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Then the maiden clasped her hands and prayed
that savéd she might be;
And she thought of Christ, who stilled the wave,
on the Lake of Galilee.
And fast through the midnight dark and drear
through the whistling sleet and snow,
Like a sheeted ghost, the vessel swept
towards the reef of Norman's Woe.
______
The Wreck of the Hesperus
-Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
For God may speak in one way, or in another,
Yet man does not perceive it.
In a dream, in a vision of the night,
When deep sleep falls upon men,
While slumbering on their beds.
Then He opens the ears of men,
And seals their instruction.
_______
Job 33:14-16
Prologue
“Into the longboats!”
The First Mate bellowed into the night, his voice scattering like a whisper in the storm. Blood poured from his shoulder and down the arm that hung numb and lifeless at his side.
All around him was shrieking darkness, freezing sleet and the terrifying kindling-snap of heavy timbers.
“Into the boats, if you’d see daylight again!”
A figure crashed against him in the blackness, nearly pitching him over the slanting deck-rail to certain death in the churning surf below. He grabbed at the man and flung him into the last longboat, trying to clear his own eyes of the pouring rain and hail.
He choked, gagging on the smoke from the smoldering timbers.
Fear coated the First Mate’s throat like coppery acid; his stomach and head swam as his life poured from him and across the surf-swept deck.
Barely a quarter hour had passed since The Betty Jean had splintered her hull, and she was breaking up quickly beneath the pounding surf.
Blinded by the frigid salt spray and the darkness of the winter storm, he screamed to be heard over the bellowing sea and thunder.
“We must get the boats away,” he cried, “or she’ll suck us down with her!”
The Captain was dead, and of the forty-nine souls that had been on board, he herded only five deckhands, eight women, and three children into the swaying longboat. The crewmen were grim and silent as they scrambled to unlash the oars; the women wept silently, clutching shivering, shrieking children to their breasts.
Somewhere to the east was the dark, fog-shrouded coast of Washington, but no stars shone in the blinding squall to steer by.
As the narrow vessel dropped into the surf, the men frantically shipped oars and began rowing, cursing as the icy brine washed over them; and each fateful stroke bore them further into the raging sea and away from shore.
The Betty Jean was doomed.
And as the ship keeled and the cold veil of the Pacific swept over her deck at last, no one was left aboard to hear the muffled screams rising up through the sodden timbers. The weak, hopeless drumming of fists faded slowly as the ship descended through the black, soundless depths.
By the time she came to rest on the ocean floor, all was silent.
Part One: The Song
“Those who dream by day are cognizant of many things which escape those who dream only by night.”
"Eleonora"
Edgar Allan Poe (1809 - 1849)
Chapter One
The girl sang.
Cho-pe…Cho-pe…
Grandmother…Grandmother…
Tshis…tshis…E-la-han, Cho-pe…
Cold…cold…Help me, Grandmother…
Kil-a-ko-tah…
Cassie Belanger woke in the darkness with a deep, shuddering gasp, rising through the foggy layers of her dream like a deepwater diver. She broke the surface into reality fighting for air, sheened in sweat as she struggled to place herself.
She was in the water, cold water…
No, she was in her own bed, in her own room. Her mind struggled to piece together the fragments of her dream. A ship, a storm, freezing water, and screams. But as quickly as the real world asserted itself, the dream faded from her mind like wisps of fog before the sun, until nothing remained except…
“Kil-a-ko-tah,” she whispered.
The word meant nothing to her, a vague collection of syllables, sung in a dialect that was already slipping away. It meant nothing now…but it had. Cassie was sure the word had meant something in her dream.
Kil-a-ko-tah…
Something brushed her bare leg and Cassie screamed, leaping from the bed as Spartacus gave a protesting yowl and bounded, in a yellow flash, off the bed and out of the room, his tail twitching in feline indignity.
Cassie sighed, brushing her long dark hair from a sweaty forehead and squinting at the tiny clock radio on the crate that served as her bedside table.
5:45.
She flipped on the bedside lamp, washing the room with soft yellow light.
With a groan, she probed beneath the bed with her bare toes until she found her slippers.
Cassie picked at her breakfast, allowing her cornflakes to congeal into an unappetizing gray lump as she struggled through her morning devotions. She read the same Bible verses repeatedly without seeing them, and left for class feeling sleepy and dissatisfied.
An hour later, she was convinced she was losing her mind.
No one passing would have given the battered old RV a second glance. Dusty white with a faded tan strip down each side, the boxy vehicle fit in perfectly with the long rows of shabby trailers and motor homes that filled the low-rent mobile park, sagging on their cracked, weed-choked concrete pads, exuding an air of poverty and despair.
Inside, however, was a techno-geek’s dreamland. Banks of computer, video, and sound equipment filled every available space.
Cheap pressboard cupboards had been removed, as had the stove and one of the overhead bunks, replaced with state-of-the-art workstations within the thirty-two feet of the old Pace Arrow. The rear of the vehicle, which had originally housed a queen-size bed, was now a tiny office complete with wireless-internet and satellite connection to the outside world.
A large flat screen monitor covered the wall and a smaller notebook computer rested on the desktop beneath it.
And as all the various lights, buttons, screens, and speakers flashed, beeped, and buzzed around him, the RV’s sole occupant was slowly drinking himself into oblivion.
No one tells you what you should do when your wife dies at twenty-four. No one comes alongside you, puts their hand on your shoulder, and tells you that they know how you feel. On December 19, 1999, Bryan Lee Heckard, Heck to his friends, married Rebecca Anne Bridges, his high school sweetheart.
On June 20th, 2000, he dropped his wife off at the door of Legacy Immanuel Hospital in Salem, Oregon for her annual checkup. Six months later Rebecca Heckard was dead.
At twenty-five, Heck Heckard was a widower, with no one to tell him what he should do next.
Cool, bluish light flowed over the faded oak desktop and sparkled off the smooth round bottle, illuminating the two inches of amber liquid remaining inside. Heck picked it up and squinted at the label. He’d had just enough to drink that the sharp edges of the lettering had begun to grow fuzzy.
“The grand old drink of the South…” he murmured, running a thumb across the woodprint of a majestic Southern plantation.
Heck upended the bottle, the last of the whiskey gurgling into his coffee cup. He briefly considered getting another ice cube, but decided it was too much trouble to get up from his desk and cross to the RV’s refrigerator.
He raised the glass in mock salute to the flickering images on the small television across the room. An animated weather girl was pointing at some blue squiggles off the coast that seemed to be in imminent danger of running into a bunch of red arrows coming out of the mountains. It looked like a storm was brewing but Heck couldn’t be sure, as he had muted the volume an hour ago. He supposed he should either get up and close the ceiling vent or listen to the report.
As he reached for the remote, his elbow bumped a stack of books resting on the edge of the desk, and the top two hit the carpet with a dull flop. He reached for them, grunting. The first was a leather-bound edition of the Holy Bible, New King James, a wedding gift from Rebecca. Flipping through the pages, Heck noticed the cover held a thick layer of dust.
The second book was The Official Patient’s Sourcebook on Endometrial Cancer; this volume he didn’t open. He knew what lay between the worn, creased pages of the thick soft back. Nearly every page would be covered in various shades of highlighter ink, the margins filled with hastily scribbled notes.
Symptoms they’d recognized, questions for the doctors, things to do next. Heck held the book in his lap for a long moment.
Were his mind clearer, Heck could have quoted most of the pages from memory, but why bother? Nothing between the dog-eared, coffee-stained covers had been able to stop the beast that had devoured his wife. Nothing in it could tell him what to do now.
“Six months,” he said to the walls, to the chipper weather girl mouthing the news on the silent TV screen.
Six months was an eye blink. Two oil changes; the span between haircuts. One morning you’re opening gifts under the tree, the next you’re slathering on sun block at the beach. It was nothing.
Six months was an eternity.
The uncomfortable sympathy of coworkers; the meaningless platitudes of pastors who have no place to fall back to but their windowless bunkers of faith and mumblings about God’s will.
Insurance papers, chemotherapy, weight loss, hair loss; six months could grind away like an endless nightmare, a dark and twisted carnival ride in hell.
We’re sorry, but you’ll have to quit school…
We’re sorry, but you’ll never have children…
We’re sorry, but there’s nothing more we can do…
And every minute, every second, you heard the countdown in your head. That tick-tick-ticking of the grim reaper’s pocket-watch bringing you closer and closer to that morning when you found yourself standing over an open grave, nostrils filled with the scents of fresh turned loam and your dry-cleaned suit, fingering a gold band that had suddenly lost all meaning.
Heck grimaced as the lukewarm whiskey hit the back of his throat. Fumes, like caramel ether, roared through his sinuses and his eyes watered as the alcohol added to the fire in his belly. Setting the empty bottle aside with a solid thump, Heck wished briefly that he’d picked up a second, and then just as quickly dismissed the thought.
He didn’t mind the occasional drowning of his sorrows—
Becca’s voice whispered into his ear that, at once or twice a week, the trend was becoming…well, a trend.
--however, one bottle a week was enough; he had no interest in becoming a full-blown alcoholic.
All that Heck had left in life was his business, and he knew the quickest way to bury that as well was by allowing himself to crawl into a bottle. His blurry gaze fell to a small plaque resting just to the left of his monitor. The words, penned in narrow calligraphy against a sunset-at-the-beach motif, were ones that he had long since memorized.
I walked a mile with Pleasure; She chatted all the way,
But left me none the wiser, for all she had to say.
I walked a mile with Sorrow, and ne'er a word said she.
But oh, the many things I learned, when Sorrow walked
with me.
The plaque had been a gift from their pastor. A simple prayer the man had found in a Christian bookstore somewhere, reminding him of the lengthy, brutal path that two of his young parishioners had found themselves on.
Becca had loved it, placing it on the bedside table in their small apartment and quoting it often.
That, Heck supposed, was why he had kept it, when so many other items, so much personal flotsam of their brief life together had been boxed up and placed in storage, or shipped off to the local Goodwill. He found no particular comfort in the rhyme, and didn’t pretend to have any appreciation of poetry in general, or the four-line greeting card variety in particular, but…
Becca had loved it.
Without realizing what he was about to do, Heck found himself lurching suddenly from his chair and snatching the plaque from the desk. He stood, swaying slightly, and stared at the words for a time before opening a drawer of his small filing cabinet and dropping the poem, face down, into it.
Whoever wrote that, Heck thought as he slumped back into his chair, hadn’t walked far enough with sorrow.
Given enough time, and enough silence, sorrow could find plenty to say.
The days and weeks following the funeral had stretched on interminably, an endless succession of nonevents.
Gray time.
He had almost given up on everything. Walked away from his friends, his fledgling computer company, and just quit.
But he couldn’t.
What would he be without Rebecca and his work?
Cancer had eaten away his title of husband and now his admittedly tenuous grasp on a sense of personal value lay in the amorphous belief that he and his work were essential to…someone. Otherwise, what was he? What reason was there for him?
Maybe you just need a vacation, Becca whispered.
“Yeah,” Heck mumbled to the empty room, “just pack up and head out.”
The more he thought about it, the better he liked the idea; here at last was a chance to get some time away from all the sympathy and the concerned looks. Shoot, he had the mobile hardware all around him, he could pretty well design websites anywhere he could park the RV. It was the first thought that had brightened Heck’s world in many weeks.
Yes, he thought, that’s exactly what I need. Some time away, somewhere where he didn’t see Rebecca in every bookshop and restaurant window.
Heck pulled the computer keyboard closer and, opening his e-mail account, started to type. He’d head out in the morning, fill the gas tank, and just follow the road. He was, after all, the boss.
Shoalwater…
He shook his head as the word whispered through his mind. Something like a cool breath touched the back of his neck, raising fine, blond hairs.
So anyway…he’d let his current clients know that he would be out of the “office” for a while but that they could still contact him. With no deadlines falling in the next six weeks, and no new designs pending, no one should feel slighted.
Shoalwater…Pil Chickamin…
Heck frowned, focusing his blurred vision on the screen, knowing that his thick, clumsy fingers were leaving an extensive string of typos. Well, that’s what spellchecker was for, right?
Shoalwater; he couldn’t get it out of his mind. The last several mornings he’d woken, drunk or sober, in a cold sweat, pain ripping through his shoulder and that word on his lips. Something in the dream, something about water and blood, misty images that slipped away just past the shadowy edge of his memory.
He’d lie back, breathing heavily, massaging his aching shoulder and then, like the lapping murmur of waves on a beach…
Shoalwater…
Shoalwater…
Finally, late one restless night, he’d done a web search on the word, and found links to restaurants, shops, even a casino, all bordering Washington’s Willapa Bay and Long Beach.
Heck frowned again, glancing at a sheaf of printouts that rested beside the computer, the top page stained with the wheat-colored ring of the whiskey bottle.
Beneath the circle of liquor was a street map of the peninsula, the white spaces and borders of the page filled with his own neat, narrow handwriting. Most of it was gibberish, misspelled or meaningless phrases. The word Betty appeared several times, as did Shoalwater…the print was unmistakably his own, though tiny and smudged, and…and well…
…he couldn’t remember writing a word of it.
What did it mean?
He’d never heard of Shoalwater, and he’d never been to Long Beach in his life. What was his subconscious trying to dredge up?
Heck felt his eyelids drooping as he finished composing the e-mail. Maybe in the morning, after he filled the tank and hit the open road, he’d point the RV’s grimy headlights towards the coast and head north. Whatever it was that was rolling around in his head and messing with his dreams, he wanted rid of it, and if that meant a trip to some backwater tourist town, so be it.
He’d just…
Heck was snoring before his mind finished the thought, the keyboard tattooing small squares into the side of his face as he slept.
For the next eight hours, the characters on the TV screen would continue their mime; his computer would flash the Send? twenty-eight hundred times, and Bryan Heckard would dream of wind and water and blood.
Chapter Two
Cassie tossed the laptop case on the bed and sat for a moment at the nearly empty desk. With a none-too-happy sigh, she flipped the ThinkPad’s power switch and waited as the blue screen came up, flickering through its various start-up calisthenics until her personal wallpaper appeared.
A familiar, if somewhat fuzzy, photo filled the screen behind her icons. In it, a young woman, Cassie’s mother, stood waist-deep in a river. In her arms was a small, pink-wrapped bundle.
Cassie sighed. It had been more than four years since a drunk driver had killed Katharine Belanger. Four years, and Cassie still awoke some mornings expecting to hear her mother’s soft voice calling her to breakfast.
Using the built-in mouse, she clicked the Word icon and then sat, staring for several motionless minutes at the blinking cursor on the blank page.
She felt no particular anxiety, no pounding heartbeat or cold sweat, but as she moved her fingers to the small keyboard, it was as though someone dropped a curtain behind her eyes; a thick, mental swathe that blocked the technicolor images of her imagination.
Whatever strangeness was going on between her ears, it was going to have to be resolved before she could write again.
Since the first nightmare, that first time she’d heard the incomprehensible song; a girl’s sad voice had risen in her ears every time Cassie had sat to write. When she tried longhand, a few passable sentences would appear followed by pages of phonetic babble as her pen tried to capture the language of the song. Cassie sighed again and powered off the laptop before loading it into its case and tossing it onto the bed with the rest of her luggage.
“This is ridiculous,” she told Spartacus for the dozenth time in an hour.
“I have no idea why I’m going and no idea what I’m going to do when I get there!”
As his disheveled owner continued her one-sided diatribe, the beloved pet, feeling much unsettled by the current state of the world, climbed beneath the living room couch and took a nap.
The cold December sun streaming in the RV’s small rear window finally burned through his leaden eyelids, and Heck raised his head with a groan. Spittle coated the side of his face and the surface of the keyboard.
“Nice…” he muttered, then groaned again.
His mouth, as Grandpa Heckard would have said, tasted like a camel’s armpit. Samuel Heckard, his father’s father, had woken most mornings with the taste of old burlap in his mouth and a bass drum beating in his temples. Old man Heckard had drunk his dinner most every evening and had lived to be ninety-seven.
As Heck winced at the sunlight, which pierced his aching eyeballs like shards of glass, he had to wonder how.
The first thing he noticed, once the world came back into painfully sharp focus, was the e-mail titled Vacation still sitting in the computer’s outbox. The program was patiently asking, roughly once every second, if he’d like to send the document.
Heck grunted, noticing wryly that he’d misspelled his own name. He ran the spellchecker and then stared at the edited memo for several minutes. He had almost decided to erase the e-mail and get back to work when his finger came down on the send button and the message was gone. Had he meant to push the send key? He couldn’t consciously remember deciding to but, then again, in his present condition that wasn’t much of a surprise.
He could barely remember writing the e-mail in the first place.
Heck sat for a time, holding his throbbing head in his hands as though it might explode any second, and half hoping it would hurry up, and end his misery.
Finally, he rose painfully to his feet and staggered down the short, narrow hallway towards the RV’s tiny bathroom. He flinched as his stocking feet were suddenly cold and sodden. It had rained after all, and Heck cursed as he reached up and closed the vent.
Back in her bedroom, Cassie had, at last, stuffed her belongings into two bulging cases and sat, sweating and out of breath, on the edge of the bed. What in the world was she doing?
It had been a long day. She hadn’t been able to shake the gossamer images of her latest nightmare, and the strange, singsong child-voice had returned repeatedly as the afternoon progressed. Her mind wandered during her last class and she had turned in a much-feared trigonometry final, more than a little unclear of what answers she had given. Along the border of her scratch paper, she had scribbled the word Leadbetter over and over until the word had become a dark blur of ink.
The pencil snapping beneath her fingers had jolted Cassie back to reality, and her hands had begun to shake. She’d glanced around in confusion, but the rest of the class was still focused on their exams; no one had seemed to notice…whatever it was…that had happened to her.
“Oh God,” she had prayed, trying to close her eyes, but unable to tear them away from the writing on the page, “Oh God, am I going crazy?”
Leadbetter: she couldn’t get her thoughts off it. She’d been out to the sandy point on Willapa Bay several times with Jack and Connie; the last time had been her junior year. She and her roommate Jeni had driven up to Long Beach on a three-day weekend for the annual Jazz and Oysters Festival, and had hiked through Leadbetter Park to the western shore of the peninsula.
Her friend had loved the music and had, under much duress, eaten a single raw oyster, which she immediately threw up.
Why was Leadbetter stuck in her mind now? Cassie couldn’t imagine. She had planned to surprise Jack, Connie, and Bill and show up in Bowie, Arizona the day before Christmas, gifts in hand. With this in mind, she had forgone hot food, half of her sleep and all entertainment for the past three weeks, challenging (and hopefully passing) each of her second quarter exams early.
From today, winter term would officially be over for her (finally) and the last semester of her college career would stretch ahead like a lengthy, dark tunnel, with only this brief, sunlit parole with her family and friends.
So, why did she suddenly want to give that up to visit the little town at the end of the peninsula?
Want?
No, that wasn’t right. She must go; she had to go.
Some compulsion, unlike anything she had ever experienced, was drawing her back to Willapa Bay. Cassie sighed; if she hoped to get a good night’s sleep again and, assuming she had passed today’s tests, begin the grinding job of studying for senior finals, she had to find out what it was that was consuming her.
She had just five weeks before the new semester started, the last three of which she had planned to lock herself in her room with every book she’d read since she was a freshman. Money wasn’t a problem; she still had a sizable chunk in the bank from her “inheritance,” as Jack called it, and she knew the little apartment above the bookstore was always there, waiting for her.
That would be a fun phone call:
Sorry guys, I know I said that couldn’t come with you for Christmas, I know I said I absolutely HAD to study, but do you mind if I go home and stay there, all alone, instead?
At least there were no romantic hassles. Her one boyfriend since starting college had given her the Dear Jane speech six months ago, begging a difference in philosophical viewpoints. Cassie suspected that it had more to do with sleeping arrangement viewpoints, specifically her insistence on separate sleeping arrangements.
A week later, he’d split for Mexico with a redheaded freshman from California, currently on her third college and fourth boyfriend since high school.
Bless them both.
Finally, Cassie Belanger hefted her suitcases and, cramming all into the backseat of her Honda Civic; she said a quick prayer and drove west towards Highway 101.
Over the crooning of Amy Grant on the stereo, she could still hear the child’s haunting voice deep in her mind.
Kil-a-ko-tah…
Chapter Three
The owner of the 24-hour Shop-A-Lot breathed a sigh of relief as the cop flashed his badge.
When the guy had walked in, a thin-lipped frown on his narrow hawkish face, the old man was sure he was going to be robbed…again.
It would have been the third time in six months and, as the newcomer’s hard eyes swept the shop, the fluorescents shining off a short black goatee and crew cut, the owner had edged a step closer to the phone. When the fella walked up to the counter, one hand reaching beneath his black leather jacket, the owner had instinctively brought his hands up, showing that they were empty.
The newcomer grinned.
“Relax, Pop,” he said, pulling his hand back out and flashing a gold detective’s badge, “I just want a cup of fresh coffee and maybe a lottery ticket.”
The older man had flushed, and then grinned sheepishly. Reaching beneath the clear plastic counter, he tore a scratch-off ticket from a long roll.
“Fool’s game,” he said, chuckling and handing over the ticket, “nobody wins in the end.”
The cop grinned back, blowing warm air into his cupped hands before slipping the ticket into his pocket. “Sometimes they pay off.”
The owner grunted, pulling a can of cheap coffee from a high shelf and starting a fresh pot.
“Got any doughnuts?”
“Back wall,” he said, running tepid water into a none-too-clean carafe.
As the detective wandered back to find a snack, the small bell above the door clattered again, followed by a gust of cold wind. This time, as the old man turned around, there was no doubt in his mind. This time something bad was going to happen.
The kid was young; late teens, early twenties maybe. Dirty jeans, threadbare t-shirt, and a skinny, pimply face that was pale and, despite the near freezing temperature outside, sheened in sweat. His hands were shaking as he raised a battered old .38; an antique that looked like it might blow up in the kid’s hand if he pulled the trigger.
Then again, it might not.
With a sick feeling of deja vu, the shopkeeper raised his own hands again, as the boy stepped forward and rested the unsteady barrel of the revolver against his chest.
“Gimme the money,” he growled, his voice cracking, “and gimme the phone!” The owner reached back and grasped the receiver, nearly dropping the headset as he lifted it from the wall unit. The kid grabbed it from his hand and, with a hard yank, ripped the cord loose from the base. The old man could see the whites of his eyes and the enormous black dots of his pupils.
Mother of God, he thought, as panic began to flutter in his belly, this kid’s stoned out of his mind!
In his business, this was your worst fear.
Having a shop in Downtown Portland, holdups were an occasional given; someone walks in, flashes a piece and demands cash, cigarettes, and maybe a six-pack. They want what you want, to get it over and get gone. Few punks, even the desperate ones, wanted to risk a murder rap over a couple-hundred bucks and a few beers. Drugs, however, changed the whole game. A couple of snorts, a poke in the arm and all bets were off; a hopped-up junkie could pull the trigger without even realizing it.
The old man started to sweat.
The till came open with a bang and both the robber and his victim flinched. As the shopkeeper started pulling out bills, all the while talking to the kid in what he hoped was a calm, soothing voice, he caught movement at the back of the shop.
The detective was inching his way up the bread aisle, his arms locked out in front of him and the black, square bulk of what could only be a Glock, held in both hands. He caught the old man’s frightened eyes and nodded slowly, making his way closer and closer to where the punk was standing, stuffing money into his grimy pants pockets.
Before he could think about what he was doing, the old man let a single bill, a fifty, slip from his fingers and off the counter. It fluttered to the ground between the boy’s dirty sneakers.
The cop was moving even as the thief instinctively bent over to pick up the cash. As soon as the gun was away from his chest, the owner leaped away, putting the counter and a soda fountain between him and the impending violence.
The kid, sensing something was wrong, left the crumpled bill where it was and began to rise, but it was too late. One hand locked on the wrist that held the .38, bringing it up and away, as the cold, .45-caliber muzzle of the Glock was suddenly pressed against the base of his skull.
The detective’s voice was hard and steady.
“If you move, I’ll shoot you. Do you understand me?”
The kid, obviously terrified himself, nodded shakily.
“Yeah…yeah man,” he said, gasping, “I hear you.”
“Good, I want to you take your finger off the trigger and, when I lower your arm, drop the gun on the counter.” He added an ounce more pressure to the muzzle of the Glock, “do it now…or I’ll shoot you.”
The kid gagged, his knees buckling “Yeah, yeah…be cool!”
“I’m cool,” the cop replied, “let’s just take it slow, and no one will get shot tonight, okay?”
The beat-up revolver clattered to the counter and, as the shopkeeper took a hesitant step forward, the cop shook his head.
“Don’t,” he said, and the old man froze.
“You make coffee and I point guns,” the younger man said, his eyes never leaving the boy who now knelt on the dirty linoleum floor, “let’s keep it that way.”
Before the man could respond, the punk had been cuffed, dragged to his feet, and bent over-the-counter. The detective slipped the .38 into his own jacket pocket, and looked at the shopkeeper.
“I’m going to take him to the 2nd Avenue station, and I’ll call for back-up before I leave. Wait here until they arrive. They’ll take your statement and have some forms for you to fill out. You can come down and pick up your money tomorrow, after it’s been counted and booked as evidence.”
At this, the shopkeeper started to squawk.
“Hey wait a…”
The cop turned, giving him a cool stare.
“You want to reach into this druggie’s pockets,” he asked, “and see if there’s a needle in there with all that cash? Maybe find out what AIDS is like on a personal level?”
The old man swallowed, shaking his head.
“My name’s Turner,” the cop said, reaching beneath his jacket once more, “here’s my card. Come down to the station tomorrow after two and ask for me; take a couple of pictures of that phone as well.”
Turner headed for the door, pushing the kid before him.
“You’re sending back-up, right?” The old man called after him.
“They’ll be here in five minutes,” Turner replied, not looking back as the door swung closed behind him. “Make ‘em some coffee.”
The old man took a deep, shuddering breath, licking dry lips as he found himself alone once more. After a moment, he reached for a cup from the soda fountain then, changing his mind, he headed for the beer cooler.
Ten minutes later a red Ford Galaxy pulled into a trash-lined alley beneath the Hawthorne Bridge, its tired springs complaining as the big car rocked to a stop.
Two men stepped out, the younger one smoking a cigarette and rubbing his wrists.
“What did I tell you man,” he complained, his breath creating dirty gray puffs in the frigid air, “you always put the cuffs on too tight!” He walked down to the moonlit edge of the Willamette River and flicked his smoke out into the oily current.
Detective Turner, aka Jon Greenan, pulled a paper sack full of cash from beneath the seat and began counting.
“Quit whining, Paulie,” he said, “It has to look real, doesn’t it? You want one of these guys to ask for a closer look at my badge? Maybe ask to check the guns for bullets?”
“Well,” Paulie muttered, “if you’d load the guns—“
“We don’t load the guns. Ever.” Jon shook his head. “You know the difference between robbery and armed robbery?”
Paulie looked away.
“About twenty years. And that’s assuming one of us doesn’t twitch at the wrong time and drill someone. Then it’s life in a pretty orange jumpsuit. You ever been down to Salem?”
Paulie grudgingly shook his head.
“No?” Jon continued, “Well, I have, and trust me, it makes that boys-home of yours look like a day care. So just shut up, take your cut, and don’t come looking for me…I’ll call you when I need you.”
Secretly, Jon was pretty sure he wasn’t going to call Paulie again. Three grifts in a month, two more tonight, and the kid still wasn’t getting it. One day, maybe soon, he was going to cap somebody, and Jon Greenan wanted no part of a murder rap.
He tossed the younger man a fat wad of small bills, keeping an equal size roll of larger denominations for himself. The kid never blinked.
Stupid, Jon thought.
“Remember,” he said, as the kid climbed onto a battered motorcycle, “don’t come looking for me!”
“Be cool, Jonnie Fingers,” the kid grinned, “I heard ya!”
Then he was gone in a roar of knocking cylinders and a cloud of blue smoke.
Jon Greenan rolled his eyes as he tossed the keys to the stolen Galaxy far out into the ice-rimmed river and retrieved his own bike from the bushes.
“I wish people wouldn’t call me that.”
Bethenia Owens
Jn 11, 1863
Oysterville, Shoalwater Bay
Mother,
Thanks to your prayers and the faithfulness of our Loving God, I find myself alive and in Oysterville. I will not convey to you here the horrors of the sailing but suffice it to say, I praise Him for placing me on dry land once more.
Oysterville is a small village on Western shore of Shoalwater Bay, most of which is hardly more than a collection of log cabins and thatched huts along narrow muddy streets, a trail leading from house to house.
The new red schoolhouse is nearly finished, and will easily house all 50 students. Until it opens I have committed myself to joining with the Sisters of Mercy each day in teaching English and basic domestic skills to the native children. These live in a very desperate state just to the south of the village in an area the settlers call Uppertown.
It is with great sadness that I report that the men of Uppertown, when not working the oyster beds or at the logging camps, are much given to drink and little of their income finds its way to the feeding and care of their wives and children.
There is some talk, among the Sisters, of building a mission here, a place to care for the children’s physical and spiritual needs, and to help protect them from the diseases that have ravaged their tribes. This hope weighs most heavily upon my heart and I would ask that you remember these suffering children in your daily prayers.
Your loving daughter,
Bethenia
Chapter Four
By noon, both the RV and Heck were running low on fuel. Spotting a sign ahead, he turned into the small coastal town of Florence. Stopping to fill both gas tanks, Heck noticed a sign for the Beachcomber Tavern.
Pulling into a wide gravel parking area, he hopped out of the RV and stretched, yawning cavernously and enjoying the sea-salt flavor on the breeze. Locking the doors and setting the alarm, Heck jogged across the street to grab some lunch.
A tired-looking waitress wandered over and smiled as he ordered the mushroom cheeseburger and a Black Butte Porter.
Heck smiled back.
“Did I mispronounce something?”
“Nope,” the waitress replied, her grin widening, “It’s just that I can always tell yuppie tourists by their order.” She paused, “No offense.”
“None taken,” Heck laughed, “What gave me away?”
“If you worked around here, Honey, you’d have asked for a Budweiser.”
Heck chuckled as she headed back to the kitchen with his order. He didn’t think of himself as the classic yuppie: slacks, polo shirts, and cardigan sweaters with the alligator on the breast. In fact, Rebecca used to accuse him, only half-jokingly, of being stuck in the eighties. Heck had to admit that his own clothing choices tended towards high-top tennis shoes and rock band T-shirts.
His food arrived and, after savoring the first bite, Heck settled down to eating unconsciously, sipping occasionally from his “yuppie” beer, and thinking about work. Back in high school, the computer department had been something of a fad, almost a school sport, given the limited application of the computers in their lab. Old Apple II’s and Apple IIc’s dominated the department and Basic was about the only programming language taught.
Still, for all the teasing that he and his associate “geeks” took for their obsession with memory and motherboards and programming, the emergence and popularity of the Internet had brought a lot more of them into the big leagues than had ever been drafted from the Reynolds High School football jocks. There was some feeling of justification in that.
On the other hand, he thought wryly, maybe it’s just sour grapes because we never got to date the cheerleaders.
Grinning to himself, Heck swallowed the last mouthful of his burger, and was raising the bottle to wash it down when a small alarm chimed from his handheld computer, a tinny digital rendition of the musical score from 2001.
To Heck, it meant one thing; someone was messing with his RV.
The system that Heck had installed (and designed) for his rig was a bit more elaborate than the standard whoop-whoop model. The low-end monochrome camera had been replaced with a higher resolution, wide-angle model. A similar camera had been centered just behind the front seats, panning out through the windshield; a third above his desk in the rear of the RV, allowing him to view the length of the interior up to the cab. All three were routed through the computer and, when a touch sensitive alarm was tripped, they powered up and forwarded a video signal to Heck’s handheld and laptop, which then chimed the distinctive jingle.
Heck had admitted, more than once, that the system was probably overkill, but then again, he was protecting some very expensive equipment and most of his current work within those thin aluminum walls. Besides, it gave him the chance to play with some super-cool toys and it impressed the socks off his fellow geeks.
Tapping the small screen of the PDA, three tiny color images popped on-screen. The interior shot was clear.
A different chime would have sounded had someone opened a door or window, not to mention that the 140-decibel blast from the air horns would have brought everyone in the tavern to their feet. The front view showed nothing but an empty parking lot, but in the rear camera, he could just make out the top of a shaggy green head of hair.
Tapping another button, Heck called up the toggle motor on the rear camera and inched the camera down until he had a full view of the trespasser.
Seated on the wide back bumper was a boy in his early teens, clutching a worn-out skateboard, and smoking. His green hair was spiked in all directions and even in the high-resolution image, Heck couldn’t get an exact count on the number of ear and nose rings that pierced the kid’s face.
As he watched, the boy stubbed out the cigarette on his bumper and lit another.
Heck grinned and pulled his cell phone from his pocket, dialing into the RV’s private number and entering a six-digit control code. The phone beeped once to let him know the system was ready.
“HEY KID, DOES THAT LOOK LIKE AN ASHTRAY TO YOU?”
