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      Years after his wife dies in a mafia hit gone wrong, Garrison Gage finally pieces together a life for himself in the Oregon coastal town of Barnacle Bluffs.  Some days the cranky private investigator with the bum knee and the caustic wit could even call himself content. Maybe even happy. But marrying again? Never.

      Yet not long after quirky Rita Rodriguez enters the scene, Gage can't imagine life without her. Unfortunately, when dark secrets violently emerge—involving first loves, tragic loss, and, strangest of all, a Spanish galleon that sunk in 1642 loaded with treasure—their relationship enters turbulent waters.

      Worse, the same deadly undertow that drags Gage into the darkness also threatens everyone around him. His friends. His enemies. Even the town itself . . .
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      On the night of the election, a storm was brewing in the west. There was only a hint of it so far, a thin black band over the dark expanse of the ocean, but Gage sensed it coming. It wasn’t just the quickening breeze. He felt it in his bad knee, a sharp ache, even before he felt mist on his face or smelled the way the air changed. They’d had a run of good weather in Barnacle Bluffs lately—sunny, unseasonably warm considering it was November, and not a drop of rain for nearly three weeks—but it was bound to turn eventually.

      He just hoped it wasn’t a harbinger of things to come. Tonight he needed all the good luck he could get.

      Standing on the pea gravel path, gazing at the ocean past the boxwood hedge, he guessed it probably wouldn’t rain for at least another hour, maybe two, if his instinct was correct. It usually was. An hour was more than enough time to take a walk on the beach if Rita got here soon. He reached into the pocket of his leather jacket and breathed a sigh when his fingers closed over the velvet ring box. Still there. Good.

      Squinting into the deepening gloom, he saw a fair number of ship lights dotting the horizon, far too many considering the coming storm, though he wasn’t completely surprised; the most hard-core treasure hunters wouldn’t give up even if confronted with a hurricane. Behind him, in the Turret House’s crowded dining room, a sudden cheer rose over the noisy din of conversation. He turned and saw, through the paned sliding glass doors, all his friends gathered around the laptop Alex had placed on the long mahogany table. Red, white, and blue balloons filled the room. The banner that Zoe had painted, Cortez for Mayor, hung above the cherry wainscoting.

      It made him feel lonely for some reason, seeing everyone cheering with their backs to him. Lonely and yet somehow exactly where he belonged. He was always on the outside looking in, wasn’t he?

      He was thinking this when the second love of his life entered the dining room.

      Whatever loneliness he’d felt before seeing Rita was gone. Standing outside in the darkness, he got to enjoy the rare gift of observing her without her knowing she was being observed, soaking in her little mannerisms, watching the way her body moved as she smiled and greeted everyone in the room. Even when she accidentally bumped into Carmine, nearly spilling the tray of cookies the diminutive Turret House assistant had carried into the room, Gage could only smile. Of course Rita would bump into someone. Of course she would.

      A second after she bumped into Carmine, the two of them were laughing. In the soft light from the dining room’s crystal chandelier, and surrounded by all that cherry wainscoting, her skin had a rosy, caramel-like glow. She flicked her chestnut hair over her shoulder and offered Carmine that brilliant smile of hers, one eyebrow raised, head cocked slightly to the side, a gesture that seemed both gorgeous and a tad goofy, a combination that Gage wouldn’t have thought worked until he’d met the beautiful Rita Rodriguez.

      Carmine, a tiny, bird-like woman who looked so young that the Turret House guests often mistook her for a child, glanced over her shoulder at Gage, or at least in his direction since he doubted they could see him with the porch light off. Rita squinted toward him, then patted Carmine on the shoulder and headed for the back slider.

      “Hey you,” Rita said, stepping outside. For just a moment, while the door was open, not only did the hubbub from within the house rival the crashing surf below, he also caught a whiff of Carmine’s famous chocolate chip cookies. “Hanging outside all by yourself?”

      “Just waiting for you,” he said.

      When she closed the door, she briefly caught the sleeve of her denim jacket in the frame and had to yank it free. In addition to the jacket, she wore a white blouse, a jangly seashell necklace, and open-toe leather sandals despite the recent turn toward the typical fall weather. There was nothing remarkable about the ensemble, but like all the ensembles that she put together with her quirky sense of style, Rita’s curves made it divine. This particular outfit also seemed familiar to Gage, and it took him just a second to remember why: it was the same outfit she’d worn when they’d met just over a year ago.

      Coincidence? It made him wonder if she sensed, even subconsciously, what he planned to ask her tonight.

      “You’re missing the early results,” she said.

      “I know,” Gage said. “I wanted some fresh air. How’s our rising political star doing?”

      “Winning so far.”

      “That’s great. And Anthony?”

      “Finally asleep upstairs,” she said, sighing. “It was nice of Alex to allow me to use one of the rooms.”

      As she approached, her body backlit by the chandelier, he was even more aware of all her sensual curves since that was all he could really see. She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him, just missing his mouth as only Rita could. Then she slipped her arms around him, under his leather jacket, and pressed her body against his own. Gage hugged her close, relishing the warmth of her. Yes, this. More of this.

      “Did Anthony ever find his favorite toothbrush?” he asked.

