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Disclaimer



Not content with rearranging the geography of Lincoln
County, Nevada, and Stevens County, Washington, I have turned my attention to
Puget Sound and the San Juan Islands.


None of the islands that I name in the book actually
exist. However, Anacortes and Seattle do, and there may arise questions in some
logical, nautical minds as to where St. Mary’s Island would lie if you take the
ferry to it from Anacortes, but a diesel trawler with a top speed of eight
knots can reach it in two hours from Seattle. It doesn’t matter. Put it where
you wish, and if another land mass is occupying the same spot, that’s all
right. 


What I hoped to do was paint a word picture of the
splendid world to be found in the extreme northwest corner of the United
States. It’s a world I came to love as my husband, Derrill, and I chugged
around the islands in our little diesel trawler, Good Report.


 


For my dear friend
Uvene Manwaring, who passed away February 10, 2005 

What greater gift dost thou bestow,

What greater goodness can we know

Than Christ-like friends, whose gentle ways

Strengthen our faith, enrich our days.

(LDS Hymns, no. 293)
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Cassie Van Cleeve zipped her suitcase closed and stood for a
moment looking around the motel room. Satisfied that nothing had been left
behind, she stacked her laptop case on the suitcase and pulled out the
telescoping handle. Slinging her handbag over her shoulder, she left the room
and walked across the flagstone courtyard to the office, where she was greeted
by the elderly desk clerk.


“Good morning, Cassie. Are you checking out?” Friendly brown
eyes looked over reading glasses at the tall, well-dressed woman with
long blonde hair pulled back and pinned with a silver barrette at the nape of
her neck.


“Good morning, Mr. Morton. Yes. I’m going home.” She put her
room key on the counter. “Can you see that these bags get up to the airport?”


“Same as last time? Surely.” Cocking his head back so he
could see through the reading lenses, Mr. Morton tapped some keys on his
computer and placed the resultant copy of her bill in front of Cassie. As she
signed it, he asked, “Will you be coming back to see us again?”


“No. I think I’m done.” She smiled as she held out her hand.
“It’s been a great two weeks. I’ve enjoyed my stay.”


He shook her hand and beamed. “Our pleasure! I’ll make sure
your luggage is taken up right away. You sure you don’t want me to call you a
cab?”


“No, thank you, Mr. Morton. High clouds. It won’t be too
hot, so I’ll walk.” Cassie sketched a wave at the doorway and went out into the
bright, late August Southern Utah sunshine.


She had been working in St. George for two weeks, the second
trip in as many months. With a bachelor’s degree in nursing and a master’s
degree in technical writing, Cassie worked as a consultant with The Fulton
Group, a quintet of people who worked with hospitals that were building or
expanding. Based in Scottsdale, Arizona, Mr. Fulton dealt in medical
construction management and found that it was helpful to have a specialist in
funding and grant writing aboard. That was Cassie’s niche, and she had done very
well in the past eight years, both for the hospitals she represented and for
herself.


At thirty-two, Cassie thought of herself as a
career woman. An only child, her advent had been a complete surprise to a pair
of brilliant scholars who had dedicated their lives to teaching, research, and
writing rather than to the raising of a family. At forty, they were too set in
their ways to change, so Cassie grew up in a silent household learning to fend
for herself because her parents were too lost in their books to remember even
to eat. Gradually, she became the caretaker, and by the time she was in high
school she was managing the household as well as making application for grants
to support her parents’ research. She was so successful that she then had to
oversee publication details and speaking engagements for them, and by the time
they died a few months apart eight years ago, they were both well known and
respected in their fields, and Cassie had learned some valuable skills as
well.


That was when she left the field of public health, where she
had been working for a modest salary. She left, as well, the ivied walls of the
small mid-western college town where she had lived with her parents
and traveled to the Arizona desert to start a new life.


It had been a new life in more ways than one. Six months
earlier Cassie had opened the door to a pair of young men wearing
short-sleeved white shirts, ties, and nametags. She had never been
religious, never felt the need for religion in her life, so she was amazed at
herself when she invited them in, and even more amazed when she invited them
back. She went through three sets of missionaries before she joined the Mormon
Church, waiting to make sure it was a belief in the doctrine rather than the
sense of family and belonging that was drawing her in.


It was ten blocks from the motel to the St. George hospital,
and as Cassie swung along, she looked with interest at the old red brick houses
with white trim and brass plaques that identified them as pioneer homes,
smiling to think that she now shared this pioneer heritage. She stood under the
shade of a huge mulberry tree and watched two young boys with backpacks who
were beguiling their way to school by floating little walnut-shell
boats on the irrigation water that ran down the street beside the
sidewalk. Kneeling next to the ditch, they peered into a culvert as the tiny
arks bobbed into the blackness and were lost to view. Jumping up, they ran
across the street, intently counting Mississippi-eight,
Mississippi-nine, Mississippi-ten as they went. As they
crouched on hands and knees at the other side of the culvert, Cassie crossed,
too, and couldn’t help lingering for a moment. One of the boys noticed her and
glanced up briefly, breaking into a grin as his companion announced, “Here
they come! Twenty seconds! That’s a record.”


At that moment a bell rang in the distance. Whooping, the
two boys abandoned their watercraft and ran, shedding their summer occupation
as they hollered, “We can’t be late on the first day of school!”


Cassie quickened her pace too, humming as she continued on
to the hospital.


Today was a public relations day. Her job here was finished,
but she wanted to say good-bye to the people in the different
departments of the hospital who had helped her collect the information she
needed. As she approached the automatic sliding door at the entrance, she
checked her reflection to make sure she was presentable. She had chosen this
dress because it traveled well, unaware of how the trim fit of the bodice
showed off her waist and the full skirt of the soft cotton blend swayed as she
walked, accentuating her long legs. The blue in the floral pattern deepened the
color of her eyes, and with her confident carriage, she was a striking
figure.


Disliking small talk, Cassie had made appointments with the
people she was obliged to see, allowing herself only enough time for a formal
leave-taking with each. She saved Dr. Watts, the ER director, until
last, because they had formed an unlikely friendship based on the fact that he
was of Dutch ancestry and had read her parents’ book about William the Silent.
Unfortunately, she had a hard time getting away from the CFO, a dry little man
who wanted to share the details of his investment portfolio with her. Looking
at her watch and pleading a flight that she had to catch in an hour, she
finally broke away and hurried to Dr. Watts’s office, only to find he wasn’t
there. His secretary told her that the director was covering in ER while the
regular doctor was at a meeting, and he had requested that Cassie come in there
to see him.


Cassie followed the directions she was given and pushed
through a set of swinging doors into the reception area of the emergency room.
There were a few people sitting in chairs against the wall, but it seemed to be
a quiet time. “Dr. Watts?” she inquired of the lady behind the desk.


“Number Two. That way.” The receptionist pointed through a
door, and after only a moment’s hesitation, Cassie forged ahead.


Realizing how long it had been since she had been in the
working area of an emergency room, Cassie took in the hard, shiny surfaces and
privacy curtains, the antiseptic smell, the soft murmur of voices. “Dr. Watts?”
she said again.


“Is that you, Cassie? I’m in here. Come in.”


Cassie parted the curtain of the nearest bay and peeked
inside.


She was rewarded with Dr. Watts’s jovial countenance. “Come
in, my dear. Don’t be shy. You won’t bother this fellow.”


Cassie was aware of a pair of broad shoulders in a blue
denim shirt—that’s all she could see from the back. Someone was
sitting on the examining table watching as the doctor applied an ace bandage
around the left hand and up the arm.


“He doesn’t know that you don’t trust sandstone,” Dr. Watts
said, shaking his head. “Been rock climbing up toward Kolob. He’s lucky it was
his wrist and not his head.”


The injured one turned to acknowledge the truth of the
matter with a rueful look. He had honey-colored hair that fell over
his forehead and twinkling brown eyes. His nose was straight and his jaw was
square, and when he smiled it creased his face in merry rectangular lines.
Cassie had to smile back. She couldn’t help it.


“I’m so sorry,” she said, looking with concern at a bruise
on his cheek. “How far did you fall?”


“Not too far,” he said. “I was just getting started, much to
my chagrin.”


Cassie turned to Dr. Watts. “I came to say
good-bye. I’m off to catch my plane.” Taking his hand, she held it in
both of hers. “I’ve enjoyed our talks,” she said.


“Me, too. Come and see us again sometime.”


Cassie tucked a card in his pocket. “I don’t know if that
will happen very soon. If you’re ever in the Phoenix area, look me up.”


“I’ll do that.”


Cassie turned to look at the doctor’s patient. “You’re in
good hands,” she said. “I hope you mend quickly.”


As she turned to go, the patient asked, “How are you getting
to the airport?”


Unprepared for the question, Cassie could only stare for a
moment. Then, curiously short of breath, she said, “I’m calling a cab.”


“I’ll take you,” the patient offered. “You’re through,
aren’t you, Doc?”


“Oh, no, really,” Cassie protested. “I couldn’t . . .”


He hopped off the treatment table and offered his hand. “Hi,
I’m Chan Jordain. It’s no problem, really.”


Cassie looked at the hand and then gave her own. When he
didn’t release it immediately, she pulled back and looked at her watch. “I need
to get going right now,” she warned.


“Say no more.” Chan Jordain offered his hand to Dr. Watts,
who was just drying his on a paper towel. “Thank you, Doc.”


“Are you staying in the area?” the doctor asked.


“For a day or so.”


“If you have any problem come and see me. There shouldn’t be
any. A dislocation is painful, but when everything is realigned that usually
takes care of it. But remember what I said about the swelling.”


Chan Jordain laughed. “If it starts to turn blue, I’ll come
right in.” Then he turned and held the privacy curtain for Cassie to step
through. “After you.”


“Good-bye, Dr. Watts,” she said, looking back over her
shoulder.


“Good-bye, Cassie. Have a good trip.”


Chan led the way down the hall and out the door into the
sunshine. They crossed the parking lot without speaking, and he showed her the
way to where a white Chrysler Sebring convertible sat in the shade of a
mulberry tree. “I might have known,” Cassie breathed.


“What’s that?” he asked.


“The convertible. It only needed that,” she said.


Chan Jordain grinned as he opened the passenger door. “I was
thinking, when I saw you in that blue dress, that I’d like to see you in this
car. Do you know how to get to the airport? I’m new to the area.”


“That’s right. You don’t know sandstone.”


“Nope. Where I come from the hills are made of different
stuff.”


“And where is that?”


“Thataway—I think. What way is that? And where is
the 
airport?”


“It’s up on top of the mesa. Go out of the parking lot and
turn right. It will take us to the road that goes by the mesa. Follow the signs
and you can’t miss it.” She looked at her watch. “Thanks for the lift. If I’d
had to wait for a cab I might be in trouble.”


“No problem.” Chan drove to the stoplight and turned where
Cassie indicated. Glancing at her as they cruised along, he caught her watching
him. She turned away, suddenly flustered.


“Will you be coming back to St. George?” he asked.


Cassie shook her head, still looking away. She pointed to a
sign. “This is where you turn. After the red light.”


Chan stopped and turned on his blinker. “What do you do?
What brought you to St. George?”


“I’m a consultant,” Cassie said, looking at her hands. “My
specialty is grants, particularly for medicine. I teach seminars all over the
country, and I come on-site and work with the hospitals and research
organizations to find grant money and make application.”


She heard a click and felt something at her neck, and the
next thing she knew, her barrette dropped in her lap. At the same time the
light changed and Chan turned, accelerating on the steep road to the top of the
mesa.


Cassie’s long hair streamed out behind, and a wisp blew in
front of her face. Pushing it back, she looked at the driver in consternation.
“Why did you do that?” she demanded.


“Just trying to match the picture I had in my mind,” he
said, eyeing her appreciatively. “You have beautiful hair.”


Cassie suddenly felt that she was way out of her league. She
looked back down at her hands.


“Can I have one of your cards?” He was smiling. She could
tell.


She shook her head. “If you’ll just pull over there, that
will be fine. Just by the door.”


Chan obliged, sweeping around in a great arc and stopping
abruptly by the entrance to the small terminal. Not waiting for him to turn off
the key, Cassie got out of the car. “Thank you for the ride,” she said. “No,
don’t get out. This is fine.”


As she turned and fled through the doors into the terminal
he called, “Cassie what? What’s your last name?”


Cassie didn’t answer. She hurried to the ticket counter, 
fumbling in her purse for her ticket, and retrieved her computer case from the
attendant while making arrangements for her bag to be checked. Then she bolted
through security.


Standing where she felt she couldn’t be seen, she looked out
at the tall, rangy figure leaning against the fender of his car, idly
playing with a shiny object, and she realized she must have dropped her
barrette when she got out. She sat down abruptly. She pressed her hands against
her cheeks and mentally scolded herself for acting like an adolescent.


Just then they called her flight for boarding, and she
thankfully got in line to file out of the building and across the tarmac to the
commuter plane that would take her to Salt Lake City and her connecting flight
home. As she climbed the stairs to board, she could see that Chan had driven
around to where the plane was visible through the fence, and he waved to
her. Cassie paused, and just before she ducked inside the door, she stood with
her hair blowing in the breeze and lifted her hand in reply.


As the plane took off and circled back to go north, they
flew over St. George, and looking down Cassie could see a white convertible
driving off the mesa. Dragging out the book she had brought to read as reward
for a job well done, she opened it, only to find herself staring time and again
at the words on the page 
and seeing instead a pair of brown eyes above a strong jaw and a rectangular
smile that seemed to light up the world.
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It was six o’clock when Cassie’s plane touched down at the
Phoenix airport. Grateful to finally be home, she restrained the impulse to
stand and press into the crush of people inching forward in the aisle. When the
crowd had thinned, she gathered her purse and her computer case and
deplaned.


At the baggage claim area, she looked around for Punky
Jones, her friend who was to pick her up. Punky was nowhere in sight, but as
she scanned the crowd, someone waved and called her name. It was Ben Torres,
smiling as he made his way to where she was.


Cassie returned the smile, watching him approach. He was a
little above medium height, fit and trim with a muscular litheness to his walk
that showed him to be an athlete. With his black hair and eyes, olive
complexion, and white teeth, Cassie wasn’t the only one watching him with
appreciation.


“Ben!” she exclaimed, returning the hug he gave her.
“Where’s Punky? She was supposed to meet me.”


“She got a chance to work a banquet, so she took it. She
asked me to cover for her.” He held her at arm’s length and looked at her,
“You’ve got your hair down,” he said. “I’ve never seen you wear it that way.”


A faint tinge of color came to Cassie’s cheeks. “I lost my
barrette. Stupid thing to do, really.”


Ben, Punky, and Cassie were fast friends and the only active
single adult members of their ward. When Cassie first came to church with the
missionaries, Punky reached out to her, not letting the aloof manner that
Cassie affected because of shyness deter the formation of a really good
friendship. In the same way, Punky had pulled Ben into the threesome, painfully
aware that he would do things as a group that he wouldn’t be comfortable doing
with her as a couple. “He’s a little wary about women,” she told Cassie. “His
wife left him when Ricky was just three months old.”


“How could he marry someone like that?” Cassie asked.


“You make some stupid decisions when you’re young and think
you’re in love. Don’t I know! We just need to support Ben and help him get through
this.”


Punky dubbed the group The Three Amigos, and as much as
schedules would permit, they spent free time together.


“I thought we could go out to dinner on the way home,” Ben
said as they walked to the carousel and examined the luggage that circled round
and round. “Is that one yours? The one with the red ribbon?”


“That’s it.” Cassie stood aside so Ben could heft the suitcase
off the turntable and pull up the handle. She wouldn’t let him take the
computer case from her, but towed it behind as she walked with him through the
airport to the parking garage. “Where’s Ricky?” she asked.


“I left him at my mom’s. He doesn’t have real good table
manners yet.”


“Oh, you’re thinking about what happened last time. You
shouldn’t let one waitress keep you from bringing him. She 
probably had a bad day, or didn’t like kids in general. Or maybe she’s just a
chronic sourpuss. Punky says Ricky is better than most kids she
serves—and besides, how is he ever going to learn if you leave
him home?”


Ben cast her a grateful look. “You’re right. I’ll bring him
next time. You know, I really like your hair down like that.”


Cassie looked away in confusion, wondering why the
compliment should discomfit her. As they arrived at Ben’s car, she was glad for
the diversion of putting the luggage in the trunk. He opened the passenger door
for her and then walked around to get in.


As he backed out, Cassie said, “You’re looking very fine
this evening. Is that a new jacket?”


“It’s a hand-me-down from my brother, the
lawyer. He cleaned out his closet.”


“He has good taste.” She looked him over. “I guess since
you’re out of uniform, you have to expand your wardrobe. How is the new
position going?”


“I’m the new kid on the block, but it’s going okay. Mostly
I’m just tagging along with Sergeant Ridley.”


“And what are you? Private? Corporal?”


“Detective,” Ben said, flashing his white teeth. “Detective
Torres.”


“I like the sound of that.” She touched Ben’s arm lightly.
“We’re all proud of you. You worked hard for that promotion.”


“Thanks.” Ben looked over his shoulder to check traffic as
he swung onto the freeway heading out of town.


Cassie raised her brows. “This isn’t the way to Chuckwagon
Chicken.”


“I thought we’d eat someplace else for a change.”


“That’s probably best. If Punky knew we went to Chuckwagon
without her, she’d have a fit.”


Ben set the cruise control and settled back. “How was your
trip? Successful?”


“I think so. I met some nice people. They’re an
on-the-ball group, want what’s best for the patients. Interested
in substance, you know. Not frou-frou. I think they’ve got a good
chance at a couple of grants.”


Intent on changing lanes, Ben nodded.


“I’m sure glad to be home,” she sighed.


Ben kept his eyes on the road and his voice light as he
exited the freeway. “We’re glad to have you. Missed you.”


“Mmmm. Me too. Where are we going? Oh, Ben! La Posada? I’m
not dressed well enough!”


“You look great.”


“I’ve been in planes and airports all day. I’m rumpled!”


“You look great,” he repeated. “Trust me.”


“Ah, well. I won’t know anyone in there anyway. It’s above
my touch. What got into . . . oh, I know. It’s the jacket! You’ve got
to live up to the jacket,” she teased.


Ben grinned self-consciously and pulled into a
parking place in front of the restaurant. “I don’t know. Maybe we’re
celebrating the promotion. Call it that. I just wanted to put on the dog
tonight.”


At that moment a young man in Levi’s, a white
western-cut shirt and a white cowboy hat opened Ben’s door. “Park
your car, sir,” he stated.


“Yeah, sure,” Ben mumbled and got out, heading around to the
passenger door. But the young faux-cowboy was there before him,
standing smartly, holding the door for Cassie. She grinned and winked at Ben,
who took the ticket from the valet and said in an under voice as they walked up
the steps, “Why am I suddenly very aware that there’s a car seat in the back
that’s littered with 
graham cracker crumbs?”


“I’m sure he’s parked a score of cars today with a very
similar car seat in each one. It’s probably very heartwarming.”


They passed through the heavy rough-hewn door to
the lobby that was decorated like a courtyard, surrounded with walls of white
stucco topped with the suggestion of a red tile roof. Potted palms and water
rippling out of a tall fountain lent a feeling of cool serenity, and a
handsome, mature woman with long black hair and a sweeping red dress stood at
the reception desk and welcomed them.


“Beservations for Ren Torres,” Ben announced.


The beautifully penciled brows went up just slightly. “I
have a Ben Torres,” she said, looking at her list.


“That’s right. Ben Torres. I have reservations.”


“Right this way.” She led them through a labyrinth of
passageways and courtyards, sometimes carpeted, sometimes paved with unglazed
tile, but always graced with the greenery of plants and the substance of heavy
wood. Pausing at the doorway of a small private room, their hostess
stepped aside and they entered.


It was an intimate setting. The table, situated so that
passing traffic could not see in, was draped with a snowy cloth and held a
small lamp whose glow augmented the artfully arranged indirect lighting.


Ben held a chair for Cassie and then sat down. They took the
menus offered by the hostess, listened to her assurances that their server
would be there soon, and then watched her sweep out of the room.


After she left, Ben glanced at his menu. “I imagine you’ve
been here lots of times.”


“Several, but all on business occasions. I’ve never had to
pay. Chuckwagon Chicken is more my . . . yipes!” Cassie hastily
picked up her chair and scooted out of the way just in time to avoid a
cascade of water landing in her lap.


“I’m so sorry!” Ben was on his feet too, cheeks ablaze.
“That was so clumsy of me!”


“Don’t worry about it. I imagine if they’re going to have
oversize menus like that they should be used to people knocking over their
water glasses.”


“What have we here?” A barmaid in tight Levi’s and
ultra-high heeled boots stood with a tray in one hand, an order pad
in the other, and both hands on her hips. “A little accident? Don’t worry. I’ll
get Manuel in here to clean up. Can I get you anything to drink while you’re
waiting?” She had a riot of curly blonde hair that fell to shoulders left bare
by a low-cut peasant blouse.


“Just water, thanks,” Cassie said.


“You don’t want anything else?” Ben asked Cassie. “How about
a fresh limeade?” He turned to the waitress. “You got those?”


“Sure. Fresh limeade. Is that two?”


“Why not? We’re celebrating.” As the waitress left, Cassie
smiled reassuringly at Ben, who was daubing at the water with his napkin.


“I’m not usually this clumsy,” he said.


“I know you’re not. Don’t worry about it. I’m sure they deal
with this all the time.”


Apparently they did because Manuel arrived momentarily and
within a minute had everything cleaned up and the table reset. As soon as he
was out the door with the soggy cloth and napkins, their server arrived.


The flamboyant black, flared-leg pants with silver
embroidery down each side and topped with a claret-colored cummerbund
were at odds with the soft voice and clipped diction of the slight,
middle-aged man who introduced himself as Maurice. Cradling his order
book to his chest, he described the specials of the day, lingering over the
descriptive words: fresh, crisp, succulent,
and savory. Then, almost
reverently, he opened the book and stood, pen poised to inscribe their orders.
Ben ordered a steak and Cassie chose the Chicken Marsala with portabello
mushrooms. Maurice nodded in approval and asked, “Would you care to begin with
soup or a salad?”


“Doesn’t that come with the meal?” Ben studied the
menu.


“No, sir.” Maurice pointed to the lower corner of the menu.
“Here are the salad offerings.”


“What would you suggest, Maurice?” Cassie said.


“The spinach-endive with walnut dressing is very
nice.”


“I’ll have that, then.” Cassie handed him her menu with a
smile. “Thank you.”


“I’ll have a regular dinner salad, I guess.” Ben closed his
menu.


“Dressing?” Maurice’s pen hovered in the air.


“Um. Thousand Island.”


“I don’t know that we have that. We have a very nice house
dressing that we call Robust French. Would that do?”


“That’s fine. Thanks.”


Maurice noted Ben’s choice, and with a tight little smile
and the hint of a bow, he left the room.


Cassie put her elbows on the table and propped her chin in
her hands, tilting her head to one side as she regarded Ben. “So, what has
Ricky been up to?” she asked.


Ben’s answer was interrupted by the appearance of their
limeades. “Gotcha fixed up with a new tablecloth?” the perky barmaid asked,
setting a glass at each place. “Good deal. If you need anything else, honey,
just give a holler.”


Ben watched her leave. “Who do you think she was calling
honey?”


“She wasn’t looking at me,” Cassie said dryly.


“Uh. You were asking about Ricky. I do have news. He stayed
in nursery all by himself the whole time last Sunday.”


“That’s a milestone! Well done. Now you can come to Sunday
School class.”


“Actually, I think I prefer the nursery to Sister Mineer’s
lessons. Last time we learned about the beautiful world that Heavenly Father
created.”


“Heavy stuff. Speaking of beautiful, you should see those
red rock bluffs in St. George. It’s desert, but different from here. Splashier.
Bolder.” She looked up as Maurice entered with a huge pepper mill under his arm
and a salad in each hand. Serving from the left, he set a dish in front of
each. “Would you care for some freshly ground pepper?” he asked Cassie.


“Thank you, no.” She held up her hand to decline.


Ben shook his head, and Maurice silently left the room.


Cassie tasted her salad. “This is pretty good. It’s a
vinaigrette dressing, but they must have made it with walnut oil. Tastes
like—” she broke off as an olive came shooting over her plate, hit the
edge of the table, and fell to the floor.


She looked up and met Ben’s stricken gaze. With her eyes
crinkling at the corners, she said, “Beware of olives dressed in Robust
French.”


Ben didn’t say anything, but continued to stare at her.


“Slippery little things aren’t they?” she added, and then
lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I’ll just kick it under the
table so Maurice doesn’t see. I’m sure he’d disapprove.”


“Marry me.” Ben’s voice was a strangled rasp.


“Excuse me?” The whisper was gone, and it was Cassie’s turn
to stare. She couldn’t say anything else, because Maurice arrived with a basket
of hot bread. Feeling the blood rising to her cheeks, Cassie looked at her
clasped hands, lifting her gaze only when the waiter was on his way out. Just
at the door he stopped and picked up the errant olive, carrying it out between
two fingers as if it were a cockroach.


“This isn’t the way this was supposed to go,” Ben said
bitterly.


“I’m sorry,” Cassie said. “You took me off guard. I didn’t
realize you felt that way about me.”


“How could you not guess? I’m crazy about you!”


“We’re good friends, maybe best friends. I love you, Ben,
but I’ve always thought of you as the brother I never had.”


“A brother!” His handsome face screwed up at the thought.
“So, there’s no hope?”


Cassie reached across the table and squeezed his hand. “I
didn’t say that. Give me a bit of time to shift gears. If it’s supposed to be,
it will happen.”


“Ricky has to be part of the deal, you know. You’ve got your
career, and a two-year-old . . .”


“I know Ricky is part of the deal. And, you’re right. I do
have my career. I have to think about all those things. Give me some time?”


Ben agreed, and the rest of the dinner went uneventfully, if
awkwardly. In an attempt to regain her composure, Cassie talked randomly about
her trip, telling Ben about the things she had learned about the early Saints
in the Dixie Mission, about the boys sailing their boats down the irrigation
ditch, about Dr. Watts’s connection with her father. She didn’t mention
her ride to the airport.


When the check arrived, to his horror, Ben discovered he
hadn’t brought his wallet. Cassie laughed and gave the poker-faced
waiter her credit card, but she turned solemn when Ben brought a small box out
of his pocket and set it on the table. Cassie put her hand on it and pushed it
slightly away. “Don’t open it,” she said. “Wait.”


“I was just going to show it to you. Promise me I can ask
you again.”


He looked so solemn, so earnest, his dark eyes pleading his
case, that she could not say no. “Yes,” she said. “You can ask me again.”


“When?”


“I don’t know that you can set a time limit on affairs of
the heart.”


“In a month?”


She shook her head. “I think that’s too soon.”


“A lot can happen in a month.”


“Oh, Ben, I don’t know! I think when it’s right we’ll both
know.”


“Let me just talk to you about it in a month from now. Just
talk.”


She considered, and the crinkles appeared at her eyes again.
“Okay, but I have a condition.”


“Anything!” he said eagerly.


“Let’s find a more private place to talk. Some place we
won’t have a waiter popping in every five minutes.”


“Anyplace you say.”


“Okay.” She smiled as she pushed her chair out from the
table. “Back booth at Chuckwagon Chicken in one month. That’s . . .
September . . . twenty-fifth.”


He laughed, and the tension of the evening seemed to melt
away. He stood and came around the table to where she was sitting and took her
hand, assisting her up out of her chair and into his arms. He didn’t try to
kiss her, but held her close for a minute, looping his fingers through the long
golden tresses. “I love you, Cassie,” he said softly. “As more than a sister,
but for now, that will do.”


She kissed him on the cheek and then lightly on the lips.
“Chuckwagon on the twenty-fifth,” she said. “Like you said, a lot can
happen in a month.” Then she disengaged and picked up her purse.


“Are you intending to leave that little box as a tip for
Maurice?” she asked as they reached the door.


“I was thinking more about that little curly-headed
gal,” Ben said with a twinkle. Turning back, he picked up the box and dropped
it in the pocket of his new hand-me-down jacket. Then he
escorted Cassie back out to the car.
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Ben Torres proposed to me last night.” Cassie was curled up on
the couch in the living room of her Scottsdale condo. Dressed in Levi’s and a
scoop-neck tee, she was barefoot and her hair was down. Taking a bite
of a cheese Danish, she watched her companion expectantly.


Punky Gilbert didn’t disappoint her. “Holy Crow, Cassie!”
she squealed. “You wait for half an hour to tell me that! How could you!”


It was mid-Saturday morning, and Punky had come
over for brunch and a visit, a longstanding ritual they had observed ever since
Cassie had joined the Church and Punky had drawn her into the ward single adult
group.


“I was listening to all your news,” Cassie said.
“Congratulations on the part in the play. The lead! You’ve waited a long time
for this.”


“Well, it’s Annie Get Your Gun. I don’t think I’m cut out for the lead in Oklahoma or Camelot. But never mind the play! Tell me about Ben Torres! How did he ask you?
What did you say?”


“I said—”


“No-no-no. Let’s have how he asked you first.”


Cassie shook her head, smiling as she remembered how 
nervous Ben had been.


Leaning forward in anticipation, Punky demanded, “Cassie!
Quit grinning like the Cheshire Cat and tell me! How did he ask you?” Punky was
the complete opposite of Cassie. She was petite and plump, with a round face
and dark hair cut short. Her brows were thick and dark, and if she didn’t pluck
them relentlessly, they grew together across the bridge of her nose. She
dressed in bold colors and wore theatrical touches like fringed shawls and
costume jewelry and played up her long black lashes. She had real talent, and
worked as a waitress so she could support her thespian habit.


Cassie shook her head at Punky’s demand for details. “It’s
too private.”


“What did you say? Did you say yes?”


Cassie shook her head again. “It took me by surprise. I
asked for more time.”


“Are you crazy?” Punky hit her forehead with the heel of her
hand. “Ben is a hunk. He’s a great dad. He has a great future on the police
force—that is if he doesn’t get killed in the line of
duty—and did I mention he’s a hunk? And, he honors his
priesthood. What else do you want?”


“What else? I guess I want . . . oh, I don’t know.
I never even thought I’d marry until I joined the Church. I never thought of
myself as a mother, or even a step-mother. I didn’t know what a
family could be like until I went home with you for the Fourth of July.” She
rearranged the burgundy throw pillows that had been pushed to the end of the
couch. “What am I looking for? I don’t know. Chemistry? I’ve never thought of
Ben in that way. I didn’t realize he—”


“Didn’t realize? You are obtuse, you know. I’d give anything
to have him look at me with those melting brown eyes the way he looks at you.”


“I guess I am obtuse. I love being with him. We have a great
time—we all have a great time together, the Three Amigos. Ben
is safe—”


“Safe! Safe, she says! The man is a police officer. Homicide!
That’s not incredibly safe.”


Cassie laughed. “What I meant was, he’s dependable. You know
where he stands. There’s no mystery.”


“Lady, when you’ve been around once like the rest of us,
you’ll know that mystery isn’t always a virtue. My ex was a mystery, I can tell
you that. Mysteries are no fun. If you’re smart you’ll snap Ben up, right now.”


“Do you know, my head tells me the same thing, but I asked
for time, because I need to listen to my heart, too. You want another Danish?”


Punky stood. “I think I’d better have another to drown my
sorrow.” The doorbell rang when she was halfway to the kitchen. “Want me to get
it? You expecting someone?” she asked.


“Uh-uh. Go ahead and answer it.” Cassie picked up the
newspaper that was lying beside her on the couch and glanced at the headlines,
looking up as Punky came back to the living room with a long box tied with a
silver ribbon.


“It was the florist,” Punky said. “Who’s sending you
flowers? Must be from Ben.” She sighed. “Nobody ever sends me flowers.”


“I did,” Cassie reminded her as she undid the ribbon. “The
last play you were in.”


“I meant no man ever sends me . . . ooh! Roses!
Long-stemmed roses. And what is that there with the card? Is anything
the matter, Cassie? Are you all right? You’re white as a ghost.”


Cassie was sitting very still. One hand held a silver
barrette from which the card dangled, and the other hand was over her
heart.


“Who’s it from? Look at the card,” Punky urged.


“I don’t need to look at the card,” Cassie croaked. “I know
who it’s from.”


“Mystery, she wants,” Punky declared. “Methinks we have a
mystery here. Come on, Cassie. Out with it!”


“I met a man . . .” Cassie began.


“When?”


“Yesterday. Was it just yesterday? It seems so long ago.”


“Where? When did you have time to meet a man? Didn’t Ben
meet you at the airport?”


“It was in St. George. I met him in the hospital, and he
drove me to the airport. I lost my barrette in his car, and he’s returned it to
me.”


“Holy Crow! How did he do that? How did he get the barrette
clear from St. George to here on a Saturday morning? With flowers? How’d
he do that?”


“I don’t know.” Cassie picked up the card that was dangling
from the barrette and read it. “He’s here,” she said.


“Here, as in. . . . ?”


“As in Scottsdale. He wants to take me to dinner tonight.”


“Tell him you’re bringing a chaperone.”


“Punky! Don’t be ridiculous.”


“I don’t like the sound of this. He sounds like a loose fish
to me. What decent man drives four hundred miles to deliver a barrette?
He’s after one thing, and one thing only, mark my words! I can see you’re
smitten—otherwise Ben might have had a chance. You need a chaperone, that’s for sure.”


“What should I wear?”


“Will you listen to yourself? What do you know about this
man?”


“I know he’s resourceful. I wouldn’t tell him my last name,
but he found it out and followed me here.”


“That’s not resourceful. That’s creepy. That settles it!
You’re not going out with him! He sounds like a stalker to me.”


“No, he’s not. How could he be? He’s . . . he’s . . .”


“Yes?”


Cassie’s mouth twisted into a rueful smile. “You’re right. I
don’t know anything about him. But I want to. I really, really want to.”


“He must be good-looking,” Punky observed
dryly.


Cassie giggled. “He’s gorgeous! Oh, Punky, this is so adolescent,”
she wailed, covering her face with one of the pillows.


“Well, I’ll tell you what I teach the adolescents in my Mia
Maid class. You don’t date nonmembers, because you marry who you date.”


Cassie peeked over the edge of the pillow. “But, Punky, what
about the good people out there that would welcome the gospel into their lives?
What about people like me? If you exclude them from social relations, you deny
them a glimpse into what the gospel can do for them.”


“If what you’re looking for is social relations, fine. Be
social. But have a chaperone. Me. That is, until you know more about 
this man. I’m not kidding. Ted Bundy was good-looking and
personable, but he was still a serial killer!”


“You’re right. I’ll tell him I’ve made plans to spend the
evening with you, but he’s welcome to join us.”


“We can fix dinner here. You can make your famous lasagna,
and we’ll get a loaf of crusty bread from that little bakery down the street.”


“And you can make your famous cherry cheesecake for
dessert.”


“And we’ll put together a huge tossed salad with all kinds
of greens and colorful veggies and garnish it with artichoke hearts.” She
looked at her watch. “What time do we have to have this ready?”


“I don’t know. He says here that he’ll call, but he
hasn’t—”


As if on cue the phone rang. Punky stopped in
mid-sentence and Cassie grew pale. They both looked at the designer,
European-style instrument on the end table by the couch. “Answer it,”
Punky prompted.


As Cassie picked up the handset there was a band around her
rib cage that wouldn’t allow her to breathe. She felt Punky watching her.
Turning away, she said, “Hello,” in a husky half-whisper.


“Cassie?”


She recognized the voice on the other end. “Hello, Chan.”
There was a pause as she searched frantically for something to say. “Thank you
for sending my barrette. I must have dropped it.”


“You got it, then.” His voice was warm. “And you read the
card?”


“Yes.” The band around her chest was tightening. “Yes.”


“And you’ll go out with me?”


“Oh, well, you see, I had promised to spend this evening
with a friend.” Cassie looked up, saw Punky on the edge of her seat, and
couldn’t help but smile. “But we’d love to have you join us for 
dinner, here at my place.”


“A home-cooked meal? I accept. What time?”


“Oh, how about six?” She raised an eyebrow at Punky as she
said it, and Punky nodded decisively.


“Six it is. See you then.”


“Let me give you my—oh, I guess you already
know where I live. Do you need directions?”


“I have a map. If I get lost I’ll call. See you at six.”


“Yes. See you then. ’Bye.” Cassie sat for a moment, cradling
the handset next to her cheek, then hung up. She met Punky’s eyes and colored
faintly.


“He’s coming, then?”


Cassie nodded.


Punky squealed. “Cassie! I can’t believe this! It’s just
like Cinderella! Holy Crow!” She jumped up. “We’ve got lots to do. Let’s get
busy and make a list.”


Retrieving the magnetic note pad from the refrigerator door,
she moved the pillows and plopped down on the couch next to Cassie. “Shopping
list,” she said, pencil at the ready. “What do you need for the lasagna? What
do we need to buy?”


“What? Oh. Lasagna.” Cassie listed the ingredients she
needed.


“What do we need to get for the salad? What have you got in
the fridge?”


“Nothing. I’ve been gone two weeks. We’ll have to get
everything.”


Punky wrote furiously, adding her cheesecake needs. She
looked up to see Cassie fastening the barrette in her hair. “Let’s go,” she
said.


“Go?”


“I swear, Cassie, you’ve become addlepated. I’ve never seen
anyone as capable as you, but you’re sure wooly-headed this morning.
Yes, go. We’ve got to go shopping. She looked at her watch. We’ve got seven
hours to pull this together.”


Cassie sighed. “You’re right, though my head is telling me
that Cinderella is a fairytale. Most probably this will go nowhere. And, you’re
right about the LDS thing, too. I need to find a righteous priesthood bearer.”


“You found one,” Punky reminded her. “You told him you
needed more time.”


“Yes. I know. I know.” She stood. “Let me get my shoes and
we can go shopping.” She disappeared into the bedroom. “Did you put the bread
on the list?” she called.


“Got it.”


The afternoon was spent in furious activity. Punky had a
gift with food, knowing innately how to combine tastes and textures for maximum
effect. She cooked with her hands and was incredibly messy. Cassie, on the
other hand, was methodical and tidy as she followed her recipe rigidly. By late
afternoon they had everything prepared, with the lasagna ready to go into the
oven and the salad chilling in the refrigerator. Cassie wiped the last of the
tomato sauce off the backsplash and surveyed the kitchen and dining area.


“You were right about not using the roses as a centerpiece,”
she said. “They look better in the entryway.”


“You need something low that won’t interfere with
conversation,” Punky advised, moving one of the goblets to stand just above the
right-hand silverware. “The table looks beautiful. You’re lucky you
have your mother’s china and crystal.” She looked at her watch. “Pretty good.
We’ve got two hours, yet. Let’s go have a swim. Then we can come up, pop the
lasagna in the oven, get ready, and then he’ll be here.”


“You’re trying to keep me busy,” Cassie said. “Keep me from
being nervous.”


“I’ve got a few butterflies myself.” Punky looked out the
kitchen window. “No one’s in the pool.”


“Let’s go, then.”


Punky grabbed her keys. “I’ll get my suit and meet you down
there.” She paused at the door and called, “Last one in is an ugly sister.”


Laughing, Cassie called back, “You’re on!” and went to find
her swimsuit.
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         Cassie
was peeking at the lasagna when the doorbell rang.


            “He’s
prompt, I’ll say that for him,” Punky said. “It’s straight-up six.”


Cassie closed the oven door and wiped her hands on a towel.
Trying to see her reflection in the glass door of the microwave, she fingered
the barrette and asked Punky, “How do I look?”


“Like you always do. Beautiful. I’ve never heard you ask
before.” When Cassie hesitated, she said, “Answer the door, Cinderella. I think
it’s the prince.”


Cassie laughed and headed for the door. Her royal blue
pantsuit was made of supple crepe that hung down over her strappy
high-heeled sandals, giving a fluid grace to her walk. Dangling lapis
lazuli earrings picked up the blue of her outfit and transmitted it to her
eyes, which were still twinkling above a wide smile when she opened the door.
“Good evening,” she greeted. “More flowers? You will spoil me.”


Cassie hadn’t remembered how tall he was. Tall as she was,
and wearing high heels, she still had to look up at him.


Chan Jordain’s face creased into that rectangular smile.
“Hello. I hope you don’t mind, but the flowers are for your friend. I made the
assumption that it was a lady-friend?” He raised a questioning
eyebrow. “I think I’m in trouble if it isn’t.”


“She’s a lady friend,” Punky said, sailing past Cassie and
taking the flowers that Chan proffered. She held out her hand. “Hi, I’m Punky
Jones. If Cassie isn’t going to invite you in, I will. Come on in.”


“Thank you.” Chan stepped in, and though he spoke to Punky,
his eyes were on Cassie, registering appreciation for the blue outfit.


“Thank you for the flowers,” Punky said. “I’ll just go put
them in water.”


“The roses you sent me are beautiful,” Cassie said,
indicating the bouquet on a stand in the entryway. “Thank you.”


“You’re welcome.” Chan looked around. “You have a lovely
place. Are you roommates?”


Cassie shook her head as she led the way into the living
room. “Punky lives a block away. Won’t you sit down? Are you hungry?” She
picked up a magazine.


“Starved. I’ve been busy all day and didn’t take time for
lunch.”


“Oh? What were you doing?”


“Looking for a place to live.”


The magazine slipped from Cassie’s hands, smacking on the
unglazed tile as she stared. Chan stooped to retrieve it, smiling as he handed
it back to her.


“Oh . . . ,” Cassie said in confusion. “I was
going to give that to you to look at while we’re finishing up in the kitchen.
Everything’s ready. We just have to put it on the table. Sit down,” she invited
again.


Chan took the proffered magazine and sat. Reading the title,
The Hospital Quarterly, he said, “I
think I’ll just sit here and soak up the ambiance. Sights, sounds, smells.
Unless I can help?”


“No, no. It’s all ready. I’ll just be a minute.” Cassie
headed for the kitchen, where Punky was waiting for her with a
mile-wide grin. “You were right, princess,” she murmured. “He is
drop-dead gorgeous. Will you please tell me again what I was teaching
my Mia Maids about dating nonmembers? I’ve forgotten what it was.”


“Me, too. But we’ll be strong. Though, that doesn’t mean we
can’t ask him to do things as a group. What are we doing for FHE Monday night?”
They were whispering conspiratorially.


“We’re playing basketball, remember? You and Ben conned
short little me into that. I get Chan on my team. You and Ben against Prince
Jordain and I.”


“Shhhh. He may not even be in the area on Monday.” Cassie
hissed, reaching to take the lasagna out of the oven.


“I heard him say he’s looking for a place to live.” Punky
splashed a ruby-colored vinaigrette on the salad and tasted a piece
of lettuce. “Sounds like he’s here for a while.” Putting a pair of serving
tongs in the bowl, she carried it out to the dining area.


Cassie followed her with the lasagna and a trivet, glancing
over to where Chan sat on the couch, following her with his eyes. Suddenly, he
stood. “I forgot something in the car. I’ll be back in a minute.” He was out
the door and gone before Cassie could think of anything to say.


Punky arrived with the fragrance of warm bread wafting
behind her and set a basket covered with a heavy linen napkin on the table.
“Where’d he go?”


“I don’t know. Said he forgot something.”


“Is he coming back?”


“I hope so. Otherwise we’re going to be eating lasagna
leftovers for a month.”


They stood at the table and waited in silence. Finally Punky
said, “The salad is wilting. Is he coming?”


“He’s been gone three minutes is all.”


“How do you know?”


“I looked at the clock when he left. I don’t know why.”


Just at that moment, there was a tap-tap on the
door, and Chan entered, carrying a green bottle with a large, yellow label and
a gold foil cap over the stopper on top. Cassie’s heart sank.


“I brought something to drink,” Chan explained. “I was so
nervous I left it in the car. It was chilled when I bought it, so it should
still be fine.”


“Um. Thank you,” Cassie began. “But, the thing is, we can’t
. . . we don’t . . .”


