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      For Dad.

      It took me a while, but I finally got here.

    

  


  
    
      Life is either a daring adventure or nothing.

      

      
        
        Helen Keller
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      AJ Moore inched higher up the seaside cliff, ignoring the craggy rocks of the Oregon shoreline that glistened with salty spray. A horn from a nearby boat pierced the sound of the early morning surf, cutting through the screeching of the feeding gulls. She tuned out the warring cacophony, the mental connection with her favorite cliff circulating like a mystical chant. Grasping the familiar rock signaling the end of the climb, AJ heaved her straining body over the edge, satisfaction forcing a smile on her face. Her brazen act, daring a forbidden climb that ended on private property, quelled the rebellious demons that haunted her since her father's death.

      She wrapped her arms around her legs, bracing herself against the chilled morning air. She watched the sky brighten, the waves shimmering toward the shore as she breathed in the rich smell of salt, sea, and decayed fish. AJ loved alpine starts, the predawn setting of a climb, the sounds of the coast filling the air, encouraging signs of life. The ocean, the danger, and the strenuous exertion on her body brought an inner peace and a true sense of herself she could find no other way since the death of her father.

      His unexpected death, a heart attack leading to a car accident, left her world tilted, sometimes past the point of recognition. Her grief had passed, but his irreplaceable loss had left her hollow. His job to guide her left unfinished.

      Her family and friends couldn't grasp why AJ had taken climbing lessons, and they would be mortified if they knew how frequently she climbed this wall. But somehow, this place brought her closer to her father. She closed her eyes and let the salty air fill her lungs, the warmth of the morning sun touch her shoulders, and the screams of the gulls penetrate her soul.

      After a few moments of peaceful meditation, calmness restoring her inner core, she deliberated her descent. She peered out to the sea below, the view stretching for miles in both directions. To her surprise, a large patch of dense fog rolled in from across the distant waves, covering the sea. Fog could come and go quickly at the shore, yet there hadn't been any hint of precipitation on her drive to the coast or during her climb.

      Still somewhat amazed by the speed of the mist, she could only stare at the marvel, a scene she'd never witnessed before. Something from below caught her eye, materializing out of the fog. At first, she couldn't make sense of what she saw, and she leaned forward and squinted. Tall masts pierced the veil of fog, some kind of ship making its way north.

      A second later, AJ noticed the myriad ropes draped from the mast, moving gently with the surge of the ship. The sails were down, tied against the arms of the masts, and for a moment, she wondered what powered the ship. Then a ghostly figure appeared, standing on the deck, one hand braced against the tall mast, as if magically steering the ship by sheer touch alone. She blinked. The image faded into the mist.

      The fog surged to the beach, riding the waves. It bolted up the cliff and smothered her like a heavy blanket. She remained sitting, her forehead wrinkled, perplexed at the rapidity of this fog. Something else nagged, more than the quickness of its arrival or the glimpse of the wraithlike ship. She couldn't hear anything, not the waves hitting the shore, nor the gulls frenzied with morning feeding.

      She closed her eyes, straining to hear a sound, goose bumps rising on her skin, although the temperature hadn't changed. Discomfort wormed through her, not quite panic, more a sense of being out of place. She didn't want to stand, no longer aware of the cliff's edge, although it had been directly in front of her seconds before.

      Without warning, she heard a horn in the distance, and her body arched toward the new warmth on her face. Her eyes popped open, and she shielded them with her arm, warding off the sudden glare from the reflection of sun on ocean. Accustomed to the light once more, she turned around, searching for the fog that had enveloped her moments before, but saw nothing. Not one sign the mist had ever been there.

      She glanced out to sea, searching for the sailing vessel, but the ocean appeared deserted except for the gulls. No ship. The whole odd experience lasted no more than a minute or two. Where had the ship gone? There were no sails to power it, and even with a motor, it couldn't have vanished from view. Her sense of calm shattered, she chided herself for losing her self-control over a strange bit of fog and what surely must have been a trick of her imagination. She shook herself. Her descent still lay ahead of her. Standing on shaky legs, she looked around once more, saw nothing of the mysterious fog or ship, and prepared the rope for the rappel down the wall.
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        * * *

      

      The mist settled around the old house that sat fifty yards from the cliff. Considered a mansion back in its day, the house had fallen into disrepair, remaining vacant for many years. The owner couldn't find a buyer, even with its perfect location on the coast. The dawn light captured the sky and contrasting ocean waters, reflecting them off the tall windows that filled the back of the house, a common architectural feature for contemporary homes, but unusual for its time. The mist rolled in like a freight train, yet tendrils of fog could be seen within the mist, transparent fingers drifting with no particular direction of movement, as if searching for something. Sound all but disappeared, but the temperature never changed as one would expect, no chilling of the air, no dampness from the mist, just the perception that one was standing in a thick bank of fog.

