My laugh sounded nervous. “Eleanor says you were a big help today.”

      I looked over. She gazed out the windshield into the dark.

      “The patient said, ‘Doctor, I have a ringing in my ears.’ The doctor said, ‘Don't answer it!’”

      The stoplight turned red on 15th Avenue. The Pony was at the edge of the crosswalk. “Did you eat dinner?”

      She stared at the rain, gray needles falling under the streetlights.

      I drove the rest of the way home in silence. When I pulled into the driveway, Madame was perched at the kitchen window, sensing trouble. I turned off the engine.

      My mom asked, “What did one knife say to the other?”

      “I don’t know.” My numb hands clutched the car key. “What did the knife say?”

      “Look sharp.”
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        * * *

      

      Upstairs, with the dog beside me, I stood in the hallway and listened to water run inside the bathroom. Every synapse in my body felt primed for danger. Clammy palms. Racing heartbeat. It was all coming back to me, the constant, exhausting weight of mental illness. Having to decode every choice she made—was she washing her face…or planning to drown herself?

      I glanced down at Madame. She stood rigid, small head tilted to listen. I picked her up and carried her into my mom’s room.

      “Stay with her tonight.” I kissed her head. “Please.”

      My mom came in, still dressed in her rumpled summer clothing but stripped of the eye makeup. Her face looked pale, drained of life.

      I forced myself to sound cheerful. “Did you take your meds?”

      She drew back the bed covers and climbed inside. Madame lay down beside her with a deep sigh.

      “Can I get you anything?” I asked.

      “You can leave,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      I paced my bedroom. Back and forth, each step casting out the same word.

      Help.

      Help.

      Help.

      When my cell phone rang, I dug it out of my pocket. The screen read Unknown Number. Jack. The Bureau always concealed the phone numbers of its agents.

      I swiped the screen. “Jack?”

      There was a pause.

      “No.” A gruff male voice. “Who’s this?”

      “Who’s this?” I countered.

      “Bert.”

      “I don’t know any Berts.”

      “Is this Raleigh? Eleanor needs you to come pick her up at the theater. Back door.”
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        * * *

      

      I drove alone, feeling as if someone had injected my entire body with novocaine. The rain was tapering off, leaving a night mist and puddles. The Pony splashed into the alley. Mr. Sagging Tool Belt stepped out of the back door, chivalrously guiding Eleanor to the car and holding the passenger door while she deposited herself into the seat.

      “See you tomorrow, Bert,” she trilled.

      He closed the door with a bang.

      “What happened to your car?” I asked.

      “Someone stole it,” she said.

      “What?”

      “It was parked right over there.” She pointed to a small lot with two security lights beamed over one white pickup truck and six empty spaces marked Senior Theater Only.

      “How could they steal it?”

      “Raleigh, do I look like a car thief?”

      “No, you look like a hooker with an AARP card. I’m just saying there’s no broken glass on the ground.” And, frankly, of all the cars to steal, the one getting three miles to the gallon wasn’t at the top of a thief’s list. “You’re positive you parked here?”

      She looked away.

      “Eleanor?”

      “I don’t remember.” Her voice pleaded. “I don’t even remember driving here.”

      “But I saw you leave this morning. With my mom.”

      “Then where…?”

      She left the question hanging, and for the second time that night a horrible, familiar, hateful numbness invaded my body.

      “It’s fine,” I said with the same false cheer I used with my mom. “You probably parked it somewhere else. We can find it.”

      I drove down the alley and hung a right on Broadway. But with each passing block, dread drilled deeper into me. I passed Madison Street.

      “I would never park this far from the theater,” Eleanor said. “Raleigh, turn around.”

      I kept going, heading straight for the brightly lit white building that towered over Capitol Hill.

      Eleanor sat up. “Where are you taking me?”

      “You need to get checked.”

      “What for?”

      I glanced over. Those purple eyes glared at me. “When was your last check-up?” I asked.

      “You were there. You, Jack, Marvin—”

      “That was the emergency room.” Just before Thanksgiving, she passed out after too much excitement, and only then did I learn Eleanor was hiding a heart condition. Now I wondered what else she was concealing. “And you left the ER against medical advice.”

      She raised her chin, telegraphing Tennessee’s arrival. “I have a cold but you’ve got a cold in your heart.”

      “Don’t start.”

      “Nightingale said it to The Writer in Vieux Carré,” Eleanor continued, unimpeded. “So as you can see, my memory is perfectly fine. There’s nothing at all wrong with me.”

      “Great. Take me to your car.”

      The silence stretched all the way to Swedish Hospital’s parking garage, all the way to automatic doors leading into Urgent Care, and all the way to where I stepped up to the receptionist’s desk and said, “We need some tests done. Right away.”
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      In her final display of displeasure with me, Eleanor banished me to the waiting room outside the Urgent Care clinic. And given the fear in her brown eyes, I didn’t argue.

      But after twenty minutes of watching CNN assure me the world was falling apart, I walked back to the Pony and retrieved my backpack. Sitting in a painful plastic chair in the waiting room among people coughing, bleeding, and staggering through the automatic doors, I read the second soil report from Sal-n-Sal.

      The report was detailed, precise. And it only baffled me further, because the predominant mineral found in the soil from Brannen Bower’s jeans was…

      Manganese.

      Chemical element symbol Mn, Sal wrote. Atomic number 25. Not found as a free element in nature, but often found in combination with iron.

      Manganese was a metal most commonly used in industrial alloys—particularly in stainless steels.

      I studied the other minerals listed—iron, silica, the earth’s usual suspects—and read Sal’s list of every location of manganese within Washington state. There were only four. I typed each location into my phone, checking the state map.

      Not one was anywhere near the Makah reservation. In fact, they were all on the other side of the state.

      I glanced up. Nine thirty p.m. and CNN was still peddling hysteria. I glanced around the room. The man across from me held a blue rag to his bloody forehead. I got up, walked outside, and tapped in Peter’s number. Between the rings, I listened to the sound of tires shushing down the wet streets.

      Peter sounded groggy. “You’re still workin?”

      “When I say manganese, what comes to mind?”

      “Carl Scheele.”

      Peter. Full of surprises. “Who?”

      “He discovered manganese. Late seventeen hundreds, I think. But another dude isolated it. Only don’t ask me his name.”

      “I don’t care about their names.”

      “Whoa, Nellie! You need some sleep.”

      “Sorry.” I looked up. A heavyset woman in pajamas was sprinting down the sidewalk, clutching a small girl in her arms. The girl’s face was chalk-white. Eyes closed. I stepped on the black mat, triggering the automatic doors.

      “You okay?” Peter asked.

      “Fine.” The woman raced past me, and I gave my self-pity a swift kick. “I paid Sal-n-Sal for a soil analysis.”

      “Sal’s a real character, huh?”

      I didn’t ask which Sal he meant. “It was for the soil from the dead guy’s jeans, from the lake. It came up with heavy concentrations of manganese. But there’s no manganese anywhere near the Makah reservation, and no outcroppings in Seattle either. The closest place is way over on your terrain in eastern Washington.”

      “And?”

      “And the victim was seen Sunday on the Rez. And I found his body Monday morning. So he would need to be Superman to travel from the Rez to eastern Washington and back to Seattle in one day. And why would he go?”

      “You got a whole heap of questions, Cowgirl.”

      I heard the automatic door slide open again. The man holding the rag to his head stumbled out. Behind him, I could see the receptionist at the desk. She was handing paperwork to the woman wearing pajamas and holding the child. The woman cried out, “My daughter is dying!”

      “Oh, now I get it,” Peter said. “Visiting your mom?”

      During my visits to the asylum, Peter and I had spoken several times by phone.

      “Actually, no. My mom just moved in with me.”

      “Hey, Raleigh, that’s great news.”

      The automatic doors slid shut over my heart, squeezing like an iron fist. “So about this manganese.”

      “Right, yeah. I’m drawin’ a blank.”

      Through the glass, I could see the mother shoving away the paperwork. Still cradling her child, she ran down the hall. The child’s head bounced off her shoulder.

      “I’m drawing a blank, too,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      Just past eleven p.m., my eyes gritty from reading on my phone, a young physician strode over to my chair. His blue scrubs were clean but wrinkled. I stood up.

      “Are you Raleigh Harmon?”

      I nodded.

      “I’m Dr. Steen,” he said. “Mrs. Anderson gave me permission to inform you of her status.” He frowned, looking troubled. “She, uh, also said something about depending on the kindness of strangers.”

      “Blanche DuBois’ last words.”

      “Who?”

      “Never mind. What did you find?”

      He stared down at a clipboard in his hands. “It’s very good you brought her in tonight.”

      The room shrank. Invisible walls zoomed in, blocking out the television, the wounded, the bleeding all around us.

      “How bad is it?” I asked.

      “We performed a battery of tests. Mrs. Anderson has a heart condition—”

      “So it’s her heart?”

      “No. These current symptoms don’t appear directly connected to her heart condition. And she claims to be taking her heart medicine. So.”

      I swallowed. “So?”

      “So I really can’t say more until further tests are done and we can isolate—”

      “No.” My mind flashed to the panicked mother, demanding care. “Tell me. Now. What is wrong with Eleanor?”

      “As I said, without further—”

      “You’re going to tell me. Now.”

      “Well.” He drew a deep breath. “I suggest she see a neurologist. Right away.”

      “Why?”

      “Her symptoms could be the early onset of Parkinson’s disease.”

      “Parkinson’s,” I said. “People survive Parkinson’s. Right?”

      He shifted his gaze to the clipboard. “You’re asking me to be honest. So I will tell you. Current research suggests that when symptoms appear quickly, as seems to be the case here, other elements of the disease also accelerate.”

      “You mean, death.”

      The doctor said nothing.

      I glanced away.

      He tugged some papers from his clipboard, handing them to me.

      “Here’s a list of the city’s top neurologists. I suggest you call them.”
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        * * *

      

      With Eleanor in the Pony, I drove back down Broadway and made several loops around Capitol Hill, searching for her silver Lincoln Continental. I finally spotted it in a public lot several blocks west of the theater. Her land yacht hogged two parking spots.

      “How very strange,” Eleanor said. “I don’t remember driving here.”

      The lot’s mechanical arm was down, blocking the exit. And the attendant’s booth was empty. I got out, read the sign, then climbed back in.

      “They open at six in the morning. I’ll come get it.”

      Back at the house, the cats were in some naughty nocturnal mood, jumping around the furniture in the living room, as Eleanor spouted more of the playwright’s lines. To keep up appearance, I offered my best guesses about which character said what, when, and where. But when she started up the stairs, I stayed behind. She noticed four steps up and turned.

      Her chin did not rise.

      “I have one request,” she said.

      “Okay.”

      “And I expect you to honor it.”

      I swallowed rusty nails. “I promise.”

      “No tests until the show is over.”

      “But—”

      “But nothing. My understudy is desperate to steal my part. I refuse to spend the time I have re-enacting All About Eve. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.” She turned and headed up the stairs, the proud chin rising again as she said something about the tragedy of old women who outlive their dogs.

      But a different line was running through my mind. Nonno’s last poem from Night of the Iguana. It was the last part, and it came to me like a song playing in the next room.

      O Courage, could you not dwell in the frightened heart of me?
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      Monday morning, I woke before dawn, feeling grouchy and tempted to yank the covers over my head—forever.

      Instead, I threw on sweats, grabbed my pack, and took Madame with me, jogging under a dark sky that still hadn’t opened its gray eyes. The stoplights on Broadway Avenue blinked for no one except the homeless who slumbered under damp cardboard roofs. Crossing behind the theater, we ran several blocks further and came to the parking lot where Eleanor had docked the land yacht.

      Now a neon-pink tag fluttered under her wiper blade. I pulled it out, read the notice, and growled.

      The dog looked up.

      “I feel like biting someone.” I unlocked the car door. “Hop in, Madame.”

      But someone was yelling, “You pay fine!”

      An Asian man bolted from the white attendant hut beside the exit. He held a large flashlight, swinging it back and forth like a weapon. “You pay fine!”

      “Your sign says the fee is for twenty-four hours.” I tapped my wristwatch. “She parked here yesterday around nine o’clock—that’s only twenty-two hours.”

      “She no pay!” His round face filled with fury. “Old lady, she say forgot wallet!”

      Oh, great.

      “So she didn’t pay?”

      “No! You pay now! With fine!”

      I opened my pack. “How much?”

      “Two hun-red dollar!”

      “What?”

      “Two places.” He pointed to where the land yacht hogged the parking spot next to it. “And fine—she no pay!”

      I counted out every last dollar in my wallet, then handed him my debit card. He grumbled some Mandarinesque curse and motored back to the white booth by the exit.

      I pulled out my phone. And swallowed my pride.

      Jack answered on the second ring, panting.

      “Harmon?”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Running,” he said. “You okay?”

      The man in the booth was shaking his head.

      “Actually, I’m not okay. My mom once again thinks I’m not her real daughter. And Eleanor might have Parkinson’s and—”

      The man stuck his head out, brandishing my card. “It not work! You pay extra!”

      “Harmon, where are you?”

      “Getting Eleanor’s car out of jail.”

      “Explain.”

      “She’s been having a lot of trouble memorizing her lines.”

      “Eleanor?”

      “I know. Not like her. I took her to urgent care last night. The doctor recommended she see a neurologist.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      The Asian man was heading back to me, stabbing the morning with my bank card. I opened my wallet and pulled out my emergency credit card. He narrowed his small eyes.

      “I promise, it’ll work.”

      He thundered away in another cloud of muttering.

      “What is going on?” Jack asked.

      “Eleanor didn’t pay for parking, then forgot where she parked. And now there’s a fine and I blew my last bucks on a soil test yesterday, only the results make no sense.”

      “Do you need money?”

      “No.”

      “Just swing by my place.”

      “Can you fly today?” I asked hopefully.

      “Where to?”

      “The Makah reservation.”

      The silence of his hesitation was long. And loud.

      “Jack, I just need—”

      “I would take you, but I’ve got a full day of meetings. That’s why I’m running now, to keep calm while McLeod talks.”

      Allen McLeod, supervisory special agent in charge of the violent crimes unit. My former boss. And a man of many malaprops.

      “By the way,” Jack added, “he asked about our wedding date.”

      I placed a hand on my chest. Breathe. “Did he?”

      “Pulled me aside on Friday to explain how my life would  improve with holy monotony.”

      My eyes burned. “McLeod would know.”

      “Harmon, are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “Really.”
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        * * *

      

      At the blistering speed of ten knots, I navigated Eleanor’s land yacht back to Aunt Charlotte’s house.

      Eleanor was in the kitchen, making her disgusting green tea. Without her purple makeup, her eyelids looked swollen. I wondered if she’d been crying. She sipped from her teacup. “Any problems?”

      “Nope.” I handed her the car key. “What’s on your schedule today?”

      “Rehearsals.”

      “Maybe you should take a day off and—”

      “And let my stand-in steal my part? Never!”

      “Okay, your call. But my mom should stay home.”

      Eleanor gave me a searching look. “Is she alright?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Are you staying with her?”

      “She asked me to leave.”

      “Oh, Raleigh—”

      I held up my hand. “It’s okay. I’m used to it. And Madame will stay with her.”

      “Where will you be?”

      “At the end of the world, trying to save my life.”
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      After feeding the pets, I guzzled an ice-cold Coke and rocketed for the ferry terminal, paying for the ticket with my emergency credit card.

      My cell phone was ringing before I'd even parked on the car deck. With one hand, I swung my thumb over the screen, figuring it was Jack calling back.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Raleigh?”

      “Aunt Charlotte?”

      “I put together the list you wanted.”

      Before fleeing the women’s retreat, I’d asked Mack for a list of all staff and attendees. Though Mack promised to do it, something in her tone set off my radar. So I’d asked Aunt Charlotte.

      “Thanks, Aunt Charlotte.” I parked behind a green Honda and searched for pen and paper. “Hang on one second and I’ll—”

      The ferry blew its horn.

      “What’s that noise?”

      “The ferry.”

      “You’re on a ferry?”

      “Yes.”

      “Right now?”

      I gazed out the windshield. My aunt. So wonderful, so ditzy. “Yes, right now I am on the ferry.”

      “Raleigh!” Her voice pitched with alarm. “You’re talking on a cell phone!”

      “Last time I checked, ferries didn’t have landlines.”

      “Is that a joke?”

      “Aunt Charlotte, you’re not getting radiated—just me.”

      “Stop kidding around, this is serious. Your aura is getting flooded with electromagnetic waves!”

      “So that’s what I’m feeling.”

      “Raleigh, mark my words. Your entire day is going to go haywire.”

