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    A BEGINNING




    Russell locked his door as the last of the staff finally went home and turned off his camera.




    He knew it was good. The images were there, solid. He’d really captured them.




    But something was missing.




    The groove ran so clean when he slid into it. The studio faded into the background, then the strobe lights, reflector umbrellas, and blue and green backdrops all became texture and tone.




    Image, camera, man became one and they were all that mattered; a single flow of light beginning before time was counted and ending in the printed image. A ray of primordial light traveling forever to glisten off the BMW roadster still parked in one corner of the wood-planked studio. Another ray lost in the dark blackness of the finest leather bucket seats. One more picking out the supermodel’s perfect hand dangling a single, shining, golden key. The image shot just slow enough that they key blurred as it spun, but the logo remained clear.




    He couldn’t quite put his finger on it…




    Another great ad by Russell Morgan. Russell Morgan, Inc. The client would be knocked dead, and the ad leaving all others standing still as it roared down the passing lane. Might get him another Clio, or even a second Mobius.




    But… There wasn’t usually a “but.” The groove had definitely been there, but he hadn’t been in it. That was the problem. It had slid along, sweeping his staff into their own orchestrated perfection, but he’d remained untouched. Not part of that ideal, seamless flow.




    “Be honest, boyo, that session sucked,” he told the empty studio. Everything had come together so perfectly for yet another ad for yet another high-end glossy. Man, the Magazine would launch spectacularly in a few weeks, a high-profile mid-December launch, a never before seen twelve page spread by Russell Morgan, Inc. and the rag would probably never pay off the lavish launch party of hope, ice sculptures, and chilled magnums of champagne before disappearing like a thousand before it.




    He stowed the last camera he’d been using with the others piled by his computer. At the breaker box he shut off the umbrellas, spots, scoops, and washes. The studio shifted from a stark landscape in hard-edged relief to a nest of curious shadows and rounded forms. The tang of hot metal and deodorant were the only lasting result of the day’s efforts.




    “Morose tonight, aren’t we?” he asked his reflection in the darkened window of his Manhattan studio. His reflection was wise enough to not answer back. There wasn’t ever a “down” after a shoot, there had always been an “up.”




    Not tonight.




    He’d kept everyone late, even though it was Thanksgiving eve, hoping for that smooth slide of image, camera, man. It was only when he saw the power of the images he captured that he knew he wasn’t a part of the chain anymore and decided he’d paid enough triple-time expenses.




    The single perfect leg wrapped in thigh-high red-leather boots visible in the driver’s seat. The sensual juxtaposition of woman and sleek machine. An ad designed to wrap every person with even a hint of a Y-chromosome around its little finger. And those with only X-chromosomes would simply want to be her. A perfect combo of sex for the guys and power for the women.




    Russell had become no more than the observer, the technician behind the camera. Now that he faced it, months, maybe even a year had passed since he’d been yanked all the way into the light-image-camera-man slipstream. Tonight was the first time he hadn’t even trailed in the churned up wake.




    “You’re just a creative cog in the advertising photography machine.” Ouch! That one stung, but it didn’t turn aside the relentless steamroller of his thoughts speeding down some empty, godforsaken autobahn.




    His career was roaring ahead, his business fast and smooth, but, now that he considered it, he really didn’t give a damn.




    His life looked perfect, but—“Don’t think it!” —but his autobahn mind finished, “it wasn’t.”




    Russell left his silent reflection to its own thoughts and went through the back door that led to his apartment, closing it tightly on the perfect BMW, the perfect rose on the seat, and somewhere, lost among a hundred other props from dozens of other shoots, the long pair of perfect red-leather Chanel boots that had been wrapped around the most expensive legs in Manhattan. He didn’t care if he never walked back through that door again. He’d been doing his art by rote, and how God-awful sad was that?




    And he shot commercial art. He’d never had the patience to do art for art’s sake. No draw for him. No fire. He left the apartment dark, only a soft glow from the blind-covered windows revealing the vaguest outlines of the framed art on the wall. Even that almost overwhelmed him.




    He didn’t want to see the huge prints by the art artists: autographed Goldsworthy, Liebowitz, and Joseph Francis’ photomosaics for the moderns. A hundred and fifty more rare, even one of a kind prints, all the way back through Bourke-White to his prize, an original Daguerre. The collection that the Museum of Modern Art kept begging to borrow for a show. He bypassed the circle of chairs and sofas that could be a playpen for two or a party for twenty. He cracked the fridge in the stainless steel and black kitchen searching for something other than his usual beer.




    A bottle of Krug.




    Maybe he was just being grouchy after a long day’s work.




    Milk.




    No. He’d run his enthusiasm into the ground but good.




    Juice even.




    Would he miss the camera if he never picked it up again?




    No reaction.




    Nothing.




    Not even a twinge.




    That was an emptiness he did not want to face. Alone, in his apartment, in the middle of the world’s most vibrant city.




    Russell turned away, and just as the door swung closed, the last sliver of light, the relentless cold blue-white of the refrigerator bulb, shone across his bed. A quick grab snagged the edge of the door and left the narrow beam illuminating a long pale form on his black bedspread.




    The Chanel boots weren’t in the studio. They were still wrapped around those three thousand dollar-an-hour legs. The only clothing on a perfect body, five foot-eleven of intensely toned female anatomy, right down to her exquisitely stair-mastered behind. Her long, white-blond hair, a perfect Godiva over the tanned breasts. Except for their too exact symmetry, even the closest inspection didn’t reveal the work done there. One leg raised just ever so slightly to hide what was meant to be revealed later. Discovered.




    Melanie.




    By the steady rise and fall of her flat stomach, he knew she’d fallen asleep, waiting for him to finish in the studio.




    How long had they been an item? Two months? Three?




    She’d made him feel alive. At least when he was with her. The image of the supermodel in his bed. On his arm at yet another SoHo gallery opening, dazzling New York’s finest at another three-star restaurant, wooing another gathering of upscale people with her ever so soft, so sensual, so studied French accent. Together they were wired into the heart of the in-crowd.




    But that wasn’t him, was it? It didn’t sound anything like the Russell he once knew.




    Perhaps “they” were about how he looked on her arm?




    Did she know tomorrow was the annual Thanksgiving ordeal at his parents? That he’d rather die than attend? Any number of eligible woman floating about who’d finagled an invitation in hopes of snaring one of People Magazine’s “100 Most Eligible.” Heir to a billion or some such, but wealthy enough on his own, by his own sweat. Number twenty-four this year, up from forty-seven the year before despite Tom Cruise being available yet again.




    No.




    Not Melanie. It wasn’t the money that drew her. She wanted him. But more, she wanted the life that came with him, wrapped in the man package. She wanted The Life. The one that People Magazine readers dreamed about between glossy pages.




    His fingertips were growing cold where they held the refrigerator door cracked open.




    If he woke her there’d be amazing sex. Or a great party to go to. Or…




    Did he want “Or”? Did he want more from her? Sex. Companionship. An energy, a vivacity, a thirst he feared that he lacked. Yes.




    But where hid that smooth synchronicity like light-image-camera-man? Where lurked that perfect flow from one person to another? Did she feel it? Could he… ever again?




    “More?” he whispered into the darkness to test the sound.




    The door slid shut, escaped from numb fingers, plunging the apartment back into darkness, taking Melanie along with it.




    His breath echoed in the vast darkness. Proof that he was alive, if nothing more.




    Time to close the studio. Time to be done with Russell Incorporated.




    Then what?




    Maybe Angelo would know what to do. He always claimed he did. Maybe this time Russell would actually listen to his almost-brother, though he knew from the experience of being himself for the last thirty years that was unlikely. Seattle. Damn! He’d have to go to bloody Seattle to find his best friend.




    He could guarantee that wouldn’t be a big hit with Melanie.




    Now if he only knew if that was a good thing or bad.


  




  

    




    West Point Lighthouse




    Discovery Park, Seattle




    First lit: 1881




    Automated: 1985




    47.6617 -122.43499




    Chief Boatswain’s Mate Christian Fritz served as the lighthouse keeper for many years in the early 1900s. One of the reasons he chose the West Point Lighthouse posting was that the terrain from the keeper’s cottage to the lighthouse was relatively level. This allowed his blind wife to freely stroll the station’s grounds accompanied by her guide dog, a boxer named Cookie.In 1985, it was the last lighthouse in Washington State to be automated despite its close proximity to Seattle.




    




    JANUARY 1




    “If you were still alive, you’d pay for this one, Daddy.” The moment the words escaped her lips, Cassidy Knowles slapped a hand over her mouth to negate them, but it was too late.




    The sharp wind took her words and threw them back into the pine trees, guilt and all. It might have stopped her, if it didn’t make this the hundredth time she’d cursed him this morning.




    She leaned into the wind and forged her way downhill until the muddy path broke free from the mossy smell of the trees. Her Stuart Weitzman boots were long since soaked through, and now her feet were freezing. The two-inch heels had nearly flipped her into the mud a dozen different times.




    Cassidy Knowles stared at the lighthouse. It perched upon a point of rock, tall and white, with its red roof as straight and snug as a prim bonnet. A narrow trail traced along the top of the breakwater leading to the lighthouse. The parking lot, much to her chagrin, was empty; six, beautiful, empty spaces.




    “Sorry, ma’am,” park rangers were always polite when telling you what you couldn’t do. “The parking lot by the light is for physically-challenged visitors only. You’ll have to park here. It is just a short walk to the lighthouse.”




    The fact that she was dressed for a nice afternoon lunch at Pike Place Market safe in Seattle’s downtown rather than a blustery mile-long walk on the first day of the year didn’t phase the ranger in the slightest.




    Cassidy should have gone home, would have, if it hadn’t been for the letter stuffed deep in her pocket. So, instead of a tasty treat in a cozy deli, she’d buttoned the top button of her suede Bernardo jacket and headed down the trail. At least the promised rain had yet to arrive, so the jacket was only cold, not wet. The stylish cut had never been intended to fight off the bajillion mile-an-hour gusts that snapped it painfully against her legs. And her black leggings ranged about five layers short of tolerable and a far, far cry from warm.




    At the lighthouse, any part of her that had been merely numb slipped right over to quick frozen. Leaning into the wind to stay upright, tears streaming from her eyes, she could think of a thing or two to tell her father despite his recent demise and her general feelings about the usefulness of upbraiding a dead man.




    “What a stupid present!” her shout was torn word-by-word, syllable-by-syllable and sent flying back toward her nice warm car and the smug park ranger.




    A calendar. He’d given her a stupid calendar of stupid lighthouses and a stupid letter to open at each stupid one. He’d been very insistent, made her promise. One she couldn’t ignore. A deathbed promise.




    Cassidy leaned grimly forward to start walking only to have the wind abruptly cease. She staggered, nearly planting her face on the pavement before another gust sent her crabbing sideways. With resolute force, she planted one foot after another until she’d crossed that absolutely vacant parking lot with its six empty spaces and staggered along the top of the breakwater to reach the lighthouse itself. No handicapped people crazy enough to come here New Year’s morning. No people at all for that matter.




    The building’s wall was concrete, worn smooth by a thousand storms and a hundred coats of brilliant white paint. With the wind practically pinning her to the outside of the building, she peeked into one of the windows. The wind blew her hair about so that it beat on her eyes and mouth trying to simultaneously blind and choke her. With one hand, she grabbed the unruly mass mostly to one side. With the other she shaded the dusty window. The cobwebbed glass revealed an equally unkempt interior.




    No lightkeeper sitting in his rocking chair before a merry fire. No smoking pipe. No lighthouse cat curled in his lap. Some sort of a rusty engine not attached to anything. A bucket of old tools. A couple of paint cans.




    A high wave crashed into the rocks with a thundering shudder that ran up through the heels of her boots and whipped a chill spray into the wind. Salt water on suede. Daddy now owed her a new coat as well.




    Cassidy edged along the foundation until she found a calmer spot, a bit of windshadow behind the lighthouse where the wind chill ranked merely miserable rather than horrific on the suck-o-meter. Squatting down behind one of the breakwater’s boulders helped a tiny bit more. She peeled off her thin leather gloves and blew against her fingertips to warm them enough so that they’d work. Once she’d regained some modicum of feeling, she pulled out the letter.




    She couldn’t feel his writing, though she ran her fingertips over it again and again. His Christmas present. A five-dollar calendar of Washington lighthouses from the hospital gift store and a dozen thin envelopes wrapped in a old x-ray folder with no ribbon, no paper.




    In the end he’d foiled her final Christmas hunt. It had been her great yearly quest. The ultimate grail of childhood, finding the key present before Christmas morning. There was no present he could hide that she couldn’t find. Not the Cabbage Patch Kid when she was six; the one she’d had to hold with her arm in a cast, from falling off the kitchen stool she’d dragged into her father’s closet. Not the used VW Rabbit he’d hidden out in the wine shed thinking that she never went there anymore. And she didn’t, except for some reason the day before her eighteenth Christmas.




