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            Prologue

         
         
            Seattle, Washington

            Thursday, November 22, 2018

         

         Thanksgiving Day 2018 dawned dark, cold, rainy, and windy as hell in Seattle, Washington. That’s hardly surprising. November
            in the Pacific Northwest is always dark and rainy. But on this day in particular, the steady downpour was accompanied by a
            raw wind blowing down from the north. A seemingly endless line of people stood outside a dilapidated brick warehouse on Seattle’s
            somewhat seedy waterfront where there was zero shelter from the weather. They hunkered down there, hoping that once they stepped
            into the warehouse turned food bank they’d find a little warmth from the bone-chilling cold as well as a free Turkey Day dinner.
         

         
         Inside an army of volunteers from various churches all over the city scurried around arranging tables and chairs, setting up serving lines, and putting out the food. By the time the doors opened promptly at ten a.m., the people waiting outside had been there for so long that a few of them were becoming belligerent.
         

         
         That was not unexpected, and several of the heftier members of the volunteer crew had been drafted to provide security and
            maintain order. One of those was Darius Jackson, a member of the crew from the Mount Zion Baptist Church. He was six four
            and two hundred and eighty pounds. One look from him was generally enough to settle whatever trouble might be brewing among
            those waiting for their share of turkey, dressing, mashed potatoes, and gravy.
         

         
         Not long ago, Darius would likely have been on the receiving end of one of those free dinners. Now thanks to his grandmother
            Matilda Jackson, he was out of jail, back on the straight and narrow, and working as a bouncer for a popular but sketchy bar
            on Rainier Avenue South. The place was owned by someone who was a friend of one of his grandmother’s many friends and acquaintances.
            When Darius had agreed to accept the job offer, Granny had taken him to the woodshed and given him the lay of the land.
         

         
         “It’s a job,” she told him, “and you need a job right now. I don’t approve of drinking, but there aren’t that many places
            that will give someone like you so much as a second chance to say nothing of a job. But just because you work in a place like
            that doesn’t mean you’ve got a license to be drinking. You’re living with me now instead of out on the streets or in some
            homeless camp. You come home with booze on your breath, you’re out. Understand?”
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “Got it.”

         
         “And on Sunday mornings you’d best be dressed in your good clothes and have your butt on the pew right next to me when services
            start at Mount Zion.”
         

         
         “Got that, too,” he replied.

         
         That conversation had occurred months earlier, but Darius was still taking it to heart. He was working the same job and was still living in his grandmother’s place just off Martin Luther King Way in the Rainier Valley. As a seventh grader, abandoned by his drug-addicted mother, living with Grandma Jackson had been mandatory rather than optional. The judge had given him a choice—go to juvie until he turned twenty-one or take probation and go live with his grandmother. He had chosen door number two. No matter how late he got off shift on Sunday mornings, she made sure he was present and accounted for at Mount Zion’s morning services, but back when he was a kid and there under duress, he’d slept through a lot of it and paid scant attention to the rest. At the time all that crap about loving your neighbor as yourself just didn’t grab him. 

         
         Unsurprisingly, once in high school, Darius had taken up with the wrong crowd, which had led him straight into the arms of
            the wrong kind of girl. Gypsy Tomkins had been bad news from the get-go. She was a wild child who was beautiful but tough
            as nails. Once she had Darius in her clutches, everything his grandmother had ever tried to teach him went out the window.
            Compared to him, Gypsy had been tiny—five two and barely a hundred pounds soaking wet—but from the time Darius was fifteen,
            he had been putty in her vividly manicured hands.
         

         
         Eventually, since Gypsy’s family was involved in the drug trade, Darius was, too. As for their personal relationship? It lasted for years but had become more and more volatile over time until recurring bouts of domestic violence between them became the order of the day. Gypsy always knew exactly which buttons to push to drive Darius over the edge. As soon as she succeeded, she’d call the cops on him—screaming into the phone that he was beating her or threatening to kill her. Once officers showed up, she would somehow manage to convince them that he was the one at fault. As a consequence, he was the one who usually got hauled off to jail. The next day, of course, when they’d let him out because Gypsy hadn’t gone through with pressing charges, she’d laugh it off and act like it was all some kind of joke. 

         
         Darius knew this was messed up and wrong, but he loved her and could never quite bring himself to walk away. During their
            last screaming match, she had pulled a knife on him. He’d managed to get it away from her, but in the course of the struggle,
            she’d sliced open her hand and was still bleeding when she called 911. This time, though, when he went to jail, Gypsy did
            press charges. He ended up doing six months in the King County Jail for assault. When he got out, he learned that she had
            sworn out a protection order on him. He wasn’t allowed inside the house even long enough to collect his stuff. Left with nothing
            but the clothes on his back and nowhere to live, he’d gone crawling back to Granny.
         

         
         Once on the outside he’d soon learned that Gypsy had taken up with someone else during his absence. Two months later, Gypsy
            and her new boyfriend had been found shot to death in an alleyway in the Denny Regrade. Darius was her ex, so naturally the
            cops came around asking questions. His job as a bouncer—the one Granny had found for him—had saved his bacon, though, because
            at the time of Gypsy’s death he’d been at work at a place with all kinds of surveillance cameras, and those had given Darius
            an airtight alibi. That didn’t mean the cops didn’t question him about it or check his hands for gunshot residue, but eventually
            there was nothing to link him to the double homicide, and he was cleared.
         

         
         Darius knew it was only by the grace of God and Granny’s job that he’d dodged being charged and possibly even convicted of the two murders. That was one of the reasons, maybe even the main one, that this time when he accompanied Granny to services at Mount Zion, he did pay attention. He found himself listening intently to what the reverend had to say. He let himself get caught up in both the Word and the music. Finally, one Sunday when people were invited to come forward to be saved, he got up and went, finding himself a whole new lease on life in the process. Which was why this year, when the call went out for Mount Zion’s crew of volunteers for serving Thanksgiving Day dinner at the food bank, Darius had signed up. 