      I pinched a pen. “Then you better talk fast.”

      She blurted out the names so quickly I struggled to scribble them down. I also had to ask for spellings because they all sounded like nicknames. Murphy. Lynd. Busy—not to be confused with Busby. And Charlie.

      “That’s me,” she said. “Charlie.”

      “You’re Charlie?”

      “Instead of Charlotte. ‘Charlie’ is androgynous. Without gender.”

      I fixed my gaze on the list, mostly to keep my eyeballs from rolling back into my head. “This covers most of the women?”

      “Raleigh, we don’t say women.”

      “What?”

      “Wom. That’s the correct term.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Wom—it’s woman without man. Because women don’t need men.”

      My eyes took off like loose marbles. “So this list is most of the wom connected to the retreat?”

      “No, it’s all of us. We’re a very selective group, Raleigh. Not everyone can appreciate being a wom.”

      “Quite true.”

      “Now hang up!” she cried.

      The line went dead.

      I got out of the car and walked up the metal stairway to the dining deck, adding more debt to my credit card by purchasing a breakfast sandwich and a very large Coke, no crushed ice. Sitting at a window table, I watched winter drizzle stipple the surface of Puget Sound. And I read over the list of wom.

      The nicknames wouldn’t do me much good unless Sue Buress could provide the real names. But on my third bite, one name jumped out at me.

      Shar.

      Not for Charlotte, because she was Charlie. And my aunt had pronounced the name like “Share.”

      As in Sharyl.

      I lifted my head, staring at the sleeting rain. But the only thing I saw was the wine shop in Woodinville. How many women—wom—were named Shar? And what about that book she was reading? I thought WOM was an acronym. Now I wondered how many “wom” worked that closely with Sue Buress on the new vineyard. And then, there was Shar’s attitude—hostile, until Sue showed up. Then sickeningly sweet. Fawning. Something was not right there.

      I pulled out my phone. Sue Buress’ voicemail was as rapid-fire as the rest of her manners.

      After the beep, I said, “Hi, it’s Raleigh.”

      I described my findings, including the discovery of Golden Indian Paintbrush growing near her Orcas Island retreat.

      “The plant was definitely moved onto your vineyard. But I’ve still got some more questions. Particularly about Shar, your assistant. I’m wondering how long she’s worked for you. But we’ll have to talk about it later. I’m going to be out of cell phone range for most of the day.”
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        * * *

      

      The Pony roared off the ferry. The winter landscape blurred past, a mixture of milky rain and quartzite mists twisting through the bristly green forests. When I reached the highway beside the Strait of Juan de Fuca, the heavy rains forced me to slow down. Water rose from the ditches, gushing over the sloping roads, puddling across the flats. After hearing so much about this road washing out, I decided not to stop in case I got stuck.

      Four hours later, I blasted into the Makah reservation with my bladder throwing another tantrum. I swung left into the museum’s parking lot and speed-walked for the front door, shoving my car keys in my back pocket and praying for grace as I tugged on the front door.

      This time, it opened. Hallelujah.

      “Welcome,” said a young woman behind the gift shop counter. “Admission is six dollars.”

      “I just need to use the restroom.”

      “You still have to pay—”

      “I just drove in from Seattle. Nonstop.”

      “Oh.” She glanced left, right, searching the empty space. Then whispered, “Make sure you come right back out, okay?”

      “Promise. Thanks.” I wiggle-walked to the restroom, leaped into the first stall, shot down my jeans, and…

      Plop.

      I spun around.

      My car key. Floating. Then sinking into the bowl.

      “No!”

      I slapped my back pocket. On the wall above the toilet, a red light flashed.

      “NO!”

      WHOOSH!

      “Stop!” I punched the automatic flush button. “Stop-stop-stop-stooooop!”

      The whoosh whooshed on. And on. And on. I kept punching the black button. Finally fresh water trickled into the porcelain bowl. But no key.

      I gazed at the sparkling water, somehow expecting the key to magically reappear.

      I sat down with a tortured cry.

      When I stepped out of the stall, numb with shock, I washed my hands at the sink and stared at the horrified woman in the mirror.

      Nice work, Harmon.

      I walked out of the bathroom, then stood frozen. Panic throbbed across my chest. I’ve got to get that key back. In the distance, I heard Katrinka, her soothing docent voice conducting another tour. Sudden hope fluttered across my heart—Katrinka. I ran for her voice.

      She stood by the canoe on its low platform, leading a white family of four through the exhibits. When I appeared at the edge of the room, Katrinka gave me a questioning look but continued her monologue. The parents listened, but the young boy leaned into one of the glass boxes, hands cupped around his eyes to peer at the Makah tribal hats. The little girl knelt beside the canoe, touching the dangling stones.

      “In the late twentieth century, our Makah whale hunters used harpoons with steel heads. However, they kept wooden shafts on the harpoons because it offered greater flexibility and more tensile strength.”

      “Stevie,” the father said to the boy, “remember what I told you about tools? The right tool makes all the difference.”

      The boy ignored him.

      “Our men also attach sealskin floats to the harpoon.” Katrinka reached down, lifting a deflated skin-balloon that draped from the canoe’s back end. “The floats provided drag, which help weaken the harpooned whale. But sometimes those measures are not enough, so our men also use big-game rifles.” Katrinka glanced at the mother. “I know it sounds cruel, but the guns are actually better, especially if an injured whale tries to swim away.”

      I glanced at my watch. My key was probably swimming for Japan right now.

      “What kind of firearms?” the father asked.

      “By law, the Makah can only use a certain model,” Katrinka said.

      “Let me guess, Winchester Magnum?”

      “Why, yes,” Katrinka said. “The International Whaling Commission allows the Makah to use the .458 Winchester Magnum. And the .577 Tyrannosaur, also known as the T-Rex rifle.”

      “The T-Rex?” The man looked impressed. “Do you know its range?”

      “I believe it’s more than two thousand feet.”

      He nodded. “You really know your stuff.”

      My phone took this moment to burst to life, fracturing the quiet museum air with Tijuana brass.

      Katrinka glared at me. “No cell phones allowed.”

      I dug into my front pocket—the front pocket, where sensible people keep their car keys. “I didn’t think it could—”

      “We have signs everywhere.” Katrinka pointed at the sign right there on the wall next to me: Please Silence All Cell Phones.

      “Yes, but mine doesn’t get—”

      She crossed her arms.

      I immediately hit the off button, not even glancing at the screen. “I’m sorry. My mistake.”

      But they all continued to glare at me. Except the little girl. She held the stone in her hands and gave me a curious smile. Like, finally, something interesting had happened.

      Katrinka cleared her throat. “Did you need something?”

      “Yes, and it’ll just take a second.”

      “We can speak after the tour.”

      The hard expression in her dark eyes iced me. I turned on my heel and walked back to the entrance, where the gal behind the counter gave me her own look of concern.

      “You said you’d come right back.”

      “There was a little mishap,” I said.

      “Now you’ll have to pay admission,” she said.

      “Okay.” I sighed. “Just let me get my wallet.”

      I stepped outside.

      And stopped.

      The car. I’d locked the car. With my wallet inside.

      “Wonderful,” I muttered.
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      Standing under the museum’s timber-frame portico, I pulled out my cell phone, closed my eyes, and prayed the missed call came from Jack, offering an airplane ride.

      I don’t deserve it. But…please?

      I opened my eyes.

      Peter.

      My heavy sigh meshed with all the white noise around me—rain, wind, ocean waves. I tapped the screen for redial.

      “Howdy,” Peter drawled. “You got a minute?”

      “More than you can imagine.”

      “Alrighty, I found somethin’ interesting on manganese.”

      I tried to muster some enthusiasm. “What’d you find?”

      “It’s more like what I didn’t find.”

      I wrapped one arm around my torso, hugging myself and hopping foot-to-foot to keep warm. Along with my wallet, my coat was inside the locked car.

      “You were right about one thing,” Peter said. “Ain’t a hill of beans worth of manganese anywhere near that reservation. And I didn’t find any real good outcropping listed on any of the USGS maps, either. So I called my buddy, he works in mineral resources. State agency, you know?”

      “Right.” I stuck my free hand into my armpit, warming it up.

      “We worked together when I was running the state lab out here in Spokane. Real nice dude. I asked him if maybe there was something the federal geologists knew that us state folks don’t. You know, we don’t always talk. And yessirree. It was the tip of the iceberg. So to speak.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Some mighty rivers cut into the bedrock under the reservation. And all that water’s carrying minerals down the mountains, spitting ’em out on the beaches.”

      “I thought of that,” I said. “But I was on the Rez’s beach. I didn’t find any manganese. And Sal’s soil report said this particular manganese was a really heavy concentration, higher than what normally appears from river water turbidity.”

      “Raleigh, right there’s why I hired you. You’re one smart cookie.”

      I stared at my locked car. Yessirree.

      “My buddy got curious himself and went excavating—paper digging, you know. He just called me back.”

      Behind me, the museum’s front door swung open. The family of four stepped out. The little girl gave me another secret smile, but the rest of her family looked at me for what I was—some odd loser standing outside with no coat and one hand in her armpit.

      “And?” I asked, as the family walked past.

      “Turns out,” Peter ambled on, “the Makah applied for a mining permit. Guess which heavy metal they wanna dig up?”

      “I’ll take manganese for five hundred.”

      “You got it.”

      “When did they apply for the permit?”

      “Last year. Kept it real quiet, too, being right smart. Manganese is rarer than common sense. You find it, you make a lot of money.”

      “Really.”

      The family climbed into a white minivan with Oregon license plates. As they drove away, the little girl gazed out the back window. She waved. I waved back. Then my hand returned to my armpit. “Where’s this manganese deposit located?”

      “Well, the Makah didn’t specify the location. Again, real smart. Somebody might come along and outmaneuver them for it. And the state doesn't have much authority ’cause the reservation’s federal land. The Makah only filed the state permit to appease the environmental folks. You know, all the rivers and runoff.”

      “So if I identify every river washing into the Rez, I can backtrack the riverbeds and find—”

      “Ya see?” Peter chuckled. “Good geology. I’ll shoot you an email with the info. You handle the rest.”

      After the call ended, I stayed outside for a moment. Across the road, the wind was blowing rain in from the west, a slanted gray curtain over the marina. Further out, a red tugboat chugged toward the harbor, smoke billowing from its back end. I gripped the phone, feeling a strong temptation to call Jack. But the rain clouds hung so low the sky looked like tented flannel drooping on its stakes. Not small-plane weather.

      I turned and walked inside the museum.

      Katrinka was standing at the gift shop counter, talking with the young woman. Both fell silent as I approached.

      “Sorry for interrupting your tour,” I said. “My phone usually doesn’t get a signal out here.”

      “We have public wi-fi.” She crossed her arms. “What’s so urgent?”

      “My car key got flushed down your toilet.”

      They both stared at me, but with no trace of surprise. Like every day some white woman walked in here and did the same stupid thing.

      “I don’t suppose—”

      “You expect us to search the septic tank?”

      Gross.

      “No,” I said. “But how about a locksmith?”

      The young woman reached under the counter, producing the same thin phone book as Lizzie had. “There’s a locksmith in Port Angeles.”

      “That far?”

      “Nobody locks their doors here.”

      Thumbing through the yellow pages, I found the only locksmith within two hundred miles. I was typing his number into my phone when Katrinka spoke up.

      “You’re welcome to wait here in the lobby,” she said, “until the locksmith arrives.”
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      The locksmith was three hours out.

      “I got two jobs ahead of you,” he explained.

      Phone pressed to my ear, I walked outside, standing under the portico again. Rain splashed on the Pony’s red hood. “This is an emergency.”

      “They’re all emergencies,” he said.

      “Right, but—”

      “And the road’s real bad right now. You better not be in any hurry.”

      Who, me? No wallet. No coat. No way home.

      “Could you get here by this afternoon?” I asked.

      “Maybe.”

      “I’ll pay you double.” More magic credit card.

      “Lemme see what I can do.”

      I disconnected the call and gazed across the reservation. The businesses in the retail area were spaced so far apart I could see each one. Smoke rose from the side of the grocery store—the loitering teenagers—and the short school bus from the church was pulling up to the tribal gym. Young kids spilled out, dashing inside. Right past a familiar shiny black Lexus.

      Hunching my shoulders, I made a run for it.

      In the four minutes it took me to reach the gym, I got soaked. Hair and clothes dripping, I stood on the floor mat inside the door and squeezed water from my ponytail. The nice woman named Teresa was once again guarding the basketball court.

      “Where’s your coat?” she asked.

      “In my car. Which is locked. And I just lost the key.”

      “Oh, man.”

      “Exactly.”

      “You want to borrow something? There’s some coats in lost and found.”

      At times like this, the smallest kind gesture feels enormous. “Thank you.”

      “I’d walk you back there,” she said. “But the boys’ll do something, you know—boys.” She inched away from the door, pointing. “Remember where you went last time? Keep going. Last door on the right. You’ll see a big box of stuff. Help yourself. Just put it back before you leave the Rez.”

      I thanked her again, and opened the door, expecting to hear Natasha hollering at the overweight ladies. But there was only silence. I moved down the brightly lit hall. As I passed the empty aerobics room, I noticed Natasha’s boom box was plugged into the wall. I was wiping the dripping rainwater off my face as I passed the weight room and came to the last door on the right. The small closet held a large box. I pawed through the winter pom-pom hats, knitted scarves, single mittens—why does only one mitten ever get lost?—and several pairs of small tennis shoes and rubber boots. Near the bottom of the pile, I found a rain jacket and pulled it out. Hannah Montana grinned at me among some sparkly rainbows.

      “No wonder nobody claimed it,” I said.

      But, beggars not being choosers, I threw it on. The sleeves were three inches too short. I was closing the closet door when laughter trilled the air.

      I held still. And heard it again.

      Female. Flirty.

      I had a feeling.

      Quietly, I walked over to the Plexiglas window framing the weight room.

      Yessiree.
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      Teal-colored leggings stretched to full capacity, Natasha Bower straddled a man. He was on the floor, and in addition to her amorous clutches, her feathered black hair disguised everything about him except two muscular legs. Still, those legs looked a little familiar.

      I stayed at the window, waiting for her to shift so I could see the man’s face, but then it hit me that she might launch into some activity which would be forever seared into my brain. I rapped on the Plexiglas.

      Natasha’s head swiveled, the wings of her hair whipping across the man’s face.

      Jimmy Chartraw.

      I smiled.

      I waved.

      Just another friendly white woman in her Hannah Montana rainbow raincoat.

      Pushing off her paramour, Natasha brushed her manicured hands down the front of her workout lycra as if she’d merely fallen. She walked toward the door. Jimmy Chartraw rose slowly. He wore another of those wife-beater tank tops, and as he stood, he reached for his injured shoulder. The bruise still looked ripe.

      Natasha yanked the door open. “What’re you doing?”

      “I didn’t know you were a nurse.”

      “What?”

      “Isn’t that what you’re doing—nursing the poor guy through his injury?”

      She glanced back, checking on Officer Chartraw. For all his meanness, Jimmy Chartraw looked like a truck had hit him. Which was probably how Natasha affected most men.

      “He was showing me a new weight-lifting move.”

      “I’ll bet.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’ll bet you’re heading home soon—can I get ride? I need to talk to your husband.”

      Her mouth parted.

      “Not about this,” I added. “It’s about Brannen.”
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      On the drive out of town, Natasha didn’t say one word. And I didn’t press her. Sometimes silence was an investigator’s best friend, the powerful marinade stewing the guilty.

      But as she stopped outside her house, she turned to me and said, “I’m not hurting anyone.”

      “Whatever you say.” I got out of the car.

      Natasha pranced up the slate steps to the front door. I followed her inside, but she didn’t offer to take my nifty raincoat.

      “I’m sure you can find Joe yourself,” she said, sashaying away.

      I made my way into the big living room where I’d last spoken to Joe Bower. He wasn’t there, and I waited a full minute, listening for a clue to where he might be. But the native masks hanging on the walls looked at me like they’d been talking to Natasha. I headed for the kitchen.

      The three housekeepers were gathered at the round table by the window, each one staring at her phone screen. And suddenly I’d bet a million dollars those ridiculous maids uniforms were Natasha’s idea.

      “Is Mr. Bower around?” I asked.

      Their dark gazes took in the Hannah Montana raincoat with expressions that proved the Makah had mastered the poker face.

      “I really need to talk to him,” I added.

      The woman forced to wear the French maid outfit over her sweats said, “He’s hanging.”

      “Where’s he hanging?”

      “He come home soon.”

      They returned to their phones.

      “Could I get the wi-fi password?” I held up my own phone. “I need to check my email.”