      “The Batman one that went missing a few weeks ago? No. But you know what, he got over it a lot faster this time. In the past, if he lost even a little thing like that, it might have taken him a week.”

      “Sounds like progress,” Gage said.

      “Maybe that’s partly having you around? You know, I think he really likes you.”

      “Aw, shucks. I like Anthony too.”

      “That’s good. Mmm. Hueles bien … You smell nice.”

      “Bourbon and pizza, my specialty.”

      “Bourbon and pizza and Garrison Gage.”

      “I have a smell?”

      “You definitely have a smell. A good one. Hey, I can really hear your heart tonight.”

      “Can you?”

      “Thumpity-thump-thump. Boy, it’s really going. Nervous about the election?”

      “That must be it. Hey, you want to go for a walk on the beach?”

      She looked up at him, her eyes shadowed. She had such beautiful eyes, a deep, rich brown, and he wished he could see them now. He wondered how all the boys in her classes at the high school, where she taught Spanish and Health, could avoid falling in love with her. They probably couldn’t.

      “Now?” she asked.

      “Sure. Just a quick one. I could use some fresh air.”

      “We’re already out in the fresh air.”

      “More fresh air. And some exercise. Get the blood moving, you know. Come on, it will be fun.”

      “You don’t have your cane.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “You should have your cane. And I’m not wearing the right kind of shoes.”

      “Please?”

      “I’ll get sand in my toes.”

      “You like sand in your toes.”

      She glanced toward the house, and now, because of the way the light fell upon her face, he could see her eyes. There was something hopeful in them. At least that’s what Gage told himself. It may have just been confusion. “What about the election?” she asked.

      “We’ll be back before they even know we’re gone.”

      “Well …”

      “Come on, don’t make me carry you.”

      He reached for her. Giggling, she dodged away. He briefly pretended to chase her—past the short patch of grass, over the paver patio with the white cast-iron bistro tables—until his bum knee forced him to stop. Then the two of them fell together, laughing like teenagers, and walked hand in hand to the road, past the few other big houses that squatted among the sandy dunes dappled with grass and yellow Scotch broom to the wooden stairs that led to the beach. Even in the breeze, he smelled her perfume, that lovely jasmine scent. As they descended, he held tightly to her hand, overcome with the strange feeling that she might fall. It was a feeling that came to him often. She was quite clumsy, after all—beautiful but clumsy—and there was no telling what she might do to herself if he wasn’t around.

      He’d felt this urge to protect her the first time he’d met her, when she’d shown up on his doorstep with a piece of toilet paper stuck to her chest unbeknownst to her, and in her own halting way, she asked if she could hire him to find out who’d killed her fellow teacher, Harriet Abel. Wanting to protect the women in his life was nothing new for Gage, but with Rita the feeling was even stronger. Something deep and primal.

      “Not many of them out there tonight,” she said upon reaching the bottom of the stairs. She was staring at the ocean, seeing the same sprinkling of boat lights in the deepening darkness that he’d seen above. The nearest decent-size bay, in Newport, was a good deal to the south, so the ships had a fair journey ahead of them if they wanted to get back to port before the storm. Both the wind and the moisture in the air was stronger down here on the sand, strong enough that he detected only a trace of that briny fish smell that was often present on this particular beach. “You think they’ll ever give up?”

      “Not until one of them thinks they’ve found Dolmingo’s treasure,” he said.

      “I thought you didn’t think it was real.”

      He thought about this as they stepped over the driftwood piled at the base of the bluff. He thought about all the dreams he’d had lately, dark dreams of dark ships, dreams of howling storms and thickening fog and blood-curdling screams. He’d said nothing to Rita about any of this, not even after all that stuff involving her first husband had come to a head a few months back. He’d assumed the dreams would stop since there didn’t seem to be an obvious reason to have them anymore, but if anything, they’d only become more frequent. “I don’t think it’s real,” he replied. “I said until one of them thinks he’s found it.”

      “Well,” she said, “they’ve certainly helped the tourist trade here. Not everybody will be sad to see them go. I just thought, you know, after everything back in August …” She shrugged it off.

      He let it go without comment. The last thing he wanted was to get her thinking about any of that craziness they’d both tried to put behind them. He didn’t know if she was ready for what he wanted to ask her, not even after seven months since that awful night at her house, but he just couldn’t see himself waiting anymore. At least she and Anthony were in a good place. Stable.

      The dark band along the horizon had become a thick ribbon, growing larger by the minute. They stepped over sea kelp, their shoes crunching on twigs, broken shells, and pebbly rocks, before they found smoother sand. The tide was way out, providing a wide stretch for easy walking, but she continued to cling to his arm.

      “Rita,” he said.

      “Yes?”

      His nerve momentarily failed him. “Are you cold?”

      “What?”

      “Do you want my jacket?”

      “Oh. No, I’m fine. Thank you.”

      It was a silly thing to say since she was already wearing a jacket, but there it was. They walked a little farther. There was no moon, no stars. It was so dark that when he glanced at her, he could barely see her face. This was insane. What, he was going to get down on one knee when she couldn’t even tell him apart from the washed-up logs? Knowing Rita as he did, he was sure this was when she ordinarily would have asked to go back, saying it was too cold or the rain was coming, something, but the fact that she didn’t do that told him even more. She was waiting. She did know. He couldn’t turn back now.