         
         It was well after dark when, while patrolling the line, Darius caught sight of an older woman leaning heavily on the end of
            her overloaded shopping cart. A few sprigs of white hair stuck out from under her hoodie. Swaying unsteadily on her feet,
            she looked as though she was about to keel over.
         

         
         “Are you all right, ma’am?” he asked. “You don’t have to wait in line. If you’re not feeling well, I’ll be glad to escort
            you inside.”
         

         
         “No, no,” she said quickly. “I’m too tired to eat anything. If you’d just walk me back to my van, I’ll be fine.”

         
         “Where is it?” he asked.

         
         “Over there a block or two,” she said, nodding toward the south.

         
         “Are you sure? Do you think you can make it that far?”

         
         “I believe so,” she said, “but would you mind helping with the cart? I have some money. I can pay you.”

         
         “Paying me won’t be necessary,” he assured her. “I’m glad to help.”

         
         Darius went back to the head of the line and told one of the other volunteers that he was escorting someone back to her van.
            That was the last time anyone reported speaking to him. The next morning his lifeless body was found two blocks away lying
            next to an alleyway dumpster.
         

         
         During the brief investigation that followed, footage from one of the warehouse’s security cameras showed two people threading their way through the parking lot—a hulking Black male accompanied by a much shorter female. The woman, who appeared to be Caucasian and somewhat overweight, was leaning on a grocery cart so full of goods that it was almost as tall as she was. However, the grainy quality of the video made it impossible to make out any facial features. Law enforcement was never able to locate or identify the apparently homeless woman, and no sign of her shopping cart was ever found, either. 

         
         An autopsy performed by the King County Medical Examiner’s Office determined that Darius had died of a fatal dose of fentanyl.
            His death was ruled to be accidental, and the case was closed. No further investigation was deemed necessary.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Bellingham, Washington

            Friday, February 14, 2020

         

         Valentine’s Day 2020 dawned clear and cold in Bellingham, Washington. For most people in the area that was a welcome change
            from several weeks of mixed rain and snow—definitely not suitable for walking. But with the twenty-four-hour news cycle consumed
            with the looming Covid pandemic, outside was exactly where I wanted to be. So I called Hank Mitchell, my next-door neighbor,
            and asked if he and his black-and-tan Chihuahua, Mr. Bean, aka Beanie, would like to join my Irish wolfhound, Sarah, and me
            for a walk along our street, Bayside Road. I’m sure passersby find us an interesting foursome—two old guys accompanied by
            a stately Irish wolfhound with a bouncy, noisy Chihuahua yapping at her ankles.
         

         
         The Mitchells’ place is just down the hill from ours. When my wife, Mel, and I first moved into the neighborhood, their house had been a real eyesore. That was one of the reasons our house had been so affordable. Bayside Road, our street, is hilly. The blue tarp covering the leaky roof of the house next door had been fully visible from our living room windows. In the Pacific Northwest, tarp-covered houses are often vacant and generally regarded as teardowns. The problem is, this one was occupied by a whole slew of people with random vehicles coming and going at odd hours. 

         
         Mel happens to be the chief of police in Bellingham, Washington. From a law enforcement standpoint, that kind of activity
            is typical of drug houses inhabited by squatters up to no good. Before Mel had a chance to have anyone look into it, however,
            the residence became the subject of a police investigation when someone called in an anonymous tip asking for a welfare check
            on Lorraine Mitchell, the elderly woman who lived there.
         

         
         By the time uniformed officers arrived on the scene, they found Lorraine, age ninety-four, deceased in her bed, apparently
            from natural causes. She had been gone for at least a week before the cops showed up. No one else was found at the residence,
            including Lorraine’s supposed caretaker, and the place had been stripped clean of anything of value except for a derelict
            1966 Shelby Mustang found rotting away in the garage. The vehicle probably would have been worth some money on the open market,
            but there’s a good chance none of the lowlifes hanging around the place had bothered to steal it because they had no idea
            how to drive a standard transmission.
         

         
         Within a matter of weeks, the tarp disappeared and decades of accumulated trash was carted away. The house was gutted down to the studs in preparation for a total rehab. And that’s when and how I first met Hank, the new owner who, as it turned out, had a lifetime connection by marriage to Lorraine and had a personal interest in the place. He was a retired contractor. Rather than wielding a hammer himself, with Mr. Bean at his side, he was happy to serve as a sidewalk supervisor and observe the construction project from afar. 

         
         Hank is a couple of years younger than I am. When we first met, I was not yet a dog-person, so I wasn’t exactly charmed by
            the obnoxious presence of Mr. Bean, but over time Hank and I became friends. While the remodel on their place continued, my
            life changed when an enormous Irish wolfhound named Lucy, my first dog ever, came into my life. She and Mr. Bean soon became
            fast friends. The same holds true of Sarah, Irish wolfhound number two. In the meantime, Hank’s and my friendship has continued
            to flourish.
         

         
         Growing up I had school pals, of course. In college I developed a network of drinking buddies, some of whom became holdovers
            in my new life once I became a cop. After that my friends were mostly LEOs, law enforcement officers of one stripe or another.
            When I went through rehab and sobered up, I became friends with any number of people in recovery, but Hank Mitchell is my
            first ever friend who also happens to be a next-door neighbor.
         

         
         On our walks, by mutual agreement, we avoid discussing the news. It’s all bad, anyway, so why bother? Instead, as we stroll
            along, we share the stories of our lives, and that’s how I learned about Hank’s somewhat challenging connection to our now
            deceased neighbor. It turned out Lorraine Mitchell had not only been Hank’s father’s first wife; she’d also been a very troublesome
            one.
         

         
         As a teenager in the early forties, Lorraine Harding had been hot stuff at Bellingham High. Despite the fact that she had been two years older than Henry, the couple had been high school sweethearts. They married shortly after Henry graduated and days before he shipped out to serve his country during World War II. Lorraine didn’t exactly sign up to be Rosie the Riveter in his absence, building up an unsavory reputation around town for playing the field while he was off serving his country. When word of her escapades got back to Daniel Mitchell, Hank’s grandfather, a local attorney with a family reputation to uphold, the old man had been less than pleased. 

