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CHAPTER ONE
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THE HELICOPTER PILOT asked, “Where to next, Commander? The weather is dog shit out here and getting worse. This is a 2-F Day, and I don’t mean fun and frivolous. The winds are picking up, and the waves look like they’re hitting twenty-foot swells down there. I don’t know about you, but I have no intention of those waves licking my ass when this bird goes into the drink.”

Retired Navy SEAL Commander Charles “Kip” Hendricks had been warned about Cape Flattery, off the state of Washington’s coast. Known for its volatile weather and turbulent waters, its strong currents could carry disabled ships north toward the dangerous western shores of Vancouver Island.

“Shit and shineola,” the pilot muttered. Sweat beaded on his brow as he continued to maneuver the Ranger. Kip dropped his high-powered binoculars in his lap and grabbed the map to keep it from falling. He gripped the door handle as the helicopter bounced to the right and then the left. The veins in his hands protruded, and his knuckles had turned white and glossy. Finally, he said, “Okay you’ve convinced me. How much time do we have?”

“The way this baby is rockin’ and with those storm clouds closing in, fifteen minutes tops, if we’re lucky. We need to get the hell out of here. The sooner the better. Don’t push your luck.”

“Ah, crap.” Kip glanced out the window, unwilling to accept the situation. He knew the pilot was right. The soot-colored clouds were mounting up, rolling in fast. “I really wanted to see those ships.”

“Trust your GPS, Commander. They’re still out there, right on course.”

“Yeah, but the big question is, who else is out there?”

“Are you serious?” The pilot looked at him. “The Pacific is one tough mama. Only the insane would be stupid enough to be out there today.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

“As much as you want to save the world, you can’t.”

“I can sure as hell try.” Kip clenched his jaw and narrowed eyes. He raised his binoculars and took one last look west.

“That you can, sir, and we appreciate everything you do.”

Kip pointed on the map to the southwest corner of Vancouver Island. “Is there any chance of checking out Port Renfrew when we head back?” He wouldn’t give it up. He wanted to see the lay of the land and any boating traffic that he deemed unusual. His gut instinct said those ships weren’t coming in without a welcoming party somewhere.

“Yes, definitely.” The pilot grinned. “Anything to get me back in the Straits. I’ll just drop a little lower so radar can’t catch us, head over that way, and then I’ll follow the shipping lanes back. If you see something you want me to check out, just say so.”

“Good enough.” Kip reached for the grip as the Ranger made a wide banking turn east toward the northern side of the Strait of Juan de Fuca. Kip looked down at the frigid Pacific waters and shuddered. He had to agree with the pilot; only a crazy—or dedicated person would ever venture out in this.
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CHAPTER TWO
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JEANNIE ROGERS PULLED into the gravel parking lot and glanced around. The lot was empty, exactly what she expected on this Monday in March. She parked her van facing out toward the bay and stared out, hoping to get a glimpse of the blue-and-red high-speed catamaran ferry returning from Victoria, heading south to Seattle. Instead, her view was a wash of gray, next to impossible to see anything.

Her mood fit the day, gloomy and damp. That was typical for the Pacific Northwest. Even if the sun were shining, it wouldn’t improve how she felt. The morning from hell with her brother, the accountant, had been bad enough, but having to combine it with this day, was, well painful.

She picked up her homemade driftwood wreath and gazed at their picture she had glued between the little sticks. At the last minute, she added two red candles connected by a long wick—a ritual she thought she’d outgrown but hadn’t.

“Ah, Brian, why did you have to get yourself killed?” She stared at his picture, wanting an answer. Just like the previous four years, she knew there wouldn’t be one. She brushed away the tears and bit her lip to keep from breaking down. No room for a pity party today. In less than three hours she was expected up at Eagle’s Nest Lodge to prepare dinner for a conference starting that evening.

Protecting the wick, she carefully placed the wreath in a plastic bag and tucked the lighter in her pocket. Stepping out of the van, she felt drizzle brushing her face. She pulled up her hood and looked around for the opening to the trail down to the beach.

The money to maintain all the parks on the island had dried up ages ago, so the smaller ones had to fend for themselves and rely on volunteers. From the overgrowth of the bushes, it looked like everything could use a good cut and style. Maybe after next week she could get down here with her clippers. 

She headed toward the old madrona tree at the top of the path that had initials chiseled all over it. Last year she’d been shocked to discover her twenty-three-year-old daughter Betsy’s and her latest love Graham’s initials had been carved in an intricate art display declaring their love. 

After a quick walk down the incline, Jeannie stood at the water’s edge. Like she planned, the tide was just starting out. She kneeled and placed her wreath in the wet sand and lit the wick. Once the connection burned, she nudged it out in the water and sat back hugging her knees. The wreath bobbed in the shallow water, slowly making its way out of the cove and then to the open waters. She closed her eyes and said a quick prayer and thanked Brian for the years they’d had together. She focused on a happy moment, but her body still shook with grief.