      After a few minutes, the mist vanished. The sun once more shed warmth and light on the grasses and trees that landscaped the yard of the house and framed the woman sitting on the edge of the cliff, her short brown tresses stirring gently in the light breeze.

      The tall man, dressed in a long black coat, his dark hair slicked back, appeared under a large spruce tree in the yard. He didn't move when the woman at the top of the cliff turned to glance around. A sigh of relief shuddered through him, unseen in the shadows.

      She stood, ran her fingers through her hair, gave a last look around, and shrugged her shoulders. The lean muscles along her tall frame stretched when she pulled the rope up from the cliff to lie on the ground next to her. The end of the rope slid into a metal device she attached to a tree, which she tugged several times to confirm the strength of the connection. Placing her back to the edge, hands tight on the rope, she took a step backward and disappeared from view.

      Transfixed by the woman's calm demeanor, he surveyed his surroundings and crept to the cliff. He peered over the edge and spotted the woman already a third of the way down. She stopped every few feet to remove metal devices from the crevice that ran down the wall. Impressed by her quick, deliberate movements and mesmerized by her skill, he watched until her foot touched land. He stepped back when she looked up to pull the rope to her. Once the rope disappeared from the anchor at the man's feet, he cautiously peeked over the ledge. The woman finished tying the rope to her pack before she disappeared around a large rock.

      Turning from the cliff, the stranger studied the new landscape, reveling in the combined smells of ocean and firs, and listened to the birds bustling about their day. He hadn't traveled as far as he'd expected, and the revelation made him smile as he strolled toward the house.
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      AJ ripped the blouse off and replaced it on its hanger, shoving it back into the closet among the array of other neatly hanging items. She turned to her dresser, sighing as she picked out the same sweater she always seemed to wear to these family gatherings, like a well-worn security blanket, a reminder of who she was in the middle of the foreign landscape.

      "Did you ever notice there's not much action in this town?" Stella eyed her friend over the top of a newspaper, her forehead scrunched in thought. "The blouse would have been just fine." She had propped herself on AJ's bed, thumbing through the Baywood Herald. She closed the paper and tossed it, the inside contents slipping out to sprawl across the bed.

      "I suppose you would like to have a murder or two to liven things up." AJ smiled, running her hand over the top of an old wooden box before opening it and picking out a pair of earrings.

      "You know it couldn't hurt, but no one nice. Some drug kingpin or abusive husband would be sufficient." Stella returned a smug smile and stretched, like a cat slowly waking up to change position. She tossed her shoulder-length auburn hair and watched AJ complete her adornments.

      "Always the optimist." AJ pulled out the top tray of the box and let her fingers run through the pile of jewelry lying below. She picked up a necklace with a large marbled stone mounted in the middle of an ornate silver setting and laid it against the sweater, the accompanying silver chain thick and clunky. She touched the stone, rubbing her thumb over it as she eyed herself in the mirror. Shaking her head, she dropped it back into the box, selecting a thin gold chain with a locket. Giving herself one last perusal in the mirror, she shrugged and closed the box. "Thanks for the wake-up call. I didn't mean to fall asleep."

      "You need to slow down. I can't believe I'm saying this, but lately you're even wearing me out." Stella sat up and gave AJ a critical once-over. "I liked the silver necklace. Have I seen that one before? It has a unique stone."

      "It was just a catnap that got away from me." AJ shoved on her boots and headed out the door. "I found the necklace at an estate sale a month or so ago. The chain is too heavy for me, and I haven't had time to replace it."

      "It would look great on me." Stella followed AJ down the hall. Not thin but not exactly overweight, Stella's ample frame carried all the right curves. She used a selection of flamboyant colors and fashions to bring out the best of her enviable figure, turning heads from both genders. "Why do I always have to be the one to make sure you follow through on your commitments? You know I'm not the best at keeping my own appointments."

      AJ rolled her eyes. "When was the last time you were late for anything? I'm not sure why you even keep a day planner since your entire schedule is ingrained in that head of yours. And I didn't ask you to babysit me."

      AJ kept her small corner apartment tidy. The walls, painted slate blue, sprouted dozens of wall hangings ranging from abstract to picturesque. White casings bordered the windows with blinds rarely shut. Unimpeded by neighboring buildings, her view from the third floor displayed an overgrown nature park, stretching a good quarter mile before ending at a cozy outdoor amphitheater. She paid more for this view, and it was worth every penny, although she complained to the landlord so he wouldn't think he could easily raise the rent.

      The living area overflowed with various sizes and styles of bookcases filled with aged manuscripts, books, magazines, and knickknacks that spoke of history. These small treasures unearthed as a result of AJ's favorite pastime, her small weekend excursions picking through garage or estate sales in search of the past. A few chairs and side tables sat scattered between the bookcases. Some remained as she had found them. Others had been repaired and stained or painted, depending on the type of wood or her mood at the time.

