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Chapter One

 


A tattered newspaper leapt from a pile of rubble, and then spun
upward before plunging to the pavement next to the car. Kendall
pressed his nose against the window to watch the paper take off
again. A gust of wind that rocked the car plastered it to the front
of a dumpster across the pothole-pitted parking lot of the bar that
seemed to have swallowed Dad hours ago.

An enormous raindrop splattered against the
windshield. Another drop, then another. The next popped louder than
a rifle shot. Kendall jumped. He gaped at the marble sized
hailstones piling up against the windshield and drumming the roof
of the car with a deafening roar. Kendall clamped his hands over
his ears and closed his eyes. His heart pounded. As the late
afternoon light dimmed, he opened his eyes. Dark clouds filled the
sky. A once small crack in the windshield, made months before by a
ricocheting bullet from his dad’s gun, now streaked toward the
driver’s side.

Kendall scurried into the back seat and
crouched on the floor. He imagined gangsters with guns poised to
kidnap him if he showed his face. A faint, high-pitched sound
pierced the roar of the storm. He held his breath as he strained to
hear. A yelp was followed by a drawn out howl. He slowly raised to
his knees to peer out the side window. Something near the car!

Hailstones covered the ground, but the
pounding had stopped. Rain drizzled into the holes in the asphalt,
turning the hail to slush. When the howl sounded again, Kendall
spotted a bedraggled ball of dingy, dark fur huddled against the
building. A puppy! He unlocked the door and opened it
cautiously.

“Here, puppy, come. It’s dry in here.” The
dog hunkered down, shivering. “Okay, then. Wait there.” Drawing a
deep breath and holding it, Kendall sprinted the few feet to the
building, snatched up the soggy dog, and sped back to the open car
door. Not until he was inside with the door shut and locked did his
breath escape.

“Look at you. Gosh, you’re as scared as I
am. And soaked. You’ll be so cute when I get you cleaned up,”
Kendall whispered. The puppy’s foot-long body sprouted wiry gray
and brown fur. He had a white stripe between his big brown eyes,
and question-mark-shaped tufts of black hair arched like awnings
above his eyes. When the little dog whined softly and licked his
face, Kendall giggled. He shrugged out of his hooded sweatshirt and
began drying the dog with it. “Did you see what I did? I was so
scared, but I saved you anyway. Maybe I’m not a coward, after all.
Since the storm gave you to me, I’m going to name you Storm,
okay?”

A loud blow to the side of the car startled
Kendall. “Open the door. Didn’t I tell you not to lock the car?
Kendall! Now!”

Kendall shoved Storm, covered with his
sweatshirt, onto the floor. Reaching forward, he pulled up the
door-lock button on the driver’s side. Dad slid in, jammed the key
into the ignition, and gunned the motor. Slammed against the seat,
Kendall began shaking again, not feeling the least bit brave. A
warm tear slid down his cheek.

Dad didn’t say a word as he pulled the car
through the alley and onto the narrow street next to an empty
warehouse. The hard line of his jaw framed in the rear view mirror
warned Kendall to ask no questions—and to keep the dog that had
climbed into his lap hidden. Kendall wanted to know where they were
going, but when the car turned in the opposite direction of their
apartment on Highway 93, a wave of fear shot through his belly.
Dad’s eyes kept checking the rearview mirror. Kendall looked back
to see if anyone was following them, but he couldn’t tell.

After two months in Polson, Montana, Kendall
had been hoping they’d stay. He had made friends with a boy he met
at the library. Cody assured him that he’d like the school. They’d
be in the same class.

When Kendall had asked Dad if they’d still
be there when school started in two weeks, he’d said, “Yeah, I
don’t see why not.”

As they passed the grocery store and another
bar that Dad sometimes frequented and picked up speed on the south
edge of town, Kendall’s hope dwindled. He wanted to believe they
might still go back, but experience was against him. If Dad needed
something in Missoula, he’d wait until morning when more stores
were open, wouldn’t he? With Dad, you never knew. Kendall continued
to study his father’s face in the mirror. The muscles in his jaw
had quit jumping, and he was checking behind him less often. As
they sped through the sleepy town of Ronan, Kendall watched his
dad’s shoulders relax as he leaned back into the seat. Dad
stretched his neck back and forth and loosened his tie. He rested
his right arm across the back of the seat and, as Kendall had
witnessed before, settled in for a long journey.

Taking a deep breath and bracing himself,
Kendall asked, “Where we going, Dad?”

“Why are you sitting back there?” His
father’s eyes locked on his in the rearview mirror. “I thought you
liked to ride shotgun. You’re supposed to be my partner, not some
hotshot rich kid. I’m not your limo driver.”

Kendall wanted to say about the old Ford
Thunderbird his father was so proud of, “And this car is nothing
like a limo,” but he didn’t dare.

“Don’t I keep telling you we’re partners?”
Dad repeated. “What are you doing back there?”

“The hail cracked the windshield. I was
afraid it was going to break.”

“You’re always afraid of something,” Dad
grumbled.

The fact that his father avoided his
question was all the answer Kendall needed. They were not going
home. Slumping back into the seat, he turned toward the window and
closed his eyes. He pretended to sleep, so Dad wouldn’t see he was
crying.

Kendall scratched the
puppy behind the ears to keep him quiet. Storm rested his chin on
Kendall’s leg and sighed. Kendall sighed too, thinking of the
friend he was leaving behind. He didn’t get to say goodbye to Cody,
who would wait for him at the park tomorrow. How will he feel when I never show up? They always left stuff behind, but when he made friends, it
was so much harder. That’s when he remembered the first hard
time.

Afraid Dad was watching, he fought the urge
to pull his wallet out of his back pocket and stare at the
well-worn photo. But he didn’t have to look at the picture; it was
etched in his mind. The smile on his twin sister’s face. His
profile as he gazed at her—holding her hand.

His dad had snapped the picture at a
birthday party for some kid he didn’t remember. He and Kyleah were
almost four years old. He remembered his sister asking, “Can we
have a party like that when we turn four next week?” Dad hadn’t
answered. He’d changed the subject. That was the beginning of the
lesson: if Dad doesn’t answer, it’s bad news.

When they had arrived in Polson in June, Dad
was fascinated with the big lake. The first thing he did was
charter a lake cruise in a big boat. The captain of the boat also
served as tour guide. He expounded on the wonders of Flathead Lake.
“It’s the largest natural fresh-water lake west of the
Mississippi.”

Dad asked how big, and the man said, “30
miles long and 16 miles wide. Maximum depth is 370 feet.” Kendall
had gripped the railing tighter. His stomach churned as the swells
of dark water rocked the boat. He closed his eyes to stop the
feeling that the water was pulling him in, but it only made it
worse.

“This is the life for me,” Dad had said. “I
think we’ll get us a home here. Good grief, Kendall, you’re white
as a sheet. Don’t tell me you’re scared!” Kendall couldn’t help it.
He threw up on his dad’s shoes.

Dad had been angry, especially when Kendall
told him he didn’t want to live there. “That’s just too bad. If I
tried to find a place that didn’t scare you, we’d never have a
home.” Not that any home ever lasted more than a few months,
anyway.

Kendall had taken swimming lessons once when
he lived with his grandparents, Meemie and Pop. But he was scared
to put his face in the water, after choking the first time he
tried. When he had cried and said he didn’t want to go back, Meemie
didn’t make him. Pop had been angry that Meemie “babied him” and
disgusted that Kendall was such a coward. Pop was Dad’s father, and
they shared a contempt of cowardice.

He shouldn’t have made friends with Cody. He
should have known Dad wouldn’t stay. He sighed and closed his
eyes.

When he opened them again, evergreen trees
lined the road. He realized he had fallen asleep, rocked by the
motion of the old boat of a car. He leaned forward to peer at the
wet highway as it reflected the gleam of the headlights. Fighting a
wave of nausea, he sank back into the seat and clutched Storm. He
wished he had his blanket and pillow, left behind with books,
clothes, and other belongings.

Kendall had learned to keep his wallet with
him at all times. After leaving it behind once, he never went
anywhere without it, for it contained Kyleah’s picture. He also
carried the pocketknife his Dad gave him when he was eight, the day
after Meemie and Pop’s funeral.

Kendall barely remembered the funeral. That
whole week was a blur. He remembered being scared of the stranger
he called Dad, whom he’d seen only once a year in the four years
he’d lived with his grandparents. There were gifts of toys, a brief
outing, a bedtime story, and then the stranger was gone the next
morning.

His only memory of his short time with Dad
after they left Mom and Kyleah was in a hotel room that was a long
drive away from his sister. Kendall had not been able to quit
crying. He had screamed and begged to go back to Kyleah. His dad
slapped him across the mouth.