Finally, she stood. In the gloom she could still make out the minute glow of the candles bobbing along. Over the sound of the waves marking time, only the distinct whir of a low-flying helicopter could be heard.

Brushing away her tears, she turned to leave but stopped. Something had caught her attention. At first, she thought it might be a deer, but the adrenaline rush in her body said differently. Jeannie scanned the hillside and listened. Now the hair on the back of her neck tingled. If she didn’t know better, she’d say someone was watching her. Brian had always told her to rely on her instincts, and right now they told her to get out of there. She had no weapon other than her lighter and keys, so she picked up a couple of rocks, stuck them in her pocket, and scurried up the hill to her van.
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CHAPTER THREE 
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AS SHE HURRIED out her back door, Jeannie was relieved to see the rain had stopped. The tires on her van were close to bald and should have been replaced ages ago. Without the rain, she wouldn’t have to worry about slip sliding her way up to the lodge. Maybe she could even make up a bit of time because she was already thirty minutes late.

The scenic drive heading north up Hartz Island was one of her favorites. The beauty of the dark evergreen trees and the craggy shoreline were showcased where the trees touched the water’s edge. The road followed Whinsome Bay and then jutted inward, picking up the main road going north and south. Jeannie thought of the road as the backbone of the island, with all the other roads being the ribs.

After Brian’s death, she had thrown caution to the wind and decided to follow her dream of opening a café. One thing she’d learned that life was short and could be taken away in a heartbeat. Over the years, they’d often vacationed on Hartz Island, so it made sense to move there.

Driving along she realized she was excited about the conference and the opportunity to make some extra cash. Usually, the lodge was closed this time of year, but when Brooke Erickson, Betsy’s friend, received a call to reserve the entire lodge for a week-long meeting, Brooke had jumped at the chance. The off-peak season could be long and lean.

She was glad she could focus on the conference instead of the dismal visit with her brother earlier that day. According to him, she was on the verge of losing the café. Sitting at home brooding and feeling sorry for herself wasn’t on the agenda.

And lately Betsy had been pestering her to start dating, but the whole idea of it made her cringe. Even if she wanted to date, Jeannie had no idea who, or when for that matter. She never left the café. On top of it all, there hadn’t been anyone she found even remotely interesting.

“What the hell?” she yelled. She yanked the steering wheel sharply to the left to avoid hitting a jogger in the twilight. Jeannie looked in the rearview mirror to make sure he was okay but nearly missed her turn. She slammed on the brakes hard, and then skidded, making an abrupt right turn down the lodge lane, nearly clipping the mailbox. Breathing hard, she tried to get her temper under control. If she weren’t so late, she’d go back and yell at the guy for almost hitting him. He had appeared out of nowhere wearing dark clothing. How stupid can you be, buddy?

She bumped her way down the last stretch of the dirt road lined with towering evergreens and firs. It never ceased to amaze her that a lodge sat at the end of the lane. The rustic cedar building perched majestically, overlooking the inlet at the end of a deep channel. The old lodge had been in Brooke’s extended family for years, and now she managed it for her aging aunt and uncle.

Jeannie parked her van at the rear, next to the kitchen door, to unload. With her heart still pounding, she took a couple of breaths to regain her composure. Her mantra was a smile, no matter what she felt inside. Lipstick helped, so she reapplied her Kiss Me Red, like that was ever going to happen, with a touch of gloss, fastened her shoulder-length auburn hair into a clip, and hopped out.

“Hey, you made it,” Brooke called out, holding open the screen door that led into the kitchen. “I was beginning to wonder. Normally you’re early. Do you need help?”

“No, I’m fine, but thanks. I just had one of those afternoons. Is anyone here yet?” Jeannie asked, carting in supplies.

“Just a couple of people. Graham is meeting a seaplane coming in now, and then he’ll meet the last ferry.”

“Aren’t you sorry your aunt and uncle are in Arizona for the winter? You could’ve used the extra help.”

“Nope. They don’t do well with change and would be appalled how I’ve handled everything. Anyway, why don’t I unpack this for you while you get the rest of the stuff?”

“Sounds good. Who’s watching Jonah for you?” Jeannie looked around for Brooke’s three-year-old son. Before Brooke could answer, a familiar voice called from the hallway.

“Hey, Mom.” Betsy stepped into the room holding on to Jonah’s hand.

“Hi, Neenie,” shouted Jonah, jumping and waving his free hand.

Jeannie grinned at her daughter and the toddler. “Hello, Jonah. Hi, honey, this is a surprise. What are you doing here?”

“SOS.” She pointed at Brooke.

“My cousin canceled at the last minute. Flu,” Brooke interjected.

“I’m watching Jonah here and at the studio. Plus doing general maid service,” Betsy explained. “Right, Jonah?”

“Whight.” He grinned and wiggled.

“Oh my.” Jeannie looked at the two of them, not sure what to think.

“Hey, Mom, don’t look so surprised. Money is scarce this time of year. We aren’t exactly at the peak of the tourist season, you know.”

