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Prologue


They found my brother’s body by the tide pools. Some small, probably squishy, sea creature had stung him with a virulence that could not be denied. The resulting anaphylactic shock was the end of James. With no one else around, he had no chance of making it back to a phone before his cold little heart stopped for the last time.

They said it was sunset when they found him. The tide was trying to take him out, but his shirt snagged on a rock.

They told me all this later, of course. I wasn’t there. I was in Boston, getting fired.

All in all, it was really inconsiderate of James to go and die on us like that, leaving his only child an orphan and turning my life upside down. Served me right, he would have said.



Chapter 1


Well, not totally fired. But there was a lot of yelling and gesturing and finally, a suggestion from the boss—an order, really—to take at least three weeks off starting immediately.

Increasingly erratic and hostile, they said I’d become. Inappropriate behavior. Unproductive. Disrespectful. Poor attitude. One final warning, one final chance. But first go away for three weeks.

Go where? I thought, sitting on my couch in my apartment. Three weeks stretched out before me like an uncrossable desert. I’d never taken more than a week off in my entire life. Which was only twenty-eight years, of course. James was five years older.

My apartment looked weird to me in the stark light of a Thursday afternoon. I was hardly ever home, period and never willingly both home and conscious in the daylight hours of a weekday. The living room smelled of dust. My suitcase was still by the front door, where I’d left it when I’d gotten home late the night before from my most recent training trip to one of the regional offices. Atlanta? Chicago? I’d already forgotten.

Three nineteen p.m. and I was trying to think what was good about my life. I was drawing a blank, so I lay down on the couch to facilitate the process. Sternly telling myself it was way too early for a drink. And that I definitely would not, could not, call Isabel.

I was still lying there when the phone rang at 5:07. That was odd. Nobody ever called me at home. I was never there. Anybody who knew me at all called my cell. I rolled off the couch with a groan and answered it with no premonition whatsoever. The message light was blinking—I hadn’t noticed that the night before. Hadn’t bothered to check. And that morning, I’d been in my usual high-speed-rush-out-the-door mode, so I hadn’t thought to check then either. Nobody ever called me at home.

“May I speak to Madison McPeake, please?” A man’s voice, but not one I knew.

“Speaking.”

“Ms. McPeake, this is Lieutenant Delgado with the United States Navy in San Diego. I’m very sorry, ma’am, I have some bad news for you.”

He didn’t sound sorry. He sounded entirely matter-of-fact. I had no idea what the hell he was talking about.

“Um…I’m sorry, are you sure you’ve got the right person?” Even as I said it, I thought: James. James might be in San Diego.

“It’s about your brother, ma’am—Dr. James McPeake?”

“Oh.” Pause for me to take in some air. “What…what’s happened?”

“I’m sorry, ma’am. There’s been an accident. Your brother is dead.”



Chapter 2


The next flight to San Diego with a seat available wasn’t until the next day. My job required constant travel, but neither my platinum nor my bereaved status could shake loose a seat any sooner. Even my chances at standby on the red-eye were slim and none, per the agent, since thunderstorms in Dallas had delayed so many other flights earlier in the day. So, I numbly unpacked my suitcase, threw that stuff in the wash and repacked with more casual clothes. And a black suit, black shoes, black hose, black silk shell. Pearls. I hadn’t noticed before how my professional wardrobe was also perfect for funerals. All purpose for every occasion.

James and I were not close, to put it mildly. Somewhere in his high school years, he’d started going to church, falling in with right-wing Christian fundamentalists. Overnight, it seemed, he’d grown from a normal teenage boy (whatever that means) into a rigidly conservative adult. Meanwhile, my adulthood had taken me into sex, booze and capitalism—not necessarily in that order. I hadn’t even talked to him for several years. But we had no other siblings and our parents were both dead, so I guess I still got “next of kin” in the little box on the form. Our father had died from emphysema six years prior and our mother from an accumulation of problems when we were young. James’s own wife had died giving birth to their only child.