         
         Hank’s father spent his time in the service in the Army Corps of Engineers. When he came home, he joined his uncle’s construction
            business and built the place on Bayside expecting it to be his and Lorraine’s forever home. Once he found out about her extramarital
            exploits, he tried to divorce her, but by then Lorraine had her eye fixed firmly on the prize, the Mitchell family’s considerable
            fortune, and she refused to leave quietly, if at all.
         

         
         Henry could easily have gotten a divorce by going to court and charging her with adultery, but in small-town Bellingham the
            resulting scandal would have been devastating. So his father, the attorney, worked out a deal. Since no children were involved,
            there was no question of child support. Instead, Lorraine was offered a generous amount of alimony. She was also allowed to
            stay in the house until such time as she should marry. At that time, the alimony would cease and the home on Bayside would
            revert either to her former husband or to his estate.
         

         
         Henry Sr. remarried shortly after the divorce became final, and Hank, an only child, was the result of that second marriage.
            In the meantime, Lorraine, the cast-off first wife, remained a fly in the ointment for the remainder of Henry’s life. She
            refused to remarry and didn’t die. Instead, she engaged in one scandalous romantic entanglement after another, always making
            sure none of them ended up at the altar. As a consequence, she continued receiving alimony checks until Henry Sr.’s death
            in the early nineties.
         

         
         Over the years, as the value of her monthly alimony checks had dwindled, Lorraine had been forced to supplement her income by working as a bartender. Once the checks stopped altogether, she began taking in lodgers to make ends meet, including the parade of very dodgy-looking lowlifes Mel and I had seen coming and going from her house. 

         
         At some point after Henry Sr.’s death, Hank, the son from that second marriage and a widower himself by then, became aware
            that Lorraine had stopped paying taxes on the property. To keep the house from going into foreclosure, he had brought the
            taxes up-to-date and kept them current with the idea that at some point he’d turn the property on Bayside Road into a retirement
            dream house for him and his relatively new wife, Ellen.
         

         
         Their relationship is similar to Mel’s and mine in that Hank’s retired from the construction business now while Ellen is still
            employed full-time. That’s another reason we don’t discuss the news. With Covid bearing down, we were both worried about how
            that would impact both of our still-working wives—Mel is at Bellingham PD and Ellen is a 911 supervisor at What-Comm, Whatcom
            County’s emergency communications center.
         

         
         “What are you and Mel doing for Valentine’s Day?” Hank asked.

         
         “I scored a reservation at Dirty Dan’s,” I told him. In my opinion, Dirty Dan’s is Fairhaven’s premier fine dining establishment.
            “What about you?”
         

         
         “Ellen’s working tonight. We’ll be doing our Valentine’s celebration on Sunday, her next day off.”

         
         When we reached our driveway, Sarah and I peeled away and walked down to the house where I spotted an unfamiliar vehicle—an older-model Honda Accord—parked next to the garage. As we approached the car, the driver’s door swung open and a long drink of water climbed out. It took a moment for me to recognize my grandson, Kyle Cartwright. 

         
         Because Kyle and his parents—my daughter Kelly and her husband, Jeremy—had spent the previous Christmas with Jeremy’s folks
            in Southern California, the last time I had seen the boy—make that the young man—in the flesh had been during a family excursion
            to Cannon Beach the previous summer. He seemed to have shot up half a foot since then and was now a good two inches taller
            than I am.
         

         
         “Hey, Kyle,” I said, grabbing him into a hug. “What are you doing here?”

         
         “Wanted to see you is all, I guess,” he muttered noncommittally into my shoulder, accepting the hug but not exactly returning
            it.
         

         
         His terse response didn’t sound as though he was overjoyed to see me, and the lack of useful information in his reply got
            my attention, causing me to begin putting together the logistical aspects of this unexpected, early-afternoon visit.
         

         
         At the moment it was just after two o’clock in the afternoon. My daughter’s family lives in Ashland, a few miles north of
            the Oregon/California border. Their place is a good nine-hour drive from ours. As far as I knew, this was a school day, so
            not only was Kyle missing school, he would have had to leave home in the wee hours of the morning to turn up so far north
            at this time of day.
         

         
         As he backed away from me, I glanced at his car. It seemed to be loaded to the gills. In the back seat, I caught sight of
            what looked like the top rim of a bass drum. Mel and I had given Kyle his first drum set as a Christmas present several years
            earlier while he was still in junior high. If he had left home with his drum set in tow, this was not a good sign. Something
            was definitely up.
         

         
         At that point, Sarah stepped up to give him a brief sniff before honoring him with a welcoming wag of her tail. Kyle had no idea, but knowing the dog as I do, I understood Kyle had just been granted my Irish wolfhound’s instant stamp of approval. 

         
         “It’s cold out here,” I suggested. “How about we go inside? Are you hungry?”

         
         “Not really.”

         
         Whoever heard of an eighteen-year-old kid who wasn’t hungry? I took that as another bad sign. Something serious was going
            on here, and I was determined to get to the bottom of it.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Bellingham, Washington

            Friday, February 14, 2020

         

         I removed Sarah’s leash and let her loose in the house. Then I took off my jacket and hung it up. When I turned back toward
            Kyle, I found he had walked through both the kitchen and dining room and was standing in front of the west-facing windows,
            staring out at Bellingham Bay. Cloud cover was rolling in, and the water had gone from bright blue to gray.
         

         
         “What is it, Kyle?” I asked, following him into the living room and taking a seat. “What’s wrong?”

         
         “Everything,” he said, suddenly bursting into tears. “I want to come live with you and Grandma Mel, please.”

         
         Whoa, whoa, whoa! In those few words, he delivered way too much information accompanied by zero useful context.

         
         “Why?” I asked. “What’s going on?”

         
         He shuddered and sank down onto the sofa. “Mom and Dad are getting a divorce,” he managed after a long pause.

         
         Floored, I took a seat, too. Twenty years ago when I’d helped plan and oversee Jeremy and Kelly’s quickie wedding, I’d had
            serious doubts about their potential for long-term marital bliss, but in the two decades since, I’d seen no signs of discord.
            When Mel and I were around them, everything seemed fine. There had been none of the usual sniping and bickering that often
            surfaces when a marriage is coming apart at the seams.
         