Betsy looked exactly like Brian had when Jeannie first met him, lanky with sandy brown hair and a face full of freckles. Betsy had been an art student at the University of Washington when her father was murdered. Jeannie always wondered how Betsy had gotten her strength to continue and graduate. At the time, Jeannie barely made it.

“So how did your meeting go with Uncle Will?”

“Later.” She scrunched her face. “You know how he can be.”

“Okay, I’ll change the subject. Did you read your horoscope today?” Before she could protest, Betsy continued, “it said you were going to have a love interest. I saved it in case you wanted to read it.”

Jeannie rolled her eyes and continued unpacking.

“No thanks, honey. I’ll pass. It’s not a romance I need—it’s more like a...” Jeannie paused, “a winning lottery ticket. Like that ever happens. Why you still read those astrology things is beyond me. They’re never right. Here, make yourself useful.” She handed her daughter supplies and continued with her lecture. “The problem is they lead people to believe their lives will change, and in the end, it’s the same. For me, horoscopes are in the same boat as...well...”

“What?” Betsy asked. Brooke stood by grinning.

“Hmm...Let me think about this for a moment. That full-moon-midnight-dance thing, where people told fortunes and read palms and you howled at the moon. I’m still hearing comments about it. People thought for sure you two had lost it.”

“You never know, Jeannie,” Brooke chimed in. She leaned against the counter laughing. “From what I understand, we now have our own resident psychic on the island. We won’t have to import anyone. We’ll just ask her.”

“You’re kidding me. Who?” Jeannie stopped unloading and looked at Brooke and Betsy. They were having fun with her, she could tell, but they both nodded in agreement.

“The woman who bought the botanical farm,” replied Brooke. “She’s a certified holistic healer, but she also has special talents like communicating with the spirit world. Her card says, ‘Spiritual Intuitive Advisor and Healer.’”

“You’re serious? I met her this morning. She has dark, curly hair, exotic-looking, slightly younger than me? Forty?” Jeannie asked, not entirely convinced they were talking about the same person. “Montana Worthington?”

“Yep, that’s the one. She stopped by to see if she could hold seminars and weekend clinics here.”

“Uh.” Jeannie reflected for a second. “I liked her. We talked for quite a while. She didn’t mention anything to me about being an ‘advisor,’ just that she bought the farm. In fact, now that I think about it, we didn’t talk about her much at all. I hope you two don’t get any goofy ideas and talk her into doing something bizarre here.”

“Us?” Betsy laughed. “Besides, let me remind you, tomorrow is a full moon. Get ready for odd things to happen. Woooooeeee magic.”

Brooke smiled and winked at Jeannie.

“I’m telling you, Mom, you need to be a believer. People do weird things when there’s a full moon. Behaviors change, magic happens. Even schoolteachers say kids act differently. All you have to do is read the newspaper and see it. Just look at Mother Nature and the tides if you don’t believe me.”

Jeannie cleared her throat, crossed her arms, and shot her daughter a look. “Sure, if you say so, Betsy.” Jeannie had given up ages ago trying to figure out Betsy’s thought process.

“Come on, Jonah, we have work to do,” Betsy said and scooped him up. “I can tell when we’re not wanted.” Betsy winked at her mother as she and Jonah headed out to the main lodge area. Enjoying one last moment before the deluge of dinner, Jeannie poured herself a half-cup of coffee, sipped, and contemplated. Her thoughts wandered to Montana and if the islanders would accept her. She hoped so because she had liked her and could use a new friend.

“What are you thinking about?” asked Brooke. “You have such an odd expression.”

“I’m just thinking about the island and all the people who live here. It’s like a patchwork quilt of personalities. I hope there’s room for everyone. You know how some people can be, passing judgment and gossiping. Anyway, not to change the subject, but thanks again for this catering job; I really appreciate it. Are you sure you’re okay with what I’m charging you? You’re not shortchanging yourself with my fees?”

“Not at all. I sent them a detailed list of all the pricing, and they agreed to it. It’s a company from Los Angeles, and they even sent up their own IT man beforehand. He was here last week. I made it clear I had to hire staff in for the week and bring in food, but that didn’t seem to bother them. Since it was out of season and short notice, they said they understood the fees. All they wanted to know beforehand was everyone’s name and address of who would be here and if we could vacate the lodge if we needed to during their meeting time. Yesterday they nixed Amber on me and with Beth being sick, I was really in a bind.”

“What do you mean they nixed Amber on you?”

“They said she didn’t pass their security clearance. My guess it’s her shopping issues.”

“Security clearance! For what? Did they run one on everyone?”

“I guess so, because when I called this morning about substituting Betsy, they asked me if she was your daughter. I said yes and they cleared her on the spot. Money doesn’t seem to be the issue, more like security and privacy. What they wanted was the entire lodge at their disposal and that’s what they got. Take a peek at the main room and see what I’ve done.”

Before heading out to the van, Jeannie took a glance at the big room. On the waterside, the lodge had floor to ceiling windows with an unobstructed view looking down the craggy channel. Jeannie loved the big stone fireplace that sat at one end with its blazing fire, surrounded by comfy chairs. Brooke had made it homey, more like a big living room, even though there was a ton of computer equipment and meeting paraphernalia.