      “Ravens home,” said the French maid.

      “All one word?”

      Her poker face could win Vegas.

      “Right,” I said. “Thanks.”

      Strolling back to the living room, I logged into my email, found Peter’s attachment, and sat on the couch, combing through the information.

      I wasn’t familiar with manganese. During my five years in the FBI mineralogy lab, the mineral never crossed my path. Neither in my five years as a special agent. But manganese had recently become a prized commodity, a heavy-metal mineral used in everything from water filters to alkaline batteries. But manganese’s most valuable use was as a stainless steel alloy. The mineral both strengthened steel and made it lighter, an economic boon to companies manufacturing trains, planes, ships, and automobiles. But manganese mines were rare—the mineral didn’t show up in big enough quantities anywhere in the entire United States. And in the entire world, there were only a few. Which meant Peter was right. Demand far outstripped supply, so one good manganese deposit could create millionaires many, many times over.

      Peter’s second attachment was the state’s environmental impact report. Manganese in its powdered form could work its way into the lung or get absorbed through the skin, causing serious health problems. Long-term exposure to manganese inflicted irreversible damage to human organs, including the brain and liver. Doctors had even coined a term for the condition—manganism.

      I looked up from my phone. The picture windows framed the gentle oyster bays below, tributaries sinewing to the sea and providing safe harbors for fish, seals, birds, and other wildlife. No wonder this mining application was kept under wraps. Environmental groups would invade the Rez and demand this project be shut down before it even started.

      “Raleigh?” Joe Bower stood at the edge of the room. His blue coveralls were stained with motor oil. “Do you have some news?”

      I stood up. The hope in his voice made my heart ache.

      “Not yet. But I do have some more questions.”

      I saw all the hope leak from his handsome brown face.

      “Do I have time to change?” he asked. “It’ll only take a minute.”

      “Sure.” I wasn’t going anywhere—literally. “I’ll wait.”

      While he changed, I read over the information from Peter again, searching for clues that might give me a location for the manganese deposit. But all I could gather was this land was both on the Rez and over its border. The description didn’t really help. Stretching over more than 30,000 acres, this reservation was surrounded by dense old-growth forests and some of the steepest mountains in America. Complete wilderness. I would need at least a dozen geology maps just to locate the rivers, track their paths, trace the outwash and—

      “Thanks for waiting.” Joe Bower wore fresh jeans and a denim shirt, his salt-and-pepper hair damp and combed back. “I have heard nothing from the Seattle police. Maybe they don’t think my son’s death matters.”

      “It matters. And they know that. They’re just swamped.”

      “You don’t have to make excuses for them.” He sat on the couch across from me. “But how can I help you, Raleigh?”

      “Tell me about the manganese.”

      His dark eyebrows shot up. “The manganese—you mean the mine?”

      I explained finding the mineral on Brannen’s clothing. “At first, it seemed like an anomaly. But I’ve since learned about the mining permit application.”

      “But the permit was turned down.” Joe Bower dropped back against the couch. He looked baffled. “How could it have anything to do with Brannen’s death?”

      “I’m trying to figure that out.”

      “The permit was rejected before we’d even dug into the ground. It’s a dead deal. The tribe doesn’t have the money needed to hire lawyers to fight the state’s decision.”

      “What about outside investors? They’d have the money.”

      “You and I are on the same page.” He sighed. “But the tribal council refused any outside money. The Makah have been burned too many times by… you know…”

      “White people.”

      “No offense.” He smiled apologetically. “The Makah are proud and stubborn people. It’s helped us survive. But in this situation, it’s working against us.”

      I nodded. “But it might help if I knew where the manganese is located.”

      Joe Bower stood up. “Come with me.”
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      Rain pelted Joe Bower’s truck, but the drumming noise was muted by the plush interior. And by his deep voice, describing the landmarks as we passed. The best beach for clam digging. The ancient tribal graveyard. The hill where little Joe Bower flew his first kite.

      “It was made from torn sheets,” he said in a somber tone. “I can still remember the feeling as it rose into the air.” His mouth tightened, his voice cracking. “Same feeling Brannen got from surfing. The thing your heart longs for.”

      I kept my focus on the gentle sandbars and estuaries.

      “Best clams in America.” He pointed out the windshield. “You should try them.”

      I nodded and listened to the shifting tone in his voice. It had gone from ravaged pain to that flat effect of a strong man controlling his emotions. I’d heard those same tones in my own father’s voice whenever he was dealing with my mother’s breakdowns.

      I looked over. “What can you tell me about Officer Chartraw?”

      “Jimmy?” He glanced at me. “What would you like to know?”

      “How well do you know him?”

      “My wife’s madly in love with him.”

      The rain drummed the rooftop.

      He glanced at me. “You wanted to ask me about it?”

      “Partly. But when I first introduced myself to Officer Chartraw, he seemed hostile toward the investigation. His reaction struck me as odd, being in law enforcement.”

      Bower’s voice went flat again. “Jimmy loves Natasha. And Natasha and Brannen didn’t get along. Therefore Jimmy might…”

      I counted the seconds.

      “Jimmy might be glad Brannen’s gone.”

      I counted several more seconds. “Isn’t it hard on your marriage?”

      “Marriage is always hard, no matter what.”

      “But—”

      “But when I married Natasha, she was young. She had never been off the Rez. I was retiring from a full life, coming home. From the start, our marriage had challenges.” He glanced at my left hand. “You’re engaged?”

      Given the way things were going with Jack, I could only manage a nod.

      “Want some advice?” Bower asked.

      “I’m not sure.”

      He laughed. “Raleigh, you’re honest. I like that. And here’s my advice. Glue.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Find something that will glue the marriage together. Otherwise, the world tears it apart.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.

      He turned left and we bumped along a gravel road, cutting through a steep valley. Fog and mist closed over us but I saw a small roadside arrow pointing to the right, with one word: Airport. Maybe I could get out of here by plane.

      Bower turned right, climbing up a series of dirt-road switchbacks.

      “On a clear day the view up here is spectacular,” he said. “Maybe you can see it another time.”

      He parked on what appeared to be some kind of stone ledge. When I got out of the truck, the fog had a tender looseness, like a thin atmosphere with no wall behind it. Somewhere in the distance, I could hear water running, a river, out of sight. Ahead of us, a mound of gray gravel was dusted with pine needles and autumn leaves. Beyond the gravel, heavy machinery rusted in the damp atmosphere. I recognized a sluice box, for mining gold from running water. And some coring equipment used in mines.

      “Over here,” Bower said.

      I followed his stride through the mist. The damp air felt cold and clung to my skin. I tugged up the Hannah Montana hood and shoved my hands into the pockets, trying to warm my exposed wrists.

      “This is it,” he said.

      The purple pluton swelled from the mountainside, like a bulbous goiter on a human neck. Rust-red iron bled through the manganese, which made sense. In terms of atomic structure, manganese was needy, attaching itself to the iron and other sulfide minerals, which created another mining challenge. This rock would need to be quarried and pulverized to separate the common iron from the near-priceless manganese. That refining process meant even more expenses. And more environmental hazards. Manganese dust was deadly. I ran a hand over the chilled metamorphic stone, avoiding the purple veins.

      “Finding it was a miracle,” Bower said.

      I looked back at him. Standing at the edge of this cliff with the gray mist behind him, his grief-weighted face looked somehow singular. Like he was the last man on earth. Or the first. Adam, after his son was murdered—by Adam’s other son.

      “Who found the deposit?” I asked.

      “A geologist.”

      “From around here?”

      He shook his head. “When I moved back to the Rez to retire, the tribe asked me to join the council. First thing I did was audit the books. It didn’t make me any friends, but it showed me the Makah Tribe was slowly going broke. I hired a consulting firm to evaluate the tribe’s assets, such as they were.” He gestured outward, beyond the mist. “I was thinking of lumber. Trees don’t cost anything to grow. But the federal government has strict regulations about logging, especially old-growth forests. Next was fishing, but the tribe is held to quotas and the unexpected often happens. Couple weeks back, we had an algae bloom with this stuff called salp.”

      I nodded, thinking of my conversation with Lani.

      “Finally, I thought of tourism. But it’s hard to get here, and once you arrive, it’s not exactly Disneyland. And we have inconsistent cell phone service. Our last option was the land.”

      “You mean what’s inside the land—oil, gas, mineral rights?”

      “Exactly. I paid a Seattle land-use firm to test for deposits. One of their geologists found several good gravel beds.” Bower nodded toward the pile of fractured granite. “Excellent quality, he said. But the roads are unreliable, and the rock’s heavy. It would be too expensive. The geologist kept searching and came back a week later and said he noticed some good veins. You probably know what he meant.”

      I looked at the pluton’s distinct crystallized veins. The manganese had formed concentrated areas rather than scattering throughout the stone. Usually, the concentrations meant richer deposits and fewer mining expenses. I ran my hand over the stone again, and this time, my fingers explored the two-inch boreholes. Perfectly round. Machine-cut. I drew my fingers out. Purple dust clung to my fingerprints.

      I reached down, scooping up handfuls of sand to scrub off the manganese. “The coring samples must’ve looked excellent.”

      “Incredible—the geologist used that word. He also said, ‘You just stumbled onto a winning lottery ticket.’”

      “Except for the problems getting the mineral out of the ground.”

      “Correct.” He shifted, squinting into the fog. “Have you ever noticed most people who win the lottery end up being miserable?”

      “Yes. Because money is good for money, but bad for everything else.”

      “Is that a proverb?” he asked.

      “No. It’s something my dad used to say.”

      “He sounds like he’s a wise man.”

      Now I squinted into the mist. “He was.”

      “Was?”

      “He was murdered.”

      I looked over. Behind him, the fog curled around the evergreen boughs like greedy fingers, grasping, finding nothing, grasping again.

      “That’s why,” Bower said.

      “Pardon?”

      “That’s why you’re here. You can feel what we’re feeling.”

      I nodded. “What happened after the geologist submitted his report?”

      “Fights—literal fights. I pulled two council members off each other, fists flying. Nobody could agree about where the money should go, who should control the funding, how the profits would be divided. And one of those brawlers was Jimmy. I reminded them we still had to get the manganese out of the ground. But nobody listened. And when the state stopped our plans, I almost wanted to celebrate. This ‘lottery ticket’ was tearing my people apart.”

      “Can I see the geologist’s report?” I asked.

      “I’ll make you a copy.”

      He frowned, and an expression passed over him that was a different kind of grief. He was a man who belonged to a special tribe, yet he realized his people were just like every other people on earth—selfish, petty, greedy, irrational.

      “Is there anything else?” he asked.

      “Not right now.”

      We drove down the gravel road, weaving through the forested land to his house on the opposite ridge. Waiting in the living room while Bower made a copy of the geologist’s report, I felt an eerie presence—as if Brannen were alive, sitting on this same couch, staring out these windows. And the feeling only made the manganese more curious. A powerful clue that made little sense. I was so deep in thought that when Joe Bower returned, I jumped up suddenly, bumping my shin into the glass coffee table. The pottery bowl on display tipped over. I lunged for it, hoping it wouldn’t break.

      “The report is full of scientific notations,” Bower was saying, graciously ignoring my clumsiness the same way he’d ignored my goofy raincoat. “But I’m sure you can understand all the technical terminology. The rest of us needed a translator.”

      My hands were wrapped around the bowl. I was setting it back on the table when I noticed the glaze. Even under misty gray light, the glaze glowed with intergalactic hues. I picked it up again.

      “Something wrong?” Bower asked.

      I turned the bowl over, reading the name stamped into the clay. Bridget Studios.

      “Raleigh?”

      I looked at him. “I think I just figured out how manganese got on Brannen’s clothing.”
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      Joe Bower drove me back to the museum and politely skipped over any questions about why my car was parked here, just like he ignored the Hannah Montana coat.

      “Thanks for the ride.” I yanked up the jacket’s hood and opened the door. “I’ll be in touch soon.”

      He reached over, gently touching my exposed wrist. “You’re a blessing to us, Raleigh.”

      My throat closed over his words, so I could only clutch the jacket and make a run for the museum’s entrance. The rain was blowing in off the ocean, slashing sideways. When I reached the front door, Bower drove away. I stayed under the portico. Pulling out my phone, I waited for the signal. Then I tapped in the number from my contacts list.

      Bridget answered the call with one word. “Studio.”

      “How much pigment did Brannen bring you?”

      “Who is this?” she demanded.

      “Raleigh. Joe Bower gave me your number.”

      There was a lengthy pause. I squinted at the blue-black rain clouds, the misty shroud over the ocean.

      “Why do you want to know?” she finally asked.

      “Just tell me.”

      “It doesn’t matter, I don’t have any left.”

      “Where’d he get it?”

      “I don’t know. But I need it. Bad.”

      On the other end of the phone, something crinkled.

      “He never told you where he was getting the purple pigment?”

      I heard a flick—Bic lighter, my guess—then a level blow of exhaled smoke.

      “I didn’t ask where it came from,” she said.

      “You didn’t care?”

      “No.” She paused. “He seemed afraid.”

      “Of what?”

      “I don’t know. But he acted like maybe he stole it or something. Only that didn’t make sense.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because my brother was honest—really honest. I decided if he didn’t want to tell me, I didn’t need to know.”

      The late afternoon light was failing, the clouds a mottled blue and black with silver rain below. I closed my eyes. “Bridget, did you mix the purple glaze by hand?”

      “What’s this really about?”

      “The purple powder Brannen brought you is poison.”

      “But he said it was—” She stopped.

      “So he did tell you.”

      “No, he just said it came from the Rez. And, okay, maybe I shoulda asked more questions, but I’ve got all these orders coming in and I'm finally making some real money with my pottery and I just want more—”

      “When Brannen called you on Sunday, did he tell you he was bringing you more of the purple pigment?”

      “Yes.”

      “You need to scrub your hands,” I said. “And stay out of your pottery studio. The city will need to bring in a HazMat team.”

      “What?”

      “Get to a doctor immediately. Tell them to look up a condition called manganism.” I spelled it for her.

      Her voice trembled. “You’re scaring me.”

      “Welcome to the club,” I said, disconnecting the call.

      Since the cell signal was holding, I dialed information and asked for the number for the Senior Theater on Broadway Avenue in Seattle. An automated operator put my call through. From the sounds of it, Sagging Tool Belt guy answered.

      “Hi,” I said. “Is Eleanor there?”

      “Hang on.”

      The clatter told me he dropped the receiver. I could also hear the murmuring of distant microphones. More vaudeville acts. Then Eleanor’s stage voice boomed.

      “This is Eleanor! Who is this?!”

      I pulled the phone from my ear. “It’s me.”

      “Raleigh! Is something wrong?”

      “Do you want the good news first or the bad news?”

      “I’ve told you, two unstable conditions can blow up the whole world far past repair.”

      “Eleanor, I really don’t have time for—”

      “Reverend Shannon, The Night of the Iguana. Act one, scene two. And you should tell me the bad news first because I’ll probably forget it right away.”

      “I lost the key to The Pony.”

      “There’s a spare key. What’s the good news?”

      During my years in the FBI’s mineralogy lab, I had examined a lot of women’s makeup. For one thing, makeup leaves distinct trace elements on everything from clothing to fingernails. For another, most of those cosmetics include distinct minerals—titanium dioxide, zinc oxide, iron oxide, mica. The list goes on.

      “Throw out your purple eyeshadow,” I said.

      “That’s your good news?”

      The human eye was among the body’s most sensitive organs. It was also located extremely close to the brain. And right now, I would bet my magic credit card a very specific mineral was responsible for the vibrant hue in Eleanor’s purple eyeshadow.

      Manganese.

      I was explaining this to her when an incoming text dinged my phone. I glanced at the screen.

      Road washed out, the locksmith wrote. Can’t get there today.

      I put the phone back to my ear. Eleanor was spouting Tennessee. I interrupted her.

      “Listen to me,” I said. “The purple eyeshadow is causing your memory problems. Take it off, never wear it again, and when I get back there I’ll take you for blood tests.”

      She started to argue again.

      “Eleanor, I’ll call you later tonight. You might need to overnight me the spare car key. In the meantime, wash your face. Please.”

      I disconnected the call and quickly dialed Frankie.

      “Frankie, it’s Raleigh Harmon,” I said into her voicemail. “It’s urgent. There was a woman in the jail cell with me. She had purple rose tattoos. And some strange health problems. Can you find her contact information? The guards will know who I’m talking about, her tattoos are really distinctive. I think the purple ink is poisoning her.”