    A part of her wanted to crumple the letter up and throw it into the sea. It was too soon. She didn’t want to face the pain again. Too soon.




    The rest of her did what it supposed to do. The dutiful daughter opened the envelope and pinned the letter against her thigh so that she could read the slashing scrawl that was her father’s. Even as weak with sickness as he must have been, it looked scribed in stone. His bold-stroke writing gave the words a force and strength just as his deep voice had once sounded strong enough to keep the world at bay for his small girl.




    Dearest Ice Sweet,




    He’d always called her that.




    Icewine. The grapes traditionally harvested on her birthday, December twenty-first. “The sweetest wine of all, my little ice sweet girl.” By the age of five she knew about the sugar content of icewine, Riesling, Chardonnay, and a dozen others. By eight she could identify scores of vintages just by the scent of the cork and hundreds by their logos though she’d yet to taste more than thimblefuls of watered wine at any one time.




    Cassidy stared at the waves digging angrily at the rocks. Spray slashed sideways by the wind dragged tears from her eyes even as she struggled to blink them dry. She hadn’t cried in a long time and she was damned if she was going to start now simply because she was cold and there was a hole in her heart.




    Seven days. She’d looked away for a one moment seven days ago and he was gone. Christmas morning. He’d hung on long enough to tell her of his last present, hidden in plain sight in the used X-ray folder on the side table. A long list of crossed-out names had shuttled films back and forth across Northwest Hospital. Last used by someone named Barash. No meaning for her whatsoever.




    I bought this calendar the day you moved back to Seattle. Marked in all the “dates.” Now I know that I won’t get to go with you. I’m sorry to leave you so young.




    “I’m twenty-nine, Daddy.” But it felt young. Her birthday gone unremarked because he’d never woken that day so close to his last. The hole in her heart was so broad that it would never be filled.




    He’d only been gone a week. Cremated, waked, and ashes spread on his beloved vineyard by the permission of the new owners. They’d owned his vineyard for five years, but still, they were the new ones. It still wasn’t right, them living in the place where her father belonged. She could still picture him striding among the vines, rubbing the soil in his palm, showing his only child the wonders of the changing seasons, the lifecycle of a grapevine, and the nurturing of honeybees.




    For our first “date” I will just tell you how proud I am of you. My daughter took a vintner’s education and turned herself into the best food-and-wine columnist ever.




    He always believed in her. Always rooted for her. Always cheered her on. He’d been the same way with her boyfriends. Always welcoming them when they arrived. Always consoling her when they were gone. No judgment, not even on the ones she should have avoided like a bottle of rotgut Thunderbird.




    The wind rattled the paper sharply, drawing her attention back to the letter.




    You are so like me. You figure out what feels right and you just go do it, damn the consequences. I could never fault you for leaving. I always did what I wanted, too. Saw it and went right for it, no discussion needed. All the while wearing perfect blinders that blocked out everything else. You got that from me. You come by your whimsical stubbornness honestly, Ice Sweet.




    She wasn’t stubborn, years of careful planning had led her this far. Even her move to Seattle to be with him had been calculated, though she never told him about that. She shifted on the hard rock that was in imminent danger of freezing her butt.




    Her father kept apologizing for all the wrong things. Seattle had ended up being a great career move, or was becoming one as she’d hoped. In New York, she had worked as one of a thousand food and wine reviewers. Okay one in fifty, maybe even one in twenty-five, she was damn good, but there were only three women at that level. The other twenty-two were members of longstanding in the old boys’ club.




    “We’re looking for someone with a more refined palate.” Read as someone who was “male.”




    She’d let go of her sublet in Manhattan when she’d found out he was sick. Bought a condo in Seattle to be near, but not too near him on Bainbridge Island. Helped him move into the elder-care by Northgate when he couldn’t care for himself any longer, and from there to Northwest Hospital where she’d lived out his last two weeks in the chair by his bed.




    The Village Voice dropped her the day she left Manhattan. That had hurt as they’d run her first-ever review, a short piece on Jim and Charlie’s Punk and Wine Bistro. Jim and Charlie’s was still there, partly thanks to that review that was still framed and hung in the center of the bar’s mirror.




    But in Seattle she was rapidly rising to the very upper crust of the apple pie. Her reviews ran in every local paper. The San Francisco Chronicle had picked her up for their Travel section the following week making it difficult to stay grumpy about the loss of The Voice. Then AAA took her national with their magazines. From there, it hadn’t been a big step to national syndication. Six more months in New York and she’d have still been grinding her way up from the twentieth spot to the nineteenth. She was going to bypass the lot of them by skipping right past the de rigueur hurdles and sitting at the head table herself.




    Her father’s cancer had brought at least that much good.Now if only it hadn’t taken him with it.




    And she wasn’t whimsical, no matter what he thought. Her dad had always described her mother as the organized one. And Cassidy had done her best to be just like her. You didn’t become a topcolumnist by following the wind all willy-nilly.




    If she didn’t hurry, she was going to freeze in place. She chafed at her legs with one hand and then the other, but it didn’t help. She was cold past any cure less than a piping-hot tub bath. She peeked ahead, just two and a bit pages. She turned to the second sheet.




    I started the vineyard after my tour in Vietnam. Got signed off the base and walked out of San Francisco right across the Golden Gate. No home, no job, no one to go back to. Headed up into the hills, don’t even know why or where I was. Walked and hitched ‘til dark, slept, woke with the light, and kept moving.




    One morning, I woke up in a field, leaning against a rotting, wooden fencepost, looking at the saddest little vineyard you could imagine. Poor vines dying of thirst. I found an old bucket and started watering them from a nearby stream. Old man came out to lean on the fence. Watched me quite a while, a couple hours maybe. I didn’t care about him. Those vines were the first thing I’d cared about in a long, long time.




    “You want ‘em?” the old guy asked. “Five hundred bucks and they’re yours.”




    I don’t even remember how it happened. One minute my final pay was in my pocket, then his. Other vets drifted in. I charged them fifty bucks to join. Five of us worked the land, recovered the vines. That was the start of the thirty acres of Knowles Valley Vineyard.




    She’d never heard how his first vineyard started. Didn’t even really know where it was, somewhere in the hills of northern California.




    Though he might have ambled all the way to Oregon for how much she knew.




    Walk the year with me. Let’s take our time. My past is mine, but your future is not. That’s only up to you. I leave you to walk alone, it is a rough trail often over rocky soil. But keep your head high and you’ll go far.




    Whatever happens, know that I love you. I’m so proud of you.




    Love you Ice Sweet,




    Vic




    Vic. He always signed his letters “Vic.” Never what she’d always called him. “Daddy.”




    “I could never fault you for leaving.” Yet between the lines that’s just what he did. Nothing on the backs of any of the pages. She worked to refold the pages in the wind.




    “No, you’re imagining things, Cass. You think too much. Get your head out of your own butt.” And she mostly did. One of the many gifts Vic Knowles had given her, the ability to be clear about her own actions and reactions.




    He’d financed her dreams of getting away from the rain capital of the Pacific Northwest. He’d paid for her college in full and cooking school after that. It was only cleaning up his papers this last week that she saw how close it had come to breaking him. He’d just made it a natural assumption that she’d go to college and he’d pay. Just like her Mom who had a degree in economics from Vassar. He’d always talked about how smart Cassidy’s mother was. How beautiful. How much he missed her.




    He hadn’t gone to college himself, not even high school. His past was little more than a few facts she’d winnowed over the years. His dad had left before he could remember. He’d dropped out of third grade to help his mother run the grocery store. They were desperately poor when she died. Then he’d gone to Vietnam at eighteen as the only way to make a living wage. And walked to a vineyard. But he gave Cassidy that gift of education as if it was no sacrifice to him.




    Did he now begrudge her that past? The future he never had.




    No. That didn’t make any sense. He hadn’t thought about the money, he’d invested in his dreams for her. She was just going nuts from missing him so much and angry at him for being dead.




    “Useful, Cass, real useful.”




    To prove her sanity, she forced the rumpled letter back into the envelope, as neatly as possible in the midst of the maelstrom, and she forced that back into her leather pack.




    Her father, the self-educated man, also the most well-read man she’d ever met. But she’d learned early on to do her math and science homework before he came home from the fields. His frustration at being unable to help her with them had always been a strain.




    Cassidy’s mother was a single solitary memory. She’d been standing in the open doorway of the house, leaving on a stormy night to answer a call to the hospital. The wind at the door blew her hair across her face as she leaned on her father’s arm. Cassidy’s only memory of Adrianne Knowles, a woman with no face. Then Bea Clark rushing in from next door to sit with her.




    She and Daddy did talk about the books though. He had sharpened her mind as they puzzled out the books together. Ayn Rand piled next to Shakespeare, Heinlein and Hugo, Dickens and a biography of Jimi Hendrix. Their house was always awash in books. And the massive collection of wine books, thumbed again and again by both of them, the only books to have a proper bookcase, had sat in the place of honor in the living room. Everything else jumbled into stacked wooden crates, mounded on tops of dressers, and enough on the dining table to make it a battle to find room for two plates.




    The chill spray of a particularly large wave spattered her with a few drops and the next with a few more. The tide must be coming in.




    She scrambled from her hiding place and rose back into the wind which threatened to topple her down into the roaring waves. She forged her way back up the hill. The wind tore at her backpack and thumped it against her spine. The camera. Right.




    She squatted to get out of the wind and pulled out her trusty point-and-shoot. The wind nearly blinded her when she turned back into it. Her hair swirled about her head.




    A sailboat.




    Two lunatics in a sailboat were off the point of land. A cobalt-blue hull climbed out of one wave, pointing its bow to the sky, and then plunged down and buried its nose in the front of the next wave before rising again in a great arc of spray and green water. Huge, maroon sails snapped in the wind, loud enough to sound like a gunshot above the roaring surf.




    Whoever the captain was, he and his buddy were crazy. They must both be male because no woman in her right mind would ever go out into a storm like this. But if they wanted to sail right into her picture, she wasn’t going to complain; it was a beautiful boat. At the perfect moment she snapped the photo then turned for the woods and the long trail home.




    # # #




    “Hey Angelo. Take the helm.” Russell had to shout to be heard above the sharp crack of the dark-red mainsail.




    “Got it, Captain.” His friend grinned at him as he grabbed the tiller and they slid across the waves off the West Point lighthouse.




    He let out a whoop as they rode high over a crest, paused, and went weightless as they plunged into the next trough. The Lady Amalthea had been built for weather like this. At first Russell had been afraid of the weather. His parent’s boat, Julia, a twenty-eight footer they kept at the summer place on Fire Island, would have had a very tough time in this sea. At fifty feet long, the Lady just ate it up; she practically flew over the wavetops.




    He ducked below and grabbed his camera.




    Belowdecks would definitely need some work. Okay, a lot of work. The only decent thing in the old gal was the forward stateroom. Russell could hardly wait. The marine surveyor had pronounced both the hull and mast sound and that was all he cared about. The interior just needed to be torn out and redone. He’d have to figure out a better system for diesel than the old beer keg strapped to the engine room wall. Get her plumbed for fresh water and wired with more than an old car battery charger. But she really had potential. Most importantly, the Lady sailed like there was no tomorrow.




    He scrambled back on deck and started snapping pictures. Angelo posed in his foul weather gear, the yellow slicks and orange float jacket making him look as much like a clown as a sailor. He made some foolish faces to go with it and Russell captured them for posterity.




    Then he aimed at the lighthouse and snapped off a couple dozen images. He didn’t even bother to check the LCD, they’d be good. The lighthouse perched on the rocky edge of Discovery Park was way too photogenic a place for bad pictures. He bracketed the exposure and focus just to be sure. It was perfect. Steep, wooded cliff rising up behind the pristine white and red of the squat lighthouse. He’d crop the image to avoid the sprawl of the water treatment plant just around the rocks to the north.




    He tried to get the rhythm of the lighthouse’s flash. Alternating white and red every ten seconds. He got them both then stowed the camera away.




    “Ready about?” Angelo called from above.




    Russell scrambled back on deck, checked the lines, and preset the port jib sheet next to the winch. The line felt oversized but solid in his hand, the rope was a half-inch thick just to handle the sail, the same size as the anchor line on his parents’ Julia.




    “Ready.”




    “Helm’s a lee!” Angelo threw over the tiller and the Lady lifted up her bow and spun like a dancer.




    Russell waited until the last second before releasing the starboard line and heaving in on the port one. Moments later the line snapped taught and would have flipped him overboard if he hadn’t let go at the last moment, a rope burn creased his palms with searing heat.




    Angelo was laughing his head off. “And you, Mister Great Sailor, are going to solo around the world?”




    “Shaddup, Angelo. It was your idea.”




    “I gave you a hundred ideas Christmas Day, I figured you wouldn’t listen to any of them like usual, especially not this one. What about being a scuba instructor off Fiji, lot of cute tourists?”




    The boat slammed over another wave like she was skating on glass.