“Stop your bawling or I’ll give you
something to bawl about,” he’d shouted. But then he picked Kendall
up and hugged him. “I’m so sorry, son. I didn’t mean to hit you. I
just can’t take this constant whining and carrying on. Maybe you
aren’t ready for life on the road yet.” They got in the car again
and drove a long way. As Kendallfell asleep, he thought he was
going home. But they didn’t go back to Kyleah. Dad introduced him
to his parents—and left him there. Meemie, his grandmother, rocked
him gently as he cried himself to sleep.

 


“You look like your dad,” Meemie said when
they had looked through old picture albums. “Such a good looking
boy. And he turned into such a handsome man, don’t you think?”

Kendall stared at the pictures, hoping he’d
look like that when he grew up. Wavy dark brown hair, even white
teeth that flashed in a mischievous grin, dimples in both cheeks. A
firm jaw line.

“Handsome is as handsome does,” Pop had
said. “You remember that, Kendall.”

After Meemie and Pop died in the terrible
crash, the good-looking guy from the photograph came to take him
away. The pocketknife his dad handed him didn’t give him any
comfort, but he could tell his father meant it to be a treasure to
be kept forever.

“This used to be my grandfather Kent’s,
Meemies’s dad. You’re named after him, you know.”

Kendall didn’t know, so Dad explained, “The
first three letters of your name come from my granddad, Kent.”

“What are the last four from?” Kendall
asked.

Dad’s voice turned gruff. “From Dallas,
another grandfather. Your mother’s idea.” He dropped the folded
knife into Kendall’s hand. “Don’t lose it. You can pass it on to
your own kid someday.”

“I have another grandfather besides
Pop?”

“Of course, everyone has two
grandfathers.”

“How come I don’t know him? Can I meet
him?”

“No, you can’t.” Dad’s voice sharpened and
Kendall didn’t know why he was angry. “He’s not my friend. He lives
a long way from here, and all you’ll ever get from him are four
letters of your stupid girlie name.”

Kendall had cried until a look from Dad
silenced him. He watched his dad throw a few of his clothes into a
suitcase. Dad smiled and said in a cheerful voice, as if he hadn’t
just yelled at him, “From now on, it’s just you and me. You’re a
big kid now, so we’ll be partners. We’ll see the world
together.”

When they drove toward the setting sun,
Kendall asked, “Why do we have to leave? Can’t we live in Meemie’s
house?”

“No, we can’t. I don’t have work in
Wisconsin.”

“Why can’t I bring my toys?”

“Does it look like there’s room in this car
for your room full of toys and games? I’ll get you new ones.”

Kendall cried, unable to explain that new
ones were not what he wanted.

 


Not long after that, when Dad drove them out
of Red Lodge, Montana, Kendall left his wallet with Kyleah’s
picture in their apartment. When they stopped at a motel somewhere
in Wyoming, Kendall had to tell his dad why he was crying. “Please,
Dad. I didn’t mean to leave it. I didn’t know we weren’t going
back. Can’t we go get it?” Kendall had begged between sobs.

“Where’s the knife I gave you?”

“In Red Lodge with my wallet.”

“Don’t unlock the door for anyone. I’ll be
back before breakfast,” his dad had said, slamming the door behind
him.

Shaking, Kendall huddled under the covers,
unable to sleep, crying for Pop and Meemie. They never would have
left him alone like this. In all the four years with them, they’d
never once let him out of their sight. “Don’t climb that, Kendall.
You’ll fall.” “Don’t leave the yard by yourself.” “Don’t talk to
strangers.” “Yes, you may play, but stay where I can see you from
the window. Come in before dark.” They walked him to school each
day. They took him to church every Sunday. They seemed to
constantly worry that something bad would happen to him. They
should have worried about themselves.

A lump filled his throat as he remembered
the day a stranger, instead of Meemie, picked him up from school.
Pop and Meemie had been crossing a street when a man sped around a
corner. Kendall knew one thing. It doesn’t matter how careful you
are. People can disappear without warning. Like Pop and Meemie.
Like Mom and Kyleah.

These thoughts, memories, and paralyzing
fear had kept him awake until the sun slanted through the motel
windows. The next thing he knew, his dad was shaking him. “Wake up.
Put these in your pocket, and don’t ever take them out again.
That’s a valuable knife, and I don’t want it lost. When you change
jeans, put it in the pair you put on. I won’t go after them again.”
He dropped the knife and the wallet on the bed.

 


In the darkness of the car, Kendall pulled
his wallet from his pocket and held it against his chest. He
thought of the precious but fading picture it held. He thought of
Meemie’s photo album. Why were there no pictures ofhis mom or his
sister in it? The only pictures of him were taken after he was four
years old.

He remembered when Meemie saw his
first-grade school picture. She shook her head. “Kendall, why
didn’t you smile? Look at those big brown eyes. You look like a sad
little puppy.”The photographer had just said something about “your
mother.” How could he smile while wondering why he didn’t have
one?

With that sad thought, Kendall closed his
eyes to block out the blackness of the night and let the old car
rock him to sleep again.

 



Chapter Two

 


What the devil is this? Kendall, wake up! Where the heck did
this mutt come from?” Kendall swam from a dream, sat up, and rubbed
his eyes. The car eased to a stop on the shoulder of the highway.
It was very dark. As the car’s dome light stabbed his eyes, he
squeezed them shut. When he opened them, his dad held the squirming
puppy by the scruff of the neck in front of Kendall’s
face.

“Dad, don’t hurt him!” Kendall cried,
snatching the puppy from his father’s grip. Storm yelped. Kendall
held him close and buried his face in his fur.

“How’d you get a dog?” Dad demanded. “Look
at me, Kendall. I’m talking to you.”

“I rescued him. He was out in that awful
hailstorm.”

“You stole him.”

“No.” Kendall gasped and shook his head. “I
don’t think he belonged to anyone.”

“Well, you can’t keep him. Put him out!”

“Dad, no. We can’t leave him here. He’d
starve to death. Please. Ooops, he’s peeing on me.”

Dad whipped his door open and shoved Kendall
out, dog and all. Kendall held Storm away from him as the puppy
finished peeing. The wet spot on his leg wasn’t warm for long. A
driving rain soaked his thin T-shirt.

“Dang it, Kendall. He got the seat wet, too.
Now the car’s going to stink. Put him down and get in!”

“No.” Kendall backed away from his father.
“If he can’t go, just…just leave me, too. I won’t go without
him!”

His dad stared at Kendall for a moment.

“Well, I’ll be…. Is this my scaredy-cat
son?” Dad asked as he tousled Kendall’s hair. “You’re actually
standing up for something instead of whining and crying. You’re
scared of the dark and just about everything else there is, but
you’d stay out here on a cold, dark mountaintop, alone, for a
God-forsaken puppy? Get in the car, both of you. We’re all getting
soaked.” Dad opened the front passenger door and reached in to turn
the heater up. “Sit up here with me, pard. I can use your
company.”

Kendall smiled as the car pulled back onto
the road. His dad was so unpredictable, it was like he was two
different people. Kendall loved this happy, fun-loving side of his
father, but it could change to the dark, brooding one in an
instant, and for no reason Kendall could ever figure out.

 


Kendall woke from a dream-filled sleep as
the motion of the car came to a halt. Sunlight warmed his face.

“Hungry?” his dad asked. “Let’s get some
grub.”

Stepping out of the car, Kendall stared at
an expanse of sparkling water across the highway. “Where are we?
What lake is that?”

“Not a lake, son. That’s the Columbia River.
Wait until we get to the end of it. You’ll see what a real river
looks like.”

“Where are we going, Dad?”

“All the way to the Pacific Ocean.”

As they sat down to order, Kendall asked,
“What about Storm? He needs food and water.”

Dad signaled the waitress. “I need a serving
of scrambled eggs and sausage in a to-go box. Get that first while
we look at the menu.” As she turned to go, he added, “Bring water,
too.”

The waitress was back in five minutes with a
large styrofoam box. She brought them each a glass of water and a
water pitcher.

Dad thanked her and pushed the container
toward Kendall. “I’ll order for you. Go feed Storm. Take him water,
too.”

Storm ate as if he was starving. Kendall
poured water in the lid part of the box and watched Storm lap it
up. He sat beside his new friend and talked to him until the box
was licked clean, which seemed to take no time at all. When Kendall
went back in, his food was waiting.

He ate in silence until he couldn’t hold
back his question any longer. He pushed his plate away and met his
father’s eyes. Encouraged by the lack of a frown, he asked, “Why
did we have to leave, Dad?”