Betsy and Jonah waved from the balcony as they carried towels into the various guest rooms. Waving back, Jeannie wondered how Betsy was going to keep little Jonah occupied, but that wasn’t her concern. Hers was the dinner and the desserts she still needed to unload from the van.

Instead of backtracking through the kitchen, Jeannie headed out the front door of the lodge and walked around toward the back where she parked. Standing at the back of her van with the doors wide open, Jeannie surveyed multitude of pies carefully stacked in the custom-made rack. She smiled, very pleased with her delectable “works of art” as she liked to call them. She’d put her heart and soul into baking today, wanting to please Brooke and the guests. From the combination of sweet smells coming out the back of the van, Jeannie didn’t think they’d be disappointed.

Looking at her pies brought back a couple points in Will’s lecture. As much as she hated to admit it, he could be right. Maybe the answer to her financial crisis was in the pies. His echoing words resonated in her brain: find new markets, increase sales, be assertive, yada, yada, yada. He was a CPA damn it, not a salesman. He made it sound so easy. It wasn’t.

“Oh, just shut up,” she mumbled to herself. “You make me mad.”

She continued her grousing while she reached for the left rack, but her hand didn’t connect with anything. Careful not to dirty her clothes, she tipped up on her toes and leaned in, reaching further back. Nothing. Jeannie looked around for the footstool she carried but saw it all the way back. Her frustration peaked.

“Oh, for crying out loud, can’t anything work right today?”

She grabbed hold of the frame and hoisted her body up. Reaching for the top pie with her free hand, she could almost hear another lecture from her brother on how to load the van and plan properly.

She grumbled again and shifted her weight, stretching her arm to grasp the pie box.

“You big ol’ smart ass. You think you know everything.”

“Excuse me?”

“Ahhh,” she screamed. Startled, Jeannie fell backward.

“I gotcha,” a man said, catching her in his arms. Her head nestled in the crook of one arm while her legs dangled off the other.

“What the hell!” Scared out of her wits, Jeannie hung on to the pie box, which now rested on her stomach. Her heart pounded madly. After catching her breath, she looked up. The man’s eyes met hers, and his face spilt into a wide grin. The longer he looked down at her, the wider his grin grew. She could swear he licked his lips.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said, holding her effortlessly.

“Well, you did!” After a moment she laughed, either from being alarmed, or being in a strange man’s arms. She wasn’t sure which. “You almost gave me a heart attack.”

“I’m good at CPR.” He grinned and added, “And mouth-to-mouth.” The lines around his eyes crinkled with his laughter. “That’s if you needed it, of course.”

She believed him. Trying to calm her palpitating heart, she took a deep breath and let it out discreetly. Raising her chin, she assumed all the dignity she could muster. “You can let go of me now.”

“I’m not so sure about that. If I do, you’ll land on your butt and drop your pie. I wouldn’t want that to happen. From what I can see, you have some pretty nice pies...in there.”

“How about if you just put me down?” Her voice was shakier than she would have liked, and she hoped he didn’t notice.

“That, I can do.” He lowered her to the ground and took a step away. “Here, let me take that before you drop it.”

Mutely, she relinquished the pie box. Surrendering to the trembling in her legs, Jeannie sat down on the back of the van’s ledge and stared. Now she could see his entire physique, outfitted in sweats. Holy hell, this was the guy she almost hit; she was sure of it. She wanted to say something, but what? Her throat went dry.

“I really didn’t mean to scare you. It just looked like you could use some help. But in all honesty, I had an ulterior motive.” His gaze danced with humor, and his slightly crooked nose matched his smile.

“Oh, what’s that?” Her voice croaked as she tried to remain calm, but the situation unnerved her. Her eyes kept zeroing in on his thigh-clinging sweatpants, which were at her eye level. Embarrassed at her reaction, she looked down and bit her lip trying to concentrate on something else. More than anything she wanted to fan herself. Finally, she gave up and closed her eyes in hopes of regaining her control.

“Brooke, the young woman with the blonde hair, said if I helped you there might be a good chance you would reward me with a piece of pie.”

“Aahh.” Jeannie couldn’t believe it. All he wanted was a piece of pie. How simple was that?

“Are you alright?”

“I am now. Why?”

“You have your eyes closed.”

“Right. I just have...dust in them.” Jeannie blinked several times trying to break the magnetism to his thighs. “See, all better.” But it wasn’t. Damn. So, she blinked again. “You were saying?”

“Your pies. I smelled them as I was running by...” He stopped and looked at her for a moment. “Did you make all of these?”

“I did.” Finally, a common ground on which she felt safe.

“Hey, do you need help out there?” Brooke called, poking her head out the back door.

“No, we have it under control,” the man replied.

Brooke waved and retreated inside.

“You were saying?”

“Oh, I just don’t remember when I had a piece of...” He caught himself and laughed.

Jeannie cocked her head. “Yes?”