    “Nah! Not for me. Don’t like getting my hair wet.”




    He saw Angelo twitch the tiller, but he didn’t move fast enough. A wave plowed into his face, freezing rivulets of seawater running right past the tight collar of his float jacket and down his back underneath. He lost the line for the jib sheet again and the line whipped away. The jibsail luffing with sharp slaps and cracks. He sputtered and spat as Angelo pointed the boat’s bow back into the wind and smiled ever so innocently.




    Russell retrieved the sheet and hauled it back in, passing it several times around the winch as he did so. Angelo eased back off the wind before they lost all forward way. Russell grabbed the winch handle and ratcheted in the last few feet of line.




    ”She’s bigger than Dad’s Julia.”




    “Duh! This single sail has way more area than both of the hers.”




    True. He’d bought a big boat. But she flew so sweet, he knew he’d made the right choice. And only a nut would try crossing an ocean in a twenty-eight footer. He’d looked at a sixty-five footer, but it was more boat than he wanted to wrestle with. That really would need two people and he didn’t want to count on that.




    Russell looked back at the lighthouse.




    “You know they wanted to automate her in 1979. The lighthouse keeper begged them to let him keep running it, at least until her hundredth birthday. On her centenary in 1981, the keeper climbed up to the outside of the light and sprayed a bottle of champagne over the outside of the light. Legend has it he also danced a hornpipe up there. He stayed another four years before they kicked him out.”




    “A good choice for the January lighthouse.” Angelo pointed ahead. “Where are we going?”




    Russell ducked low to peek under the sail. The western shore of the Sound was a half-dozen miles off. Some rain was moving in, but they were dressed for that. It was too perfect a day to turn back for the marina yet. He waved ahead.




    “Thatta way. The isle of Tortuga.”




    “Aye, Mon Capataine.” They both laughed. Nothing like a good pirate movie quote when you were off sailing. The crazed French accent made as much sense from his short, Italian friend as it had from a tall, English Basil Rathbone.




    Russell let the main out a bit to get better air flow across the upper third of the sail and then headed forward to inspect the boat under way. The tail end of the jib halyard had slipped free and was snaked all over the deck. He checked aloft. The halyard ran clean up to the top of the mast, over a pulley at the top and down to the top of the jib sail. Damn that was a tall mast. Sixty-five feet from water to masthead, sixty from where he stood on the cabin roof. He looped the line into a neat hank and hung it back over the cleat. The lines would have to be routed back to the cockpit so that he could single-hand her in rougher weather. That meant longer lines.




    He glanced aloft again.




    “Well, I’m gonna have to climb you someday. Just like a six-story walkup back in Manhattan so I should be okay.” He didn’t feel so certain looking up at it whipping back and forth across the sky as she leapt over the next wave.




    He made an inventory as he walked forward. New hatches, these were old and leaking despite their layers of duct tape. Most of the rope rigging would have to go. Some of the wire too. Bits of it were still okay for puttering about in the Sound, but definitely not good enough for an ocean crossing.




    His heel found another of the squishy spots in the decking. He’d have to rip off the bubbled fiberglass covering and deal with any rot under there. Actually, the whole deck needed to be torn up and redone, not a task he was looking forward to. And the bowsprit. The safety lines simply ended at the bow. The sprit stuck out another six feet, a narrow round chunk of wood over the emptiness of heaving waves. That would take some thinking.




    A thirty-five pound anchor rested in the split and worn mahogany of a deck chock. The Julia’s anchor weighed fifteen. When he’d unearthed the fifty-pound storm anchor under the forward bunk with another twenty-five pounds of chain, he felt a little humbled. No wonder the boat had an anchor winch. That would be a beast to lift from thirty or forty feet down.




    Leaning against the taut jib sail for support, he stepped out onto the slender bowsprit. At least the last owner had painted non-skid on its narrow top surface. He grabbed hold of the wire forestay that rose from the tip of the sprit and soared to the top of the mainmast. He added, “make it a double stay,” to his mental list.




    Then he got his face into the air ahead of the sail.




    The wind roared in his ears. The bow sliced the waves below his feet laying twin white curls of water to either side. The air was so fresh and so clean it was impossible that it was the same stuff that he’d breathed every day in New York. Here it was in his face. In his hair, in his soul.




    It was the most alive he’d ever felt and he never wanted it to end.




    # # #




    Before Cassidy had felt even a little normal after yesterday’s outing, it had required a very long, very hot bath and most of an afternoon curled up in front of the gas fire. The drenching rain had caught her barely halfway back to the car. Her suede jacket was a ruin and her leggings had defended her for thirty seconds, at most.




    This, at least, she knew how to solve. REI may have expanded into a national brand, but their flagship store was just a few blocks from the Seattle Times where Jack was an editor. She should have set up a lunch date, they hadn’t seen each other in a week, but she couldn’t find the energy. Not the best of signs, but she’d think about that later.




    The underground parking garage was a collection of small, ratty cars that should never have seen the light of day and nearly a fleet of Toyota and Honda hybrids. She parked her Jetta and glanced around for the inevitable parking level reminders. “Evergreen.” She wasn’t on level “2,” she was parked on a tree. And there was no sign of an elevator anywhere.




    The small exit sign indicated that the garage was in no way connected to the store.




    She went back outside and clambered up the walkways and bridges over an artificial waterfall that was actually quite impressive. It roared and splashed, even had spray. She could smell the damp mist on the morning air as she hiked up concrete stairs spiraling through the trees.




    The elevator, when she finally found it, was outdoors as well, and wholly unused. Apparently everyone who came here was so damn healthy and outdoorsy that they took the stairs up above the waterfall. She stabbed the button for the top level. Rapped it twice more for good measure.




    The glass elevator stopped on a wide concrete veranda that afforded a view out over downtown Seattle and the older buildings of the Denny Regrade. This view of the Sound would be gone in a few years as the city continued its growth, but Queen Anne hill would be visible for decades to come.




    A latte vendor tended his outdoor stall and a crowd clustered about pretending it wasn’t thirty-six degrees and drizzling on the second of January. They were clearly all certifiable. Being born and raised locally had not provided her with the die-hard, outdoorsman independent spirit that was still mandatory in Seattle.




    She raced through the doors. A greeter smiled and asked if she needed any help. Cassidy assured her she was okay. It was warm inside and buying clothes was one thing she could definitely handle.




    A shout drew her attention upward. A twisted rock some forty feet high soared upward at the end of the lobby. A woman was falling. Cassidy let out a scream to match the climber’s just as a safety rope jerked tight and the climber swung brutally against the stone.




    Then Cassidy heard the woman’s laughter over the pounding of her own heart.




    A man clung to another rock face. “Quit goofing around, Teri. You fall on El Capitan and we’re going to let you go.”




    “Gimme a break, Tom. I slipped is all.”




    Her buddy scowled and Cassidy hurried through the door, resisting the hesitancy about grabbing the nasty axes that served as door handles.




    Maybe she did need help, like help packing a moving van and getting back to New York. Or... at least with what was arrayed before her. To her left was a vast rack of backpacks big enough for her to climb into, each with a thousand straps. To her right were more sleeping bags than she’d seen since her one Girl Scouts’ campout.




    “Keep moving, Cass.” Books, energy bars, silvery packets marked “stroganoff” and another “ice cream.” Weird, it wasn’t just a story people told. Even as she watched, someone selected a half dozen pacets and put them in a basket. She moved on and arrived among kayaks and there was nothing but canoes and bicycles ahead of her. To her right, skis and snowboards. A bit farther, boots.




    Boots.




    She needed boots. Good start. She’d work from the bottom up. A plan of attack, excellent. She moved across the wooden floor and entered the racks of boots. It didn’t smell like it should. Not the canvas and fine leather of Nordstrom or Saks. Not the mellower tang of Gucci nor the smooth sweetness of Armani. There was a heaviness like saddles that had hung too long in a tack room. Manly boots doing manly things.




    Reaching the end of the boot aisle, she faced the wall of individual boots waiting for their other half. There wasn’t a single manufacturer she recognized. No Anne Kleins, no Kenneth Coles. These all had tough, outdoorsy names. Vasque. Montrail. Ugg. Even the women’s boots were from these companies poisoned with testosterone.




    “Can I help you?” She turned and an incredibly fit girl who looked no more than nineteen confronted her in a small green vest and a white turtleneck. This time she’d take the assistance.




    “I need some new boots.” Her three-hundred dollar Weitzman’s had dissolved on the trail. When the path had forced her back down the hill she’d just climbed, she’d lost a heel when it got stuck between two rocks. By the time she climbed up again and then prowled around for another half hour seeking the right parking lot among the trees, the leather had actually separated from the sole so that her foot stuck out. She’d done the last hundred yards with the broken boot in her hand, her sock-covered foot squishing with freezing mud, and the other leg two inches longer at the heel. It was amazing she hadn’t gotten frostbite or something.




    “Do you know what kind you want?”




    Again she faced the wall. They all looked the same. Brown tops, black rubber soles. But she knew how to handle that as well.




    “The best.”




    “What kind of hiking are you doing?”




    “That matters?”




    The girl was really polite. Not at a Nordstrom personal shopper level, but she managed to hide any disdain she was feeling from her perfect, teenage face.




    “Oh, yes.” She pointed at the one pair with a four-hundred dollar price tag. “We just sold eight pairs of those to a women’s team who are taking on the seven summits challenge.”




    “The seven summits?” Cassidy had entered not only another world, but they spoke a different language here.




    “Kilimanjaro, Denali, Elbrus, Aconcagua, Carstenza Pyramid, and Everest. I’m forgetting one. Hold on. Don’t tell me.”




    As if Cassidy might have a clue what she was talking about.




    Her blue eyes searched about. “Oh, and Vinson. I always forget Vinson.”




    “Vinson?” Kilimanjaro, Denali, and Everest were the only ones she’d ever heard of but she finally got the idea. The highest peaks on each continents. And a team of women were going to climb them in those boots. The ones perched smugly right there on the wall glaring down at her for daring to enter their presence.




    “Antarctica. Nearly five thousand meters. I like to read about it, but I’d never be crazy enough to try it.” The girl was terribly cheerful, which would be irritating if it weren’t so genuine. She was just way too perky.




    “I, uh, won’t be climbing Vinson.”




    The girl laughed, “Everest either?”




    “Nope.” She joined in the laugh and it felt good.




    “Heavy backpack?” The girl inspected her from the black leather jacket right down to her Josef Seibel heeled, leather loafers, but was polite enough to keep her thoughts to herself as Cassidy was demoted another level.




    “Nope.”




    “Walks around Greenlake?”




    “A bit tougher than that.” Slogging uphill through the mud and the moss, definitely a bit tougher than the three-mile, paved, jogging path with a total elevation change under twenty feet.




    “Light hiking, but the best?”




    “Yes, that sounds good.”




    The girl reached out and unerringly grabbed a boot that looked just like all the others. She excitedly launched into a long description, but after Cassidy heard the words waterproof, she tuned out the rest. That would teach the stupid mud to mess with a veteran shopper.




    Most of the other items fell to similar tactics. She became better at it as item after item filled her basket. On the second floor “light hiking” linked with “cold weather” had gotten her a lecture about skipping polar fleece and going with the traditional layering of silk socks under wool. Including “year round” had added long underwear of Merino wool. “All weather” had added waterproof yet breathable pants from some company named by aliens, Arc’Teryx. Or they were a dinosaur. But the price was the highest, over two hundred dollars, so they must be the best.




    She threw in a black PolarTec fleece jacket with no one’s help at all. But the waterproof jackets were impossible. Even asking for help didn’t clarify the mess. The selection was larger than Saks designer racks and apparently each jacket had a different feature that made it particularly wonderful. She finally walked away when she learned that they all stopped at the waist.




    Cassidy wanted something longer and warmer. Thankfully she knew right where to get that. Michael Kors had a beautiful, knee-length, down-filled coat in this year’s line. He didn’t make it in black, but there was a brilliant red one that would look great. That would make it easier to tolerate the massive damage she was doing to her shopping budget with clothing she’d wear only twelve times in her life. Eleven, she’d already been to the January lighthouse.




    The basket was getting heavy. This was nuts. There was over a thousand dollars in there. Of course her agent had just e-mailed about her the London Times picking up her column in their Travel section with a query about a straight wine column in the Sunday edition; she was going international. Cassidy would justify this splurge as a proper celebration.




    Back on the ground floor, she passed close to a counter covered in a nest of electronics. She was nearly attacked by an overeager boy who looked so healthy he’d probably climbed Vinson before his fifteenth birthday. With his eyes closed. Backwards.




    “I see you’re going out in the weather,” she followed his glance to her basket. On the top were the red fleece watchcap that she’d chosen because it would match the Kors coat and the heavy gloves that she’d reluctantly chosen over the nice pair of sheepskin ones. “All weather” and “waterproof” had combined there.




    “Yes, I am.”




    “Going off the beaten path at all?”