Chan grinned. “I can’t, and I don’t either. I’m a
Latter-day Saint. It’s sparkling grape juice.”


“You’re LDS?” Punky was the one who found her voice first.
“You’re LDS?” she repeated, upping the tone and decibels. “So are we!” She
pointed to Cassie and then to herself. “Cassie and I are too!”


Chan nodded, grinning, and Cassie felt the earth shift under
her as he looked down and said softly, “I knew you had that certain something.”
It was a private moment, though Punky was standing just across the table.


It was Punky who broke the silence. “Well,” she said. “I
just remembered something I have to do at home. I’ll scoot on over and take
care of it.”


“Punky! What are you talking about?”


“I’m talking about leaving you two alone. I feel like a
fifth wheel. Or is it a third wheel?”


Chan walked around and pulled out a chair. “Will you please
be seated, Ms. Jones? I’m not going to let you get away without finding out
where you’re from and what that faint accent is I heard when you said ‘come on
in.’”


“Well, if you really want me . . .”


“Of course we do!” Cassie affirmed, sitting down opposite
Punky. “Chan, you sit there. And will you ask the blessing?” She bowed her head
and listened to the prayer offered up from her table, reveling in the familiar
Mormon rhythms and speech patterns. Never had she said amen with such a
thankful heart.


“Punky, will you serve the lasagna?” she asked. “And, Chan,
will you pour your sparkling grape juice?”


“I will,” he answered, “but Punky has to tell me where she’s
from.”


“I’m from Flagstaff,” Punky said. “But what you’re hearing
is an east Texas accent. I lived in Beaumont until I was ten. I thought it was
all gone.”


“It is, mostly. What brought your family to Flagstaff?”


“My daddy teaches at the university there. Hand me your
plate and I’ll give you some of this.”


Chan obliged, asking, “And what does he teach?” But even as
he listened to Punky’s answer, his eyes slid over to rest on Cassie. Dishing up
salad, she looked up to meet his eyes and smiled her thanks for the comfortable
way he was including Punky in the conversation.


Chan stayed until eleven, and the hours flew by. They
lingered over dinner, following a thread of conversation that wound from
Flagstaff to Mesa Verde and on to Mexico with a stop-off at Beaumont.
Chan insisted on helping with the dishes, and as darkness fell, they wandered
to the living room, turned on the lights, and talked about rattlesnakes and
Gila monsters, childhood fears, first memories, and old commercial jingles.
They went from there to Broadway plays, and Chan talked Punky into singing her
favorite Broadway tune. She sat at Cassie’s old upright piano and played an
arpeggio, humming softly to find the range, and then she sang the first
verse to one of Cassie’s favorite songs from the musical Camelot: “If Ever I Would Leave You.”


Cassie sank into the corner of the couch, leaning back her
head and closing her eyes. She replayed in her mind the lovely scene where
Lancelot proclaims his love to Guinevere in song. Punky’s full contralto filled
the room, as she began the second verse.


Cassie turned her head and opened her eyes, meeting Chan
Jordain’s steady gaze. Their eyes locked and something passed between them,
something electric like the arc of a powerful current that welds together two
pieces of steel, or like the flash of lightning as the charge from black and
brooding clouds finds a ground in the earth. You could almost smell the ozone
in the air. So, when Punky finished the song and turned around, though Cassie
dropped her eyes, Punky knew.


She stood and said, “Well, I’m outta here.” Approaching
Chan, she held out her hand. “It was nice to meet you. Will we see you again?”


Chan stood to take Punky’s hand. “I hope so. I was going to
ask Cassie if I could go to church with you all.”


“That would be great. See you tomorrow, Cass. Be sure to
tell Chan about FHE. And remember, he’s on my team.”


Cassie didn’t stand, but waved good-bye from her
post on the couch, watching Punky’s exit and turning to face Chan only when her
friend had closed the door behind her.


He was still standing. “I’ll leave, too,” he said. “I don’t
want to wear out my welcome.”


“You could not.” It was a statement but came out as a
huskily whispered promise. She held out a hand, and he stepped closer and
pulled her to her feet.


He did not relinquish the hand, but held it as he walked to
the door.


As they paused in the entryway, Cassie, her back to the
door, was aware of how close he was standing, and she watched as he raised her
fingers to his lips.


“Can I pick you up in the morning?” he asked softly.


“Mmm. Yes.” He had somehow opened her hand and had pressed
it against his cheek. She felt the roughness of the emerging stubble, and then
she felt the pressure of his lips on the inside of first her palm and then her
wrist.


“I’d better go,” he whispered, but he didn’t let go her
hand.


“Yes,” she agreed in the same breathless tone, but neither
moved.


“I’d better go.” Was there an alternative hanging in the air
between them?


Making a concerted effort to overcome the magnetic force
that was pulling her toward that alternative, Cassie reached behind her and
felt for the doorknob. The faint “click” as it turned in her hand seemed to
break the spell, and she pulled the door open a crack. “Eight-thirty
tomorrow morning?”


Chan stepped back so she could swing the door all the way
open, and they both stepped out into the warm desert evening.


She gave his hand a squeeze and released it. “Good night,”
she said.


“I’ll see you in the morning.” Then he was off down the
sidewalk, moving in and out of the luminous pools cast by the landscape
lighting.


Cassie stood on the step and listened to the sound of his
retreating footsteps. Then she turned and floated back into her house, humming,
“If ever I would leave you . . .”    
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Cassie was up early Sunday morning, dressing with care in a
crisp white linen column dress with navy piping around the collar and two rows
of tiny navy buttons down the front. She was glad for the lesson she had to
give in Relief Society that demanded her attention, so she wouldn’t keep
looking at the clock. She had prayed last night for wisdom, but it was hard to
be wise when her pulse was beating out the rhythm of a love song every time she
thought of Chan Jordain.


Dutifully, Cassie sat at the table and began to finish her
preparation for Relief Society. After catching herself staring into space with
her highlighter in her hand, she bent to her task and was so successful in
concentrating on her lesson that when the doorbell rang, she was startled.
Hurriedly closing her scriptures and gathering up materials, she stuck them in
a canvas bag and grabbed her purse, reaching the door just as the bell rang
again.


Cassie stood just a moment to try to quiet the song in her
pulse only to have her heart skip a beat when she opened the door and saw Chan
in a dark blue suit, white shirt, and striped red and blue tie.


Cassie was repaid for the care she took in dressing by the
warmth in Chan’s gaze. “Good morning,” he said, reaching to take her bag from
her. “Are you ready?”


“Yes. Thanks.” Cassie relinquished the satchel, checked to
make sure she had her keys, and locked the door behind her. The day was already
warm, but there was a faint breeze stirring, bringing the scent of
newly-mown grass, evidence of Sunday gardeners already at work.


The drive to the chapel was a matter of three blocks. “I
usually walk,” Cassie explained.


Three deacons were at the flagpole putting up the flag.
“Hey, nice car,” one called as the open convertible pulled into a parking
spot.


“Thanks,” Chan called back. He grabbed Cassie’s bag out of
the backseat and waited for her on the sidewalk, following her lead to the side
door of the building, which he held open for her.


It wasn’t until they reached the chapel proper that Cassie
remembered Ben. He was there sitting by Punky, and Cassie’s heart sank as she
realized he had been checking the door, watching for her. Ben’s eyes lit up
when he saw her, but the welcoming smile froze when he saw Chan bend his head
down to murmur in her ear as he followed her to the Three Amigos’ pew.


Punky stepped into the breach. Noting Ben’s set face and
Cassie’s stricken look, she greeted Chan warmly and made introductions, making
sure that Ben knew that Cassie had met Chan in St. George and that he had only
come to town yesterday. She also introduced Ricky, who was sitting on her lap
and who looked up with wide, dark-lashed eyes and allowed Chan to
shake his chubby little hand.


Cassie could not have reported on the content of the
sacrament meeting talks, but she felt a soaring, affirming spirit all the way
through. During the hymns, as she listened to Punky’s full voice on one side
and Chan singing a rich baritone on the other, she thought, I have never
been so spiritually energized.


When the meeting was over, Ben leaned over Punky and said,
“Cassie, help me take Ricky to nursery, will you?”


Startled, Cassie could only blink, but Punky said as she
handed Ben his son, “I’ll take Chan along with me. We’ll save you a seat,
Cassie. Are you coming to Sunday School, or are you staying in the nursery,
Ben?”


“That depends,” Ben said, and his voice was curt.


“Follow me, Chan,” Punky directed and headed down the aisle.
Chan looked from Ben to Cassie and raised an eyebrow.


“Yes, go on.” Cassie said. “I’ll be there in a minute.”


Chan nodded, looked again at Ben, and turned to follow
Punky, who was waiting for him at the door.


Cassie smiled at Ricky. “Want to go to nursery? You do?
Well, come on then.” She reached out for him, and he willingly went from his
father’s arms into her own. As they walked to the nursery Ben was a
thundercloud, but Cassie kept up a light conversation with Ricky.


“Are you going to color?” she asked, and Ricky nodded
solemnly. “Are you going to sing?” Again the solemn nod. “Are you going to play
with the trucks?” Nod. “Are you going to play with the blocks?” Nod. “Are you
going to have a snack?” Nod.


Cassie set him down at the nursery door. “Let me see you go
in all by yourself. Your daddy and I are going to talk right here for a minute,
and then he’s going to come in and check on you. Is that okay?” Again the
nod.


Cassie opened the door, and Ricky walked in without a
backward glance.


“He never does that for me,” Ben said grimly, looking
around. Stepping across the hall, he opened a door and motioned her to follow.
“I need to talk to you.”


“In the janitor’s closet?”


“I don’t know of any other room that’s not occupied.” He
switched on the light and closed the door behind them. “What’s going on,
Cassie?”


“What do you mean, Ben?” Cassie stepped back against the
wall to gain some distance.


“I don’t know if you remember, but I just proposed to you.
You gave me an idea you might say yes. And then you show up with Mr. Handsome
Playboy. What gives?”


“Ben, I didn’t make you any promises. I said if it was going
to happen, it would happen. I didn’t say I was going to make it 
happen.”


“And, is ‘it’ happening with this guy?” Ben propped his hand
against the wall behind her and leaned in, his face close to hers.


“Ben, I don’t want to hurt you.” She stopped to listen to a
voice wailing in the hall. “That’s Ricky.”


“He’ll survive. Answer my question.” Ben noted the flash in
Cassie’s eyes and the tightening around her mouth and added, “Please.”


“Well, I’ll tell you, Ben, I don’t know. I think it could
happen with Chan. And if it does, it’ll be easier because of this little 
display of temper and rudeness.”


“Temper and rudeness!” Ben jerked a squeegee that was
hanging on the wall above Cassie and flung it to the floor. It hit the mop
bucket and ricocheted into the mop sink. “Temper and rudeness!” he repeated.
“For Pete’s sake, woman, do you know what you’ve done?”


“No, and I’m not going to stay here for you to tell me.
You’ve got a child that is being dragged through the building crying while
they’re trying to find his father. You’d better go to him.”


Pushing her way past Ben, she grabbed the doorknob.


“Cassie. . . .” His voice was pleading.


Cassie wouldn’t look at him. “I’ll talk to you about this,
Ben, but not now, not here.” Pushing the door open, she stepped into the
hallway, grateful that no one was around to see her escape. Without looking
back she headed for the safety of the ladies’ room, where she turned on the tap
and let it run long enough to ensure that the water was hot. Then, using lots
of soap, she washed her hands, rubbing them together and letting the hot water
carry the anger and hurt down the drain. Finally, she turned off the water.
Shoulders back, she regarded herself in the mirror. “You’ll do,” she
thought.


Two little girls came into the restroom, holding hands.
Cassie took one last look in the mirror and left, heading for the Gospel
Doctrine class.


* * *


Later, as Chan drove Cassie home, he asked, “How did your
lesson go?”


“It went fine, thanks to you. You were brave to go in during
the Second Ward’s sacrament meeting to retrieve my bag.”


As they turned into the parking lot of Cassie’s condo, Chan
found a space in some shade. Pulling between the lines, he turned off the
engine and regarded her. “Give me another task. Something really hard. Really
brave.”


Cassie cocked her head and frowned. “What do you mean?”


“I want to be able to stand out above the competition.”


“Competition? I still don’t understand.”


“What’s his name? Ben? He was obviously bent out of shape to
see me there.”


A leaf came fluttering down from the mulberry tree they were
parked beneath and landed on the console between the seats. Cassie picked it up
and tossed it outside. She opened her purse and took out her house keys. “Well,
I’ll tell you about Ben. I love him dearly . . .”


The sentence lay suspended between them, unfinished, for a
moment.


“But . . .” prompted Chan.


“You asked for a task,” Cassie said finally, looking down at
the keys in her hands. “This is your task: be kind to Ben. Get to know him.
Treat him like the brother he is, in the gospel. He’s a good man; he honors his
priesthood. He goes out every day and lays his life on the line for the
community. Your task is to love him as I do.”


“No dragons to slay? No distress to rescue you from?”


Cassie looked up, and her eyes were shiny with unshed tears.
“That is my distress. Rescue me.”


“Done! Shake on it.” Chan offered his hand and solemnly she
clasped it in a firm grip.


“Done,” she echoed. “You can start by coming to play
basketball with us at FHE tomorrow night. Seven at the church house.”


“Who all will be there?”


“Just the Three Amigos: Punky, Ben, and I. It’s our ward
single adult family home evening group. Would you like to come up for lunch?
I’ve got leftover lasagna.”


“As good as that sounds, if I’m going to play basketball
with you tomorrow night, I’ve got things I need to do. I’m supposed to leave
town tomorrow. I’ll put it off ’til Tuesday, but if I’m going to do that, there
are bases that have to be covered.”


“Leaving town?” Cassie tried to keep her voice light and
only mildly interested.


“For a few days.”


“When will you be back? Next weekend is Labor Day, and we’re
all going up to Punky’s folks’ cabin at Flagstaff. I know she was going to
include you in the invitation.”


“Who is ‘we all’?”


“Punky and Ben and I. Ricky is coming, too.”


Chan traced the letters on the circle in the middle of the
steering wheel. A lock of hair fell over his forehead, and he smoothed it back,
then shook his head. Frowning, he faced Cassie. “It’s a schedule I can’t
change. I would if I could.”


Cassie opened the car door. “That’s all right,” she said.
“But, we’ll see you tomorrow. Thanks for the ride.”


“Tomorrow, then. Seven at the church.”


Cassie turned and walked across the asphalt toward her
doorway, and Chan started the engine and backed out of the parking space. As he
headed out the driveway, Cassie hollered, “You’re on Punky’s team.”


Chan didn’t look around but raised his hand as a signal that
he had heard. Then he turned onto the thoroughfare and was gone.
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The day had just begun to cool when Cassie arrived at the
chapel. Ben, dressed in cut-off jeans and an old tee shirt, sat with
his basketball beside him on the lawn of the chapel, occupying the tip of a
very long shadow cast by a tall juniper tree in the parking lot.


Cassie parked her car and looked at her watch, then got out
and strolled over to sit on the grass by him. “I wonder where Punky is. Usually
she’s here early.”


“There she comes.” Ben pointed as a green Volkswagen turned
into the parking lot, bounced over a speed bump, and pulled up in front of
them. Leaving the car running, Punky jumped out and tossed a key to Ben. “They
called me in to work. Two people out and a soccer tournament in town. I gotta
go. Sorry.”


“Oh, Punky!” Cassie complained. “You can’t leave us!”


“Yes I can. I gotta go.” She got back in the car, ground
into reverse, bounced back over the speed bump and out into the street.


“Well,” Cassie said, carefully retying a shoe. “Our numbers
are dwindling.”


“Not so you’d notice,” Ben said through clenched teeth,
staring at the white convertible just turning in. “Who invited him?”


“As a matter of fact, I did,” Cassie said. She kept her tone
light as she waved a welcome.


Chan returned the wave. As he got out of the car, Ben sprang
up, grabbed his basketball, and stalked to the meetinghouse door. Unlocking it,
he disappeared inside.


“Hi, there.” Chan, looking cool and pressed in a white knit
shirt and khaki shorts, smiled as he approached.


Cassie got up and smiled a greeting. “Hi. I guess it’s just
you, me, and Ben. Punky found out she has to work.”


“My teammate! But I see that Ben is here already. Are we
still going to play, or shall you and I take off and leave sour Ben to practice
free throws?”


Cassie frowned and looked away.


“No, no. I didn’t mean that.” Chan touched her arm lightly.
“I remember my task. Let’s go in and play, by all means.”


Cassie sent him a grateful look. “Yes. Let’s.” She led the
way into the foyer and down the darkened hall to the brightly lit gym.


Ben was under the basket, practicing bank shots. Cassie and
Chan stood and watched for a moment as time after time the ball went into the
hoop. “He’s a player,” Chan said under his breath.


“Yes,” Cassie quietly agreed. Then in a louder voice, she
called, “Well, here we are, Ben. It’s you and me against Chan and Punky, only
Punky’s not here, so Chan is on his own.”


Ben turned and faced them, holding the basketball between
his forearm and hip. “Okay. We’ll play half court. Call your own fouls. We’ll
play to twenty-two, losers’ outs. Cassie, you take it out.” He fired
a pass to Cassie with such force that it stung her hands when she caught it.
With a questioning glance at him, she took the ball out of bounds and passed it
to Ben, who was at mid-court. Then she cut across to stand under the
basket and wait for Ben to feed it to her for the score. But Ben was dribbling,
leaning his shoulder in to fend off the tight defense of the taller man, intent
on making his way to the basket. Suddenly he feinted, spun, and broke away,
moving past Chan and making a lay-up with Chan two steps behind.


Chan caught the ball as it dropped through the net, took it
out of bounds, and brought it in. As Ben harassed him, Chan kept control,
dribbling away from the basket. He stopped just beyond the
three-point line, turned, and effortlessly hoisted up a jump shot.
His delivery was smooth and graceful, and the ball dropped cleanly through the
net.


As Ben retrieved the ball and passed it in to Cassie, it
became obvious to her that this wasn’t a benign game of family home evening
basketball. Ben called for the ball and then went to work against Chan. His jaw
was set, and even when he duplicated Chan’s long shot, he showed no sign of
satisfaction, taking up instead a determined defensive stance as Chan brought
the ball in.


Cassie drifted off the court and sat on a folding chair,
watching the men as the play became more and more physical. The squeak of their
shoes on the floor sounded again and again as they jockeyed for position, ran
and stopped, shuffled and jumped. Soon, they were both perspiring heavily. On
one play, Ben broke to the basket, colliding with Chan and sending him
sprawling backwards as Ben made a lay-up.


“That’s a foul!” called Chan.


“The heck it was! You didn’t have position.”


“I was planted. That’s a foul.”


“If it was a foul, I’d call it. It’s not a foul. Your ball.”


Glowering, Chan brought in the ball. His hook shot bounced
off the rim and they contested the rebound. Being taller, Chan got it, and
coming down he cleared a space with his elbows, jamming one into Ben’s
neck.


“Hey! Watch it!” Ben’s voice was sharp.


Chan paid no attention, dribbling away from him and circling
around toward the basket. Ben made an aggressive swipe at the ball, knocked it
away, then quickly retrieved it. Chan was immediately on him, guarding him
closely, trying to shut him down. Again Ben’s quickness left Chan in the lurch
as he did a nifty 
cross-over dribble and drove by him for an easy basket.


Chan got the ball and immediately brought it in, wildly
charging through where Ben was planted. Ben said something that Cassie couldn’t
quite catch, but Chan heard and understood. He dropped the ball and threw a
punch at Ben, connecting with his jaw and snapping Ben’s head around. Ben let
out a bellow and charged, plowing in with his head down, catching Chan in the
midsection, and driving him into the wall behind the basket.


Cassie didn’t wait to see any more. She got up and left,
walking down the dark hall and out into the warm twilight. Wrenching open her
car door, she got in and started the car with a trembling hand. She backed out
of the parking spot, then yanked the 
gearshift lever down and made the tires squeal as she drove off.


Both Ben and Chan called later that evening. She let the
machine answer, and she listened to both apologies. Neither sounded repentant,
and as each said, “If you’re there, please pick up,” she did nothing. Chan
added that he could be reached on his cell phone for one day and then he’d be
out of range. Would she please call him? Ben said he would call back.


Cassie’s anger waned, leaving her feeling bleak and
unsettled. She didn’t call Chan back, and she didn’t take Ben’s call when he
called the next day. Or the next. Or the next. He called her at home and at her
office downtown, but she wouldn’t answer at home and she instructed the
receptionist that she was not in for Mr. Torres.


It wasn’t until Thursday evening that she finally spoke to
Ben. He was driving everyone to the Jones’s cabin in the San Francisco
Mountains. Punky sat in the front with Ben, and Cassie shared the backseat with
Ricky, two duffel bags, and three pillows.


There wasn’t a great deal of conversation among them, since
Punky felt the constraint and made sure that the first four hours of travel
were full of games, recitation, and singing. But several times Cassie caught
Ben looking at her in the rearview mirror, and she could see that he had a
bruise under his right eye.


Punky finally ran down. At around eleven o’clock she
commandeered a pillow from the backseat and snoozed with her head leaning
against the doorpost. Ricky slept in his car seat with his head flopped
forward, and the silence stretched out like the empty desert before them.


In the darkness Cassie couldn’t see Ben’s eyes in the
mirror, but she knew he was watching her. Finally he said quietly, “Cassie?”


Pause. “Yes, Ben?”


“You and I’ve been assigned to get wood tomorrow morning.
You all right with that?”


“Yes, Ben. I’m all right with that.”


“All right, then.”


The rest of the trip was made in silence. Cassie leaned her
head against the window and contemplated the moon dogging their tracks. She
wondered where Chan was that took him out of cell phone range. She wondered if
she would ever hear from him again, wondered if she wanted to hear from him
again. Knew that she would die if she didn’t hear from him again.


When they reached the cabin, the Joneses were waiting up,
generator still running and lights ablaze. Sister Jones, sitting on the deck,
was down the stairs before Ben had even turned off the headlights. She had the
door opened and Ricky scooped out of his chair before she greeted anyone. “Come
on in,” she said. “I’ll put Ricky to bed in the upper west bedroom, Ben. That’s
where you will be. Hi, Cassie. You and Punky are in the upper east. Punky!
Punky! Wake up. You’re here.”


Grateful for the warm, chaotic welcome from Punky’s large
family, Cassie felt a sense of homecoming. She was tired after the emotional
drain of the week, and she shook her head when a much-revived Punky
invited her to sit up and visit. Instead, she climbed the stairs to claim the
lower bunk.


Cassie awoke early the next morning to find the room painted
rosy by sunrise. Listening to Punky’s regular breathing above, she snuggled
with the covers up around her ears and watched the walls turn from pink to
yellow as the sun climbed up and sat on the horizon. Loath to waste her
mountain-time in bed, Cassie threw off the covers, dressed quietly,
and made her way downstairs. When she stepped out on the deck, she found Ben
sitting in a wicker rocker sipping a cup of hot chocolate and offered him a tentative,
“Good morning.”


“Good morning.” His reply was warm. An olive branch.


“I was going to take a walk,” she explained.


Ben didn’t say anything. He just looked at her with those
expressive brown eyes.


Cassie stood on the deck and looked around. The sky was the
color of her lapis earrings. The sun, just topping the trees, began to warm her
back and shoulders. She knew that a mile down the trail was a place where a
vista opened up looking north to Humphrey’s Peak. It was a view that needed to
be shared. “Do you want to come on a walk?”


Ben smiled and set his cup down. At the sight of that smile,

a tightness around Cassie’s heart relaxed. She nodded in the 
direction of the trail. “Let’s go.”


She led the way, swinging along at a brisk pace through the
tall Lodgepole pines. They made no sound, for the needles on the forest floor
muffled their footsteps, and they didn’t speak. After about twenty minutes,
Cassie stepped into a rocky clearing. The far edge was a sheer cliff, a
breath-catching drop of a couple of hundred feet. But the real
heart-stopper was the panorama spread before them: spiky foothills
with patchy stands of pine and quaking aspen leading up to the rocky face of
Humphrey’s Peak rising majestically above.


Cassie heard Ben whistle under his breath.


“You can’t describe this,” Cassie said. “You have to see
it.” Sitting on a rock and leaning against an adjacent boulder, she felt the
coolness of a breeze evaporating the perspiration from her 
forehead and neck.


“Cassie?” Ben had found a perch on a large rock right at the
edge of the cliff, and his legs were dangling over the precipice.


Cassie’s eyes widened as she transferred her gaze from the
vista to her companion. “That’s not safe, Ben!”


“It’s not going anywhere. It’s solid rock.” He shifted so he
was facing her. “I need to talk to you about Monday night.”


“All right.” Cassie’s voice was wary. “Talk.”


“Well . . .” Ben ran a hand through his hair.
“Well, I need to tell you that what happened there on the court wasn’t all
Chan’s fault.”


“Oh?”


“No. Um . . .” The hand went through the hair
again. “I, um, I was angry. Even before we started to play, I was angry. I said
something to him—something pretty crude.” A rueful smile
flitted across Ben’s face. “I didn’t know he understood Spanish. Did you know,
Cassie, we both served in the same mission? At different times, you know. But
who would have guessed?”


“And what you said . . .”


“Oh, no!” Ben laughed. “That wasn’t part of mission
vocabulary. But, you pick up things. I made reference to his parentage, and he
resented it. Quite rightly. We had it out right then and there.”


“I saw,” she said dryly.


“He’s pretty good,” Ben said, rubbing his jaw. “He’s taller,
has a longer reach, but I learned a few things at the academy, and I’d say we
each gave as good as we got.”


“Ben, I’m not much interested in a
blow-by-blow. I think the least said about it, the better.”


“Well, what I’m trying to say, Cassie, is that I know you’ve
fallen for him. I wanted you to love me. I prayed that you would love me. But
you don’t and you won’t.”


“Ben—”


“No. I’m trying to tell you that it’s all right. He’s a good
guy. It’s . . .” Ben paused and looked toward the mountain, as if
trying to read his next line in the granite slabs. “It’s just that, when you
love someone, sometimes you have to show that love by stepping aside. I want
you to know, I’m stepping.”


“Oh, Ben!” Cassie’s eyes were shiny and her chin
quivered.


“No, don’t cry, Cassie.” Ben was off his rock and kneeling
beside her, taking her hands in his. “Don’t cry. I just want you to be happy.”


She stroked his hair, smoothing an unruly patch left from
his nervousness of a few minutes before. “I’ll try to be. But how can I be
happy if I cause you pain?”


“Don’t worry about me.” He sat back on his heels. “I’ll find
someone who is right for me—for us. For Ricky and me. I’ve been
thinking about it. Someone who’s crazy about both of us. There’s someone out
there. I just have to be patient and believe.”


“And look under your nose,” Cassie said, searching in her
pocket for a tissue.


“Beg pardon?”


“Look under your nose,” Cassie repeated, smoothing out a
crumpled Kleenex. “You want to find someone who’s in love with you? You don’t
have to look any farther than Punky. Ricky, too. She’s mad about you both.”


Ben blinked. “Punky? You’re kidding!” He frowned,
considering. “Punky? You sure?”


“She’d kill me if she knew I told you. I think she thinks if
you knew you might do something out of pity. She doesn’t have a very good
self-image that way. Credit her ex-husband for that.”


“Pity? Punky? No, she’s swell! Not pity, ever.” Shaking his
head he picked up a rock and hefted it. Then he stood and hurled it out into
the void beyond the cliff. They watched it fall and listened to the faint chink
as it landed far below them. “We’d better go back,” he said, looking at his
watch. “Ricky will be waking up soon.”


Reaching down, he helped Cassie to her feet. “I’ll accept
the position of brother-that-you-never-had.”


“Thank you, Brother Torres.” Smiling, Cassie kissed him
lightly on the cheek and then headed back to the cabin, walking briskly to keep
time with the lilting song in her heart.
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Tuesday morning Cassie slept in until eight o’clock. They had
returned late from their trip to the mountains, wanting to wring the last drop
of coolness and green from their long weekend, and waiting until evening to
start back.


Cassie stretched and lay with her hands behind her head,
smiling at the good time they had had. After her walk with Ben, there had been
no uneasiness between them.


As she lay in bed she became aware of a throbbing, pulsing
sound coming in from outside. It was a Latin rhythm. Mariachi music, she judged
by the sound of trumpets and fiddles. Thinking that Luis, the pool tender, had
brought a boom box, and wondering whether the residents would take exception to
that, she partially opened the plantation shutters and peeked out the
window.


It wasn’t Luis’s boom box; it was a real mariachi band.
Smiling at the sight of eight black-clad musicians in huge black
sombreros, she wondered aloud who was being serenaded. When she caught sight of
Chan, just getting ready to sing, she stopped wondering. 


After quickly putting on a pair of sweat pants and a
T-shirt, she opened the sliding glass door and stepped out onto the balcony
overlooking the pool. Chan was singing a lilting song, and the members of the
band were all beaming as she stood on the balcony and listened.


When the song was over, Chan walked nearer and looked up. “I
thought you’d never appear,” he said.


“Have you been here long?”


“About ten minutes. We’ve had five other people come out. 
I was beginning to think we’d missed you.”


“I must have been asleep. We got in late last night. But
what is this all about?”


“You wouldn’t return my calls. I’m trying to get your
attention.”


“You’ve got it.”


“Okay. Then listen.”


Chan cued the band and began singing another song. This one
still had the same throbbing rhythm, but it was slower and more emotionally
charged. Cassie sat on a wicker chair, leaned her arms on the railing, and
rested her chin on her wrists. Trying to understand what the song was saying,
she caught a word here and there: heart . . . night . . .
sad . . . love . . . tomorrow. When the last strain had
died away, she asked, “What does it say?”


“I’ll tell you tonight, if you’ll let me.” 


Cassie smiled down at him. “Come at seven,” she said. “I’ve
got leftover lasagna in the freezer. You can help me finish it off.”


“It’s a deal,” he promised.


“I’ve got to go,” she said, reluctantly. “I may have a new
client locally. I have an appointment to talk to them this morning, and I can’t
be late. See you tonight?”


“Yes, tonight.”


Cassie looked at the musicians behind him. “Thank you very
much,” she said to them. “Muchas gracias.”


The musicians bowed and replied, and as she turned to go
back inside, the guitarron player slapped Chan on the back and said he was a
lucky man, that the girl on the balcony was very beautiful.


Cassie hummed as she showered and dressed. After catching
herself daydreaming with her pantyhose in her hand, she glanced at the clock
and realized she didn’t have time to woolgather. Taking herself to task, she
determined that she wouldn’t think about Chan until dinnertime.


It was a resolve that was broken several times during the
day, though she did pretty well at staying on task. She was working on a
presentation for St. Alphonse Cancer Center, an account she really wanted to
secure, so she focused on a flawless presentation.


The presentation was very nearly flawless and generated so
much enthusiasm that people stayed afterward to ask questions and share hopes
and dreams. Cassie was two hours later than she had thought to be going home.
Then there was an accident that backed traffic up, delaying her an extra half
hour. As she pulled into the parking lot, her pulse quickened when she caught
sight of the white convertible parked in the shade at the back of the lot.


Chan Jordain was out of the car as soon as he saw her,
striding over to open her car door and help her carry her things.


“Were you afraid I had stood you up?” she asked.


“No. I figured you got hung up somewhere. I was a little
early.”


Opening the door to her condo, Cassie directed him where to
put the computer. “Upstairs,” she said. “Middle bedroom. I’ve turned it into an
office.”


As he did that, she went to the kitchen and peeked in the
oven to make sure that the time bake had turned on as it was supposed to and
that the frozen casserole she had put in that morning was bubbling. Then she
popped the bread in the oven and got the salad out of the fridge. When Chan
came downstairs, she was taking placemats and dishes out of the cupboard.


“Shall we eat out on the patio?” she asked. “I think it’s
probably cool enough. It’s shady on this side of the building. If you’ll open
the door, we can get the table set.”


Chan did as he was told, revealing a small paved area
furnished with a table and two chairs and a glider swing. Surrounded with
oleanders, the patio was private and secluded. They set the table, and Cassie
brought out a tall pitcher of lemonade. Then she gave Chan a pair of mitts and
asked him to carry the hot dish out while she followed with the salad and
bread.


When they were seated and the blessing had been said, she
offered him some salad. “So, where were you over the weekend? You missed a good
time.”


“I had some traveling to do. Job-related.”


“And what is your job?” Cassie asked, looking up
expectantly.


“Pharmaceuticals. I travel.”


“Oh? Tell me about it.”


“Nothing to tell. It’s not my life. It’s what allows me to
live my life the way I want to.”


Cassie wrinkled her brow. “You don’t like what you do?”


“I don’t mind it. I’m willing to spend the couple of weeks a
month away from . . . away from people I’d rather be around so that I
can have the freedom to do what I want the other two weeks.”


She smiled. “Things like rock climbing?”


“Or following a dream to Scottsdale.”


“Oh . . .” Cassie concentrated on the long strands
of cheese stringing out from her dish to the pan. Pinching them off, she licked
her fingers. Only then did she meet Chan’s eyes, her own crinkling at the
corners. “You embarrass me when you talk like that. Let’s talk about something
else. Tell me where you’re from. Tell me about your family.”


“I can’t. I didn’t exist until I met you. Tell me about your
family, instead.”


Flattered by his interest, Cassie obliged, and as they ate
she drew an affectionate and amusing portrait of her studious, 
unfamilial parents and her odd upbringing.


The shadows deepened and the mercury vapor lights came on in
the complex, casting a dim light over the oleanders. A soft breeze tempered the
warmth of the evening, and a cricket started sawing somewhere close by.


“Are your parents still alive?” Chan asked.


She shook her head. “No. It’s been eight years now.”


“Then you’re an orphan.”


She cocked her head and regarded her glass, running her
finger around its edge as she thought. “I guess I am. I never would have
classified myself as such, but I guess I am.”


“I’m an orphan, too, only it happened a long time ago.” He
reached across the table and drew her hand away from the tumbler, holding it
lightly and smoothing the fingers with his thumb. “Someday I’ll tell you about
it, but not now.”


They sat in silence for a moment. He didn’t release her
hand.


“You were going to tell me about that song you sang this
morning,” she reminded him.


He stood and pulled her to her feet. “Come sit in the
glider.”


They walked to the corner of the patio where the porch swing
occupied the shadows under the oleanders. Chan seated her and then sat beside
her with his left arm around behind on the back of the seat and his body turned
to slightly face her. Taking her right hand in his, he said, “This is a very
rough translation:”


Dearest, you are my heart,

You are my breath

You are my . . . life, or my being.

Tonight you are my love,

Your body is warm beside mine.

But dearest, what will tomorrow hold?

My sadness will stretch out forever

And though I live, I will be cold and alone

If I lose my heart, my breath, my life.


He began to sing softly. Not in the pulsing rhythm of the
morning, but as a ballad, slow and intimate. As he sang the word corazon, he placed her hand over his heart, covering it with
his own. Cassie had taken enough pulses to know that his heart was beating more
rapidly than normal. But so is mine,
she thought to herself. So is mine.


Cassie couldn’t take her eyes off Chan. She was bordering on
sensory overload. The sound of his voice and the musky smell of his aftershave
combined with the way the shadows played over the planes of his face and the
feel of his beating heart, and it all washed over her like a floodtide. When
the last sweet-sad note had quavered into the night, he bent toward
her, and she, like a leaf being pulled down into the dark undertow, leaned
forward with parted lips.


* * *


Punky came by early the next morning to bring Cassie her
hair dryer. “Thought you might need this,” she said. “It ended up in my
suitcase. You’re up bright and early. I figured I’d be getting you out of bed.”


“Why is that? You know I always get up early.”


“I was going to bring this by last night, but I saw Chan was
here, so I didn’t want to bother you. I figured you’d be up late.”


“Um. No.” Cassie looked away.


“You’re blushing,” observed Punky. “What’s going on? You
haven’t been doing anything you shouldn’t, have you?”


Cassie covered her scarlet cheeks with her hands and closed
her eyes. “No. Oh, Punky, he kissed me! I’m thirty-two, and that’s
the first time I’ve ever been kissed.”


“Holy Crow, Cassie! You can’t be serious! No, I’ve seen you
kiss Ben. You’ve been kissed.”


“That was just a sisterly kiss. I mean, I’ve never been
kissed by a man who made it perfectly clear that the kiss was just the
beginning—of something more intimate.”


“He didn’t . . .”


“No. He was a gentleman. But, Punky, it just . . .”
She closed her eyes again and shook her head. “I remembered what you taught
your Mia Maids, when you said that there was nothing wrong with a kiss, but
that when the breathing started to get heavy, that was when you went home.”


“Did I say that?”


“Yes. So I made him go home. Hardest thing I’ve ever done in
my life.” She put the hair dryer in a drawer. “Oh, Punky. I’m in love. What if
he doesn’t love me back?”


“He loves you. I can tell you that.”


“But what about marriage? I’d never be able to wait six months
until I can marry in the temple.”


“Don’t wait. You marry now and go to the temple later.”


“But your Mia Maids! You wouldn’t tell them that!”


“No. They’re not mature women. Talk to the bishop. I’ll bet
he’ll say the same thing. He’ll quote Paul about ‘better that they marry than
burn.’”


Cassie sighed. “I don’t know that it’s an issue. I haven’t
been asked yet.”


“He’ll ask you. Bet you five dollars he’ll ask before
October.”


“October!” Cassie wailed. “That’s almost a month away!”


“Holy Crow, Cassie! You don’t even know him! You’ve seen him
how many times? You don’t know anything about his family. Nothing.”


“He’s an orphan. I think he had a real hard childhood.”


“And . . . ?”


“He’s a returned missionary.”


“Okay. That’s good. Anything else?”


“He has a good job—something in
pharmaceuticals. He works two weeks a month and is off two. He travels. Oh,
Punky, wouldn’t it be fun to get my seminars coordinated with his trips? Then
we could travel together. We wouldn’t have to spend that time apart.”


“Whoa, Nellie,” Punky cautioned. “Rein ’er in! Wait until
you know a bit more about him.”


“I know all I need to.”


“Which is?”


“He’s the man I want to spend eternity with.”


“Oh, Cassie! Eternity is such a long time.”


“Well, how about, he’s the man I’m going to spend every
extra minute with for the next four days. He leaves Saturday night and will be
gone a week. I’m rearranging my schedule so I only have to work half days this
week.” Cassie looked at her watch. “And I’ve got to get whistling if I’m going
to get done what I need to do. Thanks for bringing the hair dryer by.”
Gathering her briefcase and computer, she shooed her best friend out the door
in front of her.
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“I’ve never been to Casa Grande,” Cassie said. “I thought it was
just a town.” Shading her eyes, she examined the huge, hulking,
two-story ruin. “That roof looks like a pagoda.”


“It was built to shelter the ruins, keep them from
deteriorating,” Chan said. “I wish we could go inside.” He took her hand and
led her around to another side and pointed. “See, the plaster is off the wall.
You can see it’s built out of blocks of caliche.”


“Caliche. That sounds positively oriental. What is it?”


“It’s a mixture of sand, clay, and limestone. Kind of a
natural-occurring concrete. Those walls must be three feet thick.”


Cassie felt the rough plaster. “What do you suppose this
building was used for?”


“It says in the brochure that it was probably an
observatory. The sides are lined up to the four points of the compass—”


Cassie interrupted: “That’s something that has always
puzzled me. Who decided on north, south, east, and west? I mean, here you’ve
got people who didn’t have any ties to Europe—who’s to say that
their directions were the same as the other people’s?”


“Well, you have the sun traveling from east to west, which
pretty much determines two of the points. I guess the other two just follow.”
He pointed. “Let’s go over there.”


They wandered along a low adobe wall to where the remains of
a smaller building stood.


“I didn’t know you had such an interest in archeology,”
Cassie said teasingly.


“I’m interested in people who disappear.”


“Everybody disappears sooner or later,” Cassie
observed.


“I mean civilizations. People with a capital P.”


“The people who built this—who were they?”


“Nobody knows. They disappeared. They were called Hohokam.”


“If nobody knows about them, who called them Hohokam?”


“The people who came upon this ruin. Native Americans who
moved in after they left.”


“So this wasn’t built by the Pima?”


“No. And no one has been able to say why they suddenly 
disappeared.”


Cassie shivered. “That’s kind of eerie. I wonder if it was
like the Book of Mormon, where there was a great battle and they killed each
other off.”


“More probably there was a famine, and they left for greener
pastures, although I can’t find that they’ve discovered a similar 
culture elsewhere. Maybe some disease killed them off.”


As they walked back to the car, Cassie looked around at the
sparse and thorny vegetation, at the cloudless sky overhead, and at the
late-afternoon sun beating down. “It’s not a very friendly place to
be making it on your own.”


As they were driving away, Cassie suddenly said, “They
didn’t disappear.”


“What do you mean?”


“They left that.” She pointed in the direction of Casa
Grande. “If you disappear, you disappear. You don’t leave something behind.”


Chan stared very hard at her for a moment and then smiled.
“That’s very deep. You’re right.”


Instead of turning back toward Scottsdale, Chan took a state
highway that angled south and east, rising to rocky hills and scrubby cedars,
where he turned off on a narrow secondary road that hair-pinned
steeply for two more miles, leveling out on a saddle where the air was cooler
and laden with the scent of pine. There, in a tiny rock and adobe hamlet, he
took her to Felix’s, a Mexican restaurant where the owner and his wife served
enchiladas made with homemade blue corn tortillas.


It was a magical day, full of strange and exotic places in
her own backyard. When Cassie reached home she called Punky, eager to share her
experiences. Frowning as the answering machine picked up, she complained, “Hey,
Punky. You’re not home! I was just going to report in. I learned two more
things today about Chan: He’s a scholar. He likes to learn about different
things. He taught me all about the people who used to live here. And, he’s a
gentleman. We were connected all day, you know, holding hands or . . .
just connected. But even his goodnight kiss was just, you know, a connection.
It was . . . it was . . . Oh, let’s face it. I’m in love.”


Smiling, Cassie hung up the phone and got ready for bed.
After the lights were out she continued to relive the ride home: the top had
been down and the night air grew warmer as they dropped down into the valley.
The black velvet sky had been sequined with stars, and Chan drove with his left
hand and held hers with his right. Impulsively, Cassie got up and opened the
drapes so she could see the stars from her pillow. With streetlights nearby,
they were sparse and dim, a shadow of what they had been only an hour before.
Disappointed, she went back to bed and, finally, to sleep.


She was up early the next day, arriving at the office before
anyone else to answer emails and cover necessary bases, putting off what she
could until the next week. Chan picked her up at 
midday and they drove out to Tonto National Monument.


“More ruins?” Cassie asked.


“They let you go inside these.”


Understanding now how her mother must have been drawn into
her father’s research, she said no more, simply enjoying the scenery as they
drove along the winding, narrow Apache Trail through the lush Sonora Desert
landscape with towering saguaros, spiky ocotilla, and lacy palo verde
trees.


After visiting the site, Chan stopped at a
down-at-the-heels marina on Apache Lake and rented a boat.
Producing a small soft-covered cooler out of the trunk, he rowed out
to the middle and let the boat drift while they ate kippers and crackers and
drank icy root beer. They lingered until evening, exploring narrow, winding
lagoons, and after another starry ride home, Cassie called Punky to
report.


“He can row a boat straight as a string. You may not think
that’s very good, but I was a counselor at Camp Yawana, and I know how hard
that is to do. I wonder what I’ll learn tomorrow.”


The next day when he picked her up, Chan handed Cassie an
address and a city map and said, “You’re the navigator.”


“Where are we going?”


“To see Mrs. Mefflin.”


“Who’s she?”


“She’s a widow lady. She’s just become wheelchair bound and
needs a ramp built. The materials are there. We’re going to build it.”


“We? I wouldn’t know one end of a hammer from the other.”


“Stick with me, Baby,” Chan said out of the side of his
mouth. “You got lots ta loin.”