      I disconnected that call and stood there, staring out at the late afternoon light closing around the Rez. Brannen Bower’s health problems weren’t caused by drug use. Or cancer. The promising young surfer was suffering from manganism—moodiness, memory loss, white blood cells struggling to fight back. And all the while he kept gathering more poisonous purple dust, taking it to his sister.

      Behind me, the museum’s front door opened. Katrinka stepped out with the young woman from the gift shop. More poker faces for Hannah Montana.

      “Hi,” I said.

      They passed by, offering only nods.
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      As Katrinka and the other gal drove away from the museum, I gripped the Hannah Montana hood over my forehead and ran through the rain. Within twenty feet, the wind gusts blasted the hood off my head. I squinted, leaned forward, and kept running. The rain felt like needles on my cheeks. Puddles sloshed into my shoes, but when I reached the police station, there was no white cruiser parked outside. Only one beat-up Subaru.

      Perfect.

      I shook off the rain like a dog climbing out of a lake and stepped inside.

      Lizzie was at her computer, scrolling through Facebook. Her apple-shaped face held a bored expression.

      Until she saw me.

      “Where’d you get that jacket?” she asked.

      I looked down. Hannah Montana’s face was covered with rain, as if she was smiling through tears. “It was in lost-and-found at the gym.”

      Lizzie stood up. “Is there a rip in the right elbow?”

      I lifted my arm, checking. “Yes.”

      “That’s my little sister’s jacket. We’ve been looking all over for it.”

      Despite cold rain on my cheeks, my face suddenly felt hot. I unzipped the jacket, drew out my arms, and held the dripping thing out to Lizzie. “Sorry. I planned to put it back before I left town.”

      “Why’d you even take it?”

      “Because my coat’s in my car. And the car’s locked. And I lost the key.”

      She looked baffled. “Nobody around here locks their car.”

      “So I heard.” I smiled. “But it’s a habit for me.”

      “How’d you lose the key?”

      Okay, fine, what’s a little more humiliation?

      “It fell in the toilet at the museum. I was about to grab it but the automatic flush whooshed it away.”

      Lizzie doubled over, laughing. And laughing. I stood there, dripping and dripping. And scanning the room. The hole in the wall was now covered by strips of gray duct tape. And there was no sign of Jimmy anywhere.

      Lizzie wiped her eyes. “That’s the best thing I’ve heard in a long time.”

      “Yeah, you’re welcome.”

      She wiped her eyes. “You don’t got another key?”

      “Not around here.” I reached up, squeezing rainwater from my ponytail. “I also need a place to stay tonight, but my wallet’s in the car, too.”

      “Hang on a sec.” She slid open the top drawer of her desk and took out a paperclip, unbending it as she walked over to Chartraw’s office door. Jabbing the wire into the doorknob lock, she wiggled until it popped open.

      “Don’t tell anyone,” she said. “He’d kill me.”

      I wondered if she was being literal.

      Inside the room, the iron-barred cell was empty. Lizzie moved toward his desk. She was whispering now. “Jimmy’s got this thing he uses when the repo guys call. They give him a kickback if he gets the car and they don’t gotta drive all the way out to the Rez.”

      She slid the tip of the paperclip into a lock in his top desk drawer. I looked around the office. Not one family photo. Blank walls. No certificates, no commendations. A man without loyalties and allegiances. Except to Natasha.

      The drawer opened and Lizzie pulled out a long metal spatula. Ironically, I’d always called this tool a “Jimmy.”

      “Wanna try it on your car?” Lizzie asked.

      Just like Hannah Montana, I could’ve smiled through my tears.
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      We climbed into Lizzie’s Subaru. Night had fallen over the Rez. And with it came even more powerful gusts of wind.

      “Is it always this windy?” I asked, climbing into the car.

      “My mom used to tell us that our wind helped Santa’s sleigh get around the world in one night.” She turned the key. The radio came on, pleading for Emmanuel to come rescue Israel.

      “Lizzie, were you working last Monday?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “Why?”

      “Didn’t Brannen’s sister call that day to say he was missing?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Was Jimmy in the office, too?”

      She drove across the parking lot but paused at the street, even though it was a bare strip of wet black pavement. “No, Jimmy wasn’t there.”

      “Where was he?”

      She turned her face away, gazing out the side window as if waiting for a long line of invisible cars to pass. “He didn’t come in that day.”

      “How about Tuesday?”

      Her face was still turned away from me. The wind hit the Subaru with a wet slap.

      “Lizzie?”

      “Jimmy didn’t come at all on Tuesday.”

      “Did he say why?”

      She flicked on her blinker and shook her head.

      “But you saw him on Wednesday?”

      When she finally looked at me, I saw fear. The knowing kind—when someone wishes they could forget what they know.

      “He came in real mean,” she said. “Like, meaner than his normal mean. He went right into his office and slammed the door.”

      “Did you notice anything else?”

      “Like?”

      “Was he injured?”

      She stared at the empty road.

      “Lizzie, this is about what happened to Brannen.”

      Her hands fidgeted on the steering wheel. “At first I didn’t notice anything. But then Jimmy comes outta his office with a towel wrapped around his neck and looped under his arm. Like a sling.”

      “His arm was injured?”

      “He said it was from hunting” She looked scared. “Why do you want to know?”

      I shrugged, and hoped she bought it. “Just curious.”

      She drove down to the museum and parked by the Pony.

      “One more question,” I said, before we got out to jimmy my car. “Is there a hotel around here?”
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      The Night-Night Inn at Neah Bay would not have been my first choice for accommodations.

      But Lizzie’s aunt owned it.

      And she offered me the discounted rate.

      “Auntie, this is the geologist everyone’s talking about,” she said, as we stood in the kitchen’s check-in counter.

      “Would you happen to have a room on the second floor?” I asked.

      From what I could see in the dark, the Night-Night Inn had only two floors—four rooms total. Like a duplex converted into a motel. Lizzie’s aunt seemed to occupy one apartment, where we now stood with a contract on the kitchen counter. A silver tinsel Christmas tree shimmered beside a jar of pens.

      “One room’s available on the second floor,” her aunt said, scratching a pen on the contract’s corner, making sure the ink came out. “But we blew a fuse at Thanksgiving. No coffee maker. And no fridge. I’m waiting on the electrician.”

      The electrician was probably hanging out with my locksmith.

      I opened my wallet, took out my emergency credit card, and placed it on the kitchen counter, praying the thing wouldn’t get rejected.

      “How many nights?” she asked.

      “One.” I prayed some more.

      She slid my credit card through the reader positioned next to the toaster, then handed me a receipt. “Clean towels in the basket.” She pointed to the front door where a native-style basket held folded white towels. “And if you get thirsty, there’s a vending machine on the first floor. Behind the stairwell. But the ice machine’s not working.”

      “Thank you,” I said.
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      Upstairs, in the room with the blown fuses, I cranked the wall heater—it was still working—and tore off my wet clothes. I took a shower and the hot water lasted through one shampoo. I threw a fluffy white towel over my wet head, and another one around my body, then crawled into the double bed and pulled the blankets up to my armpits. Within a few minutes, I felt some of the chill leave my skin and rolled over to plug in my cell phone. That socket was still conducting electricity, too.

      While the phone charged, I pulled on sweats, a long-sleeved T-shirt, and a rain jacket, all retrieved from the Pony’s back seat. For several minutes, I jumped around trying to get warm because the old heater was taking its time. Then I dug through my pack for a protein bar. It tasted like chocolate sawdust, but my growling stomach didn’t care. So I chewed—and chewed, like a horse eating hay—and read the geologist’s report that Joe copied for me.

      The first page listed the geo-technical firm’s impressive array of former clients—Starbucks, Boeing, Microsoft, Costco. The second page gave a general description of the geology on this northwest tip of Washington state.

      “A confluence of river and ocean set against the backdrop of the towering Olympic Range, the land has not been thoroughly mapped by geologists. In part, this oversight is due to heavy forestation that conceals rock outcroppings; and in part due to the area’s extremely remote location and lack of commercial enterprises.”

      In other words, “Welcome to the boondocks.”

      But otherwise, the report was quite thorough. Six pages on the gravel at the base of one hillside. Excellent density, ideal sizing. Any good gravel pit located closer to Seattle was better than a gold mine—gravel doesn’t need refining. But the single road out of here ruined the business prospect.

      The next section, dated two weeks later, began with the geologist describing several old “locals” mentioning a “purple rock.” After trekking across the Rez, the geologist found a “granitic pluton with manganese enrichment.” Coring samples later revealed the rare mineral’s extremely high concentration.

      “Given the overwhelming demand in industrial manufacturing, including in-state aeronautics at the Boeing Company, this manganese deposit could yield millions of dollars monthly.”

      “Monthly?” I said out loud.

      Furthermore, the deposit was large enough “to endure for several generations.”

      Lastly, the geologist encouraged the tribal council to “exploit this exceptional occurrence of a rare deposit,” and “apply for the required government permits.”

      The next page noted the state’s denial.

      I checked the date.

      July of this year.

      I also saw a plat like the one in Myrna’s Cafe, the day I bought a coffee and ran into Joe Bower.

      The last page summarized the minutes from an August tribal council meeting. Joe Bower, leader of the council, suggested the tribe open the mining operation to outside investors who could pay for any necessary expenses upfront.

      The council voted…

      I sat up in bed.

      The vote was in favor of outside investors, by 8-1.

      But the tribal bylaws, the minutes noted, required unanimous votes for approval.

      I scanned down the page to the section listing each council member’s name and vote.

      The single dissenting vote?

      Jimmy Chartraw.

      I lifted my gaze, staring at the blank wall across from the bed. The chilled sensation swept over me again, only this time it had nothing to do with temperatures. I suddenly saw Natasha love-wrestling with Jimmy. That injury on his shoulder. The way he scorned Brannen’s murder. And …

      My phone rang. I picked it up and saw the number for my aunt’s house. My heart skipped into my throat.

      “Hello?”

      “Who is this?” asked my mom.

      “It’s me. Raleigh.”

      Silence.

      “Mom, are you okay?”

      Silence.

      “I’m working late tonight.” My stomach clenched. “But Eleanor will be home soon. And I’ll be home tomorrow. I think.”

      Silence.

      Only silence.

      “Mom?”

      The line went dead.

      Numb fingers clutching the phone, I closed my eyes and flung my war-weary prayer at heaven, one more bloody arrow in a never-ending battle I couldn’t control, yet somehow was my cross to bear. As the hot tears threatened to flow, my stomach growled.

      I yanked the towel off my head, grabbed my wallet, and counted out the coins inside. My shoes were still too wet to wear, but I pulled on clean socks and flicked on my phone’s flashlight. Stepping outside, I closed the door and slid my room key into the pocket of my sweats.

      Front pocket, Harmon.

      Guided by my phone light, I navigated down the dark stairs and found the vending machine just where Lizzie’s aunt described—tucked under the stairwell. The alcove was barely lighted. And the machine offered only soft drinks. No food. Beside it, the ice machine wore a hand-lettered sign.

      I Am Broken.

      “I know how you feel,” I said, listening as my coins tumbled and clattered metallically into the soda machine’s empty bin. I pushed the plastic button for Classic Coke

      Nothing happened.

      I pressed it harder.

      Nada.

      Glancing both ways, and taking a deep breath, I channeled my entire day into the sole of my foot and kicked the machine. It replied with a moan. Then something heavy rolled through its bowels and landed in the slot below. I reached down.

      Pepsi.

      “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      As a Coke-only girl, I considered hurling the can as far as my arm could throw it. But my stomach was just empty enough to make certain principles relent.

      Fine. I’ll drink it.

      I was turning back to the stairs when a slushing sound crossed the parking area. Tires hissing. Water splashing. One car door opened, closed. Then a second door. Footsteps. Whispers soft as the rain. I stepped further back into the alcove, pressing my spine into the wall.

      Outside the stairwell a security light flashed. An angular face passed under the light.

      Jimmy Chartraw.

      One hand rested on his gun belt.

      Another man followed close behind. I didn’t recognize him, but I saw how he paused at the base of the stairs, looking both ways, just like I did before kicking justice into the drink machine.

      The two men moved upstairs, quiet as thieves.
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      Cold Pepsi in one hand, cell phone in the other, I stood under the stairwell as Jimmy Chartraw knocked on my door.

      “Raleigh Harmon?” he called out.

      I slid down the side of the building, keeping under the eaves, toes curling from the cold ground. At the building’s far corner, I heard a familiar wooden bang!

      A door. Kicked in.

      I took off running, wincing every other step. I didn’t glance back until I reached the main road about fifty yards out. In the aunt’s downstairs apartment, the lights came on. But what could she do—call the police?

      I raced into the drizzle. Darkness on my right. Forest, maybe. Fields. On my left, the wet road wove back toward the reservation’s center where Lizzie had come from.

      A man’s voice hollered.

      I ran faster, reached an intersection. Glanced at my phone.

      The time was 11:46 p.m.

      But no signal.

      I sprinted down an unlit side street. Further back, the shapes of darkened houses loomed, front yards full of random objects that kicked my fear even higher. I ran for two minutes—my usual time to cover a quarter mile—then slowed. My lungs burned. My wet socks felt weighted as boots. The soles of my feet were on fire from friction. And deeper, way down inside my panting chest, an angry blacksmith pounded my heart, trying to forge panic into something more practical.

      I looked up at the night sky. Rain. No stars.

      I wiped the water from my eyes and tapped the phone, trying to find the compass app. But without GPS, it was useless. I held my breath, counted to five, released it. The blacksmith paused. And now I could hear the wind. Wind in the trees. Wind in the rain. Wind off the ocean.

      I lifted one hand, feeling that force. Wind off the ocean meant west.

      Back to the Rez.

      I ran into the wind. Twelve minutes later I was back on the main road. I flicked off my flashlight, squinting into the dark. It was hard to tell where the road curved. Where a car—police cruiser—could suddenly appear, headlights burning into the pavement.

      I shifted to the road’s shoulder but it was dusted with broken seashells. Fresh stabs of pain in my feet. But I suddenly recalled teaching my friend Lani to run, long ago, far away, back when we were teenagers. Run lightly, I told her. Like you’re running over hot coals.

      The Pepsi and the phone became relay batons. I ran harder.

      But every fourth step, I glanced over my shoulder, expecting to see a police cruiser. Jimmy Chartraw knew I was out here. My wet shoes were still in the motel room. My wallet. The backpack on the floor. And the report, lying on the bed, open to the page revealing his single vote against outside investors in the manganese mine.

      I ran faster.

      The museum’s wooden warrior statues came into view. I cut across two lanes and sprinted for the building, my right thumb already brushing over the phone’s screen.

      “Come on, come on!”

      The screen replied, Searching…searching…

      I ducked into the portico, then decided it wasn’t safe, and moved around the building to where Madame had chased small creatures. My phone binged.

      One unread voicemail.

      Jack.

      I didn’t even bother listening. I hit Call Back.

      When I looked up, headlights beamed down the road.

      I pressed the phone into my ear, counting the rings.

      “Harmon, what time is it—”

      “Jack, come get me.” My voice shook. “Now.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Running. From him. No shoes and—”

      “Slow down.”

      The headlights grew brighter.

      “Jack, this guy—”

      The cruiser passed the museum.

      “—on the Rez. He’s bad. He just kicked in my door at the motel an—”

      “You’re on the reservation?”

      The cruiser’s headlights raked across a circle. U-turn. He was coming back. This way.

      “Jack.” My voice rose in terror. “The tribal cop, he killed that kid. The dead body. In the lake.”

      “Harmon, get away from there. Now!”

      “I can’t. My car. I lost the key. And I—”

      “I’ll get there.”

      “I’m across from the marina.”

      “Can you get to the airport?”

      The cruiser turned into the museum’s parking lot, stealthy as a white shark.

      “Harmon?”

      “Yes. The airport.”

      “I’ll get there as soon as possible. Wait for me.”

      I disconnected the call. From the side of the building, I could see the cruiser park right next to the Pony. Chartraw got out. Alone. The accomplice was probably waiting for me at the motel.

      Chartraw made two passes around my car, then lifted a high-beam flashlight to scan the area. I dodged behind the building. But the light was growing brighter.

      He was coming.

      And my stocking feet were leaving footprints in the wet soil.

      I ran around the back again, then crossed over the front and came up behind him. I could see his back. He was peering over the light, a pistol raised next to the beam. Then the light scanned the ground. Tracking my footprints.

      The moment he disappeared around the back of the building, I shot across the parking lot and dropped behind the Pony’s front end, peering over the hood like a cowgirl whose dead horse turns into a gun blind.

      Chartraw emerged from the side of the building, flashlight up. In the ambient glow I could see the firm stance of police assault. Ready-aim. Fire.

