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      Gage might go mad. With most of inland Oregon enduring a record-setting heatwave, the hordes descend on Barnacle Bluffs seeking cooler ocean air, and it's all the curmudgeonly private investigator can do to keep from shooting somebody. What's the harm in one fewer tourist, anyway?

      Yet when a desperate young woman shows up claiming her depressed husband has gone missing, Gage will need all of his wits to find the man before something terrible happens. His complicated feelings for the beautiful but headstrong police chief, with dark secrets of her own, only make solving the case more challenging … especially when those secrets eventually bring Gage face to face with one of the most savage foes ever to cross his path.
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      The key worked, barely. It took a fair amount of finessing, a bit of a jiggle, and some rattling about with a few choice curse words thrown in for good measure, but Gage eventually got the deadbolt to turn. He was just opening the door, cringing at what might await him inside the supposedly empty office, when a woman spoke to him from the other end of the hall.

      "Are you Garrison Gage?"

      She sounded young, mid to late twenties, maybe, so he was surprised when he turned, leaning on his cane, and found a brunette with gray streaks in her hair and crow's feet around her eyes. She wore jeans, a purple-and-gold UW sweatshirt, and open-toed leather sandals, typical beachwear on the Oregon coast. He pegged her as early forties, squarely in the bucket of middle age, but that turned out to be wrong. She looked older, but she was actually closer to the age of her voice. If age was only counted in years.

      "Yes," he said, cautiously.

      "My name is Lacy Carson," she said. "I'd like to hire you."

      "Wow, that was fast."

      "Excuse me?"

      "I haven't even rented this place, and I'm already getting clients. How did you find me?"

      She blinked a few times, the way someone blinks when caught doing something embarrassing, and Gage immediately felt bad. He had no reason to feel bad. It was a perfectly reasonable question, but he would soon learn that this was the effect that Lacy Carson had on people. You felt for her. You wanted to protect her, to shield her from bad things. You didn't know why, but you did.

      She was carrying a monster of a smartphone in a purple plastic case, and she glanced down at it as if looking for the answer there. It gave Gage a moment to appraise her more fully. Her hair, mahogany brown where it wasn't streaked with gray, fell to her shoulders in loose curls. He caught a whiff of saltwater taffy, but then she might just have carried the smell with her when she'd passed Thackleforth Candies downstairs. She was short enough that she could have stood under his chin with room to spare. She was also on the petite side, but then her jeans were at least a size too big, and there was a certain gauntness in her face, a hollowness, that made him think she'd lost weight recently … if it wasn't for the sweatshirt, which was at least a size too small.

      Had she been a different woman, Gage might have concluded she'd worn the tight-fitting sweatshirt to show off her cleavage, but she didn't have a lot of cleavage to show off, and Gage didn't get the sense that she was the sort of person who ever tried to show off anything.

      Genuine. That was the word that came to mind when he met Lacy Carson, and nothing that happened later dissuaded him otherwise. She might have been a little thing, but there was an authenticity, a realness to her that filled the hall. It was a dingy hall, narrow and poorly lit, with bland off-white walls and threadbare carpet that smelled slightly dank, and she brightened it with her presence, even if he could already tell it was a troubled presence. He liked her immediately. Maybe it was partly that she hadn't bothered to wipe the sand off her jeans and sandals. The sand was gritty and gray, damp from the morning rain, a fine coating from her knees down to her toes.

      He'd think about that later, how she was only sandy from her knees down. It was the way sand stuck to pants after kneeling before the ocean. He knew this from personal experience. Kneeling in awe. Kneeling in prayer. Kneeling in surrender. Sometimes all three. Sometimes kneeling simply because the awesome power of the ocean demanded it.

      "Um, well, maybe I've come to the wrong place," she said, then read off the address and suite number of the room Gage had been about to enter. She looked up, blinking again, her pale-green eyes coated with the kind of film that made him think of morning dew on parched grass. "That is the correct address, right?"

      "Well," he said, "I've already told you I'm Garrison Gage, so whether this is the correct address or not, I think you've achieved your objective."

      "Oh, right."

      He'd thought he was being funny. She must have disagreed because she burst into tears.

      "Oh no," Gage said.

      "I'm—I'm sorry," she said.

      "No need to apologize."

      "It's just—it's been so hard."

      "I understand."

      Although he didn't. He didn't understand at all, but it was something to say, and he needed something to say because, as usual, he was rendered helpless when confronted with a crying woman. There was a lot of sniffling and blinking, and Gage finally opened the door, hoping to find something inside to offer her, a box of tissues, a folding chair, anything, even a distraction like "Hey, look at the cobwebs up there," which would get them out of that hall, at least. He was sorely disappointed when the room was empty.

      Truly empty. As in, not only were there no tissue boxes or folding chairs, but there was no carpet either. There wasn't even carpet padding; it was just plywood with a few staples and tufts of yellow where the underlayment used to be. There were picture hooks on the plain white walls, but nothing else. When Gladys Thackleforth, who owned both the candy shop as well as the building, had told him the room had been cleaned up and stripped bare for the next tenant, she hadn't been joking.

