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      They find his body at the bottom of Heceta Head Lighthouse—Ed Boone, a longtime volunteer who commits suicide rather than see his grim diagnosis to its bitter end. The strangeness of the old man's death makes the local news, but Garrison Gage thinks little of it until the famous Nora West sneaks into town with an unsettling letter in hand.

      Professing he wants to go to his grave with a clear conscience, Ed claims to be Nora's biological father. But the revelation stirs up all kinds of complicated emotions for the talented but troubled musician, who hires Gage to find out the truth.

      Yet the truth may be a lot more disturbing—and dangerous—than either of them expect.
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      The ocean churned, wild and unforgiving, buffeting the boat from all sides. It wasn't much of a boat, a pathetic fourteen-foot aluminum rust bucket with a pitiful ten-horsepower outboard motor that threatened to fly apart as it rattled violently in its casing, but Gage didn't care. He kept the throttle cranked to the max, his fingers on the handle already so numb he barely felt them. The roaring wind in his ears, the cold rain in his eyes—he might as well have been blind and deaf for all the good his senses did him.

      Yet still he strained, squinting into the murk of night, searching for the yacht he knew had to be out there.

      His bruised and beaten face, his left eye almost completely swollen closed, made it even harder to see anything. For now, he saw only the next ocean swell, white-capped and ferocious, sweep toward him out of the swirls of blues and blacks. The boat crested the wave, catching air, and slammed down hard in a spray of salty mist. Gage knew he risked capsizing, pushing the little boat with such abandon, but what other choice did he have?

      If he hurried, he might still save them.

      The storm had come on suddenly, following one of the most beautiful September days they'd had in years. Sunny and still, high sixties, with an extended forecast of many more days like it to come—and then, out of nowhere, this. A raging monster that surged out of the west with all the suddenness of a heart attack.

      Nothing. He saw nothing. He blinked away the stinging salt water, hoping, praying for some sign. Was he even heading west? Dizzy, disoriented, his head still ringing from all the punches he'd taken to the face, he was no longer sure. He could have been heading up or down, his sense of direction was so out of whack. He glanced over his shoulder, trying to reaffirm his course, and was reassured when he saw the telltale glow high up on Heceta Head.

      The lighthouse.

      It was still there. Of course it was still there. It was hardly more than a yellow smear, but when the rest of the world was black and full of hidden dangers, a yellow smear could provide all the hope a person needed. The source of so much strife, the focal point of so much of his effort the past few weeks—and yet there it was, still persisting, still true to its singular mission regardless of all the chaos. Show us the way. Save us from the rocks. Bring us home. He hoped it would do the same for him. Once he found the yacht. Once he saved them.

      "Garrison."

      His first name, a whisper in all that howling wind, should not have been something he could hear. Yet he had. He'd heard it as clearly as he'd heard it spoken so many hundreds, thousands of times before. He would have known that voice if it had been seven years or seven hundred.

      He turned, with all the slowness and apprehension of a man who feared that any sudden movement would prove this all to be a dream, and saw her perched at the front of the boat. A dark, pleasing shape. Long black hair whipped around her face. Her eyes flashed momentarily white as the boat lurched over the next ocean swell. Like her voice, he should not have been able to identify her from these sparse details, but he could. This was no dream. How could it be a dream? The way she gripped the metal bow with both hands, the way she arched her back and leaned into the storm—it was all too real, all too particular, all too her for this to be a dream.

      "Janet?"

      "It's me, sweetie."

      "What are you doing here?"

      She said nothing. He felt a terrible quench of loneliness, the worst he'd felt in all the years since she'd died. His wife. His true love. The woman who'd meant everything to him, and the woman he'd failed not once, but many times, and in the end, too. In the end, he'd failed her in the worst possible way. Someone had come to kill him and ended up killing her instead. He could move three thousand miles away to try to forget his failure, and in an instant, with nothing more than his name, all that time and distance was gone and it was as if his failure was yesterday.

      "Don't give up hope," she said.

      He blinked and she was gone. He blinked a few more times, hoping to bring her back, but he saw nothing but the raging storm ahead.

      "Janet?" he said.

      The word had barely fallen from his lips when a fiery explosion—an outline of a yacht briefly visible within the most intense oranges and yellows he'd ever seen—lit up the western sky.
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      One week earlier, as the sun slipped behind an indigo ocean as smooth and shiny as a taut ribbon, Gage crammed the last of the plastic totes into the white Corolla and shut the trunk. A bit too forcefully. A slam, really.

      Even reflected in the rear window, the ocean and the sky, glimpsed through the fir trees and over the tops of the houses down the hill, were full of the kind of vibrant colors usually only seen in the many artist galleries that populated the Oregon coast: a mix of warm crimsons, pulsating yellows, and a wide spectrum of blues that ranged from the most somber shade to the lightest and cheeriest.

      It had been a particularly stunning sunset, the latest in a long stretch of stunning sunsets, but Gage was in no mood to enjoy it.

      "I just don't know why you have to take the cat," he said.

      Zoe's answer, if she'd even heard him, was the distinctive clink of a seatbelt. He took a step around the car and saw her leaning over the cat carrier, a massive orange crate she'd bought on Amazon when he'd refused to give her the older, smaller, and, honestly, infinitely inferior cat carrier they'd had ever since he'd inherited the cat and all its paraphernalia from his deceased house cleaner—and Zoe's grandmother—three years earlier. Through the gaps in the carrier, he saw the cat peering out at him with its large yellow eyes, seemingly happy to the point of smugness. The color of the carrier matched the color of the tabby's thick orange fur, which, knowing Zoe, was probably deliberate.