      AJ's diverse tastes ran through her entire two-bedroom apartment, with one room functioning as her study, filled with even more bookcases. This room focused on two center pieces. A vintage printer's cabinet, used as a desk, sat against a wall, looking insulted with a laptop and small printer marring its distinguished past. The second piece hung on the other side of the room next to a pastel-yellow chaise. The large painting portrayed a small girl with her dog, standing in a spring meadow with the calm blue sea below. The girl, cast in a hazy morning light, held a bouquet of yellow and white daisies in her hand. Her other hand rested on the dog's head. The painting had been a discovery of her father's. He said it reminded him of her even though she'd never owned a dog. She no longer cared why it made her father think of her—the portrait created a refuge, a strong warm hand that comforted her each time she sank onto the chaise, reading stories of yesteryear from treasured books.

      AJ walked past the living room, wishing they had time to sit and catch up on their day, but she was already late. She picked up her purse and waited at the front door for her friend to pass, annoyed with herself for being ungrateful. They were, after all, her own family issues. After locking up behind them, AJ leaned her head against the door and blew out a deep breath. Settled, she turned and followed Stella to their cars.

      "Do you want to stop for a quick drink first?" Stella leaned against her sporty red convertible, the top up as it was most of the year.

      AJ hovered against her own car, a small white Subaru, perfect for hauling her consignment store treasures. She gazed out to the west, able to catch glimpses of the ocean through the trees and buildings. After a short, almost inaudible sigh, she shook her head. "No, I'm already late." She slid a glance at Stella. "You didn't have to come over just to make sure I'd go."

      "I wouldn't have to if you had a permanent date. You've been going solo for a long time."

      "I could say the same of you."

      "True. But my family get-togethers don't have as much drama." Stella stared back at her, her face softening, the humor gone. "That's what friends do, we have each other's back. I know you don't like these get-togethers. Think of me as your talisman, wishing you well on your journey." Stella unlocked her door and turned to get in the car.

      AJ's body relaxed from the tension that had been building all day. She touched Stella's shoulder. "Thanks."

      Stella pulled away from the curb, flashing a smile and a wave before slipping into traffic. AJ let out another deep sigh, searched for her own keys, and slumped into the driver's seat.
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      Sounds exploded from the house, threatening to burst the door open before AJ could reach for the knob. She braced herself and pushed her way in. Three small children raced past her. Feet thundered on the cherrywood floor and up the stairs, while screams of "Give it back" and shrieks of laughter assaulted her ears.

      The house, an old Cape Cod, carried a coastal style that AJ's mother extended inside, decorated with the same colors Helen had used forever. Yellows, blues and whites combined to battle the gray skies of Oregon winters and prevent the gloom from creeping into her home. The midsize foyer yielded to a wide staircase, framed by family travel pictures that ascended the wall on the left, a white rail banister on the right. Turning her back on the door to her father's study, unchanged over the years, AJ moved into the large living area, an open interior design that swept through the rest of the house.

      Her mother's effortless talent always amazed her, the more eclectic taste a stark contrast to her own. Artfully arranged seating areas combined chairs and sofas with the perfect mix of formal and cozy. Several large windows, edged with custom linen drapes, teased muted light from the dull spring day. Crown molding ran along the ceilings, painted a soft white to accent the yellow of the walls, emphasizing the bookcases and table-tops, subtly mixed with classic ornaments and interesting curios purchased during the family's exotic vacations. The unique pieces, gradually and carefully selected by AJ's father, confronted her each time she walked into the house. Helen had arranged each favored piece to fit perfectly in the room.

      AJ smirked at the children's assault on Mom's perfect domain. The living room, typically spotless of clutter or dust, lay strewn with toys, sweaters, and overcoats, cast about as if a tornado had burrowed its way under the front door and exploded into action. Before she could regain some composure from the earlier onset of the little people, the same unruly group raced past her again, heading for the noises coming from the kitchen.

      AJ approached the jovial sounds. Smells from the kitchen caught up with her, and her stomach announced its own pleasure at the aroma with a light rumbling.

      Sure enough, they were all there. AJ stopped at the doorway to watch the domestic play unfold. Helen, light and graceful, pearls resting against her soft coral sweater, moved from stove to oven, making sure one item didn't cook faster than the other. They'd expanded the kitchen a few years before, moving the stove to the island and the oven against the wall. Her mom waltzed back and forth between them, the large spoon in her hand moving in time with the phantom music.

      Adam, AJ's older brother, stood next to the marble counter top, surveying his family, the beer in his hand encouraging his growing paunch despite his weekly runs. Yet even with the recent weight gain, he sported the look of the Ivy leaguer he had become. His short-cropped brown hair and soft face still held his charming boyish looks.