         
         A thousand questions raced through my head, but I stifled them. Years of conducting interviews with witnesses and suspects
            in homicide cases has taught me the finer points about when to ask questions and when to keep quiet. This was one of the latter.
            I allowed the silence to linger for the better part of a minute before I finally spoke again.
         

         
         “Do you want to tell me about it?”

         
         Kyle looked up at me with eyes filled with anguish. “Dad’s got a girlfriend,” he managed. “Another girlfriend, that is, only
            this one’s pregnant. Her name is Caroline Richards. When everything blew up, Mom quit her job with the Shakespeare Festival
            in Ashland and moved to Eugene. She’s got a new job with the alumni association at the University of Oregon. She and Kayla
            have an apartment together. I was supposed to stay on with Dad in Ashland to finish out my senior year, but I don’t want to,
            not with Caroline living there. If I can’t stay here with you and Grandma Mel, I’ll go live in a homeless camp somewhere.
            I saw plenty of those on the drive up.”
         

         
         Whoa again! Needing a moment to take it all in, I stood up. “I think I’ll fix myself a cup of coffee. Care for one?”

         
         “I’d rather have a Coke.”

         
         “Coming right up,” I said.

         
         The coffee machine had turned itself off while Sarah and I had been out walking. I put it through the warmup cycle, brought
            Kyle a Coke, and then went back to the kitchen counter to wait for my coffee to brew, mentally picking apart the bombshell
            that had just landed in my lap.
         

         
         With regard to Jeremy’s girlfriend, the word another was the most important. That meant the affair with Caroline wasn’t his first extramarital offense. And I was all too aware
            that this wasn’t his first out-of-wedlock pregnancy, either. I vividly remembered his and Kelly’s hastily arranged shotgun
            wedding because I was the one who did most of the arranging. But if this current crisis had been going on long enough for
            Kelly to find a new job and move out of the house and into an apartment with Kyle’s sister, why the hell hadn’t Mel and I
            heard even so much as a peep about it?
         

         
         And maybe this was nothing but history repeating itself. After all, at age seventeen Kelly had dropped out of high school,
            run away, and gotten knocked up by her boyfriend. Karen and I had divorced years earlier, but bottom line, our divorce had
            been the ultimate reason Kelly had left home. And now, with Kyle’s life in shambles, he seemed to be doing the same thing—running
            away. Hopefully he hadn’t left behind some girl who was also in a family way.
         

         
         Mel and I had seen Kyle off and on over the years, but those were always holiday group events with everyone present and accounted
            for. The number of times the two of us had ever had a heart-to-heart about anything of substance was exactly zero. Discussing
            who won the latest Husky/Duck matchup counts as so much empty BS. It’s verbal camouflage pretending to be a meaningful conversation.
            In other words, Kyle and I weren’t total strangers, but we certainly weren’t close.
         

         
         As for taking in a grandchild on a permanent basis? Are you kidding? Mel and I had established a very comfortable, uncomplicated existence with just the two of us. Adding an eighteen-year-old male into the mix of our placid way of life was likely to upend everything. Why would we want to do that? Why would anybody? But then I remembered a guy named Alan Dale. 

         
         Back in my rowdier drinking days, I’d indulged in more than a few one-night stands, one of which had resulted in an unexpected
            pregnancy. The woman involved, Jasmine Day, never let on about the baby she named Naomi. Jasmine and Alan Dale, her future
            boyfriend and eventual husband, had raised the child together without my being any the wiser. As far as Alan was concerned,
            Naomi was his daughter. After Jasmine’s death, Naomi had found her way to Seattle, but if she’d even known about me, she’d
            made no effort to find me. Instead, she hooked up with a guy her age and got pregnant. Somewhere during the pregnancy the
            boyfriend disappeared, leaving Naomi to believe she’d been abandoned. When the baby was born, Naomi did the same thing—she
            abandoned Athena, her drug-addicted newborn, in the neonatal nursery of the hospital.
         

         
         Once Alan Dale got wind of what was going on, he had come riding to Athena’s rescue by putting himself on the first available
            commercial flight to Seattle. It was Alan, not Naomi, who spent night after night in the nursery, rocking Athena through the
            agonies of drug withdrawal. Once she was finally released from the hospital, he was the one who took her home with him, while
            he began navigating the tangle of legal hurdles required to keep Athena from falling into the quagmire of foster care. He
            had come to me for help with that.
         

         
         Unsurprisingly, sorting it out had taken longer than either of us anticipated. Eventually, however, we made it work, and Alan was able to take Athena back home to Jasper, Texas. In the meantime, my first wolfie, Lucy, had fallen in love with Athena, which is how I ended up losing her. Once Lucy met Athena, it was love at first sight. When Athena went home to Texas, so did Lucy. 

         
         If Alan Dale was man enough to tackle raising a newborn on his own, couldn’t Mel and I tough it out with a high school senior?
            At least Kyle wasn’t in diapers. According to the latest report from Alan, Athena was currently navigating the intricacies
            of potty training. We wouldn’t be dealing with that, either. Besides, by the time fall came around, Kyle would most likely
            be heading off to college. Having given myself a stern talking-to and making certain mental adjustments, I headed back into
            the living room with my coffee in hand.
         

         
         “Obviously I’ll need to talk this over with Mel,” I told him as I took a seat.

         
         Kyle nodded. “I understand,” he said.

         
         “I doubt very much that you’ll end up living in a homeless camp,” I continued, “but if you want to stay here, you’re going
            to have to clue me in about what’s been going on at home. Do your folks even know where you are? Did you tell them where you
            were going? Did you leave them a note?”
         

         
         Kyle shook his head. “I didn’t tell them anything. I just left.”

         
         “You have to call them and let them know where you are.”

         
         “But they’ll want me to come home,” he objected.

         
         “Which you clearly don’t want to do,” I replied. “I understand that, but I believe you had a birthday a few weeks ago. Didn’t
            you?”
         

         
         He nodded.