      A breeze ruffled the arbor vitae that separated his house from his closest neighbors. Down below, on Highway 101, a truck downshifted as it prepared to haul its load up the many hills of Barnacle Bluffs. Gage took another couple steps toward Zoe just as she turned, and, because the gravel driveway was loose and uneven—another sore point because he'd refused to pave it even though he had the money—his right foot came down in a divot. This created an awkward twist that predictably sent a painful shiver into his worthless right knee.

      Seeing his grimace, Zoe shook her head and crossed her arms, looking so much older than her nineteen years. Of course, she'd always been older than her years, even when he first met her and she was still in her Goth stage: black, baggy clothes, black hair, and so many earrings, nose rings, and other jewelry affixed to her face that she set off metal detectors at the courthouse when they went to her adoption hearing. Now all that remained of that rebellious time was a single diamond stud so tiny some people had mistakenly pointed out to her that she had a bit of glitter stuck to the side of her nose.

      As for the rest of her? Gone was the near-religious commitment to the color black. Her hair, a luxurious auburn highlighted by just a few threads of blond—a look that some women spent a small fortune to achieve in a salon and yet was entirely natural, flowed in gentle, billowing curls to her shoulders. The hip-hugging jeans, the V-neck gray cardigan over the powder-blue T-shirt, and the leather mesh sandals—all of it could have come straight from a J.Crew catalog. Even her toenails had been painted the same blue as her shirt.

      Yet it would have been a mistake to think that the young woman before him was a carbon copy of some preppy who frequented Martha's Vineyard, or that she'd suppressed her fierce intelligence behind a conformist facade. A while back, he'd made the mistake of asking if she was making a deliberate choice to blend in with people better, which prompted her to unleash a blistering two-hour tirade about the real definition of feminism in the modern era.

      "Acting up again?" she said, nodding toward his knee.

      He shrugged.

      "You know—" she began.

      "Don't," he said.

      "I was only going to say—"

      "I know exactly what you were going to say. You were going to remind me, as you and others have done many times before, about the wonders of modern medicine. Let's just pretend we had the conversation this time, shall we? I want to stay focused on why you're stealing my cat."

      Zoe rolled her eyes. "The reason everybody keeps bringing up knee surgery is because you're so damn stubborn about it. You were never supposed to have just that one surgery, but you refuse to go back. Cobalt-chromium and titanium plating, wear-resistant plastic molded just for your knee—"

      "Boy, you've done a lot of research."

      "It'll change your life!"

      "It's an unnecessary expense."

      "God, you're impossible. That's not why you don't get it done, and you know it. You don't get it fixed because you want to suffer."

      "Now you sound like Tatyana—right before she left me, too."

      This gave her pause. He knew it would. Zoe, with everything she'd been through, had one of the hardest shells to crack. She didn't break easy. She didn't break at all, really. But for her to even get misty-eyed, that was a rare event. He definitely saw a bit of glistening there, maybe even a tear if pushed to the brink. It wasn't really fighting fair, bringing up Tatyana, but he didn't feel like fighting fair.

      Truthfully, Tatyana hadn't left him—they'd left each other, or he'd left her and she'd let him do it, but in the end it was all a muddle, as the ends of relationships often were. His lovely girlfriend of nearly six months, a doctor who'd emigrated from Ukraine when she was a young woman in search of a better life, had finally decided that all the troubles in her homeland demanded some personal sacrifice, whatever that meant, so she'd announced one morning over pancakes and scrambled eggs that she was going back. A month, a year, she didn't know for how long. Did this mean they were through? She said she preferred to think of it as taking a break. He said he preferred something a little more definitive.

      There'd been shouting. Scrambled eggs thrown against the wall. That whole business about his knee had been brought up out of the blue, along with lots of other long-simmering minor feuds all folded into the bigger one. Deep down, though he hadn't said it aloud, he'd actually preferred to wait for her, call it a break, a reset, a long-distance relationship, whatever. He'd wanted to hold on to whatever she would give him, but he didn't think that was fair to her. She was going home to finally deal with the guilt because of her choices, the people she'd left behind, the people she'd hurt. He didn't want to give her any more reason to feel guilty.

      If anyone was well acquainted with all the dangers of piling on the guilt, it was Gage.

      But damn it, he had to draw the line somewhere.

      "Let's get back to the cat," he said.

      Zoe groaned. "You're just deflecting."

      "And you're stealing my pet."

      "It's not stealing if you own it! Grandma actually got Carrot for me, after I came to live with her. That's his name, you know. Carrot. Not 'the cat,' as you so lovingly refer to him. If you can't even use his name, why in the world do you think he belongs with you?"

      "I use his name. I use it all the time."

      "Uh huh."

      "Carrot. See, not so hard. Carrot, would you like Zoe to steal you away from me? If you don't answer, I'll assume you're blissfully happy in this life. See, no answer. I knew it. He's silently outraged at this injustice you're foisting upon him. Upon Carrot. Because that's his name."

      "Congratulations, you passed the first test in pet ownership. Now, when's the last time you fed him?"

      "Well …"

      "Changed his litter box? Took him to the vet?"

      "He goes to the vet?"

      "When's the last time you even petted him, for God's sake?"

      "Last week, when I sat down near him, he started purring. Does that count? At least, I think that sound was him. It might have been the furnace acting up again."

      He smiled. She didn't. He tried a wink. She ignored it. It was becoming abundantly clear that he'd taken his concern for the cat—for Carrot—as far as he possibly could. He knew what this little song and dance was about. She did too. What was that line? Something about partings and sweet sorrow? He thought about saying as such, to see if he could get her into another bantering contest to determine who could remember the most lines from Shakespeare, a common game of theirs, but he knew she'd see right through that ploy just like she was seeing through this one.