      As they rounded a slight bend, he saw a bold yellow circle on the sand. It was so bright that he thought for a moment that someone with a spotlight fit for a Broadway play was shining it down from a house on the bluff. Walking a little farther, he saw that it was a light from the Turret House, from the turret itself, which he must have left on when he’d gone up there before Rita arrived. Taking it as a sign, he led her to the edge of the spotlight and dropped down onto his right knee. It hurt like hell, but he didn’t care.

      He took out the box and opened it.

      “Rita,” he said.

      She covered her mouth with her hands, hair billowing in front of her face. While he was fully in the spotlight, she was just at the fringes, but he could still see a shiny glint in her pupils. Was it a reflection from the diamond? Gage wanted to tell her how much he loved her. He wanted to tell her that he didn’t think, after Janet, it would ever be possible to love another woman, not like this, so completely. He wanted to tell her all this, no matter how foolish he sounded, because it was the truth as far as he knew it, but it seemed so … lacking. Putting words to these feelings diminished them.

      Still, he had to try.

      “Rita,” he said. “Rita, I’ve got … I mean, I want you to know … to know …”

      He trailed off, not because he lost his nerve but because something beyond her, on the ocean, caught his eye. The dark band that had become a dark ribbon had grown even more, a swath of black along the horizon that was threatening to engulf the entire sky. Full of shifting vapors, misty plumes, and jagged downward streaks, the storm was coming, and it was coming in a big way. There was also something in the storm.

      A ship.

      Not just any ship. The ship. Dolmingo’s Destino. The one that had haunted his dreams as of late—a three-mast galleon with black and rotting boards, what was left of the mainsail clinging to the mast like scorched and shredded flesh. The ship was nothing but a shell, a crumbling husk, yet it seemed bigger to Gage than any ship he had ever seen. As it emerged from the blackness, the giant, javelin bowsprit breaking through the writhing vapors, he could just make out part of the elaborate, scroll-like D on a tattered jib.

      No, he thought. Not now. You can’t have her now. Stay in my dreams. Stay in my dreams where you belong.

      “Garrison?” Rita said.

      A wind picked up when she spoke, coating his eyes with a wet sheen. He blinked, and the Destino was gone. He looked back at Rita, his heart pounding, and he was more determined than ever. This was real. This could save him. This. She leaned into the spotlight, and he could see her face now, the joy, the hope, and he saw the answer even before he spoke. She just wanted him to ask the question.

      “Rita,” he said, “will you—"

      “Oh God!” she cried. “No! Don’t—”

      For a brief moment, he thought maybe she was reacting to what he was going to say, but then he saw that she was looking over his shoulder.

      Not at him.

      At someone behind him.

      He had only an instant to think this before something hit him over the head, and Gage was lost to the world.
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      Seven months earlier, Gage stopped at JayBee’s Grocery and picked up a dozen yellow tulips. He thought about getting some kind of gag gift, too, since it was April Fools’ Day, but it was only a third date and he didn’t know Rita well enough to be sure she’d take it the right way. He knew that she preferred tulips over roses—she’d mentioned this when they passed a florist in Nye Beach in Newport on their second date—but he didn’t know if giving her a can of kidney beans and telling her he was on a kidney-bean-only diet would be received well.

      He thought it would be. She had a hell of a sense of humor, after all. It was one of the things he liked best about her. But he wasn’t sure. And he already knew he liked Rita too much to take a risk on something like that so soon.

      It wasn’t raining when he entered JayBee’s, but it was raining when he went outside, splashes on the asphalt as big as quarters. As large as the raindrops were, though, he still thought it would be a momentary downpour since only a few hazy clouds marred an otherwise blue sky, but he was wrong. By the time he got to Rita’s place, a cute blue bungalow on the east side of Big Dipper Lake in a cul-de-sac surrounded by Douglas firs, the few hazy clouds had become a solid gray mass, and the downpour had become a deluge.

      The wind, only a cool breeze when he got into his ’71 Volkswagen van, had also changed, becoming pulsing gusts so strong he had to keep one hand on his fedora as he made his way to her front door. The towering firs may have blocked the lake from view, but they strangely did little to shield the cul-de-sac from the wind. Since he had the tulips in his other hand, holding onto his hat forced him to leave his cane in the Volkswagen. Usually this wouldn’t have been a big deal. The cane was more of an insurance policy than anything else. That was what he told himself anyway, but when he was walking up her flagstone path past bright blooming pink azaleas, purple crocuses, and a rainbow spread of wildflowers where a lawn might have been, he happened to trip over an unexpected rise in the concrete.

      This also wouldn’t have been a big deal since it was just an awkward stumble before he caught himself, but he heard the swish of tires on the road behind him at just that moment and saw, over his shoulder, Rita pulling into the driveway in her beige Subaru Forester. She clearly saw him trip. She also clearly hadn’t been in the house, which he should have realized since there was no garage—just a tiny carport packed with bicycles, plastic children’s toys, and various garden tools, but no cars—so he could have waited in the van. Some detective he was.