         
         “So you’re eighteen now. In Washington State, that means you’re old enough to call the shots as far as where you choose to live. The fact that you came here and asked to stay with us tells me that you’re smart enough to realize you’re not quite ready to be entirely on your own. By now I’m sure your folks are worried sick. You should text them at least and let them know where you are.” 

         
         “But what if they tell me I have to come home?”

         
         “Then you explain that you’re not ready—that you have some things you need to sort through first.”

         
         “You won’t make me leave?”

         
         “I’m not prepared to make you do anything. For right now, you’re welcome to stay. As for being here on a permanent basis?
            As I said, Mel and I will have to talk that over before I can say yay or nay. Fair enough?”
         

         
         Kyle nodded, then he pulled out his phone and began to type. I can text when it’s absolutely necessary, but I’m no Quick Draw
            McGraw. I’m sometimes reduced to doing voice-to-text. Kyle, on the other hand, was able to text lightning fast by using both
            thumbs.
         

         
         “There,” he said, once he finished. “I told them both. Now they know where I am.”

         
         Within seconds, his phone began to buzz. He glanced at it. “That’s my mom,” he said. “Do I have to answer?”

         
         “That’s up to you,” I told him.

         
         He let the call go unanswered. As soon as his phone quit ringing, mine chimed in. “Mom?” Kyle asked.

         
         I nodded.

         
         “Are you going to answer?”

         
         I nodded again.

         
         “She’ll be really mad,” Kyle warned.

         
         “I’m a big boy,” I told him. “I think I can handle it.”

         
         Once I punched the button to answer, Kelly didn’t wait around long enough for me to say hello.

         
         “What the hell is going on up there?” she demanded.

         
         “I could ask the same of you,” I replied mildly. “What’s going on at your end?”

         
         “Put Kyle on the phone.”

         
         “He doesn’t want to speak to you at the moment. I think he needs some space.”

         
         “Some space?” she echoed. “How much space does he need? For Pete’s sake, he took off and drove four hundred fifty miles without
            a word to either his father or to me! He has some serious explaining to do, and you need to stay out of it.”
         

         
         “I’ll let him know,” I said.

         
         “Dad—” she began.

         
         “Look, Kelly,” I interrupted. “I’m glad he told you where he is so you don’t have to worry about him, but from what Kyle’s
            been saying, it seems to me as though your whole family has been going through a bit of a rough patch. At the moment all the
            upheaval appears to have gotten the best of him. Maybe what he needs is some time to sort through everything that’s been going
            on, so for right now, why don’t you just let him be?”
         

         
         “But, Dad—” Kelly objected.

         
         “I hear you have a new job,” I interjected, abruptly changing the subject. “How’s that going, to say nothing of how’s your
            new apartment? It sounds to me as though Kyle isn’t the only one who needs some space.”
         

         
         She hung up on me then, which was a good thing because by then my phone was buzzing with a second incoming call, this one
            from Jeremy. I switched over to that one.
         

         
         “Hello, Jeremy,” I said cheerfully. “How’s it going?”

         
         “What do you mean how’s it going? I want to talk to Kyle. He just now texted me and said he was there. Why didn’t he take
            my call? I don’t need to talk to you. Put my son on the line.”
         

         
         “I believe it’s safe to say that Kyle’s uncomfortable with having a new woman in the house,” I said pointedly. “Under the circumstances, I can’t say that I blame him. By the way, in case you’re interested, I’m not eager to talk to you, either, so we’re even on that score.” 

         
         “I take it he told you about Caroline?”

         
         “And about the approaching arrival of your new bundle of joy.”

         
         Jeremy paused for a moment before he replied. “If that’s what this is all about, it’s none of your business.”

         
         “Actually, it is my business, because Kyle showed up on my doorstep to talk to me about it,” I responded. “From my point of
            view, he has good reason to be upset, so he’s staying here for the weekend at least, and maybe longer. That has yet to be
            decided.”
         

         
         “Wait a minute,” Jeremy began. “Where the hell do you get off?”

         
         “I have to go now, Jeremy,” I interrupted. “Talk to you later.” With that, I ended the call.

         
         “You hung up on him?” Kyle asked wonderingly.

         
         “I did,” I answered, putting the phone down on the side table. “Before I say anything more to anyone, I want to know more
            about what’s really going on down there, and since you’re the one who’s here, I’d prefer to hear your version of the story
            before I hear either one of theirs. So tell me.”
         

         
         It wasn’t pretty. Without Mel’s or my knowledge, Jeremy had been carrying on with other women for years, while Kelly had been covering for him as far as our knowing about it was concerned. The fling before this one had involved a fellow teacher from school. One of Kyle’s friends had seen the lovebirds together and had spilled the beans. I couldn’t imagine anything much more humiliating than having your friends let you know that your father is screwing around on your mother. That affair had ended when the woman involved had left Ashland at the end of the previous school year to go somewhere else. As far as Kyle knew, no one had reported the situation to the school district and no official action had been taken against either of the two teachers. 

         
         Given that, it was easy to see why Kyle might be distrustful of the adults in his life. His father was a liar and a cheat
            and his mother had covered for him until Caroline’s pregnancy made further covering impossible. In a world where all the grown-ups
            seemed to have lost their bearings, Kyle appeared to be the only one attempting to behave sensibly.
         

         
         “Well,” he said once finished with his sad tale. “What do you think?”

         
         “What I think is that your parents have put you in a pretty tough situation,” I replied. “For now you should probably unload
            your car and bring your stuff inside before it gets dark. You’ll be staying in the guest room. While you’re doing that, I’ll
            try to figure out what we’re having for dinner.”
         

         
         With Kyle busying himself with dragging his gear into the house, I called Dirty Dan’s and managed to up our Valentine’s dinner
            reservation from a two-top to a three. The fact that we’re regular customers went a long way toward making that possible.
            Then I called Mel.
         

         
         “Hey, what’s up?”

         
         “It’s about dinner,” I told her. “Dinner for two just became dinner for three, and I think our lives have become a lot more
            complicated.”
         

         
         “Why?” she wanted to know. “What’s going on?”