      It was maybe two hundred square feet, big enough not only for his desk but for a reception area too. He didn't think he'd ever need a receptionist—heck, he still wasn't sure he needed an office—but it was nice to know there was room for one. There was a tiny closet that might have once had a door but now only had hinges. He wondered why. When Gladys handed him the key a few minutes ago, she'd told him that the previous renter had been a massage therapist, tax filing consultant, and part-time psychic—an improbable combination for one person maybe, but such combinations were not all that rare in Barnacle Bluffs, Oregon, where year-round locals, the ones not rich when they moved to the coastal tourist town, often had to patch together various income sources to get through the leaner winter months.

      He wondered which one of the three jobs required a closet with no door.

      While he was pondering this deep question, Lacy walked to the single window, gazing out onto Highway 101 that passed directly in front of the building. The window was cracked open, probably to clear the haze of dust that still hung in the air, and he could hear the traffic but not the ocean—summer traffic, obnoxious and persistent. It certainly wasn't the leaner winter months now.

      Her shoulders shook as if she were still crying, but he couldn't hear her. It was the middle of August, just after nine in the morning, and the sunlight, still coming from the east opposite the window, was gray and flat. The limp quality of the light did something to the roots of her hair, gave them a contrast in a way that bright sunlight wouldn't have. It was pretty in its own way, but Gage wisely decided not to say this to her. There was almost no way the words "gray" and "hair" could be arranged so they were a compliment.

      "I went to the bookstore," she said.

      "What's that?"

      She wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her sweatshirt, then looked at him. She wasn't crying, but her cheeks were red and puffy. "You asked me how I found you. The guy working there, he told me you might be here. If I hurried."

      "Ah."

      That solved one mystery. Alex Cortez, the owner of Books and Oddities on the south end of Barnacle Bluffs, was just the sort of meddling do-gooder that would insert himself into other people's business. His only excuse was that he also happened to be Gage's best friend.

      "I'm looking for my husband," she added.

      "Ah." That solved another mystery. He really needed to stop saying ah. It could get annoying in a hurry.

      "I have some money," she said.

      "Mmm." That was not much better, but at least it wasn't ah.

      "Can you help me?"

      Gage hesitated. He wasn't actually looking for clients. After everything that had happened with Zoe the previous winter, he'd taken an extended hiatus from his work as a private investigator just to get his bearings. Taken a hiatus might have been the wrong way to put it. That implied that he'd chosen it. Slipped into a hiatus by default was probably more accurate since his mood had been so bleak since Zoe went back to school in Portland that he simply hadn't been able to summon the energy to take on even the most trivial work.

      He was really only here as a favor to Alex, who'd informed him that Gladys, a friend of Alex's through the local chamber of commerce, was on the verge of declaring medical bankruptcy because of her husband's lung cancer. She'd probably lease the walk-up above her store to the right person for a song, Alex suggested, and Gage, in a moment of unrecoverable optimism, had previously mentioned that maybe, possibly, if the conditions were ideal, he might be thinking of renting a place of his own instead of working out of his house. Or Alex's bookstore. Or Alex and his wife Eve's B&B, the Turret House. In other words, Gage suspected that Alex had an ulterior motive in mind.

      All this was going through Gage's mind when Lacy Carson asked for his help. He opened his mouth to tell her no, it wasn't the right time, he wasn't in the right headspace, there were a lot of reasons he wasn't the right person for the job, and he was therefore surprised when what came out of his mouth was entirely different. "Why don't we sit down?"

      She blinked at the empty room, not because she was trying to hold back tears this time but out of surprise. "On the floor?"

      "I'm okay with it if you are."

      She glanced at his cane. He caught her looking, and she cringed when she saw that he saw. When most people worried about his bad right knee, it annoyed him, but not with Lacy Carson. He actually felt bad for giving her cause for concern.

      "It's okay," he said. "My cane is purely decorative. I just carry it around because I think it makes me look more sophisticated."

      "Really?"

      "No, not really."

      "Oh."

      "I joke a lot. Too much, people tell me. You can stop me if you find it annoying."

      "No, it's okay," she said. "I usually laugh a lot more than this … Too much, people tell me."

      She smiled, a furtive smile that was just as fleeting as the sun could be on the Oregon coast, and just as rewarding. It was a promise of not only more smiles but maybe laughter too. Gage hoped he got to hear her laugh.
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      They sat near the window, cross-legged on the floorboards like two nervous kindergartners. The breeze flitting above their heads was cool and smelled of the ocean.

      The Willamette Valley fifty miles to the west might have been suffering through a relentless heat wave, but in Barnacle Bluffs it hadn't topped sixty degrees this month. That partly explained the steady drone of traffic outside, heavy even for the summer. Everybody without air conditioning, and probably even half the people who did, had descended on the Oregon coast seeking relief. It also explained why he kept smelling popcorn, cotton candy, and saltwater taffy on the breeze. Below them, Gladys must be doing brisk business. He was glad.