      “Oh gosh,” she said, hurrying to the door through the wind and the rain. “Sorry I’m late. Took forever to leave Mama’s. Anthony was having one of his, um, tantrums. Una berrinche. Where’s your cane?”

      Her brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She was dressed in jeans, a white V-neck T-shirt, and blue slip-on Vans, the kind of casual outfit she probably tossed on after work, but it didn’t matter. The way her body moved set his mind on fire. He was even jealous of the rain, the way it was dotting her T-shirt. He wished he were the rain. Dirty thought, Gage. Keep it under control now.

      “Don’t need the cane,” he said, holding the tulips behind his back. If she’d seen them, she didn’t let on.

      “You looked like you needed it. You almost fell.”

      “That was just for your benefit. I wanted to elicit your sympathy, make you feel sorry for me. Pity is almost like affection, right?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Uh huh. You should have your cane.”

      Most of the time, someone mentioning his cane only irritated Gage, but it bizarrely had the opposite effect when Rita said it. They were standing nose to nose on her concrete stoop, under the tiny overhang that barely sheltered them from the deluge, and her top concern was his lack of a cane. It was one of the chief reasons he loved her. Her concern was always for others, not herself, and yes, he already knew he loved her even if he wouldn’t dare say such a thing aloud. Not at the beginning of a third date, that was for sure. He could be dirty minded or desperate, but not both. Not at the same time, at any rate. Most women found either trait off-putting, but together they were radioactive.

      “You’re probably right,” he said, holding up the flowers. “Here, these are for you, M’lady. I hope it makes up for my cane-related carelessness.”

      “Ah!” she said, her eyes lighting up with delight. “Tulips! You remembered.”

      “I did.”

      “Mmm. Lovely. Okay, you’re forgiven for forgetting the cane. This time.”

      “Whew, that’s a relief. I mean, I can go back and get it if you really want me to. It’s in the van, I swear. In fact, I think I have a spare, too, … right under the spare tire. I have lots of spares. Tires, canes, all kinds of spares.”

      She wrinkled her nose at him again, a mannerism he already adored because it was almost always accompanied by a smile, and he wanted to make her smile. She unlocked the door and led him inside. The house smelled like baked bread. The foyer, like the living room beyond, was cozy and quirky, the same as Rita, with an eclectic mixture of Puerto Rican and Oregon Coast decor. There were posters of Old San Juan, Luquillo Beach, and other famous sites in Puerto Rico, but the teak bookshelves were mostly filled with seashells and blown-glass dolphins. There were some books. A few CDs. There were also a few ships in bottles, some small, some impressively large. She had a giant poster of Hamilton in the hall that led to the bedrooms. He remembered that she’d said she’d seen it twice on Broadway when she’d taken high school students on a New York field trip three summers ago and that the composer, Lin-Manuel Miranda, who’d also hailed from Puerto Rico, was a personal hero. The kitchen was tiny, painted in bright orange, and the white lace curtains were billowing from the cracked-open window.

      Once they were inside, she locked the dead bolt again.

      “Locking us in?” he said, smiling.

      “Oh, right,” she said, looking at her hand still on the dead bolt. After a second, she unlocked it, but she seemed troubled. “A few years back, I saw a guy lurking around my house when I drove up one night from Mama’s. I’ve been kind of psycho about locking all the doors since.”

      “Really? Was anything stolen?”

      “No, but it just seemed … I don’t know. It felt like he’d been in the house. Like things had been moved around, that sort of thing. It was really weird. I was probably imagining it, but, well, it sounds kind of sexist, I guess, and I know I’m supposed to be a strong, independent, feminist woman and all that … but sometimes it’s kind of sucky not having a man in the house.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to tease you. You can leave it locked, no problem.”

      She flashed a smile. “That’s okay. You’re here now.”

      “Are you saying you feel safe with me?”

      She leaned in to kiss him. She did it so fast that she caught him off guard, and he didn’t have time to tip his head back. This, and the fact that her aim was a bit off, meant she bumped her forehead on the brim of his fedora, which had been laying low on his head. Their lips barely grazed before she pulled back, eyes wide and dark, two fingers on her lips.

      “I kind of missed there,” she said.

      “Just a little,” he said.

      “Can we try again?”

      “I’d be disappointed if we didn’t. Mind if I take my hat off first, M’lady?”

      “I’ll do it for you,” she said, giggling.

      She took off the fedora and placed it on her own head, tipping it way back. Grinning, she kissed him again, and it was much better this time. When they pulled away, their breath warm on each other’s faces, her pupils were so big and dark that her irises were nothing more than thin brown bands. He could see a vague visage of his own face in duplicate in the dark reflections.

      They stood there near one another, so close their noses nearly touched, until she turned abruptly and headed for the hall.

      “I’ll be right back,” she said. “I want to go change.”

      “You look fine,” Gage said, then realized this probably wasn’t what she was hoping to hear. “Fantastic, in fact.”

      “Mmm. Nice try, mi cielo. But just give me a few minutes.”

      Mi cielo. Gage knew that one because she’d used it before on their second date, and he’d looked it up. It was a term of endearment that literally meant my sky but probably translated to something closer to my darling. After putting his fedora and the tulips on the rocking chair near the door, she disappeared down the hall.