Heck’s voice boomed through the speakers on all four sides of the RV. The kid’s reaction was something to see. Leaping from the bumper, young Spinach-head caught one foot on his dangling shoelaces and, as the skateboard went one direction and the cigarette another, the terrified skater sprawled in the gravel. Hopping to his feet and spinning in a quick circle, the boy tried to discover where the god-like voice had come from.
“WHY DON’T YOU GO FIND A PARK BENCH?” Heck asked.
The boy’s eyes narrowed as he scanned the back of the vehicle, his lip curling around an unpleasant word as he noticed the tiny camera mounted behind the window. Looking around, he stepped up onto the bumper and started probing the edge of the glass with his fingers. Heck inched the volume control up several notches.
“YOU DON’T WANT TO DO THAT.”
If the speakers had been loud before, they shrieked now. One or two of the tavern’s patrons glanced toward the front window, as the boy lurched backward off the bumper, catching his heel and tumbling to the ground once more.
He rose, rubbing his backside and reaching for his skateboard before turning away, and then, looking directly at the camera, slowly raised his free hand and flipped his tormentor the finger.
Heck laughed so hard that he started to choke, watching the boy stalk indignantly away from the parking lot. As he wiped his running eyes, he sensed someone watching him and, turning, found the tired-looking waitress standing behind his booth, watching over his shoulder in amazement.
“Do not be afraid,” he whispered, glancing around covertly, “I’m…Batman.”
She didn’t get it.
Heck shrugged and finished his beer, left a five-dollar tip, and was still chuckling when he walked out of the tavern.
“Well, Jonnie Fingers, I been looking all over for you.”
Jon Greenan winced as a meaty, iron hand clamped painfully onto his narrow shoulder, gathering a handful of his jacket.
Easy on the leather, Jon thought mournfully.
The beer in his glass sloshed across the stained countertop. The bartender, his eyes narrowing, moved around the corner and resumed his halfhearted wiping of the grimy Formica, his eyes never glancing back.
Stubs Tolbert was the last link in the ghetto chain of muscle. Beady, pig-like black eyes stared out from a pale, moon face totally devoid of imagination or a glimmer of original thought.
He was vicious, merciless, and roughly the size of a Buick.
“Stubs” had earned his nickname in part for the glowing half-inch of cheap cigar that jutted perpetually from between his wide, flabby lips but even more from his proclivity for mashing the burning end of his smoke into the face of guys who failed to give him what he wanted as quickly as he wanted.
When he did decide to use his ham-like fists, he made sure each finger was outfitted with heavy, garish gold rings whose jagged edges and squared corners would turn your mug into so much ground-round. Rumor had it the man kept a toothbrush by his sink to clean his rings at the end of each day’s “work.”
Jon swallowed hard, trying not to think about that.
“Heyya Stubs,” he said, grimacing as the bones in his shoulder squeaked, “Buy ya a cold one?”
The crushing grip released and Jon slumped back into his seat as the big man wedged his girth onto the torn vinyl stool beside him.
“See there,” Stubs growled, nodding to the waitress at the far end of the bar, “that’s what I’ve always liked about you, Jonnie, you got manners.”
Jon smiled painfully.
“Yeah,” the tough said, leaning close enough that his fetid cigar breath washed over Jon, “that’s what I always tell people, that Jonnie Fingers might be a skinny, two-bit street-punk who couldn’t fight his way offa kindergarten playground, but he’s got manners.”
Jon knew the big thug was trying to goad him into a fight but, as the smaller man estimated that he sneezed more brain cells than were rattling around between Stubs’ cauliflower ears, he wasn’t falling for it. He knew how to sweet-talk a low-rent knee-breaker like Stubs.
“Always buy a beer for the man,” Jon nodded, averting his eyes. “That’s what I always say, and you’re the man, Stubs.”
Stubs narrowed his eyes for a moment, his drowsy gray matter trying to discern if he was being mocked. Finally, pride won and he nodded, accepting the beer that was set before him and taking a long drought that spilled from the corners of his mouth to stain the front of a once-white T-shirt.
Men like Stubs were all about ego. Inside that tiny vicious brain, a deep-seated inferiority complex fueled the daily work of his bulging muscles and hard fists. What men like Stubs craved, what they longed for, was respect.
Of the few things in life that Jon Greenan respected, Stubs Tolbert didn’t even make the page. Still, if it would save him a beating, he’d play the game and honey-up the big man’s ego as much as it took. The ghetto neighborhood between Portland’s 162nd Avenue and 188th Street, the Rockwood slums, was a hard place to survive.
When you were small and skinny, like Jonnie, you learned quick that pride was a jacket that could be removed when things got hot.
When the shooting starts, duck. Let the next guy take the bullet. That was Jon Greenan’s philosophy, and that philosophy had kept him vertical and breathing for a long time in a rough town.
Stubs took another noisy drink, belched thunderously, and got down to business.
“I had a little talk with Uncle Bob this morning…”
Jon groaned inwardly. “Uncle” Bob Mayers was a small-time loan shark. A fat, greasy, part-time pimp that had worked Rockwood for as long as anyone could remember. He was just Stub’s type. High on muscle and low on class, he’d parlayed a semi-professional wrestling career into his current role of pseudo-godfather of the neighborhood.
People that visited the sagging two-story house, lying in the perpetual gloom of a block-wide swath of old growth firs, wondered what he did with all the money that he bragged about bringing in.
Filthy blue tarps covered most of the mossy roof, and half the boards on the wide porch were missing. The joke was that Uncle Bob cleaned the place out regularly, every ten years or so, and the last two decades might have slipped his mind. It was also rumored there might be a body or two buried beneath the thick weeds that filled the backyard.
Still, Uncle Bob had money to lend, and he doled it out quicker and easier than First National on the corner. His interest rates, however, were considerably higher and his recovery methods were much more direct.
Jon had been forced into a brief and fragrant meeting with the corpulent old man several weeks before, after the younger found himself without the available cash to buy back the motorcycle that he’d lost in a card game. The ensuing string of grifts hadn’t profited him as much as he had planned and he found himself almost a month older with significantly less than the original loan in his pocket, not to mention the hefty interest that was accruing weekly.
Enter Stubs Tolbert.
At least, Jon thought as the bigger man finished his drink, having been paid dutiful homage, Stubs probably wouldn’t beat him just for the fun of it now.
A job, however, was a job, and Stub’s job was to collect a payment on the two thousand dollars that Jon had borrowed.
“So anyway,” Stubs continued, “Uncle Bob told me that he was nice enough to lend you a few bucks, and when I saw your bike sitting out front I thought, ‘Hey, I should see if my old friend Jonnie Fingers needs any help carrying the money he owes Uncle Bob?”
Jon sighed, reaching into his pocket.
“Don’t be stupid, Jonnie,” Stubs growled, the audible click of a revolver’s hammer coming from the pocket of his pea coat. “Not for five grand.”
Clearly, Uncle Bob’s interest accrued by means of a math that Jon was unfamiliar with.
“Be cool, Stubs,” Jon said, easing a roll of bills out of his jacket, “you’re watching too many movies. I owe the man and I’ll pay the man.”
Stubs nodded. “That’s a healthy attitude.”
Jon started peeling ten-dollar bills off the roll.
“Look,” he said, “I’ve only got about four hundred on me and I gotta eat, so how about I give Uncle Bob half now, and I’ll have the rest by the end of the week, including the juice?”
Stubs appeared to think for a moment.
“Hey,” he said finally, a none-too-pretty grin cracking his face, revealing a wide line of yellow teeth, “I got a better idea. How’s about if I take the whole four hundred, give half to Uncle Bob and keep the other half for the trouble of having to come out in the cold and hunt you down?”
Stubs reached over and plucked the roll from Jon’s hand, stuffing it deep into his own pocket as he rose.
“You got a week,” he said, slapping Jon on the back hard enough to rattle his fillings, “then I start rearranging bones, you got it?”
“Yeah Stubs,” Jon replied morosely, never looking up from the counter, “I got it.”
“Good!” Stubs laughed, an unpleasant, gravelly sound, “See ya in seven days, Jonnie Fingers!”
Jon waited until Stubs had had enough time to drive away, and then quickly tossed a fiver into a puddle of beer on the counter and walked back to the men’s room. Once inside, he removed the motorcycle boot from his left foot, and pulled out a flat baggie filled with an inch thick stack of cash.
Unlike the wad that Stubs had left with, consisting of four tens wrapped around a roll of green newspaper, this stack held nothing smaller than a twenty, and a couple of the bills bore the unsmiling features of Benjamin Franklin. Jon stared at his life savings: a little over a thousand bucks.
Maybe, Jonnie thought, it’s about time to get out of Dodge.
He needed a vacation. He wasn’t sleeping well, and the prospect of trying to stay out of Stubs Tolbert’s shadow was grim at best.
Nope, he thought, time to fire up the bike and head for greener pastures.
Moreover, as the strange, childlike voice whispered in the back of his mind, Jon knew where he would go.
Cassie sat fuming as the temperature needle on her ten-year-old Civic inched towards the red. The twists and turns of Highway 26 were starting to take their toll on both the little four-barrel engine and its driver, and even the icy wind blowing through the mountain pass did little to cool either. The fact that she hadn’t pushed the speedometer past forty miles per hour in the last twenty minutes had done nothing to improve her mood.
The big RV that was crawling northward at speeds ranging from the topped-out forty to a white-knuckled fifteen miles per hour had blocked the scenery, and the road, since starting the climb into the Cascade Range.
She grimaced at the black bumper sticker on the back of the dusty land-slug:
“I logged off for this?”
Hilarious.
As she continued to think unkind thoughts about the RV and its driver, a flash of black appeared in her rearview mirror.
Cassie gasped as a motorcycle cornered the turn behind her, the rider nearly horizontal with the road as the bike screamed through the tight, twenty mile per hour curve.
The rider was clad in black leather from head to toe; his hands and face shielded from the wintry wind by thick leather gloves and a black wrap-around helmet. He brought the small bike within a foot of her rear bumper before veering blindly into the oncoming lane.
Then the biker accelerated in an unmuffled roar that shook the compact’s closed windows, kicking the first tinglings of Cassie’s headache into high gear.
Heck saw the idiot on the bike pull up alongside him just as the big rig started into the turn. He cursed, gritting his teeth and muscling the wheel to the right, pulling in as tightly as possible to keep from sideswiping the rider.
Wincing at the shriek of fir branches scraping along the passenger side of the RV, Heck growled and flipped a small toggle switch labeled compressor on the wide dash. Once the bike was solidly in the lane in front of him, Heck pushed the button beneath the toggle, giving the rider a deafening blast from the hidden air horns. The bike wobbled just a bit and the biker shook his head, raising an arm and a finger as he disappeared around the next curve.
Heck grinned, muttering a curse; he was getting the finger a lot lately.
Shoalwater: The First Interlude
Before the first settlers arrived on the southwestern coast of Washington, the Chinook Indians had gathered oysters in the waters that would later be named Willapa, but whose original title “Shoalwater” was more apt.
The bay’s shallowness is revealed at low tide by a half-mile of glistening wet sand from the shoreline to the channel.
On January 19, 1848, James W. Marshall discovered gold in the hills of California and countless hoards migrated West in search of fortune.
As weeks and months of toil passed, often with little or no reward, these Easterners began to long for the comforts of home, the luxuries and delicacies that they had grown up with.
And one of these delicacies was oysters.
The closest water, the San Francisco Bay, was unfit for growing the popular bi-valve, and the prospectors had to resort to a tasteless canned oyster, shipped around Cape Horn.
Until, however, a seeming boundless supply of the tiny Pacific Oyster was discovered, sheltered in a shallow bay between the Washington Coast and the Long Beach Peninsula.
Shoalwater Bay had been discovered.
The first white settlement on the bay was Bruceville, later named Bruceport. In the winter of 1851, an eighty-two foot oyster schooner, The Robert Bruce, was anchored off the eastern shore of the bay.
The ship’s cook, a beleaguered black man named Jefferson, growing tired of the harassments and abuses of his seven shipmates, (all the men aboard, save him, were addressed as Captain) slipped a powerful narcotic into their coffee and then escaped after setting fire to the ship. The seven men were rescued, but The Robert Bruce was totally consumed, stranding her crew along the wild beaches of Shoalwater Bay.
No to be so easily beaten, the Bruce boys began a brisk business of gathering oysters and selling them to the schooners that pulled into the bay. They hoarded their earnings and had soon chartered another ship, continuing to grow their business as Bruceville was born.
Two other men, I.A. Clark and R.H. Espy came to Shoalwater in 1853 and, after nearly losing themselves at sea in a stolen Indian canoe, they were guided through the thick fog by Indians pounding on logs to call them back to shore.
The Indians, led by Chief Nahcati, brought Clark and Espy to the tidal flats on the western side of the bay, where they found more millions of oysters than they could possibly count, the clusters of shells stretching as far as they could see.
The two men built a log cabin on this site, which would eventually be named Oysterville.
The native Pacific oysters that they harvested were smaller than the silver dollar the miners gave for them, and it took as many as fifteen hundred to fill a bushel basket.
When Meriwether Lewis and William Clark first made camp with the Chinook Indians along the Columbia River, they estimated the tribe’s population at more than a thousand. Within half a century, the Chinook had been reduced to less than one hundred, decimated by white man’s diseases.
And the gold that the miners of the California hills were seeking so desperately would run freely through the hands of the oystermen of Shoalwater Bay.
Part Two: The Calling
“I can watch the slow breathing of the bay,
six hours in and six hours out.”
-Willard Espy, Roads to Grandpa’s Village
Chapter Five
An elongated sand spit, formed by the thunderous current of the Columbia River, Long Beach Peninsula was a scattering of small fishing villages, some disappearing into the past while others had turned to tourism to survive into the twenty-first century.
Past the comparative glitz of Pacific Avenue lay the crumbling vestiges of the peninsula’s solidly blue-collar history. A checkerboard of peeling two-story buildings and single-level apartment complexes surrounded by late-eighties cars. Here and there, the occasional restored Victorian home, like a brilliant rose in a bed of weeds, catered to the bed and breakfast crowds from Seattle and Portland.
On the main strip, however, fast-food joints competed with struggling mom and pop operations. The latter were usually of a nautical theme, with whitewashed boat hulls or oversize ship anchors resting out front to announce to any and all passersby that fresh seafood: halibut, crab and, of course, oysters, were to be had within.
Near the end of the long, narrow finger of land was the century-and-a-half old town of Oysterville, followed by Leadbetter State Park.
Historic Oysterville, once the boomtown for the Pacific Northwest oyster industry, rivaling even San Francisco in wealth, was now, as the sign proclaimed, a gateway to the past. A handful of restored houses, many dating back to the 1850s, a school building, a post office, and the First Baptist Church of Oysterville which was on the historic register and had been granted to the town over a century before by a local oyster baron.
Leadbetter Park covered the tip of the peninsula with a thick forest of Douglas firs and vine maple until the sandy point of Long Beach met the confluence of the Pacific Ocean and Willapa Bay.
Cassie stood looking out at the point, the Honda some miles behind her at the trailhead leading into Leadbetter Park.
The beach was a wide, white highway, glistening at low tide and slipping beneath the foamy lip of the gunmetal surf. She was completely alone, two hundred yards to the tree line at her back and miles of sandy shoreline slipping into the hazy distance southward, without another soul in sight.
Under any other circumstances, being alone on the beach would have filled Cassie with peace, the steady crash of breakers lulling and relaxing her. Now though, as she pulled up the collar on her jacket to cut the winter wind from her bare neck, she shivered, and not entirely from cold.
Beneath the roar of the surf, the cries of circling gulls, and the low whistle of the wind over the sand, Cassie could hear the faintest whisper of the girl’s voice. The choppy, foreign melody of the song rose and fell in mournful cadence.
Nesika papa klasksta mitlite kopa saghalie, kloshe kopa nesika…
Tumtum mika nem; kloshe mika tyee kopa konaway tilikum…
Far out towards the darkening horizon, the fog was thick and rising. In it, Cassie thought she could make out the shadowy, indistinct shape of a ship, like cloud-shapes in the summer sky, morphing and coalescing, becoming and unbecoming at the whim of the imagination.
The image in the fog, however, did not shape-change but seemed to grow more distinct by the moment, tall masts rising into the deepening dusk as the ship hovered within a thick, cloudy veil.
She’s out there, Cassie thought suddenly, looking out into the endless melancholy of the Pacific.
Whoever she is, whatever she’s singing about, it’s coming from out there. I don’t want to be here alone. Cassie felt her palms grow sweaty despite the chill wind.
I need to go, just turn around, walk back to the car, and drive back into town. Drive all the way back to Portland if I have to, surround myself with the living.
Oh Lord, I need to get out of here…
Instead, Cassie’s feet carried her forward, unbidden and unhurried, to the very edge of the surf. She watched as the outgoing wave reversed and the thin, rushing lip of the ocean hurried toward her.
The shallow surf reached her, slipping around the toes of her sneakers like tiny breakers, the sound of gulls and the soft wind were drowned out. As she slipped, unmoving from land to sea, Cassie’s ears filled with the shriek and roar of an ocean storm; the boom of the rising sea, like cannon fire, reverberated through her.
Over the deafening squall, her mind was filled with the unmistakable sounds of splintering timbers, gunshots and screams of pain and terror.
Somebody was crying out in a foreign tongue, and though she couldn’t understand most of the words, she knew it was a desperate, terrified prayer, tumbling from a woman’s lips in a rush of panic.
Cassie stood frozen, alone at the tide line looking out past the wide mouth of Willapa Bay, her eyes unseeing.
Blackness surrounded her; she could feel the frigid tide rising around her, to her ankles, her knees.
The muscles of her stomach contracted painfully as the numbing water rose above her waist.
The woman in the darkness with her was shrieking now, the words of her prayers running together in mindless terror, punctuated by great heaving sobs. The kindling-like snapping of wood was much louder, surrounding her on all sides, as did blackness so thick that she couldn’t be sure if her eyes were open or shut.
Over all of this, the girl was singing, the pitch of her words rising in fear with the level of the icy sea. Cassie felt the floor tilt beneath her, her feet slipping on the sodden boards, as a wave of water coursed over her back and shoulders driving her forward into the darkness.
As the frigid waters closed over her head, the deafening sounds of destruction and despair faded, and the shrieking prayer ended abruptly. She struggled, flailing.
Which way was up? Her lungs began to burn for air, her throat constricting, her body trying desperately not to succumb to the temptation to breathe. Her hands touched wood above her as she reached the ceiling and the tiny pocket of air that was trapped there. She screamed in terror and beat her fists on the hard, unyielding wood; the sounds of her drumming were thick and muffled.
The sounds of storm and sea and panic were gone, replaced with tomblike silence broken only by the creak of the timbers and her own hoarse cries.
Something soft and heavy bumped against her legs, the shape yielding bonelessly for a moment before drifting away.
Cassie beat the planks with her fists until the aching cold crept into her flesh and her muscles began to cramp. As her head slipped beneath the water, her body numb and unmoving below her, the song filled her ears.
A second later the thin lip of tide pulled back, slipping away with the rolling sand and Cassie’s eyes snapped open, her tortured lungs opening to a huge, shuddering gasp of air. Pinpricks of light swirled in her vision and she swayed, sure for a moment that she was going to fall face-first into the sand.
What saved her was the thought of the next wave, already moving forward and the cold, questing touch of the surf, swirling around her and drawing her back to the place of darkness and terror. Cassie stumbled backwards, away from the tide with a breathless cry. Suddenly she broke, her feet slipping and scrambling for purchase in the soft sand, and running blindly towards the tree line, the air whistling in her throat as she fought not to scream.
Behind her, the wavering outline of the ship slipped back into the fog and was gone.
The song, however, followed her into the darkness of the forest.
Chapter Six
Heck swung off Highway 101 onto 103, crossing the marshy flatlands and climbing the long, straight rise into the thick firs.
“Must be getting close,” he murmured, as he noticed the increasingly tall mounds of oyster shells bleaching in vacant lots along the highway.
He passed a wide meadow on his left. A van was parked on the grass and what looked like a hundred wooden windmills, ranging in height from two to six feet lined the highway just beyond the gravel shoulder. An old man with a pipe clamped in his jaw and the biggest, blackest malamute Heck had ever seen, lying at his feet, sat in a folding chair beside the van.
Heck raised a hand and the old man nodded, a thin, gray finger of smoke rising from his pipe.
The bear-like dog never opened its eyes.
Coming to a stop at one of the few and far between intersections, Heck glanced at the familiar red sign at the corner and felt a chill, like a finger of ice run up his spine. Someone had slapped a bumper sticker across the stop sign:
Do The Voices In My Head Bother You?
He took a deep breath, followed by a deep swallow from the water bottle in the seat next to him. Do the voices in my head bother you? Two weeks ago, he might have snickered at the line, more than likely he would have ignored it completely. This, however, was not two weeks ago and so he sat, his big RV rumbling like a snoring dinosaur as the fine hairs on his arms rose.
He was having a serious case of what Becca would have called the “Heebie-Jeebies.”
By the time Cassie pulled off Pacific Avenue and alongside The Sandcastle Bookstore, her terrifying experience at Leadbetter Point had already taken on a vague, dreamlike quality, the sharp defined edges slipping into a haze. In fact, she had begun to wonder if the whole thing had been a dream.
Exhausted from a full day of driving and hiking, standing alone at twilight surrounded by the rhythmic pounding of the waves, she had slipped into sleep for just a brief second. Once there, her harried imagination, propped and costumed by the sounds and smells of the sea, had fostered a split-second nightmare of ghost ships and drowning women.
She had half-convinced herself of this, as she climbed the steps to the overhead apartment, but only half. A soft, whispery voice, sounding suspiciously like Jack’s, teased the edges of her thoughts.
You know what they say, kiddo, he smirked, it’s not just a river in Africa.
Stepping into the small apartment above the store, she flipped the switch by the door, filling the living area with soft light from the two antique lamps at opposite ends of the room. The furnishings were sparse; basically, just what Jack had left behind after marrying her aunt.
A thrift store couch the color of mud, whose lumps were noticeable even from the front door, two pine-board bookcases, stuffed to overflowing, and a stereo cabinet and speakers. A late seventies glass-top coffee table sat in front of the couch, its slightly dusty surface also scattered with books.
Jack hadn’t owned a television in the years that he had lived here and Cassie, who had likewise grown up without what Jack referred to as an idiot box, hadn’t felt the need to move one in.
The single decoration was a large framed print that hung above the couch.
Christmas Memories had been a gift from her Aunt Connie, who had several of Kinkade’s holiday paintings in the rooms of her bed and breakfast.
The famous “Painter of Light” was a favorite of Jack’s, as well. The End of a Perfect Day II, complete with log cabin, canoe, and fishing poles, rested above the cash register in the bookstore downstairs.
The apartment hadn’t been aired out in some time and had that musty, abandoned smell that old rooms get when no one’s lived in them for months.
She made a second note to tell Jack to open the place up once a week, maybe come up and cook himself lunch just to keep the old apartment lived in.
Cassie decided she’d wait on the heaters until she’d cracked a couple of windows and let the sea-air freshen the place up.
Walking to the kitchen, she turned on the bright fluorescent overheads there, washing the room in cool, blue light.
The kitchen was just as she’d left it, albeit with a very fine sheen of dust on the counters. Her cast iron skillet rested in its place on the stove, kitty-corner from her teapot.
A thought struck her and she crossed the faded linoleum floor to the stove and, picking up the heavy skillet, ran her finger across the shiny surface.
Her finger came away slightly oily and she smirked. Jack might forget to air the place out, or replace the glaring overhead lights, but you can bet he was up here every couple of weeks to oil the skillet he’d so hesitantly bequeathed to her.
“Seek help, Jack,” she whispered, smiling to herself.
Truth be told, she loved the crusty old bookstore owner as the father she’d never known, and she wouldn’t have him any other way.
There had been a time when Cassie had been convinced that he was her father, after leaving her home in Arizona, and heading to Long Beach in search of the man who she’d thought had abandoned her and her mother so many years before.
Coincidence after coincidence had taken place on the long drive west from Tucson, where she’d first met Jack, to the highway leading into Long Beach where he’d almost died.
One event after another had revealed Jack’s relationship with her mother and the part he’d played in her own history.
Cassie still struggled, on occasion, with her feelings for Jack. Part of her wished, and had wished for almost four years, that Jack really had been her father.
Another part of her knew that even though she’d found forgiveness and love for Bill Beckman, her real dad, she would never have been able to trust Jack so completely if it had been he, and not the disabled Bill, that had driven her mother into a life of struggle and hiding.
With Bill, it had been almost easy, and much less painful than she had feared. His mental condition was that of a child and he had no memory of the past, of his family, or of what he had done to them.
Cassie still sometimes found herself angry at the memory of her father, but the Bill Beckman she knew now wasn’t that man anymore. The worst she’d seen of Bill Beckman was the temper tantrum he’d thrown when Jack wouldn’t let him buy a third ice cream bar at the state fair.
A tired, petulant six-year-old in a grown man’s body.
Crossing through the kitchen and down the narrow hallway, Cassie opened the bathroom window first, and then dropped her laptop off in the small office that had once been her father’s bedroom. Past that, she opened the door to her own room and switched on the light, smiling and unsurprised to find three paperback books resting on her cold pillow.
A bright yellow sticky note was affixed to the nearest one and written across it in Jack’s small, neat penmanship was the brief message:
Read these.
Typical Jack, she thought. He had only a grudging faith in the education she was receiving from the professors at Portland State, and had taken it upon himself to personally supervise her training in the arts of reading and writing.
“That technical mumbo jumbo is the last defense for those who don’t have the gift,” he’d grumbled, as Cassie and Constance had smiled at each other over their teacups. “Great writers read great writers and that’s how they become great writers.”
“Succinct.” Cassie had murmured, blowing innocently on her steaming drink as Jack glared at her suspiciously.
“Okay Miss Smarty,” he’d said, wagging a finger in her direction, “think what you want, but you ask a real writer what it’s all about and you can bet he won’t start in on sentence structure and grammar. It’s inspiration, and inspiration comes from experiencing life, your own first, and then other’s through what they’ve written.”
Three years later, Cassie had found, unsurprisingly, that he had been right all along. Still, she thought, there’s something to be said for knowing the rules before you break them. Even Mark Twain knew when to end a sentence and start a new one.
The first book on her bed was a tattered trade paperback of The Old Man and the Sea. Cassie opened the cover to find another yellow note:
Beautifully written, terrible ending.
She laughed out loud as she stacked the books on the dresser in the order she had found them, first Hemingway’s classic, then Hinds Feet on High Places, and Steinbeck’s King Arthur and His Noble Knights.
Heck was sure that he’d caught some unfriendly glances as he eased the big RV into the parking lot of the Timber Room Restaurant and Lounge in Ocean Park. It didn’t surprise him; the four-ton land slug with out-of-state plates virtually screamed “tourist.” Worse, it screamed “cheap tourist.” One of those snooty flatlanders who wanted to enjoy the local scene without renting a room or ordering a meal.
Heck, however, had every intention of ordering a meal as he triggered the alarm on the rig and started across the parking lot. Fully half the vehicles between him and the front door were pick-ups, big 4x4 jobbies with mud on the fenders and rifle racks in the rear windows.
Locals, he thought, working-men stopping for a cold one on the way home from a hard day of shoveling oyster shells, or whatever they did out here.
Heck was suddenly glad that he’d chosen an old pair of faded jeans and a flannel shirt this morning. As he reached for the door handle, he noticed a black motorcycle leaning on its stand beneath the eaves, just off the edge of the sidewalk. The bike jogged a memory that took a minute to rise. Oh yes, the speed demon on 26 back in Oregon.
Oh well, he thought, I probably won’t even recognize the guy.
As he stepped into a cloud of smoke and noise, the gunshot snap of a breaking cue-stick greeted him and Heck realized he’d been wrong.
He recognized the guy right off.
After unloading the rest of her bags Cassie closed up the windows. The apartment’s atmosphere, though colder, was greatly improved, and she turned up the heater in the master bedroom only, beginning her nightly preparations for bed. Cassie briefly considered fixing a light dinner, if only to get the smell of food in the air, but decided against it.
She had succumbed to the temptation of a double cheeseburger and a “famous” root beer float in Astoria and two hours later, she still felt fat.
Cassie glanced longingly into the office where her laptop sat in the dark, but dismissed that idea even more quickly. She was street-lagged from the drive and, anyway, she didn’t want to go to bed disappointed. She’d wait until morning to find out if the change in surroundings had lifted the veil from her muse.
“Lifted the veil from my muse,” she muttered aloud, shaking her head, “Jack would roll his eyes to Cleveland if he heard that.”
Cassie washed her face in warm water from the bathroom sink. Leaving her clothes in a pile on the bathroom floor, she pulled on a faded pair of sweats and climbed between the still chilly sheets of her old bed.
She lay there with the bedside lamp on and flipped through the first few pages of the second book that Jack had left, Hinds Feet on High Places by Hannah Hurnard.
On the paperback’s cover was a pencil drawing of a buck deer up on its rear legs, pawing the air atop a high mountain.
Back in her own bed, full of stomach and growing warm beneath a thick quilt, Cassie missed the moment that she slipped from wakefulness into sleeping, the book slowly falling forward onto her chest.
It was late in the evening. Just the faintest purple smudges could be seen over the tree line as the stars began to appear, one by one, in the clear skies of the Pacific coast.
Heck sat in a lawn chair in front of the RV, which rested on an oil-stained concrete pad at the Whispering Sands Motor Park. It was a no-frills set up with twenty-five (mostly empty) spaces and a cobweb-infested cinder block rest room that looked to have been around for the last half of the century.
Directly across the gravel drive was parked a monstrous Winnebago and Heck could just make out the murmur of voices from the other side of the softly glowing windows. A faded sticker shone from the bumper beneath a halogen lamp.
Daisy Air Rifles: Keeping kids off your lawn for more than forty years!
Heck snorted in amusement.
The park was slowly losing its battle with nature, as the dunes encroached on one side and the forest on the other. Still, it was cheap. He had power, water, and a vending machine by the office. What more could he want? He took a last swallow of his coffee.
Caffeine never kept him awake; never had. It had made Becca crazy that he could drink a double latte for dessert and sleep like a log.
What was it he used to tell her?
“Clear conscience, baby,” he whispered, raising the empty stoneware mug in mock salute.
The scent of pinesap and brine wafted past on the cooling evening breeze, along with a whiff of wood smoke. Heck wondered if someone was having a bonfire on the beach, probably not.
This time of year, more likely that one of the locals was stuffing the woodstove for a cold winter night.
The thought of campfires brought his thoughts full circle and back to Becca.
She had loved camping; she’d even talked her tech-weenie groom into roughing it high in the Cascade mountain range for their honeymoon.
That had been before the RV, and they had spent a glorious weekend with just a tent, sleeping bags, a couple of coolers, and a temperamental old Coleman stove that they had borrowed from Becca’s father. It was the old fashioned kind that you filled with white gas and pumped to build pressure. Heck had been sure that the thing was going to blow up on them before the trip ended.
It reminded him of an old punch line:
Hey buddy, you know how to fix a parachute?
Nope, you know how to fix a Coleman stove?
S’mores.
One memory led to another and suddenly he was thinking about s’mores. Becca wouldn’t camp without them.
They had once left their camp at dusk (this had been in Central Oregon’s high desert) and driven eighty-one miles back to the town of Sandy, all because they had forgotten to pack marshmallows for s’mores.
“It’s not camping without them,” Becca had said, smiling at him hours later, her blue eyes flickering in the firelight as she licked melted chocolate from her fingers.
Heck thought of that smile and, suddenly, he was so glad that he’d driven her all the way back to civilization just for a bag of marshmallows.
He was so glad that his heart hurt and his hand trembled around the cold ceramic cup.
Rebecca’s family had been there, at the end.
He had held her hand as the last of the machines were unplugged and the rhythmic whoosh of the ventilator finally died away; the room was perfectly quiet.
Heck thought he could hear a child crying, somewhere out in the parking lot far below, but it was a faint, ghostly sound that may or may not have really been there.
The nurse whispered to the rest of the family that maybe they should give him a few minutes alone with her.
Slowly and silently, they filed out. Allen and Janet were pale and stone-faced, Rebecca’s younger sister Pam wept silently. Each touched him in passing, Al’s rough hand clutching his shoulder, Pam’s fingertips brushing his cheek.
Then he was alone with her and though he couldn’t grasp the enormity of it, something in the back of his mind whispered a reminder that this would be the last time.
Remember this moment, the voice seemed to say, hold onto it, take in every detail because it’s all you're going to have.
He noticed the light smell of her perfume, White Shoulders, lingering in the room, and the way her hair, which was finally growing back after months of chemo, had fallen in haphazard loops and coils over one ear. The shadows cast by her jutting cheekbones and the deep purple sockets of her eyes.
On the dinner tray lay a worn paperback, The Hobbit.
It was Becca’s favorite book. Heck noticed from the placement of the playing card bookmark that his wife hadn’t quite made it out of Mirkwood Forest with the rest of Bilbo’s party.
They would have to face Smaug without her this time.
He knew it was his imagination, but he thought he could feel her hand cooling in his, as she faded, as she slipped away from him.