         
         So I told her. “Wow,” she said when I finished. “That’s a lot to take in. What did you tell him?”

         
         “That we’d have to talk it over.”

         
         “I guess we will,” she agreed. “But I wonder what’s really going on. What he’s told you so far doesn’t sound like the whole story. It takes a hell of a lot to make a high school kid decide to change schools in the middle of the second semester of his senior year. When Dad got transferred my senior year, my parents left town, but I finished the year by staying with a friend.” 

         
          

         Hours later during our not-so-romantic but very expensive Valentine’s dinner for three, Kyle recovered his appetite, making
            short work of his own eight-ounce prime rib and a good chunk of mine as well. In the meantime, Mel managed to elicit some
            useful information concerning the family dynamics down in Ashland. Jeremy’s previous gal pal left town at the beginning of
            the summer. By December he had moved on to Caroline Richards, whom he had met through an online dating site—Alone in Jackson.
            That’s where Ashland is located—in Jackson County.
         

         
         At the time Caroline appeared on the scene, she was newly divorced and working as a waitress in a coffee shop in Medford.
            She had since moved to Ashland where she had settled into a similar job, one she had quit shortly after moving in with Jeremy.
         

         
         “I get the feeling she thinks Dad is rich,” Kyle admitted. “I’ll bet that’s what he told her. The thing is, the money from
            Texas belongs to Mom, not Dad.”
         

         
         That “money from Texas,” as Kyle called it, is actually money from my father’s long-lost family in Beaumont. They had been in the oil business for generations. Once my cousin tracked me down here in Washington, her mother—my late father’s sister—made sure my kids received their fair share of the family fortune. Kelly had told me early on that she had used part of that initial influx of cash to pay off the mortgage on their home, but what Kyle said made it seem as though she had managed to keep some of it in her own name. 

         
         Good for her, I thought to myself during dinner when Kyle passed along that information. Kelly may have been covering up for her jackass husband’s serial infidelities, but she’s been smart enough to keep her money
               separate from his.

         
         “Dad claims he’s not the only one who’s been fooling around,” Kyle continued. “I don’t know if that’s true or not. I mean,
            since he lies about everything else, he’s probably lying about that, too.”
         

         
         Wait, Jeremy’s not the only one who’s been unfaithful?

         
         That was what was going through my head. Although I didn’t say it aloud, I’m pretty sure Mel got the message because she changed
            the subject. “Let’s talk about school for a moment.”
         

         
         “What about it?”

         
         “It’s your senior year,” Mel said. “Are you sure you want to do this? Don’t you want to graduate with your friends?”

         
         “They all have families,” he replied morosely. “I don’t have a family anymore because mine’s been blown apart. As for school?
            Once Covid hits, there probably won’t be any school. They’re talking about switching over to remote learning and doing everything
            online.”
         

         
         “If that happens, maybe we could arrange for you to do your remote Ashland classes from here in Bellingham,” Mel suggested.
            “That way you could still graduate with your class.”
         

         
         “Why, so my parents could show up and pretend we’re still one big happy family?” Kyle responded bitterly. “Thanks, but no
            thanks.”
         

         
         “If you stay with us, there will be rules,” Mel warned him, “rules and expectations.”

         
         “That’s all right,” Kyle answered. “Rules and expectations sound like just what I need.”

         
         That may have been the most surprising moment of the whole evening—the one when I realized that maybe my grandson had more common sense than both his parents put together. It was also when I understood that, although I had yet to make up my mind on the whole issue, seemingly Mel Soames had already made up hers. In other words, she and I were about to become parents together for the very first time. 

         
         “We’ll call your folks and talk things over in the morning,” she said.

         
         “Thanks,” Kyle replied. “Maybe they’ll listen to you. They sure as hell don’t listen to me.”

         
          

         Later, once Mel and I were home and in bed, she turned to me and said, “That was unexpected.”

         
         Given the ground-shattering changes going on around us, the word unexpected barely covered it.
         

         
         “What do you think?” I asked.

         
         “We have to take him in,” she said.

         
         That was pretty unexpected, too. “Really?” I asked.

         
         “What choice do we have?” she replied. “Where else is he going to go? He feels betrayed by both his parents. Initially he
            was fine with staying on in Ashland to finish the school year with his dad and Caroline, but now he’s not. I wonder what changed?”
         

         
         “Me, too,” I said.

         
         “Don’t worry,” she said. “Tomorrow’s another day. We’ll get all this sorted.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Bellingham, Washington

            Saturday, February 15, 2020

         

         Sarah spent the first five years of her life as a mommy dog living in a bare-bones shed in a Palm Springs puppy mill. She’d
            had some socialization before she came to live with us but not much. She no longer freaks out at the sound of hair dryers
            or flushing toilets, but she doesn’t really trust the doggy door. She makes her needs known to me by fixing me with an unblinking
            stare, which means either (a) it’s time to eat or (b) it’s time to go out. In the mornings, however, when the stare tactic
            is a nonstarter because I’m still asleep, she gives me the cold nose treatment in my armpit. That works.
         

         
         Knowing we had a visitor lurking in the guest room, I made my own pit stop in our en suite and put on a robe before venturing out into the rest of the house. Sarah wasn’t surprised when, on the way to the front door, I made my customary detour into the kitchen long enough to start the coffee machine on its morning calisthenics. Our home is of the water view variety. That means the front door, the one that leads into the living room, is the one that opens out into the fenced front yard. The back door is the one everyone uses to enter and leave the house. 

         
         Since the phone charger is on the kitchen counter next to the coffee machine, I picked my phone up and checked for emails
            and texts that might have come in overnight. The first text, a clearly furious one from Kelly, was written in all caps: I AM COMING TO GET HIM. I WILL BE THERE BY ELEVEN!

         
         The previous evening, when Mel had assured me that we’d get it all sorted, I believe she anticipated some kind of reasonable
            discourse among a group of calm, sensible adults. Kelly’s all-cap message made her sound a lot more like someone intent on
            a search-and-destroy mission rather than a civilized discussion. It made me feel as though what we were in for would be more
            like a cross between Jerry Springer and Dr. Phil.
         

