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Chapter 1

Winter jumped the back of a Pacific storm that first Tuesday after Labor Day, and it rode the jet stream south from Alaska to scour the Pacific Northwest coast. Winter raced from the backs of clouds and ravaged beaches like packs of hunting wolves. Everyone in Surfbreak felt the storm hit.

Tourists, who had foolishly planned to duck last night’s traffic by leaving first thing in the morning, found themselves stung by needles of rain. They struggled to load plastic coolers, rubber rafts, and camping gear onto luggage racks. Soon, abandoned gear tumbled in colorful cartwheels across grass-covered dunes.

At the Surfbreak Cafe, where locals gathered for eggs and pancakes on this first day safe from tourists, men huddled over dregs of coffee and watched a gray view of horizontal rain. Gusts hissed around window seams, sending shivers along plaid cafe curtains. Later, some people would say the trouble actually started that Tuesday morning. Other people, those with a better sense of history, would say the trouble started eighty years before. At any rate, ugly deaths rode that wind, deaths so horrible that stories of them would refuse to die. Molly Snow, the center of the trouble, had barely arrived and parked her car.




A few blocks away, near the beach, Molly Snow tried to get out of her blue Mazda. Winds pushed the door shut and shoved the slender, dark-haired woman back inside. She shivered and fumbled the key to the Aowl cottage before bracing to fight the wind and push the door again. This time a lull freed her, but new gusts pushed her off course in a stumbling climb to the cottage door. She stabbed her key at the lock. Molly reeled inside and fought the door shut.

Inside, the Aowl cottage seemed small. It should have felt cozy, but it didn’t. Set back from the road and only yards from the deserted beach, it was also isolated.

The cottage would certainly be a lonely place, but Molly hoped the solitude would feel welcome. It could provide time to achieve her goals this winter. Usually she got more attention that she wanted, and that could be distracting. At thirty-three, her slender figure and lithe movements still turned men’s heads. She could not help that and occasionally even enjoyed its consequences. Nor could she help her dusky beauty, which some took for a sign of Native American ancestry.

Molly shivered and hurried to light a fire in the woodstove. The small cottage seemed to sit in the very mouth of the storm. Outside, the wind attacked like hunting wolves, and it would not be long before Molly began to imagine it precisely that way.




A few hundred yards up the beach, safe inside the thick walls of the Aowl Museum, Tess Fiddert handed a spare key to Surfbreak’s one-man police force, Ed Mulling. Even inside this immense building they felt the storm. It shook the western wall and rattled Plexiglas on display cases, making the panes shimmer in pale light from the exit sign. An 1820’s button blanket, hanging free above the central staircase, trembled in the air. In the Northwest nature exhibit, stiff shadows preserved by taxidermy—sea harriers, owls, and raccoons—seemed to shiver and grip claws deeper into display stands. Along the walls hung ceremonial masks from the Wolvine and other tribes. Faces of otter, cougar, and wolf took on a curious light.

Sheriff Mulling spoke above the boom of wind. “What’s her name again, forgot to write it down.” Mulling’s fondness for pancakes in the morning, and a few beers at night, showed in the belly hanging over his belt. He did not much care for Tess Fiddert. He did not much care for anyone since he moved to Surfbreak after leaving the police force in Portland. Surfbreak was a rough town on a rough coast. Mulling felt right at home. His face was fleshy, but his eyes looked flat and impatient.

“Molly Snow. I put all her letters here by the phone. There’s even a picture. She looks Indian.” Tess Fiddert moved a manila folder closer to the edge of her desk. She was a heavyset woman in her late fifties. At the end of tourist season she wanted nothing more than a good long rest, and preferred getting it anywhere but in Surfbreak.

“Read through this if you want,” she added. “That photo definitely looks Indian to me. And to Clint down at the hardware. And to Doc Bill, who ought to know since he has to treat them. I just happened to show the picture around.” Tess thought of another picture, one resting in a photograph drawer not ten feet away. A woman in that picture looked almost exactly like this Molly Snow. After a moment’s thought Tess decided not to show the old photograph to Mulling.

‘’The governor himself says it’s okay, I go along.” Mulling added the key, tagged and tested on the museum’s outer lock, to the rest of his keys.