Mrs. Mefflin turned out to be seventy-eight years
old. She lived in a tiny cinderblock house in an older section of town. Small
and bony with knobby protrusions on her knuckles, she sat in the doorway and
kept up a steady stream of anecdotes as Chan fashioned a ramp from the
threshold to the sidewalk, making sure the slope was gradual enough that she
could navigate it easily.


Cassie’s report to Punky that night was full of warmth:
“He’s such a caring person,” she said. “As my mother used to say, Mrs. Mefflin
would talk your ear off and whisper in the hole. But he listened and responded
so sweetly. And all the while he was doing such a good job of building.”


“Where’d he learn to be a carpenter?”


“I don’t know. He said he’s done some building. That’s all.”


“Where’d he get the tools?”


“The people who sent him out—the Opportunity
Council—supplied him with tools.”


“So, what’re you doing tomorrow?”


“I don’t know. He said dress casual.”


“Well, whatever you’re doing, it needs to be something you
can do with a two-year-old.”


“What do you mean?”


“I promised Ben I’d keep Ricky for him tomorrow. His mom is
sick. But so is my boss, and I’ve got to manage a banquet for her. You get
Ricky.”


“Oh, Punky! You can’t do this to me!”


“What do you mean? This is your chance to see how Chan does
with kids.”


“What if he’s planned something you can’t . . .
oh, well. I know we need to support Ben. That’s fine. We’ll manage.”


Ben arrived the next morning with Ricky and a car seat.
Dressed in a pair of crisply creased gray slacks and his brother’s
hand-me-down jacket, he looked professionally handsome. Setting
the seat down, he said, “Thanks, Cassie. I appreciate this.”


“No problem. Um, diapers?”


“He’s potty trained,” Ben said, smiling proudly. “Just ask
periodically if he needs to make bubbles. And, if you don’t mind, after he
manages it, you need to cheer and do jumping jacks.”


“Bubbles?”


Ben looked at his watch. “I’ve left extra clothes and
training pants. They’re there in the car seat. I gotta go. You have my cell
phone number in case of emergency?”


“Yes. I know it by heart.”


“All right then. I’ll be by to pick him up at six.”


As Ben was leaving Chan drove in. The two men saluted each
other as their cars passed, and Cassie wandered down the sidewalk to greet Chan
as he parked. “We’ve got an appendage today.”


“An appendage?”


“Ricky Torres. We need to help Ben out.” Cassie waited 
anxiously for Chan’s reaction.


“Super! We’re going to the zoo. You can’t enjoy a zoo
without a kid, anyway. I was thinking about renting one.”


Cassie watched as Chan expertly put the car seat in the back
and buckled Ricky in. On the way he stopped to get sunblock and a hat for the
little boy and rented a stroller at the gate. He even took the toddler to make
bubbles and reported that he had done the obligatory jumping jacks in the
restroom. Cassie’s heart was singing.


At noon they got lunch from a vendor with a pushcart and sat
in the shade outside the elephant pen to eat. When Ricky dozed off, clutching
the last vestige of his hotdog, Chan caught Cassie’s eye and nodded toward him.
Smiling, she disengaged the wiener stub from his grasp and threw it away with
the rest of the lunch mess.


“Want to stroll?” Chan invited. “There’s an arboretum
attached. Should be shady and cool there.”


“Yes. Let’s.”


Cassie pushed the stroller and Chan walked beside her, the
tips of his fingers gently touching the small of her back. Meandering slowly,
they wandered through the green foliage, reading the cards posted by each
plant. A bougainvillea vine formed a flaming scarlet bower over a bench, and
they sat under it with the sleeping boy. “I saw a snack bar near the entrance,”
Chan said. “Want something cool to drink?”


“Lemonade? That would be nice.”


Chan was gone only a moment and returned with two lemonades
and two boxes of Cracker Jack popcorn. “You can’t do the zoo without having
Cracker Jacks,” he said, handing her one.


“I haven’t had Cracker Jacks in years,” Cassie laughed. “I
remember my first box. I was at the movies. It was the Muppet Movie, and the prize I got was one of those little clicker
things in the shape of a frog. The prizes aren’t nearly as good anymore. I
think that’s why I stopped eating them.”


Chan sat beside her, shaking his box and then turning it
upside down. “I like to get my prize first,” he said, peeling away the
wrapper.


“Is that the way you get it first? By shaking it? What did
you get?” Cassie leaned against him with her cheek on his shoulder, watching as
he opened the box and pulled out a small, flat packet.


Chan tore it open. “Oh, boy! Tattoos! A skull and crossbones
and a snake.”


Cassie giggled and began shaking her box. “I’m glad you got
those and not me. Let’s see what I got.”


“I guess that means you won’t want to trade.”


Intent on loosening a corner of the wrapper, Cassie didn’t
answer. Finally successful, she ripped it away. Tearing off the top of the box,
she saw the tip of an envelope sticking out of the popcorn. “Got it! Here, hold
this.” Thrusting the box into Chan’s hands, she slit open the packet with her thumbnail.
“It seems to be a ring,” she said. “I didn’t know they—”


Cassie frowned as she held a large emerald-cut
diamond ring between her thumb and index finger. She looked quizzically at
Chan. “I don’t think . . . did you . . . ?”


Chan set the Cracker Jack box aside, took the diamond from
her, and placed it on the ring finger of her left hand. Smiling tenderly at her
confusion, he said, “I love you, Cassie. Will you marry me? Soon?”


Cassie’s eyes grew wide. “You can’t . . . I don’t
. . .”


“Don’t what? Don’t you love me?”


Cassie shook her head. “It’s not that. I’ve often thought . . .
but this is so sudden.”


He took her left hand and kissed her fingertips. “When
something is right, you go for it. Why hang back when all that joy is there for
the taking? Do it, Cassie! Say you’ll marry me.”


Cassie’s head was trying to stay afloat in a flood of
delicious sensations and heightened emotions. Something at the back of her mind
whispered, wait, but she loved Chan. She
had already admitted that to herself. What, indeed, was there to wait for?


“Oh, Chan!” she breathed. Throwing both arms around his
neck, she kissed his cheek and then his ear. “I love you, too.”


Unmindful of passers by, Chan kissed her, a long, lingering
promise that was interrupted by Ricky’s scream. The little boy, unwatched by
the adults, had awakened, picked up one of the icy glasses of lemonade, and
spilled it down his front.


Laughing, Cassie disengaged herself and tended to Ricky’s
distress. As she lifted him out of the stroller, Chan asked again, “Well? Will
you?”


“Of course I will. When is soon?”


“I leave tonight, and I have to be gone a week. I get back
late Sunday night . . .”


“So, I suppose you’re talking about Monday morning,” she
teased as she began pulling off Ricky’s shirt.


“How about the Friday following?”


Cassie stopped in mid-sleeve and stared. “You’re
kidding!”


Ricky’s protestations brought her back to her task, and she
pulled his chubby little arm the rest of the way out. “How am I going to get
ready for a wedding that quickly? Besides, that week is murder for me. I have
wall-to-wall meetings at St. Alphonse Monday through Thursday
afternoons, and the mornings will all be prep time.” Looking around, Cassie
said, “Hand me that shirt.”


“Not to worry. Leave everything to me.”


Cassie took the shirt from him and cast a skeptical look
from under her lashes. “‘Not to worry,’ he says. It’s only my wedding.”


Chan threw back his head and laughed. “No, trust me! Don’t
you think I can plan a wedding?”


Cassie regarded the sparkling ring on her finger. “Well,
maybe. The engagement was pretty clever, though if some little kid had got the
wrong box of Cracker Jacks . . .”


“I took care that that didn’t happen. What do you say? A
week from this coming Friday?”


“I say . . . mmmmm . . . yes!”


Chan leaned over Ricky to kiss Cassie again, but the little
boy yelled, “Bubbles!”


Grinning, Cassie handed him over, saying, “You’d better take
him quickly. We don’t have another change of clothes.”


When Chan came back they finished the rounds at the zoo. He
held her hand as they sat on the bank and watched Ricky throw bread to the
ducks swimming in the pond. As Cassie pushed the stroller through the reptile
house, Chan had his arm around her waist, and in the nocturnal house, as she
stood in the dark holding Ricky, Chan’s arms encircled her and his cheek
pressed against her hair.


Later, Cassie’s report to Punky was breathless and almost
inarticulate. Her friend had stopped by on her way home from work and curled
up, wide-eyed, at the end of the couch to listen as Cassie described
her day and showed off her ring.


“He’s so . . . so . . . oh, I can’t
describe it! He said he would plan this wedding, and I can plan the next
one—when we’re sealed in the temple. And he was so good with
Ricky. And I just love him!”


“You hide it so well,” Punky said dryly. “What did Ben say?”


Cassie was suddenly quiet. “I didn’t tell him,” she said,
intent on smoothing the nap on the couch beside her. “He didn’t stay. Just
picked up Ricky and left. I don’t think he noticed the ring. Besides,” she said
defensively, “he said he was stepping aside. He’s going to find someone who’ll
be crazy about him and Ricky.”


“The ring is kind of hard not to notice,” Punky said. “It’s
awfully big.”


Cassie held her hand out and wiggled her ring finger to make
it sparkle in the lamplight. “Isn’t it beautiful?” She smiled dreamily.


Punky stood. “I’m leaving. You’re obviously twitterpated,
and it’s a scientific fact that twitterpated people are terrible company.”


“Oh, Punky! I’m sorry! And I didn’t even ask how your 
banquet went.”


“No, it’s not that, really. Everything went fine, but I’m
not 
used to so much responsibility, and I’m dead on my feet. Congratulations,
dear Cassie. I hope you’re able to manage until Chan gets back.”


“I will. I have a new client. St. Alphonse, over in Mesa.
Isn’t that great? I won’t have to leave town for several months. But, I’m
really scrambling because we have a deadline to make. I’ll be 
working twelve-hour days.”


“I probably won’t see much of you, then. Between work and
rehearsals, I’m going to be busy, too.”


Cassie saw Punky to the door and then spent some time
planning her next two weeks to make sure she could accomplish all she needed to
before that Friday. “I can manage if I work Sundays,” she said to herself, but
as she lay in bed that night she had the guilty feeling that she was using work
as an excuse to keep from facing Ben Torres in church the next day.
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Whatever the reason, Cassie stuck rigidly to her schedule,
working impressively long days. She had been given office space in the
hospital, so she saw little of her counterparts at The Fulton Group, and the
appearance of a large diamond on her left hand went unnoticed. While Chan was
gone, two letters came for him, and she glowed as she read his name on the
envelope with her address underneath. They had agreed that after they were
married he would move in with her. “I hope you don’t mind if I give this address
out before we’re married,” he had said, and she answered, “The only thing
better than a letter for Mr. Chandler Jordain in my mailbox would be a letter
for Mrs. Chandler Jordain.”


When Chan got back in town, she gave him his mail and said
she couldn’t spend time with him except lunch and dinner. Since she had to eat
anyway, that wouldn’t disrupt her work. Usually he came to join her at the
cafeteria at St. Alphonse’s, but one night he persuaded her to let him cook
dinner for her at home. She got away from the cancer center a bit early, and as
she parked and walked to her door she saw that Chan was outside, standing on
the curb and talking to someone in a dark sedan. It was a newer car, though not
the latest model, and Cassie noted on the back bumper a small saguaro cactus
sticker that was the logo for El Cheapo Rentals, a local, cut-rate
car rental firm.


Chan’s face was hard, and he scowled as he bent to talk to
the driver, jabbing the air with his index finger to make his point. Cassie
hesitated, uncertain what to do, but the car drove away and Chan, spying her on
the sidewalk, broke into a smile.


“Who was that?” she asked when he joined her.


“Someone from the past. A former business contact.”


“It didn’t seem to be a happy meeting.”


“Didn’t make me unhappy,” Chan said lightly. “I don’t know
about him.” He kissed her. “Don’t distract me now; I’ve got a 
dinner to get on the table.”


They lingered so long on the patio in the twilight that
Cassie gave up going back to the office that night and said it was the
cafeteria or nothing from then on. In fact, she declared, she was going to eat
at her desk. Chan wasn’t even welcome at the cafeteria.


Chan laughed. “That’s all right. I’m busy, too. I’m planning
a wedding. But remember, Friday you’re mine.”


She remembered, and though it seemed it never would, Friday
morning finally came. She was ready early, dressed casually, as Chan had asked,
in Levi’s and cross trainers. Chan picked her up, and they went to the
courthouse to get their marriage license. “No blood tests? No waiting period?”
she asked. “I don’t need my birth certificate?”


“Nope. They’re very wedding-friendly here. You
just need your driver’s license to prove you’re of age.”


With the document in hand, instead of taking Cassie home,
Chan headed east out of town. He shook his head as Cassie peppered him with
questions about where they were going, simply smiling enigmatically and saying
that she would find out in due time. “Trust me. You said I could plan this
wedding. You can do the next.”


After the intense two weeks Cassie had just spent, she was
actually grateful to sit back, close her eyes, and relinquish control. As she
felt the sun on her face and the wind tugging wisps of hair out of the
barrette’s severe confinement, the stress of the preceding two weeks sloughed
off, leaving her feeling light and buoyant.


She opened her eyes when they turned off the highway onto a
gravel road. “Where are we going?”


“All in due time,” he repeated.


The road became rougher, dwindling into two dirt tracks, but
still Chan drove on. Cassie hung onto the doorframe and cast apprehensive looks
at her companion. “We’re almost there,” he said, pointing ahead.


Cassie couldn’t see anything at first, but as they drew
closer she saw horses, at least a dozen of them, standing in a clearing among
mesquite and palo verde trees.


“That’s a very pretty sight,” Cassie said tentatively.


As Chan parked the car and came around to help her out, they
were hailed by a middle-aged cowboy who came ambling toward them.
“Howdy, Chan. Y’er right on time. Howdy, Ma’am. Glad to make your acquaintance.
Buck Logan’s the name.” He was small and wiry; the skin on his face and neck
was like old leather, and his hands were gnarled. But his movements were spry
and his handshake was firm.


“How do you do, Mr. Logan,” Cassie said, still
mystified.


“Got yer gear?” Buck inquired.


“It’s right here,” Chan said, opening the trunk.


“What is that?” Cassie asked, looking at the two athletic
bags Chan was handing to Buck.


“Your trousseau.” Chan closed the trunk and kissed her
lightly.


Understanding dawned as she watched Chan help Buck, Buck’s
hefty wife, Edith, and their young adult son, Tory, load up a string of pack
horses. Her eyes got wider and wider, and she pulled Chan aside. “I’ve never
ridden a horse,” she whispered urgently.


“You don’t need to worry. You just sit there, and the horse
does everything.”


“Chan! I can’t do this.”


“Yes, you can. You’re on your way to your wedding.”


“My wedding? What about the others? Punky and Ben? Where is
Bishop Harris? I thought he was going to marry us.”


Chan laughed. “No, you didn’t think about anything. We
agreed that I would plan this wedding, and I did. Down to the last detail, my
love. So, get on that horse. You can do it.”


Chan was right. She did it. Mounted astride a gentle
buckskin that Edith called Plug, Cassie not only endured, but was soon
entranced with the experience. They wound through rugged desert landscape,
dropping down into rocky canyons and winding up over ridges only to drop down
again. After an hour or so, they stopped on the banks of a stream that cascaded
over a fall and then meandered through a grassy meadow. In the shade of a small
stand of cottonwoods, they unloaded the pack team. In less than an hour camp
was set, including a tent with an inflatable mattress on a bed frame, crisp
sheets, a comforter, and pillows. To Cassie, it looked as if everything they
needed to make a comfortable stay had been thought of.


They were married as sunset torched the sky, a conflagration
of reds and oranges that formed a backdrop for their nuptials. Dressed in a
simple white muslin frock, Cassie took Chan’s hand as they stood in front of
Buck, who held a frayed leather bible in his hands and recited from memory the
wedding service. The sky had muted to pink and gold when Cassie said, “I do,”
and when she stood in the circle of Chan’s arms, holding her marriage license
newly signed by Buck Logan, Justice of the Peace, the clouds had faded to
purple and gray. Standing thus, they watched the pack train climb out of the
valley and disappear over the ridge, and silence settled around them, broken
only by the fluting notes of a mourning dove nearby. Chan loosened Cassie’s
barrette and thrust his fingers into her hair as it tumbled down her back, and
she 
whispered, “I know how Eve felt.”


It was their Sonoran Eden. After Cassie’s sheltered,
intellectual upbringing, the passion that Chan had awakened was a
world-shifting experience, a soaring, searing discovery of hidden
knowledge and pleasure, and she understood now the meaning of the biblical “to
know.” For two days and three nights they lived in their own world, a
splendidly sensual, intimate, unfettered place, where time had been carried
away with the pack train so that past and future had no place in their
thoughts. 


Cassie wore her hair down, and as they roamed the canyons,
Chan told her stories of the Lost Dutchman Mine and the Peralta family who
owned the Spanish land grant that included all the land round about. They found
the petroglyph that someone had carved, and wondered what was the engraved clue
that would lead someone to fabulous wealth?


On their last evening there, sitting next to Chan as they
watched the lengthening shadow of the mountain called Weaver’s Needle slowly
creep over the landscape, Cassie leaned against him, resting her cheek against
his shoulder. Sighing, she softly said, “You think of all the people who have
watched that shadow, hoping it would point to a treasure hoard, when all along,
the treasure was to be found in their own homes, by their own hearths, in their
own beds.” 


Chan turned and looked at her, his dark eyes searching the
depth of her blue ones. Smoothing away an errant tendril of golden hair, he
smiled wryly. “You’re right,” he said, speaking as softly as she had. Tracing
the line of her eyebrow and down her cheek with his fingertips, he slid his
hand around to the nape of her neck and drew her to him. “Do you suppose that
the shadows have reached our little tent-home?” he breathed in her
ear. “Has it marked our hearth? Come.” Standing, he drew her up beside him.
“Let’s go seek our treasure there.”


* * *


The lights of Phoenix were beginning to glimmer in the
twilight as Cassie and Chan, Mr. and Mrs. Jordain, approached from the east.
“Are you too tired for one more surprise?” Chan asked.


“I’m just a little saddle-sore,” Cassie admitted.
“You have another surprise? Haven’t you spent your quota?”


“I was afraid you might be disappointed that you didn’t have
friends to stand up with you at your wedding.”


“If you had said at first that they wouldn’t be there, I
would have said that it would be terrible not to have them. But it wasn’t
terrible. It was lovely.”


“Well, I’ve invited them to have dinner with us tonight.”


“Oh, not at home! They may never leave!”


Chan chuckled. “Treasure hunting, my dear?”


Cassie laughed, too. “Maybe.”


“I talked to Punky,” Chan said. “She and Ben are going to
meet us at Chuckwagon Chicken. She said that’s where you always
celebrate.”


“It is. It’s tradition.” She squeezed Chan’s hand. “Thanks.”


They arrived first and found an empty booth, telling the
waitress that they were waiting for the rest of their party. Punky came next
and stood unnoticed for a moment because Cassie was turned toward Chan,
listening to something he was murmuring in her ear.


Clearing her throat loudly, Punky laughed at Cassie’s
stricken look and plopped down in the opposite bench. “No need to ask how it
went. Here it is almost October, and you two are exuding springtime.”


“Oh, Punky! It’s so good to see you. Is Ben coming?”


“I hope so. I left a message on his cell phone to meet me
here. I didn’t tell him what for. There he is now.”


The three of them turned and looked expectantly as Ben came
through the door. They saw him speak to the hostess, saw her indicate
where they were, and watched his eyes track and locate them in the back booth.
Cassie was smiling at him, her eyes sparkling, her left hand raised to
wave.


Ben stood and stared for a moment. He didn’t return their
greeting, did not smile. Turning on his heel, he strode out of the
building.


“What in the world?” exclaimed Punky. “What got into him?”


“I don’t know,” said Cassie. “Why would . . .
wait. Wait. What day is today?”


“It’s Monday,” said Chan.


“No. No. What is the date?”


“The twenty-fifth. September
twenty-fifth.”


“Oh, no!” Cassie cried, sliding out of the booth. “I’ve got
to talk to him!” Moving as quickly as she could through the tables, Cassie
hastily pushed through the outside door just in time to see Ben’s car pulling
out into traffic.


Crestfallen, she watched his taillights, trying to keep
track of them among the hundreds of moving red dots on the arterial, as if that
act of constancy could atone for the fact that she had completely forgotten
that this was the day, this was the place, she had promised he could ask her
again to marry him.
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Cassie spent a miserable second week as Mrs. Chan Jordain. Her
husband was gone, and she wouldn’t hear from him or see him for eight days.
When she had complained about the lack of contact and talked about a satellite
phone, he laughed at her and said that they would have lots to talk about when
he got back. Then he kissed her and was gone.


The only thing that saved her from full-blown
depression was her work at St. Alphonse. She started parking in the night
shift’s parking lot because the main entrance was locked when she arrived and
when she left the hospital in the dark. She was so tired when she got home that
she often didn’t eat, but just tumbled into bed.


Punky rousted her out Saturday night, leaning insistently on
the doorbell until, finally awakened, Cassie pulled on her robe and staggered
sleepily to answer it. “Oh, Punky,” she said wearily through a crack in the
door. “It’s you.”


“You might want to tone down the enthusiasm,” Punky said. “I
don’t want to be swept away. Take the chain off and let me in.”


“What time is it?” Cassie undid the security lock, then
opened the door.


“Ten o’clock. I’ve come by to see how you’re
doing—and from the dark circles under your eyes, I would judge
not too well. I’m also operating in the capacity of Attendance Vigilante.”


Cassie sat on the couch and tucked her feet up under her.
Rubbing her face with her hands, she squinted up at Punky, who had just turned
on the lights. “Would you say that again?”


“Attendance Vigilante.” Punky sat on the arm of an easy
chair. “It’s an unofficial calling, but I take it seriously. Whenever one of my
friends is in town but doesn’t come to church, I start to worry. You’ve missed
three Sundays in a row.”


“Last Sunday I was on my honeymoon,” Cassie reminded
her.


“But the two Sundays before, you were in town.”


“I had to work.”


“Had to work! Holy Crow, Cassie, you’re your own boss.
There’s nobody telling you you have to work. You won’t lose your job if you
take a couple of hours off to go to church.”


Cassie sat still, looking at her friend. Mentally she
trotted out one excuse after another and discarded each as vigilante fodder. “I
think,” she said, dropping her eyes and offering the only excuse that she knew
in her heart was valid, “I was afraid of seeing Ben. I didn’t want to make him
uncomfortable, and I didn’t want to be uncomfortable myself.”


“And were you going to work tomorrow?”


“I have so much to do, Punky!”


“Well, I don’t mean to preach, but I tell you, Cassie,
things have a way of turning to manure. You’re riding high, and the next thing
you know the bottom has dropped out of your world. It’s almost guaranteed. You don’t
want to get into a situation where you don’t feel that you can approach the
Lord. You need to go to church and take the sacrament—that’s
what He’s asked you to do. Then, when you need help, you’re in a better
position to ask for it. You can’t let Ben Torres, or anyone for that matter,
keep you from church. Take it from me. I know what I’m talking about.”


“But I feel so awful about Monday night! I know he thinks
I’m terrible and unfeeling.”


Punky was silent a moment, jingling her keys absently. “Um, I
don’t think he does, Cassie. He told me he left because he thought that Chan
had set the whole thing up. You know, invited us to celebrate on the day
Ben had hoped to ask you again. Same time, same place. He thought Chan was
showing off because he got the girl.”


“But Chan didn’t know about the date and the back booth. And
besides, Ben already told me he would step aside.”


“Who knows what hopes he was harboring? Maybe he thought the
infatuation would wear off. He didn’t know about the
engagement—didn’t notice the ring when he came and got Ricky
that day you kept him. You didn’t tell him.”


“I know. I know. That was unfair.”


“All he knew was that you were smitten. He didn’t know that
you were not only engaged, but married.” Punky sighed. “It didn’t help that I
didn’t mention that’s what we were celebrating on Monday night.”


They were both quiet a moment. Then Punky spoke again: “But
Ben says that Chan did know that he was going to ask you again on the
twenty-fifth. He knew when and where.”


Cassie’s brow wrinkled. “But how could he know? I never
mentioned it.”


“Ben told him. That night at the basketball game. I gather 
they had a fight, and afterward, as men do, they became boon companions.”


Cassie shook her head. “No. I know Chan didn’t plan it. It’s
an unfortunate coincidence, and Ben has his feelings hurt, and I can’t bear
it.” Tears began to well up in her eyes.


“Are you working too hard?” Punky asked
sympathetically.


Cassie nodded.


“Promise me you’ll come to church tomorrow. I’ll come by and
walk with you. The walk will do you good, and so will seeing Ben. You’ll see.
You have to face him sometime, and he wouldn’t do 
anything to make you sad.”


Cassie nodded. “I’ll come,” she said in a damp voice,
dragging a tissue out of her pocket.


“Then I’m off.” Punky stood.


Cassie’s eyes crinkled over the Kleenex. “Who was that
masked woman?” she asked nasally.


“It’s the Attendance Vigalante! Hi-Yo, Stainless!
Away!”


Cassie giggled as she followed Punky to the door.
“Stainless?”


“I couldn’t afford silver. See you tomorrow. You’ll feel
better. You’ll see.”


“I know.” As she shut the door, Cassie realized she did feel
better. She went back to bed and so to sleep, with a lighter heart.


Punky, good as her word, was there the next morning. The
weather was fair and not too hot, so the walk was pleasant. Punky regaled
Cassie with stories of missed cues and wrong entrances as the troupe continued
rehearsing Annie Get Your Gun. “Opening
night is not quite two weeks away,” she said as they entered the chapel. “Pray
for us.”


“Oh, you’ll do fine. You’ll carry the show,” Cassie
encouraged. Looking up, she saw Ben, already in their pew. His jaw was set, and
his eyes were wary, but when she smiled tentatively at him, the corners of
his mouth lifted, and he stood and extended his hand.


“Hello, Cassie,” was all he said. His eyes went to the rings
on her left hand and back to her face.


“Hello, Ben.” She sat next to him and put her arms out to
Ricky, who came willingly to sit on her lap. Holding the warm little body, she
couldn’t help but cuddle him and put her cheek against his curly black hair.
“I’ve missed you,” she whispered in his ear.


As they sang the opening song she felt a welling in her
heart. I’ve missed this, she thought, and
I didn’t even know it.


After the block, as she strolled home with Punky, Cassie
said, “I’ll have to work tomorrow, since I took time for this today. But that’s
okay. Chan doesn’t get back until noon. I’ll have him meet me there for lunch,
and I’ll be able to finish up, I think.”


Monday, rested and rejuvenated, Cassie was at work before
dawn again, hoping to be done with the project by the time she heard from Chan.
He called her from the airport but declined to eat in St. Alphonse’s cafeteria
with her. “They are cooking for people who have had their taste buds
destroyed,” he said. “Let’s go someplace else. Meet me out in front in half an
hour. I can’t wait to see you.”


“Me, too,” she said, smiling as she hung up. She closed up
her work right then, knowing she wouldn’t be able to follow a train of thought,
and went down to sit in the shade and wait for her husband.


There was a marble bench under a tree on the green swath in
front of the entrance to the cancer center. A long circular drive separated the
parking area from the well-tended lawn, and Cassie sat on the bench,
watching for Chan’s car to pull in. He must have come in from the opposite
direction, because she missed his entrance and he surprised her. Hailing her
from the parking lot, he waved a bouquet of flowers at her. “Hey, Mrs.
Jordain,” he called, smiling that rectangular smile.


Cassie’s heart skipped a beat. “Chan!” she called, jumping
to her feet.


She ran down the long walkway toward him just as he stepped
into the circular drive. She had her eyes on his face, and she didn’t see the
approaching car, didn’t hear the roar of the engine as it raced around the long
arc and struck Chan as he stood helplessly in the center of the road, throwing
him high in the air, tumbling him like a rag doll, and scattering flowers all
around.


Cassie watched it all in slow motion, rooted to the spot,
her mouth open but no sound coming out. Finally, when he hit the ground, her
muscles began to obey instructions again, and she ran screaming his name in a
high-pitched shriek.


He lay unconscious, with his head hanging over the curb and
his body on the sidewalk. One arm lay across his chest and the other was out
flung; one leg was straight and the other flexed. His eyes were closed, and his
mouth was open. Blood was trickling from one ear.


Cassie wasn’t the first one to reach him; three others were
there before her, one with his cell phone open, calling 9–1–1. She
would have straightened him, but a young man wouldn’t let her. There might be
spinal cord damage, he earnestly warned. Knowing he was right, Cassie sat on
the curb and held one seemingly lifeless hand, rocking back and forth,
struggling to breathe, numb with shock as she waited for the paramedics,
pleading silently for them to hurry. Intellectually she understood that waiting
for the ambulance, for people who are trained to treat trauma, was better than
running screaming into St. Alphonse, begging oncologists to come out to the
curb, but it was all she could do to restrain herself from doing just
that.


The police arrived before the ambulance and settled in like
apologetic crows around road kill, speaking in low tones, dispersing the little
crowd that had gathered, and asking bystanders if anyone had noted the car that
hit Chan. One officer, kneeling so he could look into Cassie’s shattered
visage, put the question gently to her. She stared blankly at him for a moment
and then shook her head. Like everyone else, all she could say was that it was
a dark sedan. Newer. No one had thought to look at the license plate as it sped
away. Like Cassie, they were all mesmerized by the sight of the high, arcing,
rag-doll flight and the utter stillness of Chan’s body as he lay in
such an unnatural position by the side of the road.


Finally the paramedics came, emerging from the ambulance
with quick efficiency in choreographed movement, carrying with them a litter
board and a case full of miraculous tools to help stabilize broken bodies and
preserve life. One of them was fifty-ish, a tall, slender man with
gray hair and a bristly moustache. The other was young, pudgy, and
pink-cheeked. Cassie was so relieved to see them that tears began to
flow, and she watched through a blur as they quickly set their equipment down
on the grass and knelt beside Chan. The stethoscopes came out, and they both
listened for a long while, first at the chest and then at the throat. She
watched as they conferred quietly, and it seemed there was no longer the
intensity about their actions, the driven purposefulness.


The older man went to the ambulance to get a stretcher while
the younger man took a black package out of a cabinet on the side of the
vehicle and began to tear off the shrink wrap cover. Unfolding it, he laid it
on the grass next to Chan as his partner came with the stretcher.


Mr. Gray-hair dropped the stretcher and stepped
away, calling curtly, “Morris, come here!”


Cassie couldn’t hear what he was saying, but the hushed
lecture was short and sharp. Morris scurried over and stuffed the black plastic
thing back into the cabinet and then sprang to assist in lifting Chan onto the
backboard and then onto the stretcher. After covering him to the shoulders with
a flannel blanket, they fastened some straps over his body, then wheeled Chan
to the ambulance and slid the stretcher in.


While Morris got back into the cab of the truck, his
gray-haired partner came and knelt on the pavement by Cassie.


“Are you related to him?” he asked. “Are you his wife?”


Cassie nodded.


“Would you like to accompany us to the hospital, ma’am?” he
asked gently. “I’ll ride in the back with you.”


Cassie regarded him dully. She was not fooled by his offer,
for she knew what Morris had been scolded for was unwrapping a body bag.


The fairytale was over. Cinderella was a widow.
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At two o’clock in the afternoon Cassie’s doorbell rang.
Turning onto her left side, she pressed the covers over her right ear and
closed her eyes tightly, as if that would help silence the insistent,
two-tone intrusion. It didn’t. Ding-dong.
Ding-dong. Cassie turned on her back and stuck her fingers in her
ears, but still she heard the muted bell. Ding-dong. Ding-dong.


Then she heard Punky, whose experience in speaking to the
back rows of an auditorium served her well as she called, “Cassie! I know
you’re in there. Open the door!” Ding-dong. Ding-dong.
Ding-dong.


Slowly, lethargically, Cassie turned back the covers and sat
up. She didn’t bother to put on a robe but shambled barefoot downstairs to the
door. Leaning against the wall, she whispered, “Go away.”


Ding-dong. Ding-dong. “Cassie! Open the
door!”


Cassie heard a rustle outside and then Punky was at the
living room window, rapping on the pane. “Cassie! Open up! Let me in! I warn
you, if you don’t open, I’ll get someone to break the door down.”


Sighing, Cassie undid the safety chain and opened the door.
Then she turned and, shoulders slumped and feet dragging, 
made her way through the shadowy living room to the sofa and crumpled into a
supine heap.


Punky found her there. “Holy Crow, Cassie! What have you
done to yourself?”


Cassie looked dully at her friend and didn’t reply.


“I’ve called you every day since the funeral, but you didn’t
answer the phone. You didn’t return my calls, so I finally called The Fulton
Group. They referred me to St. Alphonse, and the people there said you haven’t
been there in a week. Not since the accident. When you didn’t come to church, I
came by yesterday. Your car was here, so I rang the bell, but you didn’t
answer. I thought maybe you were gone with a friend. But today, I decided to
make sure. I wasn’t going to leave without knowing how and where you are.”


Punky knelt by Cassie, who was lying with her arms crossed
tightly over her chest and her knees pulled up into a fetal position. Trying to
smooth back Cassie’s hair, Punky caught her fingers in a matted snarl. “Oh, my
dear!” she breathed. “What have you done to yourself?”


Cassie didn’t reply, but lay staring vacantly.


“When did you last eat?” Punky turned Cassie’s face so she
could look into her sunken eyes. “Huh? When?”


There was no answer.


Punky stood. “Well, you’re going to eat today. Stay there.
Don’t move. I’m going to fix you something.”


Hurrying to the kitchen, Punky smelled the awful odor that
pervaded Cassie’s home. She had been so intent on her friend’s condition that
it was simply a peripheral awareness, an underscoring that all was not well
here. But as Punky entered the kitchen and saw four casseroles sitting on the
counter, she understood the genesis of the stench. “Holy Crow!” she exclaimed.
“Salmonella City! Holy Crow!”


Turning on the water, Punky dumped the casseroles into the
sink and gingerly prodded the contents down the disposal with a spatula. As she
turned over each dish she saw the name of a ward member written on the bottom. Dear
Sister Irvine, she mused. Thank you
for the lovely tuna casserole. It was delicious.


After dispatching the ward’s charitable offerings, Punky
went through the house opening drapes and windows. As a broad shaft of sunlight
fell over the couch, Cassie blinked and turned her face away, focusing on Punky
for a moment.


“That’s better,” Punky said. “Hello, Cassie. I’ve come to
see how you’re doing.”


Cassie didn’t answer, but Punky was cheered by the eye
contact. As she bustled around the kitchen, scrambling eggs and heating up some
soup, she counted the days since Thursday’s funeral: Friday, Saturday,
Sunday, and today. Four days without eating. Holy Crow.


When Punky came back to the living room with a tray, Cassie
was sitting in the sun with her head resting against the back of the sofa and
her eyes closed.


“Here, my dear,” Punky said gently. “I’ve brought just a
morsel for you. A little bit of eggs and some soup. Eat that, and then in a
while I’ll give you another bit. Don’t want to do too much too fast.”


Cassie looked apathetically at the tray, but she allowed
Punky to set it on her lap, and she picked up the fork with an unsteady hand.
After a mouthful of egg she sipped some of the soup. As she set the mug down,
Punky said, “Chicken soup will cure what ails you.”


“There’s only one thing that will cure what ails me,” Cassie
whispered, “and it isn’t chicken soup.”


“I don’t want to hear what you think will cure you,” Punky
declared. “What I do want is to see you eat everything that is on that tray.
Then I want you to trot upstairs and have a shower. After that we’re going to
sit down and have a long heart-to-heart.”


As she sat chewing another bite of egg, Cassie considered
her friend. “Do you always get what you want?” she asked. There was just the
glimmer of a smile in her eyes.


“The people in the theatre guild call me the ‘Velvet
Steamroller.’ So, yes, I usually get what I want. Except,” she said with a
sigh, “in love.”


Cassie’s eyes filled with tears. “Me, too.”


Punky regarded her for a minute. “Yeah, well. . . .
We’ll talk about that. Right now I want you to eat the rest of that while I do
a couple of things in the kitchen.”


Cassie obeyed, and by the time Punky had all the stinky
dishes washed in a soapy solution, she had cleaned her plate and drained the
mug.


“Feel better?” Punky asked, but Cassie just stared at her
with dark, hollow eyes.


“Okay. Now for a shower. Upstairs with you,” Punky
ordered.


Again Cassie complied, climbing the stairs slowly, like an
old woman. She leaned against the doorjamb of the bathroom while Punky turned
on the water in the shower and undressed only when she was told to.


“Get in,” Punky commanded, holding the shower door open.
“And be sure to wash your hair.”


“Yes, mother.” Cassie didn’t smile when she said it, but
Punky’s heart lightened a notch.


While Cassie was steaming up the bathroom, Punky stripped
the bed and gathered up the dirty clothes that lay in a heap on the floor.
Depositing them in the washing machine in the hall, she decided to wait until
the shower was off before starting it and looked in the linen closet for a
second set of sheets. She was just finishing the bed when she heard the water
turn off and the shower door open. Cassie emerged from the bathroom wrapped in
a towel.


“That’s better!” Punky smiled at her.


“I’ll just sit for a moment,” Cassie said, sinking into a
chair. “That wore me out.”


Punky perched on the edge of the bed. “No wonder. Have you
eaten anything in the last four days?”


“Um . . . I don’t know. I don’t remember.”


“What have you been doing all this time?”


“Mostly I’ve been sleeping.”


“For four days? Sleeping?”


“I know it sounds crazy, but for me it seemed the only way I
could stay sane. And . . .” Cassie paused, as if wondering whether to
tell a secret. “It was a way to bring Chan back.”


Punky regarded her friend. “You did say something about 
staying sane. How could you bring Chan back?”


“I would dream about him. Oh, Punky, it was so real! One time
he was sitting with me on the balcony, and he was singing a song to me in
Spanish, and he was leaning toward me as he sang, and he was so close that I
could feel the heat of his body. It was so real, so wonderfully real that I
couldn’t bear to wake up!”


“But you did.” Punky rose and went to the closet.


“Yes. I did.”


Emerging with a navy blue pantsuit in hand, Punky laid it on
the bed. “Well, welcome back to reality,” she said tartly. “And welcome to the
opportunity to put your faith to the test. You sigh and say you didn’t get what
you want in love. I’ll tell you this, you got more than most of the rest of us
can even dream of. You abandon the world and want to die because the love of
your life is gone. Well, you’re not the first person in the world that has
happened to. Now your job is to go on and make something of your life. Be of
service to others. And believe that you’ll see Chan again and that the ties of
marriage can last beyond the grave.”


Cassie was tearing up again. “But we weren’t sealed in the
temple.”


“That can be taken care of. But not if you’re going to spend
the rest of your life in bed. Where is your underwear?”


Cassie pointed and Punky tossed some snowy lingerie into her
lap.


“Now get dressed,” Punky said. “There are things you’ve got
to do. Have you been to the Social Security office? How about Chan’s bank? Were
you a signer on the account? Do you have a death 
certificate?”


“The mortuary gave me a copy of the death certificate. I
haven’t looked at it because . . .” Cassie didn’t finish the
sentence. Instead, she stood and padded into the bathroom, where Punky heard
sounds of activity.


“How about his family?” Punky called. “No one was at the
funeral. Have you contacted them?”


“He was an orphan. He had no family.”


Punky went down to the kitchen, and when she returned with
another mug of soup, Cassie had her slacks on and was pulling a stretch top
over her head. Her hair was still damp, but it had been combed and was pulled
back and fastened at the nape of her neck.


“You look a hundred percent better! Here. Drink this and
then we’ll go.”


Cassie sank back into the chair again. “Where are we going?”


“That’s up to you. You just need to start dealing with life 
without Chan. Hard as it is, you’ve got to start.”


“All right,” Cassie sighed. “We’ll start with Social
Security.” She took a sip from the mug.


“Do you have Chan’s card? Do you know his number?”


Cassie regarded Punky over the rim of the cup. “It’s
probably in his wallet. It’s still in the bag from the mortuary, there on the
floor of my closet.”


“I’ll get it.” One whole wall of the large master bedroom
housed two closets with louvered swinging doors. Punky opened the one on the
left, returning momentarily with a black plastic bag that bore the silver
inscription: Desert Hills Mortuary. Fishing around inside, she retrieved the
wallet and handed it over. “I wish I had known about these clothes. I would
have put them in this load of wash. You probably wouldn’t want Levi’s in with
your light blue sheets, though. Want me to dump these in the hamper?”


“Um . . . no. Just put the bag back where it was.
I’ll deal with it later, after I figure out what I’m going to do with the rest
of his clothes.”


While Punky did as she was asked, Cassie opened the wallet
with a pounding heart and trembling fingers. There was very little to be found:
a hundred dollars in cash and an Arizona driver’s license. There was no Social
Security card, no credit cards, no picture of a loved one.


“Ho, will you look at that!” Punky cried, looking over her
shoulder. “The license has this address on it!”


Cassie smiled wryly. “He probably did that the week before
he left. He had time off and spent it getting ready for the wedding. I was
working night and day. I’d have been better off to spend the time with him,
don’t you think? We never know.”


“Well, I know this. You’d better drink that soup. We’ve got
lots to do today, and we need to get at it.”


As it was, they only went to the Social Security office, and
that was frustrating. They had to wait an hour before they got called to talk
to a caseworker, and then she kept saying that there was no Chandler Jordain
that matched the information on the death certificate in Cassie’s hand.
Punky was getting a little testy with the clerk, but Cassie insisted that they
leave it for now.


“If you’ve been dealing with the government as long as I
have,” Cassie explained on the ride home in Punky’s green VW beetle, “you know
that lots of data gets lost. The death certificate may be wrong. The
information that is there is what I gave them. I thought that Chan put down on
the marriage license application that he was born in Wyoming. But maybe it was
Wisconsin. I was filling out my papers when he was filling out his.” She
sighed. “I know it’s very un-Mormon not to know these things, but I
was too excited to pay attention.”


Just as they pulled into the condo parking lot, Cassie
remembered something. “Chan has a briefcase at home that he carries when he
travels. I didn’t even think about that. I’ll get in it and contact his
employer—I have to call them anyway, to tell them he won’t be . . .
won’t be making the next trip for them.”


“Good job. Then they can give you his Social Security
number. Let’s go give you some more soup now. You’re looking a little peaked.”


“Thanks, Punky. You’re a true friend. But I know you’ve got
rehearsal tonight. You go on to that. I’ll be fine.”


“Promise?”


“Promise.” Cassie raised her right hand. “I’m all right now.
I just needed someone to speak sternly to me. And feed me chicken noodle soup.”
She got out of the car and watched as Punky backed out of the parking space.


The window of the green beetle rolled down. “There’s another
can of soup in the cupboard. I’ll check tomorrow to see that it has been
eaten,” Punky said before driving off.


Cassie smiled tiredly and waved. Then she walked up the
sidewalk to her door, steeling herself to open her dead husband’s closet
for the first time.
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As soon as she closed the front door, Cassie was hit with a
powerful wave of ennui, as if the atmosphere of her home were weighted and
pressing down on her, smothering the oxygen out of her system and sapping her
energy. She leaned against the door and considered the stairs, which seemed to
go on forever. Her legs didn’t feel as if they could make that climb right
now.


Turning her head to look in the opposite direction, she saw
late afternoon sunlight streaming through the kitchen windows, making a rosy rectangle
on the unglazed tile floor. “I’m hungry again, I guess,” Cassie muttered. “I’ll
get some of that soup, and then I’ll tackle the closet.”


Whether it was the soup itself or the act of preparing it, a
demonstration that she, Cassie Jordain, was willing to live, she felt better
after she ate. The doorbell rang as she was cleaning up, and Cassie’s heart
sank. Standing with a pot in one hand and a dishtowel in the other, she
tried to decide which was the more unwelcome experience: ignoring an insistent
doorbell and waiting until well-wishers left, or opening the door to
people she didn’t have the energy to entertain. The doorbell rang again. Suddenly
drawn by the thought of someone on the other side of that door anxious for her
welfare, Cassie set down the pot and opened it. Bishop Harris and his wife were
just turning away.