      Gage was dressed in a leather jacket over a white cotton cable knit sweater, a gift from Zoe last Christmas, and he still felt cold. He was cold way too much these days. Was it because he was getting old? He kept telling himself he was still a middle-aged man, but it was getting harder to believe it. There was a wall insert heater in the corner, the only kind usually required on the temperate Oregon coast, but he hadn't thought to turn it on before beginning his long journey to the floor. It had been an excruciating ordeal, Gage's knee screaming in agony the whole way down, but he'd refused to show even the slightest sign of discomfort.

      He didn't know if he'd succeeded because Lacy was still looking at him with grave concern, but at least she didn't say anything about it. She didn't say anything when he set the cane on the floor behind him either. Instead she nodded toward the door, now closed.

      "You don't think she'll mind?" she asked.

      "Who?"

      "The landlord. You said you hadn't rented this place yet. You don't think she'll mind that we're, you know, meeting in here? Doing actual business?"

      Gage waved this concern away. "She told me to take all the time I needed. It's not like there's a great demand—none of the other offices up here are rented either. And what better way to see if it's going to work than giving it a test run?"

      He could see by her dubious expression that she wasn't entirely convinced. That was fine. He wasn't entirely convinced either. He wasn't even sure what he was doing here. With her. On the floor. Any of it.

      "Nice sweatshirt," he said, mostly just to be saying something. She obviously had a lot to tell him, but he wanted her to tell him in her own way, at her own pace. "University of Washington. Did you go there?"

      "Oh," she said, glancing down. "I—I forgot I was even wearing this. It's actually Wade's. My husband. It's—it's his sweatshirt."

      "Ah," he said. That explained why she was wearing a sweatshirt too small for her. It also raised a lot of questions. "He went to UW, then?"

      "Yes. Yes, he did. For their MFA program, actually. He's a very talented writer."

      "Oh. Novels? Poetry?"

      "Some. Short stories mostly."

      "I see. Is there much money in short stories these days?"

      For the first time, he saw something in her eyes akin to if not anger then at least irritation. "There is if you're good. Wade has actually had stories considered for publication by The New Yorker."

      "Oh, wow, that's awesome," he said and raised his hands in apology even though he knew that being considered for publication could mean anything from a form rejection to an encouraging letter from the editor. "I didn't mean for my question to be condescending. I love a good short story—Hemingway, Jackson, King, doesn't matter the genre. Some of what I consider the best literary gems are at the shorter length."

      "No, no, no, I'm sorry," Lacy said. "I'm just so … on edge. And so protective of Wade, you know? I've always been."

      He was afraid she was going to cry again. He could see it in her eyes, the way the misty veil descended over them. Weren't they green before? They looked more blue now. Or was it gray? It depended on the light. It depended on how she turned her head.

      "So why don't you tell me—"

      "I went to Boise State," she said.

      "I see."

      "For their nursing program."

      "Oh."

      "That's where we met. We're both from there—Boise, I mean. We didn't know each other as kids. I mean, we were kind of kids, we were only eighteen when we met during the freshman orientation, but … I'm sorry. I'm kind of babbling, aren't I? I just don't know what's important. I've—I've never done this before."

      "Sat on the floor in an empty office with a complete stranger?"

      "No, I mean hired a private investigator. I've never … Oh, you're joking, aren't you?"

      "A little."

      "Right."

      "But to your point, it's hard to know what's relevant until I know a little more about why your husband is missing."

      "Of course. Sure."

      She blushed and looked down, and the blush made her look young, gave her some years back. He wondered if her husband was the one who'd robbed her of those years. But then why would she be looking for him? Why would she be wearing his sweatshirt?

      "I'm sorry about the sand," she said.

      "What's that?"

      "On the floor. I'm getting sand on the floor."

      He laughed. "I don't think it will hurt the carpet."

      "What carpet? Oh, right. Silly me. You're making another joke."

      "I can't help myself. I'm kind of a joke junkie. Addicted to sarcasm, you might say."

      Her face clouded at this. At first, he didn't know what he'd said to set her off, figured it was just the enormity of her situation overwhelming her again, but then it came to him.

      "He's an addict, isn't he?"

      She nodded solemnly, her face remaining fixed on the floor, and when she spoke again, it was in a voice so soft that he had a hard time making her out over the semi truck that happened to be rumbling past at just that moment.

      "Yes," she said. "A recovering one, but … yes. Once a drug addict, always a drug addict. That's what Wade always says anyway. That and …"

      "What?"

      "It doesn't matter." She sighed and shook her head. "He started doing meth our second year in Seattle—this was when it was still possible to buy it without it always being mixed with fentanyl, xylazine, or any of that cheap, even more dangerous synthetic stuff, thank God, or I don't think he'd be alive today. Flamed out of grad school, but he did make it through rehab. We moved to San Diego for a fresh start a couple years ago. I got a job at UCHealth. I really thought he was doing better. He was going to NA meetings. He was even writing again. Then his dad died, and all the wheels came off."