      The flashlight swept side to side. For one brief moment, I considered bolting into the forest. But Chartraw was fit.

      And wore shoes.

      He approached the cruiser, carefully. I dropped down beside the wheel. The flashlight beam cut through the Pony’s windows. I tucked my knees to my chest, trying to shrink. For the next six million years, I held my breath.

      His car door opened.

      Engine started.

      Wheels rolled. Splashed. Faded.

      I shifted but stayed below the hood line. The cruiser was stopped at the parking lot’s entrance. I held another breath. Prayed. The cruiser pulled onto the road, passed the cafe—too slowly. Then turned into the tribal station. Chartraw got out of the car, hitched his pants and holster, and walked inside.

      I ran to the edge of the parking lot and pawed the wet soil for a large rock. Running it back to the Pony, I prayed Eleanor would forgive me. Again. I smashed the rock into the passenger-side window and stood very still, watching the police station. When he didn’t come out, I reached over the broken glass and unlocked the door. I dug out my running shoes from the back seat, and punched my thumb into the glove box's button. The door popped open to reveal one of Jack’s going-away presents when I left the FBI—a gun.

      I dropped my phone into the front pocket of my sweats, picked up the loaded Sig Sauer, and spoke into the darkest night of my life.

      “Bring it on, Jimmy-boy.”
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      I ran by feel. In the rain. In the dark.

      The wind at my back.

      But everything looked different on foot. And when I finally found the road leading out of town toward the airport, the angry blacksmith was back in business, pounding a syncopated rhythm with adrenaline. My mouth was dry. I opened it, trying to drink the rain, almost thirsty enough to open the Pepsi. But the can was now my backup weapon.

      I missed the first gravel road. Then doubled back. I followed it up the hill but it dead-ended. No house. Only woods. But I was definitely on a ridge. I turned a full circle, blinking back the rain, lungs seared by oxygen, and through the trees, I caught a faint yellow light.

      I stuffed the gun into my waistband, took out my phone, and flicked on the flashlight. I pawed through the wet evergreen boughs, cupping the phone to keep it dry and gripping the Pepsi in my other hand. When I came out the other side of the trees, I recognized the driveway. I turned another circle. Joe Bower’s driveway.

      I walked uphill to the house.

      My first sight line was a window, soft light burning like a candle.

      The second sight was the police cruiser.

      My heart skidded into my throat.

      The cruiser was empty. But it had to belong to Chartraw—I hadn’t seen another cruiser. Only why was he here—to warn Natasha that I was in the wind? Or to lie to Joe Bower?

      I crept around the side of the house. Below the back deck, another light shone. I crouched and moved toward the concrete pylons.

      A man inside the house yelled, “What did you do!”

      I dropped beside the window, slowly raising my head until my gaze was level with the sill.

      Two people. Surfboards on the ceiling. Brannen’s room.

      “You gave her the report!” Chartraw yelled.

      “The report?” She sounded taken aback. “I didn’t give it to her. But what’s the big deal? So she reads about some stupid rocks—who cares?”

      “The vote, Natasha. There’s a page with my vote on it.”

      Silence.

      “I saw it at the motel,” Chartraw continued. “She was reading it.”

      Another silence.

      “Tash, say something!”

      “I never made her a copy.”

      “Then—” Chartraw halted. “Joe. He did it!”

      “Jimmy, don’t—”

      “Where is he?!”

      “He left.”

      “Tell me where he went!”

      She screeched—terrified. I started to stand, but suddenly she blurted, “Joe’s at the airport!”
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      Natasha and Jimmy were still arguing inside the house as I raced around the basement to the driveway.

      I shoved the Pepsi under one arm, opened the cruiser’s back door, and crawled inside. I struggled to close the door because there were no handles—police cruisers don’t have back-door handles—but I finally got it closed. I dropped behind the front bench seat.

      The rubber floor mat felt sticky. And smelled the wrong kind of sweet.

      Too many minutes later, the driver’s door opened and the dome light flared. My heart galloped back to the blacksmith. Chartraw sat down, slammed the door, cursed, and drove away at crazy speeds. Accelerating, braking. Swinging around turns. I was on all fours, my sweating hands clutching the gun and the Pepsi. He hit a bump—hard—and my knees came off the mat. I held my breath for several years until the car landed with a loud thud. Then he swerved around another corner, and the Pepsi slipped from my sweaty palm.

      And rolled under the front seat. Passenger side.

      Oh, God.

      Please.

      Please make him drive uphill.

      The car dipped. Down. Steeply. I squeezed my eyes shut, imagining the long descent into the valley with the airport sign. The Pepsi, as if recreating its journey through the vending machine, rolled forward and moments later, Chartraw braked.

      Thunk.

      I glanced up, staring at the back of the seat.

      “What the—” His head disappeared.

      I rose from the floor. He was reaching down, feeling around the passenger floor. When he straightened, his right hand held the Pepsi.

      And my gun was pressed into the back of his head.

      “Freeze, Jimmy.”

      In the rearview mirror, I watched his dark eyes glimmer.

      I smiled. “Hands on the steering wheel, please.”

      He hesitated. I jabbed the barrel into his skull.

      “You’re going to lose that pretty face. Natasha won’t be happy.”

      His hands came up, slowly.

      “Drop the can.” I kept the gun against his head as I reached over the seat with my left hand and unsnapped his hip holster. I chucked his pistol onto the back seat.

      “Drop the can,” I repeated.

      He lifted his index finger, then the next finger. Just to annoy me. I was watching his thumb—but it wasn’t moving—and realized his plan too late.

      His right elbow shot backward. I ducked. But he slammed the Pepsi into my face. Light burst behind my eyes. He struck again—the bridge of my nose, more stars. I raised my left arm to shield my face, blinking sparks, when I felt his hand latch around my right wrist. I aimed the barrel forward. And squeezed the trigger. My ears felt like someone hit them with a nail gun.

      Chartraw slumped forward.

      Eyes watering, high-pitched ring in my ears, I automatically reached for the door handle—not there. I scrambled over the bench seat and caught a whiff of a familiar metallic scent. Iron. Blood. Chartraw moaned.

      I threw open the front passenger door and ran across the front of the car. Rain sprinkled through the headlight beams.

      I opened his door. “Get out.”

      He started to climb from the seat, but at the last moment, he swung. I leaned back. The tail end of his blow caught me in the neck. It also threw him off balance. I lunged forward, shoving the gun  into his lower abdomen.

      “Facedown on the ground,” I growled. “Or you’ll never walk again.”

      He dropped to his knees. His movements seemed thick now, slowing. He was injured, I just couldn’t tell where. With his face planted in the dirt, I grabbed the cuffs from his utility belt, pulled back his arms, and cinched the metal over his wrists. I stuffed the cuff key into my pocket. Chartraw spit into the earth.

      Keeping the gun pressed into the middle of his back, I glanced across the darkness. Too much rain, too much darkness. But across the field, I could see one blazing bright light. It gleamed from under a curved roofline. A white airplane wing stuck out.

      “Get up.” I grabbed Jimmy by the belt. “Let’s go see our friend Joe Bower.”

      He turned his face to the side. “Don’t.”

      “Get up!”

      He didn’t move. And no way could I lift him. I decided the man was like the vending machine—he just needed a good kick to cooperate. He cried out.

      “Walk or I’ll kick some more.”

      “My arm, it’s not working.”

      “Neither is your whining.”

      He staggered into a stand. “You got this all wrong.”

      “The way I see it, the whole world’s got it wrong. Someone like you, wearing a badge?”

      “Listen to me—”

      “Did you shoot Brannen here or in Seattle?”

      “I didn’t shoot him.”

      “Right. You blew his arm off. With a whaling gun. What’s it called—the T-Rex? Must’ve been blood everywhere. And, by the way, your cruiser’s floor mat feels sticky. We’ll be sure to check it later.”

      “I can explain everything—just listen.”

      “I’ll let Seattle PD listen. They’ll pay attention to every word. Just keep walking.”

      I jabbed the gun into his back. His left arm dangled at an odd angle. The tendons severed.

      Justice.

      We were crossing an uneven field, moving toward the hangar. His movements were jerky, blurry. And I kept having to wipe rain from my eyes, then redirect our path to the light up ahead.

      “The whole mine,” Chartraw said. “It’s a scam.”

      “And somehow you’re the only person to figure it out?”

      “The mine would only make one person rich. Not the tribe.”

      A distant thunder filled the night sky. I glanced up. The helicopter’s light beams pierced the darkness, bouncing off the swollen clouds above it. I could see three letters painted on the chopper’s belly—FBI

      “Jack,” I whispered.
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      Jimmy Chartraw lifted his head, squinting up at the helicopter flying in low through the darkness. His voice sounded panicked.

      “You called the Feds?”

      “The cavalry’s coming for you, Jimmy.”

      “But—what—what about Natasha?”

      “Natasha takes care of herself.”

      The spinning rotor blades beat the night air, whipping the rain over our heads like a sandstorm. I jabbed the gun into Chartraw’s back to keep him moving forward and raised my other hand to block the pelting rain. As the chopper touched down, Chartraw ran. I took off after him, both of us stumbling forward over the field. But Chartraw’s hands were cuffed behind his back, and he was bleeding heavily from his right side. I caught him in six strides. He went down like a dead tree. I sank my knee into his back and looked over at the chopper.

      The pilot door swung open. Jack threw off his headset and ran toward us in a crouch. My heart took another trip to the blacksmith, this time clanging for entirely different reasons.

      Jack yelled over the engine noise. “You okay?”

      I nodded. “Get him into the restraints.”

      We dragged Chartraw to the chopper. Jack opened the main cabin door.

      “He’s bleeding,” Jack said.

      “He attacked me, and he’ll survive.”

      Chartraw, no doubt, was fading. His skin was a strange hue, like pale amber. And the blood had saturated the front of his shirt. But I also knew this guy could be faking. Jack strapped him into the back seat, locked the harness over him, then glanced over to where I stood, by the open side door.

      “Ready?”

      I pointed to the lighted hanger. “Give me a minute.”

      “Harmon—”

      “I’ll be right back!”

      I hunched my back and ran for the curved opening of the hangar. One lone dark figure stood in the light. As I got closer, I caught the greasy scent of motor oil. And something sharp. Clean. A chemical I couldn’t quite place. It smelled a lot like bleach.

      “Raleigh?” Joe Bower wore those stained blue coveralls. “What in the world’s going on?”

      “Jimmy Chartraw.” I was breathing hard even from the short run. Adrenaline overload. “Jimmy shot Brannen.”

      “What?”

      “It has something to do with the manganese. And he was coming down here for you.”

      “Me?”

      “He didn’t want me to know he voted against outside investors. Now we’ll find out why. But I suspect Brannen already knew the answer.”

      Tears welled in Bower’s dark eyes. “I can’t thank you enough.”

      “Just stay safe.” I touched his forearm, feeling his muscles tense. “Your wife is somehow involved in this, with Chartraw. You need to be careful.”

      Bower opened his mouth but his lips suddenly compressed into a hard line, as if he was holding back something bitter. “You be safe, too.”

      I nodded, ran for the chopper, crossing in front of the headlight beams. When I flung open the passenger door, Jack had his headset on—and the familiar look of concentration that came with every takeoff, every landing. I climbed into the passenger seat and glanced back as I buckled my seatbelt. Chartraw’s shoulders sagged forward. A tourniquet was tied around his upper right arm, crimson blood seeping through the white cloth.

      Jack flicked the control switches. “He’s going into shock, we need to get him to Harborview.” Harborview Medical Center. Seattle’s top trauma facility. “But you’re okay?”

      “Fine.” I buckled my seatbelt. “I love you.”

      “Is this what it takes to hear those words?”

      I blew him a kiss.

      He laughed, shook his head, and glanced to his left, eyeing the side mirror as the chopper rose from the rain-drenched field. I gazed out the curved windshield. Rain slid sideways across it, flattened by the force of the whirring propeller blade overhead. As we rose, the hangar’s arched opening receded until the curve of light looked more like a large white conch shell abandoned on a black-sand beach. The engine vibrations soothed the soles of my tired feet, massaged my back. I leaned my head against the side window, and closed my eyes.

      Home. Soon.

      “Harmon!”

      I opened my eyes.

      Jack was pointing out the windshield.

      In the hangar’s lighted opening, the same dark figure stood. But now Bower’s stance seemed strange. His legs were spread. One arm was raised, elbow jutting out. And then he shifted. The light behind him glinted on the very long gun barrel.

      “No!” I cried.

      Jack threw the chopper to the left. My head smacked the window beside me and in the next split second, a ball of fire burst from the gun’s barrel.

      The T-Rex rifle.

      Bower had it.

      Jack threw us to the right. “Harmon, what is going on?”

      “He killed him!”

      Jack’s head swiveled. “Who—”

      “Whale gun! He killed that kid!”

      Jack seesawed the chopper back and forth, racing across the blackened field. The marina was up ahead but I heard the gun blast a second time. I braced my arms against the seat, trying to look back.

      “It can fire over a half mile!”

      I glanced back at Chartraw, feeling something burn up my throat. The officer’s eyes were half-closed, his head swinging back and forth with the chopper’s movements. The gun blast exploded like cannon fire. And then a strange sound.

      Zig-sproing!

      The chopper spun like child’s toy. Jack’s grip on the steering controls turned his knuckles white. The chopper whirled over the marina, low.

      My stomach roiled. “What happened?”

      “Tail rotor—he hit it!”

      Jack revved the engine. The chopper surged. G-forces threw me back. But our path continued to loop. As we crossed over the marina, I sat forward and dropped my head between my knees, trying not to puke. After a moment, I glanced to my left. The dashboard lights illuminated Jack’s face. Beads of sweat glistened on his forehead.

      “Are we going to make it?” I asked.

      He didn’t answer.

      I sat up. He wasn’t flying over the open water. The chopper hugged the coastline, flying so low the treetops looked like bushes. The engine sputtered, caught, sputtered.

      “Jack—”

      “Pray.” He kept his face forward. “Just pray.”

      I begged for our lives.

      The headlights swung across the night, back and forth for miles. And each time I glanced at Jack, the numbness crept deeper into my body. Behind me, Chartraw vomited.

      “Take off his harness,” Jack said.

      “He’s fine.”

      “And the handcuffs.”

      I started to protest, but Jack flicked on his microphone and spoke into his headset.

      “Mayday.” His voice was eerily calm. “Mayday. This is FBI aircraft number—”

      Up ahead, in the dark, Seattle’s skyscrapers glowed, fluorescent crystals inside a giant geode. We were close.

      Please.

      “We are traveling in a UH-60M Black Hawk. I have two passengers. One is critically wounded.”

      I unsnapped my seatbelt and removed the harness key from Jack’s pocket. When I crawled back to Chartraw’s chair, he looked semi-conscious. But I still expected him to fight as I unlocked his straps. Instead his body slumped into mine. I pushed him aside, dug the key for the cuffs from my sweat pocket, and released his wrists. He dropped to the floor, the weighted movements of death hovering nearby.

      “— approximately six nautical miles from Seattle.” The engine coughed. Sputtered. “We need immediate medical—”

      The next swing threw me and Chartraw to the floor.

      “Jack?”

      The side door slid open. Wind gusted into the chopper, howling its lament. Beneath us, the water rippled. I could smell the ocean salt.

      “Get the life preservers!”

      I crawled Chartraw’s body to the wall. Jack was yelling something else but I couldn’t hear anything other than the wind. I pulled down three plastic vests and threw one over Chartraw’s head, tying the straps under his limp arms. Then I yanked the pull-cord to inflate. I tugged another vest over my head and crawled forward with the third.

      “Jack—put it—”

      “Jump!”

      I glanced back. Just outside the open door, the black water glistened.

      “But what about—”

      “Get out! Now!”

      I threw the vest into his lap and crawled back. The chopper was swooping. Up, down. I gripped Chartraw’s shirt, wrapping my arms around his torso to drag him to the open door. I tasted acid in my mouth.

      “Now!” Jack yelled.

      I hugged Chartraw to my chest and leaned against the metal frame. My heart stopped beating as the chopper swung to the right, and I tipped us in the other direction. Falling.

      The cold water slammed into my back like a brick wall.

      It was the last thing I remembered, before I saw the chopper crash.
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      My head felt like an overinflated basketball. Eyes hot. Aching. I forced them open and glimpsed a blinding white ceiling. The sight of it hurt. I closed my eyes. A machine beeped twice. Voices murmured. Antiseptic smells stung my nose. I drifted away.

      The next time I forced my eyes open, my mother was leaning over the bed. Talking to me. But I wondered if this was a dream because the look on her face was how she used to look at me when I was little. Before voices in her head filled her with suspicion.