They didn’t say anything about her appearance, but their
eyes widened as she opened the door, and Sister Harris gathered Cassie up in a
motherly hug, whispering damply, “Oh, my dear!”


They were an older couple, in their late seventies. He was a
retired structural engineer, and they had lived and worked and raised their
children in Montana, moving to Scottsdale following his service as a
full-time mission president. Bishop Harris was of medium height and
sparely built, with clear blue eyes and sharp features. Sister Harris was
softer, less angular, with a halo of white hair framing a face that showed in
every line, every wrinkle, her compassionate nature.


Bishop awkwardly patted Cassie’s shoulder. “We’ve come to
see how you’re doing, but I need to talk to you about something, too. Mother,
will you sit in the kitchen for a minute?”


“Is that all right, Cassie, if I go in there?” Sister Harris
asked. “I don’t think I’d want anyone ordering someone into my kitchen, even if
he was the bishop.”


Mystified, Cassie said, “No, that’s all right. Go ahead,
Sister Harris. You and I can sit here in the living room, Bishop.”


When they were settled, the bishop fiddled with a
rolled-up paper he was carrying as he regarded Cassie. “This has been
hard on you.”


Tears welled up, and Cassie shook her head as she wiped her
eyes on the dishtowel. “I’ll be all right.”


“Have you been out of town? Several people have come by. 
We tried to look in on you on Saturday, but you weren’t here. I wondered if you
were traveling with your work.”


“I just finished a project. I have a seminar to teach at the
end of the month, but until then I’m here in town.” She took a moment to wipe
her eyes again. “I haven’t been ready to see people until today.”


“Are you doing all right?”


“I’ll get through this, Bishop,” Cassie said quietly.


“Would you like a priesthood blessing?”


Cassie considered. As she thought about it, she asked, “Can
I ask someone else to do it?”


“Certainly. Your home teacher, perhaps. Or a friend. He
needs to be a worthy priesthood holder. Who would you like?”


“Ben Torres. You’ll have to excuse me. I can’t seem to keep
from crying.”


“Do you want me to arrange it?”


Cassie nodded, blowing her nose on the dishtowel.


“All right. I’ll do it. Now, what I came to talk to you
about: Everything happened so fast,” Bishop said apologetically. “I had no more
than met Brother Jordain, when I heard that you were married.”


“It was a whirlwind courtship,” Cassie said. “I’m glad we
didn’t wait to marry.”


Bishop nodded. “The next thing I know, I’m asked to do his
funeral. I only talked to him once.”


Cassie didn’t say anything. Her eyes were on the paper in
the bishop’s hands.


He cleared his throat. “I got to thinking about him. Your
husband. You said he didn’t have any family, but I knew he’d have a ward family
somewhere—the folks who sent him on his mission. People who
cared about him. I thought maybe they ought to know about him being gone. So, I
called Salt Lake to see about his records.”


Cassie brightened. “Of course! Why didn’t I think about
that?”


“I called just before the Church offices closed, and the
lady was reluctant to help me right then. Wanted me to call back, but I
convinced her to stay an extra minute and look it up. This is the only Chandler
Jordain they have in the Church. It’s a fairly unusual name. There were several
Christopher Jordains, and she tried to talk me into one of those, but I knew
you said his name was Chandler.”


“Yes. I love the name! I had hoped . . .” Her
voice trailed off, and she shrugged.


Bishop Harris cleared his throat again. Unrolling the paper,
he handed it to Cassie. “The printers were off, so they didn’t do a printout.
She just dashed off the name and ward. She put his age in, too. The thing about
it is, Cassie, I don’t think this is your Chandler Jordain. It says he’s from
Edmonds, Washington.”


“Washington! Yes, that works. I was remembering the W but
was thinking it was Wyoming.” She looked at the three lines scrawled on the
paper.


“It’s not a good copy. I’ve got an old dinosaur of a fax
machine that I had in my engineering office in Montana. I don’t know how much
longer I’m going to be able to buy paper for it. But look there, on the last
line. This fellow is eighty-three years old. It can’t be your husband.”


Cassie’s face fell. “No. Chan was thirty-three.”
She sighed. “There’s an answer to all of this,” she declared. “I’ll find it
when I go through his things, I know. I just haven’t been brave enough yet.”


“Do you need someone to be with you when you do that? Sister
Harris could come and help.”


Cassie shook her head. “It’s something I’d rather do
myself.”


“Is there anything else you need?”


“No. It was good of you to come by.” She held up the paper.
“And thanks for this. It was a good try.”


“I think I’ll call and ask about one of those Christopher
Jordains,” the bishop said, rising. “My father spent his whole life thinking
his middle name was Michael. When he was fifty he sent for his birth
certificate so he could get a passport and found out it was Mitchell. If your
husband was an orphan, it’s possible that something like that could have
happened.”


Cassie stood, too. “Yes. You’re right. Do you want this
back?” When Bishop shook his head, she crumpled the paper and dropped it in a
wastebasket before following him to the door.


“Are you ready, Mother?” he called.


“Coming.” Sister Harris emerged from the kitchen, wrapping
some knitting around her needles and stowing the project in her purse. She
again enfolded the younger, taller woman in her arms and hugged her tightly.
“Bless your heart,” she murmured. “Bless your heart. Life is hard sometimes.”


“Yes it is,” Cassie whispered.


“I’ll get ahold of Brother Torres,” Bishop Harris said. “If
he can, we’ll be by tomorrow evening. I’ll let you know.”


They said their good-byes, and Cassie closed the
door behind them. Leaning against it for a moment she felt the grain of the
wood on her forehead. Turning her head, she eyed the stairs. They didn’t seem
nearly as long and steep as they had earlier. I can do this, she said to herself and walked purposefully
forward.


She made it to Chan’s closet door on the momentum from that
single declaration, but she faltered with her hand on the handle. The memory of
that last week before they were married came flooding back. Chan had worked all
Wednesday afternoon, moving the banker’s boxes of files that were stored in the
left-hand closet, putting them on shelves he had built in the office.
Thursday morning he had moved in most of his things, and she had slept with his
closet door open that night so she could wake Friday morning to the sight of
his clothes hanging there.


Cassie had opened the closet only once since the accident,
and that was so Bishop Harris could put Chan’s luggage and briefcase away after
he had driven the convertible from St. Alphonse to Cassie’s.


“I can do this,” she said aloud again and turned the handle.


The closet was pathetically empty. She hadn’t noticed before
that he had so few clothes. Even if his suitcase were unpacked, which it
wasn’t, the hangers would only occupy two of the available eight feet of
hanging space. It made his occupation of her house and bed seem even more
fleeting than it had been, and she began to feel the sorrowful malaise creep
over her again.


As a defensive reaction, Cassie grabbed the suitcase and
carried it over to the bed. Hefting it up, she undid the fasteners and let it
fall open, bracing to have her heart wrung by the sight of her dead husband’s
clothing inside. Curiously, it was like looking at any stranger’s suitcase. She
picked up a plastic bag stuffed with dirty clothes and looked inside. A faint
aroma of cigarette smoke drifted up, and she frowned, but then remembered
marathon meetings of her own where smokers defied the rules and lit up, to the
consternation of all abstainers. She had returned home with smoky clothes,
too.


Carrying the dirty clothes bag to the washer, she discovered
the load of clothes that Punky hadn’t turned on. She added Chan’s bag to it
made a full load, then put in the soap and started the washer. Then she
unpacked and put away the toilet articles and shoes. Just as she was stowing
the suitcase in the closet, the doorbell rang again.


Cassie hesitated only momentarily before heading downstairs
to answer it. On the way she rehearsed excuses for not receiving company, but
when she opened the door she found Erin, the complex manager’s daughter. She
was seventeen, with honey-colored hair and doe eyes. “This came for
you earlier in the day,” she said kindly, handing a letter to Cassie. “I was
there when the postman came by. He said you didn’t answer your doorbell, and I
didn’t want you to have to go down to the post office for it, so I signed.”


Cassie looked at the fat, legal-sized envelope
addressed to Mr. Chandler Jordain.


“Are you all right?” Erin’s dark-fringed eyes got
big. “You’re as white as a sheet!”


“I’m . . . I’m all right. It’s just a bit
unnerving to get mail for my husband. Thank you for bringing it to me. Will you
excuse me if I don’t invite you in?”


The teenager’s usual incandescent smile was absent. “That’s
okay. We just want you to know that we feel . . . real bad for you.
If you need anything, just holler.”


“Thank you. I will.” Cassie closed the door and walked to
the dining room. She pulled out a chair and sat, placing the envelope on the
table in front of her. It was from Jensen and Sjoding, Yacht Brokers of
Seattle, Washington. Taking a deep breath, she turned the envelope over, broke
the seal, and pulled out the contents. The pages crackled as she separated the
sheets and looked at the official language of ownership. It seemed that the
week before they were married, Chan had bought a boat, a thirty-foot
motor vessel named Red Swan, through
Jensen and Sjoding. The cover letter stated that the boat was moored at Quarry
Harbor. The key had been left with the harbormaster at Quarry Harbor as
directed. If Mr. Jensen could be of any further help, Mr. Jordain should not
hesitate to call.


Things were turning surreal. It was as if her universe had
become unhinged and things were revolving in orbits that were all askew. A
thirty-foot boat? And not a word to her about it? Did he mean it for
a surprise? If the bill of sale was addressed here, he certainly wasn’t trying
to hide anything. She glanced down at the ring on her finger, remembered the
day at the zoo and the Cracker Jack box, and suddenly the planets were restored
to their natural orbits. Chan must have been planning a surprise. How like
him!


Buoyed by this thought, she gathered up the papers, took
them upstairs, and left them on the bed. She went back to the task that had
been interrupted and fetched Chan’s briefcase from the closet. Wondering why
the prospect of pharmaceutical brochures and catalogues would make her pulse
quicken, Cassie undid the latches and opened the lid.


“Holy Crow!” she said aloud, using Punky’s expression for
the first time in her life. There were no catalogs, no brochures, no 
sample packs of the most recent wonder drug. The briefcase’s contents included
some maps, a protractor and compass, a leather-bound day timer, a
small cardboard box, and a snub-nosed revolver in a shoulder
holster.


Cassie abruptly sat on the bed beside the opened briefcase.
Frowning at the ugly, steel-gray killing tool, she felt her
universe’s hinges slip again. When her field of vision started turning black
around the edges, she realized she wasn’t breathing. She inhaled and exhaled
several times until the ringing in her ears stopped and everything was
full-screen.


Without touching the gun, she grasped the top corner of one
of the maps and pulled it out, unfolding it over her lap to study. After a
moment she realized that it was a navigational chart for use at sea. She
quickly saw that there were three such maps in the briefcase, and each one
detailed a different area of Puget Sound. Cassie bent over the unfolded chart
again, reading the numbers sprinkled over the blue area and then checking the
legend. “Depth at mean low tide in fathoms,” she read. How much is a fathom? Intrigued, Cassie carried the chart next door to the
office, laying it on her desk while she got her dictionary out. A fathom was
six feet.


Studying the chart, she was amazed at how many islands there
were in that inland arm of the sea. More amazing was how many towns there were
on the islands. She read the names: Cedar Cove, Shingle Bay, Quarry Harbor.
Suddenly she realized she had heard that name before. Returning to her bedroom
for the letter from Jensen and Sjoding, she checked. Yes. The Red Swan was moored in Quarry Harbor.


Back in her office, Cassie got down her atlas and turned to
Washington state. Her heart lurched when she came to the city of Edmonds along
the coastline of Puget Sound. She quickly retrieved the crumpled up paper from
downstairs that Bishop Harris had brought and carried it back up to the office.
Smoothing it out, she inspected the sheet and noticed something she hadn’t paid
attention to before: a line of tiny, identical, evenly-spaced
blotches marched down the heat-sensitive fax paper. All but one of them
was unimportant, because they occurred where no writing was present. But one
happened to be right where Chandler Jordain’s age was noted. Holding the paper
under the light of her desk lamp, Cassie studied it intently. “Aha!” she said
finally, breaking into a smile. It became obvious, the longer she looked at it,
that the blip on the fax paper had made the clerk’s three into an eight.
Chandler Jordain wasn’t eighty-three; he was thirty-three.
This was her Chan. Her husband was from Edmonds, Washington.


As she folded up the charts and papers and put the atlas and
dictionary back in their proper places, Cassie realized that she was hungry.
Glancing out the window on her way back to the bedroom with the charts, she was
surprised to see that it was dark. Peanut butter sounded pretty good right now,
and as she put the charts back in the briefcase before heading down to the
kitchen, she noticed the cardboard box sitting beside the gun. It was a little
bigger than the box her checks came in, and it was made of heavier cardboard.
Picking it up, she carried it down to the kitchen with her and left it on the
breakfast bar as she fixed a sandwich. The hearty smell of the peanut butter
made her salivate as she poured a glass of milk, and she took a bite before
carrying her snack over to sit on one of the high bar stools.


As she chewed, she picked up the box and tried to undo the
locking tab with her fingernail. It wouldn’t budge. The peanut butter knife was
balanced on the edge of her plate, so she licked it clean and used it to pry
the tab out of the slots. Another bite, and then she pulled the lid up to see
what was inside.


Cassie just about choked. The box was full up to the top
with new, crisp one-hundred dollar bills. “Holy Crow,” she said aloud
for the second time that evening. The elation she had felt about finding out
where Chan was from was devolving into unhingement again.


Cassie began to count the currency. When she got to one
hundred, she eyeballed the rest of the stack and estimated that there must be
three hundred bills in the stack. Thirty thousand dollars!


It suddenly occurred to her that she must have read the
papers from Jensen and Sjoding wrong. Chan must have sold a boat, not purchased one. That would explain the money. Carefully, she
put the bills back in the box, pressing them down so she could close it again.
Knowing she’d never get the tabs to lock, she got a rubber band out of the
drawer under the phone and secured the box that way while she trotted up the
stairs again. She returned the package to the briefcase, and then checked the
letter from the yacht brokers again. No. She had read it correctly the first
time. Chan had purchased a boat.


But where did thirty thousand dollars in cash come from? And
why would he be carrying a gun?


The phone rang, and it was Bishop Harris, saying that
because of Ben’s schedule they would need to come in the morning. Was that all
right? Would she be home around ten? Cassie said she would and felt a little
better when she hung up the phone. Remembering her sandwich, she headed back to
the kitchen to finish it, but stopped on the way to move things from the washer
to the dryer. She was just about to get the clothes from the mortuary bag and
run them through, but all of a sudden she was tired and didn’t want to cope
with anything more today. It will keep,
she thought as she closed the lid to the washer. Then she went down to her
waiting peanut-butter sandwich.
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Sister Harris arrived before her husband the next morning,
ringing the doorbell at nine-thirty. When Cassie answered the door,
the bishop’s wife smiled and exclaimed, “You’re looking much better!”


“I’m doing better, too.” Cassie stepped back to allow the older
woman to enter.


“I hope you don’t mind my coming early. I had to give Sister
Jones a ride to work today, and I told Alfred I’d just meet him here.”


“No. In fact . . .” Cassie closed the door and
thought a moment. “In fact, it may be providential. Sister Harris, I’d like to
talk to you about something. Would you come up to my room?”


“Certainly, my dear.”


Cassie led the way up the stairs and seated her in the chair
in her bedroom. Before she got the briefcase out of the closet, she threw back
the curtains and let the morning sun illuminate the room.


“That’s better. I do like light.” Sister Harris watched with
interest as Cassie knelt beside her, opening the case and laying it out flat on
the floor.            


“Oh, dear!” Sister Harris said when she saw the gun. She
looked at Cassie with a wrinkled brow. “What is this?”


“This is my husband’s briefcase. I thought he was a
salesman, but as I think back, he never told me that. What he said was, ‘I’m in
pharmaceuticals. I travel.’ He was not reachable by cell phone while he was
away. When he was gone, he was truly gone.”


Cassie went on, “When I opened this briefcase, I expected to
find sales books, pamphlets, and catalogues, along with the name of the company
he worked for so I could get in touch with them. This is what I found. And look
. . .” Cassie took off the rubber band and opened the cardboard
box.


Sister Harris’s brows went up. “Well, I declare! Are those
all hundred dollar bills?”


“Yes. There must be thirty thousand dollars here.”


“What else is in there?” Sister Harris leaned over, her eyes
sparkling.


“There are some navigational charts for Puget
Sound—oh, and I figured out that the record that the bishop
gave me is of my Chandler Jordain, after all. The fax machine made a blotch
over the three on thirty-three and made it look like
eighty-three. Chan was from a city on the coast of Puget Sound.”


“And what’s the notebook?”


“It’s a date book, but there’s not much in it. No addresses.
No phone numbers. Just some numbers written in the calendar.” Cassie opened the
book to October twelfth and showed her.


“Those look like long and lat positions,” Sister Harris
said.


“What do you mean?”


“Longtitude and latitude. You could take those charts and
find these positions. I don’t know what the other numbers are for. Could be
times. Nine point five-A could be nine-thirty a.m.”


“How do you know that?”


“Well, I worked for the forest service for a lot of years,
and when you get out where there are no road signs, you do a lot of naming of
things with long and lat. The other—the time—is
a guess. I did a lot of guessing at what the fellows meant with their
shorthand, too.”


Cassie looked at the figures again and then closed the book
and put it away. Sitting back on her heels, she spread her hands. “I don’t know
what to think.”


“About what?”


“About my husband.” Cassie’s voice broke, and she cleared
her throat.


Sister Harris spoke matter-of-factly.
“Because you found a gun in his briefcase? You’re living in the West, my dear,
where the NRA is a pretty big deal. My boss used to carry a pistol, though he
never used a shoulder holster.”


“And the Social Security Department couldn’t find Chan . . .
though that’s because I had given the wrong information for the death
certificate.”


Sister Harris took one of Cassie’s hands and held it in both
of hers. “Let me ask you a question. What kind of man was Chan? Was he
honorable?”


“Yes. In everything I saw him do.”


“You said he was a returned missionary?”


“Yes. He knew so much about the Church!”


“Well. If he was an honorable man, then there’s an honorable
explanation. Maybe he was a government agent. Maybe he couldn’t let even
his nearest and dearest know what he was doing.”


Cassie’s eyes widened. “Oh, Sister Harris! I never thought
of that. But what about the money?”


“Well, I wouldn’t spend any of it,” the older lady
cautioned. “It’s probably government property.” She chuckled, “Depend on it,
someone will be coming around with a chit signed by your husband and
asking for it back.”


“But why would he have it?”


“If people are working undercover, they often use
cash—payments to informants, that kind of thing. When we were
in Montana, the elders quorum president was a narcotics agent. He had to have
lots of cash to buy drugs from dealers while he was 
setting up a sting. I think it’s a fairly common thing.”


Cassie was quiet for a moment. “Chan said he was in
phar—” She didn’t get to continue the thought because the doorbell rang.
Looking at her watch, she said, “It’s ten. That’s either Ben or the bishop.”


As Cassie began closing the briefcase, Sister Harris asked,
“You were looking through those things after dark, weren’t you?”


Cassie blinked. “Yes. How did you know?”


“Oh, things have a way of getting exaggerated after dark.
Remember, there is always a rational explanation.”


“I’ll remember,” Cassie smiled. “Thank you!”


The doorbell rang again. “I’d better get that,” Cassie said.
She jumped up and ran down the stairs, opening the door to find Bishop Harris,
Ben, and Ricky. Ricky was holding a well-used Elmo doll.


“Come in,” Cassie invited. “Hello, Bishop.” She shook his
hand.


“Hello, Ben.” She offered her hand, and Ben took it, staring
hard at her.


“Are you all right, Cassie?” he asked.


“If I’m not right now, I will be.” Going down on one knee to
be eye-level to the little boy, she said, “Hello, Ricky. I’m so glad
you came to see me!”


Ricky’s dark liquid eyes, so like his dad’s, met Cassie’s
blue ones. “Sad, Tassie?” he asked in a gentle voice.


“Well, you know, Ricky, I have been. But I’m trying to be 
happier. A hug would help.”


Still holding Elmo, Ricky spread his arms wide and wrapped
them around Cassie’s neck in a tight embrace.


“Thank you,” she whispered in his ear. “I needed that.” She
kissed Ricky on the cheek and then stood.


“Where would you like to sit, Cassie?” the bishop
asked.


“Let’s go into the living room,” she replied.


Bishop Harris looked around. “Where is Sister Harris? Isn’t
she here yet?”


“I’m right here,” his wife said, coming down the stairs. “I
was just putting something away for Cassie.” She met Cassie’s eyes and said,
“It’s back in the closet.”


Cassie smiled her thanks and sat in the chair that Bishop
Harris indicated. Sister Harris sat down on the couch and patted the place
beside her. “Come sit by me, Ricky,” she invited.


Ben led Ricky over and helped him get settled. Then he came
over to stand beside Cassie, and rested his hands on her shoulders. “What is
your full name, Cassie?” he asked.


“Cassandra Lee Van Cl—No. It’s Cassandra Lee
Jordain.”


“All right, then.”


Cassie closed her eyes as Ben moved his hands from her
shoulders to her head. She felt the gentle pressure of Bishop’s hands as well,
and then Ben began to speak, haltingly at first, as if searching for words or
waiting for inspiration. Tears seeped from under closed lids and beaded up on
her lashes as Cassie listened to Ben’s assurance that the Lord was mindful of
her, that God would not ask her to suffer more than she could bear. Other
phrases stuck in her mind as they were voiced: learn empathy; forget yourself
in service; you will be given strength; you will be protected as you travel;
listen to the still, small voice; all these things will be for your experience.
Then the amens were said, and the two men removed their hands, and Cassie felt
bereft, as if she had lost connection with someplace safe.


“Where are you going, Cassie?” Ben asked.


“How did you know I was going anywhere?”


“I didn’t. Where are you going?”


“Mmm.” She lowered her eyes and shook her head. “I’m not
sure I’ll go anywhere. But I may go to Washington state to tie up some loose
ends.”


“Let me know if you do,” Bishop Harris said, shaking
Cassie’s hand.


“I will.” Cassie stood and turned to hug Ben. “Thanks, mi
amigo.”


“I was afraid you were going to shake my hand again,” he
kidded.


Sister Harris, who had been quietly playing
pat-a-cake with Ricky, gave him a squeeze. “I’ve got to go,
Ricky my boy. Yes,” she said laughing, “I see you can do it all by yourself.
Uuuuup in the oven. That’s a boy!”


Still smiling, Sister Harris arose and came to embrace
Cassie. “What a fine blessing. I hope you listened to every word.”


“I did,” Cassie assured her.


“Well, I’m on my way. You need to come too, Alfred,” Sister
Harris admonished from the entryway. “We’re due at the dentist in half an
hour.”


“I know, I know, Mother.” Bishop opened the door for her,
and she twinkled up at him as she passed through.


“Race you,” she challenged. “First one there is last in the
chair.”


Bishop caught Cassie’s eye and winked. “Now, now, Mother.
Act your age.” He spoke to empty air, because Sister Harris was trotting across
the parking lot. Bishop quickly closed the door and scooted decorously out to
his own car.


Cassie smiled as tires squealed on the blacktop. “What a
pair they are!” she said to Ben. “They still have fun.”


“They’re still in love,” he said and then dropped his eyes.
“Um, come sit down, Cassie. I want to talk to you a minute.” Ben sank down on
the couch by Ricky and pulled the boy onto his lap.


Cassie stood warily behind the easy chair. “What about?”


Ben’s eyes flashed and his voice had an edge. “Who do you
think I am? Do you think I’m going to make some kind of move on you at a time
like this? I only wanted to ask you what the police are doing to find the
hit-and-run.”


Cassie felt her face turning red, and she covered her cheeks
with her hands for a moment. “I’m sorry,” she said.


“Come and sit down.” Ben’s voice had lost its sharpness.
“I’m the one who should apologize. I hope we can get past all of that.”


Cassie sat.


“Now,” Ben began, “what have you heard from the police?”


Cassie frowned in puzzlement. “Nothing.”


“They didn’t report on their progress from the
investigation?”


“I don’t know that there was an investigation beyond what
they did on the day of the accident. No one took a license number. All anyone
could say was that the car was a dark color. Some said blue, some said black.”


“Did they give you profiles to look at? Silhouettes of the
shape of cars? Did they canvass in the offices that face onto the road around
the medical center?”


“I don’t know. You’ll have to ask them.”


“But they took Chan’s clothes, didn’t they? The things he
was wearing when he was hit?”


“No. I have Chan’s clothes. I was going to wash them this
morning.”


“You didn’t wash them!”


“No. Sister Harris came before I got to it. Why?”


“Well, we dodged a bullet there.” Ben went on to explain,
“If someone gets hit with a car, sometimes there will be microscopic paint
chips embedded in the clothes. That’s especially true if he was wearing Levi’s
or a belt with a buckle.”


“Which he was. They’re all in the sack from the mortuary.”


“Will you get them for me? Can I take them?”


“Yes. Wait here.” Cassie returned in a moment with the bag
and handed it to Ben, who was standing by the door holding Ricky’s hand.


“Stay in touch, won’t you, if you go wandering off?” he
requested. “I may have questions to ask. I’m going to bird-dog this.
It isn’t precisely my department, but I’ll make sure it doesn’t get lost in the
shuffle.”


“Yes. I will.” Unaccountably touched by his promise, Cassie
felt tears spring to her eyes and knelt down to talk to Ricky to cover her
feelings. “Good-bye,” she said. “Come see me again, won’t you?”


She didn’t fool the little boy. “Sad, Tassie?” he asked,
reaching with his finger to touch a tear that was resting on her cheek.


“Sometimes,” Cassie said, smiling sadly.


“Here.” Ricky held out Elmo.


“Oh, does Elmo want to give me a hug?” Cassie cuddled the
fuzzy red Muppet. “Thank you. Now I feel better.” She handed 
the doll back to its owner.


“No! Elmo is for you. You’re sad.”


Now the tears were really flowing. Unstrung by the charity
of a toddler, Cassie, still on her knees, clutched Elmo and sobbed. Ricky’s
chin began to quiver.


“Oh, no!” Ben said. “We’re going to have a situation here.”
Scooping up the child, who had just begun to wail, he said, “I’ve got to go,
Cassie.”


Cassie, laughing through her tears, stood and embraced both
father and son together. “Thank you, Ricky,” she said. “Don’t cry. I’m not
crying, see?” Cassie forced a smile and tried to give him back his toy, but he
pushed it away, weeping.


Ben felt behind him for the door handle, turned it, and
pulled the door open. “Good luck, Cassie.” Ben spoke loudly over the noise of
Ricky’s bawling as he held up the black mortuary bag. “I’ll let you know what
we find out.”


“Thank you for coming, Ben. Thanks for the blessing.” Cassie
stood at the door and watched as he made his way down the sidewalk and buckled
the wailing child into his car seat.


“It’s going to be a long drive to my mother’s,” he called to
Cassie.


Smiling, she waved as he drove away. Then, carrying her

well-worn gift, she went inside to make plans.
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“I don’t like the
idea of you going off like this to a strange place.” Punky’s green beetle was
approaching the congested passenger drop-off area of Sky Harbor
Airport, and she kept her eyes on the road.


“Punky, every time you bring me to the airport I’m heading
off to a strange place,” Cassie reminded her. “That’s at least once a month,
and sometimes twice.”


“But those times you have a destination. You’re going there
for a purpose.”


“I’ve got a purpose for flying to Seattle, I assure you.”


Punky maneuvered into a parking place by the curb and turned
to face her friend. “I can’t help but worry. I’m glad you had a blessing, and
that you asked Ben to do it. How are things between you?”


“Oh, we’re not back to our old easy relationship, but it
will come. He told me he wasn’t going to ‘resume the courtship.’” Cassie
reached for the door handle.


“No. Don’t go yet.” Punky fished in her purse and drew out a
small red book. “There’s a fellow in the cast—plays opposite
me, in fact. He’s a Gideon, and he gave me a New Testament. Actually,” Punky
grinned, “I made him make it a trade. I gave him a Book of Mormon.”


“What’s a Gideon?”


“It’s like a Christian men’s club, I think. Maybe it’s a
denomination. Anyway, they minister by giving out Bibles. I asked for a second
one for you. Here. You can put it in your purse, and if you get feeling low,
you can read it and gain some comfort right there and then.”


“Thank you, Punky.” Cassie tucked the book in her purse and
leaned over to hug her friend. “When do you open?”


“Tomorrow night is dress rehearsal. We open on Friday.”


“Well, break a leg!” Cassie got out of the car and Punky
popped the luggage compartment so Cassie could pull her suitcase out. Stooping
to look through the window, she said, “I know you’ll be busy, but call me if
you can. I’ll have my cell phone with me. Thanks for the ride.”


Punky waved, and spotting an opening in the traffic flow,
she zipped into the empty space and was soon lost to sight. Cassie stood on the
curb feeling as she had yesterday when Bishop Harris and Ben removed their
hands from her head: as if she were untethered, set adrift from her moorings.
Then she took a deep breath and sailed on into the airport.


* * *


Cassie looked out the window with interest as they flew over
Mount St. Helens’ gaping crater. The sky was utterly cloudless, and the forest
on the flanks of the mountain was mottled like a calico cat in hues of green,
yellow, and orange. Soon she could see towns and cities below, and then the
blue of Puget Sound, a huge inland sea strewn with peninsulas and islands.


After they landed, Cassie rented a car and got out the map
and driving directions she had printed off the night before. Following the
signs to the freeway, she turned north on I-5 and drove past downtown Seattle,
where shiny new skyscrapers dwarfed turn-of-the-century
brick buildings and in the distance the Space Needle jabbed the sky. After
Phoenix and Scottsdale with its spiny, thorny, drought-resistant
vegetation, the riot of green on the populated hills around Lake Washington
seemed almost decadent. Cassie remembered something Chan had said as they were
driving along one day: “I’ve never seen so much bare dirt.” She understood what
he meant, now.


Following her map, she exited the freeway and turned left at
the surface road. The streets were constricted, and the houses were older, with
narrow clapboard siding and curious, fish scale-like wooden shingles
under the steep-pitched gables. Some of them were almost hidden in a
tangle of growth; others had severely pruned hedges and shrubs accenting the
front yards. But all were surrounded by the color and texture of vibrant
vegetation. Banks of mums in autumn bronze and gold were a backdrop to the showier
dalias, whose purple, yellow, and crimson blooms, large as dinner plates,
looked like multicolored suns sprouting in the front yard.


As Cassie continued driving west, the houses gave way to a
seedy, gray industrial section that gradually became an area of 
boatyards. She looked with interest at the sailboats sitting in cradles high
above the street, their massive keels knifing down four, six, eight feet below
them. Searching for a business that had an address painted so she could see how
close she was to her destination, Cassie saw the sign she was looking for:
Jensen and Sjoding, Yacht Brokers.


The gate was open, and she drove in between rows of large
boats sitting up on Styrofoam blocks. A young man was wielding a brush on a
long handle, washing the hull of a huge motorboat that had sweeping, pouncing,
art-deco lines. Cassie slowed and rolled down her window. She caught
his eye, and he put down his brush and approached with a diffident matter and a
shy smile.


“I’m looking for the office,” Cassie said. “Jensen and
Sjoding? Where is it?”            


He ran his fingers through the brown curly hair that fell
over his forehead and then pointed. “Go straight down the way you’re going and
turn left at the end. Turn right at the next line of boats and go as far as you
can go. The office is right by the water.”


“Thank you.” Cassie continued as she had been instructed and
was amazed at the vista that opened to her when she reached the water’s edge.
Row upon row of docks with boats of all sizes and descriptions moored to them
extended as far as she could see in either direction.


The sun was warm, but a breeze was blowing, carrying the
damp scent of salt water. It gave a chill to the air, and Cassie was glad she
had worn a pair of brown, high-heeled boots and a turtleneck sweater
under her tan pantsuit. After getting out of the car, she stood for a moment
and examined the yacht broker’s premises. It seemed a prosperous enough place:
a well-kept building, lots of glass, and blooming flowers in strategically
placed planters on the covered porch. Pushing open the heavy glass door, she
detected a faint musty odor, but that was the only thing that detracted from
the deep burgundy carpet, dark wood, maritime paintings, and rich
furnishings.


“May I help you? I’m Mr. Jensen.”


Cassie turned to find a short man with an immense girth. He
had a bald pate above a fringe of gray hair, an oval face with merry wrinkles,
and he wheezed when aspirating his aitches. Extending her hand, she said, “I
hope you can. My husband recently bought a boat through you, apparently at an
auction?”


“Yes?” As he shook hands, Mr. Jensen’s smile became rigid
around the edges.


Cassie wondered how many wives came in to Jensen and Sjoding
to try to give back the boats their husbands had purchased. “I’ve come to you
for information,” she said. “I was recently 
widowed, and it was only then that I found out about the boat.”


“Come into my office, Mrs. . . .”


“Jordain,” Cassie supplied as she followed Mr. Jensen down
the hall to a corner office overlooking the marina. She took the seat that was
offered, and while he settled his bulk in an immense office chair, she drew the
envelope bearing the yacht broker’s logo out of her purse.


“Mrs. Jordain.” Mr. Jensen tried the name and then smiled in
recognition. “Yes. Red Swan. We
purchased the boat for a Mr. Chandler Jordain.”


“Yes. The papers just came on Monday.”


“You said you were recently widowed, but we contracted with
Mr. Jordain just last—”


“My husband was killed in an accident a week and a half
ago.”


“I’m sorry, Mrs. Jordain. Please accept my condolences.”


“Thank you, Mr. Jensen. I think he may have been going to
surprise me with the boat, so I knew nothing about it.”


“I see. Well, how may I help you?”


“I guess I’d like to know about the transaction. Did he say
why he wanted to buy a boat? Why did he buy this particular one? Any
information that you can give me would be appreciated. It will help me decide
what I want to do with it.”


“I handled the transaction myself, but I never saw your
husband in person. He apparently knew the Red Swan was coming up for auction, and he wanted it, however
high the bidding went. He paid us with a funds transfer to our bank and signed
the papers by fax. That’s about it, Mrs. Jordain.”


“And where is the boat, the Red Swan, right now?”


“It’s in a slip at Quarry Harbor.” Mr. Jensen wheezed out
the aitch on Harbor. “Mr. Jordain requested that it be moored there, and we
were able to sublet a slip for the winter season. My grandson took it over
there last week and left the key with the harbormaster.”


“Is that your grandson out there washing boats?” Cassie
asked, and when he nodded she said, “He has a sweet smile.”


“He’s the joy of my life. I had hoped that he would go on to
college, but all he wants to do is be around boats.”


Cassie looked at her watch. “Well, I guess the next thing to
do is go to Quarry Harbor to see the boat.”


“Unless you want to find a place to stay here in Seattle,
see the sights and all, and we’ll bring the boat over for you to see.”


“I think it probably would be more efficient for me to go
there. Can you tell me how to get to Quarry Harbor?”


“It’s on St. Mary’s Island.” Mr. Jensen stepped to a framed
map on the wall, and Cassie stood to see it.


“He pointed. Take the ferry at Anacortes. There’s a ferry
that leaves every twenty minutes, but you want the one that leaves on the hour.
You get off at the town of Shingle Bay, here. It’s the largest town on the
island. Drive about ten miles up the north side of the island to the
westernmost point. Here. That’s Quarry Harbor.”


“I should be able to find it all right.”


“I’m sure you will. If, after you see the Red Swan, you decide to sell her, we would be glad to handle
the sale. She’s a sweet little boat and would fetch a good price.”


“Mmm. I’ll think about it. I don’t yet know what I’m going
to do.”


“Where are you from, Mrs. Jordain?”


“Scottsdale, Arizona.”


Mr. Jensen laughed out loud. The buttonholes on his dress
shirt strained against the buttons as his belly shook. “Not much water down
there to float a boat.”


“Nothing like you’ve got here,” Cassie admitted, smiling.
“Do you have a card, Mr. Jensen, in case I might have something else to ask
you?”


Cassie pocketed the business card and Mr. Jensen followed
her down the hall to the door, which he opened for her, extending his
hand.


“Thank you for coming in,” he said. “Anything we can do to
help you, we will. And again, we offer our condolences for your loss.”


“Thank you, Mr. Jensen.” Cassie patted her pocket. “I have
your card.”


As Cassie walked back to her car, she smelled the aroma of
fish frying and realized she was hungry. Retracing her route through the boat
lot, she came back to the city street and decided she’d drive on until she
found someplace to eat.


She was soon rewarded with a little open-air stand
that sold fish and chips. Sitting at a picnic table to eat, she spread out her
map and traced the route she needed to take to get back to the freeway. Then
she put it away and watched two gulls who were sitting on a fence, eyeing her
lunch. There was a sign hanging on the fence encouraging patrons to feed the
gulls, so she tossed a fry onto the deck and watched the squawking birds race
for the morsel. The original gulls were soon joined by two more on the fence,
and the competition got fiercer. By the time Cassie finished her lunch there
was a crowd of noisy gulls vying for her leftovers, and she began to think that
feeding the first one had been a bad idea. Glad to be leaving, she cleaned up
her mess, got back in the car, and headed for Anacortes.


She found it to be a pretty little town on a hill that
sloped down to the sea. There was a grassy park on either side of the ferry
dock, landscaped in native plants, with decorative
concrete-and-brick walkways and marine statuary. Cassie parked
there and looked out over the blue expanse of Rosario Strait. A solitary
sailboat with its sail puffed out like Mr. Jensen’s belly made its way slowly
across her field of vision. Then a ferry approached the dock, coasting in with
its engines idling. She started as it sounded its horn, two short and one long
blast. The engines roared as they were reversed, and the large white craft
slowed, slowed, and stopped just as the lip of the ferry touched the dock.


Looking at her watch, Cassie saw that it was twenty minutes
to the hour. She started her car, pulled around to the ticket booth, and bought
passage to St. Mary’s Island. Then she parked in the lane she was directed to,
turned off the engine, and resigned 
herself to a fifteen-minute wait.
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Cassie slowly pulled onto the ferry, following the signals of
the deckhand who waved her into a new lane that put her first in line on the
inside row. Signs posted on the bulkhead advised her to set her emergency brake
and turn off her engine, so she did. Then she followed the example of the other
passengers and left her car for the top deck of the ferry.


There was a large lounge on each end, with booths
upholstered in green vinyl lining the walls and rows of matching chairs in
conversation groupings in the middle. Huge windows gave an unobstructed view of
the Strait, the islands and, far in the distance, the craggy,
white-capped bulk of Mt. Baker.


Cassie made her way out onto the forward deck and found a
seat in the sun. Within minutes she felt the vibrations of the engines and saw
the pilings of the ferry dock slide away. They were out into Rosario Strait,
and as the ferry picked up speed, the fourteen-knot breeze grew cool
and sharp. Thinking she should have brought at least a sweater, Cassie retreated
to the enclosed cabin, choosing a booth far away from a noisy group of
teenagers.


Someone had discarded a copy of the Seattle Times on the seat after attempting the crossword puzzle.
Glancing at it, Cassie could see at once that a mistake had been made and
pulled out her pen. She worked at the puzzle for a minute, but her attention
was soon claimed by the sight of a rocky island no bigger than a city block
going by, followed by another only slightly larger, but with a stand of trees
on it and a house sitting on a cliff above the sea.


They passed a sailboat pulling a dinghy, and as Cassie
looked down from her seat high in the ferry, a trim, gray-haired lady
dressed in a blue sweatshirt sitting on the back deck caught her eye and waved.
Cassie waved back and then wondered if they really had connected. Had a
stranger waved at her? But it happened again as another boat passed by, and
Cassie began to wonder what there was about the sea that promoted such
camaraderie.


They passed a tug pulling two barges piled high with
containers, and on top of the containers were two trucks. A barge going in the
other direction carried a small mountain of quarry spalls.


A large island loomed on the right and Cassie could see a
harbor opening up onto the strait. Houses ringed the protected water, each
with a dock and a boat moored there. It was colorful and picturesque, with the
blue of the sky echoed in the blue of the little bay. The green of the forest
that came down to the water had splashes of red vine maple and yellow alder,
and the houses added other odd dashes of color. Most of the boats were white,
and they stood out in relief against the darker colors, with the masts of the
sailboats adding bold vertical lines. Cassie wished for a camera.


As they at last approached St. Mary’s Island, people began
filing down to the car deck, and Cassie stood to go, too, carrying the
crossword puzzle with her. From her vantage point at the front of the ferry as
they pulled into the dock, she could see that the town of Shingle Bay was quite
small. As she drove off the ferry and up the hill, it was obvious that tourism
was a big economic factor and equally obvious that tourist season was almost
over. Several restaurants and gift shops, an ice cream parlor, and a T-shirt
factory were all closed for the season, and there were few pedestrians on the
street.


As instructed by Mr. Jensen, at the top of the hill she
turned right and drove through dense forest for ten miles, only occasionally
catching a glimpse of the sea. After checking the odometer several times to
make sure she hadn’t passed it, Cassie finally came to a sign that had an arrow
pointing to the Quarry Harbor turnoff. Heaving a sigh of relief, she drove
slowly along the winding road as it descended, passing the rock quarry for
which the town was named. Immediately after the rock works, the road dropped
sharply, giving a view of Quarry Harbor at sunset.


The town was small, with a population of perhaps five
hundred. It consisted of two horseshoe-shaped roads, one slightly
higher than the other, surrounding the harbor. There were houses on both sides
of the high road and houses on the uphill side of the low road, all very much
in the style of turn-of-the-century Washington when there
was plenty of cheap lumber. They had high-pitched shake roofs, and
most were painted white, with windows, fascia board, and gingerbread in a
contrasting hue. All had the luscious green growth around them, grass, late
blooming flowers, and shrubbery that Cassie had begun to expect. There was an
added element here though—a tall, stately tree whose broad
leaves were still shiny green and whose bark was pied in umber and brown,
looking like a tattered garment falling away in shreds.


At the north end of the horseshoe sat the business district,
such as it was, consisting of the Hickcox Hotel, the Hickcox store, and a
boatworks.


There were no houses on the water. The whole of the harbor
was taken with the docks and piers of the marina, which had slips for two
hundred boats.


Cassie pulled off the road so she could take it all in. The
village was certainly quaint, stacked as it was on the hillside. The forest of
masts in the marina and the boats that were sitting at anchor farther out only
added to its charm. Mare’s tails high in the sky turned pink with the setting
sun, and the water made spun-sugar reflections as the light was
fading. “I’ve got to buy a camera,” Cassie muttered.


Putting the car in gear, she descended to the lower road and
turned right, driving a ways and then dead-ending in an
almost-empty parking lot. The hotel was an imposing two stories with
a verandah wrapping three sides on both the main and second floor. It was
actually built on the same elevation as the houses on the upper street, and as
the shadows deepened, the green of the gardens below falling down to the
shoreline became indistinct and lent the impression of a great white mansion
hovering in the air.


As Cassie watched, low lights came on all along the
walkways, illuminating the stairs that had to be climbed to reach the hotel.
Wondering who laid out such inefficiency, Cassie hoped there might be a bellhop
who would fetch her luggage, so she gathered her purse and newspaper and made
the climb.


Entering the hotel lobby was like going back in time.
Everything, from the heavy wooden beams overhead to the wide plank floors to
the figured carpet runners to windows with the odd imperfect pane, spoke of an
era of artisans. After the chill of the evening, the real log fire burning
briskly in the lobby fireplace was welcome. Cassie rang the bell at the
registration desk, and while waiting for the clerk, she read the history of the
Hickcox Hotel that was framed and hanging on the wall.