He shivered.
Remember this moment, the voice whispered, and he knew that he would.
As he walked out of the curtained ICU ward, Heck felt as though he were wrapped in a thick wool blanket.
Everything around him seeming muted and unreal. He numbly allowed his feet to carry him towards the waiting room where the family of his dead wife waited, ready to take him back to his empty apartment.
Doctors and nurses looked up from their murmured conversations as he passed, their eyes sympathetic and hollow at the same time. They saw death everyday and had learned to shield themselves from the grief, as Heck had not.
A priest, called to perform the last rites by Rebecca’s parents, stepped from the nurse’s station and moved toward him. The older man, in his pressed black shirt and white collar, stopped as Heck’s hand came up, gesturing him away.
Heck wasn’t ready for God right now; he and God may have business to discuss in the future, but God wasn’t welcome here, where the body of his young wife was growing cold on the other side of a thin blue curtain.
The priest nodded, understanding, and stepped back, his lips moving in silent prayers. He, too, was a man accustomed to grieving.
Heck’s in-laws sat with him, in a small room just off the main waiting area. They would help him make the necessary arrangements, call those who needed to be called, and make sure that he had clean clothes to put on, and food to eat.
Everything would be taken care of, they assured him, and there was nothing he need do.
Nothing but remember.
Chapter Seven
Jon swung one leg over the bike in a smooth, practiced dismount, groaning softly as he raised his arms high above his head, arching to stretch his lower back.
He tugged down his stiff leather jacket, enjoying the soft squeak of oiled leather.
The jacket was his pride and joy, four hundred bucks at Pacific Coast Leather. It had taken a never-ending summer of pumping gas, but he’d walked into the mall the day after his last day on the job with a fist full of cash and walked out with the Open Road bike jacket clinging to his narrow frame like a thick second skin of black cowhide and silver zippers.
He loved it so.
The parking lot of the lounge was half-full with what Jon thought of as redneck rigs; big trucks with knobby tires and mismatched bumpers in primer gray. Smirking to himself, he pushed through the wooden door and stepped inside.
The air was thick with acrid cigarette smoke and the heavier, ranker odors of cigars and stale beer.
The bittersweet smell of tobacco made Jon’s nose twitch. He hadn’t had a smoke in better than three weeks, and it was just beginning to dawn on him that maybe he’d given it up for good this time.
His old man had been well on the way to coughing up his blackened lungs when he finally kicked, and Jon had decided that he’d rather not end it that way himself.
The withdrawals had been bad, night sweats, pounding headaches and irritability.
His on-again, off-again girlfriend had left him an unfriendly note taped to an unopened carton of Camels when she moved out at the end of week one. Still he’d ground his teeth, chewed a thousand sticks of Juicy Fruit, and held firm.
Now he was passing through the second and more terrible phase of quitting the evil weed; now he had to find things to do with the time he used to use to smoke. All those minutes of sitting and walking and leaning, a cigarette dangling from his lip, lost in a pleasant cloud of blue smoke, watching the wind make magic with each exhalation.
Jon had a brief, bad moment as the door came closed behind him, and he fought the nearly overwhelming urge to snatch the cigarette from the lips of the nearest patron and inhale just as fast and hard as he could.
Then, when he finished throwing up, he could walk to the bar and buy a fresh pack and a cheap lighter. He reached for the pack of gum in his pocket but the moment had passed.
Just a brief flash of the smoke-crazies.
He sighed and looked around the room.
The bar ran the full length of the wall to his right, half of the dozen or so stools were occupied. Blinking neon beer signs and dozens of liquor bottles lined the mirrored wall behind the bar and a large, lit sign over the cash register warned:
Forget the Dog, Beware of the Owner!
Hanging below the sign, on two big brass hooks, was a weathered Louisville Slugger that Jon guessed wasn’t entirely for show. He was okay with that; a bartender who was willing to crack a few heads usually ran a safe bar.
What the stereo system lacked in quality, it more than made up for in volume.
“…Lon Chaney Jr. dancin’ with the Queen, doing the werewolves of London…”
Jon grinned; they were even playing his favorite song.
Scattered around the first half of the room were several Formica-topped kitchen tables and two coin-operated pool tables separated the dining area from the small, deserted dance floor at the back.
The first pool table was empty, but four lanky men surrounded the second, leaning on their pool cues and checking him out. Half a dozen beer bottles rested precariously along the edge of the table.
Jon nodded to the two men sitting at the nearest table, older than the boys in the back; they were nursing mixed drinks and chewing on the butts of cheap cigars.
Each wore suspenders and faded Dickies, the ragged cuffs ending high on their shins, showing a grimy length of what might have once been white socks.
Loggers, he thought. One nodded back and the other gave both Jon, and then his friend at the table, a sour look. The fellow who’d nodded looked away quickly, suddenly intent in the pool shoot behind him.
“Help you?”
Jon turned to the barmaid behind the counter, “Yeah, Coors...in a glass.”
“You got it,” she replied, turning toward the taps.
Jon glanced back at the grouchy looking logger and gave him a quick wink. The waitress set a tall glass, half-full of foam, on the counter before him. “Four bucks,” she said.
“Four bucks?” Jon protested, even as he tossed a five on the counter, “Must be murder getting beer over those mountains by covered wagon, huh?”
She gave him a flat, unfriendly look as she pocketed the five, saying nothing. Nor did she offer him change. Jon shook his head with a grunt, waiting for the foam to recede.
“Arrrrooooooo...Werewolves of London…”
Ten minutes and two songs later, he was feeling a little mellower, his tired muscles relaxing from his hours in the saddle. He tapped one booted toe against the bronzed footrest as Ritchie Valens pounded out his poorly translated version of La Bamba.
The barmaid was at the far end of the counter, removing packs of cigarettes from cartons and slipping them into the feed trays of the Marlboro machine. She did this monotonously.
When she looked up, Jon caught her eye, holding up his empty glass.
“One more, please,” he called over the blaring music, “with some beer in it this time.” Another long look as she turned to the tap again.
He leaned forward. “Ma’am?”
“Yeah?”
Jon cleared his throat, feeling more than a little foolish. Still, he had to ask someone, it was driving him crazy. “Do you…um…do you speak any Indian?”
The middle-aged woman stared at him, waiting for the punch line. Finally, she tugged on one of the platinum curls that spilled over her shoulders.
“Do I look like I speak any Indian?”
Jon shook his head, embarrassed, and held up a hand in surrender, changing the subject before she could turn away.
“Hey, you know a cheap place around her that a guy can flop for a few nights?”
She eyed him with obvious distaste, “How cheap?”
“Well,” he grinned, “the price of beer being what it is, let’s say less than thirty a night, cheaper by the week if possible.”
As the waitress pondered this, a heavyset man with a walrus mustache and a black leather vest two sizes two small stepped up behind Jon and called to the barmaid.
“Problem, Suz?”
Jon grimaced, wrinkling his nose. The heat was cranked up pretty good and this guy appeared to be a heavy sweater, also, from the stale rank smell of him, he sampled a fair amount of his own goods. He smelled like the unwashed bottom of a beer vat.
“No problem, Robb, I just—“
The fat man turned on Jon, the lights above the bar gleamed wetly off his high, shiny forehead where several greasy strands of hair were plastered in a failing attempt to cover his balding head.
His breath was like hot road-kill.
“I own this place,” he said, looking Jon up and down and making it clear that he didn’t think much of what he saw, “You got questions, you ask me.”
This guy’s seen one too many Clint Eastwood flicks, Jon thought, suppressing a smile as he nodded.
“Sorry,” Jon said, “I was just asking the lovely lady here—“
“That your bike outside?” The owner pointed a meaty sausage of a finger towards the door in case Jon had forgotten where outside was.
“Yup.”
“You gotta problem with the parking lot? Move it off my sidewalk before I call the cops and have it towed.”
Jon was quickly losing his sense of humor. Bikers never parked in the parking lot for fear that some half-drunk yahoo would back over their ride while trying to read the letters on his gearshift. This guy had decided, for whatever reason, that he didn’t like Jon and so he was going to hassle him, have a little fun, and make himself look like a big man in front of the locals.
“No sweat,” Jon muttered, stepping down from the bar and around the owner’s girth, “I’ll move it.”
A thick hand fell on his shoulder and Jon shrugged it away.
“You gonna pay for this drink?”
Jon looked into the man’s piggy little eyes and decided that he’d been pushed as far as he cared to be.
“Nope,” he drawled, “Thought I’d just mosey on to the next place and see if they had any real beer. The smell in here is starting to get to me anyway.”
Robb the owner flushed, reaching for a handful of the smaller man’s leather jacket.
“You don’t want to touch me again,” Jon warned, taking a backwards step in the direction of the door. All eyes in the room were on him now, except for one old fella in an army jacket who seemed to be sleeping happily at a table in the corner.
Robb grinned, revealing a wide, uneven line of thick, yellow teeth.
“And why’s that?”
Jon slipped a hand beneath his jacket and to the small of his back, saying nothing.
The fat man’s eyes followed and he seemed to grow uncertain, more sweat popping out on his oily forehead. Everything might have worked out fine at that point. Jon had three steps to the door, and he was pretty sure the owner wouldn’t want to carry this outside.
That’s when a big hand snatched his motorcycle jacket from behind and jerked upwards, revealing nothing but a black t-shirt tucked into the back of his jeans.
“Just reaching for your undies, sonny?” The older logger laughed unpleasantly as he and his buddy grabbed Jon’s shoulders. Robb the owner cursed and spun on his heel, reaching for the bat above the bar.
The music died and Jon could hear the boys from the pool game moving towards him.
This, he mused, could be unpleasant.
A cool gust of air cut through the nicotine fog as the front door opened and closed, but Jon was distracted by the unmistakable sound of a pool cue being snapped over someone knee. This could be very bad.
The piggy eyes left his for a moment, as the owner’s vicious smile became a frown. “You’re gonna pay for the cue, Jonesy.”
He smacked the bat into his wide palm as he stepped up to Jon.
“Hey,” Jon tried to smile, “maybe I should pay for that second beer after all. You know? No reason to be rude.”
More yellow teeth. “Too late for that Fonzie, now you’ve made me mad.”
As the stink of stale beer and body odor washed over him, Jon had a sudden, vivid flashback.
He was a scrawny ten-year-old again and his father had him in a corner. A thick leather belt dangled from one fist, the heavy chrome buckle glinting dangerously, and that same mixture of fermented hops and armpit sweat had filled the air.
His eyes narrowed, remembering the lessons he had learned under the hard hand of his father.
If you’re going to take a beating anyway…you might as well earn it.
Jon lurched forward and brought a narrow, bony knee up with all of his strength, burying it in the unprotected crotch of the fat man in front of him.
The owner’s eyes bulged comically from his greasy face, as he sucked air in a whistling squeal of agony. The bat dropped off his shoulder, clanging off the metal footrest of the bar as its owner crashed to his knees, both hands clamped firmly between his legs.
A moment of silence filled the bar as the man gagged and retched at Jon’s feet.
Neither of the good ol’ boys that held him had eased their grip a bit and Jon had the feeling he was going to be worked over pretty good as soon as the shock of what he had just done wore off.
If he could just get a hand free first.
Another gust of cold air hit the back of his neck as the door opened again. Jon tossed out a halfhearted prayer for it to be a cop.
No one in the room was more surprised than Jon Greenan when a gruff voice spoke up behind him.
“Police! What’s going on in here?”
Two minutes later, he was standing on the sidewalk while the cop searched the saddlebags on his bike.
“I’m telling you, officer,” he said again, “they jumped me!”
The cop never looked up.
“I’ve got a roomful of men in there that say you refused to pay for your drink and when the owner threatened to call the police, you jumped him.”
Jon rolled him eyes heavenward. “So, that’s opposed to all the guys that fall at your knees and say, ‘Yes yes, we did it, it was our fault!’”
The deputy let the flap fall back over the bag and stepped up to Jon, his jaw set as he shook his head.
“You’ve got a smart mouth,” he said.
“Yeah,” Jon replied, “well, it always did well in school—“
“Okay wise guy, that’s enough,” the cop pointed to the dingy brick wall of the bar, “Against the wall; I’m sure you know the drill.”
Jon gritted his teeth. So this was the way it was going to be, regardless of what he may or may not have done, he was already guilty of the biggest crime in town, he was the stranger.
Jon placed his palms flat against the wall and spread his feet slightly, not surprised when the officer kicked them wider and leaned a hand between his shoulder blades to keep him off balance.
Luckily, Jon didn’t carry a gun, and his pocketknife was buried deeper in the saddlebags than deputy Fife here had bothered to search; the only thing on him was…
“And what’s this?” The cop asked pleasantly, drawing his hand from Jon’s left front pocket.
In his palm lay a heavy roll of quarters, “Planning to play some video games?”
Jon grinned, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
The hand pressed heavier against his back, and the smaller man’s calves began to tremble in an effort to keep his balance.
“Couldn’t find any tape?” The cop asked, no longer smiling.
A roll of quarters, wrapped firmly in black electrical tape, was a favorite tool in the neighborhood where Jon had grown up. Held tightly in your fist, the weight of the packed coins would turn an average punch into a real jawbreaker.
One good clip from a guy holding quarters and the fight was over.
Luckily, it also wasn’t the first time that Jon had been searched by a keeper of the peace.
“Why officer,” he said with a smile, “wrapped in tape those quarters could be used as a weapon! As they are….”
Jon left it hanging, no need to say what both he and the cop both knew. You could lean on a guy all you wanted, but if the quarters weren’t wrapped you couldn’t bust him for carrying a concealed weapon.
He figured it was easier to replace a ten-dollar roll of quarters once in a while, than to serve time.
Jon nodded at the familiar and wholly expected sound of coins raining down around his feet as the cop unwrapped the paper-covered roll and shook the quarters free. The pressure was lifted from his back and he heard the cop step back.
Jon, however, was no fool; he’d danced this dance more than once. He kept his hands pressed flat to the wall.
“May I turn around now, officer?” he asked pleasantly.
He grunted what Jon took for a yes.
The cop’s face was tight and a little red, his lips compressed to a thin, white line as Jon turned and leaned casually against the building, hooking his thumbs in his jeans and smiling.
“You want to tell me what you’re doing here?” he growled.
“Just wanted a beer after a long ride,” Jon replied, squatting to scoop up the quarters. Ten bucks was ten bucks, after all.
“A long ride from where?”
“South.”
“Can you be a little more specific?”
Jon’s smile widened, “Southeast.”
“What are you doing in my town?”
Jon decided that he’d pushed the cop as far as was safe and let go the obvious reply.
“Just passing through, officer. I didn’t want any trouble, just a beer.”
“Sure you didn’t,” the cop nodded, “so you’re not going to tell me what you’re doing here, huh?”
Jon had had enough; if the guy wasn’t going to back down, fine. All he really had wanted was a beer and a cheap place to stay and all he’d gotten so far was half a drink and a hassle.
If the cop wanted to take him in, fine, at least he’d get dinner and a cot.
Jon pushed himself away from the wall, straightening his jacket (four hundred bucks at Pacific Coast Leather, thank you), his dark eyes flashing.
“I’m doing the werewolves of London, Marshal Dillon; that a felony out here in Hicksville?”
The cop’s face reddened for a moment, then calmed.
“For a fella who nearly got his skinny butt stomped, you sure are mouthy.” He turned to go, stopping at the edge of the sidewalk as Jon threw a leg over his ride.
“By the way,” he said to Jon, his hand resting on the baton at his side, “the name’s Deputy Larson, not Marshal Dillon, and—“
Jon interrupted him, as he slipped a key into the bike’s ignition.
“—Don’t tell me, let me guess…if I’m smart, I’ll remember that.”
Deputy Larson’s reply was lost in the roar of the bike’s motor and Jon fired up the engine and pulled away from the bar.
As Larson walked, fuming, to his patrol car, he didn’t notice the door of the lounge open and an older man in a faded green army jacket step through and stand at the edge of the parking lot, watching the motorcycle disappear into the distance.
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Chapter Eight
Sheriff Brian Hallworth sat at his desk in a small, glass encased office near the front of the Long Beach municipal building. It had started out as a typically slow winter week on the peninsula, but the sudden demise of Harold Shipes had raised the stress level a notch or two.
Not that they usually sat around the sheriff’s office playing checkers and napping. (Hallworth shuddered to think what would happen if Mr. Tax-paying John Q. Public were to walk through the doors and find him with his number-twelves up on the desk, snoozing away.)
There had been a pile up on 103 the day before, a couple of locals versus a delivery truck from Spokane. A booze inspired wreck that had, thank God, ended in no injuries.
Two days before, a domestic dispute in the Cedar Apartments had ended with a woman clubbing her husband senseless with a still-hot iron. The young lady had been brought in and the purple bruises on her arms and face had been photographed (along with the still-fading yellow ones from the previous week). Bryan had held her overnight and then released her, as no charges were brought. Personally, he would have given her a medal if it had been within his power to do so.
A medal...and a bus ticket to another state.
Then there had been a scuffle in the parking lot of Six Card Charlie’s, and another over a handicapped parking spot out in front of the ice cream shop, of all places.
One of his deputies had walked in on the opening scene of a bar fight the night before and had words with a young biker. Hallworth grinned to himself; poor Pete Larson had looked mad enough to chew nails when he’d handed in that report.
Nope, no checkers and no naps for the boys in green this week.
Sheriff Hallworth had come in this morning to a pleasantly quiet office. Nothing to report from dispatch, and all deputies had called in smooth sailing. The sheriff sighed as he took a fresh manila envelope from his desk and wrote, in bold capitals on the tab, HAROLD SHIPES.
With any luck, a couple of phone calls and a moving truck would close the file with no further hassle.
With any luck.
Cassie woke to a bright winter sun shining through the bedroom’s dusty windowpane. Hind’s Feet lay beside her head and the small lamp was still glowing.
She couldn’t remember if she had dreamed at all and had just the haziest memory of waking briefly, in the middle of the night to the sound of a young girl singing, sad and far away. Cassie scribbled what she could remember on the inside page of the paperback.
Kil-a-ko-tah. Mamook klah-ow-yum, Kil-a-ko-tah…
Kil-a-ko-tah.
Cassie whispered the words helplessly. She had pages of similar gibberish stashed in the bottom of her laptop case. Hours of unintelligible scribblings, written when she should have been taking notes in her math and science classes!
Between her hallucination at the beach the day before and the strange words on the paper in front of her, Cassie wondered again if she was losing her mind. Her father had, after all, attempted suicide; that didn’t speak well of the rational capacities stemming from that branch of her family tree.
She needed to talk to someone, someone who would tell her that she wasn’t crazy.
Five minutes later, she was on the phone with Jack Leland.
“You’re crazy,” he said.
Cassie blinked, forgetting for a moment just what they had been talking about. “Wha…what?”
“I said you’re crazy,” Jack repeated, “I haven’t oiled that skillet in weeks!”
Cassie’s mind groped for the connection. Yes, of course. She’d been teasing him about the cast iron skillet.
“You okay kiddo?” Jack asked, “You don’t sound so good.”
“I’m fine Jack,” she said, as her heart resumed beating, “I just needed a break, some time to myself.”
“Well,” he agreed, “I can certainly relate to that feeling, but be careful, too much of that type of thing can be dangerous.”
Cassie smiled a little sadly, thinking of the decades of self-imposed exile that Jack had lived through, taking care of her father. No, it wasn’t likely that she would let that kind of thing happen to her.
“I hear you,” she said, a bit more brightly than she felt. “How are you and Connie doing? How’re Guy and Grace?”
“Oh, they’re all fat and happy,” he said. Then came the sound of a solid smack at the other end of the line and muffled laughter in the background.
“Okay,” he replied in a hurry, “that appears to have been a poor choice of words. Guy and I are fat and happy…if slightly bruised,” more laughter, “the ladies are svelte and satisfied.”
Cassie chuckled, “Always the smooth talker, eh Jack?”
“Apparently. How are things in town?”
“Well, I just got here yesterday, but everything seems normal. Slow. Half the town is still shut down for winter; you know how it is.”
“You have no idea how well,” he grumbled, “I almost came home when I heard about Shipes.”
“Shipes?” Cassie answered, “what about him?”
Harold Shipes was the official eccentric. Most small towns harbor at least one rich, elderly widower whose exploits fill the empty spaces in the local gossip.
Shipes fit the bill for most of Long Beach.
Somewhere in his mid-nineties (no one knew for sure), he lived alone in a huge, secluded house near Leadbetter Park.
Two massive wrought-iron gates faced Stackpole Road, guarding a narrow, winding road that led up to The Mansion, as it was referred to locally.
The gates themselves were the meat of much conversation in the alehouses and sewing circles of the community. Somewhat the worse for wear, they were said to be over two hundred years old, shipped from England in the nineteen-eighties, and they had previously protected the ancestral castle where Shipes forbearers had lived and died, and eaten from silver for countless generations.
The Shipes family had come to Oysterville in the early days of the boom, rubbing elbows (sometimes roughly) with such local legends as Major Espy and James Swan.
Their fortunes, it seemed, were already well established and the fall of the great oyster beds at the end of the nineteenth century had little affect on their wealth.
Now, only Harold remained and, with each winter’s storms, his impending demise was always a much-speculated topic. Cassie had met him once or twice when delivering special orders with Jack.
Shipes was an admitted bibliophile and, according to Jack at least, his personal library could rival any one in the western hemisphere.
At least once a year, a personal letter would arrive at the bookstore (Shipes detested such modern conveniences as telephones and computers) requesting from Jack some impossible-to-find tome that he simply had to have.
Jack had yet to fail him, delivering each book in person along with a hefty bill that the old man never hesitated to pay, usually tossing a wad of bills absentmindedly across his desk as he greedily fingered his latest treasure.
Jack had always found this arrangement perfectly acceptable.
“Did I lose you, Kiddo?” A voice spoke in Cassie’s ear.
“Huh?” Cassie snapped back to the present.
“Ah,” spoke Jack, his voice dripping sarcasm, “there’s the product of a college education.”
Cassie’s lip twitched, “Don’t make me talk to Connie, Jack.”
“Touché,” he laughed.
“So, what’s up with Shipes, did he finally pass away?”
“In a manner of speaking,” Jack replied, his voice growing somber, “I guess the old fella was tired of living alone in that monstrosity of a house. The news said that he punched his ticket in the bathtub, late last Monday night.”
“Punched his ticket,” she grimaced, “that’s lovely Jack. You’ve been reading Puzo again, haven’t you?”
“Sorry,” Jack snickered. “It appears that Harold Shipes committed suicide last week. Filled the tub with hot water and drank himself unconscious. Drowned. Even left a note on that old Underwood typewriter of his.”
There was a thoughtful pause as Cassie considered this, the phrase drank himself unconscious replaying in her mind as she fought the temptation to say, speaking of that…
Jack read her thoughts over the scratchy long-distance line.
“No worries, Cass,” he said, “they meet in the Bowie High School theatre every Monday night. I haven’t missed a meeting yet.”
Cassie felt the tears well up in her eyes. Jack Leland was an alcoholic. He had spent a goodly part of his life at the bottom of the bottle, and had fought the good fight for the last decade, attending the local AA meetings faithfully.
Jack would be the first to say that it was no fairy tale; battles had been won and lost, and still the war went on, but he fought it bravely.
“I love you, Jack,” she whispered.
“I know, kiddo,” he said, his voice thickening a little, “and that’s as good as all the meetings in the world.”
“One day at a time, Jack,”
“One day at a time,” he answered.
“And,” Jack continued after a deep breath, “as if suicide weren’t bad enough, to add insult to injury the old man donated all of his books to local libraries,” Jack sounded deeply outraged, “curse his hide.”
Cassie smiled. She knew perfectly well that Jack, himself, had done plenty of pro bono for the libraries and historical societies up and down the coast.
“So,” she went on, “how goes the diet?”
“An indelicate question.”
“Guess you should have sent me to finishing school instead.”
“One could only wish,” Jack replied.
“Jack…”
“You know,” he responded without apology, “I do have my own wife here to harangue me over every meal…” The sound of another smack echoed up the line.
“You’ve been cheating again, haven’t you, Jack?”
“To safeguard one’s health,” Jack said, in that infuriating voice that assured her he was quoting somebody obscurely famous, “at the cost of too strict a diet is a tiresome illness indeed!”
Cassie waited.
“Francois de La Rochefoucauld,” he finished.
“Gesundheit,” Cassie replied.
Jack also happened to be afflicted with type two diabetes. It was a mild case, and his doctor had assured them that with the proper diet and exercise, he need never make the leap from pills to daily insulin injections.
“Cassie,” Jack pleaded, “It’s the holidays…”
“Save it for your wife, Jack. I’m telling Dr. Ottman.”
“You wouldn’t!”
Cassie grinned through another meaningful pause.
“You would,” he said at last, “wouldn’t you? Ungrateful whelp.”
“Gotta go, Jack,” she chuckled, “this is costing you a fortune.”
“Costing me…?” he replied, “Cassie! Are you calling from the store phone?”
“Like I said, it’s costing you a fortune. I’m just a poor college girl, trying to make her way in the world.”
“Trying is certainly accurate,” he growled, “and no wild parties up there either!”
“Oh yes, Jack,” Cassie replied, rolling her eyes, “we’re already planning the next one. You should have been here last night; we’ll never get the pizza stains off the ceiling. I’m calling from jail now. In fact, the fire department had to show up to put out the curtains…”
“Fire Department?” Jack roared, “Cassia Belanger, my BOOKS!”
There was a pause.
“Yes, Jack,” she replied, “I’m fine too, thanks for asking.”
Cassie promised to say hi to Pastor Edelstien on Sunday for them, and Jack was still laughing when they said good-bye and hung up.
It was hours before Cassie realized that she hadn’t once mentioned her nightmares or the strange, haunting song.
Chapter Nine
Frankie Koko was just the same as Cassie remembered him, wearing his spotless white apron over a brightly flowered shirt that stretched tightly across his massive chest and shoulders. Frankie was clad in a voluminous riot of color that draped his bulk like a silk tarp over a Sherman tank.
A thick ponytail hung down from beneath a blue paper hat and big, white teeth shone in a perpetual grin from his dark face. Frankie was Samoan, with glistening black hair and dark, twinkling eyes. He recognized Cassie immediately.
“Heyya college-girl, I thought we’d lost ya to the flatlanders!”
“Just taking a holiday.”
“So where’s that old book thief gone off to? They finally arrest him?”
Cassie laughed. Jack had been a daily customer of The Loose Caboose long before Frankie Koko had purchased it, and the two men had held an ongoing battle of words from nearly the first day. Frankie was only half of Jack’s age, but gifted with a grace and wit that had bested the older man in more than one verbal skirmish, and a good humor that kept his opponent coming back. The fact that Frankie also happened to make the best oyster sandwich on the west coast may have played some small role as well.
“Not yet,” she said, “you still making that monster Hawaiian burger of yours?”
The big man’s bushy eyebrows came together in a mock frown as she tweaked him with one of Jack’s favorite gibes.
“That’s a Samoan burger, Missy,” he said with a growl, “I think the old man is a bad influence on you.”
“No doubt about that. So, is the Samoan burger still killing the tourists?”
Frankie snorted, his grin widening. “No complaints yet!”
“Of course not, anyone who actually finishes one dies of a heart attack on the way to their car.”
“You want everything on that?” the big man laughed.
“Of course, and a side of fries…”
Cassie thought a moment and grinned.
“…and a strawberry shake to wash it down!”
“You’re gonna get fat...”
Cassie’s eyes went wide and innocent as she sighed coquettishly, placing a small white hand over his huge russet paw.
“Who cares? You’re never going to ask me to marry you, so what have I got to look forward to?”
It’s hard to tell when a Samoan blushes, but it seemed to Cassie that Frankie’s face darkened a shade or two as he fled wordlessly back into the tiny kitchen.
Cassie took the last of the four small booths in the near wall of the narrow room, the one facing the window overlooking the street. She needed to think, and the Caboose was a good place to get an early lunch and do just that.
There was only one other patron when Cassie sat down, a slender, sallow young man at the counter sipping from a Styrofoam coffee cup and reading a newspaper. The man’s eyes had appraised her when she first walked in and then returned to his reading.
Clad in a heavy black motorcycle jacket and jeans, she assumed that he belonged to the street bike that was parked in the middle of the sidewalk out front.
He didn’t seem like the kind of guy who was given to small talk, so Cassie took the table furthest from him and studied the thin dribble of tourist traffic flowing up and down Highway 103.
Across the street, at the old ARCO station, a big RV swayed off the street and up to the outermost pumps. The door opened and a young man hopped out, stretching and yawning like he’d been asleep not too long before.
Cassie raised an eyebrow in spite of herself. Tall, well built, the guy’s blond hair was cut short. He wore black jeans and a forest-green shirt; its cuffs rolled halfway up his tanned forearms. He was handsome, with a high-boned, almost delicate face behind gold-rimmed glasses.
Now why couldn’t he have come in for lunch instead of easy rider over there? Cassie wondered glumly.
As if sensing her thoughts, the blond man looked up, glancing directly through the window at her, and smiled.
Cassie froze, her straw midway to her lips, and then took a deep breath. With the sun angled the way it was, the window of the Caboose would be a mirror-like reflection.
There was no way that he could see her sitting there. More likely, he had glanced up and seen the sign above the glass, reading…
Lunch Special: Sandwich, fries, and large soda, $4.99.
…and realized that he was hungry.
Whatever his reason, he hopped back behind the wheel of the big rig and did a quick, reverse u-turn, backing the vehicle into the open lot beside the gas station. Jumping from the driver seat once more, he pointed a hand back at the RV (car alarm, Cassie thought).
The man paused as an overloaded log truck snored past on 103, bark dust, like thick brown dandruff, sprinkling the asphalt. He waited for the cloud to disperse before jogging across the two-lane street and up the steps to the restaurant.
Frankie heard the bell ring over the door and appeared from the kitchen wiping his huge hands on a soft white towel.
“Help you, sir?”
The newcomer rolled his eyes appreciatively at the smell of grilling meat that permeated the room.
“Smells like I’ve died and gone to heaven…”
The big cook grinned. This was the kind of customer he liked right off. No whining about calories and cholesterol, no derogatory comments on how fattening everything looked.
A sign taped to the glass-topped counter said it all:
“There’s a place for all God’s creatures…right next to the mashed potatoes.”
Frankie laughed.
“You sound like a man who knows good food.”
The young man in the green shirt grinned back, “Let’s find out. How about a double cheeseburger with some mushrooms, an order of onion rings, and a cream soda? That oughta stoke the ol’ fire, huh?”
“You got it, pal!”
Cassie looked up and smiled politely as the stranger took the booth next to her and pulled out a handheld computer, instantly losing himself in the tiny screen. A moment later Frankie appeared with her order and it was the blond man’s turn to look up, and he did so with a happy sigh.
“Now that’s a burger!”
Frankie Koko’s Samoan Burger was a local legend.
Framed proudly above the cash register was a clipping from the FoodDay section of the Portland Oregonian newspaper, listing the best burgers in the Pacific Northwest. Frankie’s was number one.
Cassie closed her eyes and took a long, luxurious inhale.
The young cook started with an oversized Kaiser roll, split, buttered, and toasted. Two quarter-pound beef patties, fresh cheddar cheese from Tillamook, grilled onions, lettuce, and tomato, with crisp dill pickle wedges on the side.
The burger got its Samoan title from the thick slice of smoked ham that rested between the beef patties and the crushed pineapple, sprinkled with red pepper, which topped it off.
It was, as Jack always said, a heart attack on a bun.
Ten minutes later, she was picking at the last of the French-fries and sipping the melted remains of her milkshake as she considered her next move.
As much as she thought of the tiny towns along the peninsula as her home, she had, in fact, only really been in the area on vacations and the occasional weekend since starting college. She had lived here only a few months, before beginning her freshman year, and most of that had been spent confined to the bookstore, trying to keep it running while Jack recovered from his heart attack.
Her lip quirked at the realization that she knew far more about the founding and settlement of the north coast, thanks to Jack and Aunt Connie’s obsessions with history, than she did about its current geography.
Unfortunately, knowing where Bruceport used to stand, or where the Chinooks had made their summer camps, wasn’t going to help her a great deal.
Cassie sighed. She was going to have to call Jack again, and this time fill him in on the whole story. If the song she was hearing was, in fact, an Indian dialect, as she suspected it to be, no one would know better than Jack about where to go to have it deciphered.
“What in the world—“
Frankie’s voice brought her suddenly from her reverie and she looked up to find the large man standing at the table next to her.
She’d been so lost in her own thoughts that she’d missed entirely when the handsome stranger had finished his lunch and left.
Now Frankie stood, paused in the action of bussing the table, staring at a snatch of paper he held in his hand. It was a napkin, Cassie realized, covered in scribbles.
“What is it?” Cassie asked, rising to stand next to him, looking over his broad, flowered shoulder to see what he had found.
“Dunno, kid. What do you make of this?”
Cassie’s face grew very pale and the room dimmed for a moment before snapping back into bright, almost painful detail. Her heart began to trip-hammer in her chest. A moment later, she found herself standing on the sidewalk in front of the Caboose, looking frantically up and down 103.