      Adam's wife, Madelyn, sat at the antique French dining table. Her big blonde hair appeared even larger than normal, and her makeup, while artfully applied, seemed excessive for the weekly family gathering. Their young children sprawled around her, coloring books and small treats finally settling them down in motion if not in sound.

      AJ slid to the side counter and poured herself a generous glass of red wine before entering into the fray, keeping her escape route behind her. She couldn't help but smile, even if her family usually grated on her. She leaned against the counter, participating from the margins, silently completing the camaraderie with her mother, her brother, and his family. The only missing link was her father. Yet he still seemed present through the short bouts of laughter, discussions of gardens and home improvements, and the latest antics of the grandchildren.

      Suddenly, with the absence of her father, the gap between her and her family widened, leaving her a little empty. An outsider, not fitting into this family scene after all. But before she could turn and sneak out, Helen greeted her with a quick hug, cutting off her escape.

      "You've been working too much again," Helen said.

      "I know, Mom."

      Helen gave her a once-over and tucked a curl behind AJ's ear. Her smile was a little sad as she moved back to the stove, allowing AJ to join the family gathering.

      AJ wanted to say something to ease Helen's concern but moved farther into the kitchen instead, edging into the family circle, where her brother's unusually warm greeting threw her off-kilter.

      "Sis, what took you so long to get here? Don't tell me, working late again. I'll tell you, this sister of mine doesn't know when to say enough."

      AJ rubbed her forehead as Adam blathered on. This was going to be a long evening.

      "Come over here and sit, sit. Tell us all about your day in the news world." Adam spread his arms and pointed to a stool close to him.

      AJ stiffened at Adam's exuberance. She preferred his normal indifference to her life, but she did as she was told. Curiosity could never hold her back, even when her little voice told her different.

      "Nothing much happening in the news today, Adam." Testing the waters.

      "Nonsense. I don't believe that for a minute. Not the exciting life of my little sister and the world of headline news at the Baywood Herald."

      "That's enough, Adam. Let your sister come in and relax," Helen said. "And introduce your friend."

      AJ had just grabbed a barstool at the side counter, but the mention of a friend swung her around. That explained Adam's unusually warm greeting. She searched the room, not sure how she had missed him earlier. Adam's notorious attempts at matching her up with some mole of a man annoyed her. He knew she would deplore anyone he trotted out. She suspected he did it to torment her. He couldn't possibly expect her to succumb to the family life with a quiet and boring man.

      But when she faced her intended foe, she did a double take. Her skin prickled. Her brother had thrown her for a loop. This stranger exuded a formidable presence that left AJ speechless, and more than a little curious.

      Dressed in a dark gray tailored suit, the stranger watched her from across the room, ensconced in a large, cushioned chair. She wouldn't call him pretty-boy handsome. He wore his short dark hair slicked back. His partially hooded eyes, buried deep within his hawkish face, seemed to see everything before coming to rest on her. His long legs stretched out into the room, and his arms relaxed on the arms of the chair. But his penetrating gaze reflected something else. A raw power and control emanated from him, like a stalking panther, waiting for the right moment to pounce.

      For a reason AJ couldn't explain, he didn't intimidate her. Instead, she felt a connection to him, not out of desire or magnetism, but something instinctive she couldn't put her finger on, some funky déjà vu. She shrugged it off, irritated with herself. She must be tired. AJ broke away from his stare and turned back to her brother, who, she saw with some annoyance, watched them closely.

      "So. Who's your friend?" AJ said.

      "Great timing." Adam became more animated. "This is Ethan, fairly new in town. Thought he could use a home-cooked meal."

      "And where did you meet Ethan?" AJ spoke to Adam, but she couldn't help glancing at the stranger.

      "Through work. He owns the security company we recently signed with." Adam's smile seemed permanently plastered on his face.

      "And so, of course, why not bring him to a family dinner." AJ sounded peevish but couldn't stop herself. She could never get the upper hand with her brother without sounding like a whiny schoolgirl, and she wished she had agreed to that drink with Stella.

      "You can't blame Adam for it."

      The deep voice startled AJ. The stranger rose from the chair, and in one fluid motion, suddenly stood at the counter next to her and Adam. The swift movement triggered AJ's instinct to take a quick step back. His smile at her response lightened his face, making it less severe. She detected an underlying accent.

      A blush tinged AJ's face, an annoying emotional reflex she could never control. She had been rude, attempting to thwart her brother at this man's expense. "I'm sorry, it's been a long day and I was caught off guard by a visitor. So you know Adam from work?"

      "Yes." Ethan's smile remained, and he studied AJ, making her squirm under the inspection. "Adam and I have been working through the security changes at his firm. I'm afraid it was me that made mention of missing home cooking. I've been living out of a hotel since I arrived."