His dad didn’t know it,
but he was asking about all
the times. About this time. About the dozen times
in the two years since the funeral. About the first time when he
was four—the time when he was torn from his sister’s hand and
hauled to Dad’s car, kicking and screaming.

“Because it was time. You know my work
demands that I travel.”

Kendall
didn’t know. He didn’t
know a thing about his dad’s work. He didn’t know why his dad
always left in such a hurry. He didn’t know why they couldn’t take
time to pack up their stuff. He didn’t know how his dad chose the
new places they drove to. Did he have a boss who told him where to
go? It seemed like he just went wherever his fancy took him. They
always had to buy new stuff.

Mostly, he wondered why he’d never seen his
mother and sister since Dad had taken him away. When he had asked
his grandparents, they said, “Ask your father when he comes to
visit. He can explain.” Clearly, no one wanted to tell him.

 


“Wake up little buddy. You won’t want to
miss this.” Kendall opened his eyes. The big breakfast, the sun on
his face, and the humming of the tires on the highway had lulled
him back to sleep. He sat up and rubbed his eyes. A very tall
bridge spanned the street in front of them. More than twice as high
as the building on the corner, it stood on tall concrete legs that
seemed too narrow for their height. Dad drove under it and turned
right, toward the water. Maybe he was going to park to get a better
look.

No. This was no ordinary street, and there
were no off ramps. It spiraled sharply to the left, climbing as it
turned. Now facing away from the water, Kendall saw rows of houses,
one above the other, clinging to the side of a very steep hill. He
gulped as they circled away from the hillside, still turning
tightly, still angling upward until they were high above the town.
A latticework of iron girders stretched to the sky in front of
him.

As they passed under it, a seagull soared by
his window. His eyes followed as it dipped. He looked down—far
down—where dark water splashed against a ship moving slowly into
view beneath him. Bug-sized men walked on the deck that held
hundreds of boxy containers. He jerked his head forward to see the
road plunge toward frothy waves where it seemed to float on the
water’s surface. He gripped the edge of his seat as the car picked
up speed down the narrow ribbon of road that seemed like a mere
thread in a vast sea.

An approaching semi truck full of logs
loomed ahead. Pressing his feet against the floorboard as the truck
got closer, Kendall hugged the armrest and fought a wave of nausea.
Squeezing his eyes shut, he prepared to die. The truck swished by.
The car shuddered as a gust of wind set it off course. His eyes
flew open. Dad straightened the car just in time to keep from
hitting the guardrail.

When Storm crept onto his lap, he released
his hold on the armrest and hugged the puppy. Peering out the
window, he looked through guardrails and saw that they still were
several feet above the water. The highway wasn’t floating after
all; he could tell by the hollow flump, flump, flump as their tires
crossed the seams in the road. Shrinking back into the seat, he
glanced at his father. Dad’s eyes wandered from the road to the
driver’s side window and back to the road again. Kendall swallowed
hard, blinked back stinging tears, and looked past Dad. Gray water
met gray sky. “Is this the ocean, Dad?”

“No, it’s the Columbia River. It meets the
Pacific a few miles that way.”

“How long is this bridge?”

“Oh, about twenty miles.”

“Dad!”

“Just kidding. Close to five, though. Pretty
impressive, huh?”

Kendall wasn’t sure if Dad was still
teasing. To him it was a bridge that would never end.

“What’s holding it up?”

“I don’t know, whatever holds bridges up.
Please don’t tell me you’re scared!”

“No,” Kendall muttered, sinking back into
his seat and relaxing his hold on Storm. His face burned. If he was
going to stay on his dad’s good side, he’d better quit being such a
fraidy-cat. That wasn’t easy to do, as waves blew up onto the road
where the highway skirted the river on the other side. It took all
of his willpower to keep from crying until they barreled through a
tunnel, horn honking—he hated that—and there was land on both sides
of the road.

“Dad, what’s that sign mean?”

“What sign?”

“I’ve seen two of them now. They’re round
and blue and they say ti-suh-nam-eye evacuation route. What’s that
mean?”

“It’s su-nah-mee. The T is silent.
Tsunami.”

“What’s a tsunami?”

“Just a wave that reaches higher than
most.”

“Then why is there an evacuation route?”

“Just to cover their butts. That’s the
government for you. Telling you what to do, just so they don’t get
in trouble if somebody does something stupid and drowns.”

“Stupid like what? Do people drown?”

“Now I suppose you’re going to be afraid of
a tidal wave. Kendall, when are you ever going to just enjoy life
instead of always worrying that something bad is about to
happen?”

Kendall slid down in his seat and turned his
head toward the window.

“See that sign? World’s longest beach! Let’s
check it out,” Dad said as they made their way through the third or
fourth small town since crossing the river. “Now you can see the
Pacific Ocean.”

Kendall heard the waves before he saw them.
He peered through the windshield as the wipers cleared away the
light drizzle that made it hard to see. The ocean was nothing like
he expected. In pictures he’d seen, it was bright blue, sunny, and
smooth for as far as the eye could see. Instead, it looked
angry—dark gray, breaking into white foam, and creeping menacingly
toward them.

“Dad, stop!” Kendall forgot his resolve to
never show fear as the car crept farther than any other vehicles
across the wide stretch of gray sand, closer and closer to the dark
water.

Dad chuckled. “You held out longer than I
expected. I was beginning to think you’d let me drive right into
the ocean.” He put the car into reverse and backed up a few
yards.

Kendall hoped Dad would keep backing, turn
around and leave. He’d seen enough. He sighed when Dad shut off the
engine and opened his door.

“Let’s go check it out.” Dad’s door slammed
before Kendall could protest. When he pushed his door open against
the driving wind, Storm streaked out. Kendall ducked the stinging
mist and watched his dog run after Dad, who wasn’t even looking
back as he strode toward the water. Kendall put on his sweatshirt
and pulled the hood over his head.

Dad dashed back toward him as rushing water
nipped at his heels. A wave drenched Storm as he scrambled to keep
up. Kendall froze in his tracks,sure that his newly found pet would
be swept to sea before his eyes. But he wasn’t. He scampered out of
the water as the waves began to retreat and shook a shower of fine
spray from his shaggy coat.

“Come on, son. This is fun. Follow the waves
out. The sand is firm, like walking on pavement. You might even
find some shells or sand dollars.”

Kendall shook his head, but Dad grabbed his
hand and ran. Kendall ran, too, to keep from falling. “Okay, far
enough. Watch. Here comes a big one. Okay, run!”

Dad dashed away. Kendall ran after him. He
managed to stay ahead of the wave that crept closer to the car than
the last one had.

“See? That was fun! Let’s do it again.” Once
again, Dad took his hand and ran out. This time, a wave caught
Kendall and soaked his shoes.

“Dad, where’s Storm?”

Dad looked around. “The bugger’s exploring.
Look. He’s chasing birds up the beach.”

Dad and Kendall jogged toward the little
dog. It did little good to call him, as their words were snatched
away by the wind that blew rain in their faces. Dad sped ahead and
scooped the puppy into his arms.

“Oh, shoot. The tide came in faster than I
expected,” Dad said.

Kendall looked up to see waves lapping at
the car’s front tires. Dad shot away from him, threw Storm in the
front seat, and started the car. Sand sprayed up from the back
tires, but the car only sunk deeper into the sand.

“Get in here. Quick. You drive. It’s in
reverse. Just press down easy on the gas pedal while I push.”

Kendall stared at the back wheels turning
slowly in the sand, going nowhere. His stomach did a flip. Dad
grabbed him by the shoulders and hoisted him into the driver’s
seat, then dashed to the front of the car and put his shoulder
against the grill. Kendall could see Dad was yelling, but couldn’t
hear a word.

“Press down easy, press down easy,” Kendall
repeated to himself as he pushed his foot on the gas pedal. The
engine revved. Too hard. He pressed again, and the car began to
move, more sideways than backward. When the back tires finally got
traction, the car shot backward, leaving Dad standing on the wet
sand, ankle deep in frothy water. Kendall froze, his foot on the
accelerator. Peering over the steering wheel, he saw Dad chasing
the car, arms waving.

The brake! Kendall forced his foot to move
from one pedal to the other. Bang! Something struck the bottom of
the car. He pushed on the brake, but his leg wasn’t long enough to
push it all the way down. Gripping the steering wheel, he pulled
himself forward. Whump! The car slammed to a jolting stop. His head
bounced off the steering wheel. The engine died.

 



Chapter Three

 


Gripping the steering wheel, Kendall stared at the dashboard.
His body shook. The door jerked open.