      “You really don’t have to change,” he called after her. “We’re not even going out, and you really do look amazing.”

      “I still don’t believe you,” she said.

      “But it’s just me!”

      “I still can’t believe how late I am. I hope you don’t mind waiting while I make dinner. Gosh, I really am late. It’s not like me at all …”

      The funny thing was, he already knew that it was exactly like her. She was late to everything. Self-awareness was not her strong suit, which was just as well. If she had too many strong suits, he wouldn’t be able to resist ravishing her. Until she was ready to be ravished, that was. He hoped she’d want to be ravished eventually. He was very much into the ravishing. What an odd word that was, ravish. Made him think of radish. He heard the squeak of a closet door, drawers opening and closing, the rustle of clothes. It was good she was out of the room. He was already babbling, both out loud and in his head. He needed to get his bearings.

      He took off his jacket, hanging it on the back of the rocking chair, then drifted into the living room. There was a white microfiber couch, a matching love seat, and a white wicker chair with a pastel-blue cushion. A big rattan coffee table was within reach of all the furniture. The rain tapped against the bay window, the view mostly blocked by the big rhododendron and its blooming pink flowers. He considered closing the drapes to give him and Rita more privacy, but he thought Rita might read too much into it, so he left them open. He perused the shelves. Along with the ships in bottles and the glass figurines, there were some framed family pictures of Rita and Anthony as well as some with an older woman, presumably Rita’s mother.

      One of the largest ships was also the most famous, Dolmingo’s Destino, the Spanish treasure galleon that was rumored to have sunk off the coast of Oregon in the seventeenth century after being struck by lightning. Gage only vaguely knew the story and that the ship’s sinking had only been a myth, but he had to say the model was remarkable, right down to the scroll-like Ds on each of the front jibs.

      When Rita returned, she’d changed into a hip-hugging tan skirt that showed off plenty of leg, a tight black turtleneck that accentuated all her wonderful curves, and a white pearl necklace. She was still putting on the matching earrings when she entered the room.

      “Well?” she asked. “Better?”

      “Um,” he said.

      “Good?”

      “Very good.” What a sweet talker he was. To prevent himself from saying something about ravishing, or even radishes, he nodded toward the ships in bottles. “That’s some great work there. I really like the Destino. Best one I’ve seen.”

      “Oh,” she said. Her eyes dimmed.

      “Did I say something wrong?”

      “No, of course not. Thank you.” She didn’t say anything while she closed the curtains, shutting out the darkness and the rain pebbling the glass, but her forehead was wrinkled in thought. “Um … Lance made it. You know, Anthony’s father.”

      “Oh.”

      “They’re not really my thing, but Anthony really likes them.”

      “I see.”

      She stood there, nodding. Gage didn’t know much about Lance except that he’d died while serving in Iraq. Anthony had told Gage this himself last week when he ran into him and Rita in the checkout line at JayBee’s Grocery.

      This was after their first date but before their second, and he could see by the look on Rita’s face that she wasn’t quite ready for him to meet her son yet. But what could they do? Small towns sometimes created such awkward moments. The kid, a little blond cherub with a perpetual tan courtesy of his mother’s darker skin, was holding a pint of Ben & Jerry’s Chunky Monkey ice cream. When Gage, who’d never been great with small children, or really any children, tried to make conversation by asking Anthony if he was a monkey himself, the boy said it was actually his dad’s favorite kind and that he liked to eat it every year on his dad’s birthday. That was when he told Gage how his dad had died serving our country.

      It was a real tug on the heartstrings moment, but Rita seemed mortified by the entire exchange, hustling her and Anthony out of there before Gage could even finish buying his groceries. He thought that might mean curtains for their long-term dating prospects, but they had a fantastic time on their second date. He did not, however, dare bring up the moment in the grocery store or anything else related to Anthony’s father. She hadn’t either, until now.

      “He’d been making them since he was a kid,” she said, finally. “He and his best friend. There’s even a little metal plate on the bottom with an engraved date when they were made. I think they made the big Destino their senior year. You know the Dolmingo story?”

      “A little, yes.”

      “He was kind of obsessed with it. They—they would even go out in a boat looking for the Destino. Scuba, that sort of thing. It was kind of nuts. They found lots of weird stuff, even parts of old ships, but no treasure.”

      “He wasn’t the only one,” Gage said. “Lots of people are obsessed with that shipwreck. Even more lately.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just something Alex told me yesterday. He said there’s been a lot of people in the store asking if there are any maps or local books on the subject. I guess there’s a rumor going around the Internet. Somebody claims to have found part of the hull on Agate Beach, and they posted a picture in one of those forums. Reddit, I think. Pretty sure it’s a hoax, but you know, some people will believe anything.”

      “The Internet,” Rita said and sighed, as if that one word summed up everything that was wrong with the world. “You hungry? I should get our dinner going.”

      “Very.” What Gage really wanted to do was get off this subject, or anything related to her dead husband, because he was pretty sure that would kill whatever romantic prospects the evening had ahead of them. “I could eat a horse. Well, maybe not a horse. A horseshoe at least.”