      "So you're not staying long?" AJ regretted the words as soon as she said them, so she busied herself with the tasty appetizer tray her mother had laid out, taking one just to lay it on a napkin.

      To her surprise, Ethan laughed. "Just arrived and trying to get rid of me already? Adam did warn me you'd be difficult to win over."

      AJ bristled at his response, and a glance at her brother told her Adam had no desire to reduce the friction he'd created after setting the tinder.

      "Ethan was telling us he was looking for a place to either rent or buy. Isn't that right?" Helen slid AJ a refreshed glass of wine.

      AJ upended the glass, drinking more than she intended. "Sorry." AJ held on to her glass and forced a smile to return. "So, you're moving here? Where from?"

      Ethan welcomed a refill of wine from Helen, reducing his height advantage by leaning against the counter. "Here and there over the years. My business takes me to many places."

      "So not from anywhere in particular." AJ's reporter instincts, prompted by his elusiveness, begged to be unleashed, especially after the dry spell she'd been having at work. She stared out the kitchen's bay window, her spirits dampened by thoughts of work. Focused on her own thoughts, she missed her mother's question.

      "AJ, did you hear me? What do you think?" Helen pulled plates and bowls out of cabinets. "Let's all move into the dining room. We might as well get to know each other over a nice meal before it overcooks."

      "I have no doubt Stella would love to jump in and take care of Ethan's needs," said Madelyn, who had observed the exchange of words from the table where her children still colored. "She knows it all, or so she always reminds us."

      AJ glared in Madelyn's direction. "I don't know if Stella has time to add another client, but I can ask her."

      Picking up steaming bowls of mashed potatoes and green beans, AJ headed for the table. Ethan fell in behind her with another bottle of wine and a basket of rolls. That close, she picked up a whiff of his scent, warm and masculine…and something else, light and barely perceptible, but she couldn't put her finger on it. She almost jumped when he spoke.

      "I understand you're an expert on history."

      She placed the bowls on the table and settled into her regular spot at the table, startled when Ethan sat next to her, in what had been her father's chair. It was the only chair available, but it vexed her anyway.

      "I don't know that I would use that word. I'm no expert, but I do enjoy exploring the past." AJ accepted another glass of wine, but before their discussion could go any further, Adam's kids, forgotten for a while, burst into the room. They chattered away, taking their places at the table, waiting for Madelyn to dole out their portions of dinner.

      "Something I also have an interest in. I would like to hear your favorite eras." Ethan gave her a warm smile and filled his plate, oblivious to the noise from the children. "Perhaps we have one in common."

      AJ nodded. Any further discussion seemed fruitless until the din of the kids subsided, their voices silenced by the food shoveled into their mouths.

      "I have a marvelous idea." Helen controlled the passing of plates and bowls, ensuring Adam and his family had everything they needed. "AJ, you should take Ethan around town. Get him more familiar with the city."

      Adam barked a laugh. "Perfect."

      AJ considered kicking Adam, but she wasn't twelve. She turned her stare to her mom. Everyone thought themselves a matchmaker. "I'm not sure I'm the right person."

      "Who better than a local reporter?" Adam scooped more potatoes onto his plate.

      AJ squared her shoulders. She squashed the desire to tell him what those potatoes were doing to his midsection.

      "I don't want to intrude on your time," Ethan said. A smile hovered before he sipped his wine.

      "I'm just not sure about work." The words squeaked from AJ and she lowered her head, refocused on her plate.

      "I'm sure the paper can get by one afternoon without you." Adam winked, the action so swift, AJ might have imagined it.

      "Great. That's settled, then." Helen patted AJ's hand before picking up her fork.

      Trapped by the family, AJ forced a smile before choking down a bite. Her previous hunger vanished under her new burden, playing guide to Adam's friend. She sneaked a peek at Ethan. He appeared to be enjoying a conversation with her mother about the dishware of all things, a collectible from the early 1900's. She'd heard the story a hundred times.

      She couldn't raise the energy to feign interest. She grabbed a roll and caught Adam staring at her. His face filled with complete satisfaction. He had won a perceived battle. AJ stayed on the task of buttering her roll, ignoring whatever game her brother seemed to be playing. She poured a touch more wine, and when she looked back at him, he had fallen into deep conversation with Helen and Ethan.

      Certain that she must have misread her brother, she put it behind her, allowing the conversation and meal to erase the tension of the day. She let the evening carry on around her, appreciative of Ethan's command of the group, allowing her to distance herself and glide through the rest of the evening.
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        * * *

      

      AJ opened the door to her apartment, greeted by the pleasant sound of silence. After the hectic scene at her mom's, the quiet soothed her, a healing balm to her psyche. She still missed the small sounds of Eleanor, whose slow and aged body would make its way from her blanketed bed to wrap around AJ's legs, her soft purrs tugging on AJ's heart. It had been three months since her death, and the grief still tugged. The cat had been such a part of her since her young teen years, a surprise birthday present from her father. She'd eventually go to the shelter to find another, even though she could hear Stella's warnings labeling her a cat lady in training.