“Definitely pie and anything homemade for quite some time. Los Angeles isn’t exactly noted for...” A quirky look settled on his face, and he chuckled. “Let’s just leave it at that before I get myself into hot water.”

Jeannie had let the innuendos fly over her head the last few years choosing to ignore them. But somehow this was different. An unexpected mix of reactions churned inside while she matched his grin.

“You know,” she eyed him, smiling, “I’d hate to deprive a man from Los Angeles homemade anything. I’m going to make you a deal. You may eat as much of my pie as you want, and I hope you try each kind until you’ve satisfied your cravings. We aim to please in the Pacific Northwest.”

A mischievous look flickered in his eyes. Licking his lips slightly, he raised his brows in question and took a long, hard look at her. Jeannie thought her heart was going to jump right out of her chest. Finally, he asked, “We are talking about pie here, aren’t we?”

“God, I hope not,” Jeannie mumbled under her breath.

“Because if we aren’t,” he said in a low, smooth voice with an air of authority, “I just want to warn you, you’re in big trouble.” He smiled and gave her a once-over. She felt it through and through. Then, with her pie in his hand, he turned on his heel and strode to the kitchen door, whistling.

“Oh my,” she exclaimed softly. What an unexpected day this had become.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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JEANNIE, BETSY, AND Brooke, who was holding Jonah, watched as the stranger carried in the last of the boxes and set them down.

“That’s the last one. If you want, I’ll move your van for you. It’s starting to mist again and I’m already wet.” He stood with his hands on his hips looking at all three, and then zeroed in on Jeannie.

Brooke and Betsy grinned at each other, while Jeannie smiled and mumbled thanks and handed him her keys.

After the door shut, Brooke and Betsy burst out giggling.

“Ah, Mom, I think he really likes you. Did you see the way he looked at you and kept smiling? Oh my God! Did anyone notice if he had a ring on his left hand?”

“Oh, stop. You’re being silly,” Jeannie protested. “Really!”

“Betsy’s right. Each time he brought a box in, he’d grin at you like he had some big hot prize in his hands. I swear I saw him checking you out. Tell you what Jeannie if a man looked at me that way...”

“Would you two please stop? I’m sure he flirts that way with all the women.”

“I think Betsy might be right on this one. I’ve seen some pretty hungry men at your café and none of them look at you the way he did. Kinda wolfish maybe?”

“It’s my pies he wants to eat.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” teased Brooke. “By the way, his name is Kip if anyone’s interested.”

“Quiet,” Betsy warned, “here he comes.”

Jeannie took a big breath and released it slowly, focusing on getting the ovens going for dinner.

“Here are your keys,” Kip said and placed them on the counter next to her.

“Thanks, that was really nice of you.” She moistened her dry lips and wondered what he was thinking. She knew what she was thinking, and it wasn’t anything she wanted to share with her daughter.

“No problem.” He stood there quite comfortably, seemingly not in a hurry to leave.

“By the way, did you meet my mother?” Betsy asked. She looped her arm through Jeannie’s and discretely nudged her forward.

He chuckled and grinned. “Not formally.”

“This is my mother, Jeannie Rogers.”

He bowed his head slightly and offered Jeannie his hand. “How do you do? I’m Kip Hendricks.”

Smiling, Jeannie clutched his hand. Being formally introduced offered her the opportunity to stare at what she’d missed in the shadows outside. The experience of living etched his tanned face, which was accented by deep brown eyes the color of Hershey’s chocolate syrup. A nick of a scar on his left cheekbone emphasized an air of the toughness he silently exuded. If she thought his smiles sent her off the deep end, his eyes were killers. Oh boy, she was in deep trouble if he didn’t stick with pies. Why had she said those things to him? Sometimes she could just kick herself.

“Thank you for your help.”

“My pleasure. If you’ll excuse me, I need to get going and get changed. It was very nice meeting you, Jeannie Rogers.” He bowed his head toward her and then flashed a warm smile to each one of them and started to leave.

“Wait, you didn’t get your pie.”

“I didn’t. But that will give me a good reason to come back later, won’t it?”

She nodded in agreement, somewhat dazed.

“Wow, Mom!” Betsy exclaimed after he left. “He’s really hot...for somebody your age, I mean. I think he really likes you.”

“Ya think, Bets?” Brooke laughed. “Gee, what gave you that idea? Hate to say this Jeannie, but as my aunt would say, that man is smitten with you.” Brooke poured a huge glass of ice water and handed it to Jeannie, smirking. “Here, drink this. Hopefully it’ll cool you off.”

“By the way, I looked. He didn’t have a ring on and no tan mark either,” commented Betsy.

Jeannie looked at the two of them and shook her head. “Forget it. I have my hands full with the café. Besides, he’s just here for a few days, so there’s no point.”

“So, what if he isn’t going to be here long. Who cares? Come on, Mom. Have some fun and enjoy it.”

“She’s right, Jeannie. Sometimes things just happen. Just go for it and see where it takes you.” Brooke smiled and shrugged.