      "Term doesn't even start for another week," he said.

      "I need time to settle in," she said.

      "What about Todd? How's he handling this, you moving away?"

      "First of all, his name is Zachary. And second of all, when did you suddenly become concerned about what he thinks?"

      "I know he cares about you a lot. I just don't like to think of him heartbroken."

      "Uh huh. You told me if I ever married a cop, you wouldn't attend the wedding."

      "I never said that."

      "Yeah, well, he's got his job here, and we're trying the long-distance thing for a while and seeing how it goes."

      "This was his idea or yours?"

      "What difference does it make?"

      "Ah! It was yours."

      "Will you stop? This isn't about Carrot, Zachary, or any of that stuff. You're just cranky because I'm leaving."

      "Portland's a big city. I worry about you there."

      "Dad, you lived in New York for years. Portland is tiny compared to it. You know I'll be fine. Mostly I'll be sticking to the campus, anyway. My apartment is a block from PSU. Between that, the college library, and maybe Powell's bookstore now and then, I really don't need much else. I'm going to bury myself in books and learning. It's going to be wonderful! I know you never really wanted me to go to the community college, you wanted me to go straight to a four-year school, and now here I'm going and you're not happy about it. You should be excited for me."

      He barely heard anything after the word dad. She'd called him dad. First word out of her mouth. He doubted she was even conscious of it. In fact, he was quite certain she wasn't, considering how rarely she called him that, but it didn't blunt his joy any. She seldom spoke about her real parents, drug addicts who'd spent most of her childhood in and out of prison, both now deceased, and if she'd thought of anyone as a mother, it had been Mattie, her grandmother. Did she think of Gage as a father? Really think of him that way, after three years and all their ups and downs? How strange that a three-letter word like that could affect him so much. He'd never wanted kids—at least, that was what he'd told himself because Janet hadn't wanted them either—but right now there was nothing more important than being a father to the young woman in front of him.

      "I am excited for you," he said quietly.

      "You've got a funny way of showing it."

      "I just don't know what I'm going to do without my cat."

      "Ah, well. You can come visit him."

      "I can?"

      "Absolutely."

      "Tomorrow?"

      "Let's try for two weeks."

      "Hmm."

      "And I'll bring him down to visit you too."

      "He'd like that."

      They stood there for a while, nodding. The breeze picked up, stirring her hair across her face and neck. The tops of the arbor vitae shimmied against the deepening sky. At some point in the last few minutes, most of the fiery oranges and yellows, even most of the blue, had disappeared, leaving indigo fading into black. The color matched his mood, but he steeled himself against it. The big A-frame house was all lit up, every light on as she'd scurried from room to room packing the last of her things. It seemed incongruously bright for how empty it was. How empty it would be.

      "Well," he said, shrugging.

      "Yeah," she said.

      "Don't get too smart for me, all that book learnin' you're gonna do. I still want to be able to talk to you."

      "Uh huh. This coming from a guy who once read Encyclopedia Britannica cover to cover just for fun."

      "I was out of crossword puzzles that month. Besides—"

      Before he could finish, she burst into tears. She could have shot him with his Beretta and it would have shocked him less. While he was still fumbling around, trying to figure out how to respond, she seized him in a fierce hug. It wasn't exactly a loving embrace. It felt as if she was trying to squeeze all the air out of his lungs. Despite how small she was, she was certainly strong enough to do it. It took a moment to respond in kind, partly because she'd wrapped her arms in his own, and partly because they hugged so infrequently he always felt like he had to relearn how to do it with her each time they did. But he eventually got his arms around her, and he didn't want to let go, not ever.

      At some point he did. She got in her car, wiping her eyes, feigning a smile. She mumbled something about loving him. He mumbled it back. That was what they did. When it came to the important stuff, they mumbled. She shut the door and started the Toyota. He thought that was it, she was gone, and he felt as if a sinkhole had opened up beneath him, but then her expression turned puzzled.

      She pulled out her iPhone and answered it. There was a brief conversation he couldn't hear, then she clicked off and rolled down the window.

      "It was Alex," she said.

      "Oh?"

      "You really need to get a cell phone."

      He let this pass without comment. It would just bring another long-simmering feud to the front burner.

      "Anyway," Zoe said, "he wants you to come down to the bookstore."

      "Now?"

      "Now."

      "Why?"

      "I don't know, something about a woman who wants to hire you."

      "Did he tell her that I'm—"

      "Look, I'm not your secretary, okay? Just go down there. Maybe without me around all the time you'll finally have to get a phone."

      She rolled up her window and drove off. He watched her taillights disappear around the bend, listened until he couldn't hear the crunch of the tires on the gravel, and then stood there a while longer, wishing he could have ended their conversation on a better note. Then again, maybe that was appropriate. An argument, a hug, and capped off with just a bit of flippant attitude.

      It was all Zoe.
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      Except for Books and Oddities, the rest of the little, ramshackle Horseshoe Mall at the edge of town was dark by the time Gage got there. The antique shop, the baseball card store, the auction house at the back—all the owners had long since gone home by seven o'clock on a Sunday in mid-September. This was true for most of the shops in Barnacle Bluffs. People would often stay late during the height of the summer, hoping to make one more buck when the sun was shining and Highway 101 was choked with tourists, but after Labor Day it was tough to find a storekeeper who even managed to stay true to his posted hours.

      The light from the store's front window spilled onto the boardwalk, a yellow rectangle on weathered wood. The neon orange open sign pulsed in the deepening darkness. Gage parked his Volkswagen van, his sputtering, grumbling, old beast, his mustard-yellow monster that he planned to drive as long as people were still allowed to drive, in front of the shop next to Alex's green Toyota Sienna and killed the engine. On the other side of Alex's van was a black Lincoln Navigator, a big SUV monstrosity with tinted windows and a California plate.