“Move!” Dad yelled. “Kendall, shove
over!”

Dad started the car and zoomed away without
a word. Kendall wished he’d just yell and get it over with. He
hugged Storm when the dog crawled onto his lap.

“You cold?” The accusing
tone of Dad’s voice seemed to say, What
kind of a wimp are you? Kendall tried to
stop the shivering and shook his head.

“Yes, you are,” Dad said as he felt
Kendall’s sweatshirt. “You’re soaked. We’ll stop and get some dry
clothes and a coat for you.”

“Dad, I’m sorry. What did I run into?”

“A car. Don’t worry. No harm done.”

“Oh, no! Hang on,” Dad shouted. The tires
squealed as the car turned sharply to the left, throwing Kendall
against the door.

“What’s wrong?” Kendall asked.

“No brakes!” Dad shifted to a lower gear.
“The emergency brake hasn’t worked for years.”

After several miles, Dad downshifted again
as they entered a small town called Ocean Park. Kendall heard the
turn signal click on and off just as he saw a sign that said,
“Sunset View Resort.” A tree-lined lane led to a welcoming
three-story building, set in a splash of colored flowers and
sculpted shrubbery. Dad eased the car into the parking lot in low
gear and turned off the ignition. The car bucked and jerked, coming
to a complete stop when the tires hit a concrete curb.

“Wait here,” Dad said, getting out of the
car.

In a few minutes he returned, smiling. “I
got us a room on the second floor so we can see the ocean. It comes
with a fireplace. You gotta like that. You take a hot bath while I
go buy you dry clothes.”

Clutching Storm, Kendall opened his car
door.

“Leave the dog.”

“Dad, please. He’s cold, too.”

“Well, here,” Dad began, glancing toward the
office. “I’ll carry him.” He slipped the puppy under his bulky
jacket and led the way.

 


Kendall filled the bathtub, slipped out of
his wet clothes, and stepped in, carrying Storm with him. The puppy
seemed to like it. Kendall added more hot water when it began to
cool off. No sense getting out until Dad came back with something
clean and dry to wear. He emptied the little bottle of hotel
shampoo on Storm’s back and worked it into a lather. Gritty sand
rolled between his fingers and Storm’s skin.

“You’ll feel so much better when I get all
that sand out of your hair,” he said. “I’m not going back to the
beach ever again. I hate it.”

He paused as the puppy squirmed out of his
grip. “Don’t worry. We won’t stay here long. Maybe Dad’ll take us
somewhere warm and sunny tomorrow. Maybe I’ll ask…”

A pounding noise interrupted him. He held
his breath, listening.

“Open the door,” he heard an unreconizable,
muffled voice demand. Storm barked sharply.

“Shh! Is that our door?” Kendall whispered.
“Dad said not to open it.” He went on rinsing Storm.

The pounding resumed,
louder. “Open the door, you coward.” The muffled voice sounded
angry. Maybe Dad forgot his key. Maybe his
hands were full. Who else would call me a coward?
He wrapped himself in a towel. “Coming,
Dad.”

When he flung the door open, he gasped at
the sight of a man much bigger than his dad. He peered up into
thegrizzled face of a stranger towering over him.

The man strode past him, wearing tall rubber
boots.He stopped, looked around the room and asked,“Where’s your
father?”

“Uh, he, uh, I don’t know,” Kendall
stammered, surveying the heavy coat and muddy jeans, as the man
removed his ball cap from his gray-streaked dark hair pulled into a
pony tail.

“Tell the truth, kid. Where’s that no good,
yellow-livered coward?”

Does he mean Dad? He’s calling Dad a coward?
Dad hates cowards.

“Where’s he hiding?“ the man roared.

“He went to buy me some c-cl-clothes.”

“Don’t give me that. How could he leave when
his car’s here?”

“I don’t know.” Kendall hated the way his
voice came out in a whine.

“What’s that?” the man asked. He jerked open
the bathroom door. Storm, dripping wet, trotted to Kendall’s side,
faced the man, and growled.

“Oh, give me a break!” To Kendall’s
surprise, the man chuckled. and squatted. He reached out a hand
toward the puppy, making kissy noises, as if that would entice
Storm to come to him. Storm’s tail began to wag. The stranger
pulled a dog biscuit from his pocket.

“Don’t go. No, Storm!” Kendall exclaimed,
grabbing his puppy.

“Look, sonny,” the man said, standing. “I’m
not here to hurt you or your dog. I’m here to settle a score with
your old man. I’m not leaving until I do, so get used to me.” He
plopped into the easy chair that faced the TV and picked up the
remote and clicked it. Kendall hugged Storm and stared. Had the man
chased them all the way from Montana? Maybe he was one of those
militia men he’d read about. Kendall shivered.

“Get some clothes on,” the man said. “I’ll
build a fire. You got a room with a fireplace. You ought to use
it.”

When the stranger turned his back to kneel
before the fireplace, Kendall slipped into the bathroom, shut the
door and locked it. Trembling, he hugged Storm, whose fur crinkled
with drying shampoo. He put the pup back into the tub and turned on
the water. Holding the squirming puppy under the faucet, he worked
the soap out of his fur. With a clean towel he rubbed him briskly.
Two terry-cloth bathrobes hung in the corner. He put one on, and
then, opening the door a crack, he peeked through.

The door from the hallway opened at the same
time. “What the…? Do I have the wrong room?” Dad asked, staring at
the stranger sitting in the easy chair.

The man jumped up, doubled his fist, and
rushed toward Dad. “We can go outside and settle this like men, or
I can call the cops to come toss you in the slammer, your
choice.”

“What are you talking about? I don’t know
you from Adam.”

“Maybe not, but you know my ride. To refresh
your memory, it’s the new, red Subaru Forester with the smashed
tail light and crumpled rear fender. I would’ve been after you a
long time ago, but first I had to change the tire your rear bumper
sliced.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,”
Dad said. He put a bag of groceries on the table. “How’d you get in
here?”

“I lied to the desk clerk about having a
meeting with you to find out the room number. Your kid let me
in.”

Kendall gulped, waiting for Dad to yell at
him, but he didn’t have a chance. The man grabbed Dad’s coat collar
and nearly lifted him from the floor. “I don’t want to do this in
front of the kid, so let’s take it outside where we can compare
paint. What’s missing off my car, I found on yours. You want to
deny that?”

The man twisted Dad’s arm and marched him
out the door. Kendall slammed and locked the bathroom door. He slid
to the floor and gathered Storm onto his lap. When the dog squirmed
and yelped, he let go. Storm scratched at the door, his tail
wagging so hard it wiggled his whole body. He whined and looked at
Kendall.

“Oh, all right,” Kendall said. “From now on,
whenever I start acting scared, you remind me, and I’ll try to be
brave.”

He unlocked the door, ran to the window, and
pulled back the heavy drapes. He saw a grassy lawn with trees and a
path that led across sand dunes to the ocean. He quickly dropped
the drapes, wishing he could see the parking lot where they’d left
the car. Storm scratched on the door and whined.

“Hold on. I can’t go out in this robe.”
Kendall looked in the bags that Dad had set on the table. He found
some snack food, soda, beer, Advil, dog food, and a bright-blue
T-shirt twice his size. He unfolded it. A picture of garlic and the
words “26th annual Garlic Festival, Ocean Park, Washington” covered
the front. Why would Dad buy him a shirt like that?

He went back in the
bathroom to pick up his wet clothes. He shook the sand out of his
underwear and wet jeans and put them back on. He wrung out the
socks and wiped out his wet shoes. After pulling on his dirty, damp
T-shirt, he scooped up Storm and headed out the door. As the door
clicked shut behind him, he set the puppy down and tried to open
it. Locked. Dumb, dumb, dumb. Dad will be
so mad.

When he turned to retrieve Storm, the dog’s
tail disappeared around the corner.

“Storm, wait!”

Speeding down the stairs, Kendall followed
Storm to the parking lot—just in time to see Dad climb into a red
car and ride away with the stranger.

 



Chapter Four

 


Kendall slumped against the side of the building and began to
sob. His shoulders shook. When a warm tongue licked tears from his
cheek, he grasped Storm and pulled him into his lap. The tears
didn’t stop. They soaked into Storm’s already wet fur. He didn’t
know how long he’d been sitting there in the cold wind before he
sensed someone sitting next to him. He froze. An arm encircled his
back, and a gentle hand squeezed his shoulder. Dad would be yelling
at him for crying, not hugging him. Slowly opening his eyes and
turning his head, he saw—an angel.

Looking into her bright blue eyes, he
watched a smile light her beautiful face. Golden hair cascaded over
her shoulders. “Don’t you think we ought to get off the wet ground
and out of the wind?” she asked.