The only time I’d ever met the wife was at their wedding. I was in my final year of college. James had recently earned his doctorate in marine biology. The ceremony took place at the small offshoot church she’d attended since childhood, about an hour from my school in San Francisco. I was the only relative present from our family, as Dad had passed away the previous January. I hadn’t seen much of my brother since he’d left home, but was glad he’d invited me to the wedding. At least there was that much of a connection still left. Having never met the bride, I didn’t know any of her family, or any of James’s friends either, all of whom seemed to be fellow members of the Church of the Benevolent Fount. I felt completely out of place. I really didn’t want to be there, but I felt I couldn’t reject the olive branch of the wedding invitation. At least I wasn’t in the wedding party, thank God.

The nuptials followed the lengthy service that Sunday morning. Thankfully, the ceremony itself wasn’t too long. I was already freaked out because I’d committed no fewer than four of the sins cited by the preacher in his interminable and agitated sermon that very morning. And that didn’t even count speeding, chewing gum on Sundays and listening to devil music, all of which I’d further accomplished on the drive to the church.

Chloe, the bride, was pale and thin, nervous and birdlike. When she clasped my hands tightly in the receiving line, hers were as cold as ice. But her eyes burned with a fever beyond the normal wedding day excitement. With minimal eye contact, she mumbled something to me—some quote from scripture, I think. James extricated me from her grasp and wordlessly handed me off to one of his friends, who walked me down to the church basement for the reception (no alcohol or music, of course). While his friend asked me if I’d accepted Jesus Christ as my personal savior, I glanced back over my shoulder at James. He was smiling at the minister, but he looked tense. There was something else in his expression too—resignation to his fate, perhaps? I wondered why he was marrying her. She had a frail prettiness, I guess, but she struck me as a complete whack job. The baby’s arrival seven months later seemed to answer the question.

But I didn’t know about the baby or his wife’s death. I’d hoped my attendance at the wedding would spark some kind of renewed contact between James and myself, but I didn’t hear from him after the wedding. I wasn’t even too sure where they were living. There’d been some talk at the reception of him accepting a job back east somewhere. Finally, I got a Christmas card at the end of that year. I was thrilled to find a baby picture enclosed, but that was soon tempered by the news of Chloe’s death. The return address was a university in Maine. He said he’d be passing through San Francisco on business soon and hoped to see me then, but didn’t say when.

I don’t know if he got my letter in reply, giving him my phone number. He never did call, but instead showed up unannounced one rainy evening at the run-down Victorian house where my girlfriend and I shared a small apartment on the top floor. Maybe he thought we could go out to dinner. Maybe he thought it would be a nice surprise. Yeah, too bad he didn’t call first. I can still imagine him standing out in the dimly lit hallway, both the rain on the rooftop and the music blaring from our stereo drowning out his knock. When that went unanswered, he tried the knob and opened the door on a naked Isabel, rather enthusiastically going down on me on the living room floor.

Hadn’t heard from him since. No phone calls, no e-mails, no more Christmas cards. If I’d been waiting for him to be the first to reach out, well, my wait was over.

And now, as next of and only kin, I had no choice but to haul myself out to California and deal with it. Good thing I had all that time off.



Chapter 3


So that was Thursday. I woke up late on Friday morning to the obnoxious squawking of one alarm clock by the bed and another in the bathroom. You drink enough, you learn these tricks, so you still show up on time even though you feel like shit.

I felt like shit.

But I got myself to Logan on time for the flight.

The first drink the day before had seen me through the remainder of the conversation with Lieutenant Delgado. Turned out there were three messages on my home voice mail, one very late on Wednesday night and one on Thursday morning from him. The other message was just a hang-up, but also from a San Diego number. Caller unknown.

It was Wednesday when they found James. The second drink got me through the airline reservation. A few more covered laundry and packing. And there were conversations that had to be gotten through with child protective services, the coroner’s office, a funeral home… It was all a bit of a blur.

In the cab on the way to the airport, I sucked down some aspirin and a Coke. I then suffered a spurt of panic when I couldn’t remember if I’d made any other phone calls the night before. My heartbeat calmed when I checked the cell—nope, no outgoing calls to Isabel or anybody else, except the airline and the San Diego numbers. I cracked the window and fired up a cigarette, not bothering to ask the cabbie if it was okay with him. I figured it could only improve the funk of the taxi anyway. He flicked me a glance in the mirror, but didn’t say anything.