    The two hours she’d spent slogging through the muddy forest of Discovery Park answered that clearly for her.




    At her nod, the boy nearly exploded with joy.




    “You’ve just gotta have one of these!” He waved something at her too quickly to focus on.




    “What are they?” As soon as he stopped waving it about she saw the price tag of three hundred dollars and prepared to walk away.




    “GPS.” At her blank expression, he launched ahead. “Global Positioning System. These toys tell you exactly where you are. See?” He punched a couple buttons and a pair of numbers appeared. Numbers a lot like the ones she’d been unable to decipher on the outside of her Dad’s lighthouse envelopes.




    “Then you can key in your destination, latitude, then longitude. We’re west so we’re minus.”




    That was what the numbers on the envelope were. Latitude and longitude. She felt stupid for not figuring that out, not that there was any reason she should have. She’d never seen coordinates in decimal form before. This whole experience been an adventure like Hansel and Gretel, always searching behind herself to see just where she’d dropped all of those IQ points she’d had before she walked through these doors. But hey, now she knew where Mount Vinson was. Or was it Vinson Mountain? Massif? She looked behind her, but didn’t see anything on the floor.




    He continued stabbing at the keys like a pro then turned it to her. “And there you go.”




    The tiny screen connected a green dot to a red one by a thin wandering line of red.




    “The nearest Starbucks coffee.”




    “And there I go, where?”




    “That’s you’re route. How you get there.”




    She inspected it more carefully and could see that the line followed the streets of a tiny map. He tapped it and it zoomed in. A bright arrow pointed toward the front door.




    “Do you have one of those that would show,” she clamped down on her tongue for a moment, “parks and other such places?”




    He waved it at her again. “This is it. Look. I’ve loaded in Washington State detail and the National Parks and the Blue chart. This is really cool. Look.” More button pushing and he turned it back to her.




    It showed a map in tan and white with tiny numbers on the white.




    At her blank look, he rambled on. “Blue chart. Water. The blue stuff. It has all the coastline info.”




    “Like lighthouses?” It slipped out before she could stop it.




    “You bet!”




    She’d clearly been labeled as a tourist.




    “Did you know we have one right here in Seattle city limits? Here it is over in Discovery Park. Shows the water depth.” He aimed a ragged fingernail, probably broken while wrestling a grizzly bear for food, at one set of numbers.




    “There’s the lighthouse and how often her light flashes. Then you just toggle it like this and, bang, there’s the park and most of the trails. The maps are pretty good even down at that level. Hit this button and you get the topo overlay so you can see which trails go up and which ones down. It’s just the best.”




    That last did it for her.




    # # #




    Cassidy didn’t glance toward the covered bottle of the last wine. She always preferred to let a wine speak for itself. She had little respect for judges who looked ahead, setting their expectations before they had discovered what was really in the wine.




    But this was different.




    This was a blind-tasting challenge. Ten bottles of wine lined up on an immaculate white table cloth. An okay ambience, a modern motif, the restaurant had been around six months or so.




    They should have decanted the wines into identical carafes; at least the foil had been stripped away and the brown paper presentation was always more popular with the crowd. Decanters simply made it easier to focus her attention.




    The final wine’s color was splendid. A ruby red so opaque it was almost black. The initial nose was a bit closed, but the wine had been properly served at sixty degrees, nicely below room temperature. Another point to the event sponsor. A quick swirl revealed abundant tears running down the inside of the glass. And the wine opened a bit. She swirled again. Dark fruit. Brown spice. Tarragon. Even… no, she wasn’t going to jump to conclusions. A bad habit on one hand. And on the other, she had an audience.




    The restaurant owner had done a nice job of marketing his “Ten on January Tenth” challenge, pulling more than just the usual crowd of oenophiles out of the woodwork. He’d promised some fine wines in the collection, U.S. and European. A nice spread of free appetizers hadn’t hurt either, though they needed to be further from the tasting table. Twice she’d had to cross to the far side of the cozy dining room to make sure the scent was the wine and not his Italian spicing. The second time, the owner noticed and in moments the waiters had shifted the more aromatic foods to the farther end of the buffet. Good service.




    The sip and quick intake of breath over the wine as it still swam on her tongue gave the expected results. Lemony and a confirmation of the anise on the nose rode into the finish. She spit into the bucket and nosed the wine again.




    There was something more. She didn’t have it yet.




    Another swirl and sip. More air. Another spit. Exactly the same dark richness.




    Ah. There it was. Not something there, but something missing. Almost no tannins at all. A wine this dark, yet so clean. Not mainstream. A true challenge wine to set apart the real tasters.




    She opened her eyes and realized that the restaurant was completely silent. Every face was turned in her direction, even the early diners had stopped eating to watch her. Mr. Terence, that obnoxious cookbook chef who always avoided any request for his first name, it probably said “Mister” on his birth certificate, had peeked at the wine label and then crumpled his bit of notepaper. The restaurant owner had noticed and was scowling. There was someone who had just lost his next invitation here.




    Cassidy didn’t need to look.




    It took her several moments to come back to the wine, the taste still rolling across her tongue. To come back and realize that she really had done something. She had moved out of the crowd of being but one of many in the New York tastings. Here, in Seattle, the many were waiting to hear her verdict. Hers.




    The temptation to dismiss the phenomenon as a big frog in a small pond was there. But Josh was here from Gourmet Week as well, which had made her nervous through the first four wines. He’d actually trained under Parker. He too wore a look of anticipation. He held up a piece of notepaper, carefully folded to show he was ready. He nodded for her to go ahead. Well, there was no avoiding it, and she didn’t need to on this one.




    “Italian. Apulia.” Some of the diners’ faces blanked. “That’s the region. The boot heel of Italy.” And the brightness returned.




    Josh was grinning when she turned to face Mister Terence who was making a show of hiding the bottle.




    “Taurino from the Negro Amaro grape. The Notarpanaro Salento Rosso. Either the ’97 or the ’01, but I’d bet on the former.”




    Terence’s face fell and Josh flipped open his slip of paper and turned it for her to see. He’d written just a number on it, “97.” The restaurant owner clapped his hands together and laughed, his teeth bright in his dark, Italian face.




    “An exquisite final choice, Mr. Parrano. It truly completes the other wines. Even a rearrangement of your last name. A nice touch.”




    He bowed deeply before taking her shoulders and kissing each cheek.




    “Angelo.” He had one of those Italian accents that was designed to make a woman melt and it wasn’t hard to give in to it. “Please call me, Angelo, Ms. Knowles. Always Angelo.”




    “Cassidy then.” She let herself melt a bit farther, her wine columnist attitude slipping off a bit more.




    He took her hand and raised it. “Ten wines and not a miss.” Josh had missed one, but a totally understandable mixup unless you’d specifically studied the Loire Valley Vouvrays. He’d gotten the region and grape, but not the winery. Mister Terence had missed the Vouvray placing it as an Oregon Pinot of all silliness, the Taurino, and three others, two of them quite obvious mistakes. Two of the three amateurs had bested his score though they both missed the Vouvray, a tricky wine because of its gentle voice, and the Taurino.




    “A meal on the house. No, you don’t get to order, I will make the menu specially for you.”




    Everyone applauded as he conducted her to a table set for two. Angelo looked around and waved for Josh to take the other seat. He left Terence out in the cold with the three amateurs to browse the free appetizer table.




    “If you give me the meal, I can’t write it up. Conflict of interest.”




    “Some other time, you come back and I charge you double. Not tonight.” He lowered his voice. “I’ve been waiting for an excuse to chase that hoity-toity Mr. Terence out of here, but you have taken care of that for me. He won’t dare show his face around here for quite a while to come. For this I am eternally grateful. And you are eternally welcome in my restaurant.”




    She nodded, not minding being used to that end in the least, and then glanced at Josh. “Perhaps I could make one request about the menu.”




    She raised an eyebrow and Josh laughed, then flipped open his slip of paper again. Angelo tried to look angry but he couldn’t hold it for more than a moment. He stepped back to the tasting table and, securing the Taurino from Terence with a slight tug, he placed it at their table.




    “The meal shall match this perfectly.”




    # # #




    “Damn, you’re good!” Russell took another piece of garlic bread and mashed it around in the red sauce to soak up as much as he could.




    “You should see what I sent out on the floor tonight. Exquisite. The Cingale with Truffle Sauce.” Angelo kissed his fingertips and threw the kiss to the kitchen’s ceiling. “Outdid myself even if I’m the one who says so.”




    He slapped Russell on top of the head. “That’s grilled boar meat to you, you peasant.”




    “I know what cingale is,” he cuffed him back somewhat harder. “And your food is always awesome, buddy.” Russell kissed his own fingers and then made a show of licking them clean of the garlic butter.




    “Yeah, you need to clean up. You’re messing up my kitchen, man. Just by breathing.” Angelo peeked into an oven and closed it again. He returned to dicing chives at an impossible rate for some garnish.




    Russell looked down to inspect himself. His jeans were smeared with white fiberglass resin from the seals on the new decking. It had hardened into crackling streaks that wouldn’t let go of the cloth even when he picked at them. His shirt was clean, just a couple tears from where he’d caught it on the old decking he’d been tearing off the boat. Maybe he was a bit disreputable for the stainless steel and white kitchen.




    Just because Angelo was right, Russell wasn’t about to admit it.




    “Wait until I start the woodwork. Then I can offer you a healthy dose of sawdust on your tile floor to make it look decent. You could eat off the damn thing now.”




    “Thanks, but no thanks. I think a health inspector would rather see a rat in my kitchen than you.” Angelo danced around a half-dozen desserts with a squirt bottle adding small swirls of reduced pomegranate sauce even as the waiters put them on their trays. A moment later his sous chef dumped a steaming cauldron of homemade pasta into a colander. Angelo attacked it with quick tongs and a bit of oil before plating it next to an Eggplant Parmigiana that still bubbled from the oven.




    Russell licked another dribble of butter off the back of his hand.




    He smelled her before he saw her. Like warm wood and something else he couldn’t identify but could never forget.




    He turned to look and wasn’t disappointed. Trim and chic in a black pantsuit over a black turtleneck. The cut was perfect for her figure which was pleasantly womanly in its curves. It suited her five foot ten very nicely, making her look even taller and more slender than she was. He checked her shoes, okay, five foot eight without the heels, which fit her even better. Her face was so well made up it looked as if she wore no makeup at all. Her russet hair pulled back into a tight chignon from which not a single strand strayed. The shape of jawline to neck, of ear to cheek, was like a flash from the past.




    For the first time in the month and a half since he’d closed the studio, he wished for lights and a camera. But she was everything he was leaving behind. Everything that had been wrong with his former life. He could imagine Melanie on his boat long before this woman, even Melanie let her hair down on occasion, actually made a trademark of just that.




    Where Melanie’s voice was affected French, to cover her upstate New York, this woman’s voice was throaty and warm as she did the “thank you so much” thing with Angelo. She glanced at him twice with intensely hazel eyes that were deeper than the ocean. A glance he could easily read. “What was this slob doing dirtying up Angelo’s pristine kitchen?”




    Then she was gone and Angelo just stood there beaming.




    “Hey, Buddy-boy.” Russell poked his fork into his pasta. He had to do it a couple times before he finally landed some. “She’s got you bad.”




    “Oh yeah.” Angelo sounded a little dreamy. “You weren’t here. She’s just the nation’s hottest food-and-wine columnist. It took me six months to tempt her here.” He shook himself and then punched Russell’s arm hard.




    “And she loves my food and my restaurant!”




    “Hey! Ow already!” He knocked Angelo’s hat to the floor just as Angelo kicked Russell’s stool over backward. He landed hard against the refrigerator. Once he had his balance, he prepared to lunge forward.




    Angelo moved faster and aimed his weapon at Russell’s chest.




    “More garlic bread?”




    Russell kicked the stool back into place and took another steaming slice from the wicker basket. He easily matching his friend’s grin.




    # # #




    “The what of January?”




    “Just grab a bottle, and some cheese and crackers if you have ‘em and come along.”




    Russell dug around in the cooler, found a couple of beers. The cardboard box that was his pantry had some Ritz crackers, his absolute weakness. He slapped the package against his thigh to dislodge the worst of the wood dust from the box.




    He closed up his boat and followed Dave down onto the floating slipway. They turned toward the far end of “D” dock.




    “The what of January?” He repeated, his breath puffing a white cloud into the night air. He had to trot down the dock to catch up with Dave even though the man had to be in his fifties.




    “The ides.”




    “I thought only March had ides. The day Brutus stabbed his buddy Caesar in the behind.”




    “The ides. The fifteenth of March, May, July, and October, I think. The thirteenth of all the others. And today’s the thirteenth. Sounds like a good reason for a party.”




    Russell didn’t need any more prompting than that.