      She laughed, a real honest laugh, which was the only kind of laugh Rita seemed to be able to produce. “Good! No horseshoes, but I’ve got my famous blackberry chicken, which should be at least as yummy. It won’t take too long. It’s been marinating in the fridge. Just have to cook it. How about some wine while we wait? You like wine? Oh, of course you do. You had wine at dinner.”

      “I’d love some wine.”

      “Good! Oh, and the tulips! I need to put them in water.”

      He followed her into the kitchen, wondering if the excitable edge in her voice was just regular dating nerves or if it was related to their previous conversation. It didn’t matter. None of it mattered except that he was with her. Maybe there were parts of her he didn’t know yet, difficult parts, but that was all right, he was in no rush. There were difficult parts of his own past that she didn’t know yet either.

      She put the tulips in a crystal vase and set it on the table in the dining nook that had already been decked out with a red tablecloth and two place settings. Her kitchen looked out onto a covered patio and a tidy lawn where he saw, in the rain-streaked sweep of light coming from the sliding glass kitchen door, a metal swing set and three raised garden beds. She handed him a bottle of a Willamette Valley Vineyards Pinot Noir. While she got the chicken going, he opened the bottle and poured two glasses, he and Rita moving around each other in the tiny kitchen with a heightened awareness of each other’s bodies.

      He was glad the electricity between them was back. It boded well. Maybe the storm would turn into a hurricane and he wouldn’t be able to leave.

      Bearings, Gage. Bearings.

      Sipping his wine, he perused some of the white shelves on the wall. They were much like the living room, with sea shells, glass figurines, books, and CDs, though the CDs were far more numerous in this room. There were hundreds. She saw him looking and asked if he wanted to play something.

      “Just taking a look at the titles,” he said. “You know, Zoe tells me it’s all streaming and digital music now. Nobody but fuddy-duddies has CDs.”

      She gave him a funny look. “Are you calling me an old fuddy-duddy?”

      “You are not old, Madam, but you are most definitely a fuddy-duddy.”

      “Oh, is that right?”

      “I’m afraid so. But you know who else has CDs?”

      “You?”

      “Bingo. So we’re both fuddy-duddies.”

      “I guess that means we should get along pretty well then.”

      “Well, we shall see. I have to pass judgment on your musical taste first.”

      “Okay, but I’m a little nervous what you’re going to think about my Cyndi Lauper collection.”

      “Cyndi Lauper!” Gage exclaimed. “How could you be embarrassed of her? ‘Girls Just Want to Have Fun?’ ‘Time After Time.’ She’s a certifiable pop star genius. I have her entire collection.”

      “Do you now?” She smiled coyly. “I’ll need proof, you know. You can show me when I’m at your place.”

      “Most definitely. I’ll show you anything you want.”

      “Hmm. Are we still talking about music?”

      “Of course! What else would we be talking about? Now, what’s this on the top shelf? Ice Man Monroe? Looks like a rap artist, and not a PG-13 one either, judging by the warning label on the case. That’s a long way from Cyndi Lauper.”

      Rita squinting at it dubiously. “Huh. That’s interesting.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t remember buying that one.”

      “Not into rap?”

      “No, not really.”

      “Maybe Anthony got it from someone?”

      “Yeah, maybe. Or maybe … maybe it was one of Lance’s. I still find some of his things now and then. I can barely reach that shelf.” She looked troubled. “Ice Man Monroe. What a strange name. Well, I guess I’ll have to play it sometime.”

      He put it back on the shelf. So much for joking about her musical taste. Was there anything that didn’t remind her of Lance? He turned the conversation to other things, asking what was new at the high school. She told him about the new English teacher, the one who’d replaced Harriet Abel, who’d been murdered last year. That was why she and Gage had originally met. It had been a dark time for both of them, which was why he’d delayed asking her out for months, thinking it was too soon. Now she could at least mention Harriet’s name without getting completely choked up. He told her about a worker’s compensation claim he was investigating for an insurance company, part of the boring work he sometimes had to do if he wanted to be taken seriously as a private investigator again. He didn’t need the money, but he did want to be taken seriously. It seemed important to him for some reason.

      They talked. They drank wine. When the chicken was ready, they ate, and it was good. Fantastic, in fact. The blackberry sauce was sweet but not too sweet. The mangos were perfectly ripe. The breadsticks, which she’d cooked earlier, had just a touch of garlic but not too much. It was their first at-home dinner together, but it could have been their tenth. Or the thousandth. That’s how it already felt with Rita.

      Everything was going so well until the middle of dinner. He was regaling her with what he thought was an amusing anecdote about the time he’d wrecked his mother’s Buick back in Montana as a teenager when she suddenly sighed and looked out at the rainswept backyard.

      “Rita?” he said.

      “I need to tell you something,” she said. “About what Anthony said at the store.”

      “Rita, you don’t have to do this.”

      “Are you sure? It’s about Lance …”

      “Do you want to talk about Lance right now?”

      “Not really.”

      “Then save it for another day. If you want to talk about it now, great, I’m all ears, but otherwise let’s just enjoy this wine and have a good time.”