And who was there to call anyway? No one. Work didn’t care. My boss had emphatically banned me from speaking to him for the next three weeks. No family left, except an unknown five-year-old waiting for me in California. Gulp. No significant other. No friends to speak of these days. I’d drifted apart from college and childhood friends with the move to Boston. They’d all seemed to get married to the first guy who’d shown the slightest interest and be immediately caught up in producing children oddly similar to each other, with little concern for my progress. Not to mention the two “close” friends I’d lost upon coming out.

Fuck ’em all.

I overtipped the cabbie since he hadn’t bitched about my smoking and looked forward to the screwdrivers awaiting me in first class. A hot flight attendant wouldn’t hurt either.

Getting through security was the usual ordeal, but I did my best to summon up my Zen travel mode. At the head of the queue, I handed my driver’s license and boarding pass to a very large TSA employee. She looked me up and down, clearly unimpressed.

Comparing me to my license for the second time, she said doubtfully, “This is you?”

I assured her it was. She looked skeptical, but shrugged and passed me through. I looked at my license before putting it away. Wasn’t that bad a picture. What had she seen? Five foot seven, one hundred and twenty-five pounds, long dark Blonde hair, green eyes. I checked myself in the little mirror I kept in my purse. I looked all right to me, or at least no worse than usual. All right, maybe a little haggard. That was good, actually, since it would keep guys on the plane from hitting on me. First class is always teeming with excruciatingly boring salesmen from places like Dayton and San Bernardino who are overjoyed to find a Lovely Young Lady seated next to them. If they only knew I had my eye on their girlfriends and sisters…tee hee.

In my seat on the plane before takeoff, I checked my cell phone voice mail. Reflex, really. No messages. Clearly, everybody at work had gotten the persona non grata memo. I’d thought maybe one or two of my buddies might call and offer their sympathy and support… But I guess their distancing themselves wasn’t a huge surprise. Career comes first.

They tell you not to let yourself get too tired, too sad, too lonely. Good luck with that, Jack. I guess I had let myself get a little…a little too Madison, at any rate. Too Madison for my boss, clearly. Maybe I had gotten a little “erratic.” Probably should keep my opinions to myself in staff meetings, but why the hell did they invite me to those things if I wasn’t supposed to participate? And there was that one time I hadn’t come back from lunch. And it’s true I had been showing up later and later, although it didn’t seem like anybody noticed.

In the midst of my confused and conflicted feelings about James and my moderately vicious hangover, I confess I was a little happy to not be at work. Bastards.

I wrestled my purse out from under the seat in front of me. I had a picture of the kid in there, the one from the Christmas card. Katie. Katherine Lily McPeake, my own flesh and blood, named for my mother. The snapshot was a blurry image of a generic, chubby, more or less McPeakey-looking baby staring off camera, clutching a little stuffed animal. A pink walrus, upon closer inspection.

Blonde baby hair, blue baby eyes, that wise old geezer look some babies have. She was five now. I had no other pictures. And I was now responsible for this small person, who I had never met. James had a lot of faith in his Creator, but this seemed like a pretty bad plan, even to me.

The flight attendant was so not hot. She leaned in to reclaim my glass as we were preparing for takeoff. There were only ice cubes left anyhow. Her name tag proclaimed her to be ANGELA. Fifties, gray hair, half-glasses on a chain, deep gravelly voice. Not quite the angel I was in need of.

But she kept the screwdrivers coming as we raced through the heavens toward the other horizon.



I’d bought some reading material in the Boston airport—the San Diego newspaper, plus a copy of good old Dr. Spock. Hey, I needed the advice. What did I know about kids? A single gay workaholic? Without even a sister of my own? The only thing I was sure of was that I was a piss-poor choice for instant parenthood.

The book unopened on my lap, I kept looking at the snapshot, even though I knew the kid must look nothing like the baby now. She’d be walking, talking, probably have strong opinions and bad habits. All the same disagreeable things I dislike about grown- up people. Plus, be prone to the high-pitched noises and overall stickiness I associate with small children. If she’d heard anything at all about me from her dad, it couldn’t have been very good.