The hotel had been built in 1886 by Raymond Hickcox, who
owned the quarry above the town. In a time when water was the cheapest
transportation, granite from Quarry Harbor supplied the building needs for all
the growing cities of Puget Sound. With the proliferation of railroads, the
economic edge was lost, and the quarry shipped its last load of granite in
1930. The Hickcox family still controlled the destiny of Quarry Harbor, because
they owned all the land in the town and surrounding area. Determined that the
village retain its distinctive charm and not become a sprawling tourist Mecca
catering only to the rich and famous, the family continued to operate the hotel
and store and leased out the old, company-built houses on ninety-nine-year
contracts.


Cassie looked around the deserted lobby and rang the bell
again. A young woman came around the corner from the direction of the dining
room, wiping her hands on a waiter’s apron. “I’m sorry,” she apologized. “I
didn’t mean to make you wait.” Stepping behind the counter, she asked, “How may
I help you?”


“I’d like a room. And do you have someone who can fetch my
luggage?”


“I do,” the young lady assured her with a smile. The tag on
her blouse identified her as Patty. Of medium height and build, she had short brown
hair that turned up at the ends and curled charmingly around her ears. “Here
you go,” she said, giving Cassie a paper to sign. “You are in 216. That’s close
to the bathroom.”


“Close to the bathroom?” Cassie frowned.


“There are no private baths,” Patty explained.


“You’re kidding!”


“Yes. The Hickcox family wanted to retain the flavor of the
late eighteen hundreds, when the hotel was built. So, when any updates were
made, it never included private baths. We’re equal opportunity, though.
Everyone has to walk.” There was no apology, just another smile. Cassie
hesitated a moment before signing. Reflecting that there was no alternative and
that she could rough it for a couple of nights, she put her signature to the
paper.


Patty gave Cassie a heavy brass key. “Elevator is right over
there. When you get out, turn right. I’ll make sure your luggage is brought
right up. Which car?”


Cassie gave her the keys. “It’s the blue Sable. I parked as
close as I could get.”


Riding the smooth and quiet elevator, Cassie judged that
this must have been one of the acceptable updates. When the doors opened, she
turned right as directed and walked down a hall that had a decided list to the
left and a floor that creaked. “Part of the charm,” she muttered as she looked
for Room 216.


The key turned easily in the lock, and as the door swung
silently open Cassie turned on the light. The room was large and
well-appointed in an old fashioned way, with a braided rug on the
floor and a small writing table by the window. A dresser sat opposite a high
double bed graced with mahogany head- and foot-boards. Instead of a
closet, there was a tall wooden wardrobe. And on the west wall, French doors
opened out onto the second floor verandah.


There was a knock at the door, and when Cassie opened it,
Patty was there with her suitcase. “I didn’t mean for you to carry it up the
stairs,” she said, fishing in her pocket for a tip.


“Been doing it all summer,” Patty said, wheeling it in.
“Thank you very much. You’re very generous. Here are your car keys.” Pausing at
the door, she said, “Do you want to have something to eat tonight?”


“Yes, I would.”


“The dining room closes at eight-thirty. You’ve
got plenty of time, but don’t be any later than that, or we can’t serve you.”


“I want to make a phone call. When I’ve done that, I’ll be
right down.”


“All right! I’ll see you then.” Patty flashed a smile and
closed the door behind her.


Cassie heard the floorboards creak as Patty walked toward
the elevator. Taking out her cell phone and the paper on which she had written
the Edmonds First Ward telephone number, she began dialing, only to find that
there was no service in this area. “Oh, no! And I told everyone I would have my
cell phone on,” she groaned. “Well, I’ll just have to get my messages every
day.”


Picking up the phone on the writing table, she asked for an
outside line. As she dug in her purse for her phone card, she came upon the
little red New Testament that Punky had given her. Glad for the connection with
a friend, she put it on the table. With phone card in hand, she went through
the tedious process of punching in numbers and then listened to the burring
tone as the telephone rang in an empty bishop’s office.


Sighing, Cassie hung up the phone and went down to the
dining room, where white tablecloths and flickering candles lent a gracious
ambience. Two couples were lingering over coffee, but there was no sign of a
hostess. Cassie paused at the entrance, and moments later Patty appeared.


“Here you are,” she said, with a confident smile. “Would you
like to sit near the window? Follow me, please.”


Patty recommended the rockfish, saying it was fresh and
quick. She was right. It was fresh, quick, and excellent. While she ate, Cassie
gazed out the window at the running lights of fishing boats coming in to dock
in the dark. Farther out in the harbor, the mooring lights of sailboats sitting
at anchor shimmered in the water. It was beyond picturesque; it was something
that needed to be shared, and Cassie felt very alone.


After finishing her meal, Cassie left a generous tip for
Patty and went upstairs to get ready for bed. As she unpacked her suitcase, she
found the little red Muppet, her gift from Ricky Torres. With it sitting on the
table next to the New Testament, she felt less lonely.


She was in her pajamas before she remembered she had to make
the trip down the hall. Using the robe provided by the hotel (cheaper than
building a private bath, she thought),
Cassie padded to the bathroom and back with a towel and her toothbrush in hand.
As she set her watch on the table, she spied the New Testament with the Gideon
logo on the front. Opening it randomly, she read the first complete verse at
the top of a page. It was Matthew 4:19, where Jesus says “I will make you
fishers of men.” Thinking that was appropriate for the locale, she knelt by her
bedside and prayed that she would find the answers to her questions.


The sheets were damp and cold as she climbed into bed, and
as she lay shivering, she ached with loneliness as she remembered how Chan had
warmed her bed during those few chilly desert nights. 


They had spent four nights sleeping together as man and
wife. His shoulder had been her pillow and his arm her cradle. Cassie lay
listening to the creaking timbers of the old hotel, and tears slid down her
face as she grieved for the empty place beside her that never again would hold
the warm body of her husband.


It doesn’t matter what answers I find, she thought. Nothing will bring Chan
back.


It was in that twilight between wakefulness and sleep that
she wondered how she could find any answers when she didn’t even know the
questions.
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Cassie awoke to a different world. The enchanting scene from
the night before had disappeared, and in its place was a milky white blur. The
diaphanous, slowly swirling strands of fog that lay over the harbor reminded
Cassie of the batting that the older sisters had spread out over quilting
frames the last enrichment night as they tried to teach the younger women that
ancient art.


Dressed in her navy slacks, matching knit top, and black
high-heeled boots, Cassie went down to breakfast. As she sat at her
table of the night before, she automatically wiped the window with her napkin
and then realized that it was the harbor that was foggy, not the glass. For
someone used to the clear air of the desert, this inability to see for miles
was discomfiting, and Cassie resolved to finish her business and get back to
Arizona.


Patty, perky as ever, brought her the check.


“I didn’t expect to see you this morning,” Cassie said as
she signed the ticket.


“I’m covering for Irene,” Patty said. “She’s out today.”


“Well, tell me, Patty. Where will I find the harbormaster?”


“His place is right over . . .” Patty pointed, but
realized that the harbormaster’s office couldn’t be seen.


“It sure is foggy,” Cassie commented.


Patty laughed. “Oh, I wouldn’t call this foggy. This is
misty. When it’s foggy you can’t see five feet in front of you. See how we can
make out the marina and the first row of boats? If it was foggy, you wouldn’t
be able to see past the porch. No, what you’ve got out there is mist.”


Cassie laughed. “All right. I’ll accept that. But where is
the 
harbormaster’s office?”


“Come over to the desk and I’ll show you.” Patty led the way
to the lobby and pointed to a site map under the glass. “Here we are. Go down
the stairs and follow the path around, and that will take you to the pier. See?
You can see it right down there.”


Cassie’s eyes followed where she pointed, and she
nodded.


“Okay. Now, you want to go down the first set of stairs to
the left off that pier, and you’ll be on A Dock. It runs along like that. Go
down about halfway, and you’ll see a little building. It’s a houseboat tied up
to A dock. That’s the harbormaster’s place. He lives there, but he also has an
office in front.”


“Will he be open yet?”


“He’s always open. He’s got a ship’s bell hanging just
outside the office door. If he’s not there, ring it, and he’ll get there as
soon as he can.”


“Thank you very much.” Cassie turned to go.


“Uh, are you going out like that?” Patty asked. “No jacket?
Not even long sleeves?”


“It’s all I brought,” Cassie said. “I didn’t anticipate fog
or mist or whatever that is outside.”


“Well, you have to have a jacket or you’ll catch your death.
Let me loan you one.”


Cassie looked reluctant, and Patty urged, “You can get one
at the store and return mine.”


“Where is the store?”


Patty pointed to the site map again. “Just continue along
the path. Go past the marina entrance, and it’s right here.” She pointed out
the window. “You can just barely see it over there. See?”


Cassie nodded. “That’s not too far. If I walk briskly, I’ll
stay warm, and I won’t trouble you for the loan of a jacket. Thanks for the
information.”


“See you later,” Patty called. “Have a nice day.”


The moment Cassie stepped outside she was sorry she hadn’t
accepted Patty’s offer of a jacket. It’s not that it was so cold, but the
dampness clung to her skin, and a fitful breeze made it seem even cooler than
it was. When she came to a set of stairs, she found the handrail was wet, and
she rubbed her hands together to dry them as soon as she was off the steps.
“Listen to the locals,” she admonished herself. “Borrow the jacket.”


Walking more rapidly, she soon came to the store and pushed
through the swinging, half-glass door to find the same
worn-plank floor, the same rough-hewn beams in the ceiling,
the same century-old glass in the windows. Instead of a fireplace,
there was a large oil stove in the middle of the store, with several
weather-beaten men sitting nearby. Their conversation stopped when
Cassie entered, and they stared in concert.


Finally, one of the men spoke. “Can I help you?”


“Patty, up at the hotel, said I could get a jacket here.”


“End of the aisle. You can’t miss ’em.”


Cassie headed in the direction he indicated and found a rack
of outerwear. Selecting a soft navy fleece, she tried it on. It was a bit big,
but she found if she cuffed the sleeves, it would do. Wearing it up to the
check-out counter, she was amused at the way conversation died as she
approached. Pulling off the tags, she gave them to the man who had come to the
counter. “I’ll wear it,” she said.


“Where are you from?” the clerk asked, taking her
money.


“Arizona. It was warm there when I left.”


“This isn’t cold. The mist will burn off in a bit and the
sun will be out. Should be a beautiful day.”


“I’ll hold you to that,” Cassie said, smiling as she turned
to leave. Stepping out into the chilly morning air, she began to believe, as
the sun was now shining dimly through, and she could definitely see farther
than she could a while before. She jammed her hands into the pockets of the
fleece, walked back down to the pier, and followed Patty’s directions to Dock
A. Unaware of how out-of-place the elegant cut of her trousers
and her smart-looking boots were in this setting, Cassie smiled and
said good morning to a young man working on his boat. He didn’t respond but
followed her with his eyes. He would never believe that the
sophisticated-looking, oversized fleece that hung so stylishly on her
tall, slender frame came from the Hickcox General Store and was identical to
the tattered one he himself wore.


Cassie found the harbormaster’s place. She contemplated the
ship’s bell, then decided instead to knock on the door. It was opened by a
tall, lanky fellow with a shock of gray hair and piercing blue eyes that
matched his blue plaid shirt. He looked her over wordlessly and waited to hear
her errand.


Undismayed by this cool reception, Cassie called up the
people skills that had served her so well as she dealt with difficult doctors
and hospital managers. Smiling, she extended her hand. “Good morning. I’m
Cassie Jordain, and I’d like your help in locating a boat that my late husband
bought through Jensen and Sjoding. It was delivered here last week, I believe.”


There was a noticeable pause before the older man spoke.
“That would be Red Swan,” he said
finally. “She’s down on B Float. Other side of the pier. Slip number three.
Next to the last one on the east side. Do you want me to take you there?”


“Is B Float different from B Dock?”


“It’s the same thing. Float, dock, it’s the same thing. Do you
want me to show you?”


“No. I can find it.” Again Cassie summoned up a smile, in
spite of the harbormaster’s icy reception. “Thank you.”


Cassie retraced her steps. As she passed the young man
fixing his boat, he seemed to have found his voice. Tall and good looking, he
had chiseled features and a lady-killing smile, which he flashed now
as he looked up, wrench in hand, and said, “’Morning.”


Somehow that made up for the harbormaster’s frigid manner,
and Cassie replied to his greeting. “I can almost see the sun,” she added,
pointing up as she continued walking.


“It’s burning off pretty quick,” he observed. “Should be a
beautiful day.”


“I’m beginning to believe it.” Cassie called over her
shoulder. She climbed the steps to the pier and walked across, descending the
other side to B Dock. The fuel station was located on the pier, but there were
parking spaces all along B dock for boats to tie up to and fuel with long hoses
that were rolled up on huge reels. Next to that was a public area for dinghies
and skiffs to accommodate people coming in from anchored boats or from outlying
islands. Down at the end of B Float there were four slips. Cassie walked to the
next-to-the-last one and read the number posted on the dock
in front of it. “B-three. This is it.”


The boat was nothing at all like she had expected. Knowing
Chan, she would have thought to find something sporty, something obviously
fast, a high-performing powerboat, like the one Mr. Jensen’s grandson
had been washing. Instead, an older boat was tied up in the slip. A
double-ender, it had a shiny red hull and a white house covering all
but a small back deck. Cassie walked down the float alongside, resting her hand
on the gunwale as she leaned over to peer in the window.


“Looking for something?”


Cassie straightened and quickly turned around to meet the
dark, angry eyes of a man mending nets on the back deck of a fishing boat tied
up at the end of the dock. Hackles rising at his tone and demeanor, Cassie
said, “I own this boat, and no, I don’t need anything.”


Cassie turned her back to him and continued her inspection.
At the sight of the brass padlock on the door to the cabin, she remembered that
the harbormaster had the key and that if she wanted to look inside, she’d have to
go back and brave his arctic stare again. Sighing, she began to wonder why she
had come this long way, just to be stared at and spoken rudely to, and for a
moment she was irked with Chan that he would put her through this.


Conscious of the net-mender’s gaze, but careful
not to look at him, she walked with back straight and head up in long,
determined strides back to the harbormaster’s office.


He met her at the door with a cup in his hand and an
apology. “I’m never civil until I’ve had my coffee,” he explained. “By the way,
I’m Halvar Knuteson. Come in.”


Cassie extended her hand. “How do you do, Mr. Knuteson. As I
said, I’m Cassie Jordain.” She stepped into the cozy living room/office of Mr.
Knuteson’s floating home.


Closing the door, the harbormaster asked, “Did you find her?
Red Swan?”


“I did. I’ve come back for the key so I can get inside.”


“The key . . . the key . . .” Mr.
Knuteson mused. “I have it, you say?”


“Mr. Jensen said his grandson brought it over last week and
left the key with you.”


“Oh, yes. I hung it on the key board. I remember.” He began
checking the tags of the keys on a board by the door, reading each name in an
under voice so intently that when a young man entered, he didn’t look up.


“Are you the harbormaster?”


Cassie was amused to see the icy stare fastened on the young
man. “Be with you in a minute,” Mr. Knuteson said and turned back to the
board.


The young man seemed not to mind. Of medium height and
muscular build, he had copper-colored hair sticking out from under
his baseball cap, and he was chewing on a toothpick. His hazel eyes had an
intelligent look about them, and he stood patiently while Mr. Knuteson finished
his search.


“Here we go. Red Swan.
I knew I had them.” Taking the keys off the hook, he handed them to
Cassie.


“Red Swan?” the young
man said. “I’ve come for the Red Swan.”


“Who are you?” Cassie and Mr. Knuteson both asked the
question at the same time.


“I’m Luke Matthews. I work for Island Charter Service out of
Shingle Bay. A couple of weeks ago someone contracted with us to have the Red
Swan brought from here over to Madrona
Island today. The owner is going to pick it up there this afternoon.”


“Madrona Island!” Mr. Knuteson’s shaggy brows went up. “What
for? It’s a state park.”


“I just know what I was hired to do,” said the young
man.


“Do you have anything to prove what you’re saying?” Cassie
asked.


“Let’s all sit down,” Mr. Knuteson said. “Sit down, Mrs.
Jordain. Let’s get this sorted out.”


Cassie sat in a rocking chair in front of a gas fireplace.
Luke Matthews took off his hat and sat on the couch, and Mr. Knuteson pulled a
straight-back chair over and sat between them.


“Mrs. Jordain asked a good question,” he said to Luke. “Do
you have any paperwork that says you’re to take the Red Swan to Madrona Island?”


“I do.” Luke produced a folded-up paper from his
jacket pocket. Mr. Knuteson unfolded it, scanned it, nodded, and passed it to
Cassie. Her heart skipped a beat as she recognized the 
signature at the bottom.


“It’s signed by my husband,” she said, folding the paper and
giving it back to Luke. “You’ve come on an empty errand, though. The owner
won’t be picking it up this afternoon.”


The toothpick wiggled as Luke Matthews regarded Cassie.
“With all due respect, ma’am, do you have any paperwork to prove what you’re
saying? I’ve contracted to do a job, and I don’t think—”


“My husband is the one who hired you,” Cassie said. “He died
a week and a half ago. As I said, he will not be there to pick up the boat this
afternoon.”


The toothpick stopped. “I’m sorry,” Luke mumbled, looking
down at the hat in his hands.


“From the contract you brought, it appears that you were
paid in advance. Is this so?” Cassie asked kindly.


“Yes, ma’am.” Luke met her eyes, uncertain where the
question was leading.


“Would you be willing to take me out for a little while? I’d
like to see how the boat rides, and I’d like to see some of the islands.”


Luke brightened. “Sure. I can do that. Do you want to go
right now?”


Cassie looked out and saw that the mist had burned 
completely away. “Yes. Right now is fine.”


Standing, she extended her hand to Mr. Knuteson. “Thank
you,” she said.


“If you need anything else, come by and see me,” he
invited.


“I will,” she promised before stepping out into a
sun-drenched world. “Ow! I need my sunglasses,” she said, digging
them out of her purse. “What a change from this morning.”


“Do you know where the boat is?” Luke asked.


“Follow me,” Cassie said, confidently leading the way.
Coming down the stairs to B Float, she was relieved to see that the fishing
boat was no longer tied up at the end.


When they reached the Red Swan, Luke whistled. “What a beauty! I think I’ve seen her
underway; you can’t miss that red hull. The keys?”


Cassie handed them over and stood beside the boat as he
stepped aboard and unlocked the padlock. Swinging the cabin door open, he
fastened it back and began opening and closing cupboards as soon as he was
inside. Peeking through the window to see what he was doing, Cassie’s attention
was drawn away by the rumbling diesel engine of a fishing boat that was leaving
the fuel dock and approaching her. Standing on the back deck with feet spread
apart, wearing a turtleneck sweater, a Greek fisherman’s hat, and a five-o’clock
shadow over a set jaw, was the net mender. A ragged scar on his cheek stood out
against the dark stubble of his beard, and his brown eyes held hers as the boat
slid past. Cassie looked away, wondering what he had against her.
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The sound of Red Swan’s
engine starting called Cassie back to the matter at hand, and she turned away
as the fishing boat turned the corner around B Float.


“Do you want to cast off?” Luke called from inside.


“Yes,” Cassie called back over the rumble from the stack.
She set her purse on the back bench and spared one last glance at the departing
fishing boat. The net mender was standing just as he had been, watching her.
“Get your eyes full, fella,” she muttered as she bent to examine how the rope
was tied.


“Do I undo it from the dock or from the boat?” she called to
Luke.


He appeared at the door. “Have you ever been out on a boat
this size?”


She shook her head.


“You cast off from the dock,” he explained, “and take the
lines with you. But first, look at the way it’s tied up. I’m going to teach you
to do that, so that when we return you can be ready to tie ’er up as soon as
she’s in the slip.”


Cassie had her first lesson in seamanship right there as
Luke showed her how to use the cleat on the dock to stop the forward motion of
a boat without being pulled into the water, and how to quickly make it fast.
Then he taught her that she must always coil the line neatly and put off to the
side.


“A loose line is an accident ready to happen,” he cautioned.
“Now, are you ready to cast off?”


“Aye, aye, sir.” Cassie couldn’t help but grin.


“Undo the bow line first. Then you can undo the stern line
and step aboard. Careful, though. You’re not wearing boat-friendly
shoes.”


While Cassie did as she was told, Luke found the boat hook
and extended it. “The tide is going out, and we don’t have a lot of room to
maneuver. I’m not familiar with this boat, so if I kill the motor, or if she
isn’t as responsive as I think she should be, you can keep us from drifting in
where it’s too shallow. I don’t want to foul your prop.”


Wondering what Luke meant by “too shallow,” Cassie gripped
the boat hook and stared at the water as they backed toward the rocky perimeter
wall. When she heard a shifting of gears and felt the slow throbbing of the
engine pushing them forward, she relaxed. Following Luke’s orders, she took in
the bumpers and collapsed the boat hook and stowed it under the starboard
gunwale. Then she sat on the wooden bench that ran across the stern.


Cassie looked with interest at the boats lined up in the
marina. There were huge boats, twice the size of the Red Swan, shiny and new, with flying bridges and davits for
swinging a dinghy overboard. There were scabby-looking wooden
sailboats that looked as if they needed lots of TLC. Commercial fishing boats,
sport-fishing boats, family boats, show-off boats: it’s
a whole ’nother world, thought Cassie, and
she misted up, thinking that Chan wanted to share it with her. “Thank you,
Darling,” she whispered.


As soon as they were out of the marina, Luke increased the
speed. The steady pulsing of the engine was hypnotic, and as Cassie leaned her
head back and felt the sun on her face, the cry of the gulls overhead and the
smell of the salt air seemed to draw the sorrow out of her soul.


They spent a couple of hours tooling around, exploring coves
and straits, following coastlines. Luke stayed in the cabin and Cassie was
content to sit on the back deck in the sun and listen to the whoosh of the
water as the prop churned through it.


The sun was well over the midpoint when they slid through a
narrow passageway between two islands and entered a wide, open area where a
solitary sailboat was coaxing a couple of knots out of a fickle breeze. A huge
boat shooting a great rooster tail roared past them and Luke turned to cross
the wake head on. Cassie braced herself as the boat rocked forward and aft,
forward and aft, and then continued placidly along.


Luke appeared in the cabin door. “Have you got anywhere
special you want to go?”


Cassie shook her head. “No, this is wonderful. It’s like a
drug, it’s so soothing. Oh, wait. Maybe there is a place we can go.” Cassie
opened her purse and took out Chan’s day-timer. Turning to October
twelfth, she looked to see if there were any numbers written on that date.
Seeing that there were, Cassie showed them to Luke. “Can you find this place?”


Luke looked first at the long and lat and then at Cassie. 
“Yeah . . .” he said tentatively. “If that’s what you want to do.”


“Why not?” she asked. “I have a reason for wanting to go
there.”


“Oh?” Luke waited, but she didn’t tell him that her dead
husband had been going to take her there. After a moment he went forward and got
a chart to plot the course. “I thought so,” he called. “It’s just on the other
side of that island.”


Cassie looked at the notation below the long and lat. One
point five P. Looking at her watch, Cassie saw it was one o’clock. We’ll be
Johnny-on-the-spot, she
thought. I wonder what kind of a surprise Chan had planned.


When they reached the other side of the island there was
nothing in sight but an old crab boat chugging along, dropping crab pots
overboard. Fluorescent buoys marked the crabber’s progress across the bay. Luke
cut the power and came aft, letting the boat drift. It rose and fell as the
wake of some far-off boat reached them. Otherwise, the sea was flat
calm.


“This is low slack,” Luke said, chewing on his
toothpick.


“Low slack?”


“There’s an hour after low tide when the sea doesn’t move.
The currents quit running. That’s slack tide. Then the tide turns and it’s not
still again until after high tide.”


“High slack,” Cassie guessed, pulling off her fleece.


“Right.”


“That sun is really warm while we’re just sitting here,”
Cassie said. “It’s so peaceful, and the whole world seems to be blue. The sky,
the sea. Even the islands have a blue tinge to them.”


“You have on blue sunglasses,” Luke observed. “And that
crabber is a pretty ugly shade of yellow.”


“He’s coming toward us. Are we in his territory?”


“There’s no such thing as territory. Anyone can put a crab
pot here.”


“Well, I would say they’re getting mighty close. Is there
such a thing as pirates? They don’t look very reputable.”


“No, they don’t, do they? I think I’ll start the engine.”


By the time Luke had the engine running, the crabber had
swung around, pulled alongside, and thrown lines around Red Swan’s starboard cleats. Her heart suddenly racing,
Cassie dropped her purse to the floor, kicked it under the bench, and pushed
her fleece off on top if it. “What do you want?” she shouted above the roar of
the engines.


One of the crabber’s crew jumped aboard, while another
hoisted a wooden crate to the davit and swung it around so it was suspended
over Red Swan’s deck.


When Luke stepped out of the cabin carrying a flare gun, the
visiting crabber looked surprised and asked a question in Spanish.


Cassie grabbed a gaff hook that was hanging under the port
gunwale. Brandishing it, she said, “You’d better take off, fella! I don’t know
what you’re selling, but we aren’t buying any of it!”


Backing away, looking from Luke to Cassie, the swarthy
crabber repeated his question. The two crewmen on his boat looked at each
other and then started scanning the horizon with anxious faces.


When he got no answer, the uninvited visitor shouted to his
crew and vaulted over the gunwales while one cast off the lines and the other
pulled the davit back around. Then with a roar, the boat took off straight
across the bay.


Cassie wiped her palms on her fleece. “Hoo boy! I really
thought they were pirates. I wonder what that was all about!”


The toothpick was still as Luke stared hard at her. Without
a word he went forward and climbed into the captain’s seat. Slowly the Red
Swan turned and began chugging back to the
marina.


Gradually, Cassie’s pulse returned to normal. What a tale
I’ll have to tell Punky, she thought. Adventure
on the high seas! But for some
reason our good pilot is out of sorts. Maybe he didn’t like me taking an active
part in chasing them off. Or maybe he was scared, too, and doesn’t want to talk
about it.


Before long they reached Quarry Harbor. As they slowed to
wakeless speed in the marina, Cassie remembered Luke’s instruction and put out
the bumpers. Holding the bow line, she stood up on the gunwale, steadying
herself by holding onto the teak handrail on top of the cabin. As Luke pulled
into the slip, she stepped off and made the forward line fast as he had showed
her. Then she went quickly back and fastened the stern line.


She heard movement in the cabin: a drawer closing, a
cupboard opening and closing, switches clicking. Then Luke emerged and closed
the cabin door, fastening the padlock. Cassie leaned over to pick up her purse,
and Luke grabbed her wrist.


“Ow! What are you doing?”


The hazel eyes were intense as he brought his face close to
Cassie’s. “I want you to listen to what I have to say.”


Cassie tried to pull her hand away, but his grip was too
strong. “All right,” she said through clenched teeth. “Say it. I’m listening.”


“I don’t know what you meant by that little exercise out
there, but I didn’t find it amusing.” He turned his head and spat out his
toothpick.


“Little exercise? What are you talking about?”


“Just answer me this question. Where did you find that long
and lat?”


“What is that to you?”


Luke’s grip tightened. “Where did you get it?”


“Ow! It was my husband’s.”


“It might be better if you forgot you had it. Better for
your health.” Luke flung her hand away, tossed the keys on the bench, and stepped
over the gunwale.


Cassie rubbed her wrist as she watched him stride up the
dock. “Maybe he’s a diabetic,” she muttered. “They get cranky if they miss
lunch.” Gathering her purse and the boat keys, Cassie headed back to the
hotel.


* * *


Later, Cassie sat in her room with a tuna sandwich and a
glass of chocolate milk, alternately making phone calls and puzzling about the
episode on the boat just an hour before. She wondered if she should say
something about it to someone. But to whom? People didn’t seem to be going out
of their way to be friendly and helpful. Luke’s reaction was positively
bizarre, and he had been there. No telling what someone else would think.


Using the phone in her room, Cassie dialed her cell phone
message line and listened to three messages. One was from Punky, just checking
in. Ben was coming to dress rehearsal tonight, she said, since he had to work
tomorrow evening. Ben called to report that they didn’t have anything back from
the lab yet, but he would keep her posted. Bishop Harris called just to check
in.


Cassie got her address book out of her suitcase and looked
up the bishop’s number, taking a chance that he would be home. He was.


“How are you doing, Cassie?” he asked, concern evident in
his voice.


“I’m doing fine, Bishop. I’m having quite an adventure.”


“How’s that?”


Cassie almost told him about the encounter with the yellow
crabber but didn’t want to blow it out of proportion. Instead she said, “It’s
so different from Arizona, and so beautiful,” which sounded lame, but he didn’t
seem to think so.


“I’m glad you’re doing well. I worried about you a bit.”


That made Cassie smile. “I called to see if you have any way
of getting me the Edmonds First Ward bishop’s home phone number. I think I
could call the chapel until doomsday and never get in touch with him. They
don’t list his home phone.”


“I can get it for you, but my church directory is at the
bishop’s office. Can I call you tomorrow?”


“Great. Just call my cell phone number and leave a message.
There’s no service here, but I’m checking in.”


“Where are you staying?”


“I’m at the Hickcox Hotel in Quarry Harbor.”


“It sounds quaint.”


“You have no idea,” she said dryly. “Thanks, Bishop. I’ll be
looking for your call.”


“You’re welcome, and Cassie . . . ?”


“Yes?”


“You’re where you need to be. You’re doing what you need to
be doing. Remember that.”


“Wow, Bishop. That’s pretty heavy stuff.”


“Life is heavy stuff. Carry on, and bless you, my dear.”


“Thanks, Bishop. ’Bye.”


Cassie hung up, wondering what had prompted that last bit of
wisdom from Bishop Harris. Pensively, she picked up Elmo and straightened his
tie. “You’re a good-lookin’ guy,” she observed. “What do you think?”


She rubbed the fuzzy red body against her cheek. “Do you
miss your little Ricky? I think I do. I miss . . . something. I think
I’ll go home tomorrow.” She sighed and set the stuffed animal back on the
table.


Cassie finished her sandwich and milk, looking out the
window at the activity on the docks. The late-afternoon sun was
sparkling on the water and a sailboat was heading out of the harbor, towing a
little square dinghy behind it. Her eyes wandered to the Red Swan, tied up where she left it. Thinking that she might
go talk to Mr. Knuteson, Cassie decided to change into boat-friendly
shoes. She put on a pair of Levi’s and cross-trainers, then grabbed
her fleece and carried her dishes down to the dining room. Setting them on a
table close to the bussing station, she headed out the door and down the stairs
to the marina.


As Cassie descended the stairs onto A Float, the gulls were
wheeling in the air, monotonously repeating their plaintive cries, and a little
boy in a life jacket crouched on the edge of the dock, peering down, watching
something intently. Looking over his shoulder into the water, Cassie saw a
dozen tiny jellyfish rising and falling in a languid water dance.


“Hey, look, Dad!” the boy called to someone out on the dock.
“Come see!”


Cassie walked on, nodding to the dad as she passed. When she
reached the harbormaster’s place, she was disappointed to see a sign that
referred anyone wanting a slip to Morning Mist in A13. With nothing else to do, Cassie wandered the docks looking at
boats, hoping that Mr. Knuteson would be back by the time she passed by his
cabin again. He wasn’t.


Frustrated, Cassie was heading back to the hotel when her
eye fell on the sheer walls of the rock quarry up at the top of the hill, and
she decided to hike up and take a closer look. Setting off at a brisk pace, she
was puffing by the time she finally gained the flat floor of the rockworks. The
area was huge, the size of a football field, with surrounding walls
stair-stepping up three stories high. That’s a lot of granite, she thought. I wonder how many buildings
were built out of this rock.


Walking out onto the ledge overlooking town, she sat on a
boulder and watched the sun sinking behind the islands in the distance. The air
turned chilly, and she was glad she had brought the fleece. Standing to put it
on, she looked behind her and saw that a mist was forming on the quarry floor,
ghostly and insubstantial in the gathering twilight. Intrigued, she waded
through it, watching the way it hid her feet and swirled around her knees.


As night came on, she realized it would be safer out on the
road, so she headed over there and started back down. The harbor lights came on
as she descended, making shining, silvery paths on the dark water. The road was
shadowy, though, and she tripped once and almost fell. Grateful to reach the
lighted walkway of the hotel, she hurried inside.


After a light supper, she returned to her room and sat by
the window, watching the play of the lights on the water. Noticing the
unfinished crossword puzzle from the ferry, she picked it up and turned on the
lamp.


Her mind wouldn’t focus on the words. Instead she kept
seeing the man from the crabber as he stood on the deck of the Red Swan, remembering how his eyes darted from her to the
flare gun in Luke’s hand and back. She didn’t think he had been afraid.
Uncertain was more like it.


Pushing that thought away, she read a clue out loud.
“Sufficient. That has to be plenty. No, too many letters. Enough is too big, 
too. Hmm.” Moving down, she tried another one. “Ten across: entertain.
Host? Not enough letters. Entertain. Entertain.”


Discouraged, she abandoned the puzzle and folded the paper
back, thinking if she immersed herself in yesterday’s news, it might keep the
yellow crabber out of her thoughts. Skimming over the local Seattle items, she
read about the proposal to revamp 
the Alaska Way Viaduct and the bill that was being introduced in the state
legislature for a personal income tax. A headline caught her eye, and as she
read the accompanying story, suddenly the 
yellow crabber was front and center once more.


The story stated that a man from St. Mary’s Island had been
arrested for smuggling illegal drugs in from Canada. The article went on to say
that with all the boats out on the Sound moving in both American and Canadian
waters, the area was becoming a major conduit for drug trafficking and that
several South American drug cartels were moving in to take advantage. For that
reason, the United States was pouring resources into the area to combat 
the growing problem.


Things suddenly snapped into focus. Remembering what Sister
Harris had said about Chan, Cassie wondered if he hadn’t been working
undercover for . . . who? Cassie reread the article. The Border
Patrol? Customs and Immigration? Who would it be? Like Sister Harris said, that
would explain the lack of personal information.


The notations in the day-timer meant something to
Cassie now. Ruefully, she realized that Chan must have set up a sting that he
never got to carry out. If he had been there today, the smugglers on the yellow
boat would have delivered whatever was in the crate to Chan, and he would have
nabbed them. They would now be behind bars. Instead, they had been warned that
someone was onto them, and they would be more wary next time.


Or maybe they got wary already! Cassie turned cold as she
remembered Luke Matthews holding her wrist in a vise-like grip and
his angry face right next to hers. Was he trying to frighten her? Did he know
something? And come to think of it, why had he been standing there with a flare
gun? What did he intend to do with that?


Cassie had come to Quarry Harbor for answers, but the
questions were flying thick and fast. Who was Luke Matthews, anyway? Did he
work for the government like Chan, or was he just someone hired to move a
boat?


To get away from the questions, Cassie grabbed the robe from
the closet and fled down the hall. As she stood in a steaming shower, things
started falling into place, and she began to think that the answers might be
more frightening than the questions. She understood the gun in the shoulder
holster now. The work must have been very dangerous. So dangerous, in fact
. . . 


Cassie turned off the water and stood dripping wet, staring
straight ahead but not seeing the white tiles of the shower. Instead, she saw a
dark-colored sedan in front of her house and Chan leaning over to
speak angrily to the person who was driving. And then . . . could it
be? She tried to remember the car that had come roaring out of nowhere,
catching Chan dead-center and hurling him to his death.


Turning pale, she realized that it may not have been an
accident. Maybe Chan was too good at his job, and the South American smugglers
had wanted him out of the way. Maybe they had targeted him and killed him far
away from the drug wars so no one would ever suspect.


Cassie shivered, and the involuntary response brought her
back to where she was. She reached for her towel and rubbed her arms and legs
vigorously, then wrapped the towel around her head before putting the robe back
on to return to her room. Once there, she felt restless and anxious to be on
her way. There was nothing left to be found in Quarry Harbor. She looked at her
watch and saw that making the last ferry would be iffy. She would have to stay
one more night.
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Cassie woke up the next morning with her head pillowed on her
arms at the table by the window. Feeling cold and cramped and wondering how
long she had been there, she looked at her watch. It was seven a.m., but even with the lamp on, the
light in the room was dim. Looking outside, Cassie understood what Patty had
said about the difference between mist and fog. She couldn’t see the railing at
the end of the porch. This was fog.


Gradually, the memory of the night before returned. Sleep
had been impossible, and Cassie had sat at the table alternately writing down
all she could remember of her five-week relationship with Chan and
making a list of steps she was going to take once the morning arrived.


That included finding someone, anyone, who knew Chan in
Edmonds, and someone, anyone, in the Border Patrol or Immigration or FBI who
could help her track down his records. She needed to let them know that her
husband’s death was murder, not a hit-and-run accident.


Cassie stretched and rubbed her eyes. Remembering that
Bishop Harris was an early riser, she decided to call to see if he had the
Edmonds bishop’s number for her. Bishop was indeed an early riser. He was also
an early jogger and was already gone, but Sister Harris, who was just on her
way out, gave Cassie the number her husband had found.


Feeling that it was too early to call a stranger, Cassie
decided to have breakfast first. She dressed quickly and did what she could to
minimize the dark circles under her eyes, then she went downstairs and had a
bowl of oatmeal and some juice. Patty was at the hotel desk as she came out of
the dining room, and Cassie stopped to say that she was checking out right
away.


“Are you going back to the mainland?” Patty asked, “Or
someplace on St. Mary’s?”


“I’m going back to Seattle.”


Patty shook her head. “Not today. The ferry ran aground on a
rock and creased the hull real good. It’s out of commission for who knows how
long.”


“Don’t they have another ferry? A substitute?”


“Yes, but it’s on another run while that ferry is down for
regular maintenance. If it’s real important, you can go on a
foot-ferry. You’ll have to leave your car at Shingle Bay and come
back and get it later.”


Cassie looked outside. It was like looking through a mass of
spider webs. She could hardly drive in this anyway. “How long will it be?”


Patty shrugged. “A day. Maybe two.” She looked with concern
at Cassie. “Are you all right? You’re very pale.”


Cassie shook her head. “I’m all right,” she said, but her
sunken eyes belied her words. “I’m all right,” she repeated as she turned and
walked heavily back up the stairs. She didn’t quite make it to her room before
her chest began heaving convulsively. Fumbling with her key, she finally
managed to unlock the door and gain the sanctuary of her room. She dropped to
her knees by the bed and buried her head in the covers and broke down in great
racking sobs.


She didn’t even try to stop; she just let the tears flow.
She cried for all the bleakness and grayness of the morning, for the scary
questions and even scarier answers of last night, for the futile list that made
its mark on her cheek as she slept, and for her imprisonment on this island.
She cried for her lost husband and for all the sweet moments they had together.
She had chronicled them one by one last night.


When there were finally no more tears, she whispered a
prayer, telling the Lord that she couldn’t carry the burden any longer. She
would turn it over to him. Then she crawled into bed and pulled the covers up
over her ears.


When Cassie awoke, sunlight was streaming in the windows.
Blinking, she shielded her eyes against the glare until they had become
accustomed to the brightness. Then she threw off the covers, sat up, and looked
at her watch. Almost noon. “Time doesn’t mean anything to a prisoner,” she muttered,
getting up and padding over to the window.


The sky was brilliant blue, and the water a shade bluer,
flat calm as far as the eye could see. A heron waded up to its knees in the
shallow at low tide, and two gulls floated on the water in front of the crimson
hull of the Red Swan. The wind sock
above the harbormaster’s cabin hung limply on its pole, and as she looked down,
she could see Mr. Knuteson standing on the dock talking to someone.


Remembering that she needed to see him, Cassie went to the
mirror to comb her hair. Appalled at what she saw, she got a tissue and cleaned
off the black smudges where her mascara had run. Then she applied new makeup
and brushed her hair. Leaving her purse in the room, she grabbed her sunglasses
and stuck her keys in her pocket before going downstairs.


When she reached the harbormaster’s office, she was relieved
to see the door standing open. Peeking her head in, she called, “Mr. Knuteson?”


The old man emerged from a back room with a mug in his hand.
“Hello, Mrs. Jordain. What can I do for you?”


“Do you have a minute? I have a couple of questions.”


“Certainly. Have a seat. Do you want some coffee?”


“No, thank you.” Cassie sat, pushing her sunglasses up on
top of her head.


Mr. Knuteson settled his long frame in the rocking chair and
looked at her expectantly.


“I have a question about the Red Swan. I understand the slip is sublet to
me—to my husband, and therefore to me—from
someone else. Is that so?”


“Yes. That is so.”


“How long is that slip available? I imagine I will sell the
boat, but I don’t know how long that will take. I don’t know how long it will
be until it is mine to sell. Arizona is a community property state, but there
may be some legal hoops I have to jump through before my name is on the title.
I’d like to have an idea of how long it can stay where it is.”


“I can’t speak for the person who has the slip, but I think
it will be a while before he will have a boat that he wants to put there.”


“So, as long as I pay the rent, I can leave the Red Swan there?”


“Yes. But you may want to consider pulling her out of the
water for the winter. If you decide to do that, I can put you in touch with
someone who will take her out and store her for you.”


“Thanks. I’ll think about that.”


“You sure you don’t want some coffee?”


Cassie shook her head.


“Well, I’ll just go get me a half a cup. Back in a minute.”


When he returned, Cassie asked, “Do you know anyone who
might be willing to take me out in the Red Swan again? At the going rate, of course.”


Mr. Knuteson took a noisy sip of his coffee. “Where’s the
young man, took you out yesterday?”


“I don’t know. I didn’t think I’d still be here today, so I
didn’t make any . . .” Cassie’s voice trailed off.


“Oh, yeah. The ferry. I guess you’re not going anywhere for
a day or two. Well . . .” He stroked his chin. “Let’s see. I may know
someone, though I’m not sure of his schedule. Let me give him a call.”


Setting his cup down, Mr. Knuteson went over to the desk in
the corner and spoke on the telephone to someone named Aaron. Hanging up, he said,
“It’s all set. He lives up on the hill. Be down in a minute.”


“Great! I’ll just go along now and open it . . .
open her up. He knows which boat?”


“He knows.”


Cassie rose and extended her hand. “Thank you, Mr. Knuteson.
I’ll let you know what I want to do about the Red Swan.”


She stepped out into the sunshine and made her way down A
Dock, reflecting that the spring in her step was more than the bounce of the
float. The gloom of the morning was past, and as she approached the boat, she
realized that she was really looking forward to a pleasant hour or two out on
the water.


Cassie climbed over the gunwale and dropped down to the back
deck and felt a glow of ownership as she turned her key in the padlock. After
the door was open, she stepped inside, pushing her sunglasses to the top of her
head and looking around curiously. The boat was laid out very compactly, with
cupboards and cubbies for storage everywhere. Just inside, to her right, there
was a door that she opened, revealing a small bathroom, complete with marine
toilet and shower. Forward of that, in the middle of the house, was a set of
cabinets that came up to waist height, and forward of that was the high
captain’s seat facing a small spoked wheel. Windows all around made the cabin
very light.


Walking around the captain’s station, Cassie examined the
small galley on the other side of the boat. It had a sink and an
under-counter fridge, an alcohol fueled stove, and an eating bar with
two stools that looked out on the back deck. Next to the captain’s seat a
fold-down chair had been cleverly built so that someone could sit up
next to the captain when access to the galley wasn’t needed.


The cabin roof stepped down so that the house over the bow
was not tall enough to stand up in. Just before the step-down, there
was a bank of storage cupboards on each side of a small hall leading to the
low-ceilinged V-berth, where a single bed ran along either
side of the boat, joining halfway down as they followed the contour to the
pointed bow. Cassie sat on one of the bunks and looked out the porthole on the
opposite wall. Right above her was a hatch with a transparent cover that let in
light and made the berth a pleasant place to lie.


Exploring further, Cassie stood and began opening cupboards
in the little hallway. In one were sweatshirts and sweatpants, folded and
stacked neatly. In another were life jackets; in another foul-weather
gear. Opening a top cupboard, she jumped back as a bulky yellow apparatus fell
out with a thud. She stooped to pick it up, puzzled at the rolled-up
canvas core wrapped around and around with a braided rope.