      She picked up her wine, took a long drink, then looked at him over the top of the glass. “Mmm. That sounds good to me. I just feel bad, how we rushed out of JayBee’s like that. I want to give you an explanation.”

      “It’ll keep.”

      “Yes.”

      “Have I told you how delicious this chicken is?”

      “At least three times, but I don’t mind.”

      “Well, it’s absolutely amazing. There’s four.”

      She grinned. “Careful. If you keep complimenting me, I might think you’re after something.”

      “Ah, we can’t have that now, can we?”

      “No.” She giggled. “Or maybe yes. I guess you could just keep on with the compliments and see what happens.”

      “Have I said what a nice outfit that is?”

      “Now you’re being too obvious.”

      “How about complimenting your eyes?”

      “Waaay too obvious. Next thing you know, you’ll be complimenting my boobs.” She covered her mouth. “I can’t believe I just said that.”

      “I can’t believe you said that either. Frankly, I’m shocked.”

      “Really?”

      “No.”

      She laughed. “Good! I didn’t think you’d be the sort of person shocked by boobs. I mean, talking about boobs. You know what I meant. Wow, how did we get onto this subject? I think maybe that wine went to my head.”

      “I think it did too,” he said.

      “But not that much.”

      “No?”

      “No,” she insisted. “I wouldn’t want you to, uh, to think that you’d be, you know, taking advantage of me if … Man, I really should stop. Hace calor aquí? It feels warm. Dessert!”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Dessert,” she said. “I made this tapioca pudding! Let me just get—”

      She sprang up toward the refrigerator. Unfortunately, when she did this, her left hand swept over the table and knocked her wine glass, which was still half full, onto the floor. The glass shattered, and red wine splattered over the yellow tiles. She yelped and lunged for the dish towel hanging on the oven handle, very nearly slipping and falling in the process. While she mopped up the wine, Gage got down on the floor next to her and picked up glass shards.

      “Oh, don’t do that,” she said.

      “I want to help.”

      “God, I’m such a klutz,” she said tearfully. “I ruin everything.”

      “Hey, don’t be so hard on yourself.”

      “No, it’s true. Did I tell you I was voted most likely to blow up my house when I was in high school?”

      “They really vote on something like that?”

      “What?”

      “Just kidding.”

      “A joke, right.”

      In the backyard, the rain crackled on the concrete patio. She really was crying. Everything was going so well, and he hated that she thought she’d ruined anything.

      “Hey,” he said. “I’ve had my share of clumsy moments, too, you know.”

      “Really?”

      “Oh yes. Did I ever tell you about the time I was about to question a suspect and I slipped and fell right into a woman’s boobs? Grabbed them with both hands. I think she was pretty sure I was aiming for them.”

      She giggled. “That did not happen.”

      “Did so.”

      “You just wanted to say the word boobs.”

      “Well, that too. Hey, you want to know something?”

      “What’s that?”

      “You’ve got the prettiest tears I’ve ever seen. How’s that for a compliment for you?”

      She started to laugh, but he didn’t let her. He kissed her instead. It was also a bit dangerous, with glass shards still on the floor, so he instinctively put his arm around her to make sure she didn’t fall while she was crouching next to him. She leaned into him, and the kiss turned into the longest and most passionate one they’d shared so far.

      It didn’t end there. Something about the intimacy of the moment, the rain outside, and the sudden change from tears to kissing ignited a primal response. The kissing led to groping, hands flying all over their bodies, the two of them moving away from the disaster area until she was leaning against the refrigerator. They came up for air long enough for her to blink at him.

      “Pudding?” she said.

      “What?”

      “What about the pudding?”

      He laughed. She laughed too. Then they were kissing again, moving toward the living room. He knew where it was leading and wanted to go there more than anything, but he was thinking about the wine again, how vulnerable she’d been, and it made him pull back.

      “Wait,” he said.

      “What? What?”

      “Maybe—”

      “No,” she said.

      “Sorry?”

      “No, you’re not leaving.”

      “I’m not?”

      “No.”

      She kissed him, a long passionate kiss that left them both breathless. Her hands crept up under his shirt. They kept walking, so absorbed with one another that Gage didn’t see the man standing in the foyer until they were almost out of the room.

      Or that the man was holding a gun.
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      The armed man in Rita’s foyer was dressed in a black wet suit. He was tall and lean with a buff, bodybuilder’s physique. The form-fitting wetsuit was unzipped to his navel, and his sleek muscular chest glistened. His short brown hair was wet and slicked straight back, and water dribbled into his mad, feverish eyes. He wore white tennis shoes and no socks. The gun, which he was tapping against his bulging thigh, was a stainless steel Smith & Wesson Model 500, one of the biggest revolvers a person could buy. Most people looked ridiculous holding a S&W500, but not this guy. The gun looked like it had been designed for his enormous hands.

      Since Rita’s back was to the man, Gage saw him first. He broke off the kiss and pulled her behind him. When she finally saw the man, she screamed.

      “Lance!” she cried.

      The man stared at her with an unnerving intensity. If he’d even seen Gage, he didn’t acknowledge it. The smell of him, salt water and sweat, hit Gage like a slap, and the name finally registered with him. Lance? Rita’s dead husband? Rita’s legs buckled, and Gage held fast to her to prevent her from going down, putting tremendous strain on his bad knee.