Yeah, kid, your aunt’s going to hell for sure. Now eat your vegetables.

Where exactly had James gone wrong? I had asked myself that question more than a few times over the years. We had been good friends as children, even with the five year age difference. At least, I thought we had. Isabel had once suggested to me that maybe James was always jealous of me, that I was the baby who’d come along to steal all the attention away from him after five glorious years of being the only child. Maybe… Maybe he loved me and he hated me. The older I got, the more I saw that in people—the ability to harbor two completely conflicting emotions with no conflict. I don’t get that. I’m probably stupid.

My brother and I had grown up in San Francisco, playing hide-and-go-seek and riding our bikes with the neighborhood kids when it wasn’t too foggy and board games when it was. He was the protective big brother and I was the adoring little sister following him around like a puppy. But somewhere in our teens, some crack in the foundation of our relationship had developed and deepened, like cold, rank water seeping into the cellar, unnoticed by the residents. And it wasn’t just me. He was constantly fighting with our father too, although the old man admittedly was not the easiest person in the world to get along with. The two of them were always battling over something—homework, chores, money, James’s newfound religious beliefs… By the time I’d finished high school, James had all but estranged himself from us. Seemed like he spent all his time either studying or in church. He’d moved out after a huge blowup with both me and Dad, where he’d told the old man he hated him and told me I’d ruined his life, that I’d been persecuting him since I was five years old. Yeah, right, maybe back when we lived in Crazy Town. The irrational invective was bad enough (not to mention the spit spraying my face on “PERsecuting”), but my dad’s despairing, hurt look as James stormed out was the worst. I still couldn’t forgive my brother for turning on a sick old man like that. Ten years later, it still seemed hateful. Wasteful.

Our parents weren’t particularly religious and certainly weren’t regular churchgoers. Both sets of grandparents were—one Catholic, one Protestant. Maybe these things skip a generation. In any event, whatever James was looking for, he seemed to find it within the structure of his church.

I was still looking. Religion was definitely not the answer for me, seeing as how all the church people I knew skipped right over the “love thy neighbor” stuff to get right down to the “let’s stone her in the village square” stuff. God Bless America.

I’d hoped James would find some way to be okay with me being gay, but I hadn’t found a way to talk to him about it before that debacle at the apartment. I still held dear those memories of childhood games and secrets, but I guess he didn’t. His rejection of me was total. And that hurt.

But now he was dead.

And the photograph of Katie was all I had to connect me to what was waiting at the other end of the journey.



Chapter 4


I should have arrived in San Diego around two p.m. Pacific time, but more thunderstorms in Dallas delayed the takeoff of my connecting plane. I fell asleep for the last hour of that flight, pages two and three of Dr. Spock facedown in my lap. I groggily awoke when we touched down in San Diego around four thirty p.m. local time. I got my suitcase from baggage claim and made my way to the rental car office. A Coke from the vending machine there overrode the nasty taste in my mouth and some of the cobwebs in my brain.

In the crowded terminal, for just a split second, I thought I’d seen the back of James’s head going down a long corridor in front of me. Of course, it wasn’t him. I knew that. My mind had played that trick on me before when I’d lost someone. You start seeing the dearly departed everywhere you go. On the street, in the store, in a passing car…I hate that. First the millisecond of joy, then the brutal face plant of reality’s return. It may not always look like much from the outside, but grief is awful. And your brain is no help whatsoever. But after all, how do we expect our brains to assimilate the fact that someone we’ve known all our lives is gone? Forever. Just like that. Just gone. How does that even work?

I don’t know. I wrenched my mind back to the immediate present and my next problem to solve, namely, renting a car. Lieutenant Delgado had warned me that the Navy facility was remote and difficult to reach, so I knew enough to get a four-wheel drive vehicle. With a child seat. James’s own SUV (a Ford Explorer) was still parked down there by his cabin, but it seemed prudent to get my own since Delgado said the Explorer was locked and there was no sign of the key. James always drove Fords, my brain thought disconnectedly. Maybe it was in the Bible somewhere.