      "When was this?"

      "Oh, about a week ago, I guess. What is this, Thursday? I'm kind of losing track of the days. Yeah, his mom called late last Friday, very late. She was crying. She said Stan—that's Wade's dad—shot himself in his study. This is back in Boise. He is—I mean he was the owner of Carson Clocks. They make wristwatches, grandfather clocks, everything you can … Sorry. You probably don't need to know that."

      "I've heard of Carson Clocks. Did Wade start doing drugs again?"

      "I don't know. He insisted he was clean. But he was all amped up and agitated after that call. He talked about moving, getting another fresh start, maybe even Mexico."

      "Mexico!"

      "Yeah. I tried to get him to talk to me, figuring he was just, you know, trying to process his grief, but he wouldn't quit going on about how we needed to move. His mother was so distraught she needed help with the obituary and the funeral arrangements, but I could barely get Wade to focus on it. I got off early on Monday and walked in on him yelling at somebody on the phone. I heard him say 'I can't go through with this!' before he clammed up."

      "You didn't catch a name? "

      "No."

      "Man or woman?"

      "I don't know. Sorry. I figured it was something about drugs, like maybe he was trying to back out of a deal. I begged him to come clean, telling him we could get through anything if he'd just be honest with me, but he burst into tears. He's … he's kind of sensitive, you know."

      "I see."

      "He just kept saying I had to trust him to work things out. But when I came home on Tuesday after work, he was gone. And so was our old Ford Ranger. No note, nothing. He didn't take a suitcase. He didn't take any clothes that I could see, or any of his bathroom stuff, but it does look like he took the backpack we sometimes use for hiking."

      "And you think he came all the way to Barnacle Bluffs? Why?"

      She looked at her phone and tapped the dark screen. "This. He must have forgotten that we'd both turned on Google tracking so we could always find each other. Since he wasn't answering my calls or texts, I got in the Prius and followed him up here. He drove all night, stopping Wednesday morning at the Golden Eagle Casino. I was a couple hours behind him. But right before I got to town, about noon, his icon vanished from the map, and now when I call him, it goes to voicemail. The truck wasn't at the casino." She shook her head, and the tears that had been threatening to spill again finally did, just a few tiny, spherical diamonds rolling down her cheeks. "I've got to find him, Mr. Gage. I've got to find him before it's too late."

      Gage hadn't known her long, and he wasn't one for a lot of touchy-feely stuff anyway, but he still felt compelled to pat her knee. It was her power, again. He couldn't stand to see her in pain. "It's going to be all right, Lacy. Can I call you Lacy?"

      She nodded.

      "Good. And you call me Garrison. I'm going to help you find him, Lacy. You're not alone in this. You're afraid he's going to relapse, is that it?"

      She took a steadying breath, then nodded. "That's part of it, yes. The new meth, it's so much scarier than the old stuff, and the original was plenty bad. I don't think he knows how dangerous it can be, how easy it is to die from an overdose. I mostly work in the ER, and I've seen firsthand what it can … Well, anyway, I am concerned about that, but that's not my biggest worry."

      "It's not?"

      "No. You see, I did notice one thing missing other than the hiking backpack. It was a gift from his father when Wade turned twenty-one. Stan, he said every man should have one, whether … whether they were the sort of person who ever saw fit to use one or not."

      Gage didn't see where this was going. "What, a pocket watch?"

      She swallowed. "No, a handgun. You see, Mr. Gage, I'm afraid my husband is going to take his own life just like his father did."
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      Suicide. The word hung in the air in that empty, second-floor office, as present as the motes of dust in the sunlight, even though Lacy hadn't said the actual word aloud. For the first time since they'd sat, the traffic outside had died down enough that Gage could actually make out the ocean, the steady, rhythmic crashing of the waves on the beach across the road and a few blocks down the hill.

      The sky in the window above her was already overcast, but the sun must have retreated even more because the room darkened noticeably. The breeze ruffling his hair grew colder. Others might have seen the change as an ominous portent of what was to come, but Gage did not believe in such things. Maybe Wade Carson, with his highfalutin literary pedigree, would, but not someone like Gage, who'd spent so much of his life trudging through the sewers of human experience.

      He knew as well as anyone that a man could put a bullet through his brain on sunny and cloudy days alike.

      "Has he ever talked about … that before?" he asked.

      Gage may not have been superstitious, but he was still hesitant to say the word. This was partly because he didn't want to upset Lacy, but if he was honest, it was mostly because he'd always been deeply uncomfortable with the very idea. He told himself it was because he'd never regarded pain, misery, and suffering, no matter how bleak, as reasons enough to end things. Sometimes his pain and misery and suffering were the only things keeping him going. But there was something else too. The word was like a doorway to part of his heart that he preferred to keep tightly shut. "I mean, I know him taking the gun and saying things couldn't go on like this are bad signs, but are you sure he didn't just hit the road because he needed some space?"