One side of the thin white napkin was covered in scratchings of blue ink. At the top was a crude, but obvious sketch of an old sailing ship, its three masts rising from the hull, connected by spidery ink ropes.
The word Shoalwater was scrawled across the ship.
Below this was line after line of nonsense words, lengthy strings of vowels that were all too familiar to Cassie.
In the middle of the page, in larger print and circled repeatedly until the tissue-like paper had torn, were the words:
KILL AH COAT AH
Kil-a-ko-tah.
The handsome young man in gold rimmed glasses was gone, his big RV nowhere in sight.
Pulling out of Ocean Park, Jon followed Highway 103 past Seaview, Loomis, and Ocean Park. Gift shops, restaurants, and motels dotted the road, interspersed with great flat stretches of white sand.
The beaches seemed deserted; just the occasional kite flyer, or handholding couples strolling along near the tideline. Jon didn’t like the idea of all that open space around him and kept the bike’s needle pegged at sixty, the pockets of civilizations becoming multicolored blurs on either side.
A sign ahead read Leadbetter State Park, 8 miles.
That sounds good, he thought. Park somewhere back in the trees, maybe find a nice secluded spot looking out on the ocean and take a nap.
As he left Nahcotta, Jon noticed a car pulled off onto the narrow gravel shoulder on the right. Civic, he thought, early nineties. Only eleven possible key patterns for the door and ignition...
Jon grinned to himself under his black helmet and goosed the bike up to seventy, swinging into the oncoming lane to pass the car.
That’s when she stepped out from in front of the raised hood, the brunette from the restaurant this afternoon.
His grin widened.
Wouldn’t be gentlemanly to just leave such a pretty young gal stranded out here in the middle of nowhere, now would it?
Jon geared down and rode the brakes in a squealing, smoking slide, turning the bike like a pro and pulling up in front of the steaming car. The girl looked up with a mixed expression of concern and irritation as he killed the engine and pulled off his helmet.
As she walked toward him, she tugged up the beltline of her jeans and pulled down on the flapping tail of her shirt in an oddly familiar gesture.
Jon frowned, then nodded as she stopped with both hands on her slim hips, there was smudge of engine grime on her right cheek, and he forced himself not to grin.
“Most stolen car in America,” he said, resting the helmet in his lap and making no move to dismount.
“Excuse me?”
“Most stolen car in America,“ Jon repeated, “Honda Civic, 1986 to 1995.”
The girl gave him a flat, hard look and Jon smiled back. She was prettier than he remembered from the funky train-car joint.
“And you would know this, because…”
Jon swung a leg over the bike and then leaned back against the seat, grinning openly now, despite himself.
“I’ve worked on a car or two.”
The girl smiled sweetly and insincerely, “Yours?”
Ouch, he thought, this one has teeth.
“Sometimes…but not always.”
The girl nodded as though he had confirmed her worst suspicions.
“Uh-huh.”
Jon set the helmet on the rack behind the seat, his hand drawn unconsciously to his breast pocket for the pack of smokes that wasn’t there. The girl caught the gesture and smirked.
“How long since you’ve had a cigarette?”
Jon laughed. He’d have to be careful here; this one had teeth and brains, not always the best combination in a lady, at least not for him.
“Been a while,” he acquiesced with a nod, “about the car though, I’m a mechanic. Bikes mostly, but I know my way around a four-cylinder pretty well.”
The young woman glanced into the engine compartment doubtfully.
Geez, Jon thought, she doesn’t know what a four-cylinder is.
“Mind if I take a look?” he asked.
She glanced up and down the deserted roadway and then blew a sigh of frustration.
“Why not?”
Jon stepped away from the motorcycle and extended a hand.
“Jon Greenan.”
The girl shook it tentatively; her fingers were thin and cold.
“Cassie,” she replied.
Jon leaned over the bumper of the tiny import, pulling a multi-tool from his belt in an unconscious gesture. The car was hot all right, and the engine, which was surprisingly clean, steamed steadily in the cool air.
The water reservoir was still half-full, so unless it was plugged, the radiator should have water. With any luck the light, aluminum heads hadn’t warped under the heat.
All of this went through his mind before he even had the pliers opened.
“So, what happened?”
Cassie frowned, overcoming the urge to kick the fender.
“This is the second time it’s overheated on me this week. No warning, I’m just driving along and the needle starts climbing into the red. By the time I get pulled over it’s steaming like this.”
Jon checked the hoses, which seemed fine, then carefully touched the radiator with the back of his hand. It was cool. In fact, it was cold. Jon grinned and stood up.
“You keep any tools in the car?”
“A few, what do you need?”
“Socket set, if you’ve got one.”
Cassie smiled for the first time in an hour.
“That, I think I have. Hang on.”
Honey, I’m not going anywhere, trust me, Jon thought as she disappeared around the side of the car.
Five minutes later Jon dropped the hood and called for Cassie, now seated inside with the heater on, to start the engine. The small motor kicked over and began to purr softly.
“The needle is going down,” Cassie called from behind the wheel. “It’s almost back to normal.”
Jon grinned again; he did so love to be right.
The young woman hopped out of the car and stood beside him, looking into the great mystery of her engine for some sign of change.
“What was it?” she asked.
Jon dropped a small, oval piece of machinery into her palm, still warm from the motor. Cassie saw that it held a small, tight spring at its center.
“Thermostat,” he said, matter-of-factly. “Sometimes they stick.”
Cassie turned the part over in her palm, “What’s it do?”
Jon gave her a short explanation of the cooling system, from water pump to thermostat.
“It was either that, or something really expensive.”
He chuckled, “Rule number one, start with the cheapest solution, you can always charge the customer for something else.”
Cassie shook her head, trying not to smile, “Nice.”
“Yeah, well, there are worse ways to make a living. Looks like you’re all set here, but you’ll want to replace that thermostat before summer.” Jon turned back toward his motorcycle.
“Hey wait,” Cassie called after him, catching his arm.
“Yeah?”
Jon forced himself to sound casual.
“I didn’t get to thank you for coming to my rescue--”
“Hey, no problem.”
“—and I need to apologize for giving you a hard time at first. I know better than to judge a book by its cover, it’s just that—“
“Black leather jacket,” Jon grinned, “on a black bike. I guess your momma warned you about guys like me, huh?”
Cassie grinned back, “Yes, yes she did…but maybe, I was wrong.”
“So I’m not a thug after all?”
Cassie laughed and shook her head. “Oh, you’re a thug all right, but you just might have the potential of being a nice guy.”
“Potential?” Jon groaned, “I haven’t heard the word potential since my sixth-grade parent-teacher conference.”
“Your last year in school?” Cassie asked, her grin widening.
“Wow, if this is how you say thanks…”
“No, really. I owe you one.” She said, “I had a long, cold walk ahead of me before you came along. If I haven’t already made you late, let me buy you a cup of coffee. Where are you headed?”
Jon nodded up the road. “I was going to check out Leadbetter Park,” he said. “You been there?”
Cassie nodded.
“Well, if you promise not to hurt me, would you mind showing a stranger around? I’ll take you up on that cup of coffee, or maybe a beer, afterward.”
“Sorry,” she smiled, and Jon sighed. It had been worth a try.
“I don’t drink,” she went on, “so it’ll have to be a coffee.”
Jon laughed. He was beginning to reassess this girl; she might actually be worth getting to know. “You’re sure I won’t revert to a thug?”
It was Cassie’s turn to laugh.
“Oh, I can take care of myself,” she winked, getting back into the car and closing the door.
I’ll bet you can, Jon thought as he fired up the bike and pulled out behind the Civic, I’ll just bet you can.
Chapter Ten
Three miles north of Oysterville, Heck pulled off Stackpole Road at the Leadbetter State Park turnoff, a narrow two-lane road fringed on both sides with thick vine maple and salmonberry bushes.
A mile further the road ended in a small oval parking lot. Heck pulled the RV in sideways across a half-dozen spots and shut it down. Slipping back into the body of the vehicle, Heck sat at the narrow couch, pulled on an old pair of hiking boots, and then grabbed a rain jacket from the closet.
At the last minute, he took a flashlight from beneath the driver’s seat as well.
It was still only mid-afternoon, but who knew how far the trail to the beach was or what he would do once he got there.
What am I going to do when I get there? He mused, crossing the parking lot to the map station and studying the trails, and why am I going out there at all? In fact, what am I’m doing here in the first place?
The forest around him was silent in reply, the stillness broken only by the trill of starlings and the sea breeze in the high green canopy above. From somewhere deeper in the trees came the machine-gun rattle of a hungry woodpecker and, from even further, the faint mournful cry of gulls.
Tying the arms of the parka around his narrow waist, Heck set off for the beach.
The trail was damp and springy; season’s of pine needles and countless eons of forest compost beneath his feet made the walking seem airy and cushioned.
I could hike forever on this, he thought.
The forest went on for some ways, twisting and turning over the enormous roots of old-growth firs, pine-slat bridges crossing muddy marsh-pools, and crisscrossed by hundreds of narrow, meandering game trails. Heck saw the mud cast prints of deer, elk, raccoons, and what may have been a single large bear track that made his mouth go dry and the back of his neck prickle.
The trail climbed upward, growing sandy underfoot. On either side of the trail, ferns and salmonberries gave way to short, crooked cottonwoods and clumps of sea grass as he hiked out of the woods and onto the dunes.
Another gust of wind, stronger this time and touched with fine mist, swayed through the trees, rubbing their limbs together in a dry, groaning sigh that sounded to Heck like the creaking ropes and timbers that filled his dreams.
He shivered again and brought the hood of the parka up; the air tasted of sea-salt and the promise of rain.
Heck stopped and cocked his head; he thought he’d caught just the faintest murmur of voices on the wind, blowing back from the beach ahead, and he wondered briefly if they were real.
Jon and Cassie had found a convenient driftwood log, mired in the sand at the high tideline, that was just the right height to make a comfortable bench.
“So,” Cassie said, continuing the small talk, “where did you learn to work on cars like that?”
Jon grimaced, his eyes still on the ocean, “My old man was a mechanic; he owned a shop in Portland. I grew up playing with torque-wrenches and grease guns when my friends were playing catch. He was good with engines, my old man, too good.”
“How so?”
Jon’s lips compressed to a thin line and he was silent for so long that Cassie thought he hadn’t heard her question.
“He had this big screwdriver,” Jon said at last, “that he kept on a shelf in his garage. He could put one end of it against the heads of a running engine, lean his forehead against the other end, and tell you exactly how far the timing was off, or if the pistons or rods needed adjusting, just about anything. He was always right on, too.”
Cassie waited out another long pause.
“But?”
Jon sighed, his brows knitting together, and Cassie thought she heard a lot of anger in that sigh.
“My mom used to tell me that God gave him all that patience with engines because he didn’t have any for people.” His eyes flicked down to where he was toeing the damp sand. “He didn’t much care for anything or anyone that he couldn’t fix with a good set of pliers.”
“What do you mean?”
Jon sighed again, more resigned than angry this time, and pulled up the heavy sleeve of his jacket, exposing his thin right forearm. He turned the pale underside toward Cassie, revealing a narrow, pink-puckered scar that ran in a perfect straight line halfway between his elbow and wrist.
“I left a screwdriver on top of a space heater while I was helping him work on his truck. It fell into the elements and started melting there, stunk something awful. The old man put on a welding glove but by the time he got a hold of it the handle was toast and the shank was glowing.”
“This,” Jon said, nodding to the scar, “is where he made me hold out my arm while he laid that screwdriver across it. He said it would remind me to take better care of his tools.”
Cassie stared at the narrow scar and swallowed hard, “How old were you…when he did that?”
Jon’s eyes and voice were flat.
“I was ten.”
Ten? Cassie thought in horror; she had been playing with dolls at ten, skipping ropes and scraping her knees on hot desert rocks.
What kind of a man could do something like that to his own child? Her mind slipped back in time and she heard her own mother’s voice once more, talking about the father that Cassie wouldn’t meet for another decade.
He's not someone you want to know, Cass, the voice whispered again in her mind. Katherine Belanger might have known exactly what kind of person could hurt their own child.
Cassie shuddered.
“Alcoholic,” she said. It wasn’t a question.
“Nope, well not really,” he replied, taking a deep breath, “just half crazy, and mean. My old man didn’t need booze to make him hurt people, he was already wired for it; booze just made him worse.”
Cassie listened to the slow pounding of the surf, the snake-like slither of windblown sand. The log was growing cold and hard beneath her but she didn’t want to move.
She sensed that the young man didn’t share these things lightly, or often. She didn’t want to shut him down.
“What happened to him?”
“Dead. My senior year in high school.” Jon’s voice remained flat and emotionless. Cassie glanced at him a little fearfully.
He might as well be talking about the death of his dog. No, she thought, the death of someone else’s dog. A death that held no emotional meaning for him whatsoever.
Jon was silent, watching the tide lap against the shore, his face set.
That makes things a little clearer, Cassie thought.
She had sensed, as they had walked and talked their way to the beach, that beneath the hard cold exterior there was more to Jon Greenan than the leather clad tough-guy he portrayed to the world.
What kind of man might he have become if, like her, he’d been removed and hidden from his father, if he had been nurtured with love and patience instead of violence and abuse?
These were questions that she knew she couldn’t answer, problems that she couldn’t fix.
But God can, she thought. God could work miracles in hearts harder than Jon’s; Christ’s love had turned around lives much further lost than the scarred and angry young man seated beside her. She had some personal experience with that.
How betrayed he must feel.
Okay Lord, she thought, I know you’re prompting me, tell me what I can do to help him, show me how to point him to you. Then, almost as an afterthought, …and please keep me safe.
She had seen the young biker’s eyes move over her when he’d pulled off the highway to help her out, and even before that. At the Caboose this afternoon, he had paused to give her an appraising look.
Cassie had just finished three and a half years of close, daily contact with hundreds of college boys and she had no illusions about what had turned Jon’s bike around and brought him out here with her.
If she could get his mind off her body and into her head, she might be able to build a friendship here.
Cassie might have been surprised, had she known how similar her line of thought was to Jon’s, who continued to dig in the sand with his boot, unable to look up, not wanting her to see the unshed tears in his eyes.
What in the heck is going on here, he thought, trying to be disgusted with himself and failing, I’ve known this girl for a couple of hours and suddenly I’m offering her my confession? She’s just a girl, for Pete’s sake; get a grip Jon!
“So…is your mom…still alive?”
Jon nodded.
“Yeah, she lives in Rockwood, that's just outside Portland; one of those crappy fifty-year-old apartment complexes that takes welfare rent. She’s on disability… emphysema, and maybe the beginnings of that old-folks disease…”
“Alzheimer’s?”
“That’s the one.”
“I’m sorry.”
“She’s not that sick yet, but I’ve got to get her out of Oregon, someplace warm and dry. Her doctor says Arizona, New Mexico, someplace like that. But somewhere with someone to watch out for her, you know. In case things get worse up here,” Jon tapped a skinny finger against his temple.
Cassie nodded.
“I grew up in Arizona; if you’re looking for warm and dry, that’s the place.”
She was relieved when a faint smile touched his lips and he nodded.
“Yeah, my aunt, my mom’s sister, lives in Phoenix.”
“Trying to move her there on disability is a nightmare though. Finding a place to live, doctors, getting her checks routed to a new address. I’ve looked at the paperwork—“
Jon held up his hand, making a five-inch gap between his thumb and forefinger, representing the size of the stack.
“I get about three pages into it and my head starts spinning, I just don’t have the brains for that kind of stuff, neither does Mom…”
Cassie paused, wanting to find the right inflection so that her next words didn’t come across as flippant or trite.
“Maybe I could help?”
Jon looked up at her, his jaw working painfully. Whatever shielded his hardened heart from the rest of the world hadn’t budged an inch. His eyes were as flat as the winter sea.
“Why would you do that?”
“Friends help each other, that’s all.”
Jon said nothing, looking back out into the distance; the first dark fingers of twilight were beginning to reach towards the horizon.
“So we’re friends?” he asked at last, and Cassie was stung a little by the bitterness in his voice. “You sure that’s such a good idea? You were right, you know, I am a thug. I do bad things and I’m not real sorry for them. You sure you want to be friends with me?”
Cassie started to respond but he interrupted.
“An hour ago you wouldn’t even say your last name—“
“Jon, I –“
Suddenly he leaped to his feet and whirled, the movement so quick and unexpected that Cassie emitted a small shriek before she could stop herself.
A man was walking towards them from the trail over the dunes. It was the tall blond from this morning.
He smiled and waved and Cassie, with a great sigh of relief, waved back. Jon made no response however, watching the stranger make his way through the loose sand towards them, his hands balled into fists.
Before the newcomer was close enough to hear, Cassie leaned over the driftwood log and whispered into Jon’s ear.
“It’s…Belanger.”
Jon was still looking at her, his eyes wide and uncertain when the stranger reached them, holding out his hand as he approached, his own eyes on Cassie as well.
“Small world,” he said, smiling.
“I was thinking the same,” Cassie laughed, shaking hands and introducing herself. “We could have saved ourselves some gas and just carpooled from the Caboose.”
Jon’s smile was tight.
Heck nodded to the smaller man, “Bryan Heckard, but everyone calls me Heck.”
Jon hesitated just a moment longer than might have been considered polite before extending his own hand. “Jon.”
Cassie cleared her throat meaningfully, and Jon reddened.
“Jon Greenan,” he corrected himself, then glancing at the young woman again, added, “Nice to meet ya.”
“The same. What brings you out here?”
“Vacation.” Jon and Cassie said together, and then both laughed.
Heck looked a little startled, then asked, “Oh, you’re…together?”
It was Cassie’s turn to blush. “No, Jon came to my rescue earlier and we were both headed this direction. What about you?”
Heck looked a little uncomfortable, spreading his hands lamely, “Well…not to sound repetitive, but…vacation, I guess.”
The three of them walked down a bit closer to the tide. Cassie, remembering her last encounter a little fearfully, stopped well out of reach of the surf and the two men, who had unconsciously taken positions on either side of her, did the same.
They stood awhile, making occasional attempts at small talk but each time allowing their observations of the beach, the town, or the weather dwindle back into silence.
Finally they just stood.
Far out at the horizon, the clouds had broken and the edge of the world was aflame, wide ribbons of light sweeping the sea in burnished reds and golds.
All was silent save for the whisper of the wind and the slow murmur of the incoming tide.
Jon’s eyes were far away as he watched the sunset deepening toward purple, his mind filled with swirling images and soft, alien song.
“Kil-a-ko-tah…” he whispered.
His eyes stayed fixed on the dying of the day, as the two strangers turned to stare at him in slack jawed amazement.
Chapter Eleven
Before the three reached the parking lot again, a fine drizzle was falling, interspersed with the occasional far-off rumblings of thunder and flashes of lightning.
It was pitch-black in the thick cedar woods and both Cassie and Jon had been forced to admit that it had been a little foolish to make the hike out to the beach, and then stay until dark, without a flashlight.
He drew a deep breath of relief as he unlocked the side door of the RV and ushered his dripping companions in.
Rummaging in the closet, Heck found a couple of clean towels, which he tossed to his guests, then fired up the propane heaters and started filling the coffeepot.
Between the electric furnace and the body heat of three people, the small space warmed quickly, and soon all three of them were sitting around the tiny foldout table sipping coffee and enjoying being dry and warm as the storm blew outside.
“Okay,” Jon said finally, “so you’re telling me that both of you have been having the same dream as me? You’re hearing the girl singing too?”
Heck produced the yellow legal pad that held his previous scribblings and Cassie, somewhat abashed, took the napkin that Heck had left at the restaurant from her shirt pocket.
“I’ve got a dozen pages just like it at home, too,” she said.
Cassie paused a moment then related her experience at the beach the day before. She finished with a long, shuddering sigh and both men were quiet and a little pale.
Heck glanced from the papers to her.
“So, astral projection, mental telepathy, what are we talking about here?”
“Ghosts?” Jon offered, without a trace of humor.
“God.” Cassie stated without hesitation.
Jon whistled and Heck’s face grew hard.
“I’ll stick with the former, thanks.”
‘Why’s that?” Cassie asked.
Heck’s knuckles were white around his coffee cup.
“God,” he said, his teeth clenched, “if there is a God, had his chance to talk to me. If he has something to say now, I’m not interested in hearing it.”
Oh my, thought Cassie, there’s a story behind that.
Instead of pressing the issue, she took another tact.
“Well, regardless of what we believe to be the source, the point is that we’re obviously all here for a reason. Something has brought us here and there has to be a purpose behind it, something we’re supposed to do.”
The two men nodded and Cassie realized suddenly, and with some chagrin, that she had just been handed the commanding position in whatever lay ahead. She swallowed hard and went on.
“The three words we’ve all heard in common are Shoalwater, Leadbetter, and this Kill-a-coat-ah word. Shoalwater, I assume you know, was the name of this bay before it was changed to Willapa.”
Cassie pronounced the word Will-uh-puh, and they both nodded again.
“Leadbetter is where we are now, and all the way out to the end of the peninsula. It used to be called low place or, uh, —“
“Low Point,” Heck interjected, “I looked it up.”
“Good, Low Point. So, we’re familiar with that one too. It’s this last, this Kill-a-Coat-ah. Now, I’m not sure but I think—“
“—it’s Indian,” Jon said, then looked embarrassed, “I mean, I think it’s Indian. I used to date a girl who grew up in Warm Springs, on the reservation. She could talk the native language, it sounded kinda like that. It had, I don’t know, that same singsong—“
“Inflection?” Cassie offered.
“Yeah, right. Inflection.”
She turned to Heck, “What do you think?”
“Hey, don’t ask me,” Heck raised both hands, “I wouldn’t know it from Swahili. The last Indian I heard spoken was in Dances with Wolves, and the only word I remember is Ta-tonka. When she starts singing about buffalo, let me know, maybe I can help.”
Cassie grinned, “I’d do that.”
Jon set his empty mug on the tabletop and ran a hand through his short dark hair.
“Okay, is this creeping anyone else out but me?” he blurted, “I mean we’re three people who’ve never met and, begging your pardon, have nothing in common, and we’re all…brought…here by the same dreams and voices—“
Heck coughed suddenly, choking on his coffee.
“Do the voices in my head bother you?” he asked, laughing a little wildly.
“What do you mean?”
Jon’s eyes narrowed as the taller man laughed again. Heck saw the look and shook his head.
“No, it’s not you. I saw a bumper sticker yesterday that said, 'Are The Voices In My Head Bothering You?’ It just struck me as ironic, considering that the same voice, in our heads, is bothering all three of us. But I’ll be honest with you... I’m relieved. I was beginning to think I was going crazy.”
Cassie nodded at this, as Heck continued, “I mean, I was hearing these voices, and I was starting to do what they said! How psycho is that? At least now I know it isn’t just me. If it’s happening to both of you, chances are pretty good that we’re not all having the same delusion.”
Both Cassie and Jon agreed.
“So,” Cassie said, “if this voice we’re hearing, and these words, are Indian, and it sounds like we all agree on that, I think it’s safe to assume that it’s Chinook.”
The two men looked at her, puzzled.
“Chinook is the name of the Indian tribe that lived along the Washington coast, from the Columbia River to just above the bay. If the voice is Indian, and it’s calling us here, it stands to reason that the language is Chinook.”
“So, the fish were named after these Indians?” Jon asked.
“Yes, and so are most of the towns along the coast; either after specific chiefs or words the Chinook used to describe the places. Anyway, I think our next step is to find someone who can translate all of this,” Cassie gestured towards the papers, “into English and see what in the world we’re supposed to do about it.”
They nodded again, as Heck rose to refill their coffee cups.
Cassie raised her cup to the two men, a troubled smile on her lips, “To the Shoalwater Voices Club.”
Both men grinned and raised their drinks to the toast, “The Shoalwater Voices Club.”
Cassie excused herself to use the rest room. Inside, she noticed a photo in a small, silver frame above the medicine cabinet. It was a wallet-size wedding picture, and Cassie sighed as she looked from the pretty, blond woman in white, to Heck, who cut a dashing figure in a gray tuxedo and vest.
She had seen the ring on his finger earlier and thought it was strange that he hadn’t mentioned a wife or family yet.
Oh well, she thought, what hasn’t been strange about all of this?
The three talked awhile longer and agreed to meet at the bookstore the next day, and then grab some lunch.
“Anything but that Hawaiian burger place,” Heck groaned, “my arteries can’t handle that more than once a week.”
“I know just the place,” Cassie said, her eyes twinkling.
Cassie told them that she would call a friend who should be able to point them in the right direction as far as an interpreter went.
Outside the rain had slackened to an almost invisible mist, and Jon said that he’d better take off before it picked up again. Cassie yawned hugely and agreed.
“Lousy weather for a motorcycle,” Heck said, as they stepped out into the dark parking lot.
“You get used to it,” Jon replied, pulling riding chaps and elbow-length gloves from his saddlebags. “I grew up in this.”
“Besides,” Cassie grinned, fishing out her car keys, “it gives you an excuse to wear all that black leather!”
Jon flashed one of his rare, wide smiles as he pulled on his helmet.
“Well, there’s that.”
They laughed, and Jon nodded as he fired up the bike. “I’ll see ya tomorrow. Good to meet you Heckard, you too Cassie Belanger.”
With a roar, he was gone and, as Cassie turned the Civic onto Highway 103 moments later, she wasn’t surprised that there was no sign of his taillights in the distance.
It was 11:15 before Heck had cleaned up the coffeepot and mugs, folded the small table back up, and climbed into the driver’s seat of the RV.
As he performed a wide, lumbering U-turn and started back toward the dilapidated trailer park that was home at the moment, his bright high beams washed over the lone vehicle that remained in the secluded lot.
Heck didn’t even register the big sedan, dark and empty, with its windows rolled up.
If he had, his only thought would have been that someone’s car had broken down and they’d had to abandon it for the night.
As he pulled the big rig onto the narrow road leading out of the park, Heck didn’t see a figure sit up in the darkness behind the wheel.
A moment later, after the RV had rounded a bend in the road, the bright flare of a match lit the interior of the car, as the driver lit a cigarette and then stepped out of the vehicle to stow his gear back in the trunk.
First, a large horn-shaped piece of equipment, which Bryan Heckard and a very few others would have recognized as a parabolic-ear, its thick cables leading to a laptop computer; next, a set of heavy-muffed headphones and, lastly, a small cassette deck.
Each item fit neatly into foam lined cases in the trunk.
The man took another deep drag on his smoke, the flaring end illuminating a long, hard face, and dead, shark-like eyes.
He slipped the cassette from the machine and into his pocket.
As he slid back behind the wheel, he smiled grimly.
He had two hours of tape that, thanks to the electronic listening device in the trunk, had picked up the conversation within the RV as though he had been sitting at the table himself.
On the notepad in the seat beside him were a list of names-- ?-Heckard, Jon-?, and Cassie Belanger.
At the bottom of the page, he’d noted: Sandcastle Bookstore, 10:00 am.
He smiled again, flicking the butt of his cigarette out the cracked window and onto the wet pavement, as he slipped the sedan into drive.
He’d be there.
Bethenia Owens
Head Mistress
Oysterville School
Oysterville, Shoalwater Bay
23 of February 1868
Mother Mary Baptist:
I take my pen in hand to inform to you that I am well at present and I hope that these few lines may find you in the same state of health. I received your kind letter the 18th of February and was glad to hear that your hopes for a mission on Shoalwater Bay are proceeding. As you so kindly requested, I have interviewed the Chinok children living in Uppertown and believe that I have found a young girl who would serve admirably as a representative on your Eastern journey. The child is an orphan; she and her younger sister live with their grandmother. She is the brightest and hardiest of her circle, and having been raised a proper Christian, will deport herself with modesty and an appropriateness of manner behooving your company.
Both she and her grandmother are accepting of your conditions and you have my word that the child will be prepared to travel on the aforementioned date.
God bless you and keep you for your mercies on the children of Shoalwater Bay. My two years here have witnessed squalor and deprivation as I would not have deemed believable.
In His keeping and your own, your servant,
Bethenia Owens
Chapter Twelve
Grinning, Heck swung a leg off the big bike as Jon pulled up to the curb.
It had been quite a while since he’d been on a motorcycle and he’d almost forgotten the rush he felt as the wind whipped past him and the world became a blur of color just beyond his fingertips.
Heck had ridden in aircraft of all sizes, from jumbo jets to tiny Cessnas, and as far as he was concerned, a motorcycle was as close to flying as you could get.
“Thanks for the ride man,” he laughed, tossing Jon the shiny new helmet he’d just bought. Eighty bucks for a helmet might seem steep, he’d told Jon that morning, until you figured the cost of driving his big road yacht or renting a car.
“Besides,” he’d laughed, patting the seat of the Honda, “I might have to get me one of these!”
Jon grinned back knowingly as he strapped the two helmets to the rack over the back fender.
“Nice ride,” Heck said, “It’s a 600F, right, ’88 or ’89?”
Jon nodded, clearly impressed.
“An ’87. You know your bikes.”
“I have some buddies out in Oregon City who restore old Indians and Harleys; I spent some time out there fixing up my first bike, an old Harley Sportster that they got in a lot auction and wasn’t worth their time. What these guys don’t know about motorcycles isn’t worth writing down. Bikers dropped by with about every motorcycle you could imagine. They talked a lot and I listened.”
“Antique Motorcycle Works?” Jon asked.
Heck nodded.
Jon had heard of the place. They did good work and they did it honest; that Heck hung out with those guys raised his image several notches in Jon’s book.
Maybe he’s not just a college punk after all. In fact, nobody around here is quite who they seem to be.
Heck was busy walking slow circles around the café racer, trying to imagine how big a dent that a bike like this, and the trailer to haul it on, might put in his checkbook.
Face it, he thought, it would save you a fortune in gas, and the checking account can certainly afford the hit.
He’d lived like a miser since Becca had died, and business had gone well, in fact, it was going much better than well, and…it would be fun.
Like a gray shade falling over a single sunbeam, Heck felt the old depression and dark frustration engulf him.
Fun.
Could it be fun without Becca? Could anything be fun again without her…and did he really want it to be?
His eyes were deep pools of misery once more as they caught sight of Cassie coming down the stairs from her little apartment over the bookstore.
She froze, paralyzed for a moment by the pain and hopelessness in his gaze. It was like a glass full of ice water had been thrown in her face.
Touch him Lord, she thought, and take away his pain. Touch him and bring him back to you.
As if sensing her thoughts, Heck’s face grew stony and he turned away.
Jon, oblivious to their brief encounter, grinned at Cassie, trying desperately to keep his eyes on her face, and off the rest of her.
“If we’re all going on my bike, someone has to ride in a saddlebag.”
Cassie’s smile didn’t quite make it all the way to her eyes, “Then it sounds like we’re taking my old beater. But first, let’s go inside and talk; I want to let you guys know what I found out last night.”
“You got it,” Jon nodded, stepping up onto the curb. Heck followed without a backward glance at the sleek, black motorcycle.
“Are you sure you’re all right?” Jack asked for the third time, as Cassie lay in her dark bedroom with her tiny cell-phone pressed to her ear.
“I’m fine, Jack, stop worrying about me.”
It was only a little lie, in fact, it wasn’t really a lie at all. There was no reason to believe that she was in any danger and, besides, she might use all of this as research for a book. A guilty voice in her mind whispered that the hairs she was splitting were getting finer and finer.
“Yeah,” the old man had replied in a gruff tone, “like that’s going to happen. Well, if you need me, I can be home in twelve hours--”
“Jack, I promise, if I need you I’ll call, okay?”
Jack’s reply sounded less than reassured.
“How’s Bill?”
Though four years had gone by since Cassie had met the big, shambling man who was her father, she still couldn’t bring herself to call him anything but Bill.
Finally it had been agreed by Jack and Connie that maybe this was for the best; as Bill Beckman had no memories of his life before the self-inflicted gunshot that had caused his brain damage, trying to explain who Cassie was would only be confusing and frightening for him.
Cassie had come to love him in her own way, but she would never be able to think of him as her father.
Jack laughed.
“He’s a kid in a candy shop. Between Grace’s mashed potatoes and catfishing all night with Guy, we’re never going to drag him out of here!”
Jack brought them back to the subject at hand.
“Okay,” he went on, “so you’re looking for someone to decipher some old Chinook writings?”
“Yup.”
“Written phonetically, I assume?”
“How did you know that?”
He laughed.
“Because the Chinook didn’t have a written language.”
“Oh.”
“Tribal language, or Jargon?”
“Huh?” She replied.
“There’s that college education again.”
“Jack…”
“Okay, okay,” he chuckled, “quick lesson in Chinook: they spoke, and to some extent still speak, two very different languages. Their tribal language is the pure form of the ancient language of their specific tribe, with all the scope and nuance of a living language. Are you following me so far?”
“I’m with you,” she nodded, rolling her eyes. She could sense Jack warming up to the subject and realized that this could be a very long conversation.
Maybe the battery on her phone would run down.
“Jargon,” he went on, “is kind of an abbreviated trade language, very limited, mixing words from several tribes and even some English and French. It was a common language that most of the Indians in the Pacific Northwest spoke with some amount of familiarity. The American government loved to use the Jargon to slip all kinds of generalities into the treaties they forced down the Chinook’s throats. Read me those words again.”