After putting the top down on the Jeep, I followed the directions Delgado had given me and steered it southwest toward Shadow Point, a narrow peninsula separating the ocean from the bay. I could see it as I headed out from the airport—an imposing, almost mountainous presence rising above the sparkling waters of the bay. A dark fog bank was just climbing over the summit from the ocean side, threatening to blot out the San Diego sunshine. But down here, the temperature was still in the seventies and the light breeze in my face off the water was refreshing after the hours on the plane. My lone suitcase rode in solitary splendor in the cramped rear, strapped in next to the child seat. The rental car guy, thank goodness, had put that in since I had no idea how it worked. Guess I’d be figuring that out pretty quick.

The real estate section of the San Diego newspaper had backed up my own Internet research from the day before (before the zinfandel completely took over). Shadow Point was known for its pricey residential real estate and exclusive water view neighborhoods, but in truth, eighty percent of the peninsula was owned by the Navy and closed to the public. A dotted line on the map separated the homes from government property, as did security kiosks staffed by armed sailors. Only Delgado’s prior approval, my ID and my name on a clipboard would allow me to pass when I reached those checkpoints.

I drove up the aptly named Hill Street to find that commerce on the Point was almost nil and appeared to be limited to a general store, a tiny barbershop and an even tinier realtor’s office, all ensconced in a one-story, gray frame building with an inordinately large parking lot. This was all about a half mile down from Uncle Sam’s demarcation line. Residents had to head farther down the hill to get gas, visit the ATM, see a doctor or otherwise take care of business. Pulling into the parking lot, I noticed one more commercial enterprise on the far side of the football field-sized space. A dingy, gray warehouse squatted over there like an enormous toad. The letters “CBF” were prominently painted in faded black on its garage doors (of a size to accommodate eighteen wheelers) and a smaller sign by what must have been the office was marked “Conrad Bly Freight.” It seemed an odd and isolated spot for a freight depot, but what did I know. A semi idled nearby, taking up several parking spaces. It too, had the big black CBF on its trailer. I saw no workers or other signs of industry. I parked the Jeep in a far corner, hoping the unsecured suitcase would be okay for a few minutes.

Forewarned by Delgado (again), I went into the store to pick up a few essentials. He’d told me to expect electricity and water at the cabin where James and Katie had been living, but not much else. My shopping list was short: booze, Coke, bottled water, fruit, toilet paper, trash bags and some Lean Cuisines. Plus a corkscrew, cigarettes and a box of animal crackers. For the kid. Right? Kids like animal crackers, right?

Like I had a clue.

The plumply pale teenage cashier at the Shadow Point General Store tallied up my items with only a quick, feral glance at my face and no conversation. Which suited me just fine. She was a Goth, her hair dyed an unnatural black, all black clothes, lots of piercings but only one visible tattoo—a large Maltese cross on her right forearm, outlined in red. And blood red fingernail polish. Her nametag labeled her Dawn.

She seemed tongue-tied as I gathered my bags and she handed over my change. For a moment, I thought she was going to touch my arm, but she pulled back. Meeting my eyes for the first time, she said solemnly, “You be careful out there.” Her eyes were dark, underscored by deep shadows and eyeliner. No smile.

I was startled, expecting something more conventional like “have a nice day” or “thanks for shopping with us.”

“Okay,” was my witless reply. She nodded once, as in affirmation. I headed toward the door with my purchases, glancing back as I exited, but she had turned away to talk to a co-worker.

My suitcase was still there, unharmed. I wedged the groceries in on the floor of the Jeep, then clambered back in to make the drive out to James’s cabin. Despite the oversized proportions of the parking lot, there was only one way in and out. Annoyingly, another CBF semi was making its tortoise-like way into the parking lot just as I was trying to exit. The driver had misjudged the angle, so he had to keep backing it up, then trying again until he got it right. I impatiently sat well back of the entryway to give him plenty of room, then zipped up to the edge of the driveway and back out onto the surface street once he’d finally lumbered in. The driver quite unnecessarily honked his air horn at me as he passed. Jerk. Maybe CBF meant “can’t be fast,” I thought grumpily as I headed toward the Navy end of the Point.