Tess took a deep breath and tried explaining for the third time that Molly Snow had only a Governor’s Grant. That meant she got a key to the outer door, and permission to use the museum all she wanted while it was closed this winter. The grant did not mean that Molly knew the governor, or that the governor knew Molly. In fact, the governor probably didn’t give a rip about the grant. In fact, far as Tess Fiddert was concerned, the governor and his whole bureaucracy could blow smoke just as soon as she finished certain plans she had for the Aowl Museum.

As for Molly Snow, Tess doubted the sheriff would care that she came to do research on the legendary Alford James Aowl, the first white man to walk this coast. Tess just hoped that this college girl would not go poking her nose in places where it didn’t belong.

“I’ll keep tabs,” Mulling said. “Make sure she don’t leave doors unlocked. Count on it.”

“Keep close tabs,” Tess said. “These college kids can get sloppy. I didn’t put half a lifetime into cataloguing this place, just to see some graduate chickie mess it up.”

Mulling returned his key chain to its hook on his belt. “I’d better check the beach for lost mutts any tourists left.” He headed toward the door, determined not to go anywhere near that beach until the wind died. He didn’t mind shooting stray dogs each fall. It was dangerous for local kids if the dogs formed a pack, but the job would go lots easier once the weather took a breather.

As he left the museum, a telephone several blocks away at the Surfbreak police station rang and rang. On the fourth ring, a recording picked up. Mulling’s voice spoke a message, and after the beep a tourist’s trembling voice reported that she and her husband had just been leaving town, with their kids, when they saw something strange on the beach. A man, they thought, or the body of a man. He looked dead. He lay curled over as if he had tried to protect himself from an attack. His clothes looked torn, but maybe they were just rumpled by the wind. The woman’s voice said that she had to go now, but guessed she did right to call. Even her husband wasn’t going anywhere near that thing. It was just too scary.

The wind chased Mulling’s patrol car along Breakers Avenue. At the Surfbreak Cafe, he joined the others for coffee while the storm spread darkness southward. Winds rode the rises and rock falls up the hills at the town’s eastern side. Winds howled beneath the south bridge over the Wolvine River. The old wooden structure shook.

Along the banks of that river, barely a trickle since the dam had been built, the storm headed a few hundred yards inland. It swirled over no trespassing signs to double back over a federal boundary. It entered the Wolvine reservation.

It tore at loose boards and corrugated plastic roofs. It rattled broken steps leading to weatherworn shacks and trailers where the last of the Wolvine tribe lived.

No one in the shacks talked much during this stormy day. At the same time everyone saw the daylight falter before a giant shadow that walked across the hills. Tourists might mistake the shadow for some local aberration in the weather, but the Wolvine knew better, and they shuddered. They avoided each other’s eyes, although one or two whispered the name “Storm Man” under his breath. It was an old name, and it carried an ancient curse.

In one shack, ringed by trees and cushioned by a slightly wider strip of land, Raymond Goodwillow felt the chill arrive. He tightened the ties of his slippers and wished he could ignore the coming of the wind. His feet seemed too big for his diminished frame, and his hands showed the tremble of age. He was an old man now, almost ninety. His once broad shoulders were hunched and thin beneath the blanket. His eyes seemed ageless. They were as clear as the eyes of a young child, but no child had eyes so clearly marked with experience and knowledge.

Goodwillow felt the wind rattle the door of the shack. It was possible to change the course of a wind like this, Goodwillow knew, but he hoped he would not have to do it.

He watched a feather scurry across the floor and caught a whiff of quickly chilling air. This wind was different. He knew this smell, knew it deep back in memory the way he knew (and could still hear, some nights in his sleep) every moan of men who had been brought to him. There had been men injured in the hunt, and there had been runnels of blood outlining ribs of men who had shot each other, knifed each other, or fallen from high cliffs. The smell told of children devoured by diseases that white men called typhoid, pneumonia, influenza. It was sticky sweet and spread metallic red through the air. It drew Goodwillow close, and he shivered, pulled toward caves of memory and ancient power.

It was too late to do anything about memories, Goodwillow reminded himself. If memories returned, though, and turned into actual flesh, then Goodwillow would have to take action. Raymond Goodwillow felt, more than saw, the giant shadow moving across the land. That shadow would be Storm Man, and only one thing could make Storm Man return.