Cassie did, struggling though several of the vowel-intensive lines she had scribbled in her notebook.
“Well,” Jack said at last, “it sounds like Jargon to me, a couple of those words might have been French, but I’m certainly no expert.”
“Now there,” Cassie grinned, “is an admission one doesn’t hear often; tell me that my aunt was awake for that.”
“Be nice,” he growled, “I could be sleeping happily next to your aunt right now. Instead, I’m on the back porch at three in the morning, in my boxers--”
“Whoa, too much information, Jack,” she laughed.
Jack was silent for several seconds on the other end of the line.
She sighed, trying to keep the laughter out of her voice, “Sorry Jack, I really appreciate your help, but what do I do now?”
“Willie,” he said at last.
“Will he what?”
“No, no…Willie Peck.”
“Jack!” she exclaimed, exasperation in her voice, “full sentences!”
There was a snicker over the phone line.
“Willie Peck’s the head librarian in Chinook. Her name is Willamina, but I wouldn’t call her that if I were you; she prefers Willie. There’s been Peck’s in Oysterville since there was an Oysterville, maybe longer.
“Willie’s lived on the Peninsula since Lewis and Clark showed up and there isn’t anything about the area or the people that old woman doesn’t know.”
Cassie could tell by the way that Jack had said old woman through his teeth, that this Willie Peck was someone who rubbed the old bookstore owner’s fur the wrong way.
Not like that’s a short list, she thought.
“Go on.”
“Well,” he hesitated, “Willie seems like your typical, straight-laced librarian type, but she’s a little…off.”
“Off? Off how?”
“Okay, first of all, she’s as Catholic as the Pope himself, maybe more so.”
“Yes…so?”
“I’m serious Cass, I mean, I’ve been in some pretty wild and woolly church experiences and I like to think I take my faith pretty seriously, but Willie Peck would genuflect to a telephone pole if it had a cross bar on it.”
“Jack, your religious prejudices are showing.”
“No. It’s not that. If the traditions of the Holy Roman Church bring Willie to a place where she can hear God, then bless her.” He chuckled, “I’m just saying be warned, people around there think she’s an odd duck and they’re going to start looking at you funny if you’re hanging out with her.”
“I didn’t think that other people’s opinions were something that bothered either of us terribly, Jack.”
Jack sighed.
“They’re not, but when you go in the library, you’re going to notice a statue of the Virgin Mary in a wall niche behind the counter…”
“Yes…”
“Willie’s been known to have extended conversations with that statue.”
“Whoa.”
“Exactly.”
“Willie Peck, huh?”
“Yup.”
Cassie couldn’t help herself, “Old girlfriend?”
There was a long, chilly silence.
“Goodnight Cassie.”
“Good—“ the phone clicked in her ear and he was gone. Cassie was still chuckling when she fell asleep.
“So,” she said as Jon settled into the couch facing the big front window and Heck poked around in the old paperbacks aisle, “we’ve got an appointment with Willie Peck at two-thirty. I figure that will give us time to grab a salad at the Shoalwater Inn and get our notes in order.”
“The Shoalwater Inn,” Jon grinned. “Nice!”
“I thought it was appropriate.”
Heck mumbled something from the back of the store. Cassie looked to Jon but he just shrugged.
“You know,” Cassie said, raising her voice, “we have cameras in that part of the store!”
Heck appeared at the entrance to the narrow alley between the shelves.
“I said,” he repeated, “I don’t know how you people can make any money, selling books for a buck each.”
“We make do.” Cassie laughed.
“You should gut this place and open a software store. For the same space this was taking,” he held up a battered Stephen King novel, “you could put a software bundle that sells for a couple of hundred.”
“Spoken like a soulless capitalist.”
Heck looked at her blankly.
Cassie shook her head and, taking his hand, led him around behind the counter to the computer and cash register. Flipping on the monitor, the screen filled with a pale amber light, clicking and humming, until the DOS command prompt appeared, flashing in the upper left corner.
Heck’s eyes widened. “You’re kidding me…”
He shook his head in wonder.
“Are you sure you want this man selling people software?” Cassie grinned.
“No,” he murmured, his eyes transfixed with the monochrome screen, “please make him stick to books.”
“C’mon,” she said, “let’s go get some lunch.”
As they stepped out onto the sidewalk and Cassie locked the door behind them, Jon leaned in close and whispered.
“Don’t look up,” he said, “there’s a dark green Olds’ sedan parked across the street. It pulled up just after we got here and no one’s gotten out of it.”
Cassie felt a chill slither up her spine. “Why would anyone be watching us?”
“I don’t know,” he replied, “but it was at the park last night, too.”
Cassie did her best to appear nonchalant as she glanced from the corner of her eye and saw the car parked beneath the bright green awning of Yummy’s Ice-Cream Parlor, directly across from the bookstore.
The windows were rolled up and tinted, so she couldn’t make out anything behind it.
A small cloud of cigarette smoke wafted from the cracked window, confirming there was an occupant inside.
“Just act natural,” Jon whispered, as he lifted one boot to the wall, adjusting the straps, “and walk to your car. I’ve got the plate number. We can check it out later.”
Cassie nodded and turned, tugging at the back of her shirttail nervously as she rounded the corner to the small parking lot behind the store.
By the time the three of them pulled back out onto the street, the green Oldsmobile was gone.
Shoalwater: The Second Interlude
The community of Oysterville quickly became the center of activity in the wilderness of Long Beach Peninsula.
Schooners were boarded for travel north, and a daily stagecoach carried southbound travelers along the hard-packed sand to Ilwaco and the bustling ports of the Columbia River and Astoria.
As skiffs and single-masted whacks were loaded high with oysters at the peak of each season, the oystermen would then tow them back to the half-mile long pier that jutted from the edge of town and out into the deep channel of Shoalwater Bay.
The town boomed, and took on many of the unsavory characteristics of its gold-rush sisters to the south. Hard working and hard drinking were the way of life in Oysterville and most men’s vision extended no further than filling their own boats with the treasure of the bay and, hence, filling their own pocketbooks.
As the Chinook people were slowly integrated into the white-man’s world, often under the encouragement of a heavy hand, corruption and abuses abounded.
Only a small handful of newcomers were willing to protect and defend the “savages,” whose home and culture were quickly disappearing beneath the shroud of industry.
Part Three: Dreams and Deceptions
”I saw a dream which made me afraid, and the thoughts on my bed and the visions of my head troubled me.”
- Daniel 4:5
Chapter Thirteen
The Chinook Public Library was open on Saturdays from ten until three.
The high-domed ceiling of tongue-and-groove oak looked more like the sanctuary of a cathedral than a reading room, and the faint lingering of lemon-scented oil strengthened the perception for Cassie as she approached the tiny checkout counter. A single computer monitor sat directly center, surrounded by stacks and stacks of books, and separated into piles of hardcovers and paperbacks.
Behind the monitor sat the librarian.
This must be she; Cassie bit back a grin at the sight of the elderly woman, clad in a prim gray pantsuit and eggshell blouse.
A profusion of hair, which once must have been a brilliant crimson, was now thinning, and streaked with gray, burst untamed from the tiny woman’s head and cascaded to her shoulders.
Oh my, Cassie thought, fighting an increasingly powerful need to laugh, she looks like Einstein’s older sister!
The librarian looked up; gazing at Cassie and her friends just as the unfortunate girl happened to notice the tall marble Madonna in its nook behind the counter.
Despite all of her best efforts, Cassie snorted.
“Humor and comics are on aisle eleven,” the woman said; her voice was smooth as velvet. She gazed at Cassie for a silent moment.
Cassie was just beginning to think that she had ruined her chance at a good first impression with the obviously severe librarian. Then the old woman’s eyes twinkled in the pink fluorescent light and she grinned, brilliant white teeth glinting as the cracks and crevices of her face smoothed into a comfortable expression of child-like glee.
“It’s the hair, isn’t it?” The old woman whispered conspiratorially, leaning across the desk toward the three. “Everyone gets a kick out of the hair.”
Cassie couldn’t contain herself any longer.
Feeling as though her lungs would burst if she held back the laughter another second, she collapsed against the counter, her breath coming in gasping nasal shudders as she clamped a hand across her mouth.
The librarian’s grin widened as she lifted a thin, bony finger to her lips.
“Shh…you’re in the li-brary…”
Her prissy emphasis on the last word brought another loud snort from the helplessly quaking girl, as she slapped her free hand over her nose as well.
Jon, whose experience with libraries was limited, glanced around nervously as Cassie’s laughter drew the attention of the handful of patrons. Heck grinned and shook his head.
“I’m guessing,” the old woman said, still watching the three over the top of her black-rimmed spectacles, “that you are Cassie Belanger?”
Cassie nodded, her eyes squeezed shut, and tears trickling down her cheeks. She knew from experience that it was hopeless, once a fit took her; it was best to just ride it out and try not to embarrass herself any more than necessary.
“And these are your friends…”
“Bryan Heckard, ma’am.”
Heck held out his hand and found it grasped by the tiny, but surprisingly strong grip of the elderly woman.
Jon nodded to the librarian, “Jon Greenan. Pleased to meet you.”
The older woman looked at the young biker for several heartbeats, her wide smile fading just a fraction, as sadness seemed to touch her gold-flecked eyes.
“And you, Mr. Greenan,” she replied at last.
Then her smile widened once more. “I am Ms. Peck, head librarian,” she said. “You may call me Willie.”
The library closed twenty minutes later. Cassie, Jon and Heck spent the intervening time finding a list of books that Willie had scribbled on a sheet of yellow legal paper.
One or two were on local history, the remaining half dozen related to the Chinook Indians and their language.
Finally, the round clock above the counter read three and the last two high-school students wandered out.
By the time the diminutive librarian had flipped the plastic sign on the window from open to closed, locked the doors, and turned out the entryway lights, both Cassie and Heck were flipping through the assortment of books they’d collected.
Jon lolled in a plastic chair, his feet up, skimming a motorcycle magazine.
“Mr. Greenan,” Willie’s voice carried sharply from across the room, echoing in the empty vault of the library, “do you see any neon beer advertisements hanging from the walls of my library?”
Jon looked up from his reading, confused.
“Huh?”
“Neon beer advertisements,” she repeated, crossing the room towards them, “do you smell stale hops or the rancid scent of old cigarette smoke?”
Jon looked desperately at Heck and Cassie for help.
They shrugged.
“Uh…no?”
Willie reached the table, stopping to gaze narrowly down at the confused young man, her arms held firmly across her chest in stark disapproval.
“Then you have correctly ascertained that this is not your local speak-easy and will kindly remove your filthy boots from my reading table…this instant.”
Jon’s feet hit the floor with a resounding thud.
Oh, Cassie smiled to herself, I’m going to like this woman.
Jon was still apologizing when Willie reached across the table and tousled his short hair in a strangely motherly gesture.
“Good enough, dear,” she said, her smile returning, “life’s too short to beat around the bush. Now that we have an understanding, I’m sure it won’t happen again.”
“So,” she continued, gesturing to the small pile of books, “tell me what this is all about.”
Cassie had come prepared to give the same much-abbreviated version of the tale that she had shared with Jack. Yet as the old librarian took a seat across from her, leaning forward slightly and listening, her eyes locked on the younger woman, she found herself unwilling, unable to hold back. When she paused for a breath, Willie nodded, asking that greatest of all questions.
Cassie grinned in spite of herself, what writer could resist that invitation?
She told Willie everything that had happened, from the first terrifying day of losing herself in the middle of class, to the vision that had overtaken her when the tide had touched her feet on Leadbetter Point.
If Willie Peck found any part of the story too fantastic or unbelievable, she gave no sign of it, but merely nodded and occasionally placed her small hand on Cassie’s as the girl struggled through the frightening memories.
Finally, Cassie ended with the mysterious forest-green car that they’d seen outside the bookstore that morning, and the library grew silent as the three waited for Willie’s response.
The librarian sat for several seconds, lips pursed, her eyes lost in thought. Finally, she sighed and, tucking an errant wisp of red hair back behind her ear, nodded.
“So, you said that you’ve written down the words,” she held out her hand, “let me see them, please.”
Cassie pulled a handful of note-pages, both her own and Heck’s, from her bag and handed them to Willie, who pushed her reading glasses further up the bony bridge of her nose to study Cassie’s tiny script and Heck’s scrawl.
The three young people sat, watching the old woman nervously as she carried on a muttering conversation with herself, exclaiming here and there at a word and pausing occasionally to make a disparaging comment about Heck’s spelling.
“Hey,” he replied finally, coming to his own defense, “that’s what spell checker is for, you know?”
Willie gave him what Constance Leland would have called the hairy eyeball over the rim of her glasses.
“Posh!” she exclaimed in disgust. “The weak excuse of a lazy mind. Is your unholy contraption going to do your thinking for you when your brains have turned to jelly?”
Heck shrugged, struggling between offense and laughter.
“Sharpen the mind while you can, Mr. Heckard, it grows dull soon enough on its own.” She grimaced, “You may trust me on that.”
At last, Willie laid the crumpled pages down on the table in front of her and nodded, removing her glasses to rub her tired eyes.
“Well children,” she sighed, “the good news is that most of this is jargon, so we should be able to translate it without a great deal of effort.”
“And the rest?” Cassie asked.
“The small amount that seems to be the ceremonial language shouldn’t prove too troublesome. I have friends in Tokeland who can help us with that.”
“Tokeland?” Heck shook his head.
“It’s on the mainland side of the bay,” Cassie answered. “It’s named after a great Chinook chief. The Shoalwater Indian Reservation is over there.”
“So,” Jon asked, chewing his lip and longing for a cigarette, “what’s the bad news?”
“The bad news,” Willie replied softly, steepling her thin fingers beneath her chin, “is that what you’ve written here is real, both the Jargon and the old words. Whatever you’re all hearing is real. Someone has a hold of your dreams, and they’re trying to tell you something. I doubt they’re going to let you go until you find out what it is.”
There was another pause, broken by a frustrated sigh from Heck.
“Okay, you’ve freaked us out, Ms. Peck,” he said, smiling tightly and resting his elbows on the table, ”but can you tell us what she is saying?”
“You’re very impatient, Mr. Heckard,” Willie smiled, gesturing to the ring on his finger, “that’s usually the sign of an exceedingly patient wife.”
Heck’s smile never wavered, but grew gray somehow; tightening further as a muscle in his jaw throbbed.
Willie paled, and Cassie’s mouth went dry, as she suddenly knew exactly what Heck was about to say.
“My wife,” he murmured, “passed away last year.”
Willie squared her shoulders, her eyes glistening as she spoke.
“Mr. Heckard, I am so very sorry.”
Heck looked at her, understanding suddenly that she wasn’t apologizing for her faux pas, but offering her sincere and heartfelt sympathy. He felt a fresh wave of grief wash over him, barely contained before it reached his eyes and spilled over.
“Heck.”
For the first time that evening, Willie Peck looked confused.
Heck’s grin at his old joke was weak and transparent, also not reaching his eyes.
“My friends call me Heck, I’d appreciate it if you would do the same.”
The old woman laid a trembling hand on his and squeezed tightly, as something unspoken passed between the two.
“Thank you Heck,” she whispered, “and you must call me Willie.”
“Done then.”
Heck’s smile warmed several degrees as she squeezed his hand once more before turning back to business.
Cassie missed much of what the old librarian said next, her eyes on Heck and her mind spinning. A widower?
She never thought of her own peers as being old enough to fall beneath that title. She remembered the smiling blond woman in the wedding dress, and the look that the photographer had captured in Bryan Heckard’s eyes as the young groom had gazed at his bride.
To love someone like that and have him or her taken away from you; she shuddered.
God had his chance to talk to me…
Cassie knew what it was like to lose someone, to cry out to God for an answer, a reason for the aching, unfillable hole in your heart, and to receive only silence in reply. Something inside her grew warm and protective as she watched the young stranger, noticing suddenly the sharp angle of his jaw, the azure depth of his eyes.
Jon Greenan watched this transformation in her face as she gazed at Heck, and frowned.
“So,” Willie exclaimed, slamming a hand down on the table and jolting each of the three back from their reverie, “let’s look at the words I do know.”
She traced her finger across the handwritten pages until she found the word she was looking for.
“Here, ‘Cho-pe’, that’s ‘Grandmother’…’Tshis’ could mean ice or snow, or maybe just ‘cold’…”
She reached for one of the books in the stack, studied it for a moment, and then tossed it aside.
“No, that’s not it. Did you find the book by Gibbs?”
Cassie looked at the book she held in her hands.
“Alphabetical Vocabulary of the Chinook Language” she read, “by George Gibbs?”
“That’s the one.” Willie thumbed through the yellowed pages, muttering to herself once more.
“Ah!” she exclaimed, “here it is: ‘E-la-Han’ is a cry for assistance, for help.”
Heck tried to read Cassie’s upside-down notes, “Okay, what have we got so far?”
Cassie studied the words, trying to place them in the order of her dream.
Grandmother…Grandmother…Cold…Help me…
Silence descended on the library as the three looked from one to the other, the ominous message hanging in the air.
“Oh man,” Jon groaned, “welcome to my Ouija board.”
“What else?” Heck whispered, looking to Willie.
Willie licked her lips, pushing her glasses up once more.
“The next most common terms are ‘Kil-ah-Coat-ah’ and this ‘Pil chickamin’; each showing up at least a dozen times. The first might be a name…”
Willie nodded to herself, “Yes, it has the right cadence for it. The second one, ‘Pil chickamin’, that’s familiar, I should know that one…”
An hour later the two terms remained a mystery and Willie was searching the drawers of her desk for a bottle of aspirin. All eight books lay strewn across the table, open to various pages, and Cassie’s hand was cramping from page after page of notes. Jon leaned his head back over his chair and grumbled.
“Now I remember why I didn’t go to college.”
Heck sighed, “Maybe we should take a break, get something to eat?”
Cassie, who had restrained herself to a small salad at lunch, felt her stomach rumble in agreement, and blushed.
Heck chuckled, “Was that as an assenting vote?”
Willie reappeared with a small handbag and a wrap over her shoulders.
“Study leaves me famished,” she stated, taking the ring of keys from the counter, “who among you is man enough for Szechwan?”
The three chuckled as the tiny librarian stepped around the computer and stacks of books to set the library’s alarm. Jon and Cassie exchanged a glance as the elf-like old woman paused behind the desk and murmured something to the marble statue resting on its shelf. Heck shook his head and rolled his eyes slightly as they followed the librarian out into the chilly afternoon.
“Oh,” she exclaimed suddenly, snapping her fingers as she spun to face them, “I remember! Pil chickamin, I remember what it means!”
Willie beamed.
“And you’re going to tell us?” Cassie prompted, laughing.
“Pil Chickamin,” Willie repeated the word slowly, “means ‘Red Metal’ in the Chinook jargon.”
“Great,” said Heck, rolling his eyes again, “and ‘Red Metal’ means…?”
Willie’s eyes twinkled as they held his gaze.
“Gold, Mr. Heckard, it means gold.”
“Ayuh, old Oysterville ‘bout sprouted overnight. When I first came there with my family, and I couldn’t have been more than ten, it weren’t but a handful of cabins and tents. Pretty quick word got out and there was hotels, and churches and taverns popping up everywheres.
Life was pretty sweet for a few years. A man could make gold at about anything he turned his hand to.
If he was white a ‘course.
The Indians, now, that’s a different story. Them poor beggars lost ‘bout everything they had to the whites, one way or ‘nuther. Between sickness, whiskey, and downright thievery, they weren’t left much better than a bunch of sharecroppers on what had been their only land a few years a’ fore.
Don’t get me wrong now, it ain’t like there wasn’t them that tried to help the flatheads. There was a couple of little schools and most folks wouldn’t turn a child from the door hungry jest ‘cause their skin was brown.
For a while there was even talk of a mission, built right there in Uppertown. T'was gonna have a clinic and serve regular meals and teach reading and writing and what have you. Don’t know what became of that idea, but wasn’t never a stone laid that I can remember.
Most likely, the whole idea just fell by the way.
Folks were awful interested in getting all they could while the getting was good, as they say. Gold had a way to do that to folks.
Ayuh, I’d say it was them Indians got the short end of the stick in the oyster rush…”
Excerpt of Mordecai Freehill’s entry into the "Old Northwest Settler’s Contest" sponsored by the Tacoma Pacific Tribune, 1892
Chapter Fourteen
“Are you sure you don’t mind?” Cassie asked for the third time.
“Cassie, as long as you keep an eye on things and don’t let the place get a mess, it’s perfectly fine with me,” her aunt replied. “Just be sure to keep the office locked, the window sign off, and let the machine catch all the calls.”
“I really appreciate this, Aunt Connie, I’ll clean the place from roof to basement before you get back.”
“Well,” Constance Leland replied, “that would be a nice welcome home, but don’t let it interfere with your studies. And Cassie…”
“Yes?”
“You will be staying at the bookstore, correct?”
“Aunt Connie!”
“On the off chance your uncle gets wind of this, I want to be very clear that I had your word on that. He’ll roast me alive anyway, but at least I’ll have an argument.”
Cassie laughed.
“Okay, I understand. Yes, you have my word that I will not be fraternizing with the boys at your bed and breakfast. I’ll be safely home in my apartment by midnight each night and you may call me there.”
“And Cassie…”
“Yes?”
“Not a word of this to Jack.”
“What am I, suicidal?”
Cassie snickered, “Besides, I don’t think his heart could handle it, and I do want to keep him around a while longer.”
Cassie could hear the smile in her aunt’s voice. “You know the strangest thing? So do I.”
“Love ya, Connie.”
“And you dear, you take care of yourself.”
They said their goodbyes and Cassie hung up the phone, thanking God briefly for her aunt’s generosity. Cassie locked the door to her small apartment and started downstairs, rehearsing in her mind the coming argument.
“Out of the question,” Heck insisted again, shaking his head.
“Why?”
“I’m not going to impose on your family’s goodwill, Cassie,” he insisted. “I have a perfectly good RV at the other end of the peninsula.”
He looked to Jon, “Help me out here, man.”
Jon shook his head, grimacing, “I’d like to, but truth be told, I’m running low on the old folding green. It’s this or I head back to Portland pretty soon.”
Heck allowed himself a frustrated sigh.
“Thanks.”
“Sorry dude, just stating the facts.”
Cassie tried another approach.
“Heck, my aunt usually hires a sitter for the bed and breakfast when she’s gone for more than a week, but this trip to Arizona was kind of a last minute thing and she couldn’t round anyone up in time. Look at it this way, you’d actually be doing her a favor!”
Heck looked at her, his brow knitted in skepticism.
“That’s reaching.”
Now it was Cassie’s turn for frustration.
“C’mon,” she insisted, stamping her foot, “the three of us are scattered about as far as we can be from one another and still be on the peninsula. With you and Jon staying at The Morning Tide, I’m just a half mile away from you and another half mile from Willie and the library. We can keep our notes together, meet in one place every day, you’ll both save money on food…it’s perfect!”
Heck hesitated, wanting to argue further but with the sinking feeling that he’d already lost.
“Well,” he said at last, “if I can pay you, or your aunt, what I’m paying at the RV Park, then I guess I’m okay with it.”
“Deal,” Cassie beamed. “I knew you’d come around. You can park your rig in the big lot behind the house.”
Heck gave Jon a defeated shrug. “I never had a chance, did I?”
Jon grinned as he turned back to his magazine.
“Nope.”
The demolished remains of dinner were spread across the huge maple surface of The Morning Tide’s dining room table. A dozen white paper boxes, courtesy of Choi’s Eatery, lay empty between plates, silverware, and an enormous bowl of rice that Cassie had cooked to augment their feast.
Heck gave Jon a knowing grin as the smaller man groaned, loosening his belt.
“We have eaten long and well,” he said, excusing himself as he burped.
Sweet and sour spareribs, beef and broccoli, General Tsao chicken, pork chow mein; Willie had been right on the money at guessing each of their favorites. Cassie couldn’t remember the last time she had eaten so much.
The four laughed and teased like they had known one another all their lives instead of just a handful of days.
The fellowship of the Spirit, Cassie thought to herself, though Jon had been clearly uncomfortable, and Heck’s face had grown stony during Willie’s rambling blessing over the food. Still, there was no mistaking that something had brought them together, had endeared them one to another. Preparing them.
The Shoalwater Voices Club
Preparing us, Cassie had shuddered at the ominous thought, but for what?
Willie had shown up at the bed and breakfast just after six o’clock, a stack of books under one arm and several bags of oriental delicacies juggled in the other. As the only thing that Heck had been able to find in the kitchen was a frozen loaf of bread and a block of cheddar, they had welcomed her heartily.
“I’ll try,” he’d smiled to the old librarian, “to hide my disappointment over missing grilled cheese sandwiches for dinner.”
“You do that,” she’d laughed, “and keep your fingers out of that bag until we get some plates.”
For the next half-hour, the silence of the famished had fallen over the dining room, interspersed with the occasional request for more of something and general laughter as Willie tried to teach Jon how to use chopsticks. At last, the young man had clutched one of the sticks and used it to spear a fried shrimp from the nearest bowl, grinning as he held aloft his accomplishment. Willie just shook her head and handed him a fork, as Heck and Cassie choked with laughter.
Finally, Heck leaned back in his chair, his stomach straining against his leather belt, and groaned.
“Whew, I haven’t eaten like that in years!”
“I’ve never eaten like that!” Cassie sighed.
Jon grinned as he helped himself to more chow mein.
“Well,” Willie said when the last of the dishes were cleared away, “let’s get down to business.”
She lifted the stack of books onto the table and began opening them to various pages she had marked with sticky notes. Cassie retrieved their notes from the credenza in the hallway and passed the pages, which she’d photocopied earlier that day, around the table.
“I called a friend of mine in Tokeland,” Willie began, “actually an old friend of my mother’s. Her husband and my stepfather had been friends and logged together in the thirties, when my stepfather still had friends.”
Heck looked at her quizzically and she sighed.
“My step-father was an Irishman,” she smiled, but her eyes were sad, “second generation in America, and given to drink. While the sweetest of men when sober, and a hard worker, a night at the tavern left him spoiling for a fight. As his nights of drinking and fighting grew more frequent, I’m afraid his list of friends diminished.”
At the end of the table, Jon released a hissing breath.
“I know the type,” he said, and then told the rest of them the story that Cassie had heard on the beach.
“I never had the opportunity to reconcile with my step-father,” Willie said when he’d finished. “I hope you did.”
Jon stared at the table in front of him. “Nope.”
There was a long silence.
“He and I finally had it out when I was about seventeen,” Jon said. “Six weeks later he dropped dead of a stroke at work. We hadn’t spoken in between.”
Heck whistled softly.
“That must be a story.”
Jon nodded, and then squared his shoulders.
“I got called out of class one day and told that my mother had been in an accident and I needed to go to the hospital. When I got there, they were just wheeling her out of the emergency room. Most of her face was covered in bandages, but what little I could see was black and purple. I found out that they’d had an argument about the phone bill and my old man had hit her in the face with a pipe wrench he’d been holding.”
Cassie drew a sudden horrified breath and Jon nodded.
“The doctors told me that it looked worse than it was, and she’d be okay after a couple of days in the hospital, but she was refusing to press charges.
“I left there and went looking for him, I can’t remember the walk from the hospital but I can remember that all I could hear was my heart beating in my ears. If he’d been sober when I found him I don’t know what I would have done. Killed him, I guess--”
Jon’s voice faltered and Willie bowed her head, her pale lips moving silently.
“I found him passed out in his office at the garage, on his desk was the pipe wrench he’d hit my mother with, a big four-pounder, and an empty bottle of gin.”
Jon fell silent.
“Jon,” Cassie whispered, “you don’t have to—“
“I laid his right hand, the one he’d used, on the desk and picked up that big wrench and swung it just as hard as I could. I doubt if there were two bones that weren’t broken in that hand. He was so drunk he didn’t even wake up, just groaned a little.”
Jon took a deep shuddering breath.
“I guess that made me even madder. I’d wanted to hear him scream, I wanted to see him hurt like he’d hurt her and me. So, I hit him again, this time in the head, and left a big tattoo of that pipe wrench along the left side of his face.”
“Then I walked out and caught a bus to a friend’s house in Portland. I’m lucky that last shot didn’t kill him, or I’d be in prison. When my mom called me a few weeks later, I figured she was going to try talking me into coming home.”
“Instead, she told me that he’d had a stroke, keeled over a bumper in his garage and a co-worker had found him there the next morning. I didn’t go to the funeral.”
Cassie glanced from Jon, who continued to stare at the table, his face white and pinched, to Heck, who caught her glance and shook his head silently.
The bass ticking of the grandfather clock filled the room. Finally, Jon took a deep breath, shaking himself as though waking from a dream and looked around.
“Sorry guys,” he said, “got us a little off-base there. What did your friend tell you, Willie?”
The old woman looked at him questioningly, then nodded and began sorting through the papers in front of her.
“She confirmed that we’ve deciphered the words correctly so far and asked me to fax her a copy of the rest, which I have--”
She winked at Heck, “--and Pil Chickamin definitely means gold.”
Heck whistled.
“Also,” she went on, “we were right about Kil-ah-ko-tah as well. It’s definitely a Chinook name, feminine; it means Little Song Bird.”
“Little Song Bird,” Cassie repeated, looking to each of the others. At last, they had a name for the girl who was haunting their dreams.
Another futile hour was spent trying to determine what the three of them had in common with one another and with Shoalwater Bay. Questions, guesses, and possibilities…finally Cassie laid her throbbing head on the table.
Willie smiled.
“Maybe it’s time to call it a night,” she said.
“I have a conference in Seattle through the weekend, but I’ll be back Sunday evening and we can rehash all of this then.”
After the elderly woman was walked to her car, Cassie showed each of the men to their own room, helped them fold the white lace duvets and put them away, and then bundled up for the walk back to her apartment. As Cassie stepped down the cobbled walkway and out onto the sidewalk, she shivered, her breath creating diamond clouds in the foggy night. She hurried on, thinking of how nice the warm bed above the bookstore was going to feel.
Lost in thought, she didn’t notice the dark shadow that separated itself from the side of the bed and breakfast and slipped away in the opposite direction, disappearing into the fog.
Over the next several days Cassie, Heck and Jon fell into a steady routine. Cassie would arrive at The Morning Tide by seven; Heck would have either just finished his morning run or would be lounging in the wicker loveseat on the porch, tapping intently at his laptop.
Jon would still be asleep, rising only when the smell of breakfast had reached his room. They had taken turns cooking breakfast. Jon, they learned quickly, was an abysmal chef. His efforts driving them twice from the kitchen in a billowing black cloud as the skinny young man alternated between coughing and cursing eggs, chickens, gas stoves and whatever cooking instrument happened to be in his hand at the time.
Cassie had managed to choke down each of his attempts with a weak smile and a kind word.
Heck was not so gracious.
Jon could, however, brew a decent pot of strong coffee and, by the end of his first week at The Morning Tide, it had become his sole cooking duty.
“When you wake up with a headache as many mornings as I have,” Jon had grinned, “you learn to make good coffee. It’s that or suicide.”
Heck, whose standard breakfast fare consisted of toast and whatever was left in the take-out boxes from the night before, could only cook eggs. After a four-day diet of fried, scrambled, poached, and hard-boiled breakfasts, Cassie rebelled.
“Look,” she said, “I like eggs as much as the next guy, but if my cholesterol gets any higher I’m going to be a solid. No more eggs!”
Finally, it was decided that Cassie would take charge of their morning repast. Heck would run the gas grill for dinner, having proven his expertise in the charring of meat with hamburgers ala Heck that even Jon had been forced to admit, around a mouthful of his third burger, were the best he’d ever had.
“The man is a pit!” Cassie whispered to Heck as they carried the blackened barbecue implements in from the back deck.
Heck laughed, “Yeah, I had a friend like that in college. Six foot three and a hundred and twenty pounds. He could eat until he just got bored with eating, never gained an ounce. He used to brag that he’d never been full.”
“Must be nice,” Cassie muttered, rubbing her too-full belly as the door slammed behind them.
After breakfast, they would gather around the big table in the dining room and discuss their dreams of the night before. If they hadn’t dreamed anything of note, they would discuss their former dreams and what they might mean, flipping through their photocopied paperwork and longhand notes trying to make a connection. Any questions would be jotted down for the next trip to the library or the historical society.
After dinner, they would drive to Leadbetter Park and hike out to the point, standing silently as the sun slipped into the Pacific Ocean and the cooling winds blew tiny sandstorms around their feet. They listened to the pounding of the surf, their own thoughts, and waited to hear the song. Sometimes Songbird sang to them, crooning in her child-like voice the jargon of her people; sometimes she was silent. Often as not they walked back together through the thick fir forest in the dark.
Returning to The Morning Tide, they would build a fire and sit up late talking, sometimes making hot chocolate, sometimes popcorn. For Cassie it was like being a little girl again, she and her mother staying late at the Patterson’s house down the street.
Heck reminisced of happier times, his brief season of joy, sitting up until the early hours of the morning, making a lifetime of plans with Becca.