The steely-eyed guys at the kiosk reluctantly let me pass after thoroughly checking me and the vehicle out. I thought the automatic weapons were a bit much, but who knew what the Navy had cooking out there. A large sign made it clear that the gates—both going in and coming out—closed half an hour before sundown and anybody out on the Point after that would be spending the night. Finally waving me through, one of the sailors told me to keep going for another five miles. There was only the one main road on and off the Navy installation, so at least I wouldn’t get lost. The next security kiosk to block my passage would mark the entrance to the outermost labs. From there, I could take a rugged and rutted dirt track down to the small encampment where James and another marine biologist had been living and working.

I tried the radio, but couldn’t get anything besides scratchy static and the occasional burst of Mexican music from a Tijuana station. It didn’t really matter. The scenery was spectacular. I was driving south along the crest of a high hilltop which reached down on the left to San Diego Bay, with sailboats, cruise ships and a huge Navy aircraft carrier in motion and down on the right to the Pacific, where the sun was a few hours away from setting. I could see the fog bank about half a mile ahead, though and soon enough, tendrils of gray mist were creeping across the roadway. I wished I had pulled a jacket out of my suitcase back at the store. Or put the top up. The temperature had cooled rapidly and I shivered now inside the Jeep, trying to huddle down in my seat to conserve a little warmth. I turned the heater on, but no luck—it seemed to be broken. A faint smell of exhaust, but no warmth, emanated from the vents. I hoped I’d be at my destination pretty quick as I was already chilled to the bone.

The land was fenced with chain-link on both sides, with government No Trespassing signs posted every hundred yards. Scrub brush lined the open country inside the fences, but that soon gave way to white, wood frame buildings obscurely marked with signs like Building 13MZ and NOSC. None were accessible without passing through yet another security kiosk off to the left or right. As I sped around a slight curve, I caught a quick glimpse of a large pool of clear water down to the right, on the ocean side. A tall metal framework arched mysteriously over the pool, like something from a giant Erector Set. No pathway or entrance was visible from the road. My fast glance caught a guy in a wetsuit crouched down by the side of the pool, with a clipboard. I sensed they were big on clipboards out here. In that quick snapshot view as I whizzed past, I thought I saw something surface in the pool. Fins, at least.

The buildings thinned out as I kept going and the view on both sides was eventually taken over by a low, whitewashed, adobe wall with well-manicured green grass beyond. White crosses marked gravesites, marching in a regular pattern down toward the edge of the cliffs on both bay and ocean sides. San Cerros National Cemetery, read a sign by a gated driveway.

The fog had thickened considerably. I slowed, but kept going. I hadn’t seen one other vehicle since I entered government property. Surely, the end of the Point must be near. Besides the cold and wet of the fog, an unpleasant odor now punctuated the chill air. The cemetery ended and the scrub brush returned, as did the chain-link fence and the monotonous warning signs. Locked gates marked dirt driveways occasionally, but there was nothing indicating what lay beyond. The ground rose to my right, blocking the view of the ocean. Concrete emplacements had been built right into the side of the hill, marked with names like Battery Phoenix. I’d read on the ’net that these had been constructed during World War II, when a Japanese attack from the sea was anticipated. The entrance from the road supposedly led through tunnels to machine gun nests on the hillside overlooking the sea. Rumor was the facilities were currently used by the Navy for top secret research.

I wondered what kind of research James had been doing out here. I’d never really understood exactly what it was that he did. Delgado had mentioned he’d come to them from a job in Hawaii for some private foundation. From California to Maine to Hawaii, then back to California for this Navy job as a civilian contractor. His last stop.

Another quarter mile and I finally reached the kiosk. No less than three armed sailors awaited me there. Two were guys. The third, a young and sturdy Latina with her M16 cradled in her arms, stood at the rear of the vehicle and kept her eyes pinned on me as my ID was checked, the ubiquitous clipboard was consulted and phone calls were made to confirm the acceptance of my decidedly nonofficial presence. In the side mirror, my attempt at a smile looked weak and failed to reassure me, let alone her.