      "I'm not sure about anything, Mr. Gage. I'm not even sure I know who my husband is anymore. I just know I love him. And I'll never stop."

      "Okay. Garrison, though, remember?"

      "Right, sorry. Garrison."

      Gage held up a finger in mock warning. "No more apologies, Lacy. I mean it now. I think you're up to five or six, and I haven't even known you an hour."

      She smiled a little. Still not a laugh, but it was something. "I'll do my best. I'm kind of an over-apologizer."

      "Well, I'm something of an over-offender, and I almost never apologize, so maybe that means we'll get along just fine. Or we'll drive each other crazy. One or the other. How do you know Wade's still in town? Maybe he's headed north again. Did you check with the casino, see if he booked a room there?"

      She nodded. "I told them my husband might have checked in before me and asked if he'd left any messages for me. They said they didn't have anyone staying there under that name."

      "How about his credit card activity? Do you have access to those accounts?"

      She tapped her phone again. "Yeah, I checked those too. I'm the one who pays the bills, and I've got all the apps right here, so it was easy. But there's been no activity. Nothing on our checking account either. Not even any cash withdrawals."

      "Well, look at you," Gage said, "acting all private-eye-like. You probably don't need me at all."

      "No, I really do need you, Mr. Gage—Garrison. I'm all alone in this. I—I don't even know what to do next."

      "Hey, hey, it's okay. I just meant you're doing well, that's all. And I assume you probably drove to some of the other hotels looking for his truck?"

      "Yeah. I haven't seen it anywhere."

      "See, that's what makes me think he was just stopping for a breather. Even if he didn't check in, maybe he just wanted to take a quick nap. It's a big, busy parking lot, so it's easy enough to do without anybody bothering you. Or maybe he just wanted to play the slots for a bit, you know, blow off some steam that way, before hitting the road again."

      She shook her head vehemently. "My husband hates gambling. That's one thing I'm absolutely sure he wouldn't do."

      "Okay, but he could have hit the road again, right?"

      She shrugged. "I just don't think he would have been parked at the casino so long unless he was planning on booking a room there. He just changed his mind when he noticed I'd followed him. I think he's staying somewhere else in town. There's just so many hotels, you know? And there's—there's just so many people everywhere. It's overwhelming."

      Gage knew she was right about that. Even without including vacation houses and other Airbnb-type rentals—which Wade would have found it difficult to book on short notice without using his credit card—there were dozens of hotels, motels, inns, and B&Bs that would gladly take cash. The official population of Barnacle Bluffs was around ten thousand, but those were the permanent residents, and the city often averaged fifty thousand in the summer months. And on a day like today? It might have even been double.

      They weren't just looking for a needle in the proverbial haystack. They were looking for a needle in a whole field of haystacks—if Wade was here at all. At this point, Gage still thought it more than likely that her husband was long gone.

      "There is a beach right next to the casino," he said. "Maybe he just stopped to look at the ocean for a bit?"

      "Maybe. He does love the ocean. That's one of the reasons he chose UW. He'd sometimes ride the ferry to Bainbridge Island and back just to be out on the water. He said staring at the ocean helped him write. It also helped him forget …"

      "Forget what?"

      She shrugged. "Oh, just, you know, all his troubles. Looking at the ocean helped him clear his head. That's what he always told me."

      As a man who'd used the ocean to forget plenty of his own troubles, Gage could certainly relate, but he sensed she was holding something back. "Anything specific?"

      "What?"

      "His troubles. Was there anything specific he wanted to forget?"

      "No, no, just his troubles in general. I mean, his addiction too. That was a big part of it, you know. I think—I think looking at the ocean helped with that side of him too."

      "Hmm."

      She swallowed. "Do you?"

      "What's that?"

      "Um, like the ocean?"

      He smiled, more at her tentativeness than the question. "I wouldn't be living here if I didn't," he said. Then, because that came off as flippant when he was trying to get her comfortable, he thought he should elaborate and surprised himself with what he chose to add. "Even when I was in New York, I loved it. My wife and I would often ride the subway out to Coney Island or Rockaway Beach, even in the winter."

      "Does she like it here? Your wife, I mean?"

      "Ah. Janet died, I'm afraid.”

      "Oh! I didn't know! I didn't mean to—"

      "No, no, it's okay. It's been a long time. Nearly a decade. I still miss her, of course, but I …" Gage shook his head. If he kept going, he'd eventually have to tell her how Janet had died because of a mafia hit gone wrong, a hit that was supposed to be for him, and how he'd originally moved to this far-flung little city to try to cope with his guilt, and that wasn't information Lacy needed right now. She didn't need any discussion of guilt because he was sure she was feeling plenty already, whether justified or not. "Anyway," he said, "let's get back to Wade. You don't buy that he left town, do you?"

      Lacy sighed. "I just … sense that he's here. I'm sorry, I know that's not much to go on."

      "What did we say about apologies?"

      "Right, right."