      Crossing the small hallway, she dropped her purse on the counter of a high side table discovered years before at some garage sale. This evening, her exhaustion overwhelmed her, and she wished for nothing more than her usual routine. Tempted to pour herself a glass of wine, she decided on a cup of tea instead and crashed into the soft brown couch. She dragged a worn old afghan over her lap and listened to the clicking of her grandfather clock. Frazzled from an unproductive day at the office, her earlier catnap interrupted by Stella, and the boisterous family dinner, she relished the comforting silence.

      With a cup of tea in her lap, AJ leaned her head back, her fingers wrapped around a pen in case a story crept in. Her mind had just settled when a memory from dinner jerked her upright, spilling a small drop of tea onto her blanket.

      "Damn." The word tumbled from her mouth, and she wiped away the spot of tea, now remembering the foolish acceptance of a date with Adam's new friend. She blamed it on the onslaught of screaming kids and her mother's pleading glances. She didn't know anything about this man. Would never have agreed to another meeting had she met him elsewhere. Worse, AJ would never base her opinion of someone simply on her brother's assessment. In fact, she would automatically assume the worst of a person solely on her continual need to be combative with Adam.

      She leaned over, strained to snag her purse, then dug for her phone. She needed to get a grip. It wasn't really a date. More like a welcome to the city. Yes, that was it. She was just helping the guy get more familiar with the place.

      The phone rang four times before someone answered. "You survived another family gathering."

      "Barely. Adam brought a friend."

      "The man never learns."

      "This one was different. Not what you'd expect."

      "Do tell."

      "Even better, do you have some time tomorrow afternoon?"

      "Sounds like I better make some."

      With a game plan in action, AJ grabbed a book from the end table, took a sip of her tea, and immersed herself in the life of the Incan empire. But she couldn't quite drown out the penetrating gray eyes that haunted her from dinner.
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      The morning sun pierced the light clouds, temporarily holding off the predicted rain. AJ parked her car and gazed at the vacant old inn. Between climbs, AJ often visited the tidal pools nestled near the inn, her other refuge from the world. A far cry from the strenuous activity of the wall, the tidal pools substituted for comfort food, like a warm bowl of tomato soup wrapped in memories of days long ago.

      As she stood on the path, the scent of roses mixed with sea salt floated around her and spurred memories of her father. Time spent together, where no one else could mingle, not her mother, and never Adam. With their morning outings, her father chipped away at the secrets of the sea with his explanations of starfish, anemones, and how the tides worked with the pull of the moon.

      Though he had been dead well over a year now, AJ still ventured to their old haunts. Now vacant, neglected with time and the ever-changing hands of ownership, the inn sat haunted by the laughter of guests who had come and gone. Stirred by the echoes of stolen kisses and warm embraces, lovers perched on the back veranda, forever watching the setting of the sun.

      AJ stared at the front porch and the long, wide veranda that wrapped itself around the building. Rather than head straight for the pools as usual, she turned to the porch. Amazement struck her when she grabbed the handrail. The wood was smooth, as if freshly sanded and stained. The stairs appeared recently swept. In fact, the whole veranda shone—no leaves, no dirt. Images of Adirondack chairs scattered around, the large patio swing swaying in the gentle breeze, the scent of freshly baked cinnamon rolls her father brought with them to share, all swirled through her mind. More memories flooded in. Sitting on the front porch, just returned from the pools, her father weaving stories of pirates, their ships, and their gathering of booty.

      A melancholy smile touched AJ's face. She ran her hand along the old paint, surprised it had neither cracked nor weathered. She couldn't remember seeing a For Sale sign, so she didn't think there were new owners. Perhaps the current owners had maintained it through the years, and she never noticed in her hurry to get to the pools. She laughed. Always in a rush to get someplace just to slow down and relax.

      AJ trailed to the end of the building where it turned toward the ocean. The sun warmed her skin in the morning light, dissolving the goose bumps raised by the shadowed front porch. The maintenance of the place seemed thorough. Freshly scrubbed windows caught the reflection of the ocean, and even the small yard had been landscaped with native plants and a few partially tended roses. Breaking away from the tranquil scene, AJ sighed. The inn wouldn't sit empty forever. She needed to enjoy her retreats before the place changed.

      She headed back, now feverish to explore the pools, but as she reached the path that forked to the left, a noise made her pause. She tilted her head to the side and heard it again. A low creaking sound came from her right, where the path led down to a dock floating in a small bay. When the inn had been open, guests had used the dock to enjoy a good meal or splurge on the comforts of land for a night or two. But it now lay abandoned, lost to time and the elements.