      “Mom?”

      “Raleigh Ann.” She held my hand. And her Southern accent sounded as soft as ribbons of sunlight. “Can you hear me?”

      “Yes.” But my eyes closed again.

      The final waking frightened me. A woman with short purple hair stared at me, rubbing a pink stone between her pudgy fingers. It took me a moment to recognize her.

      “Eyes open,” Aunt Charlotte said.

      Eleanor appeared beside her. No purple eyeshadow under her white cloud of hair, only the usual heavy mascara and rhinestones glittering in her cat-glasses.

      “Raleigh!” Her stage voice pierced my eardrum. “The Grim Reaper tried to set up his tent on your doorstep! We evicted him!”

      “Stella.” I swallowed dust. “Streetcar.”

      “She’s BACK!” Eleanor yelled.

      I closed my eyes and prayed her voice would stop drilling into my throbbing skull. When I opened my eyes again, there was my sister.

      My beautiful sister. Helen. Auburn curls framing her turquoise eyes. She smiled at me.

      “I got here as soon as I could.” Helen reached over, brushing hair from my face. “Aunt Charlotte called, I jumped on a plane.”

      “What…day…” I swallowed more dust. “What day is it?”

      My mom leaned forward. “It’s Christmas Eve.”

      I tried to count, but my basketball brain thudded to a halt.

      Only Helen seemed to understand. “They brought you in here Monday night.” She cleared her throat, making a silent signal toward my mom. “It was a terrible car crash,” she continued. “You got a massive concussion. There’s a lot of swelling on the brain but it’s come down today. We’ve been waking you up every hour. But you go right back to sleep.”

      I tried to push myself up. Pain stabbed my spine. I winced.

      “Don’t move!” Eleanor blared.

      I winced again. Then closed my eyes, holding my breath until the stabbing pain relented.

      “Raleigh?”

      I opened one eye. Aunt Charlotte. “What?”

      “Would it make you feel better to know you solved the case?”

      I opened the other eye.

      “Sue Buress wanted me to tell you right away.” Aunt Charlotte leaned in closer, hitting me with a nauseating wave of her patchouli perfume.“Shar sabotaged the whole vineyard plan.” My aunt’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Shar’s in love with Sue.”

      “Why are you whisperi—” Oh. My mom.

      “If the vineyard succeeded, Sue would move to Italy, and Shar wanted to keep Sue here. Sue figured that out after she got your message.”

      I shifted my gaze, squinting at the daylight pouring through the windows behind them. “Where is—”

      Once again, Eleanor projected to the cheap seats. “You are in Harborview HOSPITAL!”

      “But where is…”

      But another face suddenly appeared. A plain woman with dark brown hair pulled into a bun. “I’m Corinne, your nurse.” She picked up my left wrist, eyeing the IV line inserted into the back of my hand. “How’re you feeling? Hungry? Thirsty?”

      I was about to reply when two men appeared at the foot of the bed. I didn’t recognize them. But I knew those suits.

      “Ladies,” said the man in the black suit. “We’ve been waiting a long time. And this is urgent. Would you give us a moment?”

      The nurse said something about me needing to rest, but I forced the words from my dry throat.

      “It’s fine. I can talk.”

      My mother looked at the special agents with alarm. My sister gave them an angry glance, always the rebel. But Aunt Charlotte took charge, God bless her.

      “Nadine.” She took my mom’s hand. “Let’s get some coffee. These men are from the insurance company—and Eleanor, yes, you have to come with us. Helen—you, too, come on.”

      My sister muttered something under her breath as Special Agent Black Suit followed them to the door, then closed it behind them.

      The other agent—gray suit—stood beside my bed. He looked down at me like I was growing in a Petri dish. Both of them introduced themselves, but my head hurt too much and my stomach felt sick. And frankly, I didn’t care if I knew their names.

      “Miss Harmon.” Black Suit. “Did you phone Agent Stephanson and ask him to fly the Bureau’s rescue helicopter to the Makah reservation?”

      His ruddy face swam in front of me. “Where is he?”

      They exchanged glances.

      “Did you request Agent Stephanson take Officer Chartraw off the reservation in the helicopter?”

      “Where is he—tell me.”

      “Miss Harmon, the crash—”

      “Hey, buddy.” I pointed to my aching face. “I was there for the whole thing. So either tell me where Jack is, or this interview ends now. Forever.”

      “Upstairs.”

      “Which room?”

      Black Suit gave me a cool look. “We’ll provide more information after your statement.”

      Fine. I began with my car key flushed down the toilet. Take that. And the more I said, the more it baffled me how I ever worked for the Federal Bureau of Investigation.

      “Tell us about this murder suspect you brought in.”

      “Chartraw.” I shifted my gaze. On the side table, a large plastic mug with a straw stood waiting. I pointed to it.

      Gray Suit said, “Chartraw is claiming he was set up.”

      I looked at the young agent. He looked eager to please. He would go far in the bureaucracy. “He’s right.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Water.” I pointed. “Please.”

      Black Suit reluctantly held the mug, directing the straw to my mouth. I ignored the look of disgust on his face as I sucked down half the contents, then carefully laid my head back on the pillow.

      Gray Suit repeated his question. “Why would someone set up Chartraw?”

      “Because people in love do crazy things.” Inside the helicopter, during those terrifying minutes when I thought our lives were ending, every ragged piece of the puzzle fell into place. “Glue.”

      “Glue?” Black Suit frowned. “What kind of glue?”

      “Bower told me every marriage needs glue. His glue was money.”

      I motioned for the water again. While I sucked down the rest of the water, Gray Suit spoke up.

      “Chartraw says Bower paid him two hundred and fifty thousand dollars to vote no. Bower didn’t want outside investors.”

      And one dissenting vote would block the project.

      “Chartraw told us,” Gray Suit continued, “that at first he thought Bower just didn’t want the Rez polluted by the mine. So he agreed to vote against it. Chartraw also figured if he could get his hands on that much money, Bower’s wife would divorce her husband and marry him.”

      My brain hurt—it hurt to think. But I had met Natasha. I had seen her in action. And I had heard everything said about her. I pushed myself up, ignoring the stabbing pain down my right side.

      “Bower loves his wife. And he wanted the mine for her, I’m convinced of it.” I told them about the geologist’s report, how it described the manganese deposit bordering the Makah reservation. “Bower could buy the land, and finagle the rest out from under the tribe. He’s smart. Once the money started rolling in, Jimmy Chartraw’s quarter million would look like peanuts. They both loved a greedy woman. They both wanted her. ”

      Black Suit held a notebook, flipping through the pages. As I watched him, I got the distinct radar signal that these guys were with OPM. Office of Professional Management. So they’d seen my personnel file. With all those OPM disciplinary memos. I hoped they felt really uncomfortable hearing about my key falling in the toilet. If I had the strength, I’d tell it again. Just to see them squirm.

      “And what about this dead body you found in the lake—that was Bower’s son? Detective Kyle at SPD said—”

      “Listen.” I held up my hand. “I’m in enough pain. Here’s the deal. The Makah have legal rights—from the federal government—to hunt whales with a high-powered big-game rifle. It’s called a T-Rex. Bower has one. Track down the weapon. He fired it on the chopper. And I’m also fairly sure he used it to kill his…son.” I squinted at them. “Did you pick up Bower?”

      Another exchange of glances. This time it made me even crankier.

      “Just tell me!”

      “We believe he’s flown out of the country.”

      “Find his plane,” I said. “And when you do, scour it for DNA. I think the son figured out Bower was stealing the mine out from under the tribe. And he was going to tell his sister everything. But Bower took him out first with the T-Rex rifle. Then flew his body in the middle of the night to Seattle.”

      In my mind, I saw the glow of the clamshell hangar again, and the big man standing beside his airplane. A plane big enough to hold one narrow canoe with the dead body inside it. For the Suits, I described the ceremonial Makah death ritual but my gaze kept drifting outside. Christmas Eve. And down below Capitol Hill, the city blurred into a gray wash of civilization.

      “Maybe Bower felt guilty about shooting his own kid. Maybe. Or he felt some superstition about death and spirits. But I guarantee his airplane has traces of wood fiber and it will match the canoe pulled from Lake Union.” I slowly turned my head. Less pain. I stared at Black Suit. “Just so you know, any cells from that wood will be as good as a fingerprint.”

      “Sure, right, and you’re saying he killed his son for money?”

      I looked into his questioning face. And said it again.

      “No, the money was the glue. It held his marriage together. But the motive was love. He loves his wife—and she loves money.” I sat up further, sucking in another painful breath. “Now, where’s Jack?”

      Black Suit put away his notebook. “He’s in critical condition.”

      The air left my lungs. “But he’ll be okay, right?”

      Black Suit sighed.

      I pushed myself up. The room spun, then righted itself. I stared at the IV needle pinned into the back of my left hand, linked to the metal stand beside the bed. I wrapped my hand around the stand and twisted, swinging my legs off the bed.

      Gray Suit stepped closer. “I don’t think it’s a good—”

      “I don’t care what you think.” I sucked in another breath, held it, closed my eyes until the vertigo passed.

      “We have more questions,” Black Suit said.

      “So do I.” Nausea rose in my throat. I stood up. “What room is Jack in?”
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      Gripping the back of my half-open hospital gown, I pushed my IV tower and hobbled toward room 423. The tiny wheels sqeee-ed on the polished vinyl floor. I passed several darkened rooms. Inside one of them, a carol played, telling me where the love light gleams.

      I was approaching Jack’s room when I heard the voices inside. Standing in the doorway, I saw his sister Frankie, the lawyer. She stared out the window, arms crossed. Next to her was a woman our age but whose face was ravaged by hard times. Mary, I decided. The black sheep sister. Beside the bed, two older people sat in chairs holding hands. The man’s face drooped with sadness. His father. The woman cried almost silently. Mother. The parents I was supposed to meet this Christmas.

      I clutched the IV. “I’m Raleigh.”

      Frankie looked surprised—or shocked by my swollen head—and although my Southern manners begged me to perform their duties, I only wanted one thing. One person.

      “Will you excuse me?” I managed, shuffling to his bed.

      Blistering burns oozed down the left side of his face. Above the ear, his dark hair was shaved. Angry black stitches crisscrossed from there to his eyebrow, as if something had tried to claw his eyes out. His beautiful eyes. I let out a small gasp, trying to block out the machines that beeped around him, each one waiting for the last beep.

      “Will he….” I choked on the words.

      Frankie spoke up. “He’s got a rough road ahead. But the doctors seem hopeful.”

      Gently, I laid my head on his chest. “I’m so sorry.”

      His heart beat steadily. But I kept listening before looking up into his injured face. His perfect face. Even now.

      “Please,” I whispered. “Please forgive me.”

      Salt tears stung my cheeks, seeping into the wounds. I wanted to stop crying—but only succeeded in crying harder. A moment later, I felt a hand on my arm. Gentle, kind. I glanced over, but no one was there. When I looked back at Jack, an odd sensation swept over me. Light. Otherworldly. I felt dizzy.

      The pain meds. I thought.

      But the feeling seemed too clear for narcotics. It was more like a memory. A knowing sensation. And in the next instant, I was standing beside another hospital bed in another city at another time. My dad, he lay dying, the life support machines beeping all around him. I felt an invisible hook scraping down my raw throat, yanking on my broken heart. And something wild, almost furious, thrashed inside my chest. I leaned in closer.

      “Jack,” I whispered. “Please.”

      The hand on my arm shifted to my back. Frankie.

      “Raleigh, he’s nonresponsive. The doctors don’t know when—”

      “He can hear me.” I leaned in even closer, my lips touching his ear. “Jack Stephanson, I promise you, I’ll pick a date. We’ll get married. And we’ll take a honeymoon, anywhere you want. And every single day for the rest of our lives, I’m going to say I love you.”

      Behind me, an older woman’s voice shook. “Is this the girl Jack wanted us to meet?”

      I gazed at his damaged face. Could I ever look his mother in the eye after causing this tragedy?

      “Well! Raleigh! There you are!”

      Eleanor stood in the doorway. My aunt, wearing some kind of purple tunic, stood with my mother who looked like she’d just missed the last bus to Normalville. And Helen, pushing them all forward.

      “I knew you’d come up here!” Eleanor trumpeted. “And you all must be Jack’s family. I’m Eleanor. This is Charlotte, Raleigh’s aunt. And her mother, Nadine. And her sister, Helen.”

      I looked at Jack, brushing my fingers over what remained of his brown hair.

      “Come back,” I whispered. “Don’t leave me.”

      I closed my eyes and laid my head on his chest, listening again to that strong heartbeat.

      Please don’t take him.

      A soft rumble vibrated his chest. “Harmon.”

      I lifted my head.

      Our families rushed forward. Jack’s father began calling out for nurses, doctors, anyone to come quickly.

      I stared into his eyes. They were bloodshot. And so very green.

      “Jack, I—”

      He rasped. “Find a priest.”

      “No.” My heart stopped. “You’re going to be fine.”

      “I need a priest.”

      “You cannot—” I swallowed the ache in my throat. “You cannot leave me.”

      Frankie’s voice was hoarse. “The hospital chaplain was just here. I’ll get him.”

      The room vibrated with silence and sorrow. I blinked back the wet heat stinging my eyes.

      Jack shifted his gaze, taking in each of the faces around his bed. Then he winced. I’d never seen him wince. Ever. Too much pain. And I had no right to tell him to stay. Now he would leave. Like my dad.

      Jack’s gaze fixed on the older woman whose eyes were just as green as her son’s. And just as bloodshot. “Mom,” he rasped. “Who’s here?”

      “All of us.” Tears streamed down her wrinkled face. “Except Uncle Rob.”

      “Good. The guy’s a sociopath.”

      I wanted to smile—so Jack—but I could only cry harder. When Frankie came back into the room, a tall man followed her carrying a black leather Bible. His long face gripped the solemn weight of his profession.

      “Mr. Stephanson.” He walked over to the bed. “I’m Pastor Gary.”

      Jack stared at me. “Now.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “I just picked a date. Now.”

      “But—”

      “When the helicopter was going down, I had one regret. Marry me, Harmon. Now.”

      Something soft traced down my arms, swept over me. Another sensation. It was the feeling, the knowing that comes when all the eternal roads converge, meeting for one divine moment. And that vision of my dad—now I realized why it came. Because he was here, too. I felt him, standing beside me, yet also waiting at some infinite point where the veil opens and the spirit blows into our lives and all the sacred folds of the hearts hold fast to the things that will last forever. Love. Family. A father who always promised to walk his daughter down the aisle, and then he does it—from heaven. I blinked back the tears. I was not alone. I was never alone.

      “Pastor,” Jack said. “Can you?”

      The pastor gazed at us, everyone gathered together. “Any objections?”

      Jack’s mother opened her mouth, but Frankie cut her off.

      “Ma, believe me. Jack found his soul mate.”

      The pastor cleared his throat. “By any chance, does someone have a ring—or two?”

      “Surely, you jest.” Eleanor tugged off two giant gold rings, then raised her chin. “By instinct man is a lover.”

      An awkward silence fell over the room. I took Jack’s hand, and suddenly realized I was wearing the world’s weirdest wedding gown. Inside a hospital. On Christmas Eve. And yet…it was perfect.

      “Raleigh Harmon,” the pastor said, “do you take this man, Jack Stephanson, to be your lawfully wedded husband, to have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for richer or poorer, from this day forward?”

      I gazed into Jack’s green eyes, my heart overflowing with love.

      “I do—I do—I do.”
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            Thank you!

          

        

      

    

    
      Like every other book on the planet, this book was a team effort.

      First: You. Without readers choosing to spend time with books, stories might exist only inside the writer’s mind. Thank you for reading, and thank you for coming on this adventure with Raleigh Harmon. If you feel so inclined, please consider leaving a review for The Wind Will Howl. (the link is HERE).

      Second: Talented guides. My editor Lora Doncea never ceases to amaze me with her technical insights and how she loves Raleigh just like the rest of us. I’m also indebted to the proofreaders who caught my myriad typos: author Sara Benner and giver-extraordinaire, Pris Phillips.

      Third, because most good things come in threes: Family. My husband Joe and sons Daniel and Nico daily remind me—maybe even hourly, or by the minute—of love. Laughter. Grace. Curiosity. And courage. These men have those qualities in spades—and more.

      So in the words of my favorite poet, W.H. Auden, “Let your last thinks all be thanks.”

      Thank you.