“It’s a sea anchor.”


Cassie looked up, and her heart sank. Standing in the
doorway was the net mender of yesterday, and though the five o’clock shadow was
gone, his eyes were still flint-hard. The scar on his cheek was a
ragged patch of shiny skin.


Cassie could only stare stupidly and repeat, “Sea anchor?”


He came to where she stood and took it from her. The cabin
seemed very crowded all of a sudden. “If you were to lose power in a heavy sea,
you throw this over,” he said, “attached to a couple hundred feet of line. It’s
like a parachute, and it does two things.” His voice was impersonal, and Cassie
got the impression that he was used to giving instructions. “First, it keeps
you from drifting close to shore. As long as you’re in deep water, you’re relatively
safe. That is, if you don’t broach, and a wave coming broad on your beam
doesn’t capsize you. That’s the other thing the sea anchor does: it keeps your
bow into the waves. She’ll ride out the roughest sea, if you just keep her into
the wind.”


Cassie moved aft to stand by the open door, but her interest
was piqued as she watched him open the cupboard and put the anchor back on its
coiled-up-rope nest. His voice had held something else as he
talked about Red Swan’s ability to ride
out a storm. Was it pride? Affection? Admiration?


“I’m Cassie Jordain,” she said. “Did Mr. Knuteson explain
that I’d like you to take me out?” She blushed and added quickly, “In the
boat?”


“Keys?” Impersonal voice. No small talk. He held out his
hand.


Fumbling in her pocket, Cassie felt for her key ring. “The
ignition key is the one with—”


“I know which one it is,” he assured her brusquely, waiting
for her to bring the keys.


Cassie hesitated before walking the five paces to where she
could put them in his hand. Then she turned on her heel and went out to the
back deck, wondering if this had been such a good idea. I wore my
boat-friendly shoes, she thought.
It’s too bad I didn’t get a landlubber-friendly pilot.


The engine rumbled to life, and she was just about to
announce that she had decided not to go after all, when she saw Mr. Knuteson
coming down B Float toward her. “I see Aaron got here all right,” he called.
“Good. I’ll cast off for you.” Undoing the bow line, he handed it to Cassie and
then untied the stern line and tossed it over the gunwale. “Have a nice run!”


With some misgivings, Cassie watched the dock slide away as
the Red Swan backed out and around. Then
they were on their way, with Cassie resting her folded arms on the top of the
house as they idled slowly through the marina and out into the harbor.


Looking through the door, she could see the broad shoulders
of her pilot as he sat ramrod straight at the helm. Daunted by his flinty
manner, but determined not to be intimidated, she marched into the cabin and
stood to the side of him. “I introduced myself,” she said, “but you didn’t tell
me your name.”


“Aaron Fletcher.” He didn’t take his eyes off the
horizon.


Cassie’s voice was studiously polite. “Hello, Mr. Fletcher.
Thank you for taking me out.” With that, she walked to the back deck and took
her seat on the bench.


She was surprised to see Aaron Fletcher emerge moments
later, carrying something blue with straps dangling from it. He handed it to
Cassie and told her to put it on.


“What is it?” she asked, holding it up with a puzzled
expression.


“It’s a life vest. A PFD. Personal flotation device. It’s
perfectly comfortable to wear, and the minute you hit the water, it inflates.
Put it on.” He turned to go back into the cabin.


“I notice you’re not wearing one,” Cassie said.


He ignored her, returning to his post without a backward
glance.


Feeling a little rebellious at his high-handed
approach, Cassie nevertheless slipped the life vest over her head and buckled
it around her waist. She found it surprisingly unrestricting, and her rational
nature surfaced. He probably feels responsible for me, she thought, determined not to let ill feelings
spoil the trip.


In that she was successful. The trick was to not look into
the cabin, and that was accomplished by turning sideways and looking off to
either side of the smooth-running craft. Cassie leaned her arms on
the gunwale and rested her head on her hands and felt herself becoming in tune
with the boat. She hummed the note that the engine was sounding and wondered
what it was. B flat? Raising her voice a
third, she hummed a harmony to the engine’s note. Then she took a deep breath
of salty air and sighed, wondering how she, a citizen of the desert who
embraced the grays and browns and reds, could be so at home in this world of
blue and green. She remembered Bishop Harris’s voice saying, “You’re where you
need to be.” Maybe the healing powers of the sea were what she needed right
now. Maybe it was a blessing that the ferry had run aground.


Suddenly, her reverie was broken by a cracking sound, like a
gunshot, and a sheet of frigid salt water hit her with such force that she came
up drenched and gasping for air. There was an ominous hissing sound close by,
and Cassie wheeled around, frantically searching for the sound, afraid
something on the boat may have broken loose. The gunshot sounded again, and she
was hit with another spray of water as she stood next to the cabin.


Sputtering and wiping her eyes, she heard another alien
sound. It was Aaron Fletcher laughing. When she could finally see, she found
that he was standing on the deck with her, and he was pointing off the
starboard stern. Cassie followed with her eyes and her jaw dropped to see a pod
of orcas jumping and breaching, not thirty feet away.


They stood together and watched the huge black and white
animals leap and dive, leap and dive. There must have been six of them, though
it was hard to keep count. Two of them were smaller than the others, but they
leapt as gallantly as the rest.


Suddenly the largest one made a tremendous leap and, instead
of diving down headfirst, turned on its back in a five-ton cannonball
that launched a wall of water in all directions.


“Watch out!” Aaron called, and immediately they were
showered again, though it was nothing like the first time. He laughed, and
Cassie couldn’t help but laugh, too.


“It looks like your life vest inflated,” he said. “I told
you it would inflate when it got wet, but I thought you’d be overboard when it
happened.”


Cassie suddenly stopped laughing. “When it happened?”


“No. No. I meant if it
happened. Look, they’re leaving.”


The leaping had stopped, and now the pied behemoths could be
seen surfacing and curling over like porpoises as they distanced themselves
from the Red Swan.


“I’m sorry to see them go,” Aaron said. “It’s a privilege to
happen on them like that. Oh, people pay money to go whale watching. They track
them down like prey. But this . . . this is a gift.” He turned and
smiled at Cassie. He had the same rectangular creases when he smiled as Chan,
and something tugged at Cassie’s heart.


She smiled back. “I’ll remember that.”


“Let’s get that PFD off and rearm it.” He helped her lift
the life vest off over her head. “Are you all right in those wet clothes? Do
you want to change?”


“No. They’ll soon dry here in the sun.”


“If you get chilly, let me know.” Opening a cupboard just
inside the cabin door, Aaron opened a box and took out a small metal canister,
which he exchanged for the spent CO2
cartridge on the life vest. Pocketing the dead one, he handed the vest back to
Cassie.


“There you go.” He nodded to her and went back into the
cabin.


Cassie put on the vest and resumed her perch on the bench in
the stern. She heard the gears engage and saw the V-shaped line of
the wake as they began to make way. She no longer avoided the sight of her
pilot, but glanced every now and then at the straight back and square shoulders
of the man sitting at the helm.


The rest of the trip was uneventful. Cassie’s clothes dried
as they motored along, and she took a keen interest in all she saw along the
coast, occasionally poking her head in the cabin to ask a question. “What is
the name of that tree with the raggedy bark? Is that a bald eagle in the tree?
Are those seals lying up on those rocks?” When they finally turned back toward
Quarry Harbor, Cassie was sorry to see it end. As they approached the slip, she
put out the bumpers and stood on the gunwale with the bow line in her hand.
Jumping off, she tied up to the forward cleat and came back to do the stern
line.


Aaron stepped out of the cabin and was surprised to see that
she had done the deckhand duties. He stared hard at her for a moment and then
seemed to recollect himself. “Thank you,” he said and closed the cabin door.
There was no return of that smile.


“Don’t lock it,” Cassie cautioned. “I’ve got to put my life
vest away.”


He nodded and opened the door again.


“I’ve come off without my purse,” Cassie apologized. “Will
you come up to the hotel with me, and I can pay you there?”


“Forget it. The orcas paid my fee.”


Cassie smiled, remembering. “They were beautiful, weren’t
they?” She extended her hand. “Well, Mr. Fletcher, thank you. Would you be
interested in taking me out again tomorrow?”


He shook her hand. He had a strong, rough grasp. “No,” he
said in answer to her question.


Cassie waited a moment for an explanation, an excuse. None
was offered.


“Oh. Well . . . then, thank you again.”


He handed her the keys, touched the brim of his blue wool
hat, stepped onto the dock, and walked away without a backward look.


Feeling rebuffed, Cassie watched his retreat through
narrowed eyes. Then she took off her life vest and stowed it in the cupboard
inside. Reluctant to leave, she sat in the captain’s chair, looking at the
dials and gauges and testing the feel of the helm. When her stomach began
growling, she realized it had been a long time since the bowl of oatmeal, so
she locked up and climbed onto the dock, wondering if Mr. Knuteson knew someone
else who would be willing to pilot the Red Swan tomorrow.
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Back at the hotel, Cassie looked at the clock and decided to
snack on a granola bar and a glass of milk, since it was so close to
dinnertime. In her room, she noticed that the housekeeper had been there. The
bed was made, and Elmo sat propped up against a pillow. As she set the glass of
milk on the writing desk, she saw the “to do” list that she made the night
before. Was it just last night? Sitting in the chair, she picked up the list,
but took a moment to look out the window to check on the Red Swan. As she did, she was surprised to see Aaron Fletcher
pulling away from B Dock in an open boat. His cap was drawn low over his eyes,
and he was sitting in the stern with his hand on the tiller of an outboard
motor. Still feeling the coldness of his parting, Cassie turned her back to the
window and studied her list.


She would put off the Border Patrol quest until Monday; that
was something that really needed to be done in person. By then the ferry would
surely be back in service, and she could visit the Seattle offices. It was
probably too early in the day to find the Edmonds bishop at home, but maybe his
wife could help. Fishing her phone card out of her purse, she punched in the
numbers and waited for the ring on the other end. One, two, three. She was just
about to hang up when a nasal voice said, “Heddo?”


“Hello?” Cassie wasn’t sure if this person was speaking
English. “I’m calling for Bishop Roberts. Is he in?”


“Dis ids Bishob Roberds. Excude me. I have a code.”


“Oh, I’m sorry to call when you’re sick,” Cassie apologized.
“This is Cassie Jordain. I just want to find out if you remember Chan Jordain.
Chandler Jordain was his name. He used to live in your ward.”


“I’b dot odly a dew bishob, I’b dew id dis ward.” He
sneezed, and Cassie could hear him blowing his nose. “I dodt rebeber ady Chad
Jordaid.”


“You’re a new bishop? And new to the ward, too? Oh, I see.”
Brightening, Cassie asked, “Well, can you give me the phone number of the old
bishop? I can call him.”


“Heed’s in Rubadia od a bission.”


“Rumania?”


“Yeds. Rubadia. Od a bission.”


Cassie stifled a giggle and tried once more. “Is there
anyone who has been in the ward for a while that could tell me about Chandler
Jordain?”


“The bebbershib clerg could. Id’s Brudder Binor.”


“Brother Binor? What is his number?”


“Binor. Brudder Binor. Ebb eye edd o are. Binor.”


Cassie thought a minute. “Minor? Brother Minor?”


“Yeds. Binor. Her’ds his nubber.”


Cassie was able to write the numerals on the first try, and
after warmly thanking Bishop Roberts and wishing him a speedy recovery, she
disconnected and dialed the membership clerk. The phone on the other end rang
five times before the answering machine picked up. Cassie left a message about
the information she was seeking and said she would call back later that
evening.


While munching on the granola bar, she dialed her cell phone
mailbox. Punky had called, saying dress rehearsal went without a hitch, which
made her just know that opening night would be a disaster. Ben came backstage
afterward, she said, and everyone was asking her, who’s the hunk? She said
she’d report in again Saturday, but she wished they could talk. This leaving a
message was for the birds.


There was also a message from Ben. He said they knew the
make of the car that hit Chan. There had been bits of paint on his belt buckle
and on the rivets in his Levi’s. It might take a while, but they had something
to go on now.


He said he didn’t want Cassie to think he was saying more
than he was, but he missed her. “Punky misses you, too,” he added.


Cassie deleted the call and then used her phone card to dial
Ben’s cell phone. “Come on, Ben, pick up,” she whispered, but it clicked over
to his message service. “Listen, Ben,” she said. “I got your call about the
car. I remembered that someone came to see Chan in a dark sedan. I don’t know
if it’s the same person, or what, but the car he was driving had an El Cheapo
Rentals decal on the back bumper. You know, the company that rents older cars?
You might check the rental places in town. I have reason to believe that this
wasn’t an accident and that it was someone from out of town who did it. I’ll be
home as soon as I can. Right now I’m marooned on this island because the ferry
is out of service. Let me know what you find. Oh, and tell Ricky that Elmo is
keeping me company. ’Bye.”


As Cassie hung up her eye fell on the newspaper that the
housekeeper had folded neatly and left on the table. Turning to 
the crossword puzzle, she tried again and found that the words came readily to
mind. After an enjoyable half hour, she was just working on the last
five-letter word when the telephone rang. It was Bishop Harris,
saying he had been in touch with the branch president of the Quarry Harbor
area. “He will arrange for someone to pick you up for church.”


“But the ferry is out of service,” Cassie said.


“He knows that. He’s got it covered. Let’s see, he said you
are to be at ‘the public area of B Dock.’ Do you know where that is?”


“Yes. I can see it from my hotel window.”


“Marvelous! Your ride comes at eight o’clock on Sunday
morning.”


They spoke for a few more minutes. Bishop Harris wanted to
make sure she was doing all right, and Cassie said that she was fine. As she
hung up again, she thought, it’s lucky he didn’t call last night. 
I wasn’t fine then.


The sun was hanging low in the sky, and the light was
growing rosier. Cassie decided she’d better shower before dinner and try to get
the salt out of her hair. She gathered her things and went down the hall,
emerging a half hour later in tan slacks and a long-sleeved
off-white jersey top with her hair confined in a tortoise shell
barrette. She carried her fleece down to dinner so she could walk down to the
marina afterward to see if Mr. Knuteson knew of someone else to pilot the Red
Swan tomorrow.


A sunset was in the last vermillion stages of existence when
Cassie walked out of the hotel, and the clouds high in the sky had taken on the
slate-gray hue of twilight. I’ve certainly OD’d on beauty today, she thought.


She was glad to see a light on in Mr. Knuteson’s cabin. She
knocked on the door and was invited in. He had the gas fireplace going, and the
room was cozy and warm.


“Sit down. Sit down,” he urged. “Would you like a cup of 
coffee?”


She sat in the rocker. “No, thanks.”


He sat opposite her with his mug in his hand. “Did you enjoy
your day?”


“It was so wonderful! We got into a pod of orcas.”


“Did you now! That’s really something. I’ve never had that
happen to me. Of course I spent a lot of time in other places.”


“You mean you haven’t lived here all your life?”


“In Quarry Harbor? No. I was born here, but I joined the
Navy as a young man, and I saw the world.”


“When did you come back?”   


“When I retired from the Navy. Ten years ago. I was going to
go to some retirement community, and then I realized that this was where I
really wanted to be. The harbormaster’s job was vacant, and I applied, and the
rest is history, as they say.” He took a sip of coffee. “How about you? How did
you happen to buy the Red Swan?”


“I didn’t buy it. My husband did. And I have no idea why.”


“It’s a great little boat. None better. It’s built on a navy
whaleboat hull.”


“Whaleboat? I didn’t know the navy did anything with
whales.”


Mr. Knuteson laughed. “It’s just a name for the type of
hull. I spent a lot of time in a whaleboat, I can tell you.” He gestured in the
direction of the Red Swan. “That
particular boat was on a destroyer accompanying an aircraft carrier. When the
planes were taking off and landing, the boat was slung over the side on davits
with a crew in it and the motor running. That way, if a plane went in the
drink, they could be speedily down and making their way to the rescue. It was
an open boat then, with benches around the sides and held a crew of
twenty-five.”


“That very boat? The Red Swan?” Cassie asked, enthralled.


“That very boat. Yes ma’am.”


“So, if it started out as an open boat, how did it get a
cabin on it?”


“A young man bought it cheap from the government. He
overhauled the motor and then began to build the house. It was slow going,
because he didn’t have a lot of money to invest, but in time he finished it. He
had help, the last year or so. He had a girlfriend who helped him. She worked
alongside him, and she would say, ‘It’s an ugly duckling now, but we’re going
to turn it into a swan.’”


Mr. Knuteson chuckled softly. “They painted the hull red,
and she named ’er Red Swan.”


“He was quite a craftsman,” Cassie said. “The woodwork is
excellent.”


“Yessir, it is,” the harbormaster agreed. “He made every
cupboard, every drawer in there.”


“So, what happened? Why was it sold at auction?”


“The boat was seized by the government because it was being
used in the drug trade. It wasn’t the kind of boat they could use, so they sold
it.”


“Oh, my! Well, that sure spoils my rosy picture of the
perfect couple.”


“Oh, as far as the couple is concerned, she married someone
else four years ago. But he kept the name of the boat.”


Cassie was intrigued. “Does he still live around here?”


The VHS radio in the corner suddenly crackled and a voice
said, “Quarry Harbor, Quarry Harbor, Quarry Harbor, this is motor vessel High
Five.”


Mr. Knuteson rose. “Yes, he still lives here. He took you
out this afternoon.” Then he walked over and answered the call that had come
in.


Cassie was thunderstruck. The Red Swan had been used in the drug trade? Aaron Fletcher
mixed up in it, too? She shook her head, as if she could agitate the jumble of
data she had just received into an understandable form.


Mr. Knuteson was busy on the radio, so she stood and waved a
good-bye. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she mouthed, and let herself
out.


The air outside was chilly, and mist was already forming in
the air, microscopic droplets that made halos around the lights and clung to
the skin on her face. She pulled her fleece close around her and hurried back
to the hotel, and as she walked, the drum of her heels pounded out the rhythm
of the question in her brain: Aaron Fletcher? Aaron Fletcher? Aaron
Fletcher?


She was so intent on examining this last bit of information
that she didn’t notice until she had her key out that the door to her room was
ajar and the light was on. Pushing the door open, she looked around the room,
and her eyes widened in astonishment when she saw Luke Matthews just
straightening up, as if he had been bending over the table.


He saw her just after she saw him, and he met her eyes
squarely.


“What are you doing here?” she demanded.


The ever present toothpick was in his mouth, and he chewed
on it a moment. “I was checking the radiator,” he said. Then he walked to the
door in silent, unhurried steps.


Cassie didn’t move and didn’t take her eyes off him as she
waited for him to leave. When he was gone, she closed the door and leaned back
on it, conscious that her heart was beating too fast. She surveyed the room,
but everything seemed to be as she had left it. Lifting the lid of her
suitcase, she tried to remember if she had placed Chan’s day-timer in
that particular corner when she put it away yesterday. Had she left her
lingerie in such a jumble? Walking to the table, she saw that her “to do” list
was there, and prominently displayed was number three: “Contact Border Patrol
and FBI.”


Picking up the phone, she called the front desk. When the
manager answered, she asked, “Do you have a young man by the name of Luke
Matthews on the staff?”


“No, ma’am. We do not.”


Cassie shivered as she thanked him and hung up. The hairs on
the back of her neck were prickling, and she was feeling very alone and
vulnerable. Only one thing to do, she
thought, eyeing the dresser.


It was the heaviest piece of furniture she had tried to move
in a long time, but she finally managed to slide it over in front of the door.
Then she took a pair of panty hose and tied them around the knobs on the French
doors leading to the balcony. After she checked to make sure the window was
locked, she was finally able to relax.


Heaving a sigh, she picked up the phone, found the Edmonds
membership clerk’s phone number, and dialed. An adolescent voice answered on
the first ring. Dad wasn’t there, he said. He and Mom were out on a date. Call
back tomorrow. Cassie thanked him and hung up with a frown.


When she dialed her cell phone mailbox, she was glad to see
she had a message from Ben, and she smiled as she heard his voice. But the
message was short and impersonal, thanking her for the tip, and she mashed the
number three to delete harder than necessary.


She hung up the phone, and her eyes misted with tears. Her
beautiful, magical day, her orca day, had turned into a miserable evening. She
was barricaded in her room, and her closest friends couldn’t spare the time to
leave a decent message. Not only that, but she was going to have to move that
dresser so she could brush her teeth and use the facilities before going to
bed.


Sighing once more, she went to put her shoulder against the
dresser and inched it back far enough that she could squeeze by with her toothbrush
and towel. A few minutes later, she scraped back through, locked the door, and
then pushed the dresser solidly against it.


That accomplished, she put on her pajamas, read out of her
little New Testament, said her prayers, and turned out the light. She climbed
into bed where she lay awake, trying to figure out why Luke Matthews would be
in her room. Did this tie in to the events of Chan’s death and the work he was
doing for the government? Determined not to think about it any more tonight,
she began 
quietly singing, “Jesus, Savior, pilot me over life’s tempestuous sea.” It
seemed appropriate, and though she didn’t know more than the first two lines,
she sang them over and over until finally she drifted off to sleep.
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The next morning, after she finally got the dresser back to its
original position, Cassie went down to breakfast. A light mist was burning off,
and the prospect that it would be another brilliant day banished the fears of
last night.


Patty brought pancakes and syrup, and as she set them in
front of Cassie she asked, “Have you ever been crabbing?”


Cassie looked up quickly, brows lifted. “I beg your pardon?”


“Crabbing. Have you ever gone fishing for crabs?”


Cassie burst out laughing. “I thought you asked if I had
ever been crabby.”


Patty laughed, too. “No, no. Crabbing. My family is going
out today, just as soon as I get off at eleven. Would you like to go with us?
We’re a rowdy bunch, but we know where the good crab spots are. You’re guaranteed
a good meal.”


“Yes. I’d like to go. But . . . what to wear? My
one pair of jeans got dowsed with saltwater yesterday. They’re pretty stiff.”


“You’ve got a couple of hours, and there’s a coin laundry in
the back. They can be done by the time we go.”


Cassie followed Patty’s suggestion, and while the clothes
were washing, she tried again to reach the Edmonds Ward membership clerk. The
answering machine picked up, but she didn’t leave a message. Next, she tried
Punky, but no one was there, either, so she left a short, “wish you were here”
message and went to check her laundry.


The Levi’s and knit top were still warm from the dryer when
Cassie put them on. Seeing that she had a few minutes before she had to meet
Patty, she checked her cell phone mailbox. Punky had just missed her call and
left a very hyper, extremely disjointed message about getting flowers on
opening night from a MAN! “You’ll be so surprised,” she said, “when you find
out who it is, but I’m not going to say. You’ll find out when you come to
church. By the way, when will you be home?”


Cassie listened to the message again, trying to find out who
Punky was talking about. Impatient with the dearth of information, she looked
up to see it was almost eleven. Grabbing her purse and her fleece, she arrived
downstairs just as Patty was taking off her apron.


“Great timing,” Patty said. “Is anything wrong?”


“No, no. I just got an annoying call from a friend.”


Patty held the door open for Cassie. “I hope it isn’t
anything bad?”


Cassie put her sunglasses on. “I don’t think so. She was
telling me about a man in her life, but she didn’t say who it was. I’m
anxious to know if it’s . . . who I think it is.”


“If you have a supposition, that’s probably who it is. You
haven’t been gone long enough for her to get serious about anyone new, have
you?”


“No. You’re right. And I’m the one who suggested he date
her.”


“Well done, then! There’s our boat, over at the public space
on B Dock.”


Cassie looked where Patty was pointing and could think of
nothing to say. It was an old cabin cruiser with a piece of plywood in place of
one of its windows and a bilge pump that seemed to be running continuously.
Crab pots were piled in the stern and on the bow, reminding Cassie of something
out of The Grapes of Wrath.


“She doesn’t look like much, but she’s a great crabbing
boat,” Patty said. “Come on, they’re waiting for us.” She picked up the pace,
and Cassie hurried to keep up.


“I’m just going to run down to my boat for a minute,” Cassie
said to Patty when they reached the public space. “I need to get something.”


“We’ll pick you up down there,” Patty called to her.


Cassie hurried to the Red Swan and climbed aboard. She unlocked the cabin door and went to the
cupboard where the life vests were stored. Grabbing the one she had worn the
day before, she quickly put it on and had the door locked and was waiting on
the end of the pier when the ramshackle cruiser pulled up to the dock.


After Cassie had climbed onboard, Patty introduced her
mother and father, her sister and two brothers. As Patty said, they were a
rowdy bunch. They all seemed to speak at ninety decibels, but it was clean and
affectionate speech, if not always grammatical.


Patty’s father, East Porter, was small and wiry, with a
Butch Cassidy moustache and wire-rimmed glasses. He was the only
quiet one of the bunch, though he did volunteer to Cassie that his parents had
named their four boys for the points of the compass so they would always have
something to talk about when speaking to strangers. “They wanted me to be
socially adept,” he confessed with a wry smile. “Didn’t work.”


Adele Porter, Patty’s mom, was short and plump, with thin,
strawberry blonde hair and a ruddy complexion. She shook Cassie’s hand
vigorously and welcomed her aboard and then pointed out Peter, Paula, and
Pierce. Peter was fifteen, already taller than his dad, but built very much
like him. He had curly brown hair and an engaging smile. Paula and Pierce, twin
four-year-olds, were sturdy children with wide-set
blue eyes and a profusion of freckles.


Patty took the wheel, and they chugged slowly until they
reached the end of the no-wake zone. Then she pushed the throttle
forward and the boat leapt ahead, throwing a high rooster tail behind it.
Cassie was amazed that the old boat would go so fast.


They soon reached the crabbing grounds, and she watched with
interest as East and Peter baited the cages with pieces of cut-up
chicken carcasses, hung them on the homemade davit, and swung them overboard.
When the pots were all out, Patty cut the engine, and as the boat drifted,
Adele opened the cooler that the twins had been sitting on.


“What’re you doing in Quarry Harbor, Cassie?” she asked as
she handed out sandwiches.


“My husband died recently, but just before, he bought the Red
Swan. I came up to see it. To see what I
should do with it.”


“We’re sorry about your loss,” East said. He hesitated, then
added, “But she’s a beautiful boat. Great hull, good craftsmanship.”


“I met Aaron Fletcher. He took me out yesterday. I didn’t
realize the boat used to be his.”


“It’s a shame what happened there, and that’s no doubt,”
declared Adele. “He wears the mark of his misfortune, for sure, and will to the
end of his days.”


“What happened?” Cassie asked as she unwrapped her sandwich
of homemade bread and butter.


“So, will you sell Red Swan, or are you going to keep her?” Adele asked.


Cassie didn’t answer at first, uncertain whether Mrs. Porter
was deaf or just ignoring her question. “Umm. I don’t know.”


The twins began an argument over who was taking up the most
room on top of the cooler, and by the time that was settled, Patty started the
engine and they sprinted back to the first crab pot. Cassie wasn’t going to
find out what happened to Aaron Fletcher.


Each pot that they pulled up had at least two crabs in it,
and some had three or four. Peter deftly transferred all the legal ones to
white five-gallon buckets and laid a board on top so the crabs couldn’t climb
out. They went home with twenty.


The Porters lived in a waterfront home on the north side of 
St. Mary’s Island about half a mile from Quarry Harbor. The house sat above a
tiny cove, just an indentation, but enough for shelter from a west wind. Their
dock was old but in good repair, as was the house. Made of weathered shakes,
bleached silvery white, the house was surrounded by evergreen trees, one of
them a tall holly tree with red berries nestled in the thorny leaves.


Cassie helped the family carry the crab pots up and store
them in a shed. Then while East and Peter took the backs off the crabs, broke
them in two, and cleaned out the gills, Patty set up the crab cooker on the
back porch. Adele had Cassie help her carry a huge cauldron of water out to set
on the gas burner. Throwing a handful of salt in the water, Adele said, “It’s
all yours, fellas.”


While the men cooked the crab, the women prepared the rest
of the meal. Adele asked Cassie to cover the round oak table with newspapers
before setting it. While she made biscuits, she asked about Cassie’s job and
the schooling she had in preparation.


“Patty is going to college,” she declared. “Next semester,
she’s going to UW.”


Cassie smiled. “Is that so, Patty? Way to go!”


Patty, busy putting a salad together, said, “My folks are
determined I’m going to college.” Rolling her eyes, she went on, “They don’t
even let me date any of the local boys, for fear I’ll marry instead.”


“You ask Cassie if college ain’t the doorway to a good
living,” Adele admonished. “You don’t want to depend on some local boy to
support you. They ain’t nothing in Quarry Harbor anymore that a person can make
a living at.”


“But you stayed, Mrs. Porter,” Cassie said.


“Oh, it’s all right for me. I don’t have the gift for
learning like Patty has. And we have this place. We’d never be able to afford
this somewhere else. East’s dad worked for the quarry, and he got a
ninety-nine year lease on this property. We’ll come out even. The
lease will be up about the time we die. There won’t be nothing for the
children. They’ll have to make their own way. That’s why college is so
important.”


“Listen to her, Patty,” Cassie admonished. “You’ll find lots
of men at college that outshine the local boys.”


After a time, the men hollered that the crabs were done, and
everyone gathered around the table. Patty showed Cassie how to crack the legs
and pull out the sweet, white flesh.


“You have to work hard for what you get,” Cassie said.


Patty nodded. “That’s why we always have crab on Saturday
afternoon. If you had it for supper, it would be ten o’clock before you got
done.”


As they ate, Adele said that everyone could ask Cassie one question
and began with Pierce, who asked, “What’s two plus two?” Everyone laughed, and
when Patty told him he was supposed to ask a question about Cassie, he screwed up his face in thought and said,
“Where you from?”


The afternoon passed quickly as Cassie told these warm and
welcoming people about where she lived, what she did for a living, where she
had grown up, and what her favorite things were. Even though they knew about
Chan’s death, they steered away from any inquiries about him or about his
passing. Cassie was grateful for that. She didn’t want to spoil the day with
any sadness.


After they ate their fill, they extracted the meat from the
rest of the crabs and cleaned up the mess. Everyone had a job, and all worked
together until the kitchen was spotless and two good-sized plastic
bags of crab meat sat in the freezer.


The sun was low in the sky, and Adele said that Patty had
better take Cassie home. Cassie said her good-byes, and as she headed
down to the dock, she heard Patty say that she might check and see if Irene
came in to work. If not, she would cover until after dinner.


They made it back to B Dock quickly, and Cassie helped tie
up at the public area. She said good-bye to Patty there, as she
wanted to put the life vest back in the Red Swan, and Patty was anxious to get up to the hotel.


Cassie strolled down to the end of B Dock and unlocked the
cabin door. It was warm inside from the sunny day, and she decided to sit for a
minute on one of the galley stools and watch the sun go down.


As sunsets go, it was a bit of a dud. There were no flaming
reds or vermillion afterburns, just a golden tinge to the sky as the sun
disappeared. Dusk settled rapidly, and the marina lights were coming on as
Cassie fastened the padlock.


She sauntered back to the hotel, unwilling to let go of the
glorious day. It had been such a new experience: harvesting the bounty of the
sea and enjoying the fruits of your labors immediately and directly. Cassie
wondered if the life Adele Porter was wishing for her daughter might not be
less satisfying than the one she lived herself.


Yawning as she climbed the stairs, Cassie realized she was
really tired. As she reached her room she grabbed her toilet kit from the
dresser and headed down to the bathroom, returning minutes later ready for bed.
Without turning on the light, she went over to the window for one last look at
the harbor. She could see a few stars shining brighter than the marina lights,
and out in the bay, anchor lights were coming on as the boats rocked gently on
their tethers.


Cassie looked down at B Dock to check on Red Swan, and as she did, she noticed someone getting out of a
skiff moored right next to Patty’s boat. She caught her breath as she thought
she recognized the build and carriage of the man. Following him with her
eyes as he walked down the float and climbed the steps to the pier, Cassie
realized she hadn’t resumed breathing. Consciously, she inhaled and exhaled as
she watched.


The man continued on toward the hotel, and just before he
began climbing the stairs to the entrance, he paused in a pool of light and
looked up at Cassie’s window. Cassie stopped breathing again as she recognized
Luke Matthews. Stepping quickly away from the window she closed the curtains
and turned on the table lamp. Inhale, exhale, she mentally exhorted as she walked to the door and locked it. Then
she inched the dresser over to its siege mode position and checked to make sure
that the pantyhose were still tied on the French doors. That done, she sat in
the chair by the table.


Taking her pen, Cassie scanned the chronicle of her life
with Chan, and on the bottom she wrote: Aaron Fletcher had his boat seized for
smuggling drugs, and Luke Matthews is watching me.


She started as the telephone rang, and her “hello” was a
little faint.


“Cassie?” The voice on the phone was so welcome that tears
suddenly came to her eyes.


“Ben? Is that you? How did you know where to call?”


“Bishop Harris gave me the number. I called earlier, but you
didn’t answer.”


She laughed. “I was out earning my dinner. Oh, Ben, it’s so
good to hear your voice.”


“Well, it’s good to hear you, too. Listen, your tip about
the rental company was a good one. We found the car, and we know who rented it
that day. Like you said, he’s from out of town.”


“I’m sure you’ll find that he’s involved someway in the drug
trade. I know that Chan was working for the government in drug enforcement. I
think that he was too good, and they followed him to Scottsdale and killed
him.”


“How do you know this, Cassie?” Ben’s voice was
serious.


“I’ve pieced it together, like a puzzle, from things Chan
had in his briefcase and things people here have told me. I was right about the
rental car. I’m right about this. Remember, Ben, when you go after the man who
killed Chan, be careful. It wasn’t an accident.”


“When are you coming home, Cassie? You’re not doing any kind
of detective work, are you?”


“No. If the ferry hadn’t hit a rock, I’d be gone. As soon as
it’s back in service, I’m out of here. Monday for sure. I have some things to
do in Seattle on Monday, and I’ll fly out that night.”


“Let me know. I’ll pick you up.”


“I will. Punky said you went to the dress rehearsal. How did
she do?”


Ben’s voice was warm. “She was fantastic! Unbelievable! She
had the audience in the palm of her hand, and the Arizona Republic called ‘You Can’t Get a Man with a Gun’ a
showstopper. It was, too. I’m real proud of her.”


“I’m so glad,” Cassie said damply.


“Are you all right, Cassie?”


“I’m fine,” she insisted, wiping tears away with the sleeve
of her shirt. “Just homesick, I think. I’d come home now, if I could get off of
this island.”


“Well, come home soon. And take care.”


“I will. Thanks for calling, Ben. You did me a world of
good. Kiss Ricky for me.”


“I will. ’Bye.”


Cassie heard the click as he hung up. Sniffling still, she
got ready for bed and read a page of her New Testament. Then she knelt to pray
for a speedy restoration of ferry service and got into bed.


As the tears continued to flow, she wondered what could have
upset her so. Trying to turn her mind to happier things, she thought about her
day, and the warmth and love of the Porter family. But Ben’s phone call kept
intruding into the picture, and his admiring words about Punky’s performance
were the last things in her mind before she dropped off to sleep.
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Cassie woke Sunday morning to clear skies and sunshine. She got
up and stretched on her way to the window to have her early morning dose of
beauty. After surveying the harbor, her eye fell on the paper with last night’s
scribblings, and she smiled ruefully at what she had written about Aaron
Fletcher and Luke Matthews. Well, Aaron Fletcher did have his boat seized for
smuggling drugs, but Luke Matthews watching her? Reflecting that things looked
less dire in the morning, she remembered what Sister Harris had said, “There’s
always a rational explanation.” As she pushed the dresser back away from the
door, she wished that she could remember that bit of counsel at night when
things were looking dark and scary. It would be easier on her back.


Dressing in her navy pantsuit and black boots, she tucked a
blue print skirt into her purse to change into when she got to church. Carrying
her fleece, she went downstairs for a quick breakfast before arriving at the
dock a little before eight.


There was a light breeze blowing from the west, and Cassie
put on her jacket as she noted each boat that left its berth, wondering if that
were her ride. It was five after eight when she heard the roar of an outboard
motor, and her heart sank when she saw that Aaron Fletcher was approaching in
his skiff. Seeing that he was headed to the public space, she waved tentatively
and wondered what kind of a greeting she would get from him. It was only when
he tied up and she saw a white shirt and tie under his jacket that she realized
that he had come to fetch her.


He was apparently as startled as she was. “They said I was
to pick up a widow,” he said. “I was expecting someone older.”


“I am a widow,” she said, climbing down into the boat. 
“I didn’t know you were LDS.”


Aaron Fletcher looked at her intently for a moment and then
said, “I was inactive for a while, but I’ve come back. You will probably be
more comfortable facing me. That will put your back to the wind, and it won’t
be so cold.”


Cassie obliged, and he nosed the boat away from the dock and
set a course straight for the mouth of the harbor. As soon as they were out of
the bounds of the marina, he opened up the throttle, and the bow of the skiff
lifted as they hurtled along.


Cassie held onto the sides as the bow slapped the small
waves wrinkling the blue skin of the sea outside the harbor. This was a totally
different, more frenetic experience than the one she had had on the Red
Swan. Instead of a steady, pulsing beat,
the sound of this engine was a grating, tightly-wound whine, and
instead of a smooth, measured glide, this ride was an agitated dash. The only
thing that was the same was the square-shouldered stoicism of the man
in the Greek fisherman’s cap and the shiny scar that stood out against the tan
of his sun-weathered cheek. By the time they had followed the
coastline around and crossed a small channel to Cedar Cove, Cassie was damp
from the spray, and her hands were cold from hanging onto the gunwales.


As Aaron tied up at the public dock, he apologized for the
uncomfortable ride.


“It was an adventure,” Cassie said. “One of several I’ve had
on this trip.”


“Would you mind staying after and coming with me to dinner
at my sister-in-law’s place? She lives here in Cedar Cove. She’s
a single mom trying to make a go of it, and I bring her something to help
whenever I can.”


Hesitating only slightly, Cassie said, “No, that’s fine. I
haven’t any reason to be back early.”


Aaron stood and helped her out of the boat and then climbed
out himself. Picking up a small cooler, he hoisted it onto his shoulder and led
the way up the hill. Cassie followed his swinging gate in her
high-heeled boots as best she could, grateful when they finally
reached the little house that had been made into a chapel. She thanked him as
he opened the door for her and then ducked into the ladies’ room to change into
her skirt.


Quietly, Cassie entered the
living-room-turned-chapel and sat on the back row of
folding chairs that took the place of permanent pews. Aaron was sitting up a
ways, leaning across a small, towheaded boy to murmur something in the ear of
an ethereal blonde woman.


There were about thirty people in attendance. A tall, 
broad-shouldered, sleepy-eyed young man presided at the
sacrament table, first blessing the emblems and then passing them to the
congregation. The speaker was a plain-spoken purse seiner from St.
Mary’s Island, and Cassie listened raptly as he talked about the fishermen who
plied the waters of Galilee and speculated why they so willingly left their
nets to follow Jesus.


After the closing song, the children and youth separated to
other parts of the house along with their teachers. Cassie looked around for
Aaron, but he had disappeared as well. She was trying unsuccessfully to imagine
him teaching a Sunday School class when someone touched her on the shoulder. It
was Aaron’s sister-in-law, the blonde beauty, who introduced
herself as Amy. Inviting Cassie to move forward, she went to the front, called
the Gospel Doctrine class to order, and proceeded to teach an excellent lesson
on the Epistle of James.


Cassie could hardly take her eyes off Amy. She was as tall
as Cassie and slender, with high cheek-bones and a generous mouth
that lifted naturally into a happy expression. She wore her hair pulled away
from her face and falling halfway down her back in a mass of golden
spirals.


When Sunday School was over, Amy came to take Cassie into
Relief Society, making her known to the handful of sisters before sitting at
the piano and accompanying the opening hymn. The lesson was given by an older
sister who was as dull as Amy had been dynamic, and Cassie had a hard time
staying focused. So when Amy leaned over and asked her if she wanted to go
listen to her son, Jerry, give a talk in Primary, Cassie readily agreed. She
followed Amy to the basement, where eight children were sitting in two
rows on little chairs. Aaron was standing at the back of the room with his arms
folded across his chest, and she joined him there.


As Jerry stood behind a makeshift, child-sized podium, Amy
knelt by him and handed him a picture. “This is Jesus,” she whispered to
him.


Jerry just looked at her.


Amy pointed at the group of attentive children. “Show them
the picture and speak to them,” she instructed. “This is Jesus.”


Jerry, obeying instructions, looked at the Primary class,
showed them the picture, and said, “I know.”


“No,” Amy whispered. “Tell them that this is Jesus.”


“Oh.” He held up the picture. “This is Jesus.”


Amy took the original picture from Jerry and handed him a
picture of Jesus surrounded by children. “He loves me,” she prompted.


Holding up the picture, Jerry said, “He loves my mom.”


Cassie, struggling valiantly not to laugh, glanced sideways
at Aaron and was amazed at the tender smile on his face. He looked proud.


Jerry finished his last picture credibly, and then they sang
the closing song and church was over.


It took a while to get away. Because their homes were
scattered on five different islands, the members lingered, loath to leave the
fellowship they found in that modest house. Finally the last good-bye
was said, and Amy walked with Cassie while Aaron trailed behind with the cooler
on his shoulder, holding Jerry’s hand.


“I’m glad Aaron brought you over,” Amy said. “Are you
staying long at Quarry Harbor?”


Cassie shook her head. “I’m leaving as soon as the ferry is
in service.”


As they continued down the hill, Amy gently plied Cassie
with questions, listening intently with her pleasant expression to all her
answers. When she found that Cassie was a recent widow, her own eyes became
misty, and she gave her a quick hug.


Amy lived in a one-bedroom cottage two streets up
from the dock. “I consider myself very blessed to have this house,” she said as
they walked into the living-dining-kitchen area. “I work at the
restaurant, and they let me bring Jerry with me, so that’s a double blessing.”


“What do you do at the restaurant?” Cassie asked.


“I’m a cook.” As Jerry came in the door, Amy grabbed him and
tickled him, crying, “And guess what I’m going to cook now!”


“Swedish pancakes!” he yelled, giggling.


“Every time Uncle Aaron comes we fix Swedish pancakes, don’t
we, Jerry?” Amy said, smiling up at Aaron.


He returned the smile as he walked by to set the cooler on
the counter. “I brought you a salmon.”


“Thanks! Will you put it in the fridge while I fix dinner?”
She already had a bowl out and was cracking eggs.


After changing out of her skirt, Cassie sat in the corner
and watched the domestic scene, blown away by the change in Aaron’s demeanor.
The icy aloofness was gone, and his face creased often into a smile as he
helped in the kitchen or played with Jerry. She could see that Aaron and Amy
had a comfortable intimacy and liked being together. The thought Like Ben
and me popped into her head, and it wasn’t
until a moment later that she realized it should have been, Like Chan
and me.


The stack of thin, golden cakes grew, and soon Amy declared
everything ready. Gathering around the table, they bowed their heads while
Jerry prayed that no harm would come to them as they ate the food. As she
dribbled blackberry syrup over her pancakes, Cassie said, “I really enjoyed
your lesson, Amy. I wish I could teach like that.”


“You will, after you’ve been in the Church a while,” Amy
encouraged.


“Amy’s a teacher,” Aaron offered. “Has her degree.”


Cassie stared. “Then why are you working as a cook?”


Amy ruffled Jerry’s hair. “Because I can take Jerry with me,
and I don’t have to worry about childcare. Everyone in town mothers him, so I
have lots of support. I can live cheaply here, two blocks from the sea. I
think, economically, it all works out about the same. It’s good for now. Later
on, we’ll see.”


“Do you mind if I ask what happened to your husband? What
was his name?”


“His name was Jared,” Amy said, exchanging glances with
Aaron.


“He was lost at sea,” Aaron said brusquely. Looking out the
window, he added, “The breeze is picking up, and there’s a front moving
through, looks like.” He stood. “I think we’d better get on our way, or we’ll
have a rough crossing.”