For Jon, the warmth and friendship, the confessions and confidences were unlike anything he had ever experienced.
Finally, when the last of the wood had burned to embers and they found themselves nodding off during the lengthening silences, Cassie would bundle herself up for the walk back to her little apartment above the bookstore. The second night of their stay Heck had offered to walk with her through the chilly evening fog.
“Just to make sure you get home safe,” he had muttered, fists stuffed deep into the pockets of his jeans as he stood on the top step of the wide porch.
He had walked her home every night thereafter.
Chapter Fifteen
Cassie watched as the young girl slipped from the hardwood bunk and weaved her way across the tiny cabin as the floor tipped and tilted beneath her.
The room was silent except for the creaking of timbers and the muted pounding of waves against the ship’s hull. A single lantern swung from the ceiling, filling the room with amber, shape-shifting shadows. The girl, barely in her teens, went to a small closet and pushed aside a curtain, revealing a heavy wooden chest. From this, she lifted a worn Bible, which she clutched beneath her arm as she closed the chest and began making her way back to her bunk. Cassie saw that the child wore only a simple cotton shift, exposing the bronzed skin of her arms and legs.
Just below the girl’s collarbone, above her heart, was a dark blemish, not a bruise, Cassie realized suddenly, but a birthmark, spread like the wings of a bird in flight.
The girl stepped past Cassie, stepped through her in fact, without any acknowledgment of her presence.
I’m dreaming, Cassie realized, of course I’m dreaming.
Suddenly the room around her heaved as though the ship had been lifted to a great height and flung back into the unyielding sea. The air filled with the shattering of timbers and a roar like a thousand cannons. The sleeping occupants of the two other bunks were flung to the floor as the lantern smashed itself to bits against the ceiling planks.
Just before the room was plunged into blinding darkness, Cassie saw the woman from the highest bunk hit the wall, her neck twisting with a sickening snap of bone.
Water, frigid and salty, sprayed the room through rents in the ship’s hull. Cassie shivered, groping about in the darkness, as she was soaked in the icy brine. A woman screamed, a single piercing wail of terror and then began to sob, crying out in a foreign tongue, gasping the same phrase over and over.
“Quand je marche dans la vallée de l'ombre de la mort, Je ne crains aucun mal: car tu es avec moi.”
French, Cassie thought suddenly, she is praying in French…
A long forgotten high school French teacher whispered into her ear…
Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for thou art with me.
With the strange detachment of the dreamer who knows they are dreaming; Cassie found it unremarkable that, though the room was darker than a moonless night, she could see all that was happening in the tiny cabin.
The girl--
Songbird, a voice whispered in her mind, her name is Songbird.
Songbird struggled through water that was already waist deep, fighting her way towards the door, her hands moving sightlessly along the walls. By the time she reached it, the water was at her chest and Cassie could hear her painful gasping as the child’s muscles cramped beneath the freezing water. The older woman, clad in an identical cotton nightdress, huddled in the corner, clutching her beaded necklace and weeping prayers, her eyes squeezed shut against the darkness and terror that had suddenly filled her world.
For thou art with me…
Over the woman’s sobbing and the girl’s harsh breath came another explosion, less than the previous earsplitting roar—
A gunshot, Cassie thought, that was a gunshot—
The girl reached the door and grasped the round brass knob with numb fingers twisting and turning with all of her might. In the darkness, the seawater foamed around her shoulders and lifted her until only the tips of her bare toes brushed the wooden floor.
The door would not open.
“Cho-pe,” the girl shrieked in terror, “Cho-pe…Tshis…”
The walls of the forecastle shifted around them as the great ship lolled to port.
A wave of water washed over the girl, filling her open mouth with bitter brine and dragging her under. She surfaced, gagging and spitting, beating at the oak door with both fists, shrieking for help.
“…Tshis… E-la-han… Cho-pe…”
Songbird was treading water now, and suddenly the freezing muscles of her thighs knotted painfully as twin cramps ripped through them. She cried out, slipping beneath the surface as her hands groped for the clenched muscles behind her knees. She gasped in pain and water poured down her throat. The girl panicked, thrashing beneath the surface, and from inches away Cassie could see her bulging brown eyes, her small lips parted in a silent scream, trailing a thin line of shimmering bubbles toward the ceiling.
Cassie reached for the girl but her hands passed through Songbird like a shadow and, for just a moment, their eyes seemed to meet in the blinding darkness and the drowning girl reached for her.
She sees me, Cassie’s heart was fluttering in her chest, Oh God, she sees me…
The child surfaced once more, coughing and retching as her stomach heaved up brine and she fought to keep her face above the surface. Her small, bare feet hammered numbly against the unyielding door and her fingers scrabbled against the ceiling, inches from her face.
The room was silent now, the sobbing prayers had ended, and only the groaning of the dying ship and the sloshing of water in the darkness filled the room. The ship began to roll once more.
…la vallée de l'ombre de la mort.
The valley of the shadow of death…
“CHO-PE!” Songbird screamed, taking a last mouthful of air as the cold and black enveloped her…
“CHO-PE…” Cassie screamed, leaping from the bed. She was standing, sheened in sweat, her icy fingers clutching at her throat as she heaved great, sobbing gasps of air. Every muscle in her body seemed to twitch and spasm as the memory of the frigid sea clung to them. She couldn’t breathe; icy saltwater filled her lungs, her throat, muting her screams…
“A dream…only a dream…”
Her voice quavered on the edge of hysteria and she grasped desperately at the light switch, breathing a huge, shuddering sigh as the room filled with soft, warm light. Slowly reality imposed itself once more; the echoes of sea and death faded and the numbing chill began to pass. Cassie looked around the tiny bedroom at her pictures, her books, her old terrycloth robe hanging behind the door.
Slipping to the floor the young woman covered her face with both hands and began to weep, her shoulders rising and falling in great, wrenching sobs of fear and relief.
She could still see the girl, clawing at the cabin door in futile desperation as the ship around her began its final descent into the endless night.
She could feel what the child had felt. Not like the vaporous tatters of a fading dream, but the cold, the pain, and the stark vivid terror that had squeezed Songbird’s heart like a merciless fist. More than any of that, though, what had filled the child’s mind and spirit as the sea had closed over her head was an overwhelming despair, a hopeless, rending sense of failure.
Finally, Cassie lifted her hands from her face, the last of her anguish fading into hiccoughing gasps as she wiped her eyes and crawled back to the edge of the bed, resting her pounding head against the edge of the nightstand.
“Just a dream,” she whispered.
But it was more than just a dream.
During the day, it was less difficult to dismiss, but at night, alone, when the first fingers of dawn hadn’t yet touched the horizon, anything seemed possible. It was in these darkest hours, Cassie knew, that one’s imagination most easily slips from its leash to run free through the darkest alleys of the mind.
“The Bible,” Cassie murmured to the empty room, “talks about seeing visions and dreaming dreams.” Stranger things had happened, hadn’t they? Men swallowed by whales, donkeys rebuking their owners?
She believed that man was made up of body, soul, and spirit, but did spirit equate to ghost? Could the spirits of the dead still haunt the earth? Cassie shook her head; she couldn’t accept that.
To be absent from the body was to be present with God, isn’t that what the Bible said?
Was God trying to tell her something then, prepare her for something?
It was as though her mind had been tuned to a special frequency, a radio wave that only she and two men she barely knew could hear. God or ghosts, something could transmit at will, and all they could do was watch and listen. Cassie looked at the green-glowing numbers of the clock radio. Just past three in the morning, the town would be deserted. She shuddered at the thought of walking alone through the dark, foggy streets.
No way.
In fact, she struggled momentarily with the compulsion to run to the front door and check the dead bolt.
Cassie picked up the yellowing copy of Hind’s Feet and then set it back down on the table. No good, even Much Afraid’s struggle towards the high places wasn’t enough to banish the dreadful images of sea and storm and sinking ships from her mind.
She got up and flopped into the old wingback with a sigh; her heartbeat was returning to normal and the pounding pressure in her temples had eased.
Cassie could still hear the screams, the sobbing prayers of the French woman, and the pounding of Songbird’s small fists. She stared out the tiny window on to the unlit streets, listening to the exhalation of the sea from behind its shroud of fog and darkness.
Finally, her chin slipped to her chest and she slept dreamlessly until dawn, curled up in the old chair, soft lamplight banishing the shadows around her.
Chapter Sixteen
Cassie was setting a steaming plate of French toast on The Morning Tide’s dining table when Jon appeared at the foot of the stairs clad in sweat pants and a faded t-shirt. He was rubbing at the stubble of dark hair on his head and yawning hugely.
“Weren’t you two going to wake me up?”
Heck snorted, “Oh, we knew you were awake.”
Jon yawned once more, “How’d ya know that?”
Heckard gave him a sour look.
“If you’d still been asleep we’d have heard you snoring!”
Jon looked shocked.
“I snore?”
“Oh my,” Cassie snickered, “do you snore? Only like a downshifting log truck.”
Jon opened his mouth to reply, but Heck beat him to the punch.
“—all…night…long.”
The skinny man considered this for a moment, and then shrugged.
“It’s probably this freaky sea air of yours,” he said.
Cassie turned toward the kitchen, shaking her head.
As Jon’s bare feet touched the cool tile of the dining room floor, he grimaced, wrinkling his nose.
“What is that smell…?”
“Breakfast oysters,” Cassie informed him, raising a hand before he could protest. “They’re for me. I had a rough night and I need some comfort food; I’ve made French toast for you and Heck.”
Jon made a face, shaking his head.
“Oysters as comfort food, you are one seriously strange chick, Cassie Belanger.”
Heck looked up from his morning paper, blew the steam off his coffee and grinned, but said nothing.
Cassie gave him a withering look, “Yes…?”
“Nothing dear,” he replied with a laugh, and then blushed a deep crimson, realizing what he had said, and turned back to his paper.
Cassie opened her mouth…and then closed it again, stepping back into the kitchen.
Half a dozen oysters simmered on the stove, plump and firm in a lake of butter and lemon juice. Cassie added a sprinkling of parsley to the mixture and turned the burner off, covering the dish and allowing the flavors to marry. Pouring herself a tall glass of orange juice, she added toast to her plate and spooned the cooked oysters and sauce beside it. By the time she reached the table, half the stack of French toast was gone and Jon was reaching for more bacon.
“Barf-o-rama,” Jon said, looking uneasily into her plate, “Are you going to eat that here?”
“That was the general plan; just what do you have against oysters?”
Jon swallowed uneasily, averting his eyes, “You mean besides the fact that they’re goo in a shell?”
She gave him a long look.
“I don’t know if I can finish my breakfast if you do,” Jon said.
Cassie smiled sweetly.
“Well, I’ll call Ripley’s Believe It or Not. I guess there is a first time for everything. Personally, I’d just be happy if you left the plate and fork this time.”
Heck snorted and glanced at Jon, who sat with a fork-full of breakfast halfway to his lips. “I’d let that one go, man.”
Jon hesitated, and then nodded, resuming his attack on his breakfast as Cassie smiled and picked up a spoon.
Bright winter sun had broken the morning clouds, pouring through the windows of the solarium and across the vast table. Finally, Cassie pushed back her plate with a sigh. She was glad she’d gotten up early to go get the oysters; she felt better already.
Jon ran a skinny finger through the last of the maple syrup clinging to his plate and slurped his coffee.
“So, why the bad night?”
Cassie filled him in on the latest nightmare, shuddering again at the memory of the Indian child’s final struggles. The two men sat in somber silence as she finished the story.
“Hey,” Cassie said suddenly, breaking the gloomy reverie, “let’s clean this up and walk down to the beach. We don’t get many sunny winter days around here, it’d be a sin not to take advantage of it.”
“Sounds good to me,” Heck replied, folding his paper and reaching for the plates, “I skipped my run this morning and I’m feeling restless.”
Jon nodded, “Okay, that sounds cool. Isn’t there a doughnut shop between here and the boardwalk?”
Cassie shook her head and headed for the kitchen, followed by the sound of Heck’s laughter.
“What in the world are those?” Jon asked, swallowing a mouthful of elephant ear. The plate-size pastry, coated in cinnamon and sugar was a favorite confection along the coast. Jon had bought two. Cassie followed his pointing finger to the parking lot of a dilapidated old gas station. Along the fence were high stacks of circular mesh cages, wide iron hoops covered in chicken wire.
“Crab pots,” Cassie replied, “Do you remember all those rubber floats we saw on the bay?”
Jon nodded.
“Each of those was roped to a crab pot, or trap. The pot rests on the floor of the bay, and the fisherman attach a bait box to it, usually filled with salmon heads and spines—“
“Yummy,” Jon intoned, taking another huge bite of pastry.
Cassie ignored him.
“--The crabs will climb through that hole in the side and swarm over the bait. Then they don’t have time to crawl out when you start pulling the rope back in. You can get a dozen at a time that way, sometimes more.”
“Don’t they worry about running out of crabs?” Jon asked, eyeing the enormous pile of traps.
Cassie looked at him, amused.
“You grew up in the city, right?”
“Yup.”
“Ever live anyplace with cockroaches?”
“Sure did,” Jon replied with a grimace, “My Ma used to pin a sheet over the tub to keep them from falling into our baths.”
Cassie shuddered, trying her best not to picture it.
“Well,” she asked, “did you ever run out of cockroaches?”
“Are you kidding?” He snorted. “You can’t get rid of cockroaches, and they breed like a thousand more every night. We even tried bleaching them out…”
“And?” Heck asked.
“…and we ended up with lots and lots of white cockroaches.”
Cassie laughed.
“Okay, so think of crabs as the cockroaches of the sea. A few traps aren’t going to put a dent in the population.”
Heck shook his head.
“Goo in a shell and cockroaches of the sea. You people have a fascinating diet around here.” He smirked, “You people ever hear of an invention called the cow?”
Cassie grinned, “Drive down to Tillamook and take a deep breath, then we’ll talk about how appetizing cows can be!”
Heck laughed, then stopped suddenly and slapped at his breast pocket.
“Dang,” he muttered.
“What’s wrong?”
“I left my handheld back at the house,” Heck frowned. “I have to go back and get it.”
“You really think you’re going to need it that badly?” Cassie asked.
“It’s my planner, office, and burglar alarm all in one,” Heck nodded. “I’m sorta naked without it.”
Cassie opened her mouth to reply and found she had no response.
“You guys go ahead,” Heck waved them on. “It’ll take me five minutes...I’ll catch up with you on the boardwalk.”
With that, he turned and jogged back up the street.
Jon and Cassie reached the boardwalk and leaned against the weathered rails, watching the gulls swoop and glide on the stiff sea breeze. The ocean rocked in its endless dance, winter cold, and slate gray. Despite the cool wind, the sun pressed warm against their backs, shimmering in a billion brilliant points along the foam-flecked tide.
“God does good work,” Cassie murmured.
“What was that?” Jon asked, tossing a bit of pastry to a nearby gull.
“Hmm?”
Cassie was unaware that she’d spoken aloud.
“You said something about God?”
“Oh,” she remembered, “just something my mom used to say. ‘God does good work,’ she’d have said that if she were here, seeing this.”
Cassie waved a hand at the scene before them.
“God, huh?”
“You don’t believe in God, do you?”
Cassie asked the question quickly and held her breath.
Jon was awhile in answering and, as Cassie listened to the shriek of the birds and wind, she feared she’d offended him.
“I don’t know that I don’t believe in God,” Jon replied finally, brushing sugar from the front of his jacket and setting the zippers jingling. “And then again, I don’t know that I do.”
“So…you’re agnostic?”
“Uh...big word,” he grinned sheepishly.
“Sorry, the curse of an English major. An agnostic is someone who believes the human mind is incapable of knowing whether there is or is not a god.”
Jon thought about that for a moment.
“Well, that sounds a little bit like a cop-out to me.” He chewed his lip, “I think a person has to make up their mind, one way or another, or at some point they’re just lying to themselves. My mom used to go to Mass sometimes, when my grandma was still alive. Once in a while they’d drag me along. I remember it was in this big building that looked like a castle, and I never understood anything that was going on. I stood when everyone stood and sat when they sat. Pretty much I just went because Grandma would take us to Dairy Queen for lunch afterward.”
Cassie grinned, “Ah, apparently the way to a man’s heart and his soul.”
“Yup, this man’s heart anyway,” Jon laughed.
“So, as far as God goes, I guess I’d say that I think you can know, one way or the other, but I just haven’t figured it out yet. It seems to me that most folks are just standing when everyone stands and sitting when they sit, ya know?”
Cassie nodded.
“I can’t ask for a more honest answer than that; maybe you won’t be as difficult as I thought.”
Jon’s grin widened.
“You planning on converting me, Cassie Belanger?”
She laughed again, looking back out at the sea.
“I plan to try.”
Jon looked down, saw Cassie’s hand resting on the rail fence, and started to reach for it, then stopped, remembering the look on her face that morning when Heck had called her dear. He paused and then slipped his hand into his pocket instead, gritting his teeth.
“Okay, fair enough,” he said.
“Give it your best shot. I’m willing to listen, but I’m not going to settle for a bunch of flaky, pie-in-the-sky, mumbo-jumbo. I’m going to ask tough questions…”
“I can live with that,” Cassie said, and then reached into her back pocket. “Here, read this in the meantime.”
“What is it?” Jon asked, taking the small paperback from her.
“It’s my favorite book, an allegory-“
“Big word…”
“It’s a story where the characters and plot are symbolic.”
“Of?”
“In this case, the main character is named ‘Much Afraid’ and her journey to the High Places is symbolic of how each of us finds salvation.”
“High places, huh?” Jon looked a bit dubious, “I’m not much of a reader you know…”
Cassie felt a bit guilty even as she turned to him, smiling and putting her hand over his.
It’s a dirty trick, she thought, but for a good cause.
Jon paled visibly.
“But…um…I’ll give it a shot.”
“Thank you, I really think you’ll like it. If you have any questions, let me know. If I can’t answer them, I know a guy who can.”
Cassie squeezed his hand and then turned back to the beach as Jon fought to swallow, slipping the novel into his own pocket. They heard footsteps on the boardwalk and turned to see Heck jogging back towards them.
“Hey!” he nodded, stopping next to them and leaning against the rail, panting. He had jogged the one-mile round-trip in less than ten minutes and hardly seemed winded.
“Did you get your digital blankie?” Cassie teased.
“Right here,” Heck smiled, patting the pocket of his sweatshirt. “Now I’m ready to face the world.”
“You’re as bad as my father and his walkman!” she said.
Heck and Jon looked at her quizzically.
“Your father?” Heck asked.
Cassie sighed.
It was, she supposed, time to fill them in on her own colorful past. She gestured to a nearby bench where she and Heck sat. Jon hopped up on the rail to listen.
“I grew up,” she began, “with my mom, in a little trailer park in Bowie, Arizona. I’d never known my father and Mom wouldn’t talk about him at all. I grew up figuring that he must be a pretty bad guy.”
Cassie took a deep breath. “Just before I left for college, my mom was killed by a drunk driver, a hit-and-run. They found the guy dead a couple of hours later; he’d rolled his car.”
Unconsciously, Heck reached out and took her hand. Cassie smiled gratefully and went on.
“While I was packing up Mom’s stuff, I found her marriage certificate and it had my father’s signature on it, with his place of birth listed as ‘just past Oysterville, Washington’. I looked up Oysterville on the map and found out that it was here, at the end of the peninsula.”
She sighed again, looking away, “I was angry and bitter, and I decided that I’d come here and see if I could find him. You know, tell him off, and then walk away like he’d walked away from us.”
Jon nodded; he understood that motivation.
“Well, I met Jack along the way and, once I got here, I found out that my father had been a violent alcoholic. My mother had run away without telling him she was pregnant with me. She had a friend in Bowie, so she just packed up one night, took the bus; she left him a note that said don’t come looking.”
Cassie’s lip quivered slightly despite herself.
“What she didn’t know is that, when he found out she was gone, he put a gun to his head and tried to kill himself.”
Heck drew a deep breath and squeezed her hand. Even Jon shifted uncomfortably on the fence rail.
“When he recovered, he was like a child. Jack took him in and has cared for him since then.”
Jon whistled. “That’s some friend.”
Cassie nodded. “Well, he had his reasons, or thought he did. So anyway, all those years we lived in Bowie, hidden away, my mother was always afraid that he would come looking for us, that he would find us and drag us back home. She died with that fear, never knowing that the threat had disappeared before I was even born.”
No one spoke for several moments; Cassie lost in her own memories and the two men beside her at a loss for words. At last, the young woman shook her head and smiled.
“Anyway, that’s ancient history. I found my family here after all, Bill and Jack and my Aunt Connie—“
“…who owns the B&B?” Jon interrupted.
“Exactly. So, a couple of years back, Jack bought Bill a cd style Walkman for his birthday. The cassette one that he’d had was held together with duct tape by that time,” she laughed.
“Bill takes that thing everywhere, and sleeps with it on the pillow beside him. He changes the batteries once a week whether they need it or not, and Jack finally had to take the disk cleaner away from him before he wore his walkman out cleaning it.”
Jon glanced at Heck and nodded meaningfully.
“I can see,” he grinned, “where you could draw the comparison.”
Heck made an unflattering gesture to Jon, who nearly fell off the boardwalk laughing as the bigger man turned crimson with embarrassment and began stuttering apologies to Cassie, who laughed and waved him off.
“I’ll live, Heck,” she said. “I have seen the finger before.”
Heck looked disgusted with himself. “It’s not the kind of thing to do in front of a lady.”
Cassie smiled at him, blushing prettily.
“In that case, I forgive you,” she said.
Walking back home that afternoon, they discussed Cassie’s dream. Jon and Heck both seemed to recall a gunshot in their own nightmares, though they couldn’t recall them clearly. Neither of the men remembered anything about being locked in the forecastle, or the horrifying events that followed the deafening explosion.
“All I remember,” Heck said, raising his collar against the stiffening breeze, “is a storm, lots of rain and giant waves….”
He furrowed his brow, trying to dredge up the scattered images, “…and pain, I can remember being in pain. I had been hurt somehow…”
Cassie looked to Jon, raising a questioning eyebrow.
Jon shook his head.
“Sorry,” he said, “you guys are further ahead in the game than I am. The thing with the ship and the storm ring a bell, but the rest is a big blank. I just know that I wake up shivering and really, really scared.”
“Well,” Cassie nodded, “I think we—“
She stopped, her eyes widening. Parked in front of The Morning Tide’s whitewashed gate was the dark green Oldsmobile that they’d seen at the bookstore the week before.
“Heck,” Jon cried, “don’t…”
But the bigger man was gone, his long legs hurtling him down the block toward the dark car. The driver must have seen him coming as the front tires suddenly squealed, spinning in a cloud of smoke before grabbing the surface of the road and launching the vehicle from the curb.
Heck actually got one hand on the fender of the Olds before it was gone. He followed for a couple of steps then stopped and bent over, resting his hands on his knees as he gasped for air.
The car turned the corner two blocks up and was gone.
When Cassie and Jon caught up with him, he was livid, his face white with anger and his fists clenching and unclenching as he paced the sidewalk.
Jon stopped and stepped back, letting him cool off for a moment. Finally, Heck sat down on the curb and Jon took a seat beside him.
“Gutsy,” Jon nodded, looking down the narrow street to where the mysterious green car had disappeared, “but kinda stupid.”
Heck looked at him, “Meaning?”
“Meaning, Captain America, did you stop to think of what you would do if that window had rolled down and someone had started shooting?”
Heck opened his mouth to retort, and then closed it again, looking chagrined.
Jon nodded. “Welcome to my neighborhood.”
“Hey guys…?” Cassie’s voice wavered a little fearfully from the porch.
They turned and saw her pointing towards the door where a single sheet of paper had been taped to the knocker and now flapped in the late afternoon breeze. Jon and Heck raced up the steps as Cassie scanned the page and then held it out to them, her face drained of color.
I know who you are and I know what you’re looking for.
If you want to find the gold, take down your flag and
I’ll be in touch.
The name of the ship was ‘The Betty Jean’ 1872.
Heck whistled softly as Cassie reached for the American flag that hung from the porch pillar of The Morning Tide.
Chapter Seventeen
Jon switched off the small reading lamp and adjusted the headphones of his MP3 player comfortably over his ears. Then he laid back, hands resting behind his head.
I saw a werewolf with a Chinese menu in his hand
Walking through the streets of Soho in the rain
He was looking for a place called Lee Ho Fook's
Going to get his’ self a big dish of beef chow mein
Arrrrooooooo…Werewolves of London…
He lay there a while, staring up through the darkness at the mottling of moonlight across the ceiling of his room. His mind was spinning. Until today, this had been a very weird, but reasonably safe little vacation. He’d made a couple of friends, was staying in a room way out of his price range, and was involved in something that, if a little creepy, was at least interesting.
And, no one was offering to rearrange his bones while he did it.
The note, however, changed everything.
Jon’s instincts were keyed up and screaming. In his world, strangers were danger and, despite his better judgment, he was looking out for more than just himself.
Heck and Cassie were his friends now and someone was stalking them, someone who knew more about them than they should. He was going to have to be ready, watching his own back and keeping an eye out for both of them as well.
That idiot move that Heck had pulled with the car today, rushing in like the knight in shining armor, no way of knowing who or what was in the car, no way to defend himself…
“Wouldn’t last a day back home,” Jon growled to the empty room.
An hour slipped by, then two, as he watched the clouds paint moon pictures across the wall. Finally, he gave up and switched the light on. From the bedside table he picked up the paperback that Cassie had given him and talked him into—
Who am I kidding, he thought, shaking his head; she suckered me into reading it. One little smile and she played me like a cheap radio.
The memory of Cassie’s smile brought a dull, unfamiliar ache to the pit of his stomach and Jon sighed, lying back and opening the book. Three pages later he was asleep, his eyes rolling beneath their lids as his muscles jumped and twitched in response to his dreams.
In the darkness, the ship creaked around him.
The muffled sound of the sea echoed through the thick timbers. Somewhere ahead a light flickered, and in the gloom Jon began to make out objects stacked about him in the confirmed space. To his right and left stood high piles of timbers that filled his nostrils with a familiar, aromatic scent.
Cedar, he thought.
Interspersed with the wood were solid-looking crates, great seeping barrels, and dozens of old fashioned sea chests, each fastened with a simple iron lock. The flickering light grew closer and Jon instinctively drew back into the deeper shadows as a man appeared, a pitted brass lantern held out before him.
Jon held his breath as the man passed within inches of him, certain that he’d been spotted as the dusty yellow light washed over him. Instead, the stranger set the lantern down atop the crate that Jon crouched behind and drew a heavy, short bladed knife.
As the man glanced back over his shoulder, his eyes narrowing at a slight sound from the darkness, Jon got a good look at him and drew a sudden breath.
The stranger was short and thin, his wiry arms roped with muscle. He wore loose cotton pants tucked into the tops of scruffy looking knee-high boots. His shirt, stained and patched, billowed out from beneath a heavy black belt. As the man turned back toward the light, Jon saw that a thick, ragged scar ran from his left ear down to the corner of his mouth, giving a permanent sneer to his unwashed, unshaven face.
He looks like a sailor from an old movie,” Jon thought. “A sleazy character actor from some nineteen-fifties sailing flick.
The man slipped the edge of the knife beneath the lid of the nearest crate and lifted, cursing softly as the nails pried away with a muffled squeal. From inches away Jon could smell the rank stench of his unwashed body as the man sweated and strained in effort.
Finally, the lid gave way and the sailor looked around once more. Jon, a thief himself, recognized the gesture. From within the crate, the man brushed aside a thick covering of straw and lifted a small object, less than a foot in length. To Jon it looked like a very small barrel or keg; familiar somehow.
The sailor slipped the keg back into the crate and, after bending the nails flat against the wood, fitted the lid over the top once more. To the casual eye, it looked just as it had before.
Then he stood, picked up the lantern, and started to leave.
Jon slipped out from behind the crate and started to follow him, determined not to be left in the dark again. Suddenly, the sailor spun, drawing a heavy barreled revolver from beneath his belt and pointing it at Jon.
The young man cursed.
There was nowhere to leap in the cramped storage quarters; the sailor had him clean. As the older man slowly thumbed the heavy hammer, the thick metallic clack of the chamber turning filled the room.
“Okay, mister,” Jon whispered, bringing his hands up an inch at a time, “be cool. We can talk about this.”
The sailor said nothing, but held the gun even with Jon’s belly for a moment before looking to the right and left once more, his bloodshot eyes squinting into the darkness of the hold.
He can’t see me, Jon realized, slowly lowering his hands. With that thought came another right on its heels, He can’t see me because I’m dreaming.
The sailor muttered a final curse before stuffing the revolver into his belt and lifting the lantern once more. He paused. Then, crouching, he pulled a small leather pouch from the top of his boot. Upending this, something bright and heavy clinked into his dirty palm.
Jon stepped closer and drew a breath.
Three thick gold coins gleamed brightly in the sailor’s hand; each was embossed with an eagle, its wings spread wide across the face. All three were as clean and polished as though they’d just been minted.
The man smiled, his lips pulling back from the black rotting stumps of his teeth, and Jon recoiled at the stench of rum and decay on his breath. Finally, the sailor stowed the coins back in the pouch that, likewise, was stuffed back into his boot.
Jon followed the odiferous stranger through the tight maze of the storage hold and up a short flight of wood-runged steps. The room they stepped into, though dimly lit by two similar lanterns, was much brighter than the hold below and Jon could see that the walls were lined with pots, pans, and heavy wooden utensils.
A huge oak barrel stood in one corner, its contents sloshing faintly with the roll and pitch of the ship. As the sailor closed the hatch, another man entered the narrow room.
“Mr. Garrett!” the man barked, and the sailor jumped up guiltily, spinning to face him.
The newcomer was taller and broader of shoulder than the sailor, he was clean-shaven, and his clothes, Jon noticed were much cleaner as well.
“Yessuh?” the dirty sailor cringed.
“What is your business in the hold, Mr. Garrett?”
The smaller man glanced around the room, his eyes flickering from place to place, anywhere but to those of his superior.
“Cook needed salt, suh.” He grinned, exposing the cavernous ruin of his mouth, “Asked me ta fetch ‘im some.”
The newcomer’s eyes narrowed, “And where is the salt, Mr. Garrett?”
The sailor looked down at his hands dumbly and paled, then leered once more. “Couldn’t find none, Mistah Mikesell, wasn’t where Cook said.”
Mikesell stepped close and took a hesitant sniff of the man, then jerked his face away in disgust.
“Have you been drinking, Mr. Garrett?”
“N-no Suh!”
Mikesell eyed the obsequious little man with obvious dislike.
“You know, of course, what the punishment is for any man aboard this ship caught stealing rations…especially liquor?”
Garrett seemed to shrink further, his hands beginning to shake.
“Correct, Mr. Garrett, the lash.” He stepped closer once more, locking eyes with the smaller man.
“I don’t like you, Garrett, and I didn’t want you on this ship. As First Mate, I’m going to be watching you and if I suspect that your filthy fingers have been anywhere they don’t belong, I will personally see that you get the lash and I will leave you with the savages at our next landing. Do I make myself clear?”
Garrett’s face was set and sullen and he looked away, his voice thick with hatred, “Yessuh.”
“I want you on deck within the quarter hour, Sailor. There is rope to coil before the weather reaches us, and I want you where I can see you.”
Mikesell turned to leave and then looked back.
“And for pity’s sake, Garrett, take a bath first!”
The First Mate started for the door, then stopped.
“Sisters,” Mikesell murmured, tipping his hat, “You should be in your cabin. We are in for a bit of a blow, I’m afraid.”
Two women, dressed in flowing black robes and headpieces, stepped past him and into the room. Jon began to feel claustrophobic in the tiny kitchen.
“Yes, Mr. Mikesell,” the first nodded, lifting a heavy ceramic vase, “we only wished to get some water before the ship began heaving about.”
The First Mate nodded, lifting the lid from the heavy water barrel, and filling the jug. “Certainly Sister, and I will see that additional rations are brought to the forecastle as well.”
“Thank you Mr. Mikesell,” the elderly nun replied with a smile. “That is most kind.”
“Merci,” the second nun murmured.
As she spoke, Jon noticed a movement behind the older woman, and his eyes widened as a young Indian girl in a simple gingham dress stepped into the room. For the first time since the dream began, Jon sensed an acknowledgment of his presence as the child looked directly into his eyes and smiled sadly.
“Kil-ah-ko-tah,” she whispered, her voice was hauntingly familiar as she reached toward him with one small brown hand…
Jon gasped and his eyes snapped open.
Twilight streamed through the window of his room and he repeated the words.
“Kil-ah-ko-tah.”
The bedside lamp was still burning and, swinging his legs off the bed, he saw that the small paperback had slipped to the floor. Standing slowly, he shook his head, his body suddenly awash with goose bumps. Pulling on a t-shirt, Jon went in search of pen and paper, the images of his dream already beginning to crumble around the edges and wash away.
“You are respectfully invited to be present at the execution of John Rose and John Edwards, April 20th, 1891, at the Pacific County Courthouse,
Oysterville, Washington at 9:00 o’clock a.m.