      —Sibella

      P.S. Now here’s an excerpt from Stone and Spark, the first book in the Raleigh prequel mysteries. Raleigh is a savvy but hurting teenager learning to solve crime through geology. Her dad’s still alive—but her mother’s still crazy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Excerpt from Stone and Spark

          

          Book 1 in the Raleigh Harmon Prequel Mysteries
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      CHAPTER ONE

      I’m avoiding every floorboard that creaks, tiptoeing across my bedroom, standing at the armoire, counting to fifteen. Because ten is never long enough.

      At sixteen, I pull out the antique drawer beneath the wardrobe’s double doors and listen again.

      The seconds tick like they’re attached to time bombs. But when nothing detonates, I slip the hammer into my open backpack, then my notebook. Two pens, some Ziploc bags.

      I do another count to fifteen, listening. Then I grab my flashlight, camera—

      “Are you in there?”

      I freeze. Her voice shrills like a fire alarm, piercing the thick wood of my bedroom door.

      “I know you’re in there.”

      Crap.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I answer. My heart feels like a clenched fist pounding on my ribcage. “I’m in here.”

      “What are you doing?”

      I glance down. My backpack, which contains my rock kit, is covered with dirt. So are my jeans and my blue Converse All Stars.

      “It’s Friday. I’m getting ready for dinner” I say to the closed door, telling myself, This is not a lie.

      “Three-oh-three!” Her voice pitches with suspicion, so sharp and pointed it pierces my room. “The clock in the kitchen says three-oh-three and I believe it, I believe it. Why are you going to dinner at three-oh-three?”

      I glance at my watch. It’s three ten. But splitting hairs with my mom is pure suicide. I take a deep breath. The air tastes of dust and antiques, the dirt on my clothes.

      “Drew wanted help with her homework,” I say, hoping she will go away.

      Nope.

      “Drew?” Her voice rings with disbelief. “Drew Levinson,” she adds, as if clarifying, even though we both know there’s only one Drew. “She wants help with her homework?”

      “For English.” I shove the backpack inside the drawer. I raise my voice so she won’t hear me closing it. “We’re memorizing a poem. By Christina Rossetti.”

      I wait, hands on the drawer, eyes closed. I’m hoping the Rossetti reference will send my mom down a rabbit trail. She likes Rossetti. The kinship of tortured souls.

      When there’s no response, my mind starts ransacking through possible responses, scrambling for those just-right words that never seem to arrive in time.

      She says, “I saw Brevaire Teager today.”

      Oh, crap.

      “Good,” I say.

      “So you know Brevaire?”

      I close my eyes. “Tinsley, her daughter. She’s in my class. Remember?”

      “Of course I remember.” She pauses, making sure I understand what she’s saying. “Brevaire also said there’s a dance tonight. At school. Tinsley’s going with that Fielding boy. They’re an item.”

      Waiting . . .

      Waiting, waiting, waiting.

      I can sense the next thing rolling toward me like a rumble of thunder right before lightning strikes. Carefully, I open the armoire doors. My school uniform lays on the floor, bunched into a ball, like some polyester meteorite hurled to earth.

      “You didn’t tell me there’s a dance,” she says. “Did you.”

      I scoop up the white blouse, plaid skirt, sliding off my shoes, shimmying out of my jeans and T-shirt.

      “Raleigh always liked going to dances. She was always happy. The sweetest girl in the whole world.”

      My fingers shake as I button the white blouse. My mouth twists. If I could, I would shout at the door—Yes, I liked going to dances because it got me out of this house!

      The door knob rattles.

      “You locked the door?! Raleigh never locked her door!”

      I lunge for the knob and whip open the door to see my mother. She is beautiful. But today the color in her hazel eyes is cloudy and she’s holding a pen and notepad.

      My eyes start to burn.

      “Let me see your foot,” she says. “Socks off.”

      She drops the notepad. It slaps the old wooden floor. I obediently yank my socks off and step on it.

      “Not that foot.” She narrows her eyes as though she’s caught me. “The other foot.”

      I switch feet and she kneels down. With the pen, she traces around my heel, my instep, brushing over every toe. I hold my breath until she stands up.

      “Raleigh would be going to the dance,” she says.

      “I’m busy.”

      She flips through the pages, studying each. “What fifteen-year-old is so busy she can’t go to a school dance?”

      Do not cry. I tell the burn in my eyes to leave. Do. Not. Cry.

      “What have you done with her?” she demands.

      My hands go numb.

      “Look at your shirt!”

      I glance down.

      “It wasn’t wrinkled when you came home—what have you done with Raleigh?”

      “It’s Friday.” My voice sounds dead. “I’m meeting Drew. For dinner. Like always.”

      “You’re not fooling us.” She turns the notebook, holding up the page so I can see it, showing me my own foot which is somehow evidence that I’m not me. “We know you’re not Raleigh.”

      We. Not the royal We.

      The crazy We.

      In my eyes, the burn is too hot, ready to break through. I force myself to stare at her tracing of my foot until it’s only a blurry blue line on yellow paper, until I see nothing more than a sketch, nothing that matters, nothing that can hurt me.

      “Mom, I—”

      “How dare you call me that!” She backs away from me, eyes wild. “We’re watching you. Whoever you are.”

      

      CHAPTER TWO

      

      I run.

      Down the back stairs, through the kitchen door, across the slate patio. I fly for freedom. But just before the gate, I glance back. Once. Is she watching? I’ve changed back into jeans and a T-shirt, my socks and Converses. My backpack slung over my shoulder. Does this “prove” I’m not her real daughter?

      But the curtains are drawn over every window.

      Throwing open the gate, I haul down the alley. It runs behind our house, the old cobblestones bisecting mansions from carriage houses. Its far end spits me out on Monument Avenue where Friday afternoon traffic circles the statue of JEB Stuart. When I race past the Confederacy’s calvary hero, his bronze face glares at me. Sword drawn, he urges me onward—onward!

      I cover the mile to downtown in just under seven minutes. But my pace drops as I hit the city. At 3:32 p.m. on a Friday in October when the sun glows like an advertisement for the last good day of autumn, everyone wants out. Dodging the suits and skirts that swell the sidewalk, I scurry to the other side of the city.

      At Williamsburg Road, I take an immediate left. Suddenly the sun disappears, sinking behind a thick stand of gum trees. Slowing to a walk, panting, I feel my lungs burn. The pain feels good.

      About a block down, I see a spot where the long grass has been trampled flat, fading to beige. I kneel down, unzipping my backpack. My hands are shaking. Some of it from dealing with my mom. Some from the hard run. But now the shaking will get worse.

      I hold my rock hammer in my right hand and follow the trampled grass down into a ravine. Rising from the ground like green hands, kudzu vines climb the gum trees and grip abandoned buckets next to warped wooden pallets. I even see a brick chimney, laying on its side on the ground. No house in sight. The stench of urine bites at my nose.

      But when I look up, I see it.

      The curved gray stone is high enough to catch the last rays of sunshine. Below the arch, the signs warn:

      DO NOT ENTER.

      DANGER. NO TRESPASSING.

      Long flat boards seal the entrance, the kudzu nibbling at the edge. I kick my way to it, wiping my sweating, shaking hands on my jeans. When I wedge the hammer’s claw between the boards, one of them swings open like a teeter-totter.

      I peer inside. The dark is so enormous, I actually feel my eyes dilating. I shrug my backpack forward and find my flashlight. When I flick it on, the beam flickers into the tunnel’s black mouth.

      I want to quit. Right here.

      Just pat myself on the back, turn around, and run for the sun.

      But the bitter taste of defeat is fresh in my mouth. I’ve already lost my mother. And I don’t want to see the disappointment on Drew’s face when I tell her that I chickened out. Again.

      I step into the tunnel. The board slams shut behind me. I jump.

      The flashlight cuts the dark like a saber but there’s not enough of it. And the shaking light is giving me vertigo. When I shine it up, toward the curved wall, I see water weeping from the ceiling, sliding down the quarried stones, sobbing on the ground.

      I count my steps. By thirteen, I’m forced into a crouch because the dirt floor is climbing toward the ceiling. At twenty-two, I’m duck-walking. The soil smells dank, mildewed. At thirty-four, gasping for air, I crawl forward on my stomach, feeling my heart pound the sand beneath my chest.

      And then I’m stuck.

      The ceiling, only about six inches from my head, has grabbed my backpack. I rake the flashlight but find only darkness. When I reach up, touching the curved ceiling, the stone feels slimy, cold. I use the hammer to scratch up soil from the ground. But when I toss the dirt forward, it doesn’t land.

      So I start counting.

      One -one-thousand. Two one-thousand. Three one-thousand. . . .

      Still nothing. Down and down and down, the soil continues to fall, until finally I hear the faintest little plunk.

      Six one-thousand.

      I swallow, feeling nauseated. Not just from the dark, the sudden drop. I feel sick for the four men buried down there, locked inside a steam train for almost one hundred years. When the tunnel collapsed, the city sealed it. Nobody wanted to revive this route to the rest of the world, even though it was supposed to revive a city limping along after the Civil War. Nobody wanted to think about what happened.

      And nobody bothered to check the geology either.

      I reach back, manage to tug open my backpack, and rummage until I feel that thin slithery plastic of Ziploc bags. I yank them out. Then freeze.

      The bags.

      Did she count the bags—find some missing? Is that what triggered her paranoia? Or was it the gossips at the grocery store?

      Or both.

      That’s the problem with my mom. She goes crazy over nothing. And everything.

      Setting the flashlight on the gritty floor, I lift the hammer with both hands. In the glow, I can see the stones’ quarry marks. They look like deep cat scratches. I wedge the hammer’s claw into the cracks and rock the tool back and forth. I can hear the water dripping, a relentless plop-plop-plop. It sounds like footsteps. Suddenly dust rains from the ceiling, falling through the light. I squint to protect my eyes but keep rocking the hammer.

      Then a snap.

      A solid object drops through the light. It lands with a thud.

      Reaching out, I pat the ground. The soil feels cold, dead. My fingers tingle. Rats. I imagine rats, darting from the dark to bite. Bats. Rabid, stirred awake by the sound of cracking rock. Something sharp pricks my palm. My hand flies back. I hold it to my chest, heart pounding, breath chugging off the stone right above me.

      When I reach out again, tentatively, my fingers tap what feels like stone. I grab it, throw it into the baggie and take off.

      Snatching the flashlight, wiggling backwards, I get free enough to spin around. Using my elbows for leverage, I combat-crawl as fast as possible, a soldier under enemy fire. When the soil suddenly drops, I’m up, duck-walking behind the light, praying this is the same way I came. But everything looks different. The ground, the weeping walls. I worry there’s a turn I missed. Suddenly the ground drops again and I fall forward, dropping the flashlight. The beam rolls across the soil. I lunge for it but in the sudden dark, I see pinpricks of light. Up ahead. The boards. Sunlight, leaking through.

      I snatch the light off the ground and run. Fall, run again.

      When I reach the entrance, my fingers shake across the planks. I yank on them until one swings open. I leap out.

      Sunlight spears my eyes. Blinking, I run forward, but my feet get tangled in the vines. I trip, plunging into the ravine, falling into shadow. I grab the kudzu, holding on to stop my descent, then scramble back up the hill. I find the trail, sprint down the trampled grass. When I hit road, my feet suddenly hurt. Dirt, in my shoes. All that gritty soil from the tunnel is now rubbing across my toes. It feels like I’m wearing sandpaper socks.

      But I don’t stop.

      The tall buildings are still purging people, choking Main Street with adults toting briefcases, firing orders into cell phones, clicking down the concrete in heels. I run past them, covered in dirt, every stride sending up a fresh bolt of pain. My shoes pinch like they’re too small.

      But something else is driving me. A feeling. It rises in my chest like a bubble, helium-light, freed from all the gravity around me. I feel almost giddy—I have a secret. And I’m bursting to tell it to the one person in the whole world who will understand.

      I run faster, knowing she’s waiting for me.

      

      CHAPTER THREE

      

      But no sparkly purple bicycle is parked outside the small brick building in Scott’s Addition. Keeping pace, I glance over my shoulder. The potholed road is empty. Trucks wait at the plumbing supply warehouse. Workers smoke outside the Sauer’s spice factory. And two men skulk into a black door that advertises a “gentleman’s club” which, obviously, isn’t.

      But no purple bike.

      I kick into my highest gear and tear down the last thirty yards, slapping the iron handrail and immediately doubling over, gasping for air. My backpack slides off my shoulders, hits the dirty pavement, and I’m too tired to even pick it up.

      Finally, when I can stand, I see no purple bike.

      I won.

      I limp up the steps and push open the glass door. It triggers a cowbell. Everyone inside turns to look—six men, sitting on swivel stools at a counter, and a huge guy standing at the grill that’s as black as his skin. Titus Williams. The big man in Big Man’s Burgers.

      “I won!” I announce.

      But nobody says a word.

      “Hello—I finally won!”

      “We got it,” Titus says. “What flavor?”

      I stare at him for a long moment. “Chocolate.”

      The guys at the counter have weathered faces, like broken-in baseball mitts. They’ve all swiveled back to the television. It’s the playoffs for the World Series.

      “Extra chocolate!” I call out.

      Titus waves his spatula.

      The guy named Journey points at the TV. “They oughta hang that pitcher by his thumbs.”

      “You’d have to go first,” says Shortie, sitting next to him.

      “Me? I caught pop-ups.”

      “I caught ’em!”

      The bickering continues. I walk over to the red vinyl booth, specifically reserved for me and Drew. We’ve been coming here since April, and this is the first time I’ve ever beat Drew to our Friday dinners. And first one here gets the free milkshake from Titus. It’s also a big deal because my chances of ever winning this contest were slim to none. My best friend is my favorite person in the entire world. But she has some seriously compulsive habits, and one of them is punctuality. Like, extreme punctuality.

      Scooting into the booth, I position myself so I can see Drew’s face when she comes through the door and realizes I beat her. As an added bonus, I open my backpack and take out the rock I stole from the tunnel. I set it on the table. Drew said I’d never have the guts to go in there, being afraid of the dark.

      But today is a banner day.

      And I refuse to let anything ruin it. Even the pain in my feet. Even the crappy music on the jukebox, that croony stuff from the 1950s.

      I pick up the rock. It’s pale gray, almost blue, marbled with dark gray veins. I rub my thumb over it, feeling the grains.

      Titus plunks the shake on the table. It’s still in the tall silver container from the mixer, frosted on the outside.

      “What’s with the rock?” he asks.

      “Nothing.”

      “So it’s special.”

      “What? No. It’s . . . it’s just a rock.”

      He hands me the straw. I peel back the paper sleeve. According to Virginia law, trespassing on railroad tracks is a Class 3 misdemeanor—I know these things. I’ve also stolen property. So the punishment’s even worse.

      “What’d you do,” Titus asks, “steal it?”

      I give him my best are-you-insane expression. “It’s a rock.”

      “Have it your way.” He walks back to the grill, only when he passes the jukebox, he slaps its side.

      The do-wop song dies.

      “Thank God,” says Journey. “That song was driving me nuts.”

      As the next tune warbles out, a collective groan rises from the counter.

      “Can we send that jukebox to the Smithsonian?” asks Winder. “The thing’s pure history.”

      I glance at the door. My mouth’s watering, begging me to sip the shake. But it’s rude to start without the other person. Drew never does. Closing my eyes, I say a silent grace. For one thing, it’s a miracle I got here first. Plus I made it into the tunnel and back out. Alive.

      When I open my eyes, the milkshake is still begging.

      I glance at the clock above the entrance. An old Richmond Dairy farm clock. It says 5:05.One sip. I decide one sip isn’t rude.

      Titus’s shakes are so thick that when you sip through the straw, the roof of your mouth feels like it’s going to collapse. But then the taste hits and all is forgiven. Cold, creamy, sweet. That hint of salt. Chocolate sending every taste bud into the Snoopy dance. I close my eyes again, relishing the flavor. My throat wants to hum.

      “You want me to start the burgers?”

      I look up. Titus is back at the table, wiping his enormous black hands on the apron that, once upon a time, was white.

      I glance at the clock. Then lift my wrist, checking my watch because the clock has got to be wrong.

      “She’s late,” I say.

      “Yeah. No kidding.”

      “Drew’s never late.”

      “So you want me to wait for Miss Never Late or start the burgers?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I really don’t. This situation has never happened before. My mouth is watering, my stomach is growling, and Drew’s not here.

      She’s always first.

      “You want to live a little?” Titus asks.

      “What?”

      “Try something new,” he says. “Until Miss Never Late shows up.”

      Every Friday, we’ve ordered the exact same meal. Cheeseburgers, fries, shakes. But I decide today is special. So special that I’m going to break tradition.

      “What do you suggest?” I ask.

      “My onion rings.”

      “Okay. Sounds good.”