         
         The second text was from our housekeeper who comes every Saturday. Fortunately for all concerned, she wasn’t coming today.
            With an irate Kelly on her way, that was a relief.
         

         
         On weekends when Mel doesn’t have to rise and shine at the crack of dawn, I usually let her sleep in. She was still in the
            bedroom sawing logs, and I saw no reason to go back and wake her up only to tell her that a very pissed-off Kelly was on her
            way. With that in mind, I stuffed the phone in my pocket and turned my attention to the coffee machine. By the time Kyle ventured
            out of the guest room, I was on my second cup of coffee and working my crosswords.
         

         
         “Morning,” I said.

         
         He replied with a wary half grin.

         
         “Coffee?” I asked.

         
         “I guess.”

         
         “Help yourself. If you’re using one of the big mugs, press the two-cup button. For a small cup use the other one. Cream and
            sugar?”
         

         
         He nodded.

         
         “Cream is in the fridge. Sugar is in the sugar bowl on the counter. If you want to stir your coffee, be sure to get a spoon
            out of the drawer. When people use the sugar bowl spoon to stir their coffee, it sends Mel around the bend.”
         

         
         “That’s one of the rules?” Kyle asked.

         
         “Yup,” I told him. “Let’s call it rule number one.”

         
         Our Magnifica coffee machine takes a while to grind the beans and brew the coffee, so it’s not exactly an instantaneous process,
            but the wait means that each cup is freshly brewed. While Kyle’s was in the making, I wondered what the hell we’d talk about.
            How does a seventysomething make casual conversation with a heartbroken teenager who is, more or less, a stranger? Chances
            are, Kyle was dealing with the same issue.
         

         
         When he came into the living room, rather than settling on the sofa, he sank down onto the floor and sat cross-legged next
            to Sarah, who was curled up on her rug. She greeted him with a welcoming tail thump.
         

         
         “How did you sleep?” I asked.

         
         “Not very well.”

         
         That was hardly surprising. Neither had I.

         
         “I got a text from your mom a little while ago,” I told him.

         
         “Oh?”

         
         “She sounds mad as hell and says she’s coming to get you. She’ll be here by eleven.”

         
         Kyle looked alarmed. “But I thought you and Grandma Mel said I could stay.”

         
         “We said we needed to talk about it, and we did, but the bottom line on whether you go or stay is up to you. You get to decide.
            Mel and I are both on board if you want to stay, but the final decision will be yours.”
         

         
         “Mom’s going to be mad.”

         
         Those words and the uncertainty with which they were uttered didn’t sound like they came from someone prepared to regard himself
            as an adult.
         

         
         “She already is,” I advised him, “and that’s hardly surprising. Moms are like that, and yours comes by it honestly. When my
            mother, your great-grandmother, got mad, believe me, she was something fierce.”
         

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Really,” I replied. “You see that framed photo at the far end of the mantel?”

         
         Kyle nodded.

         
         “Mind getting it down?”

         
         He unfolded his long legs and stood up in one smooth movement without the slightest difficulty. I might have been able to
            get up and down that way once upon a time, but not anymore. My two fake knees just aren’t up to it.
         

         
         “This one?” Kyle asked, handing me a framed photo of a young man dressed in a World War II–era navy uniform.

         
         “That’s the one,” I said. “Does the guy in the photo look familiar?”

         
         Kyle frowned. “He looks a lot like me.”

         
         It was true. That was the first thing that had struck me the day before when I first caught sight of him—how much Kyle looked like my father and like me, too, for that matter. DNA is weird that way. It picks and chooses and sometimes skips a generation or two. 

         
         “That’s because he’s my father,” I told him, “your great-grandfather. He was only a few months older than you are now when
            he left home and joined the navy. He and my mother were dating and about to get married when he died in a motorcycle accident.
            My mother learned she was pregnant after he was gone. Her parents wanted her to give me up for adoption but she refused. Over
            their objections, she kept me and raised me on her own without a bit of help from her folks or from my dad’s family, either.
            As for her parents, she never spoke to either of them again.”
         

         
         “Never?”

         
         “Never. That was at a time when single moms weren’t as common as they are now. If she hadn’t been fierce, she never would
            have managed.”
         

         
         “Do you think that’s what’ll happen with me and my mom—that she’ll never speak to me again?”

         
         “I doubt it, but if she’s a chip off my mom’s old block, you need to understand that, if you go head-to-head with her, that’s
            always a possibility.”
         

         
         “You’d think my father would be old enough to not make the same mistake twice,” Kyle muttered.

         
         Obviously he was aware of the fact that his mother had been pregnant with Kayla well before his parents tied the knot.

         
         “Yes, you’d think so,” I agreed and let it go at that. After all, with my own newly discovered daughter, Naomi, in the picture, I didn’t have any room to talk about out-of-wedlock offspring. By the way, Naomi now works as a counselor in the rehab center where I originally sent her to get clean. Obviously the treatment worked. 

         
         At that moment and much to my relief, Mel turned up, rescuing me from what was fast becoming a difficult conversation. She
            waltzed into the room dressed, made-up, and looking for her own first cup of coffee. While she stopped off in the kitchen
            to press the coffee button, Kyle returned the photo to its place on the mantel and sat back down.
         

         
         “What’s up?” Mel asked as she joined us in the living room.

         
         “My mom’s coming to get me,” Kyle said grimly. “She’ll be here by eleven.”

         
         “What do you think about that? Do you want to go home with her?”

         
         “I want to stay here.”

         
         “Then you’ll have to tell her exactly that,” Mel advised him, “but be prepared. There’s a good chance your mother will be
            permanently pissed.”
         

         
         “I know,” he said. “Gramps just told me the same thing.”

         
         “You can live with that?”

         
         Kyle nodded.

         
         The beep of an arriving text sounded, and Kyle pulled his phone out of his back pocket. He glanced at it briefly.

         
         “It’s Dad. They’re ganging up on me. He says I should listen to Mom. Figures. That’s what he usually does—puts it all on her,
            but at least he’s not coming here.”
         