    “Lead on, Brutus. Just be careful of any desires to do some stabbing.” They arrived at Dave and Betsy’s forty-four foot catamaran. Russell had been sorely tempted to buy one of these, they were fast, spacious, and stable as could be. Unless you got flipped. In something nasty, like a hurricane, a monohull would roll under and usually self right, sometimes without its mast, but at least it would right. A catamaran was more stable upside down than rightside up. A little too wild for him. It would also be a hell of a lot of boat to single-hand in a storm.




    He’d befriended Dave just to get a look inside and they’d spent hours talking about ocean crossings and ports of call. Russell had helped a buddy do the New York-Bahamas run on his friend’s thirty-five foot J/boat, but that was a long step from crossing one of the oceans. Dave and Betsy had taken the Lark on a four-year tour that included both capes, Good Hope and Horn and all of the seven seas.




    “Ponds,” Betsy had corrected him. “Not seas. We talk about crossing the ponds, not so scary that way.”




    Still scared him either way.




    He clambered aboard and joined the crowd of “D” dock liveaboards. Teri and Tom were curled up on one of the settees, a bottle of cheap white wine in front of them. He’d been here barely two weeks and he already knew of their reputation. It had been hard to miss actually.




    They had terrible fights when running in the local races, and screamingly good, or at least loud, sex when at dock. Few secrets could be kept through a few millimeters of fiberglass hull. Even his Lady’s double-plank, oak hull wasn’t going to muffle all that much if he ever had a flesh-and-blood lady aboard. Most sailors were discrete, Teri obviously didn’t care or didn’t think to. He eyed the incredibly tight sweater on the shapely dishwater blonde. Or maybe she liked bragging.




    Russell slid in next to Perry. The old man had a bottle of decent whiskey capped beside him, a small tumbler in his massive fist. He rarely spoke, but Betsy had told Russell that the old-timer had been born on a tugboat off Vashon Island. Had worked boats, mostly log tugs and fishing tenders, for the eighty years since. He lived on a 1904 Arrow tug, one of only four built that year. He was restoring it a short way down the dock.




    Dave and Betsy had made their money then moved to the boat and the seas. He drank Heineken and she had a glass of red wine in a short, wide glass that wouldn’t tip easily.




    Others he didn’t know drifted in behind him, each arriving with a cold blast of the chill January air and a muttered curse from those closest to the hatch. As the crowd grew, he refused to be nudged from the small table with Perry and Dave. Soon, people were perched on counters or squatting by the windows.




    “What do you do to keep yourself busy?” Dave grabbed a couple of his Ritz crackers.




    “Other than my boat, you mean?”




    “Other than your boat.”




    “I take pictures. Used to.” Russell thought of the images of Angelo and the lighthouse still in his camera. “Still do.”




    “Any good?”




    Dave had asked the question, but it was Perry who inspected him with blue eyes shaded by a black Greek sailor’s hat, the rest of his face mostly lost in a white beard and mustache that would have put Santa Claus to shame.




    “Used to make a pretty decent living at it.”




    Perry nodded and sipped his whiskey.




    “Good,” Dave agreed. “Need something to give purpose to your wanderings. Betsy there is a marine botanist. Must’ve logged five thousand samples over the last decade. She has this little rig that lets her grab water at surface, one, two, five, and ten meters all at once. Keeps her moving ahead. She catalogs the whole mess and ships it to Scripps Institute. They love her for it, though I’d hate to be staff grad student who gets that case of samples. Me, I’m a writer. Spent thirty years doing technical writing. Now I’m doing the travel narrative thing and might do a fiction book set in the seaports of the world. What are you gonna do?”




    “You mean about ‘moving ahead’?” Russell munched on a couple of crackers and opened another bottle of beer. “Hadn’t really thought about it.”




    Hadn’t thought at all really. When he’d made a joke to match every one of Angelo’s ideas about what to do with his life, Angelo had pulled a calendar off the wall and heaved it at him.




    “Here, you big idiot. Buy a sailboat. Sail to each one on the calendar. By the end of the year you’ll be good enough to sail outta my life and let me get some peace.” It had taken him only two days to find the Lady and he’d bought her before her hull was even wet after the boat appraiser was done with it in at the haulout.




    Angelo had laughed when Russell told him of his purchase. “Getting pretty sick of you moping on my couch, when can you move aboard?” Three weeks of slave labor, but he’d got her watertight and moved on just yesterday afternoon.




    Hadn’t thought about what it meant to be a liveaboard, he simply did it. He glanced about the crowded cabin. Liveaboards came in two main varieties. Couples and single men. Not a single woman in the whole crowd. Teri had gathered a small court, all of whom she flirted with shamelessly. Tom was approaching meltdown and blowup, even though she was snuggled back against him while she flirted with the others.




    “We know what those two will be doing.”




    Perry and Dave glanced over and answered in unison. “Fighting.” Perry’s first word of the evening.




    “Can’t imagine them making it out the Sound to the coast, never mind anywhere further.”




    “She’s a handful, that one.” Dave took another cracker. “Been married and living on that thirty-two footer for two years now. Trying to pay off the boat so they can go off shore. Don’t think they’re any closer to it than when they started.”




    Russell would rather go solo any day of the week. Then he looked at Betsy. She and a middle-aged couple he didn’t know were lounging together against the galley counters sharing gentle conversation and easy laughs. Both women were healthy and attractive. Any lack in the raw sexual appeal that Teri radiated was more than balanced by… What was the word to describe the tableau of friends? Comfortable. They were comfortable together, with those around them, with this setting, this boat.




    It just took the right kind of woman. Maybe he’d find one. If not, he’d go anyway and trust to his journey. He’d know the right one when she showed up.




    Funny to have a boat now. As a kid he’d always dreamed of sailing around the world. The street lights that had shown up through his Upper West Side Manhattan bedroom windows had painted a map of shadow and light that he had peopled with pirates and discovery.




    In all his boyhood dreams, he’d never pictured a woman on the boat. Of course he hadn’t hit puberty then either. At first, he’d imagined he and his grandfather sailing together. After he’d died, Russell had always pictured himself solo without really thinking about it. Once puberty hit, he’d thought about women and not sailboats. Hadn’t remembered the boats at all until Angelo had heaved the calendar at his head. He tried to mentally place Melanie aboard, but it wouldn’t stick. And that was far more likely than Angelo’s wine lady. There was a laugh.




    Solo. Why had he always pictured himself sailing solo?




    “Careful what you wish for, buddy, you’re gonna get it,” he muttered under his breath.




    Maybe he could wish for this. A couple dozen people all crowded together. Nothing more important to do than spend some time with each other. No one after his parent’s money. No one barfing on his floor while they held themselves up with a palm in the middle of a ten-thousand dollar photograph.




    He given the whole damn collection to MOMA on permanent loan. Pete, the head of the art handling team who’d come to cart it off, had practically cried on his shoulder. His diminutive wife actually had cried, oddly enough at a tiny tintype self-portrait by a young Bourke-White.




    Russell was already closer to Dave and Perry than he’d been to most of the people at the final studio party. The people here from Teri to Dave were more real than anyone except perhaps Melanie.




    He looked back at Perry and Dave with a shrug. “I’m just gonna sail.”




    Dave looked a bit unsure but didn’t say anything.




    Perry poured another short whiskey and rolled the glass back and forth between his callused palms. The surface rippled with golden light in the heavy cut glass.




    “Pictures.”




    He and Dave faced the old salt who continued to study his glass.




    “Pictures? I dunno. Boats and port towns?” Russell offered. A real yawn once spoken aloud.




    “Quiet streets and pretty women?” Dave added. Little better. He’d never really thought about it.




    Perry slid back into his silence, but Russell would swear there was a smile going on somewhere behind that bushy mustache.




    “What?”




    The old man just shook his head and sipped his whiskey. With a wink, he took a couple of Russell’s Ritz crackers.




    # # #




    Russell woke when his boat shifted. Someone was aboard. Without knocking on the hull first. Someone was breaking the first rule of boat etiquette.




    Teri. Crap. Teri was coming on board. She’d been eyeing him toward the end of the party last night. Did she have a late night welcome ritual for any new single man on the dock? Certain parts of his body were indicating they wouldn’t complain about that sort of welcome. But no way.




    He scrabbled about for his pants, knocked his head sharply on a deck support he’d been meaning to wrap in foam rubber. He was going to give himself a permanent crease in his skull pretty soon.




    “Don’t be stupid, Russ. It’s just been too long since you’ve had sex.” Not since Melanie on Thanksgiving Day. She hadn’t stayed after the studio closing party two days later and he couldn’t blame her. Others had offered to stay, but he wasn’t that crass. Or, now that he thought about it, that interested. It hadn’t been a cheerful bash though it had all of the catering and blues band trappings of a good go.




    The bright flashes before his eyes eased and he struggled into his pants as the boat rocked again. A step thudding back down onto the dock. He tried to think if there was anything to steal up on deck.




    The forward porthole showed no one; no one crossing past the bow toward land. Who’d be up in the middle of the night prowling around the marina? He’d better stop them before they hit a boat that had something to lose.




    He ran down the short companionway, the wood shavings and sawdust were prickly against his bare feet, and threw open the rear hatch. The cold hit his bare chest like a slap. He looked along the dock and could just make out a broad figure with white hair in a dark coat.




    “Perry?” he half-whispered sending a puff of steamy breath out into night.




    The old man waved a hand over his head, but didn’t turn around. He continued down toward his battered old tug.




    That’s when Russell heard it, the faintest sound at his feet.




    He looked down.




    Perry had left a cardboard box.




    Russell shivered as the chill air wrapped around his body.




    The box moved. There was something inside.




    And then the box mewed.


  




  

    




    Alki Lighthouse




    Alki Point, West Seattle




    First lit: 1868




    Automated: 1970




    47.5762 -122.4206




    Alki, the Washington State motto, means “by-and-by” in Chinook, a local Native American language. In 1851 the first white settlers in the area landed at the present day location of the lighthouse. They named the settlement New York-Alki.




    A few years later a young entrepreneur named Doc Maynard was made unwelcome there and moved on to found another settlement a few miles from the inhospitable point. It is one of the ironies of his life that in his last years, a near destitute Maynard lived very close to the lighthouse where New York-Alki had long since succumbed to Doc’s city, which he’d named Seattle.




    




    FEBRUARY 1




    Cassidy parked the car and pounded a fist against the steering wheel. The horn blared and she’d have jumped out of the seat if it hadn’t been for the seat belt.




    Once again she glanced at the GPS. The “current position” and “destination” coordinates were superimposed. The coordinates matched the numbers on the envelope sitting beside the stick shift. She looked out her windshield. No question, that was it. The Alki Point lighthouse stood barely a dozen yards off the main beach road. She’d even found a parking spot right in front of the gate. Over two thousand dollars of hiking clothes and hour upon hour learning how to use the GPS in case she ever got lost again.




    And there was the stupid lighthouse in plain view down a narrow garden path.




    She tossed her stupid alien-manufactured rain pants over the stupid GPS and climbed out of the car. Maybe if she left it unlocked, someone would steal all of the crap and she could pretend this was just a bad dream. Deep breath, Cass. Take a deep breath. She pressed the button and the car sealed everything safely inside with a smug chirp.




    She pushed on the gate and the lock rattled, but it didn’t open. A bronze plaque was bolted onto the fence.




    “Winter hours: Sat-Sun 12-3. Mon-Fri closed.”




    Today was Saturday, the first of February. Nine in the morning. Three hours to wait.




    She kicked the gate.




    Hard.




    Well, that was one advantage to her new light-hiking, all-weather, waterproof boots by Vasque, which sounded like a plaque rinse more than a boot. They gave her the ability to kick a solid iron gate and not break her foot.




    She couldn’t even get a decent snapshot from the road, too many trees had grown up in the gardens. The expensive houses were packed side-by-side all along the beachfront. No passage through.




    She returned to the driver’s seat and glared out at the neighborhood. Pounding her feet on the floormat made her feel a little better. She started the car and popped the clutch badly enough to stall the engine.




    “Okay, Cassidy, you can do this. You know how to drive a goddamn car.” She hadn’t needed one in New York, so it had been something of an adventure to buy one when she returned to Seattle. She’d learned on a stick, but after a decade in the city, it hadn’t come back as quickly as she’d expected. She didn’t ride bicycles either.




    She was glad she hadn’t invited Jack James along, she was no mood for a date. At least not if you wanted it to go well. And Jack’s everlasting calm would just irritate her more. He never engaged his emotions in anything. Not in anything at all, now that she thought about it.




    Once again. Start the engine, in gear, ease out the clutch. She rolled out of the parking spot and down the street looking for a place to turn around. Fifty feet farther on, a small sign was posted on a rusted fence.




    Two words.




    “Beach Access.”




    “Yes!” Lighthouses were on beaches.




    She checked the rearview mirror. Someone was pulling into her spot.




    “That was mine, mister.”




    The next one she could find was halfway around the bay over a quarter-mile away according to her stupid GPS. She considered taking it with her to throw in the ocean but resisted the urge.