That thing was the return of Alford James Aowl, the white man the Wolvine knew as Man-Among-Wolves. And only one thing would have made Man-Among-Wolves return. That one thing was the woman called Birch, the woman who had once been Storm Man’s wife. Goodwillow pulled the blanket around his knees. He turned toward the one small window and studied the shadowed forest outside. He had been a boy the last time this shadow walked above the hills. The Wolvine would know a bad winter. This year could be as bad as that one he had lived nearly eighty years trying to forget.


Chapter 2

Molly Snow clumped up steps into the Aowl cottage. She shoved the last packing carton onto the kitchen table and turned to wrestle the door shut. For once the wind cooperated. Instead of fighting, it reversed direction and sucked the door back, pulling her small body along and slamming her to the jamb with a sudden thwack.

Cartons now jammed the interior of the cottage. There were two boxes of kitchen utensils, a travel bag filled with sweaters, and two suitcases of clothes and hiking gear. The five heaviest boxes contained the basis for the next eight months’ work—maps drawn by Alford Aowl, or rather, photocopies of yellowing maps, biographical monographs, background material on Aowl, coastal surveys. Molly pulled up the flap of the fifth box and lifted out a thick yellow envelope.

She let herself collapse onto the room’s one modern comfort—a plaid sofa with stains along its arms—before sliding the envelope’s contents free. These papers would, she hoped, tell whether her grant money paid to get the lights and water turned on. Molly scanned the fine print on a legal-sized sheet.

Even in the dim light, the outline of the young woman’s features revealed enough to make her look quite at home inside the rough walls of the cottage. Her straight black hair, tied with a leather thong at her neck, hung an inch below her shoulder blades. It suggested Native American ancestry, although no one in her family could ever figure out what tribe. Her mother came from a long line of Irishmen and her father swore up one limb of his family tree and down the other that no one on his side ever married an Indian. Molly had been a very little girl when her maternal grandmother died, but Molly remembered an old woman who did not seem Irish.

Molly was slight and fine-boned, with a long, graceful neck and high cheekbones. Her skin, tinged a ruddy tan without any time spent sunbathing, had begun to crease in the promise of crow’s feet around intense brown eyes. She thumbed a page and brought the fine print up near enough to read in the half-darkness.

It was useless. She’d just have to pay to have the lights turned on, then figure if she could actually afford the hookup.

Before heading into town to visit the utility offices, Molly dabbed a sleeve at the water trickling from her hair. She leaned back to survey the shadowed room that would be her home for the next eight months. This was Alford James Aowl’s own home, preserved on land he had personally surveyed.

It seemed to her that the storm itself attacked this cabin. She wondered how much more dark history she would discover in this place, because a lot of dark history already surrounded the name of Aowl. In the shadowed daylight, she felt a chill rise, not from the chilly air but from the inside. The tremor made her cringe, as if pulling her back from battles either waged or about to be waged, a tremor of horror.

Molly tried to laugh. She told herself that such feelings were an occupational hazard for people who studied the past, and especially people who studied this coast. If Native Americans were sometimes mystics, then the peoples of this coast were perhaps the strongest mystics of all. This was a rough coast settled by only the toughest people, the ones too practical to feel the eerieness of the place itself.

The events that brought her here felt as unreal as the wildness of the storm. By rights, she should be sitting two hundred miles away on the third floor of the Pinehaven University History and Anthropology building, typing professors’ travel schedules and filing tear sheets from scholarly publications. Instead she had snagged a grant.

To her it had seemed sheer luck, but that is not what the Dean of Arts and Sciences said. When the dean congratulated her, he pointed out that Molly showed every promise of becoming a scholar. Even now Molly treasured the dean’s words: “Because you have intelligence and analytic ability, but most of all you’ve got good common sense.” She was a strong scholar, she knew, and a tough competitor, but the dean also recognized her ability to rise above the petty politics of academic life, to trust her own ideas and cut her own path.

For now, Molly thought of her present entitlement to several thousand dollars of state money, and to eight months’ residence in Surfbreak, as a reward for paying her dues. It began to make up for thousands of trips to the mailroom, photocopying announcements of conferences and publication opportunities, stuffing them in mailboxes of faculty who never read them and disdained recycling to drop them into the wastebasket. Those were fat and happy professors, Molly liked to assure herself, and she was lean, hungry, and ten credits short of a Master’s degree.

That was why last December, when the announcement of funds for studies to commemorate the State Centennial arrived, Molly took the time to read it. Then she passed along the six faintly printed pages in even fainter photocopies and stayed up nights for a week putting together her own application. She was one of only three applicants who met the deadline. The other two were researching North Coast settlements. Alford James Aowl, the state’s most mysterious—or, as some said, notorious—explorer, had been left to Molly Snow alone.