      He saw the woman right away. She saw him, too, or at least she looked in his direction from her place at Alex's front counter, probably drawn by the van's emphysema-like wheezing that persisted long after he'd killed the engine.

      And he knew, at a single glance, that he'd seen this woman before. He didn't know from where, but he definitely recognized her.

      She didn't make it easy. The banks of fluorescent lights may have been bright, even for a bookstore, but they hardly warranted the hazel-tinted sunglasses that took up half her face. She wore a black, oversized beret tilted low on her forehead, the mounds of curly, dark hair framing her face as surely as a hood. It was a nice face, what he could see of it, a little round but in a good way, exuding a sort of vibrant wholesomeness that penetrated even her concealing ensemble. She was short, even standing next to Alex, probably not much over five feet tall. A black wool trench coat, the collar turned up high, was big and bulky enough, especially with how short she was, to mostly hide her figure, but he did get a tantalizing sense of a bosomy, curvaceous form underneath.

      How did he know her? He sat there in the cooling van mulling it over until Alex looked over his shoulder at him, raising those big expressive eyebrows as if to ask just what he was doing. Then Gage donned his fedora—two could play the hat game—and went inside, hobbling up the steps with his cane. He wished he could have left the cane in the van. He always did when meeting a pretty woman. But the aches were just too piercing.

      The familiar scent of old books, an intoxicating odor if there ever was one, greeted him as soon as he stepped inside.

      "Took your time about it," Alex said.

      Bald, perpetually rumpled, and armed with the kind of thick, envy-inducing mustache that only a rare few men could ever hope to grow, Gage's old friend perched in his usual place on his stool behind his counter, mountains of dog-eared paperbacks, glossy kid books, and hardcovers with chipped and nicked jackets piled high around him. The day's trade, most likely. Gage barely acknowledged him with a glance, he was so distracted by the woman's smile.

      She'd lit up as soon as he walked through the chiming door, flashing him a row of pearly whites that would probably make men and women alike weak in the knees. And actually did, because it was her smile that finally allowed him to place her. He hadn't met her after all, though he did know her. Millions of people did.

      "Nice hat," Gage said. It was the first thing that came to mind.

      "Yours too," she said.

      "Nora West?"

      "You know me. I'm flattered."

      "I like your music."

      "Thank you."

      She smiled again. The compliment sounded inane coming out of his mouth, so pedestrian, the type of thing he was sure she heard dozens of times a day. He wished he could have said something more insightful, maybe something about how her music was a wonderful mix of jazzy R&B, modern pop, and solid folk music that gave it a timeless appeal. Her songs, not all of them, but most, were the rare kind that you could not only sing to in the shower, they actually stayed with you in a lasting way. If most of the popular songs on the radio were as fulfilling as fast food hamburgers, hers were home cooking all the way, the good kind.

      That was what he should have said. Yet her thank you was impressively genuine, or at least seemed so. It might have still been practiced, but she was good at it. In the way she spoke just those two words, she made him feel like he was her only fan. And he was, if he admitted it to himself, a fan, as much as Gage was a fan of anything.

      "Here buying books?" he asked. Another inane comment. He was really on a roll.

      She laughed and took off her glasses, placing them on the counter in front of her, looking at him with big brown luminous eyes that were just as rich and genuine as her smile. They were soulful, those eyes, and they were a perfect fit for her music. "No," she said, "though Alex does have a very nice shop. But I'm here to see you."

      "Ms. West surmised," Alex said, with a wry grin, "as most people who want to get in touch with you eventually do, that the best way to reach out to you is by contacting me."

      "It's that stupid series of articles Buzz Burgin wrote," Gage said. "He made you seem like my Dr. Watson."

      "That's part of it. The other part is your absolute commitment to a nineteenth-century hermit lifestyle."

      "Hey, I have Wi-Fi."

      "Uh huh. Are you going to keep it now that Zoe's moving out?"

      "We'll see."

      "Exactly." Alex looked at Nora. "I'm sorry. It's an old beef I have with him. I don't mean to make you feel bad for coming here. It's fine, really."

      "No, no, no," Nora said, "it's all right. You're old friends, obviously. That's nice. I always like seeing that, you know, the way old friends get along. Even when they bicker, they don't, you know? Anyway, it's good. It's fine."

      She'd tried to say this in a lighthearted way, but Gage detected a poignancy there, a barely detectable undercurrent of sadness, or longing, a hint of something missing or broken, and it was the first time, but not the last, that he realized something remarkable about Ms. West: she was lonely. Profoundly so.

      "Well," Gage said, "I do want to punch Alex in the face now and then. So far, I've managed to restrain myself—only because his beautiful wife would kill me if I made his face any less pleasant to look at than it already is."

      "Hey, I'm a handsome fellow," Alex said. "Back when I was a young man, still in the FBI, I had to fight women off with a stick."

      "Oh God," Gage said, "not more of the 'when I was a young FBI lad' stories … Nora, don't listen to a word out of his mouth. Most of it is about as true as what's in the novels in his store."

      "How about the part where I kicked you out of the academy?"

      "I dropped out."

      "You dropped out because I was going to kick you out."

      "No, I just didn't like the weather in Virginia."

      Alex shook his head and turned to Nora. "You better tell him quick why you're here. Otherwise this Abbott and Costello routine will go on for hours."

      Nora chuckled. "Abbott and Costello. Alex, that reference really dates you. Just how old are you, exactly?"

      "Ah," Gage said, "I think I'm really going to like Ms. West."

      "Nora," she said. "Please, just Nora."

      "Fine. Garrison for me. Alex. Or Old Man Alex, as we call him around these parts. That works, too."