Kendall gulped and nodded.

She unfolded her long, blue-jean-clad legs
and reached for his hand to pull him to his feet. “Come, let’s get
you warm and dry. Then, if you want to, you can tell me what’s
making you so sad.”

Kendall followed her to the office,
clutching Storm under his T-shirt. “You don’t need to hide your
friend. We allow dogs. You’ll just have to move into one of the
downstairs rooms. Do you have dry clothes in your room? You’re
shivering.”

“No, Dad was going to get me some. Maybe
that’s where he went.”

The angel handed him a clean robe. “Here. If
you change into this, I’ll wash and dry those.”

Kendall hesitated, afraid of what his dad
would say. But he was cold, and his father was gone. Kendall didn’t
know where he was or when he’d beback.

“It won’t take long,” the
angel said, smiling. He took the robe and went into the room the
angel opened for him, Storm at his heels. The sign said
Employees Only.

“I made hot chocolate,” the angel said when
he came out. “Sit by the fireplace while I put these in the
wash.”

He huddled close to the blazing fire and
held the warm cup with both hands. Storm leaned against him,
shivering and smelling of wet dog.

When the angel returned, she sat near him
and asked, “Do you mind telling me your name and why you were
sitting in the wind and rain?”

Kendall swallowed. He
didn’t want to admit he’d locked himself out of his room or that
his dad had left without saying where he was going.
Maybe the guy had a gun. Maybe…

“I guess I should introduced myself, first.
I forgot my manners for a minute there. I’m Lani, the manager. I
live here.”

“I knew a boy named Lonny once,” Kendall
said. It seemed a funny name for an angel.

She laughed. Not a teasing laugh, but a
happy one that sounded like music.

“Mine is spelled L-A-N-I. It’s Hawaiian for
sky—or heaven. My mom loved that name and gave it to me even though
there isn’t a stitch of Hawaiian in me.”

Kendall felt his face burn. He stared at his
cup.

“Don’t be embarrassed. I get that all the
time. I like my name now, but when I was little I got teased a lot.
Kids thought I was a boy. Mom gave me some atrocious haircuts that
didn’t help matters any. How about you? Do you like your name?”

Kendall shrugged. “It’s okay, I guess, but
sometimes I get teased because it sounds like a girl’s name. I got
it from my great grandpa Kent, and a grandfather named Dallas. They
put parts of the names together and named me Kendall.”

“Nice name. I’ve heard it before—for boys as
well as girls—but not with such a nice story behind it. Sort of
connects you to family, doesn’t it?”

Kendall looked up, surprised. He’d never
thought of it that way. Truth be told, he was about as unconnected
as could be. Almost an orphan. Maybe he was now.

“Was that your dad who left with Tom
Jorgensen?”

“I guess so. I didn’t know
the guy’s name, but he had a red car.” Maybe he wasn’t a militia man, after all.

Lani nodded. “Did he say when he’d be
back?”

“No. Do you know the man Dad was with?”

“Oh, yeah. I know most of the people on the
peninsula. I’ve been here that long. Tom’s an oyster farmer.” Lani
chuckled. “Unless you’re working to provide food, entertainment, or
rooms for tourists, you either raise oysters, dig clams, or grow
cranberries on Long Beach Peninsula. Is your dad going to work for
him? ”

“Oh, no. He’s just sort of taking a vacation
before his next assignment. We won’t be staying here.”

“Assignment? What is he, a secret agent of
some kind—or maybe a journalist?”

“Uh, I’m not sure. I mean, he can’t tell me
exactly what he does, but I know it’s important. I think he works
for the FBI because he told me he can’t talk about his job.”

“Hmm, I see. So is Kyle Ralston your dad’s
real name, or does he use an alias in his work?”

“That’s his real name. I don’t think he ever
uses a fake name. Maybe a code name for the FBI, sometimes. You
know. For security.”

“Sure,” Lani said. Something in her tone
made him wonder if she believed him. He usually didn’t tell people
anything about his dad, unless they got to be good enough friends
to ask. He could only guess what Dad did, but this was the guess he
liked to believe.