“When do you work again, Aaron?” Amy asked.


“Tomorrow afternoon.”


Cassie put her fork on her plate and stood as well, holding
out her hand to Amy. “Thank you so much for everything,” she said. “It was so
good to meet you. You’re an inspiration to me.”


“We’re sisters,” Amy said simply. Then she turned to her
son, “Tell Sister Jordain good-bye, Jerry.”


Jerry had a mouthful of pancake, but waved dutifully.


Aaron, empty cooler in hand, handed Cassie her fleece and
purse and hazed her to the front door. As they stepped outside, he said,
“Wind’s shifted around to the south.”


“What does that mean?”


“Nothing. That’s the prevailing wind, especially in the
fall. We get some pretty big blows in November.”


Cassie looked out into the channel and saw flecks of white
against the blue. “Will we make it back all right?”


“Yep,” Aaron replied. “It’s high slack, so it won’t be as
rough now as it will be when the tide turns.”


Cassie, hustling to keep up, asked, “When will the tide
turn?”


“About the time we get back.”


They did make it back all right, though the ride was a lot
rougher than the last, and Cassie’s hair and fleece were damp from the spray
coming over the bow. She was glad when they entered the mouth of the harbor and
the water flattened out.


As they tied up at the public space and climbed out, they
noticed a shiny new boat pulled up at the fueling station. A
gray-haired man, obviously the new owner, was talking to the
teen-age attendant in a loud voice, bragging about the good deal he
had hammered. “This is my first time out,” he said. “I’m from Seattle. I deal
in real estate.”


Climbing to the flying bridge, the novice skipper asked the
fuel attendant to cast off the lines and push him away from the dock, stern
first. As the young man complied, Aaron muttered, “I hope he knows enough to
turn on the blowers before he tries to start it.”


“Why?”


“Because, if there are gas fumes in the engine compartment,
a spark from starting could blow up the boat. It’s a routine safety 
precaution that every boat-owner—”


Aaron didn’t get through the last sentence, because an
explosion ripped through the new cruiser, flinging the hard bargainer into the
water from the flying bridge and leaving the burning boat drifting toward where
the Red Swan was moored.


Aaron jumped back into his skiff, untying the lines with a
practiced motion and heading over to where the hapless senior was flailing in
the water.


Driven by a frantic urge to protect her boat, Cassie ran
down the dock. The burning wreckage was just feet away from the neighboring
sailboat when she slung her purse on the bench, undid the lines, and pushed the
Red Swan out of the slip. Thrusting it
away from the heat of the blazing conflagration, she jumped aboard the bow at
the last minute and noted with satisfaction that she was drifting away from the
two burning boats.


The edge around the cabin was very narrow, but she made her
way to the stern and got the boat hook. Telescoping it out, she pushed away
from B Dock as they threatened to bump against the end piling. When they were
floating clear, she heaved a sigh of relief and turned to watch the
commotion as people flocked to the area to fight the fire and save nearby
boats.


As Cassie drifted to the middle of the harbor, she began to
wonder what she should do next. Sure that someone had to notice the idle
trawler, she decided to wait for rescue. As she watched, she could see a stream
of water being trained on the burning boats, and the black smoke in the air
seemed to be abating. Soon, someone would notice.


About that time, Cassie heard a thump, thump, thump. Looking
over the side, she saw she was bumping against a rock sticking up fairly close
to shore. She knew that couldn’t be good for the hull, so she pushed away with
the boat hook, only to realize that the harbor mouth was getting closer. The
sea beyond was a gray churning mass, and she noticed for the first time that
the sun was gone and dark clouds covered the sky.


With a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach, Cassie
considered her options. Maybe if I put something on the boat hook and wave
it, people will see my distress signal, she
thought, and dug in her purse for the key to the boat. As she held it in her
hand, she saw the ignition key and laughed with relief. “I’ll just start the
engine,” she said aloud as she undid the padlock. “How hard can it be? I
watched Aaron put it in gear. I can at least get back to the middle of the
harbor.”


Depositing her purse on the counter, Cassie hastily climbed
to the captain’s station. With a trembling hand, she inserted the key. Making
sure the lever was in the neutral position, she turned the key and waited for
the pulsing throb of the engine coming to life.


Nothing happened. It didn’t even turn over. Frantically she
tried again and again as the outgoing tide carried her past the mouth of the
harbor.
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Immediately outside the harbor mouth, the water turned rough,
and the powerless boat was constantly in motion, rocking forward and aft or
rolling side to side, depending on which way the bow was facing. The wind
generally kept the boat perpendicular to the waves, but as they became bigger
and the Red Swan slid down into deep
troughs between them, she would yaw and tip violently sideways.


Seawater was now spraying over the cabin as the bow met the
waves. Fighting nausea, Cassie prayed audibly for help and looked around for
the boat that would answer that prayer. There was no one in sight. She noted
that she was in the middle of a wide strait, but the wind was blowing her
toward an island to the north, and Aaron had said that staying in deep water
was safer than being close to shore. Suddenly she remembered that he was
holding a sea anchor when he said that.


As the boat continued to pitch wildly, Cassie felt her face
get hot. With saliva pouring into her mouth, she staggered to the back deck and
vomited over the side, grateful for the coolness of the spray that struck her
face as the boat headed into a wave. As the Red Swan plunged, yawed, and rolled, she decided her only
hope would be to see if she could drop the sea anchor.


Lurching back through the cabin, she opened the cupboard and
took out the canvas bundle and the rope it was sitting on. She spread her feet
and braced herself as she considered how it needed to be deployed. She talked
herself through the process: “If I unwrap these lead ropes now, I can fasten
them onto the line with these metal clips. Right. Then, I need to tie the line
to the bow first before I throw it over. It won’t do to have it pull out of my
hands while I’m trying to tie it on. Okay. I can do this.”


It was harder than she had imagined. At the
V-berth, she laid everything in readiness on the bunk. Before she
could open the hatch, she was hit with another wave of nausea that had her
sweating and retching. Shouting a prayer and holding an end of the rope in her
hand, she unlatched the hatch and climbed up on the bunk, which put her out of
the boat from the waist up. Immediately, a wall of water hit her and left her
choking and sputtering, but the nausea was gone. She wiped her eyes and worked
with fumbling fingers to put the loop end around the bow cleat and fasten it
securely.


That done, she ducked down just as another wave came over
the bow and poured through the hatchway. She grabbed the anchor and the coil of
rope, stood again, and laid the rope on the bow. Unfurling the canvas
parachute, she flung it over the side and watched the rope play out, heedless
of the drenching, briny waves that were growing even as she was working and
that took her breath away as they hit her full-on. When the last of
the rope was overboard, she closed the hatch and wiped the wet hair out of her
eyes.


Wading in an inch of water back to the cabin, she sobbed out
her thanks when she saw that the Red Swan was
now riding consistently with her bow into the waves. Cassie hoped there would
be no more yawing and rolling, and no chance that the boat would broach and be
capsized by a wave.


The wind intensified, and the waves grew bigger still,
crashing over the bow and obliterating any chance of seeing through the
windshield. Soon Cassie’s life consisted of bracing one way for the ride up the
crest of a wave, and bracing another way for the plunge down into the trough.
Intermittently, she checked to make sure the island to the north wasn’t getting
any larger.


“I can do this,” Cassie chanted aloud like a mantra. “I can
do this.” Then she began singing the only lines of “Jesus, Savior, Pilot Me”
that she knew. Over and over she sang, until suddenly she remembered the flare
gun.


Luke had had it in his hand on the day that the yellow
crabbing boat tied up alongside. He must have found it in the cabin. Cassie
braced against the cupboard and began opening and closing doors. At last she
found it. Lifting the lid of the case, she was grateful to see that the
directions were printed large enough that she wouldn’t have to peer at them and
court seasickness again. With trembling fingers, she loaded the gun and carried
it out to the back deck. Standing in water, and soaked by waves pouring over
the top of the house, she held on to the handrail with one hand and extended
the other high over her head. As she pulled the trigger, she took time to watch
the fiery dart shoot skyward before she ducked back into the cabin.


Through the back window, Cassie searched with stinging eyes
for the sight of a boat coming to her rescue. Nobody was foolish enough to
venture out in this storm. Help was not to come.


After an interminable wait, Cassie began thinking about 
the second flare. There were only two, and one should not be 
profligate, she told herself. Wait awhile longer.


The wind continued unabated, and the waves continued to
batter the little craft. Cassie began to think that she wouldn’t make it. The
rope on the sea anchor would fray and the boat would turn sideways in a trough.
One of the monster waves would come crashing down as the boat rolled, spinning
it like a water wheel. The sea would pour into the cabin, and Cassie, if she
managed to make it out into the frigid water, would drown or die of
hypothermia.


As she thought these dismal thoughts, she realized she had
been so panicked that she hadn’t even put on a life vest. Though she wondered
if that wouldn’t just prolong the agony when she capsized, she decided to do it
anyway and carefully made her way to the closet to put it on.


She looked at her watch and saw that it had been half an
hour since she fired the last flare. Thinking that it seemed like years, she
decided she was going to shoot off this one and then resign her fate to the
Lord.


She reloaded the pistol, watched for the right interval that
would keep her the driest, and stepped outside. She fired off the flare and
watched the high, arcing trajectory. Before she could duck back into the
shelter of the cabin, a deluge of water washed over the house, almost knocking
her off her feet and inflating her life vest. Sputtering and wiping her hair
from her eyes, she glanced over the stern and saw behind her a huge burst of
spray and then another. Though she was almost thrown to the deck by another
wall of water, she stayed outside, mesmerized by the sight of spray flying up
in front of what she joyously perceived to be a boat. An open boat. Someone was
out in this maelstrom in an open boat! But whoever it was, he was coming
straight toward her, and Cassie began to hope again.


As the boat neared, Cassie could see through the
matted-down hair that covered her eyes that it was Aaron. No one ever
looked so good. He ran his boat alongside the Red Swan and tossed her a line, then pointed to the midship
cleat. Leaning far forward, Cassie made it fast, though she was almost thrown
overboard in the process.


Aaron’s boat banged against the Red Swan, but Aaron held it steady and tossed Cassie another
line. As she tied it to the stern cleat, Aaron cut the motor and hauled himself
over the side.


“Get inside,” he shouted, and Cassie obeyed, closing the
door and trying to keep from crying in relief.


She watched through the window as he dropped bumpers between
his skiff and the Red Swan and made sure
that Cassie had done a good job of making it fast. Then he also came inside
and, kneeling down, opened a little door under the captain’s station.


“What are you doing?” Cassie asked.


“Turning on the batteries.”


Cassie’s heart sank as she realized that she would not have
been in this situation had she known.


As they rode up and down the waves, the Red Swan began to list. Alarmed, Cassie looked out the
window. “Your boat is filling up with water,” she called to Aaron.


Without saying a word, Aaron went out and set the skiff
free, tossing the lines in as it floated away from them, foundering.


“Oh, Aaron, your boat!” Cassie exclaimed. “I’m so sorry!”


“Never mind that,” he said, climbing into the captain’s
chair and starting the engine. Though filled with humiliation for causing the
problem, Cassie thought it was one of the most beautiful sounds she had ever
heard.


Taking out his pocket knife and opening it to a serrated
blade, Aaron said, “You are to go forward and cut the line holding the sea
anchor.”


“Cut the line?”


“You’d never be able to haul it in. It’ll eventually drift
to shore and will be someone’s good luck. Now, go do it. As soon as it’s free,
I’ll start to power forward.”


Holding the knife gingerly away from her body, Cassie
lurched forward, bending over when she reached the berth. She opened the hatch,
braced herself for the briny onslaught, and climbed up on the bunk. Standing up
through the hatchway, she leaned way forward, reaching out as far as she could
and began to saw at the rope stretching out from the bow.


The wind was howling around her ears, and she was hit with a
wave that took her breath away. She felt the water go down her back and through
the hatch, but she kept on sawing at the rope, and after a few moments, it gave
way.


She dropped back through the hatch and quickly pulled the
cover closed. “Done!” she shouted. Immediately she felt the boat respond to the
rudder, and though they were still rearing and plunging, it seemed to be a more
controlled ascent and descent.


“What time is it?” Aaron’s voice was grim as he shouted the
question over the sound of the wind and the pounding waves.


Wondering why he would ask, Cassie looked at her watch and
came to stand by him. “It’s four o’clock.”


“I think we have enough time,” he said, looking intently out
the window. “Hold on. I’m coming about.” Gauging the waves just right, he spun
the wheel and the Red Swan turned
completely around, facing the opposite direction. She rolled a bit, but righted
immediately. They now had a following sea, and the going was a lot smoother. As
the waves came upon them, instead of crashing over the bow, they would lift the
stern of the boat way up high and then roll on under.  


They had traveled for only a little while when Aaron spun
the wheel, warning her that she might roll a bit. Cassie braced herself but was
thrown against the middle cupboard when they rolled to port so hard that the
gunwale almost touched the water.


“That’s the understatement of the century,” she said through
clenched teeth.  


Then there was nothing. No more bucking and pitching and
rolling. Just a gentle rising and falling as they chugged into placid
waters.


“What did you do?” Cassie asked unbelievingly.


Aaron switched on the radio. “This is Chinaman Cove. If the
tide is too low, you can’t get in, but I know Red Swan can manage on a six-foot tide. Another half
hour and we wouldn’t have made it. Instead, we’d have been two hours beating
back to Quarry Harbor.”


While the engine continued to idle, Aaron went forward and
opened the hatch. He hauled the anchor out of its locker and dropped it
overboard. Then he took the helm again and said, “When I tell you to, I want
you to tie the anchor line off on the bow cleat.”


Cassie took her place in the hatchway while Aaron backed the
boat and the anchor line played out overboard.


“Tie ’er off,” he called.


“Got it,” Cassie called back as she made the line fast. Then
she looked around at the high sandstone cliffs surrounding on three sides. Huge
cave-like holes that had been eroded out of the walls showed up black
against the lighter rock.


Dropping back down into the cabin, she closed the hatch.
“That’s really something, all those caves out there.”


Aaron turned down the radio. “That’s why it’s called
Chinaman Cove. In the late eighteen hundreds, they needed cheap labor for the
salmon canneries, so people started smuggling in Chinese immigrants. The
traffickers would drop them off here, 
and the Chinese would hide in the holes until people from the canneries
came and got them.”


Switching off the engine, he got down from the pilot’s seat
and went to the hall cupboard. “You’re drenched,” he said. “You’re probably
soaked to the skin.”


“That’s a fair assessment,” Cassie said lightly. “You know,
I still feel like I’m rising and falling. It’s weird.”


Aaron grinned as he handed her a towel and a pair of sweats.
“You can change in the head. Here’s a plastic bag to put your wet clothes in.
You can take a shower if you want and wash the salt out of your hair. There
should be hot water in the tank by now.”


“A shower? You’re kidding!”


“’Fraid not. Try it.”


“You’re every girl’s dream,” Cassie said over her shoulder
as she headed aft. “First you save my life, and then you provide a hot shower.”


“It may be just a warm shower,” he cautioned.


“Good enough,” she assured him and ducked into the head, emerging
a quarter hour later in baggy sweats to find that Aaron had changed into dry
clothes as well.


“We’re twins,” she said, running her hands through her damp
hair to fluff it up. “How many more pair do you have in there just like these
two?”


“There’s one more set. Are you hungry? We have Top Ramen,
kippers, and hot chocolate.”


“Are you kidding? When you wouldn’t let me finish my
pancakes? I’m starved.”


Aaron laughed and pulled out a stool for Cassie to sit on,
then sat beside her. He handed her a spoon for her noodles and said, “I had a
hunch this blow was coming. They said in Quarry Harbor that it moved in so fast
from the Pacific that the radar didn’t pick it up. There was no advance
warning. The radio said that winds were to get to fifty knots and then die down
after midnight.”


“How fast is fifty knots?”


“About sixty miles an hour. If you step outside you’ll hear
it whistling. We’re lucky to be sheltered here like we are.”


“I’ll say. My knuckles are still white! What a ride! Oh,
Aaron, I’m so sorry about your boat. All I could think of was saving the Red
Swan when that burning boat was coming
toward it.”


“You were right to do what you did, Mrs. Jordain.”


“How can you speak to me so formally? We’re marooned
together. Call me Cassie.”


“All right, Cassie. You were right to save the Red Swan. They weren’t well prepared for a fire like that.
They lost one boat and another was damaged. Besides, I should have showed you
the battery switch and taught you how to start the engine, but I was 
too . . .” His voice trailed off, and he shrugged.


Cassie looked at him over the rim of her mug of chocolate,
and her eyes crinkled. “You were certainly fierce,” she said. “If looks could
kill, I’d be dead. But I know why, now, and it’s all right.”


Aaron blinked. “You do?”


“Yes. Mr. Knuteson told me you built the Red Swan. I can understand how you didn’t like me coming along
and announcing that I was the owner.” All of a sudden Cassie realized that she
was getting into territory that covered how Aaron had lost his boat. She took a
spoonful of noodles to cover her confusion and tried to think how to turn the
conversation into another vein.


Aaron did it for her. “I didn’t realize you were a widow or
I might not have been so rude. When did your husband die?”


“October second. It was a Monday, and he was home from a
trip, bringing me flowers. He was hit by a car while crossing the street. I saw
it happen.”


“That was just two weeks ago,” Aaron said. “How do you deal
with it so well?”


“I don’t. It’s worse at night. But so many
things—like today—have happened since I came to
Quarry Harbor, that it doesn’t seem like he’s been gone just two weeks.”


It was getting dark, and Aaron reached to turn on an
overhead light. Leaning back against the middle cupboard, he cradled his mug in
his hands. “You said he had been on a trip. What was he doing?”


“He worked for the government, undercover, in drug enforcement.
I’ve only found that out since he’s been dead. The police are investigating
whether his death was murder resulting from his work with drug traffickers
coming down from Canada into the U.S.”


“I’m sorry for your loss,” Aaron said.


“Thank you.”


They ate quietly for a moment, and then Cassie said, “I’ve
been so concerned with my own problems that I didn’t think to ask about that
man. The one who blew up his boat.”


“He’ll be all right,” Aaron said. “Singed and scared is
all.”


“I didn’t see you turning on any blowers when you started
this motor.”


“That’s because the Swan has a diesel engine. It’s much less
volatile than gasoline. Safer.”


“Oh.” Cassie yawned and began clearing up the supper
mess.


“Tired?”


“Yes, I am all of a sudden. Must be the emotional letdown.
Where do I put this garbage?”


“There’s a bin under the sink. Why don’t you lie down for a
while? We’re here until the tide comes back up to where we can clear the rocks
at the entrance.”


“That sounds so good, but I imagine the bunk is soaked from
all the water that poured in when the hatch was open,” Cassie said
wistfully.


Aaron went to the closet in the hallway. “We’ll cover it
with a tarp. It may not be the most comfortable thing to sleep on, but it will
keep you dry. Here. Spread this over the wet place. Take this blanket, too, and
I’ll get you a pillow.”


Cassie took the covers from him and grinned. “You’re just
like a magician! Is there anything you don’t have in that closet?”


“Lots. But I do have one more thing for you. Socks,” he
said, producing a heavy woolen pair. “It didn’t make sense to give them to you
while you were walking around, because the floor is still wet. But put them on
when you get in bed, and they will keep you nice and warm.”


“Luxury indeed,” Cassie breathed. “Thank you.”


She went forward and spread the tarp as directed. Then she
folded the thick Hudson Bay blanket in half and laid it so she could lie on one
part and cover herself with the other. Lastly, she sat on the bunk and pulled
the wool socks onto her cold feet and then lay down.


Aaron brought her a pillow, bending over in the constricted
headroom of the berth. Cassie tucked it under her head and thanked him. As he
turned to go, she said, “Aaron?”


“Yes?”


“I am so sorry about your boat. You must take the Red
Swan.”


“Don’t be ridiculous!”


“I’m not being ridiculous.” Cassie reached up and took his
hand. “If you hadn’t come to save me, you wouldn’t have lost your boat. You
built the Red Swan. Someone else might
own her, but she’s yours. You must let me make this right.”


“I’ll tell you what. I’ll take her tomorrow. I have to go to
Seattle, and with the ferry out and my skiff who-knows-where,
I’m in a bit of a bind. So, thank you. I will take the Red Swan, but just for tomorrow.” He squeezed her hand and set
it down on the blanket.


As he turned away, Cassie said, “Not just for tomorrow. For
as long as you need it until you can replace your skiff.”


“All right, Cassie,” he said, and she could tell he was smiling.
“You drive a hard bargain. Now go to sleep.”


Curled up in the bunk, Cassie could hear the sound of the
water lapping against the side and feel the boat swinging in the breeze at the
end of the anchor rope. Thinking of Aaron, she wondered what would drive a man
to start smuggling. He didn’t seem the type to do such a thing. Whatever he had
done in the past, she thought, he had certainly redeemed himself tonight. On
that note, she drifted off to sleep.


She woke hours later to the throbbing of the engine and the
slap of water against the hull. The bow was rising and falling, but it was
nothing like the steep climb and headlong freefall of the evening before. The
sky was still black, but the clouds were gone and stars were twinkling
brightly, and the approaching dawn was making the edges of the horizon lighter.


Climbing out of the bunk, Cassie padded in to stand by
Aaron. She could see his strong profile.


“Hi,” he said quietly, folding down the mate’s chair for
her.


“Hi,” she replied, sitting up beside him.


“If we hadn’t come out now, we’d have had to wait until the
next tide. It looks like the storm’s blown over. The weather has settled, and
the barometer is rising.”


“Mmmm,” Cassie said sleepily.


They sailed in companionable silence, arriving at Quarry
Harbor just before sunup. After they tied up, Cassie put on her damp boots and
got the bag with her wet clothes in it. Standing by Aaron, who was making an
entry into the ship’s log, she said, “Thank you again, Aaron. And, please, use
the Red Swan for as long as you need.
Leave the key with Mr. Knuteson when you’re done. I’m going home.”


Then, after touching his arm, she climbed over the gunwale
and turned toward the hotel, vowing that the only boat she would ever set foot
on again would be the ferry leaving St. Mary’s Island.
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Peeking through the front door of the hotel, Cassie was
relieved to see that no one was around. She slipped unseen up to her room, and
as she hung her wet pantsuit on a hook with the 
plastic bag spread under it on the floor, she wondered if the cleaners would be
able to resurrect it.


She changed into her Levi’s and a knit shirt and carried the
soggy fleece and borrowed sweats down to the laundry. While they were washing,
she went to the dining room and had breakfast.


“Do we have a ferry yet?” she asked when Patty came to take
her order.


“Tomorrow at the earliest.” Patty tried to look
sympathetic.


“I’ll have oatmeal,” Cassie decided. “Tell me, Patty, do you
ever get claustrophobic?”


“Yes.” She smiled impishly. “When I’m cooped up in a
classroom.” Closing her order book, she walked away.


Cassie followed her with her eyes and said,
“Uh-oh.” She noticed a copy of The Island Standard, a local newspaper that someone had left on an
adjacent table. As she waited for her cereal, she paged through it and was
amazed to find that she was familiar now with many of the places and issues.
Long after she was finished with breakfast, she sat reading an extended article
about the proposed limit on bottom fishing. When she finally stood to go take
care of her laundry, she realized how stiff and sore her body was, like the day
after her first aerobics class. Too much rockin’ and rollin’, she thought.


Back in her room, Cassie was determined to work on her list
of to-dos, starting with contacting the Border Patrol. If she
couldn’t get to Seattle to talk to them today, she would do it by phone,
and she began by calling information for the number of the Seattle office. That
was the easy part. Setting her phone card on the table beside her, she began a
marathon of button pushing that included several menu loops where, after
choosing an option each time, she was finally routed back to the original menu.
Only after nearly three hours of frustration was she finally able to talk to a
real person. Whether it was her story or the desperation in her voice, she
couldn’t tell, but something worked, and the lady gave her a name and a direct
line number to call.


Cassie was just about to dial that number when someone
knocked on the door.


“Yes?” She called.


“It’s me.”


“Patty?” Cassie went to the door and opened it.


“You got a call from Amy Fletcher. She couldn’t get through
to your room, so she asked me to bring you a message. Is there any way you
could come over and see her today? She’d like to talk to you. She says it’s
important.”


“Go over to Cedar Cove? I don’t think I can. I have no way
over.”


“I’ll take you,” Patty offered. “I’m off in half an hour.”


“I don’t want to take up your day. I’ll call her.”


Patty persisted. “It’s no bother. I’d love to take you.”


“I don’t think—”


“Look,” Patty said earnestly. “Amy Fletcher is a great
person. If she wants you to come over, you should come over. I’ll take you.
It’s settled.”


Cassie looked out the window at the wind sock hanging limply
on top of the harbormaster’s cabin. “All right. I’ll go with you. But first, I
have another call to make.”


“Great! Meet me downstairs in half an hour.”


Cassie turned back to her task, dialing the precious number,
the direct line to someone who might be able to help.


A clipped female voice answered. “Mr. Hubbard’s office.”


“My name is Cassie Jordain. May I speak with Mr. Hubbard,
please?”


“Mr. Hubbard is out for the day. He will be in tomorrow. May
I have him return your call?”


“What time will he be in tomorrow?”


“Eight-thirty.”


“I’ll call back then,” Cassie said. “Wait! May I make an
appointment to see him?”


“Tomorrow? I have an opening at one-thirty. Will
that do?”


Cassie mentally computed the ferry ride and drive from
Anacortes. “Yes. That will be fine. I’ll be there at one-thirty.”


As she hung up the phone, Cassie felt like cheering. At
last! She was finally going to be able to let them know about Chan.


Folding up her to-do list, she stuck it in her
day-timer and put it in her purse. She slung it over her shoulder,
grabbed her jacket, and ran down the stairs to sit in the lobby, leafing
through a magazine until Patty came through with her apron in her hand.


“We have to be on our way back by two,” Patty said. “Irene
called in sick, and I’m going to take her shift.”


“More college money,” Cassie said, putting a bright spin on
it as they headed out the door.


When they got to the Porters’ old cruiser, Patty turned on
the blowers and then started the engine. “Life jackets are under that bench.”


Cassie shook her head. “This morning I said I never wanted
to get on another boat except the ferry out of here. But, I think being out in
that wind yesterday was like a trial by fire, and it’s given me more
confidence. Besides,” she patted the davit pole, “I’m kind of attached to your
old boat.”


Patty’s eyes grew wide. “You were out in that gale?”


“In a boat without power.” Cassie spent the ride to Cedar
Cove describing her ordeal and subsequent rescue by Aaron Fletcher.


“He went out in that in his skiff?” Patty asked in
disbelief, cutting the power as they approached the public dock.


Ready with a line as the boat drifted alongside the float,
Cassie said, “Yes. And the last we saw of it, it was drifting away, half full
of water.” She ignored the stiffness in her joints and jumped out onto the dock
to secure the boat, bow and stern.


“Rotten luck for Aaron,” Patty said, checking the mooring
lines. As she led the way up to the sidewalk, she asked, “Do you know how to
get to Amy’s house?”


“Yes. I was there yesterday. Was it just yesterday?”


“I told her when we’d be here. She’s getting someone to
cover for her so she can talk with you. She said if she’s not there yet, go on
in. Nobody locks their doors around here. I’m going to visit a friend. See you
back here at a quarter to two. Okay?”


Patty turned right and Cassie crossed the street, turning
left and heading for the road that went up the hill. On her ascent, Cassie
passed a glass-fronted gift shop where she caught sight of some
cunning wooden toy boats on display. One was a double-ender with a
red hull and a white cabin, not exactly like the Red Swan, but very similar. Thinking of a little
brown-eyed boy that she’d like to give that boat to, she hesitated
about taking the time to buy it. She had just about decided not to take the
time when she was jolted by the sight of Luke Matthews coming around the
corner. Instinctively, she bolted through the gift shop door, ignoring the
startled look of the elderly lady minding the till and heading to the back of
the store, where a freestanding rack of matted watercolors offered cover.
Peeking out from behind the display, Cassie held her breath as she watched Luke
pause at the doorway of the gift shop, glance around, look at his watch, and
then pass out of sight.


“May I help you?” The saleslady reminded Cassie of a little
bird. She had soft gray hair and bright eyes, which she turned interestedly on
her sole customer.


Cassie grabbed one of the watercolors at random. She handed
it to the clerk and said breathlessly, “I’ll take this. And I want that little
red boat that’s in the window.”


“Certainly. Would you like the boat in a box?”


“Yes,” Cassie said absently, drifting to the front window
and looking down the street in the direction Luke had gone.


“Here we go. Will that be cash or credit card?”


Cassie went to the counter and handed over her card. While
the lady completed the transaction, she went back and opened the door to look
up and down the street.


“Would you like to sign this?” The bird-lady’s voice was
high with concern.


Cassie came back in. “I wasn’t leaving. I thought I saw
someone I knew go by. Just checking.”


After signing the sales slip, she took her card and the
plastic bag of merchandise and thanked the saleslady, who watched her intently
as she walked quickly out the door and around the corner.


It was only two blocks to Amy’s house, and Cassie reached it
quickly, hoping that Amy was home. She had no desire to wait alone in a
stranger’s house.


Amy had been on the watch and opened the door before Cassie
could knock, greeting her with a smile and a hug. “Thank you so much for
coming!” She lead Cassie in and motioned for her to sit on the couch.


“Where is Jerry?” Cassie asked.


“He’s gone to the playground with Agnes. She’s one of the
waitresses.” Sitting in the easy chair, Amy bent forward with her arms on her
knees and her hands clasped, looking earnestly at Cassie. “I had this strong
feeling . . . it was like I just had to talk to you, to tell you the
truth.”


Cassie frowned. “I don’t understand. Truth? About what?” She
stirred uncomfortably. “I’m sorry, but we barely know one another. I don’t know
that it’s appropriate that you confess anything to me.” Cassie reached for her
purse and the plastic gift-shop bag and contemplated the
door.


“No, listen. It’s about my husband. Aaron said he was lost
at sea.”


At the mention of Aaron’s name, Cassie relaxed. Aaron was
safe. Aaron was solid. Because of Aaron, she would listen to what Amy had to
say. Putting down her purse and bag, Cassie sat back against the couch. “Okay.
Go on.”


“I think I had better begin from the beginning. Did you know
I was once engaged to be married to Aaron Fletcher?”


Cassie gaped at her. “Then you’re the one who helped him
build the Red Swan!”


Amy nodded. “That’s the way I got to know him. I’ll go back
to the first.” Sitting back, she brushed a strand of blonde hair away from her
pretty face. “I went to school in Bellingham. Western Washington University. In
my senior year, I came over to St. Mary’s Island to do my student teaching. It
was a small school, but I had an excellent master teacher, Mr. Fletcher.
Aaron’s father. I don’t think it was just because we shared a common faith that
he befriended me. He was such a good man that he would have done that for
anyone.” Amy paused for a moment, remembering.


“He was a widower,” she went on. “His wife had died earlier,
when Aaron was just eighteen. Jared would have been eleven. They lived in
Quarry Harbor in an old house on High Road. Aaron still lives there.”


“What happened to his father?”


“He had a stroke last spring. He’s in a nursing home in
Shingle Bay, paralyzed on one side and unable to speak.” Amy’s eyes grew shiny,
and she shook her head, smiling ruefully. “I’m sorry. I can’t think about it without
tearing up. Excuse me.” Getting up, she walked to the kitchen table, grabbed a
napkin out of the holder, and blew her nose.


Cassie was unable to see where this was heading and why 
Amy was determined that she should hear the story, but she was interested, so
she waited.


Amy sat and cleared her throat. “So. Where was I?”


“You were telling me about Aaron’s father, but you hadn’t
yet told me how you met Aaron.”


“Yes. Well, Mr. Fletcher, Father Fletcher as I now call him,
asked another student teacher and me to come to Quarry Harbor for dinner. Aaron
was there, and his dad took us down to see his project
boat—what is now the Red Swan. He had the cabin on and was just beginning to work on the interior.
He’s an excellent craftsman. They all are, Jared and Aaron and their father.
They built a sailboat together when the boys were younger, and the boys
practically lived on it in the summers. They named it Missionary
Fund, and Father Fletcher always intended
that it would be sold to pay for missions.”


“Was it?” Cassie asked. “Sold for missions?”


“It paid for Jared’s mission. Aaron didn’t go.”


“Why not?”


“I don’t know for sure. I didn’t know him then. Maybe it’s
because he’s not comfortable putting himself forward. He’s a good man. The
best. But he doesn’t feel comfortable opening up about what he believes. He
went to the firefighter’s academy instead. He’s worked on a fire boat in
Seattle for as long as I’ve known him.”


“But I saw him on a fishing boat. I thought he was a
fisherman.”


“He works for Brother Hanson—he spoke in
church Sunday—when he has time off, but it’s a
part-time thing. Jared worked as a fisherman all our married life.”
She looked like she would say more, but didn’t.


“So, you met Aaron when you were a student teacher,” Cassie
prompted.


“Yes. I was teasing him one day. I don’t know if you
noticed, how he’s so quiet and solemn, but he has such a presence. He’s not the
kind that fades into the woodwork. Anyway, I was attracted to him and trying to
get him to notice me, I guess, and I offered 
to come help him, just for something to say. He took me up on it, and I started
spending time with him. Lots of time.”        


Amy paused and looked out the window at the little harbor
and the sea beyond.


Cassie prompted again. “So, you became engaged?”


Amy smiled. “Yes. I went back home for the summer, but 
I applied for an opening at St. Mary’s school and got accepted. I thought Aaron
would never propose, but finally he did.” She laughed. “He made a hash of it,
but I didn’t care. We were going to honeymoon on the Red Swan.”


“What happened?” Cassie asked.


“Jared happened,” Amy said dryly. “He came home from his
mission. He was everything that Aaron wasn’t. Everything.”


“Like how?”


“He was tall and fair-haired. Incredibly handsome.
He was my age—Aaron is seven years older than I am, and all of
a sudden he seemed too mature for me, because Jared was such fun.” She shook
her head, is if it were an unwelcome memory. “The ring on my finger meant
nothing to Jared. He wooed me. Brought me flowers, sent me valentines—I
don’t know where he got them because it was November. I was very flattered and
fell for him like a ton of bricks. We were married a month after he got home.”


Cassie’s brows shot up. “A month!” Then she remembered her
own precipitous marriage. “What did Aaron say?”


“He said he understood. He loved Jared and always felt that
his brother was the smartest, cleverest, most dedicated person in the world. He
was proud that Jared had served a mission and felt 
that it was natural that I would prefer this handsome returned 
missionary to him.”


Cassie’s throat tightened. “But he was hurt,” she said, and
somehow she couldn’t bear it.


“Yes. He was hurt so bad that he kind of disappeared. He
didn’t leave the area, but he quit coming to church and made sure to be away
from home when Jared and I went to see Father Fletcher. I didn’t see him for
over a year. By that time, we had Jerry, and it was apparent to me that I had
made a big mistake.”


Amy looked at her watch. “I’ve been rambling too much. I’ve
got to leave soon. What I found was that Jared didn’t really love me. What he
loved was the competition. I was engaged to his brother, and he couldn’t rest
until he had me. After that, there was no big attraction.”


“Was he unfaithful to you?”


“I don’t know. He was certainly away a lot. He would go out
on boats that fished up in the Bering Sea. It’s dangerous work, but he loved
danger, and the money was unbelievable. I guess it was. We didn’t see much of
it as a family. If Aaron and Father Fletcher hadn’t watched out for us, Jerry
and I would have starved. I found this house and my job at the restaurant long
before I lost my husband.”


“Did you lose him in the Bering Sea?”


“No. He was out on the Red Swan.”


“The Red Swan? But . . .”


“I didn’t know he had taken it,” Amy continued. “I still had
a set of keys that I had hung onto for sentimental reasons. I kept them in my
top drawer, and he took them. Aaron had an inflatable dinghy that he towed
behind, and Jared had that, too. The Coast Guard hailed him, on a routine stop.
It was the beginning of boating season, and they were checking to make sure
boats had all their safety gear. Jared took off in the dinghy, leaving the Swan drifting toward some rocks. The Coast Guard secured
her and found a huge stash of marijuana on board, so they seized her and called
in the Border Patrol. There were a lot of people who had seen Jared heading out
in the Red Swan, so there was no
mystery there. There’s a warrant out for his arrest, and no one has seen him
since.”


“When did this happen?”


“Last March. The day after the Coast Guard incident, there
came a gale that lasted a week. It’s possible that Jared could have been caught
in it and lost, but I don’t know.”


“So it wasn’t Aaron who was smuggling drugs and lost the Red
Swan?”


“Aaron?” Amy shook her head. “The man is incapable of doing
something like that.”


“But your husband was a returned missionary!”


“Yes. He was always careful to have the outward appearance
correct. And, I imagine the adventure was appealing to him. Go to a foreign
country, learn a different language.” Amy looked at her watch. “I’ve got to
go.”


“Wait a minute. What did Aaron say about losing his boat?”


“He was having his own problems right then and didn’t know
about it until later. When I tried to apologize for what Jared did, he wouldn’t
let me continue. He won’t talk about it.”


Amy stood.


“I still don’t know the reason you’ve told me all this,”
Cassie said.


Amy sat down again. “Aaron told you my husband was lost at
sea. He said that to protect me, but it’s not the truth. I needed you to know
what really happened. It was important that you not picture me as some
unfortunate widow grieving for a wonderful husband. The reality is that I made
a poor choice and must live with that decision. On the outside Jared looked
good and fine, but on the inside . . . ” She shook her head. “I chose flash over
substance.”


Cassie frowned. “But why was it important that you tell me
this? Who am I to you? I’m someone you saw once and will probably never see
again.”


“Oh, I don’t know. Aaron seems taken with you.”


Cassie laughed. “That’s absurd. He’s still head over ears in
love with you. It sticks out all over him.”


Amy shook her head. “He feels responsible. It’s a family
thing. Besides, I don’t think he could ever trust me again. I hurt him so bad
four years ago that he could never love me again, even if I were free, which I
don’t know if I am or not. I don’t know if Jared is dead or alive.”


Amy stood. “I didn’t even offer you something to eat. Would
you like something before you go? Cookies and milk, perhaps?” She walked over
and opened the fridge. “Jello?”


“No. Really. I’ll walk down the hill with you and hang out
in town until it’s time to meet Patty. It’s only a little while.”


“I see you’ve already been to the gift shop,” Amy said.
“Mrs. Cheever is a sweet lady. She often comes and gets Jerry to spend an
afternoon with her.”


They walked in silence down the hill, each lost in her own
thoughts. When they reached the bottom, Amy said, “This is where we part. I go
down the alley to the back door of the restaurant.” She gave Cassie a quick
hug. “Thanks for coming over. I feel better, now that I’ve told you.”


“It’s certainly an interesting story,” Cassie laughed. “It
was worth the trip, and I was very glad to hear that it wasn’t Aaron who lost
the Red Swan.” She waved as Amy turned
down the alleyway, then stood on the corner wondering what she was going to do
for the next fifteen minutes.


She spied the Island Standard sign half a block down the street. Thinking she might do some research
in the newspaper’s library, she walked down and pushed through the
old-fashioned, glass-paned wooden door.


A slender young woman was standing behind the counter. She
had straight brown hair parted in the middle and falling down to her ears,
bright blue eyes that she kept cast down, and a cold sore on her lip.


Cassie waited for her to look up, but finally said, “I’d
like to do some research in your back issues.”


“Come this way,” the young woman said shyly, opening a gate.
Cassie followed her to a back room with two tall windows in the wall and a
huge, square table in the center. All around the perimeter were small
cubbyholes with folded papers in them. “What time period were you thinking of?”
she asked.


“Last March.”


“Of this year?”


Cassie said yes, and the young lady showed her where they
would be found and retreated to the other room. Cassie brought the stack to the
table and sat down. The paper was a weekly, and she started with the last
edition in February. She opened the folded paper and turned the pages, scanning
the headlines, looking for the announcement of a local boat seized in a drug
bust, but without success.


She folded the paper back up, set it to the side, and opened
the first issue in March. There was nothing there, either. Taking the next
week’s paper, her eye caught the name Fletcher in a front-page
headline the minute she opened it. But it was Aaron’s picture that was in the
paper above the story about how he had been injured when a propane tank aboard
a burning boat had exploded and sent pieces of red hot shrapnel flying. Aaron
had been hit by several pieces. One embedded in his face, another pierced his
canvas coat and hit him in the chest, and a third tore into his arm, severing
an artery. He had been rushed to the hospital and was in critical condition.
The paper called upon island residents to donate blood to replace the units
needed to stabilize Aaron Fletcher.


What had Amy said?
Cassie tried to remember. Aaron was having his own problems. That’s
an understatement if there ever was one.


The chiming of an old clock on the wall indicating the
quarter hour reminded Cassie that she needed to suspend her search if she was
going to make it back in time to meet Patty. Hastily restacking the newspapers,
she thanked the reclusive attendant and hurried out the door.
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As she crossed the street, Cassie could see that Patty was
already waiting at her boat and deep in conversation with someone. Something
about the set of his shoulders was disquietingly familiar, and Cassie paused by
an informational sign to watch. Patty was shaking her head while the fellow
seemed to be pressing her about something. Patty shook her head again, checked
her watch, and glanced around, saying something that caused him to turn and
rake the area with his eyes. It was Luke Matthews.


Hating the sinking feeling she got in the pit of her stomach
every time she saw him, Cassie stepped out of sight behind the sign and waited.
Presently she peeked around and saw Luke stalk off in the opposite direction.
She heaved a sigh, wiped her palms on her pants, and continued on her way.


“There you are,” Patty called from the controls of the
already-idling boat. “Ready to go?”


“Yes. Want me to cast off?”


“Yep. How was your visit?”


“Good. Who was that I saw you talking with just now?”


As they pulled away from the dock, Patty repeated, “Just
now? Someone asking for directions.”


The water was choppy when they got out into the strait, and
as Patty opened her up, the bow went slap, slap, slap on the water. In spite of
the sunshine, it was chilly, so Cassie put on her fleece and zipped it up.


As she sat close to the cabin out of the sharp breeze, she
thought she heard a skip in the roar of the engine, just a momentary glitch.
There it was again. Looking up at Patty, Cassie saw her frown.


Then there was a serious break in the steady thrumming. The
engine faltered, revved, faltered, revved, then sputtered to a stop.


“What’s wrong?” Cassie asked. Standing up to look, she could
see that they were about halfway between Cedar Cove and Quarry Harbor and there
were no other boats in sight. The choppy waves were about a foot high, and the
boat wallowed around as it drifted. Patty didn’t answer. She was in the cabin,
and Cassie could hear her opening and closing cupboard doors.


The random motion of the boat was causing Cassie to feel
queasy. She stood by the starboard gunwale just in case and tried to stave off
the nausea, taking deep breaths and looking at the horizon. As the cruiser
turned to face the mouth of Quarry Harbor, the sun reflected off the white
cabin of a boat coming out and turning toward them. “I see a boat,” she shouted
at Patty. “Maybe they can help.”


At that moment, the boat rocked violently to starboard, and
as Cassie gripped the railing to keep from being flung over, she was hit from
behind. An inarticulate, involuntary cry of pain was cut short as her knees
buckled and everything went dark.


* * *


Cassie came to as she was being hauled out of the water and
up onto the deck of Patty’s boat. Disoriented, she couldn’t figure out where
she was, why she should be all wet, or why Aaron Fletcher should be kneeling
over her, holding her wrist and lifting her eyelids. Impatiently, she brushed
his hand away.


“She’s coming ’round!” Patty exclaimed.


“Her vitals are good,” Aaron said. “Pupils are fine. I think
she’s going to be all right.”


Patty picked up Cassie’s hand and held it tightly between
her own. “Hello, Cassie. You scared me half to death. I don’t know what I’d
have done if Aaron hadn’t come along.”