Thomas A. Roney, Sheriff.”
One of one hundred and six invitations that were delivered to Pacific County residents in the early months of 1891.
Chapter Eighteen
“So,” Willie went on, “between Jon’s dream and the mystery-man’s note, we have quite a bit of information.”
The four were seated at the round study table near the back of the library. Only two or three other souls roamed amid the stacks as the late afternoon sun began to wane and closing time approached. Cassie had noticed one harried-looking mother thumbing through the historical romances and her children fought over Dr. Seuss books in the Little Reader corner of the room. One man sat, possibly asleep, at a table near them, the latest Wall Street Journal open in front of him. Besides that, the library was empty.
Heck nodded.
“So, we have a ship named The Betty Jean, sunk somewhere off the Washington Coast in…”
Heck ran his finger down the page of the thick reference edition that Willie had brought from the research shelves.
“1872. ‘Assumed sunk in winter storm, all hands lost.’
“And,” Cassie added, “the Indian girl whose song we’ve been hearing may have been on that ship…”
“It was her,” Jon nodded. “Trust me, I knew the second I saw her.”
“And,” Cassie continued, “the references to gold seem to be tied to the ship as well. The sailor that Jon saw—“
“—Garrett.” Jon supplied, glancing at his notes.
“—yes, Garrett, had the gold.”
Jon shook his head, “But it was just the three coins.”
Willie tapped her pencil against the table.
“I think what we need to keep in mind is that the type of man that you describe, this Garrett, shouldn’t have had any gold coins. If he stole those, there may have been more on board.”
“There was.”
The voice that came from behind the Wall Street Journal was thick and harsh, the gravelly rasp of a longtime smoker. All four spun in the chairs as the man lowered his paper and stood.
“There was a case of gold on that ship, bound for Shoalwater Bay.”
Willie stood as the man approached their table. He was tall and stocky, his brown hair rapidly turning to a dirty-gray fringe around his head.
“And you are?” she asked.
“Grizzard. Hollis Grizzard.”
The man smiled, “And you are Willie Peck, Jon Greenan, Cassie Belanger, and Bryan Heckard…”
The older man’s grin widened.
“…Heck to your friends.”
Cassie, Jon and Heck stared at the man, their mouths agape. He stared back, his smile plastered firmly to his lined, leathery face. Willie’s eyes narrowed. “You seem to have us at a disadvantage, Mr. Grizzard. Just how do you know each of us?”
The man draped a worn army bush jacket over the back of an empty chair and sat down between Heck and Jon. As he did, he tossed a thick leather bound book onto the table, its cover cracked and worn with age.
“’Cause I’ve been spying on you for better than a week now.”
He pulled a toothpick from his pocket and stuck it between his teeth. Heck leaped to his feet, his face pale with anger.
“You’re the one in the green Olds…”
Grizzard look at him blankly.
“Green Olds…?”
“Spare us, Mr. Grizzard.” Cassie said, “We saw you at the bookstore last week and, of course, at the B&B yesterday.”
“Wasn’t me,” the big man shook his balding head. “I drive a primer-grey Suburban, big forest service surplus rig. Don’t know anything about a green Olds, but it doesn’t surprise me. That’s why I contacted you to begin with, I don’t see no sense in competition, as there’s gold enough for all of us.”
He glanced up at Heck, who stood over him, his fists clenched. The old man’s eyes narrowed.
“Young fella,” he murmured, “you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover ya’ know.” He slipped a hand into the deep pocket of his overalls, “And you should sit down before I take it personal.”
Jon caught Heck’s eye, nodded for him to sit, and then leaned forward.
“How much gold?” he asked, “And where is it?”
Grizzard rolled the toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other. “You kids haven’t done your homework too well, have you?”
“Mr. Grizzard,” Willie spoke up, her mouth a pale line of disapproval, “if you have a point, this might be a good time to make it.”
“Fine,” Hollis stood again, “here’s my point. The Betty Jean was carrying supplies that the Sisters of Mercy had collected for an Indian mission to be built in Oysterville—“
“The Uppertown Mission…” Willie murmured, her eyes widening.
“—Exactly. Also aboard that ship was gold enough to build and stock that mission for up to three years. Gold worth maybe a half-million today.”
“But,” Cassie interrupted, “if the ship sank, and the gold was on the ship, how are we supposed to find it?”
Hollis grinned again.
“You’re assuming, pretty lady, that the gold went down with the ship…”
The man nodded toward the book he had placed before them.
“You look that over,” he said, turning to go, “I’ll see you back here same time tomorrow.”
The four stared from the book to one another as the door closed behind Hollis Grizzard.
By one o’clock in the morning, Cassie was growing tired of ships, and shipwrecks, and gold. The door of the library had been locked for hours, opening only to admit several delivered pizzas at Jon’s insistence. Willie had lowered the blinds on all the windows as well. The book that Hollis had left was actually a journal. Cassie had read perhaps a third of it and couldn’t make any connection with Songbird or the gold.
“It’s just some farmer’s diary,” she told them, grinding her teeth with frustration. “Full of weather reports and moon phases and stuff…”
They had also found, stuffed into the journal, a thick sheaf of photocopied pages, including a ship’s manifest for The Betty Jean and some letters from the Arch Diocese of New York.
Heck looked up from the manifest.
“Well, the passenger list includes a Sister Mary Elizabeth and Sister Mary Baptiste returning to Shoalwater ‘in the company of a female Indian child’, but I can’t find anything about any gold listed with ‘Cargo and Valuables’.”
Jon’s face paled, “The two nuns from my dream…”
Cassie nodded, looking a little pale herself.
“Mary Baptiste…the French nun.”
La vallée de l'ombre de la mort…
Willie looked at Cassie, whose head was beginning to nod over the journal, “Let me take a look at that again, dear.”
Cassie handed the book over gratefully.
“Good luck, and I hope you find something.”
The old librarian nodded.
“Sometimes it’s just as important to look for what isn’t there.”
“What do you mean?”
Willie simply shook her head and turned the old journal over in her hands, flipping through it and stopping occasionally to run her fingers down a page.
“Elmer Price,” she murmured, reading from the inside cover. “Why does that name sound familiar?”
“I’m a treasure hunter,” Grizzard repeated, without a trace of humor.
Willie’s eyes narrowed, Heck snorted, and Jon and Cassie looked skeptical and nonplussed in turn.
Grizzard had been true to his word, walking through the doors of the library on the dot of five. He was again clad in the threadbare army jacket and faded jeans. This time he had dumped an armload of books and papers on the table before noisily dragging a chair over and seating himself.
“So,” Willie murmured, disapproval etched clearly on her face, “supposing you can find the Uppertown Mission gold, Mr. Grizzard, just what exactly do you intend to do with it?”
Hollis looked at her blankly.
“I’m not sure I follow you, Ms. Peck…”
Willie leaned closer, “If there is any gold, it belongs to the Chinook Indians. Somehow I don’t feel that it’s your intention to just hand it over to them out of the kindness of your heart.”
Now it was Hollis’s turn to snort, shaking his head in disgust.
“Spare me the poor Indians spiel, Miss. The children that mission was intended for have been dead for a hundred years. That gold belongs to the finder. Law of salvage.”
Cassie shook her head, “That doesn’t seem quite right…”
“Or quite legal,” Heck chimed in.
Hollis licked his lips, his eyes flicking from one to the other nervously.
“Look, there was plenty of gold in that shipment for everyone, and I intend to offer each of you an even share. What you do with yours is up to you.”
“But--” Cassie started.
Grizzard’s face hardened, bushy gray eyebrows lowering as his gaze grew flinty. “I need your help,” he said, “but I can probably find someone else if need be. If you don’t want a share of what I’ve worked twenty years to find, then—“
“Why risk it?” Jon asked, slouching in his chair, hands stuffed deep in the pockets of his leather jacket.
“Risk what?” Grizzard asked, eyeing Jon distrustfully.
Jon nodded towards the others.
“Why trust any of us. What’s keeping us from going to the police, or the Indians themselves about this?”
Hollis grinned.
“And just what would you tell them?”
Jon nodded, again silent.
The crooked grin widened, “Exactly!”
“Still,” Heck said, “you’d have a hard time selling any gold if the police were watching you.”
Grizzard actually laughed aloud, shaking his head in disbelief.
“You can’t be that naïve, son,” he choked. “I could make a phone call tonight and be sipping umbrella drinks on the beach in Bali by this time tomorrow. The cops would never see a glimmer of that gold.”
Heck glanced at Jon, who nodded.
Willie spoke up. “So what you’re saying, Mr. Grizzard, is that if we want to see any of the gold returned to its rightful owners, we must agree to your terms.”
Hollis eyed the old librarian, his smile fading.
“I don’t know that I’d put it quite that way, Ma’am, but I ‘spose you could put it that way if you wanted.”
Willie nodded her understanding.
“So what’s to keep us from ratting you out once we have the gold?” Jon asked, sitting up a little straighter in his chair.
The older man’s weathered face shifted from slightly amused to completely expressionless in the space of a heartbeat.
“I think of all the members of our little group, you might best understand why that would be a real bad idea.”
Jon nodded again as though he had gotten exactly the reaction that he expected.
“Yeah, that’s kinda what I thought.”
“Enough,” Hollis growled, “I know the gold’s on dry land and I have a fair idea of the general location. I’m done talking; make up your minds what you want and do it quick. Otherwise I take my books and go.”
Heck looked at Cassie, who glanced at Jon; then all three turned their eyes to Willie, who sat quietly, her hands folded in her lap and her thin lips pursed in thought.
“Mr. Grizzard,” she said at last, “I don’t see that we have a great deal of options here. It seems that the decision has been left to me and I’m going to agree to your terms, though I don’t like it one bit—“
Hollis was smiling already.
“—and,” she continued, “I’ll tell you why I’m agreeing. First, whatever portion of that money, assuming there is any money, which can be returned to the Chinook people is desperately needed. If you haven’t had the opportunity to visit the reservation, I suggest that you do so before heading to Bali.”
Willie paused, taking a deep breath.
“But second, and maybe equally important, for whatever reason He has seen fit, I believe that God has led these young people here. The evidence would suggest that it has something to do with the treasure that you’re so sure you’ve found. I want to see that they are allowed to accomplish whatever it is that they were brought here for, and that they safely leave in peace--”
She paused again, making sure that her gaze was firmly locked with the old treasure hunter’s, “--and understand, Mr. Grizzard, that I intend to make sure that happens.”
They held each other’s eyes for a tense, silent moment, until Grizzard finally glanced away, his lip twitching in anger. Just as quickly, his irritation seemed to pass and he grinned at the four of them.
“Done then.”
He chuckled, his words distinctly lacking humor.
“Each will get an equal share to do with as they see fit…agreed? And if God wants a share, he can take it out of yours.”
Jon and Cassie nodded slowly, as Willie sat stock-still refusing to respond. Finally, Heck raised a hand in the air as though seeking permission to speak.
“I…I just want to get this straight,” he said, looking a little dazed. “We’re talking about going out and digging up buried treasure…right?”
Hollis grunted, as the others nodded sheepishly.
“…and that doesn’t seem just a little bit nuts to anyone else?”
No one responded.
Finally, Heck heaved a sigh, a thin smile creeping to his lips.
“Okay then,” he shrugged, “I’m in.”
An hour later, the stacks of books and papers had migrated the length of the table and back, and sat piled messily in front of Grizzard again.
“So,” Hollis said, wiping his mouth in that thirsty way that was so familiar to Cassie, “We know from the manifest that the two nuns and the girl were on board at San Francisco. Since there’s no reason to think that they left the ship coming around the horn after leaving the east coast, or in South America—“
Jon raised an eyebrow.
“Why in the world did they go all the way around South America?”
Willie smiled gently.
“The Panama Canal hadn’t been built, Jon. There was no passage between the countries at that time.”
Jon nodded, “Okay, but why not just come across the country in a wagon or something? Isn’t that what everyone else was doing?”
“Lots of ‘em were trying,” Hollis interrupted. “But it was a long and dangerous way to go, maybe more so than by sea. People were dying of cholera every step of the way, and Indians were massacring whole trains of immigrants before they ever saw the Cascades—“
Willie opened her mouth to comment on this, but Hollis spoke back up.
“But I think the most important reason, at least in the case of the Sisters and Little Songbird, is that on a sea voyage there’s not much point in stealing anything you can’t eat or drink. There’s nowhere to take it.”
“A trunk full of gold coin would be a lot better protected in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, than coming across the plains with a thousand hungry and desperate pioneers, most of which had spent their last dime getting outfitted for the trip.”
“Not to mention,” Willie added, eyeing Grizzard, “every criminal and fugitive trying to escape justice by running west.”
Jon thought about this and nodded, as Hollis continued.
“No, I think it’s safe to say that the Sisters, not to mention the Holy Church in New York, knew that their beloved offering money was safest making its way to Uppertown by barkentine.”
Jon raised his eyebrow once more.
“A type of sailing ship, dear,” Willie murmured.
Jon blushed at this and then glanced at the old woman and smiled shyly. “Thanks.”
Hollis cleared his throat noisily, getting their attention.
“Listen up,” he said, fixing each of them with a hard scowl, “most important thing to remember at this point is that we tell no one about the gold. If word got out, every fool that owned a shovel from here to California would be out there digging holes in the peninsula, which would bring the media—“
“—and the police.” Willie interjected.
Grizzard gave her an irritated glance, “—and the police, and then our chances of getting the gold would disappear overnight.”
They all seemed to agree that this made sense.
“Number two,” he growled, “this is my show. I call the shots, and I don’t like to be questioned. Just do what I say, when I say, and we’ll all come out of this better off and with a profit to show.”
Heck, who was used to being his own boss, was shaking his head before the older man had finished speaking.
“Now wait a minute, what if we’re not quite ready to just make ourselves your personal slaves, Grizzard? I don’t—“
A wide, gnarled hand slammed down on the tabletop, causing both Cassie and the scattered books to jump.
“Those are my rules, Sonny,” Hollis said through gritted teeth. “If you don’t like ‘em you can just crawl back to your trailer park and keep mooning over that dead wife of—“
Heck moved so quickly that by the time Cassie could gasp at the horrible words Grizzard had spoken, Bryan Heckard was out of his chair and had the man’s shirtfront gathered in two white-knuckled fists. Lifting him bodily from his seat and slamming him backwards into a magazine rack, the young widower struggled to speak, spitting profanities, his voice quaking with rage.
“Don’t you ever speak of my wife again, Grizzard! You understand me?”
The younger man’s fists were balled up together and pressing into the treasure hunter’s throat. Hollis’s eyes began to bulge as his hand groped towards his pocket. Suddenly Jon was there, slipping from his seat to Heck’s side and, catching the older man’s thumb, he bent it at an angle until Grizzard winced, struggling to free himself. Cassie had risen from her chair as well, stepping around Willie, and moving into the aisle several arm lengths from the men.
“A couple more pounds of pressure will break it,” Jon said, eyes and voice flat. “Don’t make me do that.”
The three stood like that for several heartbeats, and finally the old man grinned, bringing his free hand up in surrender.
“Well, now we know you can work together,” he smirked. “That’s important.”
Some of the color had returned to Heck’s face and he pulled the man forward one more time before releasing him.
“…Not ever,” he hissed, and then dropped his hands.
Willie’s voice was like ice, her lips thin white lines of anger. “I think you owe Bryan an apology, Mr. Grizzard.”
Hollis glanced at the young man, his eyes hooded. Heck stared right back, and Cassie shuddered at the intense dislike communicated between the two of them. Finally, Hollis grinned again.
“I don’t apologize,” he said. “But I ‘spose that I can shoot my mouth off too quick sometimes. You have my word I won’t speak of your wife again.”
Heck stared at him for several more heartbeats, the muscle at his jaw-line working painfully, before turning, righting his overturned chair, and sitting again. Jon was eyeing Heck and nodding.
“What?” the taller man asked, smoothing out the wrinkles of his t-shirt.
“Not at thing,” Jon smiled, still nodding, tapping a roll of quarters on the tabletop before returning them to the pocket of his jacket. Grizzard’s eyes caught this and narrowed, as the younger man continued, “Just filing some information away for later.”
Heck Heckard nodded, still glowering in Grizzard’s direction.
A silent moment passed before Willie spoke. When she did, no one in the room was more surprised than Cassie.
“Very well, Mr. Grizzard, we accept your conditions.”
If possible, Heck’s jaw knotted even further and Cassie stared at the old librarian in shocked silence. She gazed at each of them in turn, nonplussed.
“You said it was my decision,” she murmured. “Unless that has changed, I’ve decided that we should take Mr. Grizzard up on his offer. That gold could be used for great good by the Chinook people and I, for one, intend to make sure that as much of it as possible is returned to its rightful owners.”
The last sentence she directed towards Grizzard, who scratched his chin, grunted, and began leafing through the books and papers once more.
An hour passed, then two…
“So,” Grizzard went on, his voice having long since become a drone in Cassie’s ears, “the Sisters took the girl back east, paraded her up and down New York, gathering money from the good Christian folk.“ He snorted contemptuously and Cassie bit her lower lip hard, to refrain from a reply.
“Once they’d fleeced the sheep for enough money to build their mission, they took a steamer from New York to San Francisco, picked up the money there, all in gold coin, and—“
“Why would they do that?” Jon asked, “I mean, they DID have cash back then, right? Why take gold?”
Grizzard nodded. “That was one of my first questions, too. The Sisters knew they would have to hire local workers to build the mission. Seems that most of the able-bodied men on the bay were oystermen or loggers, and both the oyster boats and the mills paid in gold coin; usually either five or twenty dollar slugs.”
“Most of those men had been through the civil war, or were the sons of fellas who had, and they’d seen all types of cash become worthless paper overnight. Gold, however…”
Cassie shuddered involuntarily at the gleam in the old man’s eyes as his voice faded momentarily.
“…gold is always gold.”
Jon seemed to think about this for a minute and then nodded.
“So,” Hollis went on, “they boarded the barkentine Betty Jean in San Francisco, sailed north, and then….” Grizzard made a whooshing noise from between pursed lips, raising both hands in a scattering motion.
“Then what?” Cassie asked, fascinated despite herself.
“No one knows,” he replied, leaning forward, his voice low and conspiratorial. “Not so much as a keg nail was ever seen of The Betty Jean again.”
Jon held up a photocopied page. “So, according to this, the gold came from a mint in Carson City…”
Grizzard made a rude noise and snatched the page from Jon’s hand.
“I don’t care if they smelted the stuff on Jupiter, where it comes from ain’t important. It’s where it is now that we gotta worry about.”
Heck spoke up for the first time since his altercation with Grizzard earlier in the evening.
“So, the ship could have sunk anywhere from San Francisco to the Washington coast. What makes you think the gold is here? In fact, what makes you think the gold could possibly be here?”
Grizzard grinned, reaching across the table and tossing the leather bound diary towards Heckard.
“The answers lay within, my friend. And, just to show there are no hard feelings, I’ll let you make the revelation. Middle of the journal there’s a page folded at the bottom corner, turn to that page, and read from the top.”
Willie snatched the book from the air in mid-flight, and the old man frowned as she studied the cover closely over mother-of-pearl rims. His frown deepened as she opened to the flyleaf and slowly ran two thin fingers down the yellowed page. The librarian’s eyes narrowed for a moment and she pursed thin lips in concentration.
As Willie handed the book to Heck, she looked up and caught Grizzard’s eye, asking, “Where did you happen to come across this journal?”
He smiled thinly.
“I told you ma’am, I’m a treasure-hunter, and this is the kind of thing we come across. You might be surprised at some of the treasures I’ve had and lost in my years.”
Jon nodded and looked away, thinking that the old man had done a decent job of avoiding the question. Not a great job, but decent.
Outside the library, the noise on the street had died off as men finished work and headed home or to the nearest tavern to eat fried clams and drink weak beer out of spotted mugs. At closing time, a few would emerge unsteadily, jacked up on whiskey sours and bravado and there would be some brief vicious fistfights in the moonless back alleys. The reasons for these would be forgotten by morning, the bruises and broken noses within a few days.
Heck took the old book from Willie and, giving the treasure hunter a look that made it very clear that there were still hard feelings, opened to the marked page and began to read.
Chapter Nineteen
The Journal
January 10, 1872.
. The roads are nearly impassable. Up pretty early, had breakfast by candlelight and started after a load of wood. It snowed very fast and the wind blew so that I could scarcely see. Stopped by to visit Jens and Neilsine, stayed for supper. Young Nel makes a fine oyster pie.
Spoke with Jens. He’s still got that Rose boy working for him. Can’t say I care too much for him, sort of shifty-eyes that one, like he’s always trying to figure out where you keep your purse.
January 11, 1872.
Sou’easter blew in during the night. Worst in my years. Still sleeting hard this morning. Glad I got wood. I’m thinking I’ll get on up to the pond and take corn to Aaron and Moses when the storm lets up.
Came home by the creek last night and waded. Rained all day. Hope to check the tideline come morning. Much hail and wind tonight and I could hear the burned timber along the cliffs falling in great crashes all night.
January 12, 1872.
Was a disagreeable day to be out, storm has worsened and snow blew. Drifts are waist high. Ice. Had frightful dreams. Pulled a tarpaulin from the shed and covered Mary’s violas. They’ve seen bad winters before; I think they’ll weather this one. Found two buds up on the south field bluff last fall, guess the seeds are spreading. Pretty little white things, all but lost in the thistle. The wind from the north is terrible fierce tonight…
Part Four: The Storm
“I have seen nothing but darkness and blackness and desolation.
I hear little more than the sighs and cries of misery in the perishing remnants of the Chenok tribes and the roar and the rage of mighty waters.
Scarcely a handful of the original race is now to be seen.”
1871 - Author Unknown.
Chapter Twenty
Oysterville, WA 1872
The wind slammed the far wall of the cabin like a great dark fist, and Elmer glanced up from his journal as his rifle rattled on its hooks above the door.
The room was slightly wider than it was long. A single window of dried deerskin (now firmly shuttered against the weather) was centered in the far wall, facing westward toward the sea to catch the last light of sunset over the Pacific. Of furniture there was only the small table, two rickety chairs, and the tiny brass bed that Elmer had brought with them on the months-long voyage from Europe so many years before. The bed that he and Mary had shared for forty-one years, in the wilderness of the Washington coast.
Two cedar plank shelves held flour, salt, a tin of tobacco, and a clay jug of rum. The latter two had been brought in from their station of shame in the woodshed after Mary had passed.
A squat iron stove rested in the center of the room, the red blush of banked coals glowing through the grate; above it hung an iron pan, a coffeepot, and a few battered utensils.
The floor was hard packed earth, clean and well swept, and at the foot of the bed sat a huge steamer trunk, also brought from their first (and brief) home in Austria. The trunk contained the rest of Elmer’s belongings. Clothes, a handful of books, and a few of Mary’s personals. Atop rested a yellowing daguerreotype of him and Mary, taken on their wedding day, just a week before they had left Austria.
The heavy cedar logs of the cabin groaned again beneath the onslaught of the storm, and Elmer sighed and rubbed his tired eyes. The soft flickering light of a single candle barely lit the room, and the pages of his journal remained shadowed and dim regardless of how close he brought the flame.
Briefly, he considered going out to check the mare one last time before bed, but changed his mind. The sturdy workhorse was safe and warm in its sheltered stall, Elmer having tied a blanket across her back and spread an extra forkful of hay earlier that afternoon.
He was more concerned that the tarpaulin he’d staked over Mary’s garden might blow away in the night.
The wide bed of tiny white flowers with their orange throats had been growing alongside the cabin since the two had made their claim in 1834. The tiny seedlings, wrapped in soft moss and an old handkerchief, had been taken from her mother’s garden in Vorarlberg and carried in the pocket of Mary’s heavy wool coat, all those terrible months at sea. The sturdy flowers had survived the voyage, and thrived in the cool wet forest of the Pacific Northwest. Elmer was confident that they could weather the frightful storm, but the heavy tarp was the only one he owned.
He glanced mournfully at the scuffed and pitted clay pot on the shelf, the thick cork stopper gone black with age, and his mouth watered briefly, but the jug was empty.
He was a small man, and slightly stooped; a short fringe of white hair circling his head like a halo. Weathered and tan, his face was deeply lined and creased with a perpetual smile. Closing his journal and tucking it safely beneath a faded pair of longhandles at the top of the sea chest, Elmer kicked off his boots, blew out the candle and climbed, fully dressed, into bed.
“Good night Mary,” he whispered to the empty little cabin, as was his ritual, “Ich liebe dich.”
Outside the howl of the wind rose, as though enraged at his casual dismissal of its power.
When Elmer woke, an hour before dawn, the storm had blown itself out and the cabin was filled with what seemed an unearthly silence. After stuffing cedar shingles onto the banked coals of the stove, he set the old iron skillet atop and dropped in a dollop of seal fat from a bag that hung from the front of the cabin. The bag, which was cured deer stomach, and the oil had been taken in trade from the Indians and Elmer preferred the slightly fishy flavor over the more common bacon fat, which quickly grew stale and rancid.
When the oil was shimmering and popping with heat, he added a thick fillet of salt salmon and some sliced potatoes, mixing the two with the heavy blade of his hunting knife, and moving the pan to a corner of the stove to simmer.
As the warm smell of breakfast began to permeate the cabin, Elmer tighten his suspenders and began gathering supplies for a salvage trip to the beach. Several heavy oilskin bags, a great coil of rope, a shovel, saw and a bag of miscellaneous tools would be loaded onto the mare’s back for the long walk to the shore.
After a three-day storm, anything could be found along the tideline. Elmer had come upon brass lanterns, unbreached barrels of salt, flour, and even rum.
Once he had stepped through the tree line to find the white sands covered with heaps of cut lumber, like haphazard piles of great cedar matchsticks, up and down the beach as far as the eye could see. Anything too heavy for the mare’s back (or his own) was dragged into the trees and hidden as much as possible, until he could return with a borrowed wagon and enough hired Indians to load it.
After breakfast, which was eaten with a spoon directly from the skillet, the remaining salmon and potatoes were set between two plates and wrapped up in an old pillowcase to be taken along for his lunch.
Elmer pulled on a heavy oilskin coat and, lifting the rifle from its place above the door, set out just as the first gray smudges of dawn began creeping over the mountains. The morning bloomed fair and bright, the blue sky clear of any remnants of the clouds that had blanketed it for the last three days.
He followed a scant path from the cabin, a mile or so up past Davis Pond and then west toward the beach. Passing those still gray waters, his presence stirred a great flock of geese, which rose in a honking, indignant cloud and proceeded northward, the sound of a hundred wings like a mighty rushing wind.
Elmer noted fresh tracks of deer and elk, crisscrossing his own trail, having made their way to the pond for water after two days of hunkering in the thickets while the storm raged. Coming upon sign that still lay steaming in the cold morning air, he slipped the .30 caliber Hawking rifle from its leather scabbard on the mare’s back.
After loading it with a light charge and a fresh cap, he laid it across his shoulder.
Around the next bend, there was a rustle in the underbrush and a fat doe rabbit fell to the bark of the old thirty-caliber. Elmer gutted it quickly and, tying the hind legs together with a rawhide thong, hung it from the buckle of the saddlebag.
The old man knew this path well; could have walked it in his sleep, and had, in fact, walked it many a black moonless night.
He had broken this trail to the sea many, many years before, a young man and his young wife newly arrived to this wild land of Shoalwater Bay, all rock and sand and towering dark cedar forests.
The son of an English tutor, he had been raised with books and letters in both English and German. Histories, poetry, prose, but excepting the occasional fishing trip to Lake Constance in the mountains of Austria, he had known nothing of the outdoors. It was in that small town on the Austrian border that he had met and wooed a young Mary Lundberg, the pretty daughter of the town’s constable. A tiny, willow of a girl who spoke only German and could write nothing more than her own name, Elmer Price had loved her from the first moment their eyes had met.
He had married her, and then brought her to the far side of the world, to this place of gray seas and endless rain. Those first years had been hard work, the hardest of his life.
If not for the kindness of the trappers and settlers already living on the bay, and friends like Swan and Russell and Old Toke, they may not have survived to make this land their home. The old mountain man, Charlie Russell, had taught him how to shoot and hunt, how to dress his kill and butcher and salt meat. Toke and his tribesmen had shown them how to stretch the hides, how to tan and cure and waste no part of the deer and elk and bear and seal that made up the bounty of the peninsula.
They’d learned to gather what the sea provided; oysters and clams, fish and crabs. As Judge Swan had been so fond of saying of Shoalwater Bay, “When the tide is out the table is set.” It had been a hard life, but a rewarding one, a land of bounty and peace for a man and woman with strong hearts and strong backs.
Elmer was deep in memories when the rusty voices of gulls brought him back to the present.
He looked up to see the first blue glints of the Pacific winking through the tree-line as he and the mare started down the last slope of forest, slippery with pine needles, and then up the dunes to the beach.
The storm had blown all manner of driftwood and great, gray loops of sea plants up onto the beach. Among these were a few broken bottles, hundreds of dead crabs and gulls and one bloated sea lion, too long dead to be salvageable.
A cold north wind blew all day but, as the sun reached its zenith, Elmer found himself wiping sweat from his face with a faded handkerchief and pulling off the heavy oilskin jacket. They had made their way back up the coast and he stopped for a cold lunch of salmon and potatoes at almost the same spot he had come out on the beach that morning. The old man sat on a driftwood log, chewing the tough salted fish and gazing longingly at the winter-bare salmonberry bushes, thinking of the heavy, sweet berries they would bear the following summer.
After his meal, Elmer rolled up his jacket and stuffed it deep into one of the saddlebags that hung low on either side of the mare’s barrel-like belly. Turning northward, he started up the beach towards Low Point, some ten miles distant.
By mid-afternoon he had almost given up hope of finding anything of value in the tidal refuse. It appeared the storm had ended on a high tide and the waves had pulled everything back out into the calming sea.
Except for the heaviest chunks of driftwood and a thick blanket of shattered sand dollars, the beach was bare.
By four, he was ready to turn back, disappointed by a clear day spent in vain, yet refreshed by the hike and fresh sea breezes after days of stormy confinement. It was then that he heard the cry of fighting gulls over the roar of the incoming surf. Squinting into the distance, he could just make out a cloud of wheeling, screaming birds far up the coast.
Something had drawn the bird’s attention. He stood there a moment, squinting into the harsh winter sun, his shadow laid out at his feet like a tired hound.
“Prob’ly just another dead seal,” Elmer muttered, but he twitched the mare’s lead rope and picked up his pace anyway.
Cresting a high dune, he saw right away that it was no seal. Not unless the seals had suddenly taken to wearing cotton shirts and trousers.
From his vantage point Elmer could see that the man, dead or alive, lay face down and spread eagle, the incoming surf slowly washing up around his legs and waist every few seconds. Just up the shoreline from the prostrate man, lay a small wooden boat, half buried in the sand.
The picture was clear to Elmer at once; the man had pushed the boat above the waterline and then collapsed.
The seabirds were circling the body, some landing in the nearby sand and stalking cautiously towards the fallen man, before losing their nerve and racing away. It wouldn’t be long before they lost their fear and began taking pecks out of him, dead or alive.
“Filthy buggers,” Elmer muttered and, raising the rifle to his shoulder, he fired a round well over the back of the man on the beach.
The gulls scattered, shrieking and winging away as the rolling thunder of the Hawkins followed. Elmer reloaded quickly and gave the mare’s lead another twitch.
“G’dup there, Bess,” he grunted, and started down the dune at a pace.
He stopped some yards from the man and boat and tied the mare off to a thick drift log, then made his way forward carefully, rifle at the ready.
The body hadn’t so much as twitched at the sound of the gunshot, but Elmer was old enough to have learned the value of caution. The figure’s bare arms and legs, as well as the side of his face, was badly sunburned but the old man thought he could see the faint rise and fall of breath beneath what might once have been a white cotton shirt.
Elmer thumbed the hammer on the old rifle and nudged the man’s shoulder with the toe of one boot. No response. He nudged again, a little harder.
“Mister? Can you hear?”
His boot dug into the man’s side and slowly rolled him over, revealing an ugly blackened gunshot wound at his shoulder.
A wide stain of blackened blood ringed the charred hole and, as the body flopped onto its back, fresh blood began to seep in a bright red hem along the dark edges. His closed eyes lay in deep, purple sockets. The young man shuddered and groaned weakly, his face was pale and gaunt, the skin stretched tightly across his cheekbones like thin rice paper, ready to tear at any moment on the sharp corners and angles of his scarred face.
A heavy-muzzled revolver was stuffed in the belt. The rounds were certain to be water soaked and ruined by now, but Elmer pulled it free and tossed it several yards up the bank anyway.
Old as he was, the old man was strong and, after running the rifle back to the mare, he returned to the wounded sailor. Lacing his hands under the man’s arms and across his chest, he dragged him up the beach and into the sheltering shadow of the trees.
The man cried out once when Elmer stumbled and almost dropped him, then passed out again and was silent, so silent in fact, that as Elmer laid him down in the tall grass beneath the trees, he feared the sailor was dead. Slipping a weathered hand beneath the salt-crusted shirt, he could feel the faint rhythm of a heartbeat.