 


~~~~~~~~

 


Kendall couldn’t sleep. He scratched Storm,
who was cuddled against him, and glanced at the glowing red numbers
on the alarm clock beside the bed—again. It was 12:17 a.m., and Dad
still wasn’t back. He’d never stayed away this long before, well,
at least not without first telling him he was going to be
late—well, except for a few times. A tear spilled onto the pillow.
He rolled over and picked up the book Lani had lent him.

“Beautiful Joe, about another dog that was
rescued.” Lani said, as she walked him back to his room. “We don’t
normally allow dogs on the second floor suites, but it’ll be fine
until I can talk to your dad tomorrow.”

Good name for her—heavenly
angel. She’d fed him dinner, made sure he
had a key to let himself in and out of the room, and given him a
collar and leash for Storm. “Here’s my phone number,” she had said,
writing on a pad on the desk. “Just pick up the phone and call if
you need anything.”

He’d almost talked himself
into calling her three times since she’d left, but the three feet
from the bed, where he huddled under the covers, to the phone on
the desk kept him from doing it. What could she do, anyway? She
wouldn’t know where to find Dad, either. But maybe she could call Tom since she knows him. Maybe he
could tell her… What? If Tom killed Dad, he’d just lie about
it.

 


A warm, furry paw on his cheek half awakened
Kendall. He scrunched his shoulders to pull his head, turtle-like,
under the covers. A wet tongue swiped his forehead. Kendall opened
his eyes, tossed back the covers, and grasped the wiggling dog. The
room was light, even with the drapes closed. Snoring sounds came
from the other bed. He sat up and stared. Dad, slack-faced and
rumpled, was curled under the covers.

Kendal swallowed hard, trying to push back
the familiar tickle-wave of sadness that rose from his belly to his
throat. He wanted to cry. He wanted to shake Dad and yell at him
for leaving him alone—and for coming back and sleeping as if
nothing were wrong. He wanted to hug him and have Dad hug him back
and tell him he was sorry.

Kendall knew he wouldn’t. He’d call him a
baby and tell him to grow up. Kendall took Storm outside after
making sure his room key joined his wallet and knife in his
pocket.

Kendall ate donuts in the lobby. Lani wasn’t
at the desk, so he wandered back to the room. He nibbled on chips
and sipped soda as he sat by the window reading Lani’s book.
Reading made him sleepy. He climbed into Dad’s bed, lay against his
back, and fell asleep. Dad’s spot was empty when he woke again. The
clock said 12:15.

After checking the bathroom, Kendall rushed
outside—but not without his room key. He found Dad lying under the
car.

“Good morning, son. Great timing,” Dad
said.

Kendall wished he could
yell, Where were you all night? Why didn’t
you tell me where you were going? But he
could never talk to his dad like that.

“Here, you can help me bleed the brakes. I
just replaced the brake line,” Dad said, scooting out from under
the car. He tossed an empty metal can at a trashcan.

“The brakes? I ruined them, didn’t I?”

Dad tousled Kendall’s hair. “You snagged
something that snapped the brake line in two. That’s why I walked
to get groceries yesterday. There’s nowhere to buy clothes in this
town. Found the T-shirt on a clearance rack in a gift shop.”

Kendall’s face burned. Guilt numbed his
body. “I’m sorry, Dad. I…”

“Now, don’t you cry,” Dad said. “I’m not
saying it’s your fault. I need to give you some driving lessons.
Just help me, and the brakes will be as good as new.”

“How did you get the parts to fix it?”

“I got a ride into Long Beach yesterday, and
got a new brake line and a can of fluid. Get in and push down on
the brake pedal. Hold it until I tell you to let it up. When I tell
you, pump it again and hold it. Leave the door open so you can hear
me.”

Dad lay on his back under the car.

“All right! Done,” Dad finally said, getting
up. “Thanks, pard. Let’s clean up and go to Astoria to buy you some
decent clothes and a coat.”

“Where’s Astoria?” Kendall asked as he
followed Dad up the stairs to the room.

“Just over the bridge. We came through it
yesterday.”

It seemed a lot longer ago than yesterday.
Just the thought of crossing the bridge again made him weak.

“Where are we going after that?”

“We’ll come back to Ocean Park and look for
an apartment.”

“But I didn’t think we would stay here. I
thought…”

“I got a job. Tom has been looking for help.
Since I owe him for repairs on his car, I could hardly refuse.
Turns out he’s a pretty nice guy, and we have a lot in common. I’ll
get you enrolled in school. Hey, what’s this number by the
phone?”

“Uh, that’s the lady from the desk. She told
me I could call her if I needed anything.”

“Why would you need anything?” Dad
asked.

“I, I don’t know.”

“Then why did you go to the office to meet
her?”

“The door locked when I took Storm out. I
didn’t know how I’d get back in, but Lani saw me and said she’d
help.”

“Lani, huh?” Dad stepped into the bathroom.
When Kendall heard the splash of the shower and his dad’s exuberant
singing, he tore the sheet with Lani’s phone number from the pad
and put it in his wallet behind Kyleah’s picture.

When Dad emerged from the bathroom, clean
and smooth-faced, he asked,ß “Did Lani see your dog?”

“Yes, but she let him stay in the room with
me. They allow dogs, just not upstairs.”

“Well, you’d better keep him quiet.”

“Dad, couldn’t I just wait here for
you?”

“Why? Don’t you want to pick out your
clothes?”

“You’re good at that, Dad. I like what you
get.”

That was mostly true, since local stores
carried the styles that most kids in school would be wearing.

“Don’t you want to see the view from the
bridge again? It’ll be much better today with the sun shining.” Dad
was looking out the window, so Kendall couldn’t tell if he was
teasing or not.

“I’d rather stay and finish this book. I’m
kind of tired of riding in the car.”

“Suit yourself,” Dad said. He sounded
disappointed. “Just don’t bother the lady at the desk.”

Dad left, and as the door clicked shut
behind him, Kendall’s mind raced. He’d made Dad mad again. Maybe he
should go. But the thought of crossing that awful bridge again
caused his stomach to flip. He went back to his book, but his mind
wouldn’t focus. It probably wouldn’t kill him to go with him. At
least Dad wouldn’t have one more reason to call him a coward. He
put the book down, checked his pocket for the room key, and ran out
the door.

“Dad, wait.” He clomped down the stairs as
fast as he could, Storm scampering at his heels. When he reached
the parking lot, Dad’s car was gone.

 



Chapter Five

 


Whining and scratching noises seeped into Kendall’s dream in
which a little girl screamed and clawed at a door. Then the dream
changed. Water lapped at his face as he plunged into a dark river.
Cars—and people—tumbled from a tall bridge. Something landed on him
and pushed him down. A sharp bark brought him up again—up and out
of his dream. Storm licked his face and jumped off the bed. He to
the door. For a moment, Kendall didn’t know where he was. The room
looked like many other rooms he’d been in before, until he saw the
fireplace.

“Sorry, Storm. Okay, okay, I’ll take you
outside.”

Light from the late afternoon sun turned the
inside of the room a rose color. Dad had opened the drapes before
he left, remarking at the great ocean view. Kendall had turned his
back, burying his face and his mind in the adventure story of a
lone boy, shipwrecked on an island. He had no interest in looking
at the ocean.

Wide awake now, he was drawn to the window.
He stepped closer and stared. A round slice of lemony sun shone
behind the rippled surface of red and purple water beyond tall
grass. It rimmed the scattered orange clouds with glowing yellow.
Alternating rays of bright pink and deep plum blended into the
lavender sky.

“Awesome!” he whispered. Storm barked.
Kendall opened the door and Storm darted out. “Oh, wait—the leash!”
Kendall grabbed it off the desk and followed.

The parking lot was empty except for a
silver Mercedes parked near the front entrance to the hotel lobby.
Storm sniffed the tires. A man in a suit started to come out the
door, stopped, looked at Kendall, and then stepped back inside. A
moment later, Lani appeared, waved, and walked toward him.

“Hi Kendall. We have another guest now, so I
have to be a little stricter about our pet rules. First of all, you
need to get that leash on Storm.”

Kendall nodded. “I know, he got away…”

“That’s okay. Put it on him before you open
the door next time. There’s a place in the back to take him potty.
If he goes number two, pick up his poop and put it in the trashcan.
There are bags provided for that.”

“Oh, for the love of Mike!” the man in the
suit yelled. Kendall looked up in time to see him hopping on one
foot toward his Mercedes. The man’s mouth twisted, his nose
wrinkled, and his eyebrows bunched over his squinted eyes. He
pulled off one shoe and held it at arm’s length as he balanced on
one foot. “Dog manure!”

Kendall’s face burned. It must have been
Storm. There were no other dogs around. Lani would hate him for
getting the rich guy mad. What if she kicked him out before Dad got
back?

“Hold on, Mr. McGuire, I’ll be right there.”
Lani turned her back to the man, leaned over, and held Kendall by
his shoulders. She sucked in her cheeks and rolled her eyes.
“Shhh,” she whispered. “I’m trying not to laugh, but did you ever
see anything so funny? Take Storm out back. I’ll come get you in a
minute. Now go!” She said the last two words louder, gave him a
wink and a smile.

As Kendall snapped the leash on Storm, Lani
turned toward the man leaning against his car. He still held his
shoe away from him, and his face still looked as if he’d just taken
a big bite of something very sour.

Kendall found a sandy area
on the other side of a wide lawn. A sign said, Pet Trail. There was
a covered trash can beside a post that held a roll of plastic bags.
“From now on, Storm, this is where you go to the bathroom.
If we’re here that long.
Maybe Dad’s looking for an apartment. Maybe that’s why he’s so late
getting back.”

“All right, you two. Let’s get you settled
into a downstairs room, one that opens right out here close to the
pet trail,” Lani said. “Does your dad have a cell phone? He got
away before I had a chance to talk to him.”

“No, he doesn’t like ‘em.”

“Hmm,” Lani said. “Well, I’ll just have to
explain the move when he gets back.”

“I’m really sorry about the mess Storm
made.”

“Don’t worry about it. It’s all cleaned up.