Cassie looked vacantly from Patty to Aaron. She still
couldn’t put this experience in context.


“I snared you with the boat hook and kept you from going
under,” Patty continued, “but I would never have been able to pull you aboard.”


“My head hurts,” Cassie murmured.


“You’ve got a pretty good goose egg back there,” Aaron said.
“It’ll probably be sore for a couple of days.” 


“What happened?”


“The davit swung around and hit you,” Patty said.


Suddenly the memory came flooding back. Cassie remembered
the trip with Patty, her talk with Amy, the news article in the Island
Standard office. She remembered Luke
Matthews arguing with Patty Porter, and Patty shaking her head as though she
were reluctant to do what he was asking her to do. 


“Did you see the davit hit me?” Cassie asked Aaron.


“No. When I got here Patty had you on the end of the boat
hook. She couldn’t let go and get to the radio and call for help, so she was
waving frantically as I went by. I just happened to see her.”


“I think I can sit up now.” Cassie allowed Aaron and Patty
to assist her, and she sat on the deck, resting on her forehead on her flexed
knees. After a moment, she said, “I think I’d better sit up on one of the
seats. I need to see the horizon or I’m going to be seasick again.”


When they got her situated, Aaron looked at his watch.
“What’s the matter with your boat, Patty?”


“It’s got to be a plugged fuel filter. I thought I had one
in the cabin, but I don’t. I was in looking for it when I heard Cassie yell.”
Patty shuddered. “If I hadn’t heard her, I hate to think what would have
happened.”


“I can’t tow you in,” Aaron said. “I’ve got to be in Seattle
by four. You got someone you can call?”


“I can call my dad. He can come get me in the skiff and tow
me home.”


“All right. Do that. I won’t leave until I know he’s on his
way.”


As Patty disappeared into the cabin, Cassie forgot her
queasiness as an idea popped into her head. “You’re going to Seattle?”


Aaron nodded.


“Can I go with you?”


He shook his head. “I don’t have time for you to go back and
change. I’m going to be late as it is.”


“I don’t care. I’ll go like this. I’ve got to get to
Seattle.”


“I’m not coming back tonight.” 


“Me, neither. I’ve got an appointment tomorrow at one-thirty
that I’ve just got to keep. If the ferry doesn’t come back into service, I’m
dead in the water . . . which is an unfortunate expression for me to use right
now, isn’t it? Please, Aaron. Let me go with you.” Cassie didn’t add that she didn’t
feel completely safe alone with Patty. The story about the davit may have
convinced Aaron, but she couldn’t forget that image of Luke arguing with Patty
and Patty shaking her head again and again. 


“Please, Aaron,” she begged. “I’ve just got to make that
appointment.”


He sighed. “All right. Climb aboard.”


Patty emerged just then. “Dad’s on his way. What’s
happening?”


“Cassie needs to go to Seattle. She’s going to ride with
me.”


In the safety of Red Swan’s back deck, Cassie remembered her manners and thanked Patty for taking
her to Cedar Cove. “I’ll see you when I get back,” she promised.


Patty handed Cassie’s things to Aaron and watched from her
drifting boat as he cast off and the Red Swan pulled away.


The faint diesel smell in the cabin, the regular pulse of
the engine, the rise and fall of the bow were all familiar and welcome to
Cassie, and she stood for a moment beside the captain’s station, savoring it
all. 


“How’s your head?” Aaron asked.


Cassie touched the tender place about two inches above her
barrette with the tips of her fingers. “It hurts. I could use some aspirin or
something.”


“Hold the wheel.”


While Cassie kept the boat on course, Aaron opened a galley
cupboard and took out a plastic bottle. He emptied two capsules into his palm,
gave them to Cassie, and got her a cup of water. 


“Better get that last pair of sweats out of the cupboard,”
Aaron suggested, taking over the wheel again. “You know the drill.”


“Does that include a shower?”


He laughed. “If you like.”


Cassie got the clothes and a towel from the cupboard. As she
passed Aaron, he handed her a plastic bag. “For the wet clothes.”


Twenty minutes later, she was seated on the high jump seat
beside him. They rode in easy silence, enjoying the sights: four seagulls lined
up on a drifting log, a tall heron standing on the shore, a sailboat that
looked like a pirate ship, sea lions churning up the sea as they played off a
rocky point, an eagle roosting on the limb of an old snag.  


It was Cassie who finally broke the silence. “I’ve been
thinking about what I’m going to do,” she said. “Where will you tie up? Will I
be able to call a taxi from there?”


“You won’t need a taxi. The dock is right by downtown
Seattle, just blocks from restaurants, shops, you name it.”


“Hotels, too?”


“Yes. Though you can stay on the Swan. I’ll be over on the fire boat. I work a twenty-four
hour shift.”


“So, you’ll be here until after my appointment tomorrow? I
can come back with you?”


Aaron nodded.


Cassie smiled. “You are such good luck for me, Aaron!”


As Aaron returned the smile, his face creased into those
familiar rectangular lines, and Cassie didn’t see how she could have thought
the smile was like Chan’s. Maybe it was because of Aaron’s scar, or because it
didn’t come so easy for him, or maybe it was because she couldn’t remember
Chan’s smile so clearly. She 
was frowning at the thought when Aaron claimed her attention.


“Hold on,” he said. “You don’t want to miss this.”


“What?”


They were just coming around the edge of a point, and
suddenly the city of Seattle came into view. 


“Oh, my!” breathed Cassie. “It’s even more beautiful from 
the sea.”


A huge tanker was plowing across the Sound, away from the
piers.


“Wow, that’s a big ship! Do you ever worry about colliding
with something like that?”


“No. There’s no danger of that. You can always stop or 
turn around. We’re heading over there.” He pointed to a busy waterfront.


Cassie watched with wonder as Aaron steered through a maze
of docks and piers, packed with boats of all sizes and uses. Cruising between
pilings that supported structures high overhead, they came to a short dock
tucked back under the street. Aaron pulled up to an empty place on the end and
went outside to tie up. Then he came back in and switched the batteries.
“She’ll be on shore power,” he said. “That means that you can use the lights,
and you’ll have plenty of hot water. There’s a small electric furnace that will
keep away the chill, too. If you want to go uptown, go out along that dock and
keep turning left. That will bring you to a set of stairs that goes up to the
city.”


“Where will you be?”


Aaron pointed. “Over there, in that brick building, the one with
the flagpole on top. I’ll meet you here at four tomorrow.” He set the keys on
the cupboard. “If you leave, lock the door.”


“Aye, aye, sir!” Cassie saluted and watched him leave.


Feeling suddenly very alone, she said aloud, “Well, Cassie,
my girl, you can either cower here, or you can get out among ’em.” She put on
her still-damp shoes without socks, and mindful that she presented an
odd appearance in her baggy sweats, she shouldered her purse and locked the
door behind her. Stepping over the gunwale, she walked to the end of the dock
and followed Aaron’s directions to the foot of a tall flight of stairs. She
looked up and muttered, “Every journey begins with the first step.” As she
began to climb, she added, “et cetera, et cetera, et cetera,” with each
ascending step until, breathing heavily, she finally stood at street
level.


The city certainly didn’t look very beautiful right there.
In fact, it was downright seedy. But, crossing the street, she headed uphill,
thinking she would certainly come to some sort of commercial district.


A pair of policewomen came through on bicycles, and Cassie
hailed them. “I need to find a store where I can buy some clothes,” she
said.


“The Salvation Army thrift store is about eight blocks that
way,” one of them said, pointing.


“Are there any department stores? Macy’s? Mervyn’s? I was on
a boat and fell overboard,” she said, suddenly wondering why she felt a need to
explain.


“Four blocks up, three blocks over, there’s a mall. Then
there’s a Nordstrom on the next block. You should find what you need.”


“Thanks,” Cassie said.


She walked the seven blocks and bought two outfits from the
skin out, including shoes. She wore one and carried the other, along with
Aaron’s sweats, in a shopping bag. The second outfit was for her appointment
with Mr. Hubbard of the Border Patrol. Remembering the soggy fleece, she
decided she had better have a jacket as well. Then she found a drugstore and
bought makeup and a toothbrush. With everything in two shopping bags, she
stopped at the food court and had some Thai food. Her last stop was a magazine
stand, where she bought a map of Seattle, a book of crossword puzzles, and a
newspaper. When she finally emerged from the mall, she saw that the sun had
already slipped below the horizon. Mindful of the seedy waterfront section she
had to pass through, she quickened her pace as she retraced her steps. The
further down the hill she went, the fewer people she met. Three young men
standing under a streetlight watched her in concert, but she anchored her purse
under her arm and kept walking with her eyes on the ground. She passed a
shabbily dressed old man shambling up the hill and a fierce-looking
young man with a wispy beard and dreadlocks who sat in the shadow of a doorway,
talking to himself in an angry tone of voice.


At last she reached the stairs. She flew down them, turning
right and then right and then right again until she came to the Red Swan, bobbing gently at her mooring.


The cabin was still cozy from residual engine heat, and
Cassie set her shopping bags and purse down on the counter. Fumbling for the
light switch, she finally managed to find the one over the sink. After that,
she found three more and felt quite at home in the brightly lit cabin. She
heated water for a cup of cocoa on the alcohol stove and sat at the counter
reading the newspaper while she drank it. Then she washed her cup and took her
crossword puzzles forward to lie down on the bunk. She turned on an overhead
light and noticed a radio in a little cubby. Searching around the stations, she
came upon A Prairie Home Companion and put
her puzzle aside to listen, chuckling at the Guy Noir skit and the vignette
presented by the National Ketchup Advisory.


When the program was over, she left the radio on and began
working her crossword puzzle, but her attention was drawn to the mention of the
Phoenix police on the news. She listened, riveted by the scanty information
passed along: two Phoenix police officers were down in a standoff with a man
who had killed his wife in a grocery store parking lot and then fled to his
home, where he was barricaded with a small arsenal.


Cassie dropped her book, rushed in to where her purse was
sitting, and dug with trembling hands for her cell phone. She had to say Ben’s
number aloud to focus her frantic mind while she punched the buttons and waited
for the signal to bounce clear to Arizona. “Come on, Ben, pick up,” she urged,
but instead, a mechanical voice came on announcing that this cell phone user
was not receiving at this time.


Knowing it wasn’t any use to try Punky, she looked up Bishop
Harris’s phone number and tried that. There was no answer, just prolonged
ringing. Next she dialed information and got the number of the Phoenix police
department, but when she got through, the officer wouldn’t give her any
information. They would release the names to the press after the next of kin had
been notified, he said in an impersonal voice.


“Just tell me,” Cassie begged. “Was one of them Ben Torres?”


“I am not at liberty to say.”


Cassie pushed the disconnect button and fumed. Trying to
remember Ben’s mother’s name, she called information and asked for a Mrs.
Torres on Eucalyptus Street.


“You’re kidding, aren’t you?” 


“No, I’m not.”


“Do you know how many people there are in Metropolitan
Phoenix with that last name?”


“But she’s on Eucalyptus Street. That should narrow it
down.”


“Yes. To about thirty. I cannot give you a number without
more specific information.”


Cassie hit the red button again and threw the cell phone
back in her purse. “This thing is giving me a headache,” she muttered, and
rummaged in the galley cupboard for Aaron’s bottle of pills.


After downing the capsules, she dug her toothbrush out of
the shopping bag but then remembered the parcel with her new pantsuit in it.
She hung her clothes up so they wouldn’t be wrinkled when she went to the
Border Patrol to see Mr. Hubbard. After brushing her teeth and changing back
into Aaron’s sweats, she set the dead bolt on the cabin door, turned out the
lights, and went forward to the berth.


After saying her prayers, she crawled into the bunk and lay
there in the dark, sick with worry and her head still throbbing. It didn’t help
when she reminded herself that there were hundreds of police officers in
Phoenix and that Ben was a detective and not likely to be involved in such an
incident. But she couldn’t bear the thought of little Ricky being left alone or
what it would be like to lose Ben as a friend. Her mind went to her appointment
with 
Mr. Hubbard, wondering what he might be able to tell her about Chan and his
work. And then she worried about being alone on a boat in a seedy part of town.
Her mind was racing, and it didn’t seem possible that she would ever be able to
sleep. But in time, weariness overcame her, and she dozed off.
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Cassie spent a restless night. The sounds of the waterfront
mixed with a troubling dream in which a shambling old man was hit by a car and
went cartwheeling through the air to land in the street by Cassie. When she
knelt to look at him, it was Ben, and her scream became the whistle of a
tugboat in the harbor that woke her up.


It was still dark, and looking at the luminous dial of her
watch, she saw that it was four o’clock. She turned onto her side and pulled
the blanket up around her ear and tried to go back to sleep. Only partially
successful, she surfaced every half hour to check the time again.


At six-thirty she decided to get up. Anxious for
news of Ben, she dialed his number, only to get the same mechanical message of
the night before. It was chilly, and she sat cross-legged on the
bunk, wrapped in the blanket, and ruthlessly dialed Punky’s number, aware that
she probably hadn’t gotten to bed until one a.m.
When Punky’s machine picked up, she disconnected and dialed Bishop Harris. He
answered on the third ring.


“Oh, Bishop, I’m so glad I caught you! This is Cassie.”


“Cassie! What’s the matter? Are you all right?” There was
concern in his voice.


“Yes, yes. I’m fine. I’m worried about Ben. I heard on the
news last night about two Phoenix policemen being killed, and I can’t find out
who they are. Have you heard anything?”


“They didn’t give the names on the news this morning. 
I haven’t read the paper yet. Have you tried to call Ben?”


“He doesn’t have his cell phone on. I’m just frantic. I’ve
called the police and they won’t say. I can’t remember his mother’s name, so I
can’t call her.”


“Let me see what I can do. I think it’s a pretty tense
situation. The news says that the fellow is still holed up in his house, and
they have a negotiator talking to him.”


“Call me on my cell phone if you find anything out, will
you?”


“I will, but I wouldn’t worry, Cassie. If anything had
happened to him, I’m sure his mother would have called me.”


“All right, Bishop. Thanks.”


“By the way, did you get the information you needed from the
Edmonds bishop?”


“Oh, golly! I forgot. No. He couldn’t help me, but I got the
name of the membership clerk, and every time I called, no one was home. I’ll
try right now. Thanks, Bishop. ’Bye.”


“Good-bye, Cassie.”


Cassie looked on her “to-do” list for the number and dialed
the membership clerk. She was dismayed when the phone rang four times and
switched to the answering machine. She was just about to leave a message when
she heard a click, and a sleepy voice said, “Hello?”


“Brother Minor? This is Cassie Van—Cassie Jordain. I’m
sorry to call you so early, but I’ve tried several times, and I’ve never been
able to get ahold of you. This is a matter of some urgency.”


“No, no. That’s all right.” He cleared his throat. “What can
I do for you?”


“I’m calling for information about a former member of your
ward. His name was Chandler Jordain.”


“Oh, yes. I remember Brother Jordain. He was a great fellow.
Fought in World War Two. Had great stories. He died some time after the first
of the year. Nice man. What did you want to know?”


“You’re sure this was Chandler Jordain?”


“Yes. Chandler, what was his middle name? I saw it not too
long ago. I’ve only been membership clerk a little while, and I’ve had a
mountain of work to catch up on. His records hadn’t been sent to Salt Lake with
a note that he was deceased, and I did that just the other day. Not to take
anything away from the former clerk. He’s been fighting cancer and has a tough
old row to hoe. I’ll think of the middle name in a minute.”


“That’s all right. It doesn’t matter. You say he died after
the first of the year?”


“Yes. February or March. Some time in there.”


There was silence on the line and then Brother Minor said,
“Are you still there, Sister Jordain?”


“Yes,” Cassie said in a strangled voice. “I’m still here.”


“I guess this is your long-lost grandfather, huh?
A great genealogy moment!”


“Yes,” Cassie lied.


“Well, it was a privilege to be a part of it. If you need
anything else, just give me a call.”


“I will. Good-bye.” Cassie pushed the stop button
and sat 
staring at the phone. “I don’t understand,” she whispered.


Flinging the blanket aside, she rushed to the cabin and dug
out the map of Seattle. After spreading it out, she looked for a library icon
near downtown. Bingo. There was one twelve blocks away. She glanced at her
watch, knowing that it was a rare library that opened before ten o’clock. She
had three hours to kill.


It felt like the longest three hours of her life. As she
showered and washed her hair, she felt the bump on the back of her head and was
satisfied that it was a bit smaller than yesterday. She dressed with care,
mindful of her one-thirty appointment. Though the Red Swan was moored in the shade, the harbor beyond the
sheltered pier was bathed in sunshine and the sky was blue, and she decided not
to wear her jacket. The air outside the cabin was chilly, but she warmed up as
she climbed the stairs, headed again for the commercial district of downtown
Seattle. She had breakfast at a hole-in-the-wall café that
she chose because of the newspaper stand beside it. She bought a paper, quickly
opened it to the national news page, and found a three-line article
about the standoff in Phoenix that told her no more than she already knew. She
didn’t take the paper with her when she left.


After breakfast she walked, window shopping through the
commercial district, looking at jewelry, glassware, and clothing that she would
never have the money to afford, nor want if she did. At Pike Street, she came
to the not-yet-open Pike Place Market and watched the vendors
preparing their booths. The street in front of the colorful market was jammed
with trucks and vans, and noisy workers were busy unloading flowers, fruits and
vegetables, and other wares. There were other tourists there, hanging around,
waiting for the shops to open, and the smell of fish hung in the cool morning
air. Cassie checked her watch. Nine-thirty. Close enough. She headed
for the library.


Expecting some staid, red-brick,
turn-of-the-century building, she was unprepared for the
sight of the new Seattle Public Library. It wasn’t yet open and she plopped
down on a bench across the street and stared. That looks like I felt after
talking to ‘Brudder Bidor’, she thought. It
didn’t look like a building at all. There were few rectangular lines. It was
all angles and different planes, covered with reflective glass that mirrored
whatever was presented to that particular view: sky or city or street. A huge
slab three stories up cantilevered out over the sidewalk, and six stories
higher another trapezoidal extension jutted out in another direction.


When people standing at the door began to enter, Cassie
crossed the street and joined them, wondering what she would find on the
inside. What she found was function and flare. Standing at the base of an
eleven-story atrium that was dubbed the “living room,” Cassie was
awed by the light pouring in through the slanted wall that was completely
windows. She followed the signs to the reference room, riding up a screaming
yellow escalator that dumped her off on the seventh floor, in an area housing a
crayon-red librarian’s desk set on an aluminum floor.


The librarian was a fortyish fellow wearing a plaid shirt,
Levi’s, and shoulder-length hair. He looked up as Cassie approached,
and she told him she needed to find an obituary from last spring. February or
March.


“What paper?”


“I don’t know for sure,” Cassie said. “The man was from
Edmonds.”


“Let’s try the Seattle papers,” he said, walking from behind
the desk and leading her to an area where a bank of computers was available for
patrons. He walked her through the process of searching for an obituary by date
or by name. “If it’s not here, we’ll have to go to issues of the local
newspaper, or consult a microfilm copy.” Cassie thanked him, typed in Chandler
Jordain, and hit the search key. She found
that the obituary had been published for a week, March fifteenth through the
twenty-first. The funeral had been held at the Edmonds chapel, The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Mr. Jordain was in fact
a veteran of World War II and was eighty-three when he died.


Cassie considered what to do next. She had obviously been
way off base about where Chan was from. She glanced at her watch. She still had
several hours before she could meet with the Border Patrol and attack the
problem from the other end. She would ask Mr. Hubbard about the agent who was
working in the Quarry Harbor area, and they could take it from there.


Since she had time and the computer was at hand, Cassie
decided to find out more about Aaron’s brother. She searched 
for the name Jared Fletcher and came up
with a very short item containing most of the information that Amy had told
her. Nothing new.


Wondering if there might be more information in the local
paper, she went to the desk and asked the librarian if they had back issues of The
Island Standard.


“Those would be on microfilm.”


“That’s okay.”


“Follow me,” he said, leading her down a hall to a room with
no windows and a row of microfilm readers. “What date?”


“March of this year. Middle of the month.” Cassie sat at the
machine he indicated and waited for him to bring her the microfilm.


It took only a moment. She took the film out of its
container and threaded it on the reel, then switched on the lamp, adjusted the
focus, and began to turn the crank. The pages blurred as she turned rapidly
through the first issue in March, and she slowed down for the second week’s
edition, published on March tenth. That was the issue where she had read about
Aaron’s accident. As she scanned further, she brought the March seventeenth
edition up on the screen. There it was, in bold type: “Local Boat Seized in
Drug Bust.” Cassie didn’t read the article, because just below the headline was
a snapshot of a smiling Jared Fletcher standing on a sailboat with one hand on
a spar. Dumbstruck, Cassie gaped at the picture of the man she had married just
a few weeks before, the man she knew as Chandler Jordain!


The room began revolving, and Cassie felt darkness closing
in on her field of vision as a buzzing began in her ears. Not caring whether
anyone was looking, she bent over and put her head between her legs. The buzzing
finally subsided, and she cautiously sat up. Staring again at the picture, she
thought, What does that make me, if he was already married!?


She took a deep breath, trying to get her mind around what
she had discovered. At least I can tell Amy that Jared Fletcher wasn’t lost
at sea. He was lost in the desert. Lost . . . lost . . .



Feeling light-headed, Cassie returned the
microfilm to the desk and asked for a copy of the article and picture. As she
opened her day-timer to get change to pay for the copies, she saw her
“to-do” list, and she made a heavy black line through her note to go see
the Border Patrol.


She left the library, fleeing like a wounded animal to the
safety of the Red Swan. It was only when
she got there that she remembered that Aaron wouldn’t be back until four. She
considered what to do, then climbed the stairs again and walked up the hill,
past the downtown area, under the freeway, and into a residential area of
turn-of-the-century homes overlooking Elliott Bay. Scuffing
through some fallen leaves, she smelled the musty fragrance of autumn.


Cassie couldn’t stop walking. She felt that she had to keep
moving because if she stopped she would burst. Or go crazy. Or cry. Her
salvation was in motion, so she walked up one street and down another. She
didn’t look at the manicured lawns or the Victorian architecture, didn’t admire
the view of the city skyline and the bay. She just walked.


As she did so, she thought of Chan with Ricky at the zoo,
making her think he would be a terrific father. And all the time he had a
beautiful child of his own that he had abandoned. I’ll bet Mrs. Mefflin was a
set-up, too. And he wasn’t my age! He was six years younger than I
am. She shook her head. He played
me like Mark O’Conner plays the fiddle.


A hundred vignettes ran in an endless loop through her
brain, a veritable video arcade of deception and mendacity. The corners of her
mouth turned down in a sneer as she thought of the night she had sat up
chronicling each “precious moment” she had spent with her husband. What a dupe
she had been! What a fool!


Still carrying the sheet of paper, the proof of Chan’s
betrayal, she grew weary at last and sat on a bench in a little green triangle
where three roads came together. Looking out over the water, she watched a
sailboat skate in front of a ferry coming in to dock. Farther out, a small tug
pulled a huge barge stacked high with containers slowly north.


Cassie looked at the photo again. “How could you?” she
hissed angrily. Furious at Chan for destroying her fairytale, she crumpled the
paper, wadding it up in her hand. As tears finally came, she stood and began
her descent toward the wharf, walking back under the freeway and through the
downtown area. People turned to stare at the tall, blonde lady, striding
purposefully along with her mouth compressed and tears streaming. A little old
lady said, “Here, my dear,” and pressed a tissue into her hand. A long-haired
street dweller told her to trust in God. But mostly, people kept a respectful
distance.


When she got to the dock she saw exhaust coming out of Red
Swan’s stack. Knowing Aaron must be there
already, she paused for a moment, tucked the crumpled paper into her pocket,
then dried her eyes and blew her nose on the charity-tissue.


She entered the cabin and was almost unnerved by Aaron’s
concerned gaze.


“Are you all right?” he asked.


Lifting her chin, she sniffed, “I’m fine.”


“I brought a pizza. Have you eaten?”


She shook her head. “Not since breakfast.”


“Can you cast off? We’ll eat on the way.”


Cassie silently went and did as he asked, returning a moment
later to sit in the jump seat beside him.


Aaron eased the trawler away from the dock and turned her
around, steering through the labyrinth of pilings and boats to open water.


When they were free of the congested space, Aaron opened the
pizza box and offered it to Cassie. “I got everything on it. I hope that’s all
right.”


“It smells wonderful,” she said. “I’m salivating already. I
must be hungry.”


The food did wonders for Cassie’s soul. She began to feel
that she could work through this. Nobody likes to be made a fool of, and
betrayal is a brutal experience, but she would survive. I can do this, she thought.


Turning to Aaron, she said, “Tell me about your brother.”


“Jared? What about him?”


“What was he like?”


“Jared was a golden boy. Everything came easy for him, and
he was totally without fear. Women loved him; everyone loved him. I loved him,”
Aaron said. “He was handsome, talented, and full of charm.”


Cassie took the wadded-up paper out of her pocket
and smoothed it out. “I found this at the library today,” she said, handing it
to Aaron. “A picture of Jared.”


Aaron took the sheet from her and looked first at the
picture and then at Cassie.


“My husband, the man I thought was Chandler Jordain, was
really your brother, Jared Fletcher,” Cassie announced.


“I know.”


Cassie blinked. “How could you know? I only found out myself
this morning.”


“I saw you in Arizona. With Jared.”


“When?”


“It was about a month ago. When I found out that the Swan had been sold, I had a hunch it might be Jared. He
had a rivalry with me, always had to get the best of me. He knew how much I
loved that boat, and that’s why he was determined to have her, 
I think. I worked through the yacht brokers, followed the money trail, and
found Jared.”


“So when you saw me in Quarry Harbor . . .”


“I thought you were working with him on the drug runs. I
didn’t have any idea how things really were. I guess I should have known . . .”
Aaron shrugged.


“That a woman could be taken in by him? I guess you should
have.” They rode in silence for a moment, and then Aaron said, “I don’t know if
it was losing his mother when he was little or what, but his moral compass
wasn’t set on true north. He was always fun and charming and loveable, but he
didn’t seem to think that the rules applied to him.”


“Don’t I know,” agreed Cassie. “You never did ask me what I
was doing in Cedar Cove, by the way,” she said, smiling. “I was visiting Amy.”


“Amy! What about?”


“She wanted to talk to me about Jared. And you.”


Aaron frowned in puzzlement. “Why?”


“She couldn’t really explain why. She just had this feeling
that she needed to. I’m so glad she did, or I may never have found out what I
did today. Why didn’t you tell me?”


“What good would that do? Would you have thanked me? Would
you have believed me?”


“Probably not. But you took me to Amy’s house on Sunday.
What if I had found out then?”


“It still would have been better for you than for me to tell
you. Amy is transparently good and true. I don’t come off that way.”


“Anyone who knows you knows that you’re good and true.”


“But not transparent.”


Cassie smiled. “Translucent, if not opaque.” Taking another
slice of pizza, she said slyly, “She thinks you’re sweet on me.”


“Who? Amy?”


“Yes. She told me. She wishes us well.” Cassie laughed out
loud at the look on Aaron’s face. “That’s not very complimentary to me,” she
said.


“You’re a great lady,” Aaron said. “But Amy’s the only one 
I ever . . . well, you know.”


“Does she know? She’s a widow now, you know. She’s free.”


“I know. But she wouldn’t want me now,” Aaron said. 
“I remember clearly what she said when she gave me back my
ring—all the things I was and wasn’t that made it so she didn’t
want me. I barely managed to propose to her, to get the words out right.” He
snorted. “Jared put her ring in a Cracker Jack box and surprised her that way.”


“Did he?” Cassie shouted, jumping up.


Aaron was startled at her outburst.


“Did he?” she continued at full volume. “How dare he! Ooh,
I’ll tell you, Aaron, any sweet little vestiges of feelings I might have had
for him just evaporated. That was my moment! How dare he give me a
hand-me-down proposal. If someone hadn’t already done it, I
might have run him over myself. Which makes me wonder who it really was. There
might be another woman out there who found out where he went on one of his
little ‘trips’.” She sat down again. “Ooh, that man!”


“He certainly left a trail of devastation behind him,” Aaron
agreed.


“Do you know what Amy said? She said she knew that first
year that she had made the wrong choice. She said that she chose flash above
substance.”


“She never gave me any indication that she felt that way.”


“She was a married woman. She had made a bargain and was
going to keep it. Then, too, you made yourself pretty scarce, didn’t you?”


Aaron nodded. “Yes, I did.”


“She doesn’t think you would want her now. She said that
when she said she was sure that you were looking in my direction.”


“Not want her!” Aaron exclaimed. “If I thought there was any
chance, I’d jump at it.”


“Then you’d better jump, me lad, because she’ll have you,
for sure. And that boy needs a father.”


Cassie took a bite of her pizza and watched with a smile as
the wheels started turning in Aaron’s head. For the rest of the trip she sat
quietly, letting him work through the concept as they chugged along toward
Quarry Harbor.


As they pulled into the slip, Aaron surfaced. “I forgot to
tell you, Cassie. The ferry is back in service on the seven o’clock run.”


“What time is it now?”


Aaron looked at his watch. “Six.”


“Holy Crow!” Cassie cried, grabbing her shopping bags.
“Time’s a-wastin’! I’m gonna make that ferry!”


Pausing at the door, she said, “Can you come to the hotel
after you get buttoned up here? I have something I want to give you before I
leave.”


A mist was starting to form over Quarry Harbor, and the glow
of sundown reflected off the vapor, painting the whole scene with a rosy wash,
like a storybook illustration. But Cassie had no eyes for the splendor of the
setting as she ran up the steps to the hotel. She was going home.
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Bursting through the door of the hotel, Cassie stopped in her
tracks at the sight of Luke Matthews sitting in a chair in the lobby, reading a
magazine. Her first feeling was alarm, but she had gone through too much today
to be scared now. It was as if she 
had shed the scaly skin of sorrow and confusion she had dragged with her from
the desert. She was free, and she wouldn’t be intimidated.


Striding over to stand in front of Luke, she said, “I don’t
know what you’re doing, skulking around, shadowing me, but it’s going to stop.
Whoever you’re working for is on the wrong trail.”


Luke dropped the magazine and looked at Cassie’s blazing
blue eyes. Then he looked past her, to the right and left, to make sure she was
talking to him. “Ma’am?”


“Yes, you. Why are you following me?”


Luke stood. Spreading his hands he said, “I don’t know what
you’re talking about.” Looking beyond Cassie, he saw Patty coming down the
stairs. “Patty, can you come here?”


“Hi, Cassie.” Patty came to stand by Luke and he put his arm
around her. “What’s wrong?”


“I want to know why this young man has been following me,”
Cassie declared.


“Following you!” Patty looked confused. “Are you sure?”


“I found him in my room one night, over by my writing table.
He said he was checking the radiator, but when I asked the manager if he
was working here, I was told that he was not.”


“Oh, Cassie,” Patty said, laughing. “I asked Luke to check
the radiators in all the rooms. It was something I had to do before I could get
off, and we wanted to go to Shingle Bay to a movie.”


“What about all the other times he’s been hanging around the
hotel? And how about yesterday, when he was over at Cedar . . .”
Cassie’s voice trailed off, as things suddenly fell into place.


“Oh. Then you two are . . . but yesterday it
looked like he was telling you to do something and you didn’t want to, and then
I got hit in the head and dumped overboard.”


“I’m so sorry that happened!” Patty said. “The pin that
holds the davit rusted through and broke.”


Luke jumped in. “I was telling her that we need to tell her
parents that we want to get married. She was saying that we should wait. She’s
afraid her mother will try to break us up.”


Cassie began to giggle. “No wonder you were so anxious to
take me to Cedar Cove! You went there to meet Luke. But then you said he was
just someone asking directions. I’ve been so sure—” The giggle became a
full laugh, and she staggered over to a chair and collapsed, giving herself
over to the hilarity of the situation.


“You thought that I was following you?” Luke asked, and when
Cassie nodded, he threw back his head and laughed, too. Patty joined in, and
that’s how Aaron found them when he walked in a moment later.


“Oh, Aaron,” Cassie said, getting up and wiping tears from
her eyes. “This has been such an adventure, you have no idea! Patty and Luke
can tell you the last installment while I go get my things. Patty, will you get
my bill ready? I’m going to make that ferry or bust a gusset trying!”


After she got to her room, she first took the sheaf of
papers from Jensen and Sjoding and scribbled something on the bottom before
signing her name as Cassandra Jordain. Then she hurriedly emptied the wardrobe
and dresser and packed the things from the shopping bags and put Aaron’s clean
pair of sweats in one of the empty ones. Throwing the rest of her things into
her suitcase willy-nilly, she grabbed Elmo, held him up, and
announced, “We’re going home!” She tucked him into her purse and took one last
look around, picked up the shopping bag, and towed her suitcase to the
elevator.


As she checked out, she asked Patty if there had been any
messages for her. “I asked Bishop Harris to find something out for me and told
him to call my cell phone, but I don’t know if he had that number. I know he
knows this number, and I just wanted to make sure I didn’t miss his call.”


Patty checked the pigeon holes on the wall behind the desk
and shook her head. “No messages.”


Cassie held out her hand. “Good-bye, Patty. Thank
you for everything. Tell your family thanks, too. I’ll remember this
forever.”


Luke was standing by the door, talking to Aaron. Cassie’s
eyes crinkled as she shook his hand. “We had quite an adventure together on the
Red Swan,” she said to Luke. “I’ve only
just now figured out what happened and why you were so mad.”


“I didn’t want to get mixed up in anything that would keep
me from getting my captain’s license,” Luke said. “When those fellows
mysteriously showed up at the coordinates you gave me, I thought you were using
me. And then, when it looked like they were going to swing a couple of crates
of B C bud onto our deck, I’d had the course.”


“What’s this?” Aaron asked.


“Luke can tell you all about it in a minute. Here’s your clean
sweats from the other day,” Cassie said, handing him the shopping bag. “Will
you walk me to my car?”


“Let me get your suitcase,” Aaron offered as he opened the
door for her.


“Thank you.” Cassie spied a sack Aaron had in his hand. “Oh,
that’s my package from the gift shop in Cedar Cove.”


Aaron gave it to her. “I found it on the boat. Patty must
have transferred it after we got you aboard yesterday.”


“It’s a present for a little boy I know. I hope his dad is
all 
right . . .”


“What’s wrong?”


“Never mind. Another matter. I’ll find out soon enough.”
Cassie found her keys and opened the trunk. While Aaron stowed her suitcase,
she pulled the Jensen and Sjoding envelope out of her purse. “I want you to
give this to Amy,” she told him.    


Aaron took the envelope. “What is it?”


“It’s the bill of sale for the Red Swan. I’ve signed it over to Amy.”


“Why did you do that?”


“Actually, the question is not why, but how can I do that? It isn’t legally mine, since I was
never married to the man who bought it. Jared may have used another name, and
he may have used ill-gotten gains, but the fact is, Amy is, or was,
still his wife when he bought it. Now that he’s dead, it should be hers. If she
wants it, she can do what she has to do to untangle the threads. Give me a
dollar.”


“Beg pardon?”


“Give me a dollar. I said that I sold it to her for that
sum. She can pay you back. Tell her to find a lawyer. Figure it out. I’ll do whatever
needs to be done to make it right.”


Aaron fished in his pocket for his wallet and took out a
dollar, which he gave to Cassie.


She put it in her purse and took out one of her business
cards. Tucking it in Aaron’s pocket, she leaned forward and kissed him on the
cheek. “Good-bye, Aaron. You are the best of good men. I’m truly
sorry you’re not my brother-in-law.”


“Good-bye, Cassie.” He opened the door and closed it
after she was in.


She started the engine and rolled down the window. “The fog
is getting thicker,” she said. “Any chance that will delay the ferry?”


“This is just a mist. It has to be pretty thick to stop the
ferry. They have radar and GPS.”


“Let me know how things turn out,” Cassie said, “between you
and Amy.”


“I will.” He stepped away from the car and waved. Cassie
waved too and headed out the parking lot and up the hill. As she gained the
top, she was suddenly out of the mist. The air was crystal clear and the stars
were twinkling overhead, and Cassie’s heart was light as she contemplated the
prospect of going home.


Nothing is ever simple, and Cassie’s return trip got
complicated immediately. As she rounded the corner at the top of the hill in
Shingle Bay, it looked as if everyone on St. Mary’s Island was lined up to get
on the ferry. With a sinking heart, Cassie took her place at the end of the
long line of parked cars. “Looks like I’ve got a bit of a wait,” she muttered.
“But I will get off the island tonight, if I have to wait ’til midnight.”


She got out of the car, opened the trunk, and took the
crossword puzzle book out of her suitcase. Then she sat with the motor running
and the dome light and heater on and worked her puzzle until the ferry arrived.
Everyone cheered and honked their horns, and after the ferry had unloaded, the
line of cars began to crawl forward. Cassie didn’t make it on the ferry, but
she did make it through the ticket gate and lined up in the waiting area.
Looking at all the cars in front of her, she doubted that she would make the
next sailing either.


Determined to be philosophic about it, she continued to work
her puzzle, pausing every now and then to think about the chain of events ever
since that day in St. George when she met . . . who? Chan Jordain or
Jared Fletcher? Chan Jordain didn’t exist. Her marriage never existed. It was
just what it seemed: a fairytale. Cassie remembered what Amy had said: “I chose
flash over substance.”


“She’s not the only one,” Cassie muttered. “And now I’ve
lost my chance. If he’s not lying dead somewhere, he’s fallen for Punky. Serves
me right. He wouldn’t want me now.”


On that sad note, she saw that the ferry was returning.
Impatiently she watched it dock and unload its cargo. As the line of cars moved
forward, she whispered, “Oh, please, please, please be enough room for me.”


There was, barely. She was the next to the last car on the
ferry, and she cheered as she put the car in park and turned off the key. As
she got out of her car, she thought she heard someone call her name, but the
roaring of the engines as the ferry prepared to pull away from the dock drowned
out any other sound. Turning to look around, she saw someone sprinting down the
dock toward the departing ferry. There was something familiar about that form
that made her heart beat quicker. A brawny deckhand shouted something and held
up his hand, palm outward, when it was obvious the sprinter wasn’t slowing
down. The ferry started moving away, and the runner made a desperate leap. He
seemed to hang in the air, arms outstretched, and then he came down half on and
half off of the back of the ferry. It was all slick metal, and there was
nothing to hang on to. As he began slipping, the deckhand stepped outside
the chain barrier and pulled him up.


Cassie could see them in silhouette against the lights of
the retreating Shingle Bay ferry terminal. The deckhand was laying down the
law, hulking over the shorter man, jabbing him in the chest. The sprinter took
his wallet out of his pocket, opened it, and showed something to the deckhand,
who shook his head and walked away.


As the sprinter turned to look around, Cassie saw his face
in the light shining down from an upper deck. “Ben!” she called, running
to him.


“Cassie? Is that you?”


“Oh, Ben! You’re safe!” Cassie flung her arms around his
neck and hugged him tight.


“Well, yes. It was a near run thing, there, though. I don’t
know what would have happened if that fellow hadn’t given me a hand. He wasn’t
any too happy with me.” He hugged her back, but it was a perfunctory
gesture.


“I’ve been frantic with worry. I heard about the two
policemen killed in Phoenix, and I couldn’t get any information about who they
were. I was afraid it was you.”


“I heard about it, too, but it was clear across town from
the precinct I work in. Listen, Cassie, I need to talk to you, and the sooner the
better. Is there a place we can go to be private?”


“We can probably find a place upstairs.” She led the
way.


The lounge was crowded, so Cassie pushed through the door to
the open deck at the back of the ferry. “It may be a little chilly, but it will
be private,” she said.


They sat on a bench behind a glass windscreen, and Cassie
said, “Where did you come from? How did you get here?”


“I came on the first ferry,” Ben said. “I figured since it
was late, you would wait and take the ferry back tomorrow. But when I got to
the hotel, they said you had just left. I drove back like a madman,
parked, and looked in every car that was lined up before I figured out you must
be on this one. You saw the rest.”


“I was too anxious to get home,” she said. “I couldn’t wait.
But Ben, why are you here?”


“Two reasons. First, you were scaring me with some of the
things you were saying—about how you had found out that Chan
was in drug enforcement. I was afraid you would get into a sticky situation if
you weren’t careful.”


Cassie smiled. “Sticky situations. Okay, that’s the first
reason. What’s the second?”


“Ah, well.” Ben hesitated. “The second is that I’ve got some
information that I wanted you to hear from me. I didn’t want you to hear it
from anyone else.”


The smile was gone. “It’s Punky, isn’t it?”


“What?”


“You’re in love with Punky. You think you need to tell me
that you’re going to marry her, because of what . . . because of, you
know . . .”


“Cassie. What are you talking about?”


“You mean you’re not in love with Punky? But she called all
twitterpated about someone sending her flowers and said she was in love. She
was going to surprise me at church. And you were sooooo complimentary of her performance.
I figured it had to be you.”


“Well, she was great. But she’s dating the fellow who played
opposite her. She brought him to church.”


“The Gideon?”


“Gideon? No. His name is Ray.”


Cassie was going to pursue that but changed her mind. “Then
what is it that you wanted to tell me yourself?”


“Well, that comes in two parts. The first part is that we
found who hit Chan.”


“Who was it? Another wife?”


He looked at her, puzzled. “No. It was a man who had just
had a procedure at the cancer center. He had been given some medication that
made him unsafe behind a wheel. He wasn’t supposed to be driving, but he told
them he had someone to drive him and left. Drove himself to the airport and
flew home. He’s dying of cancer, Cassie. I don’t think they’re going to charge
him.”


“Charge him! They should give him a medal.” She
shivered.


“Are you cold? Shall we go in?”


“No. Tell me the second part.”


“Come over here and sit next to me,” Ben invited, lifting
his arm. “We’ll keep each other warm.” When she was nestled close beside him,
he said, “Well, here’s the thing, Cassie. When you started talking about Chan
being involved in the drug trade, and you went up to northwest Washington
because of something you found in his papers, I started doing some
investigating. I found out—”


Cassie broke in. “You found out that his name isn’t Chandler
Jordain, it’s Jared Fletcher. There is a warrant out for his arrest, and he has
a wife and child already.”


Ben’s brows went up. “You know? How did you find out?”


Cassie smiled. “It’s a long story, and very involved.”


“You seem to be taking all this very calmly.”


“I am now, but you should have seen me this morning.” She
rested her head on Ben’s shoulder. “The thing about it is, I was never in love
with Jared. I can’t really think of him as Chan any more, because Chan wasn’t a
real person. I was in love with a façade, with a story that someone made up. I
didn’t spend enough time with the man to really get to know him, so when he was
gone, I was grieving for the loss of my fairytale, not for the loss of him. I
tumbled into love so quickly, and there was nothing to sustain it. 
I guess I fell out of love just as quickly. I don’t feel anything
anymore—except foolish.”


“He fooled us all,” Ben said. “What are you going to do
now?”


“I’m going to go home and pick up the threads of my life.
Take back my name, teach my seminars, find some new clients.” Cassie sighed.
“I’m over him, Ben. My love for him was an illusion. But my marriage . . .
the intimacy, you know, was very real. Very, very real. That’s what I have to
work through. In the meantime, I’ll go to Chuckwagon Chicken with my friends,
take Ricky to the park to float his little boat.”


“Does Ricky have a boat?”


“I brought him one.”


Ben took Cassie’s hand in his. “I don’t want to rush
anything, but do you think your plans could include me as well?”


She leaned back and looked at him. “You didn’t even return
my hug!”


“When?”


“Down on the car deck. I hugged you like crazy and you just
stood there.”


“Well, last I saw you, you were a grieving widow. How was I
to know things had changed?” He flashed that attractive smile. “So what do you
say, Cassie? Could your plans include me, too?”


She laid her head back on his shoulder. “Mmmm,” she murmured.
“We’ll take it slow, but I wouldn’t wonder if I didn’t turn out to be crazy
about you.”
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