He quickly tore open the man’s shirt and grimaced, the entire shoulder was a deep purplish-red bruise, yellowing at the edges and rimmed with the bright crimson of infection. A small, black hole, a ring of charred skin, lay just below the sailor’s collarbone, and Elmer could see into the wound, where the flesh had turned a sickly gray-green.
The old man bent low, sniffed at the wound, and then flinched back, his eyes watering at the smell rising from the bullet wound.
“Gangrene,” he murmured with another grimace.
A light watery blood was seeping from the wound and, though Elmer couldn’t be sure how much blood the young man had lost, he was certain that he could ill afford to lose much more. Pulling a clean handkerchief from the saddlebag and looking around quickly, he found a rock the size of both of his fists.
He laid the folded cloth over the bullet hole and then laid the rock on top, hoping the weight would be enough to staunch the bleeding. The man groaned again as Elmer set the stone in place.
The old man scarcely heard, he had work to do, and quickly.
First, he walked into the trees and gathered several armloads of dead cedar branches. Downfall from the storm covered the forest floor, but Elmer didn’t give this a glance, knowing that it would be rain-soaked and useless.
So Elmer gathered armloads from the winter killed lower limbs, dry and protected from the storm by the fuller branches above. He also stripped some thin shavings of cedar bark and dead, brown moss for kindling. All of this he piled in a shallow spot near the wounded man and, pulling flint and steel from his pocket, had a fire crackling in no time.
From the saddlebag, he pulled a copper pot, a sewing kit, and a whetstone. Into the pot he drained half of his first water bag and set the pot at the edge of the fire to boil. He sat near the heat and slowly began to hone the edge of his knife.
When the blade was as keen as it was likely to get, Elmer set it, bone handle up, into the now-boiling water then added the handkerchief from his pocket and a heavy needle from his kit.
Mary had always teased him that he couldn’t make a trip to the privy without a full pack and a week’s rations.
Elmer smiled to himself; he’d been caught out more than once and forced to spend a night or two with nothing but the clothes on his back.
If not for his overcautious nature, whatever slim chance this young fella had, would have been lost.
Elmer pulled the leather sheath from his belt and forced it between the man’s teeth.
The heat from the campfire and his exertions had sweat running down Elmer’s face and into his eyes, which he batted at with an impatient swipe of his arm.
The operation itself was simple, given the lack of tools and knowledge on Elmer’s part; there was only so much that could be done. First, he took the sharpened hunting knife, the sterilized blade steaming in the cold evening air, and cut a deep X across the black hole of the bullet wound, bearing down hard on the blade, causing the sailor to jerk in his sleep and cry out weakly.
Rinsing the infected wound carefully, Elmer pinched it closed with one hand and sewed it shut with great looping strokes of black thread.
This done, the old man let out a shuddering sigh and leaned back on his heels for a moment, trying to catch his breath.
The sun was a scarlet ribbon on the far edge of the world as he placed the boiled handkerchief over the stitches.
Then, tearing two wide strips from the hem of the sailor’s shirt, Elmer knotted them together in a bandage across his chest. Finally, he pulled the blanket back up around the man’s chin and, bowing his head, spoke a brief prayer.
“I’ve done my part, Lord,” he murmured. “If you want him to live, the rest is up to you.”
Elmer rinsed the copper pot with seawater and refilled it, setting it back at the edge of the fire, now a bonfire, which he’d piled high with dry cedar and driftwood, sending thick curtains of red sparks spiraling into the darkening sky.
Then he sat beside the unconscious sailor and skinned the rabbit that he’d shot…had it just been that morning?
It seemed to the old man that days had gone by, and he was exhausted.
He finished with the rabbit, tossing the chunks of meat into the boiling water over the fire; once this had cooked, he would add the last of potatoes, and a bit of this and that from his bag, all of which would simmer and thicken into a nice pot of mulligan stew.
After he had eaten and made a mostly unsuccessful attempt to spoon some broth into the sailor, Elmer wrapped himself in the oilskin jacket and the old deer hide and lay down.
The fire had burned low, he had banked the center, and the rest was a scattered bed of red-orange coals, their glow pulsing and ebbing with the pull of the ocean breeze.
Tomorrow, if the man lived, he would have to find a way to get him back to the cabin. It would be a rough trip through the woods for a man who shouldn’t be moved at all.
Elmer doubted the sailor would ever open his eyes in this world again.
That too, was up to God.
When Elmer awoke again the beach was thick with dark, predawn fog. To the east came the faintest hint of a pink glow.
Morning was near, and it was the groaning of a man in great pain that had wakened him. He rose, added some wood to the ashes of last night’s fire, and stirred the banked coals until the first tiny tongues of yellow flame began to lick at the cedar twigs.
The copper pot with the remains of the rabbit stew sat to one side of the fire, wrapped in the stained pillowcase that had carried his lunch the day before. Elmer set the pot near the fire to warm and, as the sky began to lighten, knelt to check on his patient.
The sailor was feverish, groaning and thrashing weakly in his sleep. The smell of infection was thick around him. The stew had begun to bubble and though Elmer’s mouth rebelled and his stomach did even more so, he ate.
It would be a long hard day, the kind of day a young man might finish on an empty stomach, but not an old man.
A man who has seen the far side of eighty winters would need all the energy his body could muster to get through a day like the one that lay ahead. So he ate.
The travois he’d built was rickety and ungainly looking, but Elmer thought it just might carry the injured man as far as his small cabin by the pond; it would certainly carry him further than an old man could.
Loading up his gear and burying the fire took just a moment. Then he got his hands under the sailor’s arms once more, lifting him with a grunt and dragging the unconscious man through the sand and onto the travois.
Bess snorted and took a couple of prancing, nervous steps as she felt the weight of the man settle across her harness.
“Steady, girl,” Elmer grunted as he turned back to get the blanket.
“…boat…”
Elmer spun.
The young man’s eyes were open, shockingly dark in the milk whiteness of his face. His eyelids fluttered as he looked dazedly from side to side. He opened his mouth but no sound came out.
His tongue darted across his lips and he tried again…
“…the boat…in the…boat…”
Elmer hurried back to his side just in time to see the man’s eyes roll to the back of his head, showing the whites for a moment before his twitching eyelids closed once more.
In his concern for the young sailor, Elmer had forgotten all about the small wooden boat that lay, half-buried, in the sand at the waterline. Covering the man with the blanket, Elmer retrieved his shovel and walked back to the waterlogged vessel.
It was a small longboat; that much was clear. Words were painted on the side, faint and already peeling in the exposure to sea and sun.
“Bett...” was all that showed above the sand.
Elmer dug into the soft shore with the tip of his shovel, scraping the sand away. “Betty Jean” was the name painted down the side.
It took ten minutes for the old man to shovel sand out of the remainder of the boat, revealing a waterlogged tarp. By then, he was panting like a bellows and pouring sweat.
Elmer lifted the scrap of canvas and found what was lashed beneath it. A moment later his old heart hammering frighteningly and he crossed himself with one shaking hand.
“Mutter des Gott!” he whispered.
Chapter Twenty-one
January 18th 1872.
Never in my life have I seen two sou’easters blow back to back like this. I don’t think my guest would have survived had I gotten him to town anyway, but here we had to stay and here he passed on late this morning.
He woke only once and babbled. Most of what he spoke was undecipherable, but I gathered that his name was Garrett or Eli, or both and he was a sailor aboard The Betty Jean, which sunk. I will put both names on his marker and trust that the Lord will recognize him. With the heavy snow that has now fallen, I doubt I can get to the new cemetery, so he will be laid to rest here. I will try to get Pastor Johansen to come soon and speak some words over his grave.
I have decided that I will go to Astoria and ask some questions there, to see what I might learn about this man and about his “possessions.” I do not know by what jugglery a lowly sailor would have come by it, and I’m of a certain mind that I’d rather not know.
In the meantime, I think I will take a trip up to the pond and leave this worrisome box in Moses and Aaron’s safekeeping until I return.
Long Beach, WA - Present Day
A week-long storm blew in the next morning, dumping watery snow between blinding rain showers. The door of the Morning Tide stayed closed except to admit a drenched and bedraggled Cassie each morning, and again to see her and Bryan Heckard out each night.
Willie braved the storm once, appearing on the wide, white doorstep dripping and unhappy.
Hollis Grizzard had disappeared the day before the rains came, leaving a note tacked to the library door saying he would be back the following week.
One by one, during the dark rainy hours, they studied the journal. First Heck, then Cassie, and then lastly and most reluctantly, Jon. They found little in the thick book that hadn’t been revealed at the library. Disgusted, Jon finally tossed the journal onto the coffee table and stood, stretching until the vertebra in his spine popped like pine knots.
“I just spent two hours reading the daily weather report in Hicksville a hundred years ago. Nothing in there even hints about where the old man lived.”
Heck grunted unsympathetically, looking up from a messy pile of yellow legal sheets and a Chinook-English dictionary. They had spent the last three days poring over the journal and the sheaf of notes that Hollis had left with them. If, Willie had reasoned, they could pinpoint the location of Elmer Price’s cabin, they would have a starting place on the map to start searching “on up to the pond” for the home of the mysterious Moses and Aaron.
“I’ll trade you,” he muttered, a pencil clenched in his teeth. “Try deciphering a virtually dead language, phonetically, from a dictionary that was old before that journal was even written.”
He rubbed his eyes wearily and then exploded, “Doesn’t it ever stop raining in this godforsaken place?”
Heck slammed the book shut and flung the well-chewed pencil into the fire, standing and storming out of the room.
Willie and Cassie looked at each other and grinned, the older gesturing for the younger to follow her into the kitchen to put the finishing touches on dinner. Cassie was chuckling before the swinging door had fully closed behind her.
“Whoa,” she stage-whispered, “can you say cabin fever?”
The old librarian nodded.
“Can you imagine what it must have been like back in Elmer Price’s day? Weeks at a time in a ten foot by twelve foot cabin, no television, no radio, a couple of books perhaps…assuming you could read.”
Cassie snorted.
“I’ll bet the Bible was more popular back then.”
“I’m sure that it was,” Willie sighed. “I’m sure that it was. God’s inspired word has become little more than a token to so much of the world these days, a symbol of antiquity at best, the butt of jokes and ridicule…”
Willie stopped and looked up at Cassie and smiled.
“Sorry, I was beginning to sermonize. I can get a little carried away.”
“No problem here.”
She sprinkled some salt into a pot of steaming potatoes. “It could be worse, I suppose…”
Cassie looked up as Willie’s grin widened.
“…I could be arguing with a statue of the Blessed Virgin.”
Cassie dropped the shaker into the steaming mountain of spuds with a wet plop.
Willie grinned.
“Oh yes, I’m aware of what folks have to say. I’m sure that old reprobate, Jack Leland, was quick to fill you in on the crazy old librarian.”
Cassie blushed.
The older woman looked around the neat, small kitchen and then leaned across the counter and whispered conspiratorially to her.
“I’ll tell you a secret if you can promise to keep it mum.”
The young woman nodded.
Willie’s smile softened.
“That statue, as you’ve seen yourself, is almost three feet tall. Father Walter donated it to the library years ago, and I keep it there in his memory. What you can’t see, at least from over the counter, is that on the same shelf as the Blessed Virgin, I have a small, framed picture of my late husband, Thomas—“
Willie paused, waiting for the figures to add up in the younger woman’s head.
“You’re not talking to the statue! You’re talking to your husband!” Cassie gasped.
“—And arguing on occasion, I admit.”
Willie laughed lightly, and Cassie recognized the laugh all too well. It was the sound of a thick blanket of loving memories covering a devastating loss. It was the sound of her own laughter when she spoke of her mother.
Willie’s voice became a shaky whisper.
“We were married forty-six years this May, and I’ve found that after all those years of talking and laughing, of debates and outright fights, sometimes the only way I can work out my thoughts is to share them with Thomas.”
For the first time since they’d met, the vivacious lady seemed small and frail.
Before she had a chance to think about it, Cassie came around the big wooden table and put her arms around the tiny old woman, closing her eyes and squeezing as hard as she dared. There was a muffled intake of breath from beneath her shoulder and then Willie squeezed in return.
When Cassie stepped back, both women dabbed at their shining eyes and were silent for a moment.
“So,” Cassie broke the silence, “if you’re not crazy, or at least not as crazy as everyone thinks, why don’t you let people know the truth?”
“First,” Willie replied arching an eyebrow, “what other people think has never been of great concern to me.”
Cassie grinned inwardly, thinking suddenly of how much that sounded like that old reprobate, Jack Leland.
“—and second, people seem to be more careful how they speak around you when they know you might be repeating them to God’s mother later.”
Cassie stared at the old woman, her tiny dried-apple face glowing beneath that wild profusion of hair. Then she fell into a kitchen chair and laughed so hard that she gasped for air.
The old woman winked and went to find a gravy boat.
After the dinner dishes had been cleared away, and Jon had eaten the last of the leftovers that Cassie had halfheartedly hoped to save for lunch the next day, Willie looked out the window one last time with obvious distaste.
“Until this passes,” she informed them as she bundled up to face the rains again, “you may phone me if you need. I won’t be out in it again.”
And, true to her word, she remained cloistered in her tiny house, just across from the library, until the winter tempest blew itself out.
“Uncle” Bob Mayers slouched in a mildewed desk chair that sat behind a broad, cluttered oak desk. The room was dark; it was always dark, even in summer. The tall firs and heavy shades saw to that. It was always warm as well, a thick wet heat that smelled bad, like something might be decaying in a nearby room. If the man noticed this, it didn’t seem to bother him as he sat in the humid twilight of his office.
A boxed pizza sat on the corner of the desk, steaming slightly and mixing the greasy smell of pepperoni with the overall stench. He was hungry, he was always hungry, and licked thick lips at the thought of dinner.
First, though, there was business to finish.
There were uglier men in the world than Uncle Bob, but at that moment Paulie, aka Viktor Pulaski, couldn’t put a finger on one he had seen himself.
Bob Mayers looked as though he might be the one decomposing in the heat. His bald head and hairless face were oily and pockmarked. Loose folds of pasty white flesh hung from his cheeks and neck, and a vicious three-pronged scar crossed one cheek, starting at the temple and continuing down his cheek like a river delta.
He was a big man. Not tall, in fact barely average height, but corpulent. A bulging gut pressed against the edge of his desk, barely contained in the filthy t-shirt he wore. In the last few years, he had begun wheezing as he breathed, even while seated.
In his hand, the fat man held a glimmering straight razor with a mother of pearl handle. He turned the blade this way and that to catch the scant, dusty light.
“Where is he, Paulie?”
The young man, no beauty himself, rubbed nervously at his track-marked arms, and began to tremble.
“Uncle Bob,” he whined, “look man, you gotta believe me. I haven’t seen Jonnie in weeks. Not since we hit that all-nighter, god’s truth, man.”
Mayers nodded, scratching absently at one armpit, the folds of his massive upper-arms jiggling in time. Then he picked up the razor again and began to carve idly at the surface of the desk.
“He’s making me look like a fool, Paulie.”
Mayers’ voice was barely a whisper.
“I’m sure you can understand how a man in my position can’t afford to look like a fool.”
Paulie said nothing.
“So, what he’d say to you that night?”
“Nothing man. He just divvied up and split, you know?”
Paulie swallowed, his eyes never leaving the thin shavings of oak that the razor lifted from the desktop.
“He…uh…he was ticked at me ‘cause I wanted to load the guns. You know how Jonnie is about guns, Uncle Bob.”
“I know.”
Slowly, Uncle Bob swung his massive leg off the desk.
“What do you think, is he telling the truth?”
This question was addressed to the only other man in the room. In the shadowed corner near the door, a hulking shadow stood beside the tall piles of moldering newspapers and garbage.
“Dunno,” Stubs replied, his fingers resting on the scarred butt of the .45 auto he kept tucked in his belt. The battered revolver he’d taken from Paulie earlier was stashed in one of his pockets.
“I think he’s prob’ly too stupid to lie.”
Paulie’s pimply face reddened at this but he said nothing.
“You’ve been his partner since summer,” Mayers turned to the sweating young man again, pointing the razor at him, sighting down the blade, “and he didn’t tell you word one about where he was going? Is that what you’re telling me?”
Paulie shook his head wordlessly, too terrified to speak.
“IS THAT WHAT YOU’RE TELLING ME?”
Uncle Bob came roaring to his feet like a moving mountain; his face purple and contorted. A thick black vein appeared in the center of his forehead, pulsing rapidly as he panted at the effort of standing.
“IS IT?”
Suddenly the blunt nose of Stubs .45 was pressing against Paulie’s skull, just behind his left ear. The younger man began gibbering, the sweat pouring down his face mingling with tears.
Paulie shut up.
“You want me to waste him, boss?”
Uncle Bob hesitated for an endless moment, his dark, piggy eyes boring into Paulie’s.
“No,” he said at last, “not yet. Paulie here is going to help us out. He’s going to start asking around about his old buddy Jonnie Fingers, and he’s going to keep his ears open. Isn’t that right, Paulie?”
“T…that’s right, U…Uncle Bob,” he gasped, “that’s right.”
“And what are you going to do if you hear anything, and I mean anything, about our missing boy?”
“I’m…I’m going to come straight to you…”
Bob grinned and slapped his meaty hands down on the desk, laughing.
“You see there, Stubs,” he chortled, “the boy isn’t stupid after all.”
Stubbs didn’t smile.
“Guess not, boss.”
Mayers sat back with a grunt, his greasy forehead shiny with sweat. He had stopped smiling as well.
“Now get out of my sight before I change my mind.”
Paulie turned immediately toward the door.
“Oh wait. Paulie?”
He froze, looking back.
The fat man nodded towards Stubs. “You want your gun back, don’t you?”
Paulie nodded.
“Give him his gun Stubs…”
Tolbert raised the revolver towards the young man’s head, thumbing the hammer back.
Paulie shrieked, raising both hands in front of his face as though they might stop six rounds fired at point-blank range. Instead of the deafening echo of the gun, there was a tinny click and the dark, hot room filled with Mayer’s throaty chuckle.
Paulie had a sudden, intense mental picture of the Star Wars gangster Jabber the Hut, reclining in his throne room like a giant slug, and laughing that same wet laugh.
Ho…Ho…Ho…
“Just playing with you Paulie,” Uncle Bob chuckled, “just making sure you understand things.”
“I understand, man,” he answered, taking the revolver in his trembling hand as Stubs reversed the grip towards him. After Paulie had been escorted out on shaky legs, Tolbert returned to his accustomed place by the door.
“You think he’ll roll over on Fingers, boss? If he hears anything?”
Mayers grunted, his lips and chin already smeared with grease and cheese, his open mouth chomping and slurping noisily. Stubs looked away.
“He’ll come to us,” Uncle Bob nodded, “he’d roll over on his own grandmother now.”
He laughed, and bits of masticated pizza sprayed the surface of the desk. Stubs Tolbert shrugged.
Business as usual.
Chapter Twenty-Two
He is walking west along Front Street.
He doesn’t think to question how he knows this, he just knows. A small, white moon fills the winter sky, washing tall cedars in pale light, their shadows like skeletal fingers reach towards him.
The road is a narrow swath of mud and filthy snow, a boggy quagmire running between uneven board sidewalks. Single-story buildings share the street with crude log huts and tall canvas tents. Few have windows, and those are dark, their inhabitants asleep or out in the bay, harvesting their crops by lantern light.
And everywhere, in every corner and piled against every wall, are heaped pale, pearl-white oyster shells, the size and shape of silver half-dollars. Heck can smell the sea, an odor of brine and forest and human refuse that floats, thick and cloying on the icy evening breeze. Ahead he can hear music, the plinking of a tired piano, far from tune, and the enthusiastic sawing of a fiddle.
Reaching the last building on the street, he sees that it is new; the sweet smell of fresh sawed pine not quite overwhelming the stagnant perfume of Shoalwater Bay.
A huge, hand-painted banner stretches above the double doors, reading “Grand Opening.” Above that, hung from the rails of the second story balcony (this is the only two-story building that Heck can see in either direction), an icicled wooden sign proclaims the establishment to be the Pacific House Hotel, Oysterville.
A glowing kerosene lamp hangs from a hook on either side.
Suddenly he stops and a wave of vertigo washes over him. It takes a dizzying moment for Heck to realize the sudden spinning sensation comes because he hadn’t intended to stop, hadn’t willed himself to stop. It had just…happened.
A hand comes into view, reaching for the round, brass knob on the nearest door.
His hand, but no, it’s not his hand. It should be, yet the hand that reaches out is rough and leather-tan. Deep crisscrossed scars cover the back, and the palm is so thick with calluses that he can see thin, white creases in the skin where they meet.
No, it isn’t his hand, and he realizes even as he futilely commands it to return to his side that the hand that is now turning the knob belongs to an old man.
With a sudden wave of terror, Heck knows that he is looking through someone else’s eyes. He is watching the hand turn the knob, and then, as the mouth that should be his refuses to scream, the door is flung wide and he’s carried over the threshold and into the hotel.
The room is long and narrow. Muddy footprints cover the painted, pinewood floor, creating short paths between rickety three-legged tables and a thick, heavy bar of split cedar log. Polished spittoons rest on the floor between a half-dozen occupied chairs, and the low murmur of voices stops for a moment as he enters, then rejoin the discordant banging of the piano. He catches snatches of conversation as he is led through the room.
“…workin’ up in Tinkerville, putting in roads…”
“…old fool, never get rich…”
“…Wahka Jim was saying…”
“…nika kannikkannik…skookum…”
Passing through a cloud of thick tobacco smoke, the old man’s head turns and Heck has another dizzy, disoriented moment as the room revolves, revealing a broad backed man in a sweat-stained shirt hunched over the keys of the piano. Beside him, seated on a low stool, a young Indian holds a fiddle to his shoulder and tries to keep up with the song. Heck can see that the fiddler’s right leg ends at the knee, his stripped blue trouser leg folded back beneath him.
As the view changes again, he (they?) steps up to the bar, and a potbellied man with thinning hair and a hound-dog expression hurries over.
“Whiskey,” Heck hears a voice that’s not his own call out, and at the same time feels the vibration of the word in his throat.
The fat man nods, turning to a line of bottles resting behind the bar. “Comin’ up.”
“Hey there, Carruthers,” a voice from further down the bar calls out, “that drink’s on me.”
The bartender nods without looking back.
The view swings right, and Heck watches that same battered hand rise before his eyes and tip the brim of a dripping hat to a smiling man walking toward them the far end of the bar.
A short, wizened man with wispy white hair and a wide grin takes the stool next to him (them), “Evenin’ Frank.”
“Obliged, Elmer,” a gravelly voice replies, “what’s got you out in this weather?”
The stranger pauses just a moment too long, his smile flickering and then returning. Heck thinks suddenly he looked like a man who had, at the last minute, rethought his answer.
“Got the fever. Had to see something ‘sides my own walls. You?”
Again, the strange vibration in his throat as that other voice answers.
“Well, the pond’s froze over so I was thinkin’ of cutting some ice, then I heard that there’s a sloop due to arrive from ‘Frisco come morning. Figure there’ll be some work to do. Aaron n’ Moses and me, we come down to spend the night and get at it early.”
Elmer grunts, nodding, and the bartender turns and sets two thick glasses with a couple of inches of cloudy amber liquid in them on the bar before the two men.
He slides the first to within inches of what should have been Heck’s hand.
“There you are Mr. Davis,” the barkeep murmurs.
The glass is raised to his lips and, though he feels the burning liquor snake down his throat, Heck tastes nothing. The barkeep pauses and looks to Elmer.
“That’ll be two-bits, Mr. Price, or do you want to run a tab?”
“Oh no, Dick,” Elmer replies, throwing a wink towards Heck, “I’ll want to make sure you have something for the offering plate tomorrow.”
Price chuckles as he slaps a shiny coin onto the rough cut bar.
Carruthers gives the grinning man a sour look and reaches for the coin, pauses, and then picks it up, his eyes narrowing for a moment as he gives Elmer a strange look. The bartender examines the coin again before placing it between broad, yellow teeth and biting down. Elmer’s grin disappears.
“Hey now,” he objects, “my money’s always been good enough for you!”
The portly man nods, looking a bit sheepish.
“Still is, Mr. Price, I just can’t remember you laying down twenty in gold before.”
Price still looks disgruntled as he reaches for his drink.
“Just wanted to be sure no one had slipped you a plug,” Carruthers says, bobbing his head apologetically, “that’s all.”
The bartender lays his change on the counter and Price grunts again as he moves away to busy himself with another customer. Elmer looks to Heck and shakes his head.
“Can you figure that? New hotel and suddenly old Dick Carruthers is putting on airs! Like I don’t know a plug when I see it.”
The conversation between the two men continues, but Heck is oblivious to it. In the brief moment that the coin rested on the bar between them, he had seen the double eagles glowing in the lamplight, and the initials “C.C.” directly beneath them.
Carson City…Jon had said something about the gold coming from Carson City.
The man at the bar, whose eyes Heck is sharing, takes another deep drink, too deep, and he begins to cough. His (their) eyes close for an instant, and when they open again, the bar is gone. The hotel, the glass in his hand, and Elmer Price have all disappeared.
Heck is standing in a thick white fog.
A frigid wind is blowing; he shudders and reaches to zip his parka, finding in wonder that his hands, and his control of them, are his own once again.
All is dark and quiet, the moon glow turning the fog into a suffused gray cloud. From right and left come the soft lap of water against wood, the faint creak of wet ropes, and the smell of brine. Heck takes a careful step and finds the edge of the wooden planks that he’s standing on.
“It’s a dock,” he murmurs, the thick fog giving his voice an eerie, empty-room echo, and then realizes there is another sound, soft and low, rising and falling with the brush of the tide.
It is the girl’s voice, the girl from his dreams.
Little Songbird is ahead in the fog, and her voice beckons him. The fog is beginning to thin and ahead he can make out forms. Coalescing from the murk like man-shaped smoke, are three figures, two tall, one short; Heck begins to shiver in earnest.
He is freezing; his fingers and toes have become so many aching digits ending in numb nothingness. He feels wet, soaked to the skin with frigid water, icy clothes clinging to his quaking frame. He touches a hand to his parka and it’s dry. As he nears the three shapes, he can taste brine in his mouth, filling his throat like bitter ice, the stench of the ocean is thick and gagging.
He can’t breathe.
I’m drowning, he thinks, I’m drowning standing up on dry land. This is what it feels like to…
Ahead, the smaller of the smoke shapes turn toward him, and through the fog, two soft brown eyes, filled with sadness, meet his own.
“Tshis… Kil-a-ko-tah…tshis….”
Cold…Little Songbird is cold…
The taller forms take on shape and color, two women in flowing black dresses and head coverings.
Nuns.
Though both remain silent, oblivious to his presence, Heck knows that one of them speaks French.
The fog is nearly gone now. Beyond the girl, Heck can see the end of the dock and past that, a great ship rocking back and forth on the winter tide. There are no sails on the three tall masts, and thick, trailing runners of green seaweed hang from the rotting remains of ropes. A vast black, gaping hole has rent the vessel amid-ship and, impossibly, the tide ebbs and flows, like black blood in the moonlight, from the gaping wound.
“Bryan…”
A soft voice from behind him speaks his name and Heck feels a merciless fist clamp around his heart, he closes his eyes wanting so badly to wake up. Wanting it more than he has ever wanted anything.
“Bryan…”
Once again, he’s lost the control of his limbs and he feels himself turning, his eyes opening and looking into her.
Rebecca stands a step away.
She is wearing her favorite blue dress (but not the one she was buried in, Heck thinks suddenly, as the fist around his heart continues to tighten). As his wife steps forward she raises a small, white hand towards him; in it she holds a strange flower. A white cone of petals tinged in soft purple, atop a long green stem. To Heck, it looks almost tropical.
She holds it towards him, offering the strange flower like a gift, the hint of a smile on her pale lips. He reaches for it, thinking to himself that he must not touch her. He must not let their fingers brush. To feel the warm silk of her skin again, only to have her disappear, would be more than he could stand, more than he could live through. But he reaches forward anyway, his need for her overriding what he knew…
Rebecca will never leave Mirkwood Forest again.
Rebecca is dead.
As Heck feels the soft petals of the flower touch his freezing fingers, Rebecca smiles, nodding…and is gone.
Bryan Heckard opened his eyes in the darkness of his borrowed room in the Morning Tide Bed and Breakfast, and began to weep.
Price, Elmer B
Mar 12, 1788 - Jan. 21, 1872
PRICE, - In bounds of the Oysterville congregation, Wash, January 21, 1872, Bro. E. B. Price, Aged 83 years and 10 month, of Leadbetter Point.
Bro. Price, while on his way to the Long Beach, it is supposed his horse fell, throwing him off, inflicting wounds that likely caused instant death. His body was found three days after two miles above the tideline. He was one that always delighted in the law of the Lord, enjoying the writing of poetry and journaling the events of his beloved home. Mr. Price was among the first white men on Willapa Bay. He follows his wife Mary Elizabeth into glory. - J. Frederiksen
Internment will be at the new Oysterville Cemetery.
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Chapter Twenty-Three
Cassie Belanger stepped through the doorway of Willie’s small apartment and closed her eyes.
For just a moment she was ten years old again, her nose filled with the aroma of pine and roast turkey, sage and burning candles.
She smiled, half expecting to hear her mother’s voice calling to her from the tiny kitchen of their mobile home, asking if she was ready to frost cookies. Vanilla sugar cookies, with powdered sugar frosting, dyed red, blue, yellow, and green. Cookies shaped like Santa, and Rudolph, Frosty the Snowman, Christmas trees and stars…
“Cassie…?”
Not her mother’s voice, not Kathy Belanger, gone these five years, but the deep soft voice of Bryan Heckard.
“Cass…”
He asked again, “Hey, earth to Cassie…are you still with us?”
“I’m here,” Cassie smiled, letting Heck help her out of her coat, “I’m here.”
“Well, you were somewhere else for a minute there,” Heck grinned, hanging her coat in Willie Peck’s tiny hall closet, “glad you made it back for the holidays.”
From the porch, Jon tapped Heck’s shoulder impatiently, “Hey bro, you wanna let a guy in to where the food’s at?”
Cassie glanced back at Heck.
“You might want to give some thought before answering that.”
They were still laughing when Willie, wiping floured hands on a red checked apron, swept around the corner from the kitchen to welcome them.
“Merry Christmas, children!” she cried.
“Merry Christmas!”
Coats and hats were taken, and glasses of eggnog were passed around as Heck, Cassie and Willie joked and laughed. Jon stood silent and wide-eyed, frozen where the door had closed behind him.
“Mr. Greenan,” Willie said at last, “are you unwell?”
“What,” Jon asked, licking his lips, “what is that smell?”
Willie smirked.
“I thought that might interest you. What you are smelling is my own garlic and mushroom stuffing. A secret family recipe.”
Jon nodded, his eyes glassy.
A moment passed.
“Jon,” Cassie whispered, touching his ankle with her toe, “you’re drooling.”
“Huh? Oh…” Jon wiped a hand across his mouth, “sorry.”
He turned to Willie, “How in the world do you make anything smell that good?”
Willie laughed, patting the young man’s cheek affectionately, “Wait until you taste it, Mr. Greenan, wait until you taste it. I made a double batch just for you.”
“Willie,” Jon murmured, “I love you…”
“I know you do dear, now sit and drink your eggnog, the stuffing has to cook for another fifteen minutes.”
Jon sat and drank, his eyes flicking longingly towards the kitchen every few seconds. Willie’s apartment was decorated in what Heck thought of as “old school” Christmas. A tall tree sat in one corner, festooned with large multicolored lights; awash in garland and bright round ornaments, and positively dripping with tinsel and candy-canes. A bright, sparkling star brushed the ceiling at its point.
No clear twinkle lights for Willie Peck.
Red and green crepe paper streams crisscrossed the ceiling, with a huge, red crepe bell in the middle; the small coffee table was centered with an antique Lazy Susan, filled with chocolate bells and mixed nuts. Surrounding the treats was a tiny plastic village with snow-covered houses on a cotton landscape.
Heck glanced to the fireplace mantle and frowned.
Three candles rested in the center. Wax Christmas elves forming the shapes of letters, to form the word…
“Willie,” he asked, “why do you have candles on your fireplace that spell OLE’?”
Cassie looked to the mantle and, sure enough, three green clad elves with red hoods and boots were forming the letters O L and E with happy grins on their red-cheeked faces. Willie laughed.
“They originally spelled NOEL, but the N disappeared years ago. We’ve never gotten a confession, but we believe that my youngest granddaughter Carrie was the perpetrator.”
“And so you decided to go with Ole instead?”
“That,” Willie chuckled, “would be the wit and wisdom of my eldest grandson, Jonathan. He found the candles the next year, sans the N, and put them up that way. It has been a tradition since.”
Jon popped a third chocolate bell into his mouth, asking, “So, where are your kids and…uh…grandkids?”
Willie sighed. “Scattered to the four winds, I’m afraid. Two grandchildren are away east at college, and my daughter and her family moved to England last year.”
Silence filled the room as the three young people looked about uncomfortably. Willie sighed again and smacked her knees with both hands.
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