      "Hey!" Alex said.

      "Anyway," Gage said, "I'm still waiting for the big reveal here. I assume you didn't come all the way out here to the ends of the Earth to meet me just because rumors of my dashing good looks and my one-in-a-million personality have finally spread far and wide?"

      "One in a million," Alex muttered, "that part's certainly true."

      "Would it break your heart," Nora said to Gage, "if I told you that wasn't the reason?"

      "A little," Gage said, "but I'll get over it. Can I ask you something? Is that a rental out there, or did you drive all the way from Los Angeles?"

      "I drove. It's mine."

      "Ah."

      "From San Francisco, actually. I have a place in LA, but I actually live most of the time in my condo in the Bay Area."

      "That's still a long haul. Ten hours?"

      "I went up the coast, so it took more like twelve. But I didn't want to risk the airports, not for this. The paparazzi, you know. I didn't want the attention."

      "Okay, now you've really piqued my interest."

      "I hope so," Nora said. "I really want to hire you. I know it's kind of crazy, me just jumping in a car and driving up here, but I had no choice. I'll pay any price, really. Money's not an issue. So whatever it costs—"

      "Hold on now," Gage said. "Before we talk rates, I need at least a sense of what you want me to do."

      "Wow," Alex said. "I'm surprised."

      "What?" Gage said.

      "You almost sound ready to say yes already. It's not like you. I warned Ms.—Nora, I warned Nora that she was probably going to be disappointed, considering how often you tell people no."

      "Maybe I need the work."

      "Uh huh."

      Gage, not liking his tone, let it pass. He nodded at Nora, encouraging her to proceed. She took a deep breath.

      "Do you know about the suicide at Heceta Head Lighthouse?" she asked. "Last Wednesday?"

      "Yeah. Just what I read in the Bugle. A volunteer there, an old guy, let himself in late at night when no one was around. He threw himself from the top—took a header right onto the … I'm sorry, did I say something wrong?"

      Nora's face had visibly paled. She swallowed as if she had tasted something unpleasant, started to say something, then shook her head and gestured for him to continue.

      "It'll become clear in a minute," Alex said.

      "Okay," Gage said. "I read they found a suicide note on him. Something about him having Alzheimer's and not wanting to wither away. I don't think the Florence police released his name, did they?"

      "No," Alex said. "Not officially. But Nora here already had an idea who it was, and I made a few calls to some of my friends in the FBI before you got here. Does the name Ed Boone ring a bell?"

      "It sounds familiar," Gage said.

      "I'll give you a hint. You know that hole-in-the-wall diner you like to eat at now and then?"

      "McAllister's?"

      "That's the one. You remember what it was called originally?"

      "Yeah, I think it was Ed's Diner … Wait. Ed Boone. That's where I'd heard it before. He was the original owner, wasn't he?"

      "Good job. Not many people even know that. He sold it over twenty years ago."

      "I didn't think he was alive."

      "I guess almost nobody did. Yet he's been living right here in town the whole time—not far from you, it would seem. You know that apartment complex on Driftwood Drive, the one on the other side of that undeveloped forest area behind your house?"

      "He lived there?"

      "Apparently."

      "And he volunteered at Heceta Head Lighthouse? That's an hour away." He looked at Nora. "Okay, what exactly is going on here? What does this have to do with you?"

      She no longer seemed like she might lose her dinner, but she was still having trouble speaking. She tried a couple times, shook her head, and then retrieved a wrinkled business envelope from the inside pocket of her trench coat. She handed it to him.

      "It's—It's probably easier if you just read this first," she said.

      It had already been opened. Both the address and the return address were handwritten in blue ink, the letters small but uneven, as if from a shaky hand. The sender was Edward M. Boone, and just as Alex had said, the address was the apartment complex not far from Gage's house. Nora West's address was her condo in San Francisco. The T in her last name was slightly smeared, the paper around the letter warped, as if it had gotten wet but then dried. From the rain, perhaps. Or tears.

      The letter inside was a single sheet of white paper, folded twice. The text was typewritten—not from a computer, but an actual typewriter, the darkness of each letter faded and uneven, as if the ribbon was on its last legs. It was on the front and the back. Most of the lowercase t's were chopped off at the top, so they looked more like i's. A few of the words were scratched out with a blue pen, and Gage could see that most of them were just garbled versions of the words that followed. The letter was still filled with plenty of typos and other errors:

      

      Dear Nora,

      I am writing you now becaus I dont havemuch time before thingsreally go south and I cant remember even the important stuff. But Ive never been a very lucky man so I dont want to wait.

      I want to get the hard part out of the way straight off.

      Im your father.

      There I said it. Im sure you get all kinds of kooky letters from fans so your liable not to believe it. Thats OK. But keep an open mind now. I want you to know the truth. Its important I think. Your mother didnt want me in her life and I honord her choice. She didnt want me to never tell you and I honord that for a long time to. Even after I heard she died I didnt write you.

      Butyou deserv to know the truth. Your mother and I had an affair. It just happend. She worked at the casino as a waitress. I was married with two boys, had the diner, a lot of stress. Deedee was a lot of fun, easy to talk to. Then she got pregnant. She didnt tell me for a long time. She finally said I had to choose her or Kathy. I chose Kathy. My boys really needed their father and I still loved Kathy. I loved your mom too in a different way so it wasnt easy.

      So Deedee told me that was fine but I couldnt never see you. If I tried shed tell Kathy and the boys. I saw you aroudn town sometimes and you were so cute but I kept my distance like she wanted. Sad thing is things went south with Kathy and she moved to California with the boys. Most of it was my drinking but some of it was just us growing apart. I thought about trying to reconnect wiht Deedee but she was with that other guy by then and I saw you with him in the Jaybee's parking lot and saw the way you looked at him and knew he was the daddy you desrved. Then he got a job in Nevada I guess from what I heard and you all moved away.