      "Have you told anyone else? About your husband taking off? The police? In Oregon, there's no waiting period to file a missing person report."

      "I called the Barnacle Bluffs police early this morning. I was hoping if I gave them the license number of the truck, they could look for it, but they said just because he left doesn't mean he technically qualifies as a missing person. They said if I thought he was in danger, that they'd file the report, but I just … " She shrugged.

      "You didn't tell them about the gun? Or that you're worried what he might do with it?"

      She shook her head. "I thought about it, but I didn't want him to get into trouble. He would hate it if I did that. He was so embarrassed about everything that happened in Seattle. He'd never want that kind of attention."

      "I think we're past worrying about that sort of thing, Lacy."

      "I know, I know."

      "Does he own the gun?"

      "Yes. It's licensed to him."

      "Then there's no trouble he needs to worry about. He's a risk to himself, and that should make him a priority to the police. What kind of gun is it?"

      "Um, I think it's a … a Smith and …"

      "Wesson?"

      "Yeah, that's it. He called it a snubbie. I teased him about nicknaming his gun, but he said that's what it's actually called. I could get you the license number, probably."

      "If it's a snub-nosed revolver, then your husband's right. The police can actually pull up all that information. I tell you what, I'll talk to them and see what I can do. The local law enforcement knows me quite well."

      "Oh good."

      "I said they know me well. I didn't say they liked me."

      "Oh."

      "But a few of them, particularly the new police chief, at least respect me. That might count for something. Anyway, let's hope we can find him quickly for you, one way or the other. Other than the cops, did you tell anyone else?"

      She nodded. "I called Ellen right away on Tuesday night—Wade's mother. At first, I thought he might have been heading there. You know, to console his mother, getting there early for the funeral, that sort of thing. Maybe taking a long way so he could stay close to the ocean. Like I said, he's always liked the ocean. But she hadn't heard from him." She frowned.

      "What is it?"

      "What?"

      "The look on your face. You looked like somebody who just found a bone in her halibut."

      "Oh, it's nothing."

      She shook her head, but he could see that it wasn't nothing. It was definitely something, and Gage had learned early on in his career as a private investigator that what people assumed was nothing that turned out to be something was often the very something that contained most of the clues he was looking for. This was also the second time he got the feeling she was holding back on him, and he couldn't let her keep doing it. "Lacy, come on. We haven't known each other long, but if I'm going to help you with this, you have to be honest with me."

      "It doesn't have anything to do with Wade being missing."

      "Why don't you let me be the judge of that, okay?"

      She sighed. "Ellen doesn't like me. She never has. She even had the gall to …" She shook her head.

      "What?"

      "Well, she pretty much told me that if something happens to Wade, it's my fault."

      "Ugh."

      "She didn't quite say it out loud, but she almost did. She said that if Wade took off, there must be a very good reason for it, a reason he'd be so upset. I didn't tell her about the gun, about being afraid he might … She'd just blame me for that too. It's always innuendo with her, so she can, you know, deny later that's what she meant if Wade confronts her about it. Not that I tell him about stuff like that very much. I've learned it doesn't solve anything, getting him all upset, and it only makes her hate me more. I just try to be really kind to her. I always figure I'll win her over eventually."

      "You're way too nice, Lacy."

      "Oh, I don't know about that."

      "I do. I can already tell. But I don't mean to suggest it's a character flaw. I mean you're too nice for this world, that's all. The world as it is doesn't deserve people like you, especially a world full of people so toxic they can't recognize a truly good person when they meet one."

      "I don't know if she's toxic. She's just … Well, he's her only son. Nobody's good enough for him. I think she'd treat any woman married to her son this way."

      "There you go with that nice thing again."

      "Yeah. I guess I do try to see the best in people. Are you really going to help me?"

      "I really am, and especially because you're so nice."

      This time, her sigh was one of relief, her shoulders sagging so much that he thought she might slump right onto the floor. "Thank God. I'm so exhausted I can barely think straight. I haven't slept for two days. I tried last night, but my mind kept racing. I don't think I can do this on my own."

      "And you don't have to," Gage assured her. "Hopefully, we'll find him very quickly, okay?"

      "I hope so. So what do you charge?"

      "For you, nothing."

      "Huh?"

      "I'm going to do this for free."

      "No."

      The firmness of her reply surprised him. "Excuse me?"

      "The guy at the bookstore said you'd say that. He said not to let you get away with it."

      "I have enough money. I don't need yours."

      "He said you'd say that too. He said it isn't true."

      "Well, he's a liar."

      "He said you'd—"

      Gage held up a hand. "I think we can both attest to the fact that Alex Cortez, the nosy, self-righteous bastard who owns Books and Oddities, thinks he knows what's best for me, but in this case, he's dead wrong."

      "I really don't want charity."

      "It's not charity. It's a gift."

      "Look, Wade's family is very rich. She may not like me, but one thing I know is she'll pay anything to find him. She even told me that on the phone."

      "It doesn't matter."