      But Titus doesn’t leave. He stares at me with his large brown eyes. He’s got this way of looking at you that makes you really nervous.

      “I said I’ll try them. What’s wrong?”

      “Tell me you don’t want mayonnaise.”

      “I said I’d live a little, not a lot.”

      “You’re going to ruin my onion rings.”

      “I can’t help it.”

      He shakes his head. “Girl, you’re not wired right.”

      This time, when he walks away, he doesn’t slap the jukebox. He pounds Journey on the back.

      “Hey!” Journey says. “Can’t I sing along?”

      “Sure, if you want to starve.”

      The guys laugh. Somebody howls like a dog, imitating Journey’s singing voice. But Titus never cracks a smile. He’s like that. I’ve never seen him show anything resembling joy. Not even that first day when Drew and I first met him.

      April 9. I will never forget it because it was Opening Day for the Richmond Braves. We sat together in the stands, Drew was scribbling statistics in her notebook. I was bored.

      “You smell that?” I asked.

      She didn’t even look up from her notebook. “Concession stand.”

      “No—better. Way better.”

      I had to wait until the stupid game was finally over—Richmond Braves winning—and then Drew pedaled us from the baseball stadium on the purple Schwinn. I was balanced on the handle bars, my feet resting on the front wheel bolts. We rode through the industrial section behind the stadium, called Scott’s Addition, both of us sniffing the air, growing more and more desperate to track the delicious scent. By the time we found the small brick building with the white sign BIG MAN’S BURGERS, I was drooling.

      And that was only the beginning.

      Drew walked through the door, tripping that cow bell, and screamed.

      “Titus Williams!”

      The giant black man behind the grill stared at her. Like we just landed from Mars.

      “June 2001,” Drew continued. “Bottom of the sixth, you hit two triples and a double against the Orioles.”

      She kept rattling off the guy’s statistics, going all the way back to when he played for the Richmond Braves, the farm team we’d just watched at the city stadium.

      Titus didn’t smile. But you could tell he was impressed. So impressed our meal was on the house. When we came back the next Friday—after a late afternoon game, the Braves lost—a CLOSED sign hung on the door.

      But there were some people inside.

      So Drew—being Drew—barged right in.

      Not only were there no women and kids in the place, there were almost no white people.

      “Eighty-eight percent black,” Drew corrected me later. “Eleven percent white.”

      “Eighty-eight and eleven are ninety-nine,” I pointed out. “You’re off by one-percent.”

      “No” she said. “I’m Jewish.”

      “That’s not white?”

      “Mediterranean.”

      That was Drew. Precise. Particular. A total pain in the tuchus.

      And the most awesome best friend anywhere.

      But now I’m sick of staring at the door. I take out my geology journal and draw the tunnel’s weeping walls. I make a note to myself about checking the city’s water tables, and rub my thumb over the rock sample one more time, wondering if there’s too much limestone or marble. Calcium carbonate, which would erode in acidic water.

      I glance at the door again, the clock says 5:15.

      My shake is melting when Titus brings the onion rings.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks.

      “She’s late.”

      “You keep saying.”

      “Drew. We’re talking about Drew. The human clock.”

      “Yeah, so be grateful. You got walked to first.”

      “Is this baseball lingo? Because I don’t speak baseball.”

      “That’s part of your problem. Along with your palate.”

      “My what?”

      “Ability to taste things.” He plunks down the mayonnaise. “Go ahead, desecrate my onion rings. But I can’t watch.”

      As he leaves, I dip one ring in the mayo. This is how I eat my French fries, too. But I’m not prepared for this first bite. When the golden breading crunches open, it releases a glorious steam scented with sweet Vidalia onions. I close my eyes.

      “He ain’t worth the spit on his ball!”

      “You should know!”

      The insults zing back and forth. I chew, savoring the contrast between the breading’s crunch and onion’s tenderness. And the mayo, tying both together.

      “The ump needs glasses!”

      “More like a telescope!”

      Drew told me all these guys played minor league baseball with Titus. He’s the only one who made it to the majors, playing two seasons for the Atlanta Braves before a knee injury sidelined him.

      I eat another onion ring.

      But the clock says it’s almost 5:30, and suddenly the food isn’t tasting that great.

      I pack up my tunnel rock and notebook, carrying the basket of onion rings and empty milkshake to the counter.

      Titus turns from the grill. “Something wrong?”

      “Can I get our burgers to go?”

      He gazes at me a long time, those eyes like pools of dark water. But finally he whips open the steamer oven and takes out two buns. On the grill, the cheddar has melted over our burgers like golden lava. He wraps up everything in butcher paper, including the rings, then puts it all in a white bag.

      “You’re not going to wait for her?” he asks.

      “She’s not coming.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Drew’s never late.”

      He hands me the bag. “Never say never.”

      “Unless it’s Drew,” I say. “Then, never means never.”

      

      CHAPTER FOUR

      

      I run home, cradling the bag of cheeseburgers and fries. My legs feel heavy as lead, but worse is the rock hammer. It pokes my spine like an insistent finger, reminding me of something that happened this morning. Something that bothered me.

      Drew and I were standing at our lockers.

      “I’ve got a surprise for you tonight,” I said. “Prepare to be amazed.”

      But she didn’t look prepared to be amazed. She looked a hundred miles away. “You know Newton’s third law of motion, don’t you?”

      “Newton had three?”

      “Raleigh, seriously.” She closed her locker, spinning the dial lock just-so. “Newton’s third law of motion states that for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction.”

      “Okay. So?”

      “So. I have a surprise for you, too.”

      Here’s the problem with having a highly-competitive best friend. I could trespass in an abandoned train tunnel and come out with rock samples—and she would still have to top it.

      Now, as I run down Monument Avenue past the statue of Robert E. Lee, the idea hits me—Drew is pouting.

      She knew my surprise was better. So she didn’t show up.

      The fries are starting to smell cold. I slow to a walk and head down the alley behind our house.

      Quietly I unlock the carriage house and slide back the panel doors. Once upon a time the carriage house kept literal carriages—horses and buggies. Now it’s our garage. My dad’s car is parked beside my mom’s. When I touch the hood, the metal feels hot. I wonder if she’s telling him now, showing him the “evidence” that I’m not their “real” daughter.

      I sneak past the cars, including my sister’s old VW Bug that my dad wouldn’t let her take to college. Helen left for Yale in August—early admission, art scholarship, the whole big nine yards. My sister is a superstar and when she left, my mom went into a tailspin. But I’m pretty happy with Helen gone. For one thing, she can’t keep me from riding her bike. Which she would if she was here. Helen’s like that.

      I leave my backpack, toss the food bag in the front basket and wheel the bike into the alley. In six months, I’ll be sixteen. Nobody’s even mentioned driving lessons. And I don’t bring it up because my dad’s so stressed. My sister, however, whined for years, until he broke down and bought her exactly what she wanted—an old VW Bug. The hippie mobile. Right now it’s hidden under a tarp, and as I wheel the bike past it, I feel the temptation to spit on it.

      I bike down Monument to The Boulevard then pick up Grove Avenue. Heading west into a sinking sun, I keep scanning the road for a skinny girl with wild brown hair riding a purple Schwinn. Drew’s so compulsive she never changes routes. So if she’s heading to Big Man’s Burgers, I will see her.

      But I don’t.

      Right past Libbie Avenue, I turn into St. Catherine’s School. Episcopal, not Catholic. But nobody can tell by our uniforms. I circle the buildings then stop at the bike rack behind the gym, where Drew always parks her bike.

      It’s not here.

      Instead, a white panel truck is parked within inches of the bike rack. The truck’s bumper has a sticker that asks, “How’s my driving?”

      Lousy.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” says a guy walking out of the gym. His blue coveralls swim around his body. “Don’t say it.”

      “Say what?”

      “I already got the lecture. Once was plenty.”

      He throws open the back doors, barely missing the bike rack.

      “Was there a purple bike here?” I point to the rack he’s almost destroyed.

      “Huh?” He glances over his shoulder. “No, no bike.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Look, you girls want us out of here before the dance starts. So quit bugging me.”

      He yanks some white PVC pipes from the truck, carries them to the gym, throwing open the door. The wail of an electric guitar flies out. The band, I figure. Rehearing for tonight’s dance. I bike away as fast as possible.

      When I coast down Westhampton to Drew’s house, I see her mom’s Volvo in the driveway. It’s packed with those long rectangular boxes that hold foil and Saran Wrap. Drew’s mom is head of public relations for the cooking division of Reynolds Aluminum. Which is pretty ironic since Jayne Levinson doesn’t even know how to boil water. I know, because Drew and I used to meet here every Friday night for cheeseburgers—frozen White Castle burgers nuked in the microwave.

      After eating at Titus’s place, there’s no going back to that.

      I lean my bike against an oak in the backyard and kick through the fallen leaves. The back door is always open and leads into the sunroom, which gets no sun because the trees are so thick.

      I stick my head inside. “Drew?” I whisper.

      The only reply is a hiss.

      Sir Isaac Newton. Their satanic Siamese cat.

      But her mom also calls out, “Drewery?”

      Drew’s full name, which means there was trouble.

      “Drewery, is that you?”

      “No, ma’am,” I call back. “It’s Raleigh.”

      I’m trying to sound polite, but on the list of People I Never Want To Talk To, Especially On Friday night, number one is Jayne Levinson.

      “Raleigh?”

      “Just looking for Drew. Is she here?”

      I turn, glancing around the yard. It’s smothered with leaves, enough that I can’t see the burn marks in the grass. Drew likes to experiment with explosive propulsion, something the neighbors don’t exactly appreciate. But the only thing out there is the wind, lifting the fallen leaves.

      When I turn around again, Jayne Levinson is standing at the edge of the sunroom.

      “How’s life, Raleigh?”

      The light from the kitchen outlines her petite shape, her expensive clothing. The glass of red wine in her hand.

      “I’m fine, thank you, so Drew isn’t here?”

      “No.”

      “She wasn’t at the restaurant either.”

      “What restaurant?”

      “Big Man’s Burgers.” The name doesn’t register. So I try another. “Titus’s place?”

      She laughs. She throws her head back and laughs like that’s the funniest joke on the planet. I glance at the cat. Curled on the rattan couch, he kneads his claws into the cushions with lethargic cruelty.

      “That’s not a restaurant, Raleigh. It’s a hole-in-the-wall.”

      Whatever.

      “She’s never late.”

      “It must be the slum factor—are your lives too privileged?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’m trying to figure out why you girls insist on going to that dump.”

      I smile. Politely. Then hate myself. I’ve vowed never to smile like this—this fake phony gross smile that people offer my mother all the time. Yet here it is, the awful pleasantness frozen on my face. And I’m pretty sure this fake smile is one of those things that, once you learn how to do it, you can never unlearn it. Like riding a bike.

      “So you haven’t seen her?” I ask.

      Jayne sips her wine. “I suppose it’s too much to hope you two are going to the dance.”

      The fake smile comes back. See? Already a habit.

      “That’s what I thought.” She takes another sip. “On the other hand, it’s probably safer this way.”

      A substantial part of me does not want to know what she means. But I have to ask, since it might help me figure out where Drew is.

      “What’s safer?”

      “Your antisocial lives. This way, neither of you will get knocked up.”

      This is Jayne Levinson on a Friday night—any idea slipping into her mind will immediately launch out her mouth. During the week, Jayne recites scripted words for Reynolds Aluminum. She’s even on TV from time to time, reciting scripted words about thing like turkey-baking bags. But on Friday evenings she pops the cork and out comes Weekend Jayne. She’s a big part of why we moved Friday dinner to Titus’s place.

      “Her bike isn’t at school, either.”

      “That so?” She takes another sip of wine. More like a gulp.

      “Did she say anything about changing plans for tonight?”

      “No. But you can park your butt on the sofa until she shows up. Until then, I’m sure you can read.”

      The way she says the word, reading sounds obscene.

      She walks back into the kitchen, her frothy silk skirt rippling behind her, and I wonder which is worse—my mom, trapped in her dark remote world, or Jayne, who speaks public fakery all week, then comes home and can’t keep one thought to herself, no matter how hurtful.

      Right now it seems like a tie.

      I cautiously lower myself on one side of the wicker love seat. Isaac Newton sits at the other end, his blue eyes glowing like marbles hoping to find a slingshot. I keep two cushions between us and reach for the books. They rise like stalagmites from the floor. Jayne refuses to put bookcases in here, saying they would look “tacky.” Which makes no sense because it’s not like three-foot towers of books looks any less “tacky.”

      To be honest, Drew likes to read stuff that makes my eyes glaze over. Baseball, for instance. And, as if baseball wasn’t boring enough, she combs through books about potential energies and String Theory and stuff that’s totally abstract science. One reason I prefer geology is that you can smell, touch, and even taste minerals. It’s real.

      I open the book. But there’s a distinctive glug-glug coming from the kitchen. I look up. Bottle #1 must be almost gone. Drew had to explain it to me, back when we ate dinner here. The ice dilutes the alcohol, so Jayne can drink longer before passing out.

      I stare at the page in my lap. Drew’s highlighted a quote from Richard P. Feynman. He’s her absolute hero, a famous physicist who worked on the Atomic Bomb, among other things. The line reads “Science is the belief in the ignorance of experts.”

      When a high whistle sails out of the kitchen, Jayne curses.

      I glance at my watch. 6:18 p.m.

      Drew knows how much Jayne hates the cuckoo clock, so she programs it for surprise attacks. I hear the bird’s little door slam, followed by another curse.

      Keeping one eye on Isaac Newton, I pick up the phone on the side table and dial the number I’ve seen a hundred times on that big white sign. The numbers spell BigMans.

      When Titus answers, I say, “It’s Raleigh.”

      “Oh.”

      He sounds surprised. And why not? I’ve never called before.

      “Is she there?”

      “No.”

      “She never showed up?”

      “You said she wouldn’t.”

      I did. But everything’s out of whack. I’m second-guessing myself that Drew might be pouting because I made it into the tunnel. And it’s possible—even likely—that she and Jayne are fighting. But not being on time would really really bug her. I can’t see Drew holding out this long.

      “I’m at her house. She’s not here.”

      There’s a long pause. I don’t know what I expect Titus to say. But Isaac Newton snags the pillow with lethargic cruelty and there’s more glug-glugging from the kitchen as Jayne pours another glass, and still Titus says nothing.

      “Okay.” I wait. Still nothing. “Thanks.”

      I hang up. Outside the sky is sapphire-blue swimming toward amethyst-purple.

      My curfew is 7:00 p.m. Ridiculous for somebody six months from her sixteenth birthday. But I don’t argue. Partly because of my crazy-paranoid mother. But partly because I feel bad. My dad doesn’t know that we switched from Drew’s house to Titus’s place. I hate lying to him.

      Ice splashes into Jayne’s glass. Isaac Newton gives me a big yawn, like he’s oxygenating for a good kill. I stand up and replace Richard P. Feynman on the stalagmite of books.

      Like all good Southern girls, I know it’s rude to leave someone’s house without first saying good bye. And rude is bad. On this side of the Mason-Dixon line, being rude is equivalent to breaking one of the Ten Commandments.

      But it’s Friday night. And ice is clinking.

      So I slip out the door, and ride away…

      

      From Stone and Spark, Book 1 in the Raleigh Harmon YA Mysteries.

      

      Read the rest of the book HERE.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Sibella Giorello

          

        

      

    

    
      RALEIGH HARMON PI MYSTERIES

      The Waves Break Gray #1

      The Moon Stands Still #2

      The Wind Will Howl #3

      RALEIGH HARMON YOUNG ADULT MYSTERIES

      Stone and Spark #1

      Stone and Snow #2

      Stone and Sand #3

      Stone and Sunset #4

      RALEIGH HARMON FBI MYSTERIES

      The Stones Cry Out #1

      The Rivers Run Dry

      The Clouds Roll Away

      The Mountains Bow Down

      The Stars Shine Bright

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Sibella Giorello is the fourth generation of her family to grow up in Alaska. After riding a motorcycle across the country, she wrote feature stories for the Richmond Times-Dispatch. Her stories won state and national awards, including two nominations for the Pulitzer Prize. She now lives in Washington state with her husband, sons, and a dog who thinks he’s human. Contact her at Sibella@sibellawrites.com. Or on Facebook.

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
RALEIGH HARMON P.I. MYSTERIES #3

THE WIND
VL

SIBELLA GIORELLO





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
RALEIEH HARMHN,MYSTERIEE PREUUEL #1

HER BEST FRIEND 1S MISS NG, AND TIME IS RUNNING OUT. .

SIBELLA GIORELLO





images/00003.jpeg