“You two make it sound so simple, but it never is.”

She had to admit there was something about Kip Hendricks that had caught her attention. Even though Betsy had been telling her it was time, she wasn’t so sure. When Brian died, a piece of her heart and soul went with him. She never wanted to feel that sort of pain again. It nearly killed her. Just thinking about it made her cringe.

“Ladies, I have dinner to prepare. If the two of you will scoot and let me get my meal going, I would appreciate it immensely.” Jeannie grabbed the apron off the counter and wrapped herself up.

“Mom, you can’t avoid love forever,” Betsy called over her shoulder, as she headed out the door with Jonah.

“You’d be surprised,” she murmured.

The social hour was in full swing on the other side of the wall in the big room. Voices and noise filtered back through the doorway. Jeannie jumped at every sound coming through, but it was never Kip. To say she wasn’t disappointed would be putting it mildly. Twice Jeannie had checked her appearance, reapplied her lip gloss to her lipstick, and re-clipped her hair, and then wondered why?

“Pssst.”

Jeannie glanced up. Brooke stood in the doorway motioning for her to come over.

“What?”

Brooke motioned again, so she took a couple steps her way.

“Come see your guy.”

“My guy?”

“Yeah. If you stand right here, where I am, no one in the lodge area can see you, but you can see them.”

“I’m not going to spy like some silly teenager,” she retorted and turned away. Brooke grabbed her apron strings and pulled her back.

“Oh, come on. We’re not spying, we’re looking. Besides, men do it all the time.”

“But I’m not a man.”

“You know you want to look; I can see it on your face. Come on, Jeannie, you only live once. Besides, think of your horoscope. Wouldn’t that make Betsy happy?”

“That’s low.” She looked at Brooke. “Oh, all right, I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

Brooke shifted back as Jeannie scooted and crouched forward. Brooke had been right. You could easily see all the way to the end where Kip stood in front of the stone fireplace speaking to a group of men. They appeared to be listening intently as he emphasized a few points with his hands.

“Man, does he clean up nicely,” Brooke whispered in her ear.

She had to agree; he looked good in a burgundy sweater and gray slacks. Simple but classy. He reminded her a bit of Brian, someone accustomed to giving commands that people responded to. A skill Brian had mastered being a detective for the Seattle Police Department.

“What does he do?” she whispered. Captivated, she continued to stare.

“I thought I told you. He’s the one in charge of the firm out of Los Angeles. I ran a name search on the company when they called and requested the lodge for the week. Even though they wired-transferred a deposit I still wanted to make sure they were legit.”

“What did you find out?”

“It came back as a consulting management firm. But I didn’t think that was correct. Way too general. It took me a while, but I finally dug deep enough, and I found an article coauthored by Kip for a Department of Defense presentation to Homeland Security. In the article his title was ‘Security Risk Management,’ so then I dug even deeper, and you know what?”

“No, what?”

“I think he’s into espionage, you know spies and stuff.”

“Spies?” Jeannie glanced up at Brooke to make sure she understood her correctly.

“Well okay, maybe not spies, but it is international stuff. When he checked in, his card said risk assessment, international security, and law. I bet they do spy stuff, though. Lots of times they use acronyms like risk management for spying. You know like, terrorism.”

“What? Where do you come up with this stuff?”

“The computer. Do an Internet search sometime, and you’ll be amazed what shows up. At some point you’re going to have to get techno, Jeannie, even if you don’t want to.”

“I can wait,” she replied, enjoying her spying moment.

“Psst. What are you looking at?” Betsy asked, piggybacking Jonah. Brooke jumped and Jeannie swore lightly. Leaning over her mother and friend, Betsy and Jonah peered out with them.

“Ah...spying. I have binoculars in my Jeep if you want them.”

“We’re not spying, we’re looking. We’re looking to see if it is time to serve dinner. And yes, I can see it is.”

“Good, because the timers just went off,” replied Betsy.

“See, I told you we weren’t spying. How silly would that be?”

Embarrassed from being caught in the act, Jeannie sidestepped them and headed back into the kitchen. Everything looked good and smelled superb. Brooke had said to keep it simple, easy to serve, and large portions, which she had. Assured vegetarian was not an issue, Jeannie hoped she’d covered the bases with an Italian chicken dish and her favorite, Emeril’s meatloaf.

“Okay, you two,” she called. “I’ve got everything ready to go.”

Brooke, Betsy, and Jonah came around the corner giggling. If she looked sheepish, Brooke and Betsy looked downright guilty.

“What’s going on?” she asked. Her part of the dinner was finished, and frankly she felt like she needed to escape back to the simplicity of her cottage.

“We were caught. Your guy Kip saw us and waved.” Brooke laughed, still a little red-faced. “We think he’s on his way back here, but we’re not sure.”

“Now?” Jeannie wanted to strangle them. Even though she’d checked her appearance twice, she still felt hot and grimy. And on top of that she was pretty sure her garlic press had backfired, spraying her hair with juice and remnants.

“Maybe,” replied Betsy, looking a little embarrassed.