    The wind was at her back as she walked back to the short flight of gritty concrete steps down to the sand and rock beach. No park ranger to refuse her a parking pass, she’d have an easy walk along the water’s edge on a bright blue day.




    At the bottom of the steps she turned right along the sandy verge and was confronted by a much bigger sign.




    “Residents only beyond this point.”




    Well, her car was parked in the neighborhood, sort of, so she was resident here at the moment. Besides, she formed the argument in her head, the sign was faded and was badly broken in one corner. “Broken sign, rule no longer valid.”




    Finally she rationalized that no one would be out on a day like this to give a damn anyway. It was blowing stiffly, though not like last month and the air was definitely cold enough to snow. Thankfully the sky was sparkling blue, not a white, puffy cloud in sight. No danger of a soaking rain today.




    She strode past the sign warm in her red watchcap, her knee-length Michael Kors parka, and her Vasque hiking boots that could definitely climb this beach, which was much less steep than any of those seven peaks.




    The view was once again spectacular. The bay curved away to the left, the tall hills of West Seattle towered behind, dotted with beautiful houses and towering trees. In front of her, almost too vivid to be real, floated Vashon and Maury Island. Beyond them, soaring up into the sky were the Olympics; the Three Brothers mountains posturing, each striving to raise his rugged, white-capped shoulders higher than the other two peaks.




    The sand disappeared and she was forced to clamber over huge rocks that had been piled up in front of the houses as a breakwater. In addition to the breakwater each house had a massive seawall of concrete. She could see over the top of one to the array of kayaks and children’s toys in the narrow back yard. The next house had a crane with a dock actually dangling from the end of it. It must be able to swing out and drop into the water on calmer, warmer days.




    The third house had a tall tree that blocked her view of the house and looked as if it blocked the owner’s view of the Sound. Well, that certainly made no sense. This view was so valuable the land was probably sold by the square foot.




    Then there was the lighthouse. The same angle as it appeared on the calendar. Maybe the photographer had come on a day when the front entrance was closed as well. A small yard of perfect grass surrounded the old keeper’s house, set back among the gardens.




    The lighthouse itself was perched on the edge of the massive boulders, just feet above the sea. All around its base were small white stones, as if the building were afloat in its own little white sea of foam. The Alki light lacked the rigid stoutness of the West Point lighthouse. Rather than squat and powerful, its red-capped light soared three stories into the blue sky. The white paint shone so brilliant in the sunlight that it was painful to look at. Maybe she should have bought one of those polarized, glacier-expedition, sun goggles.




    She tugged out her camera and snapped a couple of photos. Only after the last shot did she notice that a sailboat had sailed right into the picture on the far side of the lighthouse. Cobalt blue hull, red sails. If there hadn’t been a photo of the first lighthouse with that same boat framed on her condo wall, she’d think she was losing her mind.




    She took another picture just so that she could prove later that it was real. Maybe this was a trademark in Seattle and every sailboat looked like that. Though she couldn’t imagine why. It was as if the last month hadn’t really happened. Or was happening again.




    Sitting down on a moderately flat rock, she watched the waves for a while, without the slashing spray this time. She tugged the Michael Kors jacket over her knees and almost down to her ankles. The watch cap pulled down over her ears kept her head reasonably warm.




    “Becoming quite the adventuress, aren’t we, Cass?” She felt strangely light, as if the breeze that was making her nose and cheeks sting with the cold could lift her up and she’d just fly away. Unfettered. Bound to no one.




    Except a couple kajillion readers. That slammed her back to earth and she could feel the cold rock against her butt despite the jacket, her leggings, and the woolen underwear that she just might start wearing year round it was so warm.




    She pulled off her heavy gloves and dug out her father’s letter. Nothing new on the outside of the envelope. Just a destination point for this month’s crazy journey.




    Dearest Ice Sweet,




    His voice sounded in her head. He wrote the same way he spoke. Warm, friendly, his letters were always an intimate conversation.




    We made it to the second lighthouse. Alki, by-and-by. That’s what it means. Maybe you remember that from school, it is the state motto after all. I always sat on the south side of the ferry just to watch for this lighthouse.




    “I remember, Daddy.” He must have pointed it out to her a thousand times, on every single trip to Seattle, both directions. He’d said it so many times that it had lost all meaning, just words that were a part of the day like, “Good morning.” or “How was school?” Ignored, forgotten.




    Suddenly she was in the big ferry boat once again, hundreds of people milling about, trying to find a way to be comfortable on the hard plastic seats for the half-hour crossing. Children racing up and down the aisles waving their Gameboys or Walkmans. Tourists snapping photos through the salt-stained glass that would never come out the way they pictured them; the journey a blur of half-forgotten images of a place they’d never been and could barely remember.




    Things really do happen by-and-by, especially the good things. We were working the vineyard. A couple of the guys had drifted off, and one had slashed his leg so badly with a roto-tiller that he’d gone into the VA hospital after coming out of the war unharmed. Strange, I can’t remember his name. Don’t even know what happened to him.




    We made some of the worst wine you can imagine those first years. But we got better, figured it out the hard way. It was still a brutal amount of work, but it was drinkable by the time your mother first came by.




    She was a tourist, vacationing in California after getting out of school. Came to the coast to check out Berkeley for graduate work. She and a carload of girlfriends were doing the vineyard circuit. I opened a bottle of our Merlot for them to taste. Our very best. Hadn’t meant to do that, but your mother always had the ability to turn me into a bumbling fool, right from the first time I saw her. She came back the next weekend with one friend, the week after alone. Soon she was helping in the fields. The rest, as they say, is history.




    “Pretty slick, Daddy. Hitting on a college girl on vacation.” She remembered the story. Daddy always told it exactly the same way, as if the tracks of it had been burned forever upon his heart. Unchanging, unchangeable over the years.




    This lighthouse always made me think about the strange course my life has taken. The wanderings that took me to a place I’d never been or imagined going. That gave me a family, a wife and daughter, and a place to be in the world. Looking back, everything happened as if there were some great master plan. From the past looking forward, it was the most haphazard series of choices and chance.




    Remember, Cass, pursue your dreams, but don’t expect them to follow that straight and narrow path that you see so clearly in your head.




    Life happens in its own fashion. At its own pace. I learned not to second-guess it. All that is good in my life came to me “by-and-by.”




    Vic




    “Ha!” There was another memory she’d lost track of. That’s what he’d said every single time he saw the lighthouse. “It’ll come to me by-and-by.” She glanced back over her shoulder.




    The lighthouse stood there looking down at her.




    “By-and-by, huh?”




    It didn’t answer.




    “Good thing I didn’t wait for by-and-by, Daddy. I’d never have gotten here.”




    Or would she? Mama went to Vassar in economics. Cassidy attended her mother’s alma mater and got her degree in marketing, most of it done as an independent study.




    While other students were partying, she was taking courses at the CIA. The Culinary Institute of America was less than a dozen miles up the road after all and it was too good a chance to pass up. No big surprise, being her father’s daughter, that she had an exceptionally well-trained palate. By the time she’d graduated from high school at sixteen, she’d read a hundred books about wine. She’d graduated from both Vassar and the CIA at twenty. Columbia School of Journalism had been by chance as much as conscious choice. The class assignment to write a review of the Punk and Wine Bistro had led to her first sale. She’d never looked back.. Daddy was wrong, it certainly hadn’t been by chance. She’d planned and she’d worked so hard and given up so much. She was out here alone wasn’t she.




    “Given up a hell of a lot, Daddy.” She brushed at a tear raised by the cold wind.




    Her fingers were frozen, even colder than her cheeks. Blowing into her curled hands warmed them little. She pulled the gloves back on, forming fists with her hands, leaving the chilly fingers of the gloves empty.




    The lighthouse stood high above. The sailboat was disappearing southward, continuing its own chilly journey.




    She’d planned… to get far away from Seattle and Bainbridge Island, as far she could. Marketing had started out as a degree in business. A thousand times she’d pictured herself smashing through the glass ceiling at some huge corporation. Of being like Carly Fiorina, then a top AT&T exec. She’d gone on to be president of Hewlett-Packard. Cassidy had written her a piece of teen fan mail, the only she’d ever written, but no answer came. One thing Cassidy knew, though, a woman could do anything.




    “If Carly can do it, so can I.”




    “Absolutely!” Her father would agree. “Anything but food or wine. The reviewers are such an old boys’ club.” His voice was a whisper in her memory, as warm as this wind was cold. As deep as the waves thudding down on the beach gravel. He’d warned her of that so many times she’d taken on the challenge.




    “But I found a way through. You know, Daddy, I did an end run on them.”




    “Right,” she waved her arms about to make her point and then waved them some more to get a decent blood flow. “I ignored that old boys’ club completely and forged my own path to the tables.” She’d cut quite a swath. Stepped on a number of toes, but success forgave many sins.




    “I knew what I was doing.” Even as she said it, the words went sour. Her path, that had been so clear, was only so in retrospect. Maybe that part of Daddy’s letter was true.




    “But I’m in control now. The rest of your letter is just plain silly. I know where I’m going.” And she did. A year maybe two more on the west coast, a couple in Europe, and she’d swing back into New York at the very top. Let the New York Times beg her to come aboard. The only major metro newspaper that didn’t syndicate her column. Well, other than the Washington Post, but that was such an inside-the-Beltway paper that it didn’t bother her nearly as much.




    “I know what I’m doing. My path is clear, Daddy.”




    The roar of the wind and the crash of the waves against the beach were her only answers.




    “Crystal clear.” Again the sour taste. Her path wasn’t that clear. What was clear was that she was losing her mind.




    She was sitting on the windiest point of Seattle in a below-freezing day on the first of February. Sitting here with icicles where most people had fingers, holding a conversation with her dead father about career choices he’d be the first to argue were hers to make.




    That was a laugh. Actually, it was. It bubbled up from somewhere deep inside her. It started small and it built and built until it burst forth and she could barely catch her breath.




    “Totally and completely nutso!” she shouted at the wind and her words drifted away, wrapping around the lighthouse on their way landward.




    “It will all make sense by-and-by, my ice sweet girl.”




    She spun around, but there was no one near. No one but memory to whisper to her with her father’s voice.




    # # #




    Angelo lay back on one of the cockpit benches, his back against the cabin wall. His hood raised against the wind. A silver travel mug clutched in his gloved hands.




    Russell imagined that someday he’d be able to feel his cheeks again, but not anytime soon, damn but it was cold.




    “Hey Angelo.” His friend had been quiet for the whole trip.




    “What?” A one-word answer. His friend was Italian. He never gave one-word answers.




    “It’s Saturday. How can you afford to be out here with me? Thought you did a Saturday lunch. Not that I don’t appreciate it and all.” He pointed the boat up a few points tighter to the wind. Even with the reef in the main and the small jib up forward, she still skidded over the wave tops at better than seven knots.




    “We do a lunch.” Angelo’s voice was so quiet Russell could barely make out his answer over the wind.




    “Well?”




    “Well, what?” It wasn’t like him to be obtuse.




    “Well?”




    Angelo took a long pull of his coffee, so long he seemed to be avoiding the answer.




    “No traffic, my man. Saturday lunch is so slow, the sous chef can handle it, with one arm behind his back.” More coffee. “And his head in a sack.”




    “But you’re the best cook there is, Angelo.”




    “Don’t let my mother hear you say that.”




    Still had his sense of humor, that at least was a good sign. Russell kept them headed down the Sound, maybe they’d circle Vashon Island.




    “What about your wonderful wine reviewer? Didn’t she make it all better?”




    Angelo shook his head. “A nice article about the tasting, business picked up a little, but people don’t come to restaurants to drink hundred-dollar bottles of wine. They come for food. I still haven’t really paid off the tasting and that was three weeks ago.”




    “How much did you spend?”




    “Publicity, a couple of ads in the right places, I picked up the hotel for the guy from Gourmet Week, all the appetizers. The wines alone cost a grand. Wholesale.”




    “Shit!” Russell eased out the sails a bit so that he could pay less attention to the boat and more to his friend.




    “How close are you to shutting down?”




    Angelo shrugged and he didn’t look up.




    “Look. You need money, it’s not an issue. You know that.”




    Angelo nodded. He’d never taken money from the Morgans, except for the college expenses Russell’s dad had insisted on giving him. Not even pocket change from the Morgan millions.




    “What’s your hook?”




    Angelo squinted up at him. “My hook?”




    “Sure, every ad has a hook. Every business has one too. My hook as an ad photographer was, ‘Highest quality, spare no expenses.’ And I didn’t. If I needed an elephant in the distant background, I hired the elephant, handlers, and whoever else I needed. My clients paid, man did they pay. And they got the best damn quality that could be achieved in return. What’s your hook?”




    Angelo looked puzzled for a moment, shifted on the cockpit seat.




    “Authentic Italian cooking.”




    “Tony’s fast pizza claims that in every mall store.”