Ahead of me, the peninsula ended. A round white lighthouse perched on the brink, its bright beam swiveling around every few seconds. The foghorn bellowed periodically, sounding strangely muted in the mist, like a distant cow mooing for its lost calf. Once again, my Internet surfing from the day before had informed me this was a modern and fully functional lighthouse. There was an old lighthouse down at the base of the Point, but a fire had all but destroyed it. Only the ruins remained now. Which inspired the construction of the current lighthouse, built back in the late thirties but kept technologically up-to-date to continue serving a very real purpose.

The sailor inside the kiosk stepped back out. “You’re to proceed to the administration building, ma’am. Lieutenant Delgado is waiting for you there.”

I loved being called ma’am at twenty-eight.

“Where is that, exactly?”

“Just ahead, ma’am. You’ll see the signs.”

And indeed, there were boldly marked signs leading me the short distance to the Administration Building once they’d raised the barrier to let me through the security checkpoint. In the rearview mirror, I could see the Latina fingering her weapon as she watched me drive away.



Chapter 5


Lieutenant Delgado was dark-haired, dark-eyed and bespectacled. And impressively efficient. But chatty.  Among other things in our first meeting, he informed me that the Portuguese had been the first European explorers to set foot on Shadow Point, that he himself was of Portuguese descent, as were many San Diegans living in the area and that the rumors about the old lighthouse being cursed and/or haunted were mostly untrue. Ha ha.

This failed to get a laugh out of me. It wasn’t exactly the best time for a joke, which he belatedly seemed to sense.

This was after he’d assured me he was very sorry about my brother’s untimely demise, offered me any assistance he and his staff could provide during this difficult time and gotten me to sign a whole stack of forms that basically said I would not sue the shit out of the U.S. government.

It took like an hour to go through that crap, but I signed. My employer had several large contracts with the federal government and my continuing employment depended on me maintaining a security clearance. I was making excellent money, so I was not too (?) worried about the financial burden of adding a child to my household. James no doubt had some life insurance too. Besides, a marine biologist gets stung by some of the biology he was studying—who was I going to sue? Mother Nature? In short, I wanted to get in and get out of there as soon as possible—to bury my brother and take my niece home—with the minimum hassle. So, I signed.

A sailor in a Navy truck followed my Jeep down the dirt road to the cabin where James had lived with his little daughter. Delgado insisted on accompanying me down, describing the road as treacherous for the first-time driver. In his office, before we left, he’d told me there were three cabins: one for James and Katie, one for the other marine biologist and a third that was vacant. The cabins had been put up in the fifties for some obscure naval reason and “weren’t much” in Delgado’s words. Power lines had been installed at some point. They arced down from the topside offices to provide the cabins with electricity and there was plumbing too, but no phones. The researchers used the phones in the office when they needed to—cell phones didn’t work on the Navy end of Shadow Point. Some feature of the geography, or the atmosphere, or something, made the signal nonexistent. Maybe all the Navy communications equipment jacked up the transmission. I felt naked without a working cell phone within reach for the first time in years.

My hands gripped the steering wheel tightly. The dirt road was precarious, hardly better than a footpath. I could feel the tires slipping as I cautiously maneuvered down the steep grade, thick vegetation on both sides brushing the vehicle. Delgado had offered to drive, but I figured I might as well start practicing since I could hardly count on him or anybody else to ferry me in and out during my brief stay. The road serpentined back and forth along the hillside. No doubt a straight descent would have been dangerously precipitous, but all the curves made the journey that much longer and a lot more nauseating. The top of the hill didn’t actually look that far away above us, but I was never good with distances. In any event, it was taking a good ten minutes or more to traverse to the bottom. I was concentrating so hard on not tipping us over that there was little opportunity for conversation, but I did manage one question.

“Does anybody ever just walk straight up through the bushes to topside?” I was already adopting their lingo.

Delgado shook his head, offering one completely sufficient word of explanation. “Snakes.”

He was hanging on for dear life, probably questioning the sagacity of allowing a civilian female to take the wheel for this death ride. Besides the hazardous road conditions, the setting sun was nearly blinding us as we headed down to the sea.