      I been alone ever since. Lots of years alone. Boys grew up and didnt want nothing to do with me and I cant blame them much since I wasnt very good to them after I took to the drinking. Sad right? I chose Kathy because I wanted to be there for the boys and I wasnt anyway. I worked the diner for a while but really lost heart. Sold it at a good price. Sold everthing really. The house had a lot of painful memories. I moved into this little apartment and just lived off what I had. Amazing how long you can do that if you dont spend much.

      I did eventually get so bored I started volunteering at Heceta Lightouse. It was something to do in a place where nobody knew me. Not that anybody really knows me in Barnacle Bluffs either. They did once. I was Ed at Ed's Diner.

      Its okay though. I just wanted you to know who your real father is. I know your mother didnt put down my name on the birth certificate so Im not sure there is a way to prove it except through a DNA test so you can do that if you want. Im sorry, Nora. I watched you become a star and many times I thought of writing you but I just didnt know how. I wish I could have been better. Not just for you but for everybody.

      Please forgive me. Itd be nice to have at least one person who doesnt hate me when Im gone.

      Sincerly,

      Ed (your father)

      

      P.S. I have a little money saved. I know you dont need it so Id like to donate it to the library here in town. I wrote up a will saying so and Im leaving it on the bookshlef.I named you Executor. Its in an envelope filed under Boone between the books. The library was real good to me. I dont want my boys to get it since they dont even care whether I live or die. I also heard from some people that they became real bad sorts. Anything else I have can be given to Goodwill. Its not worth nothing. But your the Executor so you decide whats best.

      

      Gage looked up when he was finished. "Wow," he said. "That's quite a letter. You lived here?"

      Nora nodded. "Until I was thirteen."

      "You'd think that would be known around these parts. It's not like we have all that many famous people from Barnacle Bluffs."

      "Well, I didn't go to school a whole lot back then, and Mom didn't care. Plus I was still Nora Storm-Tree."

      "Nora what?"

      She laughed. It was more of a sharp snort than a laugh, but considering how out of sorts she'd appeared moments ago, he was glad to see any expression of levity from her. "My mother was part of the Kayok tribe. You know, the ones behind Golden Eagle Casino? I was born on the reservation. Storm-Tree was my actual last name until I changed it when I turned eighteen."

      Gage glanced at the letter. "Do you have reason to think this is true?"

      "I don't know. It could be. Why would he make it up? That's why I'm here. I want to hire you to find out. You're going to keep all this to yourself, right? Based on your reputation, I kind of figured you would keep it confidential. I really don't want all this stuff out right now. I guess I should have asked this before. This whole thing is so impulsive. Kind of stupid of me, talking so much about everything before—"

      "Don't sweat it, Nora. Your secret is safe with me. What did your mother tell you about your father?"

      "Not much. She said he was a fisherman out of Newport. She said they were only together a little while before he died in a bad storm at sea. I asked her his name many times, but she said his family didn't approve of them and she didn't want me to go snooping into their business. I always kind of figured it was a lie, but I didn't know how to go about finding out the truth. She was pretty stubborn about it."

      "How'd your mom die?"

      "House fire," Nora said. "But she always drank and smoke. She'd fall asleep with a cigarette in her hand. I told her how dangerous it was—at least when I was still living with her. That was a long time ago. I ran away from home when I was sixteen and never looked back. Mom was … a difficult woman. And that was before Larry split. After that, she was difficult and a drunk."

      "Larry?"

      "Oh, that's the guy Ed mentioned in his letter, the guy that was kind of like my father. But it was just for a few years. We moved to Las Vegas with him because he got a job with a construction company down there. I think he did drywall. Can't remember. Anyway, we weren't even there a year and he took off to New Orleans with some stripper. He was nice to me. I remember I started calling him Dad and it kind of wigged him out, though. For a long time I blamed myself for him leaving. Figured I scared him off. At least until he tried to make contact again once I hit it big and asked for money. Then I saw him for the shallow asshole he was."

      "I'm sorry."

      She shrugged. "Water under the bridge. The nice thing about being rich? I can afford a lot of therapy."

      "What did your mom think? You know, when you became such a big star?"

      "Honestly? I don't think she even knew who I was."

      "Really?"

      "Yeah. I mean, it's not like I told her when I legally changed my last name to West, and by the time my first single went big, I think she was pretty much out of it. If she did, I'm surprised she didn't try to do what Larry did and hit me up for some cash, since she was living in this crappy trailer park in Henderson. I thought about going to her funeral, but I was too afraid the paparazzi would find me. I don't know why I wanted to go. It's not like she meant anything to me."

      Gage thought the truth was probably more complicated, as the truth about family often was, but he saw no reason to point that out. He looked at the letter again, considering.

      "So," he said, "you want my help."

      "Desperately," she said.

      "To find out if he's really your father?"

      "Yes. And everything else about him. About his life. I want to know who he was, really. I wish … I wish he hadn't done this. I wish we could have had some time together. It just doesn't make any sense. Why kill himself? He could have waited. We could have—could have had some time."

      Her voice cracked. She blinked heavily, her eyes misty. Alex produced a box of tissues and placed them on the glass counter in front of her. She took one, mumbled a thank you, but didn't use it, balling it up in her fist instead. The tears didn't come.

      Outside, a big RV rumbled up the highway. The neon open sign pulsed a brighter orange, mirrored in the deepening black of the window.

      "I'm sorry," she said. "I cried a lot on the way up here, but I thought I was past it."