    Angelo’s glare was intense enough that Russell decided to back off rather than push harder. He really didn’t want to go for a swim in February. They’d reached the north tip of Vashon Island and he decided to take the western side. The wind was just right to take the narrower Colvos Passage south and then they’d have room to tack back and forth coming up the wider East Passage into the wind. It would be his longest sail yet, and it might give them some time to work something out.




    “Other than your mother, you’re the best damn cook. Right?”




    “Damn straight.” Angelo was still pissed about the mall store crack.




    “And still you aren’t a big success.”




    The pissed look eased back toward sad, such an unusual expression on his face that it took Russell several moments to identify it.




    “So we need to come up with a hook. Something to get you noticed. Something other than a thousand dollars of wine.”




    “Damn good Italian food should be enough.”




    “That’s better.”




    “What is?”




    “Damn Good Italian Food. It’s a good pitch.”




    “My mother would slap us both and wash out our mouths with soap.” But there was a shadow of a smile. Better.




    “Your mother gonna slap you even worse if you give up.”




    Angelo nodded and for the first time on the trip, took some interest in the sailboat. He pulled a winch handle out of the pocket mounted inside the cockpit and cranked a couple of turns on the jib sheet. A little too far, but Russell decided that the better part of valor was to keep his mouth shut. Sailing with the wind was warmer and quieter, but also less demanding. If Angelo was still sulking when they rounded the south end of Vashon, his mother wasn’t the only one who’d be slapping him.




    “What part of Italy do you know better than any other?”




    Angelo shrugged, “You know that. Liguria, Tuscany only better. Mama’s from Liguria. Pop was from Tuscany. Mama and I went back every year. You came with me for the whole summer after senior year in high school. Why you ask such a stupido question?”




    “I knew it. Wanted to make sure you did, dummy.”




    Angelo’s glare finally had a bit of energy behind it.




    “How much of your menu is Ligurian, even North Italian?”




    Angelo gazed off the side of the boat at the big ferry boat passing off the stern.




    “Maybe half. Maybe less. Sicilian is a big draw. So is the far north, up in the Piedmont.”




    “So you’ve got to stock ingredients for everywhere from Sicily to Venice to Milanese. And all those fancy wines you served to the saintly Madonna wine lady?” About the right image with her perfect coif and perfect poise.




    He blinked this time. “Why… uh… none. Only two were even Italian.”




    “Mi amico. I, the great Russell Morgan, have found your problem and your answer. The best damn Ligurian food in the Western Hemisphere. Okay, the title sucks. No one knows nothing from Liguria anyway. Best Damn Tuscan Food in the West. Still sucks. We’ll work on that. First thing, you sell off or drink up any wine that’s not from northern Italy.”




    He pinched Angelo’s cheek and pulled on it like a matron auntie.




    “Then I make-a you an ad spread,” he blew a kiss in the air off his fingertips, “that will-a make you mama proud.”




    “You? I thought you were done with that, man.”




    Russell had thought he was as well, but Angelo needed help. His kind of help.




    “That’s okay, I’m gonna make you pay, brother. Through the nose.”




    Angelo lost some of his happiness. “You know I don’t have that kind of money.”




    “No. But you make the best damn pasta sauce on the planet.”




    Angelo perked up. “I do, don’t I.”




    His punch thudded into Russell’s shoulder hard enough to hurt. He’d let his friend get away with that… for now.




    # # #




    “You left New York for this?” Melanie stood on the pitching dock barely wide enough to walk on and clutched tightly onto Russell’s arm for stability.




    “Yep! Isn’t she beautiful?” Melanie was used to being called beautiful, had made a career of it. But if it meant that she was similar to this boat, a shudder rippled up her spine, she’d give it up.




    The boat, which was moving with a life of its own that had nothing to do with the dock, lay spread out before her. In the late afternoon light she could see the blue paint on the side was peeling. The white masts were doing the same. A great expanse of red material wrapped about the horizontal piece, the boom, Russell called it as he described everything. It looked like a virulent growth that one should spray immediately with Lysol. A lot of it. Before burning it in the bathtub. The floor was all torn up, great strips of gray and black canvas had been peeled up to reveal rough wood that looked even worse.




    “Want to come aboard?”




    “No!” But Russell was already stepping up onto the boat and her tight grip on his arm dragged her along. The boat was so small that it rolled back and forth just from their weight. The only boat she’d ever been on was the New York Circle Line, a massive ferry filled with thousands of tourists. And that had been for a fashion shoot, so she hadn’t paid much attention to anything but the photographer. That had been her second spread and first cover for Elle. Even with that she might not have climbed aboard this boat.




    “See, over here I’ve been replacing the deck.”




    Deck, not floor. She repeated the word a couple of times to remind herself.




    He had ducked under the virulent boom thing and was pointing at a place she couldn’t see along the cabin. She took a breath and leaned over to see. If felt as if she was going to be flung headfirst into the inky depths between Russell’s boat and the ragged old powerboat parked next door.




    The deck looked better on this side. More like the parquet of her kitchen floor though not nearly as pretty.




    “It’s so,” narrow, she wanted to shout. The water was right there. “Nice.” She checked Russell’s face and he beamed like a newborn’s father. The right answer. Perhaps it was okay to relax a bit.




    “Down below is still a mess.” She hadn’t really thought about the inside of the boat. Standing out on the top, the deck, the cabin was barely as tall as her knees. There was a tiny door that might do for the white rabbit, but she was no Alice in Wonderland to go crawling on her hands and knees, especially not in her cashmere coat.




    He opened the door and then slid a part of the roof back. A little ladder went much farther down than she thought. Down far enough to stand in. Down until, she glanced over the side and then back down the ladder, until she’d be standing underwater to her knees.




    “Make sure to hold on as you come down.” Russell clambered down into the cabin like he was born to it, facing forward as he dropped down the ladder holding onto nothing at all. She knew from experience that men lived in a world of their own. Russell had always been a cut above. More civilized, more polite, and usually more thoughtful.




    At the moment, she could kill him.




    But if she wanted him, she was going to have to do this stupid male test. One of thousands they threw at women, at least with Russell it didn’t have a backing of cruelty behind it, just his own version of naiveté. And she did want him. Why else had she cancelled two shoots on short notice when he’d called with a Valentine’s Day invitation to come to Seattle? Even at her level, that would have ripples across her career for months to come.




    “Get a grip, girl.” She took hold of either side of the doorway, thankful for her leather gloves. Though they didn’t stop the cold, at least she didn’t have to risk a splinter. There was no way to descend the ladder as Russell had. She turned and went down it backwards. Even one at a time, the steps were steep and difficult. The boat kept shifting, little jerks in unexpected directions. This is how clumsy people must feel. She hated it. Hated it so much she wanted to cry. She clamped down on it hard, careful not to bite her lip and leave a mark.




    The floor was a surprise when she ran out of steps. Then she turned. There was just enough room to stand upright. She wanted to hunch down like a troll. The ceiling was high in the middle, but sloped down to either side. The floor was a narrow strip running all the way to the front. The walls sloped outward from the floor. Seating was perched part way up the wall, making more use of the wider space. God, it was even smaller than her father’s trailer, may the old bastard rot in hell.




    “I’m going to put the galley here,” he pointed to a couple cardboard boxes of groceries, an ice chest and a small camping stove.




    “Pilot’s berth there.” A bed no bigger than a coffin, across the narrow walkway from the galley. How could you even climb into the thing? The deck was just two or three feet above the narrow bench.




    “A settee that can be a dining table or collapse into a comfortable double bed right here across from this small woodstove.” He continued forward oblivious of the fact that all this meant nothing to her. Whatever he was calling a settee was now a card table and two folding chairs. And how that became a bed for two was beyond her, and it was a place she’d certainly never be found.




    A section of the flooring was pulled up and she half expected to see the ocean beneath it. Instead, about six inches down, was concrete and, she swallowed hard, a wash of blackish water running back and forth with each motion of the boat.




    A loud buzz below her right foot made her jump. There were splashing noises and slowly the skin of water disappeared. The buzzing stopped with a sigh and a gurgle.




    “That’s just the bilge pump.”




    The smell of fresh cut wood and paint added to the queasiness in her stomach. The bilge pump, she did her best to catalog all of the strange words he kept using. Booms and tillers and hulls. Even something called a fang or a vang that he wanted to replace for reasons she’d never understand.




    Again she focused on the curve of the hull. It had looked wider from outside. She peeked out one of the round windows and could just see the water. The floor was deeper than she’d thought, she was in the ocean up to her waist.




    The “head” was next on the tour.




    She blinked twice but it didn’t go away. A porcelain toilet. With handles and levers that would make a dentist chair look safe. Sitting right there in the open on the floor. It was a good thing that he’d promised her a hotel room or she’d be on the red-eye back to New York.




    He waved at a blank section of hull, “Books, maybe a bench seat that could double as a bunk. Don’t really know yet.”




    The last of the tour was the forward stateroom. A fancy name for a double bed jammed into the pointy end of the boat. He was dreaming if he thought they were going to make love there. The place wasn’t as cold as a meat locker, by maybe five degrees but not by ten. She hadn’t roughed it since she and her mother had escaped the trailer park and she wasn’t about to start again now.




    Tools were piled everywhere. Cans of paint and who knew what. They smelled. It all smelled nasty.




    He was waiting for her to join him at the far end.




    Deep breath. Deep breath.




    He was so damn handsome. And he’d never looked better. Standing with his legs spread like a sea pirate standing on his treasure. The work on the boat had flattened his stomach even more and his arms had a power that was stronger, safer than she’d imagined possible when they’d hugged at the airport.




    Keeping her attention on his eyes, and where the hole in the floor was, she headed in his direction. When the boat shifted, she reached up and a small rail was in just the right place to grab. She could do this.




    She was halfway there when something shot between her legs. She gasped and hung on to the too thin rail with both hands.




    Russell casually reached down with one hand and scooped up… a kitten. A calico kitten with shaggy hair and outrageously long whiskers.




    “This is Nutcase. She has absolutely no fear. She sticks her little nose in the strangest of places. One day she fiberglassed her tail and it took me an hour to trim it off because she wouldn’t hold still.” It climbed up his chest to perch on his shoulder.




    “You can see where it hasn’t grown back yet.” He pulled the long tail from around his throat and one side was indeed shaved.




    A cat.




    When she was just starting out, her career was almost aborted by a cat. Right before a shoot when she was ten, she’d tried to pet the photographer’s cat. It had swiped her with its claws and left a long red scratch down the side of her finger. They had to get another hand model.




    Her mother had been furious.




    Melanie didn’t sleep for four days as she watched it to make sure it healed. Skipped school and rubbed in salves and moisturizers to make sure there was no unsightly puckering. Finally wept herself to sleep with relief when she could no longer find exactly where it had been. She turned down every shoot with a cat since then.




    There was no way she was going to pet Russell’s cat.




    “She’s really quite sweet. She likes being scritched under the chin like this.” He demonstrated and Nutcase purred loudly.




    How badly did she want this? How badly did she want him? She’d never told him the cat story. Never told anyone that she could still feel the outline of her mother’s slap on her face that had shone for days, as livid a red as the cat’s mark, that still burned though her mother was long dead.




    “She won’t hurt you.”




    How many tests did she have to pass? Clearly there would always be another. But she hadn’t reached her limit yet. She’d manage this one.




    Melanie extended her finger until the cat had to lean forward to sniff the black leather. After a careful inspection, its pink and black nose wiggling like a tiny bumblebee, another of her fears, the cat leaned even farther out and rubbed its chin along her finger. Russell was right. She was gentle.




    But there was no way she was taking off her gloves.




    # # #




    “No, it cannot be.” Jo Thompson insisted in her best lawyer voice.




    Before Cassidy could add her own protest, Perrin continued on, excitement rippling off her in high-energy waves.




    “Uh-huh! Way! Could I make something like this up? Well, I could, I guess, if I wanted to but I’m not.” Perrin spoke loudly enough that half-a-dozen heads turned in their direction despite the noise level in Cutter’s restaurant.




    The lounge was hopping and it was barely six o’clock. Another hour and it would really be rolling. The décor was simple and modern in a plush-chairs-around-knee-high-glass-tables motif. The air smelled of exquisite seafood being served in the restaurant beyond the tinted glass wall. The wrap-around windows revealed the tail end of an awesome winter sunset over Puget Sound.




    Cassidy had learned from long practice that it wasn’t worth the effort to quiet her friend. Perrin didn’t mind being shushed, but ten seconds later she’d be bound to forget and her volume would climb once again.




    Everything about Perrin Williams was loud. She’d dyed her hair half chrome-blue and half the black of India ink. And not side-to-side or front-to-back, but in diagonal stripes three-inches wide spiraling down from the high part. The stripes followed the line of the sloping haircut that started well down her bare left shoulder and rose shorter and shorter to the line of her jaw on the right. The clothes following the line of the hair from bare shoulder to a high collar on the other side. It was quite striking once you got past the strangeness of it.