      Curiosity pulled her to the right. Leaving the tidal pools behind, she wove her way down to the dock. Fog nestled into the bay and swirled around, the warming sun unable to dissipate it. By the time she had traveled halfway down the path, the dock all but disappeared, nothing left but a vague outline, false images from her hundreds of visits over the years. Her skin crawled. It reminded her of the fog from her last climb, how quickly it had moved in, how the temperature hadn't dropped with the fog, and, as dense as it was, the lack of moisture.

      Focused on the faded skeleton of the dock, AJ waited for the next sound. Instead, something materialized out of the fog. At first, she couldn't make sense of what she saw and stepped back, the object much larger than the dock. A low sound, different from before, urged her forward, her steps tentative, her arms pulled around her as if warding off a chill. She recognized the sound of slow, lazy waves slapping against the hull of a boat. She assumed a small boat, but what appeared, drifting in and out of the fog, wasn't any sailboat, at least not the size she would have expected.

      The ghostly image of an immense ship emerged through the dense mist. A tall wooden mast rose high into the sky, its sails tucked neatly away. Dozens of ropes dangled from the mast, disappearing into the fog. The mast rocked back and forth, each small movement rolling in and out of focus. Then it vanished.

      AJ rubbed her eyes and considered pinching herself. Her imagination was playing tricks on her, or maybe it was the stress from work. But no, she could still hear the faint creaking, the waves lapping against the hull. A stronger smell of the sea overtook her, and she tasted salt on her lips. She stared at the spot at which she had last seen the image, straining to force it back by sheer will, but the fog grew denser. Thick white tentacles of mist swirled around her, and the air grew quiet. She blinked. She strained to hear the sounds of the ship again, but she heard nothing. No waves, no birds, just silence.

      Her interest piqued, a small shiver of apprehension tickled her. She crept toward the dock. The thickness of the mist wrapped itself around her, making the ground invisible. She called upon her rusty memory to stay on the path. Enveloped by a sense of disconnection, AJ's desire to see what was there overrode any sense of good judgment or concern for her safety. The soft lilt of the waves brushed the dock, and its worn old timbers came into view.

      As if the fog itself had been a fabrication, the mist dissolved into the warm spring air, the sun once again taking ownership of the day. In mere seconds, the dock rematerialized and the sun sparkled on the water, casting bright reflections off the incoming waves. The sounds of squawking gulls returned. A slight breeze rustled her curls, cold against her skin as she stared at nothing. No ship. No masts. Just an empty dock.

      AJ gazed at the dock and the open ocean for several long moments, then whipped around, expecting the ship to be behind her. Nothing.

      She couldn't explain what had happened, but this ship looked just like the one she had seen on her climb. The day the fog had come from nowhere. Just like today. With no clear answer to her questions, the desire to explore the tidal pools vanished. AJ trudged back to her car, her attempt to restore herself shattered. A hysterical laugh bubbled up. Her quest for inspiration had turned her mad.
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      "The windows need cleaning."

      Joseph's voice whispered in Helen's ear as she surveyed the backyard from the large picture window. A soft sigh escaped her. She would have to change the gardener's seasonal schedule. At times, the number of chores daunted her to the point of guilt. Perhaps she spent too much time with her friends. Quite capable of performing most of the household tasks, she should carve out time for them. But having promised Adam to lighten her chores, and to keep the peace, she hired others to perform the larger household duties Joseph and she had once tackled on their own.

      She finished her tea and, as she she rinsed her cup, a melancholy smile appeared. Joseph's soft voice murmured in her memory, and his warm breath skimmed along her neck, laughing at her idea to make a list for spring cleaning. Each year, bit by bit, it didn't get any easier.

      A knock sounded at the door as Helen marched to retrieve a pad of paper. A deep jolt pierced her, a sorrowful memory of the day he died. She hesitated, then slowly released her breath.

      A familiar voice called out.

      "Mom, it's me."

      When Helen entered the living room, AJ stood in the foyer, bouncing on her toes and tucking curls behind her ears. Her daughter's eyes darted around the room, a habit of Adam's rarely seen in AJ.

      "What are you doing here so early? Is everything all right?"

      AJ's eyes flashed to her mother's, and she stopped bouncing. "I'm sorry. I should have called first."

      Helen smiled and gazed into her daughter's soft brown eyes, the same color as her own. Joseph always spoke of their eyes. Warm and friendly, he said, except when they got a fire under them. Then small slivers of gold would flash, striking terror through him, and he would laugh.

      "It's okay. It never seems to go away."

      AJ removed her sweater, dropping it next to her bag. "I thought you were going to keep your doors locked during the day."

      Helen relaxed with her daughter's admonishment. Everything was okay; no one was dead. "I never seem to remember. I'll start a pot of coffee. I could use a break." Helen turned back toward the kitchen, one hand fingering the pearls at her neck, the heels of her pumps clicking on the floor. "I was starting to make a list."