I scraped it off Mr. McGuire’s shoe for him. It wasn’t that big a
deal. Smooth soles are easy to clean.”

“He sure was mad. Did he go somewhere
else?”

“No, he’s staying here. Now stop worrying.”
Lani led Kendall to the nearest door.

“This will be your new room,” Lani said.
“Leave Storm here while I help you carry your things down.”

“I don’t think we’ll be here long. Dad said
he’d find us a house or apartment to rent. He’s going to work for
Mr. Jorgensen.”

“Oh, really?” Lani’s eyebrows went up.

“Yeah, so I guess he’s probably out looking
for an apartment right now.”

“Well, I’m going to move you anyway. With
the weekend coming up, I’ll have more customers, and we have to
keep them all happy.” A bell chimed in the distance. “Oh, there’s
one now. You go ahead and start carrying your things down, can you?
I’ll come help when I have a minute.” She handed him the new room
key.

The setting sun left the back yard of the
resort in dim, shadow-filled twilight. Kendall hurried to get moved
before it became too dark to see. Carrying a bundle of clothes and
Storm’s dishes, he dashed across the lawn to the new room. Taking a
deep breath, he ran back to the stairway, feeling prickles on the
back of his neck.

On the way down the inner hallway, he passed
a room where a woman was holding the door open for two small
children. Kendall stopped and stared. This room had a kitchen. A
tall refrigerator stood at one end of a line of cabinets and
counter top with a sink. There was a cook stove at the other end.
The lemony wallpaper and the light tile floor made the room so
cheerful that he wished he could go in.

“Do you need something?” the woman holding
the door asked him.

Kendall looked up, startled. Embarrassed, he
mumbled, “Uh, no. Sorry,” and hurried on to his room.

To his relief, Lani was in the old room
putting the remaining groceries in a bag.

“Let’s take one last look around to make
sure you got everything. Oops, here’s your Dad’s shaving kit.
Anything in the medicine cabinet? Yes, a bottle of pills. No label,
though. These yours or your dad’s?”

“I don’t know. I never saw them before.
Maybe someone else left them here.”

“Maybe. I’ll hold onto it until I can ask
your dad.”

The darkness didn’t seem so threatening when
Lani walked with him to the new room. He wished she could stay—like
a mom who didn’t have someplace else to be.

“I fixed a nice pot of stew. Would you like
to eat with me?” Lani asked as she set the bag of groceries on the
table. Kendall put the shaving kit in the bathroom.

“Dad’ll be looking for me.”

“I left a note telling him to come to the
office. You might as well wait for him there with me.”

Having slept all afternoon, Kendall knew he
wouldn’t be able to sleep now. He hated the thought of waiting
alone—even with Storm. He settled his dog on the bed and followed
Lani.

After checking in one more patron, Lani
brought Kendall a bowl of stew and a glass of milk.

“Thanks.” It smelled delicious. Kendall was
hungry for homemade food, the kind he’d eaten at Pop and Meemie’s,
but hadn’t seen much of since.

“So,” Lani said after watching him eat, “I
guess it’s just you and your dad, eh? Where’s your mother?”

Kendall stopped, spoon halfway to his mouth.
Lowering it into the bowl, he hesitated. He didn’t like to talk
about his mother. It seemed forbidden, because whenever he brought
it up, his dad brushed his questions aside and changed the subject.
“Um, I don’t know. When I was four, my parents got a divorce. They
divided up everything, and agreed not to…uh…bother each other
again. I haven’t seen her since then.”

“Oh, how sad. Do you remember her?”

“Not really. I remember my sister, because I
have a picture of her.” He pulled his wallet from his pocket and
showed the faded photograph to Lani.

“What happened to your sister?”

“She stayed with Mom. They thought that
since we were twins, they should each get one, I guess.”

“Very handy for them.” Lani’s voice suddenly
sounded hard. “Not so nice for you, though, was it?”

“Dad says it’s better this way.”

“Oh, how nice of your dad to figure that out
for you,” Lani said. The edge to her voice sharpened. “Sorry. I
just get a little upset when adults assume that what is convenient
for them is best for their kids. I guess the question is, are you
happy?”

Happy? He couldn’t remember anyone ever asking him that. He had
happy times. Dad could be funny and fun to be around. Kendall was
happy when his dad was in a good mood. But mostly he was lonely—and
afraid.

He shrugged.

“You miss your sister?”

His eyes stung. He looked down, not trusting
his voice. He was surprised that the mention of his sister still
made him feel like crying after all this time. Lani smoothed his
hair off his forehead with the gentlest touch ever. “I’m sorry,”
she whispered.

 


Kendall dozed in the big chair next to the
front office fireplace. His father’s gruff voice awakened him.
“What’s going on? I told him not to bother you.”

“He hasn’t bothered me at
all, Mr. Ralston, and I wouldn’t mind if he had. I’m of the opinion
that 10-year-old boys should
be a bother, if that’s what you call
companionship.”

“You called me in here to lecture me on my
parenting? It’s really none of your business, is it? Where are my
things?”

“I had you come here to tell you that your
things are in room 139, and you owe me $30—$15 a day for keeping a
pet. Pet rooms are on the ground floor only. That’s why I moved
you.”

“Fine, add it to my bill. I’m going to find
a place for us tomorrow. I’ll settle up before we go. Why aren’t
you in bed, Kendall?”

“I, uh…”

“Because I told him to stay here with me
until you came back, Mr. Ralston.” Something in the way Lani said
it kept Dad from arguing. “Oh, by the way, are these yours? Kendall
thought it might have been left by a previous patron.”

Dad stared at the bottle in Lani’s hand for
a long time before meeting her eyes. “No,” he said, reaching for
it. “I’ve never seen it before. I can throw it away for you.”

“That’s all right, I’ll take care of it.”
She slipped the bottle into her pocket. “Now you get a good night’s
rest. I’d like to talk with you tomorrow before you leave, Mr.
Ralston. Please ask for me if I’m not at the desk.”

When Dad opened the door to room 139, Storm
zipped out without his leash.

“Go get your dog, Kendall. That mutt’s
turning out to be more trouble than he’s worth.”

Kendall stepped into the dark, and Dad shut
the door, blocking all the light from the room.

 



Chapter Six

 


Kendall trembled. He pressed against the locked door and
stared into the darkness. He needed a flashlight. Just as he was
about to knock on the door he heard it. Crash! A metallic clang
echoed in the stillness. Storm barked and Kendall crept toward the
sound. A frantic, high-pitched chirring noise stopped him. His legs
turned rubbery as the sound grew louder, faster, and blended with
Storm’s frantic barking. Kendall jumped when Storm
yelped.

“Storm,” Kendall whispered. He meant it to
be louder, but he could barely force air past the lump in his
throat. “Storm,” he tried again. Two shadowy shapes streaked across
the patch of light coming from the window. Storm jumped into his
arms. Behind him was a large creature sporting a dark mask across
his glittering eyes. It stopped two feet short of Kendall, emitted
a scolding chatter, and then lumbered away. Kendall heard a
trashcan clatter to the ground as the raccoon returned to his
nightly business.

Leaning against the door,
Kendall hugged Storm until he felt calmer. He couldn’t let Dad see
how frightened he had been. What if the raccoon had caught Storm?
It was bigger than him. Or so it seemed to Kendall.
Meaner, for sure. Kendall thought of how he had fooled Dad into thinking he was
brave when he stood up for Storm on the cold, dark mountain.
Trembling, Kendall knocked on the door and waited, feeling anything
but brave. He could hear the TV blaring but nothing else. He
pounded again, harder this time. He told himself to be calm. His
father would never make him stay outside all night.
Would he? Then he
remembered. The key. He had a key!

He unlocked the door and burst into the
room. Dad wasn’t there. He reached for the remote and clicked the
power button. With the TV silent, he heard water running in the
bathroom. Dad was singing in the shower, not at all worried about
Kendall. Suddenly, a fierce anger rose inside him.

“What if we’d been killed? Do you think he’d
even be sorry?” he asked Storm as he examined him for bite marks.
He didn’t find any, so he slipped into bed and curled up with Storm
and a book. He’d finished the adventure story and picked up a
hard-cover book about storms from the library in the lobby. It had
a lot of pictures to go with the information about tornados,
hurricanes, blizzards, and more.

“You still awake?” Dad asked as he emerged
from the bathroom.

Kendall put the book down and nodded.

“Good. Look what I got in town today.” Dad
pulled some new clothes out of a bag. “You can try these on
tomorrow.” He dug deeper and retrieved a chess set. “You too sleepy
for a game?”

“No, I slept while you were gone.” Kendall
put the book down and joined Dad at the table.

Pop had begun teaching Kendall to play chess
when he gave him a set on his seventh birthday. From then on, they
had played a game every evening after supper.

Pop had told Kendall, “I used to play this
game with your father when he was a boy.”

That first set had been left behind at Pop
and Meemie’s house, but on rare occasions, Dad would buy a cheap
one, and they’d play a game. Kendall smiled and lined up his
men.

Hours later, Dad shouted, “Check mate!” for
the third time and the game was over. He reached across the table
and high-fived Kendall. “I won, but you’re getting hard to beat.
Good grief, it’s past midnight. Time for bed.”

Kendall watched for signs that Dad was going
out, but instead, he climbed into his bed and soon was snoring.
Only then did Kendall fall asleep himself.

 


“Rise and shine, pard. We’re going house
hunting today. I want to be out of here by noon,” Dad said, shaking
Kendall’s foot.

“Why can’t we just stay here, Dad. They have
apartments. I saw one yesterday. It had a stove and refrigerator
and everything.”

“Because I can’t afford a luxury apartment
in a resort, that’s why. Now, get ready.”

“Well, then, can I stay here while you
look?” Kendall wasn’t ready to wake up.

“No way. You caused enough trouble
yesterday. Take your dog out to do his dirty work, then leave him
here with food and water.”

“Why can’t he go with us?”

“Because I said so. Hard enough to find a
place without parading a dog along.”

Storm bounced on his hind legs, barked, and