         
         My opinion of Jeremy Cartwright, already at an all-time low, plunged a few more points. He could have at least pretended to
            make the effort.
         

         
         “But he’s not coming here and dragging her along,” Kyle added.
         

         
         Obviously the “her” in question was Caroline Richards. With that said, Kyle stood up. “I think I’m going to go down by the
            beach and take a walk.”
         

         
         Referring to the rocky shoreline at the bottom of our bluff as a beach is a bit of a misnomer. Kyle disappeared into the guest
            room and emerged a moment later, pulling on a puffy jacket.
         

         
         “Can Sarah come along?” he asked.

         
         “Sure,” I said, “but grab her leash first. If you go down to the bottom of the bluff, you’ll be glad to have her tugging on
            the leash when you come back up.”
         

         
         Seconds later, he and Sarah took off. Once the door closed behind them, Mel turned to me. “Did you see his face when he mentioned
            Jeremy’s girlfriend?”
         

         
         “I did.”

         
         “I suspect she’s at the bottom of what’s going on,” Mel offered.

         
         “Probably,” I said.

         
         Mel shook her head. “Boy,” she said, “it’s weird that I never picked up on the fact that both Kelly and Jeremy were so unhappy.
            They’ve done a good job of covering it.”
         

         
         “Haven’t they just,” I agreed.

         
         Mel finished her coffee and stood up. “I’d best get my rear in gear. With a growing boy in residence, I need to figure out
            what we’re having for breakfast. I believe I feel an attack of pancakes coming on.”
         

         
         That wasn’t necessarily good news. There’s a reason we eat out as much as we do. Generally speaking, Mel’s pancakes aren’t
            something to write home about, but as she set about rattling pots and pans, I retreated to the bedroom to get dressed.
         

         
         While doing so, I thought about what Mel had just said about having a growing boy in residence. I had worked my way through college as a Fuller Brush Man, selling my wares door-to-door. In the course of my sales career, I became quite adept at using the assumed close. I was taught to never ask a lady straight out if she wanted to buy a certain product. Instead I was directed to ask which color she would prefer or if she was going to pay by cash or check. 

         
         Mel Soames had just used one of those on me. We were having pancakes for breakfast because Kyle was coming to live with us.
            Kyle had made up his mind about that, more because it was what he needed rather than what he wanted. And in the process of
            Mel making up her mind, she’d made mine up as well.
         

         
         I wasn’t sure about why Mel had landed so firmly on Kyle’s side of the equation, but she had, and I’ve been around Mel long
            enough not to argue the point. My mother may have been tough, but believe me—so is Mel. That’s one of the things I love about
            her.
         

         
         And so, as I stood in front of the bathroom mirror, shaving my somewhat grizzled face, I squared my shoulders and delivered
            another pep talk: “Welcome back to fatherhood, J.P. With any kind of luck, Kyle will be off to college in the fall.”
         

         
          

         The pancakes were a bit thick, lumpy, and underdone in spots, but at least Mel tried. She was busy supervising Kyle’s first
            time on KP duty when Kelly showed up. She marched in the back door without bothering to knock and came straight into the kitchen.
            That’s when all hell broke loose.
         

         
         “Get your stuff,” she ordered her son. “We’re leaving and we’re leaving now!”

         
         “I’m not going,” Kyle replied mildly. “I’m staying here.”

         
         Kelly spun around and glared at me. “Is this your idea?” she demanded.

         
         “Actually it’s mine,” Mel said, moving into the line of fire and physically inserting herself into the conversation. “There seems to be a good deal of uproar going on in your family at the moment. Kyle came here looking for a safe haven, and we’ve told him he’s welcome to stay.” 

         
         “He needs to come home.”

         
         “Which one?” Kyle asked.

         
         That was a showstopper, and Kelly hesitated for a moment as if uncertain about how much of her current marital situation Kyle
            had shared with us. Mel quickly put her out of her misery by letting her know we were aware of what was going on.
         

         
         “We already know that you’ve moved out of the house and are living in Eugene with Kayla, leaving Kyle in Ashland with Jeremy
            and his girlfriend.”
         

         
         “His pregnant girlfriend,” Kyle specified.
         

         
         At that point Kelly flushed furiously—the same thing she used to do when she was a little kid and got caught doing something
            she wasn’t supposed to. Whatever it was, her bright red face was always a dead giveaway that she was guilty as sin.
         

         
         Kelly took a deep breath. “Look,” she said, addressing Kyle. “That was the arrangement we all agreed to when this first happened.
            We gave you a choice between coming to Eugene with Kayla and me or staying on in Ashland to finish out your senior year. You
            chose Ashland.”
         

         
         “Ashland isn’t working,” Kyle declared. “Besides, now that I’m eighteen, I get to have some say about where I live. I want
            to live here.”
         

         
         “What about finishing high school?” Kelly asked.

         
         “There’s a perfectly good high school here,” Mel said. “We can get him enrolled on Monday.”

         
         Once again Kelly turned her fury on Mel. “You’ve got no business turning my own son against me.”

         
         “Nobody’s turning me against you,” Kyle interjected. “I can’t live with Dad and Caroline anymore, and I don’t want to live
            with you and Kayla, either.”
         

         
         “Why can’t you live with them?” Kelly asked. “What changed?”

         
         “None of your business,” Kyle snarled back at her. With that he stormed off into the guest room, slamming the door behind
            him.
         

         
         Kelly looked back at me as if all this was my fault. “I hope you’re happy now.”

         
         In the old days I had always been first in line when it came to accepting blame because most of the time I deserved it. That
            was no longer the case.
         

         
         “I don’t think anybody in your family is happy right now, most especially not Kyle,” I told her. “He came here asking for
            help, and Mel and I are prepared to give it to him.”
         

         
         “Screw you!” Kelly replied. With that, she turned and stomped out of the house. I already suspected Jeremy wouldn’t show up
            to favor us with similar sentiments, and if he didn’t, that would count as yet another black mark against him. At least Kelly
            had cared enough to come looking for her son and raise hell about it.
         

         
         “That didn’t
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