“Then I’m out of here. It’s been a very, very long day.” She hung up her apron and grabbed her rain parka and purse. “Betsy, get the people started on their salad and warm bread, the chicken and meatloaf will be ready at the same time as the vegetables and herbed potatoes. I have everything set up for family style. Warm pie tastes better than cold. Put them in the oven now. Did you get that? I’m going.”

“Mom, don’t you want to stick around?”

“No. I’m pretty sure I smell like a garlic head. I am going before I make a complete fool of myself. I’m not sure I haven’t already. Besides, four o’clock arrives awfully early.” Jeannie zipped up her coat. “Good luck you two, and good night.”

Out on the main road, the light of the moon beamed like a beacon, filtering through a light cover of wispy clouds, helping her see as she made her way home. What would normally be a twenty-minute drive back into town would take longer tonight. Deer and cars were a poor combination. She didn’t mind. It gave her time to think about the evening and get her heart back to a normal rhythm.

For a moment that evening, she’d wondered if she were having a heart attack. Yeah, not a heart attack, more like a heart under attack.

“This is not what I need right now!” she yelled and shook the wheel. More than anything she wanted to shout her favorite swear words, but her New Year’s resolution was still in place. Lost in a mix of bombarding thoughts, Jeannie drove home on autopilot. After stopping at her mailbox to get her mail, she pulled in her driveway next to her house, shut off the van, and stared at the dark windows. How lonely her life had become, and she hadn’t even realized it. Talk about being slapped in the face with This Is Your Life Jeannie Rogers—Your forty-fifth birthday is just around the corner, the café is failing, and you have a zero-love life.

Maybe Betsy was right, maybe it was time to live again and take a gamble on life. What did she have to lose anyway?

She put her purse and keys down next to the answering machine, and purposely ignored the blinking light indicating messages. With her mind still on, as Betsy had coined him, knock-your-socks-off Kip and his melting eyes, Jeannie haphazardly thumbed her way through the mail and then set the pile back on the counter and leaned against it. She replayed the evening’s events in her mind and laughed at the silliness of it all. Finally ready to listen to her messages, she hit the play button on the recorder. After a couple of hang-ups and a terse message from her credit card company, the next message got her attention. It was Suzanne from the post office, reminding her she had a certified letter and needed to come in and sign for it.

Jeannie had meant to swing by the post office before heading to the lodge. Certified letters usually meant trouble, and this had an ominous sound to it; otherwise, why would Suzanne call and remind her? She shook her head in disgust. A couple hours of fantasizing came crashing down hard as the reality of her life brought her tumbling back to earth.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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KIP STOOD IN stood in front of the flat-panel monitor and scrutinized it. He then turned to the group and announced, “I’m going to run through a quick PowerPoint presentation first. If you want me to pause in a spot, just signal me.” Kip shifted away from the flat panel and let the presentation run. Afterward, he pulled up a live shot zeroing in on the Port of Jakarta in Indonesia.

“The original tip came from an Australian working for an Aussie shipping company at the port. Besides the discovery of a cell network in Sydney connected to Jemaah Islamiah the Aussie’s are very concerned about the upcoming trial of the radical Islamic leader, Abu Bakar Bashir. Recently they discovered Bashir had set up a new group, Jemaah Ansharut Tauhid, to work for the creation of an Islamic state spanning much of Southeast Asia. His former students from the al-Mukmin boarding school make up most of the new group. With the trial, tension has escalated in and around Indonesia. Let’s not forget US finally nailing bin Laden, adding to their cause. It’s our job to cut ’em off at their balls.”

“I thought it was the Pakistani’s,” someone interjected.

After the laughter settled, another attendee asked, “What are you thinking?”

“I know one thing; they aren’t going away. I don’t put anything past them. Schools and training camps are fueling their deadly mission. Jakarta is a hotbed of terrorism. We’re now in the second generation of Muslim terrorist leaders, and they’re more hardcore than their predecessors. Let me show you what I’m talking about.”

He moved his fingers fast over the keyboard. The monitor displayed the region of Aceh province where the training camp was discovered. Next, he pinpointed Mindanao in the Philippines. Zooming out, Kip clicked on North America and located the cargo ships en route.

“We are their target, whoever they might be. According to the Aussie, these ships should have us very concerned.”

He brought up the entire view of lower Vancouver Island, Puget Sound, and the chain of all the islands. Kip stepped out of the way of everyone’s view. He pointed to his Canadian counterpart out of Vancouver and asked, “What’s your take? Am I nuts for thinking we can scrutinize those ships twenty-four seven?”

The guy looked at Kip to see if he was serious. “Almost an impossible situation.”

“Almost?”

“There’s one hundred fifty nautical miles of maritime border accessible by any jackass with a waterborne craft, ranging from a jet ski to a commercial ship and everything in between. I’d say we’ll be lucky if we can spot anybody trying to board one of those container ships. It’s a tough coastline to monitor from either side. Here let me show you.” The Canadian took over the keyboard and zoomed in.