Finally, near the bottom, the brush cleared out into an open area—a natural dell with three crappy looking cabins in a triangle around the open area and a couple of sad looking trees that provided a few scraps of shade. Oddly, the fog had cleared by the time we reached the foot of the hill. The air felt humid and charged. The sun was low in the sky, but there was still maybe a half hour or so of daylight left. An old, dented and raggedy looking dirty white International Harvester pickup truck was parked under the trees, next to (presumably) James’s Explorer. His bumper was clean. The other car sported three weathered stickers: one said Hussong’s, one was a blue and white decal with a seagull and the letters OB on it and the third urged us to Pray For Surf. I’ll bet James had loved that one.

Delgado had said the cabins weren’t much and he was right. All three were small, wood frame, ramshackle, gray paint peeling off in strips. A porch ran the width of each cabin with a wooden railing that had been painted white a long time ago to match the window frames. We pulled up with a scrunch of gravel in front of the center cabin. A few scraggly wisps of grass were trying their best to pass for a yard. Three ratty-looking aluminum chairs were clustered around an upended milk crate on the porch, taking up most of the room. On the ten feet of sidewalk leading up to the porch, a red tricycle was parked at an angle. My throat caught for a moment—it was just like the one I had when I was a little girl.

When the truck behind us had similarly parked, the stillness seemed absolute. No living thing moved in the landscape. The foul odor I’d noticed above was more pronounced down here, although it seemed to come and go, rotten eggs mingled with the salt smell of the sea.

After a moment, small sounds and movements began to reassert themselves. Wind chimes dangling on the porch jangled discordantly. I noticed the railings sported a collection of seashells. The roar of the surf was a constant, forceful murmur in the background, although I couldn’t actually see the water from here. Seagulls shrieked overhead, winging toward the ocean. And the screen door on the cabin to the left was loosely swinging with a grating squeak and an occasional bang that made me long to tear it from its hinges. The screen itself was torn and hanging down like a dead frond on a palm tree.

Delgado jumped out, clearing his throat to catch my attention. “Shall we go in, ma’am?” The door from the truck behind me opened and then was slammed shut.

I was still in the driver’s seat. After that bone-jolting ride down the hill, I needed a second to make sure all my internal organs were still in the right spots. I eased out and planted my feet on the ground, stretching and twisting to pop a few errant vertebrae back into place. During my final bend, I noticed the sailor behind me checking out my ass with a smirk. I glanced over the hood at Delgado, who was looking me right in the eye. Two points for Delgado. Or maybe he was gay. I must admit my gaydar is the worst gaydar ever. I have absolutely no idea who is straight and who is gay in this world. I must’ve been out that day (no pun intended). Which had led in recent years to a couple of truly mortifying conversations with attractive and, unfortunately, Totally Straight Women. Which, coupled with the whole Isabel thing, had led me to embrace celibacy as a positive life choice for the moment.

Not that I really believed that. But nothing else seemed to be working. Actually, nothing, period, seemed to be working at the moment.

It was almost like I was expecting the phone call that James was dead. Or at least expecting something else really shitty to go ahead and happen. Everything else was already fouled up.

Delgado spoke again—“Ready, ma’am?”

I nodded. I grabbed my purse from behind the driver’s seat and we went in.



Chapter 6


 “Child Protective Services, Mrs. Augustine speaking.”

The day before, I had dialed the number given me by Delgado and navigated a frustrating telephone tree of press one for this county service, press two for that and finally found a real live person on the other end. Mrs. Augustine.

Delgado had told me how they’d found James on Wednesday evening. They sent a guy down to look after he didn’t come to pick up Katie from the topside day care facility. The military police were called in after the body was found. And they then called SDPD, who called CPS when they realized the custody of a minor child was involved. Poor Katie had been whisked from the familiarity of day care to a county facility, then to a foster home, all in a matter of hours when no family member was available to take her in. Delgado said the other marine biologist, a Dr. Piper, who was well known to James, Katie, Delgado and the rest of their small community out on Shadow Point, had volunteered to take Katie in until I could be located and get there, but the county would not allow a non official, non family member to care for her.

Poor Katie. By the time I got the call on Thursday, she’d already spent the night in a foster home, awakening amongst strangers, with little idea what had happened to her daddy and waiting for an aunt she’d never met. Poor little
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