      "You're entitled," Gage said. "Look, I'm happy to help you. But I do wonder, why not just do it yourself?"

      She sniffled. "I can't. Think about who I am. I mean, I'm not trying to sound egotistical or anything, it's just—"

      "The press," Gage said, nodding.

      "The paparazzi," she said. "All those vultures. I start asking around as me, and … well, it'll turn this city into a madhouse. I don't want that for me. I don't want that for Barnacle Bluffs either."

      "If it's true what he said about the will," Gage said, "your name's going to get out there soon enough."

      "Yeah, but they don't have to know I'm here. If I'm not here, it can look like some crackpot fan made it all up. But if I'm here …"

      "I get it," Gage said. "If you're here, the press will automatically treat it like it's true. I don't know how long that will work, but at least it might buy you a little bit of time."

      "That's all I'm hoping for," Nora said.

      Alex, who'd been silent for most of the conversation, drummed his fingers on the counter. "I wonder about that will," he said. "It doesn't sound like he had witnesses or had it notarized. I redid mine last year, and I know from what my lawyer told me that Oregon is a terrible state for wills without solid proof. He said without good witnesses, an estate will go to probate in Oregon for sure, and it's almost guaranteed to be a messy and expensive. I think his boys would get his money no matter what he wrote."

      Gage said, "He called it a 'new will.' Which, of course, implies that there's an old one."

      "Which means it will be even messier," Alex said.

      "I'll worry about that later," Nora said. "If it's true, if he is who says he is, I'll just write a check to the library for whatever he had. I mean, it can't be much, right?"

      "Probably not," Gage said, though something about the note made him wonder. Why would Ed make a point of expressing that he didn't want his sons to get the money if there wasn't much money to have? "Like you said, we can worry about that later. Right now we want to find out if any of this is true."

      "So you're really going to do it?" Nora said. "You're really going to help me?"

      Hopeful, eyes bright, she leaned forward and squeezed his arm. It wasn't much of a touch, most likely an automatic gesture, but there was still something electrifying about it. Even through his jacket's leather sleeve, he felt the sparks. There was definitely an attraction. Or was it just the thrill of being touched by the famous Nora West? He didn't know. In any case, she must have felt something, too, even if it was the mild embarrassment that accompanied unconsciously overstepping social norms, because she dropped her hand.

      "Yes," he said, "I'm going to help you."

      Alex chuckled. "Get it in writing."

      "And your fee?" Nora asked. "The amount isn't really a concern, but do you want me to pay you something up front? What do they call that? A retainer?"

      "We'll worry about that later," Gage said.

      "What he means," Alex said, "is that you shouldn't worry about it at all. Paying my friend here for his help is even tougher than getting him to agree to help you in the first place."

      "Oh, I won't accept that," Nora said. "I will pay you. I won't accept anybody's charity."

      She said the last part with a fierceness that surprised all three of them, because all three of them fell silent. The brief flare of defiance actually made her seem even more attractive to him, the way those big brown eyes lit up with a hidden fire. It was a stark contrast to that vibrant wholesomeness that emanated from her no matter how much she tried to play the part of the celebrity, a glimpse of determined independence behind that aura of goodness that surrounded her. She came off like a people pleaser, someone who just wanted you to like her, but the show of anger revealed a more complicated woman.

      "Sorry," she said, "that came out a little harsh."

      "No worries," Gage said. "I will send you an invoice at the appropriate time. Fair?"

      "Fair," she said.

      "Good. Now, how can I get in touch with you? I assume you're heading home in the morning."

      "No, I want to hang around here for a while. I don't have a concert for two weeks, and the other stuff I can just reschedule. I wanted time to write some songs, anyway."

      "Really? It's going to be hard to keep a low profile. Even checking in to a hotel—"

      "She can stay at the Turret House," Alex said. "But we're mostly booked up right now, meaning there will be lots of other guests around …"

      "Yeah," Gage said, "not a good option. Don't get me wrong, Nora. The B&B that he and his better half run is the best place to stay in town, no question, but not great for maintaining your privacy. I'd recommend the Inn at Sapphire Head, one of the best hotels in town, but I don't think you'd be better off there. Everyone has to come through the lobby. But if you don't mind staying in something not quite so fancy …"

      "I don't need fancy," she said.

      "Well, then there's this place down the hill from me called the Starfish Motel. Right on the beach, so you get a nice view. All the rooms have their own doors to the outside. Most of them have little kitchenettes, so you wouldn't have to eat out much. I'll book the room in my name so they'll never even see you, and I could even pick up groceries for you."

      "Wow," she said, "sounds perfect."

      "And if you like Greek cooking," Alex said, "I can almost guarantee you that my wife will be providing you with a few Meals on Wheels deliveries. She's a huge fan. She wouldn't be able to live with herself if she thought you were surviving off microwave dinners or something. I just hope you like baklava."

      "I love baklava. That's so nice. Why are you both being so nice?"

      Gage looked at Alex. His friend was just as dumbfounded by the question as he was.

      "What other way would we be?" Gage asked.

      "I don't know," Nora said. "I'm just so used to people who aren't nice to me. I seem to attract them like flies. They usually want something from me. But I don't get that sense from you two."

      "I hope not," Gage said. "All I usually want from people is for them to go away."

      She laughed.

      "It's true," Alex said. "The fact that Garrison is being nice to you is even more unexpected than the fact that he's agreed to help you. It means he likes you. Treat him well and he'll be loyal forever."

      "You make me sound like a dog," Gage said.

      Alex shrugged. "Well, if the bone fits …"

      "I'll try not to take it for granted," Nora said. "And Alex, your wife? You said she's a fan. I hope you're not offended by my asking, but, well, she won't …"

      "Tell anyone?" Alex said. "God no. Your secret is safe with her, too. Once you meet her you won't worry about it either, trust me."