“There’s anywhere from twelve to less than three miles between some of the points. Look at all the inlets. You flew over the Straits and the islands earlier today, right?”

“Yeah, if you want to call it flying.”

“Then you know what a challenge it is. You saw the terrain. The San Juan and the Gulf Islands are a natural hotbed for smuggling and illegal crap. It’s been going on for years, and it seems to be getting worse. The stakes are higher. On top of that, the boats are faster, technology better, and the people smarter. These islands are a major obstacle for law enforcement and will continue to be. The only way you’re going to really monitor those ships when they come into the Strait is to be on their ass the entire time. Inside and out. Even then you’ll miss something.”

“Whoever or whatever is on those ships could just slip away, deep into the night? No trace, nothing left behind?”

“Yeah, pretty much if they survive. Illegal crew members can jump ship, no problem. Cargo? You must inspect every container. If we’re looking for stowaways, hell, that’s something entirely different.”

Kip raised his brows.

“The Chinese gangs are earning billions smuggling people in on containers. If the Chinese are doing it, who else? The big question is what’s really in those containers?”

“Ah shit,” Kip mumbled. “I was afraid you were going to say that.” He shook his head in disgust. “Let’s take a break,” Kip said. “It’s getting late.”

Everyone murmured in agreement. Chairs scooted back. Men rose and stretched.

“Brooke said the kitchen was open if anyone wanted anything,” he announced.

––––––––
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Agung distributed the last of the nausea pills to the three Amerasians who occupied the eight-by-forty-foot metal container with him. This had been their home for the last twenty-one days. According to his GPS, they were a day away from entering the Straits of Juan de Fuca. Agung had handpicked these young descendants of American servicemen, in hopes of fueling their anger toward America. He specifically targeted boys who looked more American than Asian and recruited them to al-Mukmin boarding school, where they were trained under the JI doctrine. Like the recruits, Agung’s mother had been a prostitute, his father a navy guy off the ship looking for some R & R.

From the outside, the container looked like every other metal rectangle stacked up, but the inside was different. A horizontal sliding panel allowed for fresh air and access to a solar regenerating disk that was mounted on the outside, away from any detection. Three hours a day they had light to study the Koran, and flex their body with specific exercise; otherwise, they slept their way across the Pacific. Until now. Now, they prepared for the process to disembark with wetsuits, ropes, fake passports, and American dollars. Seattle would be the first stop where they could melt into the crowd undetected, gather what they needed, and continue their mission.
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CHAPTER SIX
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EDWINA BAKER CALLED out, “Morning, Jeannie,” as she hung up her coat. A person could set their clock by the arrival of Edwina Baker, exactly five-thirty sharp without fail, not a minute earlier, nor a minute later. Departure was a different story. Without Edwina second in command at the café, Jeannie would have folded ages ago. Edwina’s calmness and steady force had kept her going during some dark moments.

“Expecting a crowd this morning, are we?” the older woman asked, as she tied her apron around her girth and surveyed the pans of cinnamon rolls.

“Morning, Winnie. Maybe. There’s that group out at Eagle’s Nest. It never hurts to be prepared. You never know, maybe some of the people might head into town.”

Jeannie smiled while she worked the sweet dough daydreaming about Kip coming to the café. Then she frowned. What if she was wrong and he didn’t show? But he had to show—right? Wrong. She never told him she had a café! Thinking about Kip not showing up, made her punch the dough harder. What if he hadn’t found her attractive? Jeannie grabbed the dough and threw it down.

“Are you okay?” asked Edwina, looking perplexed.

“What?”

“I asked if you were, okay? The way you’re punching that dough, it looks like you’re beating it to death, and you have such a scowl on your face,” replied Edwina.

She stopped. “I do?”

Edwina stood there with her hands on her ample hips, raised her eyebrows, and studied her. “Yes, you do. One minute you are smiling and cheerful, with a faraway look on your face; the next minute you look so irritated.”

“Oh.”

“What’s going on?”

“I hate to admit this, but I was thinking about...um...romance.” Jeannie sighed. “It’s silly.”

“Romance! That’s the last thing I expected you to say. No wonder you’re scowling. So, you’ve been hit by the love bug.” Edwina grinned as she started preparing for the breakfast crowd.

“I don’t know about that.”

“Ah, denial. Honey, like I always say, you never know what those tides will bring in. You’ve got to dip your toes in the water sometime, and this seems like a good time to me. You’re still young, healthy, and attractive.”

“I’m not so sure,” Jeannie hastened to say.

Edwina chuckled. “Just exactly where did you meet this person, because you never leave this café?”

“He’s attending the conference at Eagle’s Nest.” More than anything, she wanted to shove the pan of buns into the oven and slam the door out of frustration. But instead, she gently placed the pan in. Risen yeast dough and slamming didn’t mix.

“Ah, I see.”

“He’s only here for the week,” she elaborated. Crossing her arms, she leaned against the oven door and waited for the advice she hoped was forthcoming.

“Well, let me tell you something, at my age I’ve
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