      "A list? That's new." AJ followed her mother to the kitchen, finding her usual spot at the counter, moving the stool to face the yard now bursting to life with spring.

      They fell into a natural silence. Helen finished the coffee and set out the accoutrements, keeping an eye on her daughter. AJ's shoulders seemed to relax from the tension that moments ago had wrapped around her, holding her like the casing of a moth trying to fly free. Helen poured the coffee and settled on a stool.

      AJ poured the cream, turning the coffee a rich caramel color, and took a few sips of the concoction, drumming her fingers on her cup. "Have you been out to the old inn recently?"

      Helen's eyes widened. AJ had often visited the place, a haven to calm her raging spirits, and she hoped something hadn't happened to change that. "It's been a few months since I've visited. The place never belonged to me, unlike you. I prefer the point by the lighthouse."

      AJ looked out to the garden. "It was strange weather today. A dense fogbank settled in, then it just disappeared. I've never seen anything like it."

      "I don't remember the weather report mentioning anything strange. I would have heard something on the coastal report." Helen stirred her coffee. Stiffness returned to AJ's shoulders.

      "It was pretty quick. Maybe it didn't show up long enough for anyone to report it." AJ turned from the window. "Why are you making a list?"

      Helen grinned. "It seems I took for granted all the work Joseph did around the house." Pensive, she added cream to her coffee and continued to stir. "All I can remember are the road trips, the hunt for antiques, or your father burying himself in his study, exploring some new book he found."

      "I thought it was Adam who didn't enjoy the road trips."

      "Oh, it was. But it's what comes to mind when I think of your father. The best of times. He loved sharing his passion with you. He was so delighted when it became your own. The road trips were mine. I loved seeking out new places, just for a different reason than your father's. It's too bad Adam never found any interest in it."

      "Well, Adam always had you." AJ slid a glance to her mother, an apology ready.

      "He was a geek, wasn't he?" Helen shook her head. "Mothers and sons."

      AJ laughed. "I didn't think you knew what a geek was." She turned her attention back to the yard, letting the silence blanket them. "Have you ever seen things through the fog that you knew were there but weren't?"

      Helen's face lit up with a small chuckle. "I used to always see things and point them out to your father. He would laugh and shake his head at me. No, he'd say, that's not it at all, look closer. He was always right, of course. If I studied the spot a little longer, the shape would turn into something entirely different." She took her first sip of coffee. "After a few years, your father stopped saying no and would let me ramble, describing in detail what I thought I was seeing. I believe he enjoyed listening to my little fantasies."

      AJ pushed back in her chair. "He had a way of making everyone feel like the most important person in the room. I remember how patient he was, letting me follow him around the dusty old antique shops, asking a million questions. He always listened to the childish stories I'd make up about some object I found. What I remember most is how his eyes twinkled when he found some treasure in a stack of moldy books."

      Both women smiled, comfortable with each other, lost in their own memories.

      Breaking the moment, AJ took her cup to the sink. "I need to get to the office." AJ gave her mother a quick hug and strode out to the living room.

      Helen followed. "Are you okay, honey?"

      AJ kept her back to Helen as she put on her sweater. "Sure. Thanks for the coffee." Pausing, she picked up her bag and turned back, a small grin on her face. "We should do this more often."

      Helen watched AJ drive away. Deciding her daughter had worked through her problem, she turned back to the kitchen to start her list.
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        * * *

      

      Driving away, AJ let the tears flow, allowing them to run their course. It had been right to go home. She meant what she said about stopping by more frequently, repeating her resolve to be a better daughter. But when the tears dried, other thoughts crept in—a foggy vision materializing into a large sailing vessel before dissipating into the mist.
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      The rain pounded after AJ as she ran from her car to the newspaper office. She treasured the bustle of mornings, the busiest time for the small staff. But her continuing drought of inspiration made walking through the door each morning a struggle. The decibel level of the office assaulted her senses, and she longed for the balm it had provided her just a few short weeks ago. Even the smell of the printing presses, leaking through the walls from the back room, couldn't raise her spirits. These were rare days when AJ longed for a quieter atmosphere and a drab gray cubicle to hide in.

      AJ greeted her fellow staffers with a perfunctory smile and squirreled herself away at her desk, sighing when she saw the bright green sticky note next to the keyboard. She refused to admit relief at the list of tasks given to her for the day, even though it meant she wouldn't have to find her own.

      Newspapers in large urban areas dwindled across the country, whereas many small-town papers still ran strong. The success of the Baywood Herald lay at the feet of its owner and editor, Samuel Taylor, who had a flair for blending national and local news with colorful feature articles. His favorite stories, and one of the attractions that brought AJ to the paper, were the in-depth historical accounts of the town and local communities.

      AJ barely lived on the salary, but she couldn't have found a better place to work
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