Molly sighed and looked at the room’s few furnishings. Aside from the kitchen alcove—electric stove and ancient, no doubt noisy, refrigerator—the cottage consisted of only this one room, plus a cave-dark bedroom and a small bath whose scent had made her cringe and make a mental note to pick up disinfectant.

She paused. Beneath the rage of wind came yipping sounds, like those made by dogs when they were asleep and dreaming. Yet these small cries were deep-voiced. The voice, or voices, came from large animals.

Directly across from the sofa, the black cast iron woodstove showed a line of rust along the seam of its stack. Next to the stove and its broken woodbox, a plain pinewood desk stood below empty shelves. A floor lamp, stark as a skeleton in a wild hat, rose beside the desk.

Tourists rented the cottage during the summer. The Aowl Foundation used the rent to help support the Alford James Aowl Memorial Museum which, along with twelve miles of unspoiled beach, attracted vacationers. Molly had a key to that museum, or at least was due to collect one later today. She’d never get to that, she resolved, if she didn’t get the utilities fixed. The sofa released a cloud of dust as she abandoned it, a new shadow drifting in the air.




Storm winds turned to gales, and gales declined to breezes. Molly returned from town and waited for an electrician to turn on the power. She busied herself unpacking, and she thought of Aowl.

The most mysterious thing about him was his death, or the lack of it. White townspeople of his day claimed that he got lost in the forest and died. Stories from the reservation said that he ran away with wolves. One fanciful tale even claimed that he became a wolf.

It was four-fifteen by the time the man came to unlock the power box on the side of the cottage and flip the circuit breaker, taking ten minutes to do thirty seconds worth of work. When the utility truck finally pulled away, Molly grabbed her parka and headed across the dunes toward the largest shadow in the gathering dusk. That had to be the Aowl Museum, exactly where the map said it would be.

From the bedroom window, the hulking four-story shape had looked dark and abandoned. She’d written to a Miss Tess Fiddert a month ago, saying she would pick up her key yesterday, or this morning at the latest. Now she struggled to hurry, trudging through sand, and saw that even the wide black parking lot lay empty. Fading light revealed the dark building. Molly simply stared.

She’d seen pictures of this atrocity. It was a mansion built by a lumber baron for a mistress who eventually destroyed the lumberman’s family and his fortune. The museum’s brochures told the whole story, with color shots of the building.

Layers of spiked wooden rickrack patterned the north wall, interrupted only by swooping gables where shadows seemed to gather and ripple. Above the mutter of the surf, a stirring came from those shadows, nesting gulls perhaps. Yet, the entire building seemed to waver and pulse with a sad, dark murmuring.

And it was black. From wainscoted skirts dropping near the sand, to triangular roof peaks and towers and turrets, the mansion stood like a monument to darkness. It hovered above the land like a brooding vulture. Balusters stood like walls along widow’s walks, and the house stood not like a statement of love or lust but only sorrow.

Alford Aowl himself had painted this building black, Molly knew. He started the task two years after the death of its owner. The death had been hideous. The lumberman had been mauled by an animal, either wolf or cougar. He suffered pain and delirium for three days before dying, long enough, in a place like this, to be the start of a legend.

In the months preceding his death, people said, the lumberman’s body had been seen lying on the beach. It always disappeared before anyone could bury it. That winter had been the worst winter of storms ever known on this coast. Now, as legend told it, storms followed when any corpse was thrown upon the beach. Like most legends, Molly thought, there were just enough coincidental storms to make the story seem true.

Aowl and the lumberman had been longtime enemies, and painting the building black was Aowl’s revenge. Even the windows looked black and impenetrable, despite vague reflections of mist flickering across them. Aowl had repaid his enemy this way, Molly recalled from her reading, by making this mansion look utterly empty.

And it probably was empty right now, she thought, shaking off a chill. No light gleamed through the windows. Tess Fiddert had surely gone home.

Two wide doors, their glistening ebony surfaces studded with brass fixtures, offered cold welcome. Both were locked tight. Molly tried knocking, then pounding. Squared inside a brass frame, a bone-white placard announced, “Open 11 A.M. to 6 P.M.—May 15 to Labor Day.” Molly’s knuckles struck cold wood again, more in frustration than hope, before she turned and leaned against the door. Tess Fiddert might come tomorrow to finish closing down for the winter, or else might live in town.