      "But—"

      "No buts. Seriously. Where are you staying?"

      "The casino," she said. "I thought, you know, since he was probably going to stay there originally—"

      "That he might come back," Gage finished. "Right. It wasn't a bad thought, but the opposite is probably true. Do you like it there?"

      She shrugged.

      "Me either," he said. "I used to play a lot of poker at casinos in my younger days, but I never liked staying in them. Too full of grouchy, petulant, self-centered jerks … You know, like me." He smiled.

      "That doesn't seem like you at all."

      "Oh, give it time. Listen, here's what I want you to do. The best place to stay in town, bar none, is the Turret House Bed and Breakfast. It's actually more of a boutique hotel, and their breakfasts are to die for."

      "Can I afford them?"

      "Oh, they won't charge you either. Especially after I talk to them about you, though I doubt I'll even have to do that."

      "You don't have to do that, Garrison."

      "Of course I don't have to. That's what makes it so much fun. Anyway, the same guy who owns the bookstore co-owns the Turret House with his wife, Eve. You tell them I sent you, okay?"

      Lacy frowned. "Didn't you just call him a bastard?"

      "Oh, he's definitely that. But his wife is an angel, so that redeems him—a little anyway. She also happens to be our crazy town's current mayor, though how someone with her personality can stand the cesspool of local politics is beyond me. She's part of that too-nice-for-the-world club, like you."

      "Thanks. I think."

      "Listen," Gage said, "even being mentioned in the same breath as Eve Cortez is a compliment, trust me."

      "I didn't mean—"

      "No, no, don't you start apologizing on me again, Lacy. I want you to go get some rest right away—even a short nap will help a lot, I think. If we're going to find Wade quickly, I need you thinking clearly. I'll talk to the cops, do a little searching on my own, and if he hasn't turned up in the next few hours, I'll swing by to check on you and maybe get a little more information. Oh, do you have a picture of him?"

      "I can email you one."

      "I'd prefer a physical copy, if you have one."

      "Oh. I don't know if … Wait, I think I do have one. It's in the Prius, the glove box. It's kind of silly, though."

      "Silly in what way?"

      "Well, we were dressed up as … pirates."

      "Pirates!"

      She blinked a few times, and for a moment, Gage thought she might cry again. "Yeah. It was our first day in San Diego. We went down to Seaport Village. It was a gorgeous day. One of the things we did was, um, visit the HMS Surprise at the maritime museum there. It's that eighteenth-century ship—I mean, a replica. It was even used in those Pirates of the Caribbean movies."

      "Oh yeah?"

      "Yeah. So afterward, we were walking along the, uh, the promenade on the bay, and we came upon one of those photo places. You know, with costumes and stuff. So for fun, we took some photos dressed as pirates. To kind of celebrate a fresh start. We looked so goofy and happy in them. We hadn't been happy like that in a long while. Wade, he, uh, he said we should keep a copy in the car. Just to pull out if we were … if we were ever feeling down …"

      "Hey, hey, it's okay now."

      She took a deep breath, steadying herself. "Wow, that—that hit me kind of hard. I just—I kind of forgot about it until now. We just … we never needed to take it out, you know? I thought we were doing better. I really did."

      "We'll find him," Gage said.

      "I hope so."

      "We will. Now, one last thing just to get me started. I'll need some info about your husband—birthdate, social security number, height, weight, the clothes he might have been wearing, if you know it. That sort of thing. The basic stuff that might help. Maybe you can jot down a few things for me." Gage cast his gaze around the empty room. "My office does seem to be short on supplies at the moment, though."

      Lacy turned on her phone. "How about I just text it to you? Do you have a business card?"

      "I don't have a card."

      "Oh. Well, what's your number?"

      "I don't have a phone either."

      "You don't have a phone?"

      "No. I heard cell phones cause cancer." Still no laugh. It was a weak-ass attempt anyway. He pressed onward. "I know what you're thinking. No card. No phone. No office. I'm not making much of a first impression, am I?"

      "Well …"

      "It's all right. I deserve it. In fairness, though, I work cheap, so there's that."

      "I really do want to—"

      "Nope, nope, nope. Don't you dare bring up money again, Lacy. Now, I'm sure they have some paper in the candy shop we can use, so let's go hunt some down. Plus my ass is starting to kill me. It's not meant for sitting on hard floors. More of a plush recliner sort of ass, really."

      They stood. For Lacy—for most people, really—this was a simple matter of rolling onto hands and knees, then rising onto one's two good feet. For Gage, it was a complicated and painful procedure that involved strategy, brute strength, and of course his cane, a process that took a lot longer than Lacy's effortless upward hop.

      At least she didn't offer to help. That indignity might have been too much to bear, especially when the offer came from a wisp of a woman hardly more substantial than his cane. The traffic outside was a steady, noisy roar. Now that they were standing, the wan, overcast light from the window fell fully upon her face, and she looked older than her years again, her skin full of crevices and wrinkles and lines where before there had only been smoothness. The breeze rippled a strand of hair across her face, but she made no effort to push it away. He wondered about the kind of man who could ever leave such a woman behind, someone so devoted to him, someone so purely good, someone who'd given up so much of herself looking after somebody who probably didn't deserve it.