ran a circle around him. Kendall snapped on the leash and stepped
out the door into a gentle but steady rain. By the time Storm found
the right spot for his job, both the dog and the boy were
dripping.

“I bought you a jacket, Kendall.” Dad tossed
it to him. “Put it on and let’s go.”

 


Kendall stared at the tiny raindrops that
spotted the windshield as the car headed out the long driveway
toward the main street of the small town.

“We’ll look for something within walking
distance of the school, but if we don’t find it, we’ll have to get
you on the bus schedule whether you like it or not,” Dad said as he
drove.

Dad knew how much he hated riding the
bus.

“Why so quiet? You know you have to go to
school.”

Kendall shrugged.

“Talk to me!”

“I didn’t think we were going to stay here.
I thought we’d go to California or someplace warm.”

“You’ll learn to like it here, close to the
ocean. I’ve already made a friend and found a job. You’ll make
friends, too.”

And if I do? We’ll leave,
and I’ll never see them again. Kendall
didn’t dare voice his thoughts.

“Hey, look. The school’s right there.” Dad
stopped the car next to a the white building with lots of
windows.

“What if we don’t find a place? Maybe I
won’t go to this school,” Kendall objected. With a sick feeling in
his stomach, he sank deeper into the seat.

“We’re going to find a place. Tom said it
wouldn’t be any trouble.” Dad opened the car door and stepped
out.

When Kendall didn’t move, Dad opened his
door. “Get out!”

Kendall didn’t dare protest when Dad used
that tone of voice. He followed him to the principal’s office.

“We’ll need all of his records from his last
school. Are his immunizations up to date?” Mrs. Killerman, the
school principal, asked Dad as he filled out a form.

“I don’t believe in them. I’ll sign a waiver
saying so.”

“And why is that, Mr. Ralston?” The woman’s
voice turned icy.

“It’s against my religion.”

“Oh? What religion is that?”

“I don’t see how that’s your business. I
told you I don’t believe in vaccinations. As his father, that’s my
right.”

“Kendall has never had any
immunizations?”

“Not since he was four. My wife made sure he
had shots when he was a baby. She didn’t care what I thought,” Dad
said, “It’s just one reason we got a divorce. We didn’t agree much
on what was best for the kids.”

“Kids, Mr. Ralston? Does Kendall have
siblings?”

“No. It’s just Kendall and me.”

Mrs. Killerman’s raised right eyebrow seemed
to say she didn’t believe him, but she just said, “Well, you’ll
have to fill out this form and sign it, if you don’t want him
immunized.” She turned from her desk to retrieve a paper from a
file cabinet and handed it to Dad.

Kendall watched Dad fill
it out, trying to see what he would put down for religion, but
Dad’s hand was in the way. If they belonged to a church, why didn’t
they ever go? He’d had shots when he lived with Pop and Meemie.
Didn’t Dad know that? I could have told
him, if he’d asked.

Mrs. Killerman continued. “We’ll put him in
fifth grade pending receipt of his records. We maintain a high
scholastic standard, Mr. Ralston. If Kendall’s grades don’t measure
up, or if he can’t keep up with the classes, we’ll have to put him
back in fourth.”

In a way, Kendall hoped they would. He
hadn’t gone to one school for an entire year since second grade.
His dad had picked him up from Meemie and Pop’s before the end of
third grade. They’d wandered around a bit before he’d gone to
school in Red Lodge at the beginning of fourth grade, and then
they’d left there before Christmas and didn’t find a place Dad
liked until two months later. He felt lost in most of his
subjects—everything except reading.

He didn’t believe he had deserved to pass
fourth grade, but his teacher in the three-room, eight-grade school
in Wyoming had changed the F in math to a D. “You’re smart enough,”
she’d told him. “You just got here late. I’ll give you extra help
next year.” But Dad had moved them back to Montana before school
started. He wondered what school would have been like in Polson. At
least he would have had a friend there.

Mrs. Killerman stood and held out her hand
to Kendall. “Welcome, Kendall. I’ll see you next week. School
starts at 8:30 Wednesday morning. Stop here first, and I’ll show
you to your classroom.”

Kendall felt sadder and lonelier than ever.
He didn’t want to face new kids, new teachers, and new challenges
on his own. If only Kyleah...It was at times like this that he
missed his sister the most. She’d always taken him by the hand and
led the way when they were little.

“Hungry?” Dad asked as they left the
school.

Kendall shook his head, unwilling to trust
his voice.

“Fine. I’ll get me something,” Dad said as
he wheeled into a grocery store parking lot. “Coming in?”

Again Kendall shook his head.

“Suit yourself,” Dad growled and was
gone.

Kendall’s stomach ached. Suddenly he was
very hungry, now that it was too late. He locked the doors and
slumped into the seat so he could just see over the dash. When he
saw Dad striding across the parking lot with a bag of groceries, he
unlocked the driver’s door, hoping Dad wouldn’t notice.

“Locking the door again, huh?” Dad scoffed
as he slid in. “You think some monster’s going to snatch you out of
the car and eat you?”

Kendall looked at his toes and shrugged. Dad
pulled a banana from the brown-paper bag and peeled it. Kendall
sighed. Dad met his eyes and smiled. “Too bad you’re not hungry,
this tastes pretty good.” Dad opened a quart container of milk and
took a swig. Kendall stared. “You getting hungry yet?” Dad
asked.

Kendall nodded and Dad laughed.

“Hey, don’t look so sad. I’m teasing. Look,
we’re partners, remember? Do you think I’m going to let my
right-hand man go hungry? Dig in,” Dad said, pushing the bag toward
Kendall. “There’s plenty for both of us.”

Kendall reached in and pulled out a
doughnut.

“Have a banana, too. Help yourself to the
milk,” Dad said. Kendall relaxed as Dad’s smile and the food began
to fill the empty space inside him.

Their new apartment—or “bungalow,” as Dad
called it—was just down the street from the grocery store. It
looked more like a motel room in a row with others just like it. It
smelled like stale cigarette smoke and mildew.

“It’ll do,” Dad proclaimed. “It’s better
than nothing, and we can’t afford resort prices indefinitely. Do
you want to stay here while I go back for our things?”

“No!” Kendall exclaimed. He didn’t like the
feel of their new home, and he wanted his dog.

“All right. Let’s go check out of our hotel
room before that blonde finds a reason to charge us more
money.”

When they arrived at the Sunset View Resort
five minutes later, Dad ordered Kendall to go to the room, pack his
stuff, and take Storm for a short walk. “I’ll go settle up.”

“But Dad, I want to tell Lani goodbye.
Please?”

“Do what I tell you, Kendall. If you don’t
get done in time, I’ll tell her for you.”

 



Chapter Seven

 


Lani’s laughter sounded like music. Kendall wondered what Dad
had said to make her smile at him like that. Neither of them
noticed that he had entered the lobby.

“I hear you’re working for Tom Jorgensen,”
Lani said to Dad. “You ever dug clams or harvested oysters?”

“No, but I’m a quick study. There isn’t much
I can’t learn,” Dad said, smiling.

“I guess getting used to the hours might be
the hardest part. Work hours are determined by the tides, so they
can vary a lot.”

“I’m flexible.”

“What about Kendall? You’re more than
welcome to bring him here if you’re working odd hours.”

“Don’t worry about my son. He’ll be fine.”
Dad frowned, then forced a smile. “By the way, about that bottle of
pills you found in our room—did you ever find the owner?”

Lani’s smile vanished. “No, why?”

“Well, you know, I got to thinking that it’s
probably my cousin’s. Gordy borrowed my shaving kit just before I
came here. He was in the hospital for back surgery and on some pain
medicine. These must have been left over and he forgot to take them
out of my shaving kit before he returned it. If you give the pills
back to me, I’ll send them to him.”

Lani raised one eyebrow and tilted her
head.

“I don’t have it anymore. I gave the bottle
to a friend who’s on the police force. Some high-school kids have
been caught with Oxycontin. He thought that’s what was in the
bottle, so he was interested.”

Dad’s smile disappeared for an instant. “Oh,
well, that’s fine. Like I said, I was just speculating. I didn’t
remember taking them out of my shaving kit, so they were probably
in the room before we checked in.”

Kendall was backing out the door when Lani
looked up and saw him.

“Kendall, I’m so glad you came in. I’d have
felt bad if you left without saying good-bye. Your father told me
where you’re staying. It’s not too bad a walk from here. I want you
to know that you are welcome to come visit.”

Kendall hesitated before walking toward her.
She came around the desk and knelt to give him a hug. “It was great
getting to know you. I hope to see you often.”

“Where’s your dog, Kendall?” Dad
growled.

“In the car. I put my stuff in there,
too.”

“Well, then, let’s go.”

“Bye, Lani. Thanks,” Kendall called over his
shoulder as Dad led him to the door.

“You in love?” Dad asked as he drove the car
out the tree-lined drive.

Kendall’s head spun to face his father.
“What?”

“You are, aren’t you? You’re blushing!” Dad
grinned as he punched Kendall’s shoulder. “Well, she’s a little too
independent for my taste. She doesn’t seem to think I’m a good
father. Am I a bad dad, Kendall?”

“No,” Kendall muttered, “You’re a good dad,
but I’d like to visit Lani, sometimes.”

“Listen to me, Kendall. I’ve told you a
thousand times that it doesn’t pay to get attached to people. It’s
safer if you don’t. I don’t want you going down there and making a
pest of yourself, either. You’ll have plenty to do when school
starts next week.”

“But what about the rest of the week and the
weekends when there is no school?”

“Don’t question my judgment!” In a softer
tone, Dad added, “We’ve got to get settled. We’ll go to Astoria
this afternoon to get what we need.”

Kendall gulped.
That awful bridge! He
didn’t dare argue, and he didn’t want to stay alone in the dingy
apartment that was to be his home for a while.

After dropping off their things, Kendall
sighed. He sat in front and buckled his seat belt tightly. But if
the car goes in the water, I won’t want the seat belt. He unbuckled
it, but buckled it again as they started out. “Are we on an island,
Dad?”

“No, we’re on the Long Beach Peninsula
between the ocean and Willapa Bay.”
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