Overhead, murmuring from the eaves sounded louder than it had from the dunes. Winds sobbed like dying dreams, or like predictions of a never-dying winter. Wind caught threads of sound and made them thrum like ancient murmurs. From somewhere in the darkness wind growled like an animal.

Molly guessed she should go back to the cottage, but that was the last place she felt like being. She circled the museum’s southern wall instead, watching without hope for a light, then headed out across the dunes. Perhaps a walk along the beach would soothe the day’s disappointments.


Chapter 3

Out near the Wolvine reservation, ancient power flowed through the forest, and other power walked through the hills. In old times, the natives believed that these forests belonged to wolf, and the hills belonged to cougar. The skies belonged to eagle and raven and rainbird.

Now the forces of wolf and cougar became running shapes of darkness. The snarl of wolf sounded through the trees. High in the hills a great shadow coalesced, sought to become a shape that looked nearly human. The shadow faltered, flowed apart, came back together. Darkness grew and the shadow took its final manlike form. Storm Man began to walk.




On the beach, Molly walked beneath moonlight as clouds blew in from the sea. The beach was in disarray after the storm. She reached the tide line. Ground mists rose along the shore, and she let her steps find their own rhythm over the bumpy surface. She edged nearer to the waves to reach the smooth surface where the last tide had packed the sand, pulled her parka close, and watched diminishing winds lift mists from the shore.

The edge of surf caught scattered moonlight, and Molly let her thoughts drift, amazed at how differently this day had gone from the way she’d imagined.

Back in Pinehaven, Surfbreak had seemed impossibly far, some outpost within dense depths of primeval forest. Yet, driving down the main street this morning, she’d felt shocked to see a modern gas station, souvenir shops, and paved sidewalks with entirely average people walking along them.

At the same time, she told herself, the people living here could not be average. Even now, at the end of the twentieth century, this place not only felt remote; it was remote. Surfbreak had never been a large town. Now, with old forests cut, and no harbor for fishermen, the town depended on tourism. When the tourists left, it seemed that modernity went with them.

A knot of kelp lay twisted on the sand. Mist moved in clumps before her. Further along the shore, dark shapes wheeled above a cloud of mist, diving and spiraling like birds. The wind shifted, carrying back faint, screechy cries. Someone else must be walking there, scaring sea gulls into the air, although she seemed to recall that sea gulls did not fly at night. Molly paused, watching the swirling shapes swoop and complain. No figure emerged from the mist.

Molly zipped her parka up and resolved to reach the gulls before they moved further off. Wind urged the next bank of mist toward her, but she reached its far side only to enter another cloud. Faint moonglow illuminated the birds’ wings, and they looked only slightly closer. They were definitely focused on something below their whirling path.

Straight ahead, the moon outlined another wall of mist. She could almost make out shapes shadowed against it. The shadows could not be people, not unless these people went on all fours.

Ahead, low-slung, swift-running shapes skimmed in circles. The shapes spun nearer, then changed direction to dissolve into invisibility. They were dogs. They had to be dogs, but if they were dogs they were all from giant breeds. Molly watched the bouncing play of the shapes, admiring their strength and grace. It would feel good to have such strength and yet to belong among others, as these dogs belonged in their pack. She felt a passing flash of primitive joy.

Or maybe the dogs actually belonged to a person. A shadow out there stood too tall for a dog. It seemed that a man walked in the middle of the pack. Molly squinted, thought of giving a friendly shout, then hesitated. She could no longer see the manlike shape, only the shapes of dogs. The closest ones looked much too large.

The largest shape, a silver-white in the backlighting of moonglow, raced in circles as if he prowled the perimeter. His head was massive, lifting to sniff the air, then dropping to tack his immense body sideways. His turns and gyrations sent shadows spinning in all directions.

Molly recalled that Aowl’s diaries rarely spoke of wolves, although he wrote about every other kind of animal. He seemed secretive. But other early settlers had often complained of wolf trouble. Those reports, though, were a century old. This many wolves could not have survived.

A gust of wind brought a faint, doggy smell of wet fur. It hung heavy and moist on the salt mist. Then the gust changed direction, pushing mist back toward the dogs. For the last few minutes Molly had merely stood in place. Now the largest silver-white shape stiffened. It turned sideways as if its attention were caught. A clear patch of moonlight fixed the animal against the sand. It stood spectral and beautiful and wild, its fur thick as a mane, a bundle of raw animal power, pure and uncontrolled.