      “Hey pal, let’s not do anything—” Gage began.

      “Did he tell you?” the man barked at Rita, ignoring him.

      Rita started crying. “Lance, how did—how did you get out?”

      “Did he tell you where it sunk?”

      “What?”

      “The ship, Rita! The ship. Did Beau tell you where to find it? I can’t find it! I thought I could remember, but I can’t!”

      A sobbing Rita buried her face in Gage’s shoulder. Lance’s eyes bulged in a grotesque, unnatural way. In contrast to his chest—which was a pale, alabaster white—his face was flushed pink. Outside, the storm raged on, the wind cutting through the Douglas firs, the rain beating on the roof, but the sound was muted because the front door was closed. How long had Lance been standing there? He tapped the handgun against his thigh as if barely aware of it.

      Gage was not armed, his Beretta under the seat in the van. What could he do? Throw something? The only thing close was a brass lamp with a white lampshade decorated with starfish and seahorses.

      “Tell me what Beau told you!” Lance shouted.

      Rita babbled a little, but nothing coherent came out. Lance advanced into the room, tennis shoes sloshing.

      Gage retreated, keeping Rita behind him. “Hold on!” he shouted.

      This, finally, got Lance to look at him. He stopped a few paces into the room, staring at Gage with his blazing eyes, tapping the gun against his thigh with increasing speed. Water dripped from his wet suit onto the carpet. “Who are you?” he said.

      “I’ll tell you if you put down that gun,” Gage said.

      “What are you doing with Rita?”

      “Put down your gun and we can talk. You don’t want to hurt Rita, do you? That’s a hell of a piece you’ve got there. What is that, a three-and-a-half-inch barrel? You don’t see many people with .500-caliber handguns. Not unless you think you’ve got to take down a bear or something. You shot any bears lately, Lance? You don’t want to hurt Rita, I know that much.”

      Lance looked down at the revolver, as if just now realizing it was there. He stopped tapping it against his thigh and raised it up, not pointing it at them but staring at it fixedly, as if mesmerized by it. Rita clung tighter to Gage. Lance looked over the top of the revolver at Rita.

      “I’m not going to shoot you, Rita,” Lance said. “I would never hurt you. This is just for my protection. It’s for my safety.”

      “All the same—” Gage began.

      “Shut up!” Lance screamed at him. “Shut up! I don’t know you!”

      “Lance!” Rita wailed.

      “Who is this guy?” Lance said, and now he started tapping the Colt against his thigh again. “Who is he, Rita? Is he here for the treasure? You were kissing when I came in.” He shook his head violently. “It doesn’t matter. You deserve to be happy, Rita. You do. I’m not going to steal your happiness. I’m not here for that. I just don’t have much time. I need your help.”

      Gage kept his attention on the revolver. The cylinder held five bullets. He had to assume it was fully loaded. Any one of those bullets could blow a hole in the side of the house. That was how powerful the damn thing was. Where Lance stood now, only a few paces away, Gage could actually imagine himself reaching for it, but it would still be a low-probability move. He was debating whether it was worth the risk when Lance made Gage’s job more difficult. His darting gaze fixated on the glass figurines, ships in bottles, and the family pictures, and he abruptly rushed toward them.

      He snatched the biggest picture of Anthony off the shelf. Anthony was smiling a goofy, gap-toothed smile.

      “This is him?” Lance asked.

      “Oh, Lance,” Rita said.

      “This is my son? Is he here?”

      “No! He’s at … he’s with a friend.”

      Lance put the picture down. “It’s okay. Really, it’s okay. I did what you said, didn’t I? I stayed away.”

      “Please, Lance.”

      “I stayed away. I didn’t try to call. I didn’t write. I did what you wanted. Now you just have to help me. I need to know—”

      “Lance—”

      “—what Beau told you. He must have said something. “

      “Oh, Lance.”

      “I don’t blame you! Really, I don’t! I know how I was when I came back from Iraq. I know I—I wasn’t who I used to be. I wasn’t good for you. I wouldn’t—I wouldn’t have been a good father. It’s all right, Rita. But I can still do right by Anthony. Don’t you see? This is for him. This is all for him. I was always planning on giving the treasure to him, but I had to come back sooner. I have to act fast or Anthony will never get any of it. They’re coming for it. All of them.”

      Lance was babbling, barely coherent, clearly out of his mind. On some kind of drug, most likely. Gage was thinking about the brass lamp. He’d managed to edge a little closer. The lamp’s cord was plenty long. He’d still have to jerk it out from the wall, but it would probably reach even if the plug caught. If Lance diverted his attention again, back toward the pictures, Gage thought he had just enough time to grab the lamp and smash it over Lance’s head.

      “I’m telling you,” Rita said, “I don’t know anything.”

      “Just tell me,” Lance pleaded. “He must have said something. When you have a treasure, you keep it safe, you keep it true. Yes, you do. Yes, you do …” He said this last bit in a sing-song voice, trailing off at the end, then rapped violently on the side of his head. “It was all up here! I can’t remember now! I can’t. It’s all a mess up here in
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