      "How am I going to reach you?" she asked.

      Gage had been so lost in his own thoughts that at first he assumed she'd read his mind somehow, that she was speaking metaphorically. "What's that?"

      "If you don't have a phone, how am I—"

      "Oh, right. You can leave a message with Alex, either at the bookstore or the Turret House. He loves it when I use him as an answering service. It's like his favorite thing in the world."

      "Ah."

      Not even a chuckle. She really was a tough cookie. "You keep watching those accounts," he added. "Even if Wade takes out a cash withdrawal at Safeway or something, we'll know he's here. And his activity will give us something to go on."

      "All right. You know, he did say something else about you. Your friend Alex."

      "I'm almost afraid to ask. And let's not get ahead of ourselves. I never called him a friend."

      "He said you're the best there is. He said that if anybody can find my husband, it's you. He said that once you take an assignment, you'll never quit."

      Gage's face warmed at the heartfelt endorsement, and when he spoke, his voice betrayed him with its hoarseness. "See, I told you he was a bastard. Now let's go see if Gladys has some pen and paper."

      He gestured to the door, awkwardly, a little too abrupt with it, but then Gage wasn't going to let himself turn into a quivering pile of emotional goo in front of her. Later, in the solitude and sanctity of his van, he could let himself fall to pieces maybe, but certainly not in front of Lacy Carson.

      Fortunately, she spared him any more embarrassment by heading for the door. Gage started to follow, but then something caught his attention—a glint of metal, a quick flash, outside and below. Gage was standing at the window, but he hadn't looked outside yet. Now he did, leaning into a breeze that smelled of car exhaust and popcorn.

      A Chevy Silverado towing an Airstream was chugging slowly past on Highway 101, and Gage thought the glint might have come from the trailer. The traffic was bumper to bumper, creeping along barely over walking speed. Gage saw a family of four, the boy and the girl eating ice cream cones, on the sidewalk below. He saw, over the top of the Airstream and the buildings on the other side of the highway, a long strip of ocean along the horizon roughly the same color as the barrel of his Beretta, safely at home under his bed.

      Gage never brought the gun with him unless he had cause to do so, which made it odd that he would think of it now, but later he would wonder if his subconscious was already trying to tell him something. For when the Airstream inched out of the way, clearing the line of sight between Gage and the other side of the highway, he saw the source of the glint.

      There was a black Ford Mustang parked in front of the sandwich shop across the street, a newer model, bulky and muscular but somehow sleek at the same time. The car made him think of a crouching black panther. The glint of metal did not come from the Mustang, however, but from the driver draping his left arm outside the window. The man was dressed in a black tracksuit jacket, his arm, like the car, both bulky and sleek, and he was holding a knife—a curved blade, like a tiny scythe. It flashed in and out of the sun as the man tapped the knife against the door.

      Then Gage saw that it wasn't a knife at all. The man was actually holding a hook.

      In fact, he wasn't holding anything. There was no hand at all, not unless the man was deliberately keeping his left arm tucked inside his sleeve, which would have been hard to pull off because the sleeve was so tight that Gage could see the man's ropey forearm muscles. The hook was a prosthetic. The angle, and the shadow from the resurgent sun, made it difficult to see much except a square face and dark sunglasses, but Gage had the queer feeling the man was looking right at him.

      Ting, ting, ting.

      That was the sound that the hook made when it tapped gently against the Mustang. Even over the hubbub of traffic, ocean, and wind, Gage was quite sure he could hear it.

      Gage spoke without turning. "Lacy?"

      "Yeah?"

      "Do you know anybody who wears a prosthetic hook on his left hand?"

      "A what?"

      That answered that question. She joined him at the window.

      "Recognize the car?" he asked.

      "No," she said.

      "Me either."

      "Why?"

      He was thinking how to answer this question when the Mustang pulled into traffic. Gage never got a good look at the driver. The Chevy Tahoe immediately behind was too wide for Gage to make out the license numbers of the Mustang, but he glimpsed enough to make out the dark red-and-blue style of the plate.

      Idaho.

      The state that both Lacy and Wade were from. That didn't mean anything particularly, not by itself. After Oregon plates, the three most common in Barnacle Bluffs were Washington, California, and Idaho, in that order, and he always had the feeling that the only reason Idaho ranked third in that list was because it was by far the least populated. Lots of people from the landlocked potato state who craved the ocean came to Oregon.

      "It's probably nothing," he said.

      But inwardly, he wasn't so sure. Gage didn't know any men with prosthetic hands, at least nobody that came to mind, but he really did get the feeling that the guy was looking right at him. Long after the Mustang disappeared into the throng of traffic winding its way south along Highway 101, Gage thought he could hear the man's hook tapping against the side of the car.

      Ting, ting, ting.
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