Molly tried to hold perfectly still, trusting the mist to hide her, but sudden memory jolted her into action. Sight hardly mattered to dogs. If she could smell them, they could smell her.

She spun away. At that instant the dogs turned too, yanked from their play by one deep, low growl. The growl might have been the surf, but Molly ran, diving toward the next bank of mist, racing through it to plunge into another. She tried listening for sounds, for steps, for barks. The thudding of her own feet filled her ears. If the dogs gave chase, there was no escape. A slippery sea whip made her stumble, and her hand touched sopping sand. She pushed herself upward to run again. On an impulse, she angled toward the sound of the surf. Her steps sank deeper. Waves must be near in the deep curtain of mist. After a few sideways steps, she felt the rushing chill of surf swirl over her feet. It rose to her ankles. A receding wave pulled her seaward. She leapt and landed in the fanning of the next wave. Water might erase her scent.

Soft, flowing sand sucked at each step, adding weight. The water might conceal her, but oncoming waves were impossible to see. If she fell, a rogue wave could take her. Too dangerous, she thought, breath razoring her throat. Choking, struggling for one more gulp of air to keep accelerating, she angled landward.

The instant she broke free of the water, pressure as sudden as the closing of a trap yanked her ankle. She pulled free and spun, struggling for footing in the sand. The next bite caught her leg. Wet, solid weight thudded into her ribs.

She was going down. More weight fell on top of her, coming from the side, paws rolling her onto her back. The dogs were all over her, too many to flail at, furred shadows feinting and leaping too quickly to dodge.

Weight fell, thrusting her flat again. Now something tightened at her neck, a choking pressure as if a cord were knotted to strangle her. The parka’s hood, she knew at once. Teeth here tearing it back from the jacket, yanking her head back with it. She heard nylon tear, and a new round of yipping followed. There were no growls, only the high-pitched yips, as if she were a toy they had found to play with.

Jaws snapped near her ear. She lifted her arms to shield her head and screamed, screamed again, heard her voice echo back in a deeper sound.

It was a growl, low-pitched, like a warning. The sound came from further off. Three sharp barks followed, and suddenly the pummeling stopped.

Molly risked a glimpse toward where the barks had sounded. The huge silver dog stood with its back turned, snapping at the shadows that now circled him. His low barks drove them back from her. A tongue of surf suddenly swelled under her, filling her mouth with bitter saltwater. Molly scrambled backwards, and when she looked again, the dogs were only darker patches in the mist, moving away.

She struggled to her feet. A few steps brought her to drier sand. The lights of Surfbreak winked between dunes—bright neon, paler house lights, the turning red globe above the gas station. She pushed toward them. Her shoulders heaved to clutch at breath, but once she reached the edge of the dunes she looked back.

Skimming shapes of dogs surfaced and disappeared along the white bank of mist. They were indistinct, but there. They crowded around something that had either been cast, or had fallen, at the tide line. It was a dark shape, maybe a log. A chill of terror electrified her nerve endings. The shape was also the right size for a body.

Molly felt herself shaking with relief. The dogs could have killed her. A landward breeze cooled her face and brought the faint, wet, doggy smell and a low growl of surf, or of warning. She touched the hood of her parka. It should have been torn almost full away, but her fingers found only the smooth corded line of its closure.

Her breath nearly recovered, Molly urged her steps over the last of the dunes. She took a side street to hurry past darkened summer cottages and finally emerged onto Breakers Avenue. Slowing her pace at last, she headed north along civilized blocks. She could not have imagined that attack, yet she must have. That was the only explanation. She must have tripped and fallen, passed out for a moment. Or else the parka really did have tears somewhere.

When she reached the cottage, even before getting her feet out of wet shoes and socks, Molly stripped out of the parka. She held it up to the light. Not a single rip marked it anywhere.


Chapter 4

From September to May, Surfbreak was Sheriff Edward J. Mulling’s idea of a quiet town. Fights occasionally broke out at the Timberman’s Cafe, between loggers too drunk to land a punch. Once in a while Mulling got a call out to the reservation at Surfbreak’s boundary to settle a ruckus between Woofies. Woofies were the only real drawback to the job.