      "That's putting it mildly," Gage said. "Eve is the kind of person who is impossible not to like. I don't think there's an ounce of meanness in her."

      "I once heard her curse in traffic," Alex said.

      "Really?" Gage said.

      "It may have only been 'darn,' but it definitely sounded like a curse. It was only once, though. Twenty years ago."

      "I don't believe it."

      "Yeah, well, I don't either. I probably dreamed it."

      Nora laughed. "You two. Don't you ever quit? Seriously, I really appreciate all this. Maybe it's all nothing, anyway, just another crazy letter from a fan. But I have to know. And it will get out that I'm here, trust me. Plus, if Ed really turns out to be my father, well, it will really get nuts around here. I want to apologize right now."

      "No need," Gage said. "You have just as much a right to be in this city as anyone else."

      "Seriously, though—" Nora said.

      "Seriously," Gage said, "don't worry about it. If they find you at the Starfish, we'll find you another place. We'll put you in a tent in the forest if we have to. If you want to be here, you can be here. Trust me when I say, the press is not my friend. The only people I like less are the police. Any opportunity to disappoint either group is seen, by yours truly, as a pure good."

      Alex said, "I can attest to the veracity of all of that."

      "Okay," Nora said. "But if it comes to it, I do have a backup option that might be a bit better than a tent in the forest."

      "Oh?"

      "My yacht."

      "You have a yacht?"

      "Yes. La Vie Sans Regrets. That's what I named it. A life without regrets, just to remind me to focus on living now. It's one of my few indulgences, and it's not that big, nothing like what Spielberg or Clapton have. Only a hundred feet. I can even sail it myself if I had to, though I do have a two-person crew. It's down in the Bay Area, of course, but all I have to do is give them the word and they'll sail it up here. If we have to, we can just stay a few miles out in the ocean and nobody will bother me."

      Alex shook his head. "I'm stuck on the 'only a hundred feet' part."

      "Really, it sounds more impressive than it is," Nora said.

      "Oh, I imagine it's still plenty impressive," Alex said.

      "Well." She shrugged.

      "Let's hope you don't have to go to that kind of trouble," Gage said. "You've got two weeks, right? Maybe we can find out what you need to know in that amount of time. First things first. You need a room for the night."
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      To Nora's credit, she didn't even wrinkle her nose when she saw Gage's van. Most people, he found, looked at his beloved Volkswagen as an alien creature, something that certainly didn't belong on the road and may not have even belonged on planet Earth. He told her just to follow him to the Starfish, then wait in her Navigator until he came back out with the keys.

      The night breeze still felt warm, and Gage drove with his window rolled down, marveling that the headlights in his side-view mirror actually belonged to the great Nora West. It didn't feel like it was really happening. Maybe he'd dreamed the whole thing, and he was in the throes of some kind of trauma-induced hallucination due to his grief over giving up his cat. Sure, that might be it. How else to explain the surreal coincidence of the musician who'd meant so much to him, probably more than any musician in his whole life, showing up out of the blue in Barnacle Bluffs, desperate for his help?

      He didn't tell her, nor was he sure he ever could, but her third album, One True Love, had really helped him through those dark years after Janet died. That first month especially—when the image of Janet submerged in the tub, eyes unseeing, skin already turning blue, would not subside, would not fade even the slightest no matter how drunk he got himself—the title song of the album had acted as a sort of lifeline preventing him from losing his sanity altogether. It was strange that he had not recognized Nora immediately, when her pretty face was on the back of all of her albums, but then, he hadn't spent a lot of time looking at the back of her albums. Mostly he'd been sitting in the dark, carried away by her soulful voice.

      He also hadn't listened to her at all in years, at least not by conscious choice. Sometimes he'd catch one of her songs when picking up milk at Jaybee's, or on the jukebox at McAllister's Diner on one of his infrequent visits, and he'd feel the combination of gratitude and nostalgia one got toward an old friend from the past who'd been there for you when it mattered most but eventually, life being what it is, had to chart a different path. Or you did. In the end, it was all the same.

      Yet she was here now. What did it mean? Coincidence? Of course. He didn't believe in fate. Still, it was interesting. He was no big believer in psychoanalysis either, especially the self-administered kind, but he would have to be a complete idiot not to see why he'd so quickly jumped at the chance to help her, especially by his own curmudgeonly standards.

      A debt was due. He needed to pay her back for what her music had done for him, and here was his chance.

      Five minutes later, he parked in one of the few unnumbered spots near the office of the Starfish Motel, a plain, two-story building on the west side of Highway 101 and down the hill from his house. It wasn't much to look at, to put it mildly, especially from the backside, with its flaking gray paint and rusting metal staircase, but he knew that the sweeping ocean view it afforded all of its occupants more than made up for its drab exterior. Plus, the rooms themselves, although plain, were pretty nice for the money.

      He motioned for her to park in the empty spot next to him, then gestured for her to wait in the Navigator. The hodgepodge of houses and other small motels that lined the street seemed quiet, many windows dark, parking lots less than half full, which was no surprise for a Sunday in September. A good night to slip in unnoticed.

      The clerk, a kid who smelled like cigarettes and was more interested in the episode of Pawn Stars playing on the TV mounted in the corner of the lobby than in Gage, said they had five rooms available that could be booked for the week. Gage chose one on the first floor on the corner, easier to get in and out without having to walk by a lot of people, and was back outside with the keys before the show had gone to commercial.

      She powered down her tinted window, once again wearing her sunglasses. He laughed.

      "What?" she asked.

      "Do you always wear sunglasses at night?"

      "Oh
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