Mulling knew better than to call the Wolvine Indians “Woofies” to their faces, but he preferred that nickname. Some local whites used it because it sounded friendly and funny but pleasantly insulting. Other people were not amused. Mulling liked Surfbreak as well as he liked any place. His job was even better than the one he’d once held on the Portland police force. Surfbreak’s main attitude was “Don’t mess in anybody else’s business.”

Aside from Woofies, the biggest hassle of the job came when Hal Nickerson, owner of Nicky’s Pharmacy and Soda Fountain, got fed up with kids shoplifting and insisted that Mulling park out front to nab ten-year-olds on the scamper. The system worked unless Mulling dozed off. Kids knew that Nicky’s was a softer target between two and four PM.

Relief swept through town once Labor Day passed, and Mulling felt it most of all. The tourist exodus meant he could stop responding to goofy phone messages, like that stunt yesterday about a dead body on the beach. He’d looked. There was no body, and damned if he could see any washed-up logs even suggesting the shape of one. There was a town legend that was used to attract tourists—some legend about a body on the beach meaning hard times. Mulling guessed a couple tourists let the legend get the best of their imaginations.

Tourists were a never-ending pain in the neck, but the town could not do without them. They came mostly from Portland and Seattle, people romantically trying to discover some remnants of an earlier and rougher way of life. Even one old Victorian museum filled with legends was enough to bring them flocking.

Half the parking and moving violations he issued over the summer never got paid. Tourists naturally figured they wouldn’t be back. Nonetheless, the sheriff spent early September days updating a special book he kept in his top desk drawer. In it he recorded each violator’s license number and the date of the infraction. Many times he’d spot one of those vehicles back on Breakers Avenue a year or two later, pulling the same stunt, and he’d enjoy the pleasure of placing a red check in the margin of his book. Then he’d call the owner of Surfbreak’s tow truck, and he’d chuckle. There were few enough joys in police work, and revenge was all of them.

Which was why, on that Wednesday morning, Sheriff Mulling sat at his desk when the door jangled open to admit a youngish woman he couldn’t say he’d ever seen before. Mulling observed that she was of medium height, dark-haired, and pretty enough even if she wasn’t white. Mulling tagged her for a Woofie and bent his head once more to concentrate on his notebook.

“With you soon as I finish,” he muttered. No point interrupting pleasant work for some squaw coming in because her old man wandered off or, more likely, landed a slap.

From the comer of his eye Mulling watched the woman glance around for comfortable seating, then settle onto the church pew below the front window. She moved like a white woman, even if she did look like a Woofie. She had well-shaped legs; that was definitely a mark in her favor. Mulling fanned the stack of citations on his desk. There was a good hour’s work in it.

Ten minutes passed while Sheriff Mulling continued writing and Molly Snow debated whether or not to speak up. Molly studied the bare-bones office walls empty but for official looking notices, steel desk, typewriter, fancy radio—nothing personal or human about the place. She looked at the shining crown of the seated man’s bald head. Something about him repelled her. The problem was that Sheriff Mulling, if the paunchy man in khaki was Mulling, might have to be persuaded to give out the information she wanted. If he got annoyed she’d lose her last option. He looked like the easily annoyed type.

Kept awake half the night as wind returned and rattled the bedroom window, Molly had set out early to locate breakfast and a telephone directory. The breakfast was not half-bad, eggs over-easy in the company of a drowsy waitress and several plaid-shirted men. The directory in the phone booth outside the restaurant was only slightly thicker than a pamphlet, and Tess Fiddert’s name was nowhere in it. Molly returned to the museum, but found the parking lot still empty. A small notice posted below the placard on the front door gave a phone number to call in case of emergency.

Unfortunately, when she dialed, a man’s gruff voice answered, “Sheriff ‘s Office, Ed Mulling speaking.” The man sounded offended at being disturbed. Molly took a deep breath, then chickened out. She hung up. She would return to the cottage to watch from the window. If no car pulled up at the museum before noon, she’d go personally to ask for Miss Fiddert’s number.

Meanwhile, Molly had tried to wedge the cottage’s bedroom window tighter into its frame, a task which quickly proved hopeless. Dry rot had weakened the wood, and every scrap of newspaper she stuffed along its side only widened the gap. The next good wind might take the window out, or shove the whole thing inward to smash on the bedroom floor. When she went to get the Aowl Museum key, she would stop for wood and nails.
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