    Cassidy hoped that maybe it was a wig, but it was always hard to tell with Perrin because she did her fashion statements so perfectly.




    Her clothes matched the shocking blue and her accessories the black. Fashion was her life, her shop was as much gallery as boutique, but there was a streak in her that had never left sixteen behind. She giggled merrily at the effect of her news.




    “Pamela and Janice? But I thought they each had long-term boyfriends.”




    Perrin nodded and took a gulp of her Cosmo.




    “I kinda set them up, though I didn’t know at the time I was setting them up, I just kinda did it. Separately I sold them those cute blouses. The ones that were mirror images of each other. You know the ones, by Georgie. Who would think such a good designer would be living over his parent’s garage in Duvall, Washington? Anyway, I showed them to you the last time you were in the shop. The green velour with blue silk sleeves and the other blue velour with the green silk sleeves. Isn’t there a song about that somewhere?”




    Jo nodded and Cassidy followed suit even though she didn’t remember the blouses or the song. They’d both learned long ago to never stop Perrin in the middle of a story or she’d sidetrack and you’d never get the ending.




    “Well, two best friends dating two guys who were also best friends. I thought it would be cute. You know, the mirror twins on a double date. Sure to make the guys eyes pop. That’s what I thought. How was I supposed to know they’d decide they were a set and they’d take a trip down the other side of the street? They came in a couple days later to buy the matching pantsuits.”




    Cassidy could remember those. Everything switched, which side of the jacket buttoned over, which lapel had been cut on a different slant, which breast had the pocket kerchief, opposite swirls of the slanted pinstripe. She could picture Pamela and Janice, the Swedish-pale and the Jamaican-dark, both very tall, both very curved, an unlikely pair. They probably looked amazing together.




    Jo was laughing and Cassidy joined in just a moment late, a moment off beat, but neither of the others noticed. No other revelers in the lounge noticed. None of the pretty women nor any of the business-suited men.




    Thankfully most of her little screw-ups were invisible.




    “How about you, Jo? What adventures in the wondrous world of law? Huh? Huh? Come on, something juicy,” Perrin begged like a puppy dog eager for a new toy.




    “Don’t let Perrin be the only one with good gossip. I hate that I always have the best gossip.” She cocked her head sideways and her hair swirled back and forth in a hypnotic spiral. “No, actually, I don’t mind. I kinda like knowing more than everyone about everything. So give me some juicy law stuff to add to my collection.”




    Jo brushed back the long, black hair that her half Alaskan-native heritage had made as naturally dark as Perrin’s dyed locks. That background had also granted her a scholarship from the state. Law undergrad followed by corporate law grad.




    Her heritage had also given a broad face that always looked as if it had a nice tan, and round brown eyes that welcomed you in. She brushed some imaginary dust off the navy blue pantsuit that made her look terribly professional and immensely sexy at the same time. There wasn’t a male judge who didn’t smile when she entered their courtroom. Nor an opposition lawyer who didn’t groan.




    “I made partner, does that count?”




    Perrin screamed loudly enough to turn every head in the place and then raised her Cosmo in a toast. Cassidy’s merlot and Jo’s Irish Coffee followed.




    “That’s great! Why didn’t you tell us sooner?” Cassidy sipped her wine, they really needed a better house red than Ste. Michelle. Nice enough at the price, but limited. Overly fruity.




    She flagged a passing pretty-boy waiter, “Could we have three flutes and a bottle of Moet and Chandon? The Brut Imperial ’99 if you have it.”




    He scribbled a note and left without saying a word. Clearly he had no idea what it was.




    “Ooo, Cassie’s ordering. This should be good.” Perrin knocked back her Cosmo and then rubbed her hands together in excitement.




    Jo set aside her Irish Coffee and nibbled on one of the crackers. Being Cassidy’s roommate in college for four years had taught her about clearing her palate. Perrin had been the wild girl down the hall who had taken Jo and Cassidy under her wing to make sure they didn’t stay too straight through all those years together. They hadn’t.




    “I found this out just a few hours ago.”




    “Tell us. Tell us.” Perrin’s hair swung about as she bounced in her seat.




    The bottle arrived and he presented the label. She nodded, it was exactly right.




    The sommelier was going to be pissed when he found out that a hundred plus-dollar bottle of champagne had been opened from his collection without his being present. Opened as casually as a ten-dollar Cook’s.




    He uncorked it well, with a restrained pop beneath his cupped hand. He just dropped the cork on the table and she picked it up for a sniff. Warm and bright with just the hint of wood she remembered. Never much in a champagne cork, but she liked them for that.




    Three baseless flutes that looked like picked flowers were resting at a tilt in a tall, curved vase. Before she could stop him, he began pouring. The flutes were colored, making it impossible to see the wine’s hue. Then she noticed Jo and Perrin’s reactions to the glasses. They were oo’ing and ah’ing about how much they looked like flowers.




    She let it go.




    Perrin laughed after she sipped, “It tickles.”




    Jo took her taste and blinked as if she’d just woken up.




    “Cassidy, that’s wonderful. Thank you.”




    She took a sip herself. The wine effervesced strongly, releasing its flavors. Pear and citrus. Balanced. No real shift. She swallowed. Almond. She waited for the hint of toast, but the aroma of garlic bread and steamed clam appetizers arriving at their table made her miss it.




    “You earned it. So, how did it happen?”




    “You are aware that I recently beat that Class Action suit against the Alaskan fisheries? The partners called me in, all three of them so serious.” Jo drew her face down into a frown. “ ‘Well, Ms. Thompson. We, with our most recent victory in Alaska, are now the most sought after corporate law firm in the Pacific Northwest. So, we’re going to have to make a change.’ He pulled a blank piece of letterhead out of his portfolio and pushed it across the table toward me.”




    Jo brushed her hair back over her shoulders.




    “First of all it was not their win, it was mine. And second, if they thought I was going to write my own letter of resignation, they could go…”




    “Fuck themselves!” Perrin filled in. Gave her a thumbs up. “You go, girl!”




    Jo tipped her flute in Perrin’s direction, “Exactly my thoughts, though I was preparing to express them differently. Then I looked at the letterhead. You look at something like that a hundred times a day and it just disappears. But there was a change. It didn’t take me long to discover the alteration. My name had been added to the letterhead.”




    “Cool!”




    “To our Jo.” Cassidy raised her glass and clicked it with the other two. They all knocked it back and she refilled their flutes. Leave it to Jo to make partner two years ahead of any normal track.




    “It gets better.”




    “Better?” The second flute had lost a bit of the effervescence but none of the brightness. This time she caught the toast in the smooth finish.




    “By the time I left the boardroom, my name was gold-leafed onto a corner-office door and everything moved in for me. When I left this afternoon, parked right where my old Toyota should be, sat one of those new BMW roadsters I’ve been lusting after. The one I showed you in that ad. Right down to the red rose on the front seat.”




    Cassidy remembered the ad, it wasn’t one of those that you could miss. Something about it leapt out and grabbed you by the… well, clearly she’d had too much to drink already.




    “I get first ride,” Perrin giggled and topped off all of their glasses. “Let’s get smashed tonight. Tomorrow you can take me for a drive.”




    “I’ll take seconds… I guess.” Long time since she’d done that. Funny thing about being back with them. It was almost like being in college. Perrin always so loud and wild, attracting all the worst boyfriends of course. Which were the one’s Perrin always fell for. Wild flings, roaring breakups, and a heart that was permanently broken until the next one. She remained that way still.




    But Perrin also attracted the best, yet she never kept those. Cassidy’d learned to wait for the ones who recovered quickly from Perrin’s dazzle. Some of them had been quite interesting and she’d never have had a chance at them if they hadn’t flocked first to her friend’s light.




    Jo dated the same guy for all four years of college. Where Perrin was long and elegant, Jo was voluptuous and sure of herself in a way that an unsure, sixteen-year old Cassidy had done her best to copy. Jo so quiet and studious, college valedictorian, summa cum laude. Cassidy had always been second finishing as the salutatorian.




    Cassidy had some good boyfriends, some bad ones. But none who was four years steady nor even near worth that. She’d forgotten all that, right until this moment.




    She’d had enough seconds to last her a lifetime. That was one of the few good things about having left New York. There, she’d been relegated to the second tier by the old boy network for life but no more. She was so done with that, too.




    She’d been casually watching the people parade through the door when one caught her full attention. A tall blonde of such perfection that she looked right out of a magazine. The noise in the bar dropped by a third as every man, as if on some hidden cue, turned to watch her walk down the side of the lounge toward the restaurant.




    Had her companion been any less striking, he would have been invisible in her presence. He wasn’t all that handsome. Okay, she had to admit to herself, not as handsome as Jack James for example, but he made up for it in a breadth of shoulder, a confidence of motion, and an easy smile making him impossible to ignore.




    Cassidy recognized him from somewhere. A nouveau riche software guy on the news or some such.




    Perrin stuck her pinkies in her mouth and let out a wolf whistle. The bar broke into self-conscious laughter. The girl smiled and moved past the tinted glass partition. The man faced their table directly for a moment.




    A jolt of recognition pounded against her champagne-befuddled memory.




    Where had she seen him?




    Recently.




    Close.




    Very close.




    It was the eyes. She remembered his nice eyes. Okay, screw that. She remembered his unbelievably amazing eyes.




    Jo tapped her on the shoulder. “Cassidy. Earth to Cassidy.”




    “Um, yeah?” He was gone and she sipped her champagne but didn’t notice anything except that it was wet in her suddenly dry throat.




    “ ‘Yeah,’ she says. Good. Articulate.” Jo waved her flute toward the entrance. “Didn’t know you had a penchant for women.”




    “I don’t. What woman?”




    “Miss Playboy centerfold. Miss Cover of Vogue, Elle, and practically every other magazine out there.”




    “Oh.”




    “Oh?”




    “I was noticing her companion.”




    Perrin craned her neck around but they were out of sight. “Boy or girl?”




    “Boy. Man.” Definitely man.




    Perrin looked again. “I missed him. I don’t usually miss the guys.”




    “Then why did you whistle?”




    “Every guy here wanted to whistle at the girl but was too inhibited. So, I did it for them. It’s just the kinda helpful person I am.”




    # # #




    Russell had ordered dinner and the first hors d’oeuver had arrived, seared bay scallops with a brandy glaze, before he noticed that Melanie was unusually quiet. When had she changed? She’d been a bit tentative on his boat, but she’d opened up to Nutcase. Silly pest did have its uses.




    When they’d arrived at the restaurant, she had gone quiet. He hadn’t planned to make quite such an entrance.




    “You okay, Melanie? You want to get somewhere else where they don’t whistle at you?”




    She sipped her diet Coke and shrugged. “I get that everywhere.”




    “Huh. Guess you would.”




    “Though that’s the first time it was by a woman punker.”




    “Punker?” Russell hadn’t noticed a punker.




    “Sitting at that table, three dykes all together, all so buddy-buddy.”




    All he’d noticed was that wine reviewer Angelo was so hyped up on. Now that Melanie mentioned it, there were two other women at the table. He could see them as clearly as a photograph in his mind’s-eye. Not punk and he doubted the dyke remark. They weren’t dressed for each other, they were dressed to be looked at; all three very high-end, very city. Her companions were really attractive, but neither matched the russet-haired reviewer once again in her tight black turtleneck and designer jacket. The woman had a clear sense of what looked good on her.




    He brought his attention back to Melanie.




    “Well, I guess I’m just not used to it is all.”




    “That’s because you’re where you don’t belong. Back in our crowd they know me. They knew you. Beauty isn’t as big a deal there as it is out here in the sticks. Don’t you miss it?”




    He dipped another scallop in the mango-pineapple sauce and popped it in his mouth. Other than Angelo’s, this was rapidly becoming one of his favorite places to eat. He didn’t usually face the Friday night crowd; late Wednesday lunches were more his speed. Sometimes there were less than a dozen diners and those were business lunches. He always brought a good book, but spent most of the time watching the amazing view, the ever-busy Seattle waterfront bustling with ferries and freighters and sailboats, and the shifting light on the permanent snowfields atop the Olympic Mountains. All that was lost now in the winter evening’s darkness.




    “No. I’m sorry, Melanie. I really don’t miss the life. I miss you.” Far more than he’d expected. Flying her out for Valentine’s Day was about more than the great sex they’d have tonight at the Sorrento. It was more than that. But he hadn’t given much thought to what more.




    “I don’t miss the city or the studio at all.” That last was a surprise. He stabbed the last scallop while he thought about it. He really didn’t miss it.




    The waiter showed up and slid a Petite Filet Mignon in front of Melanie and a platter with a matching filet and a large Australian lobster tail before him. He put his nose down to the plate and inhaled the heady mix of beef and seafood. The almond butter tickled his nose and the dollop of horseradish nearly made him sneeze it was so fresh.




    “And I certainly don’t miss the food.” He cut into the steak.




    “You’ll see, Melanie. I’ve got Dave and Betsy all lined up to take us out on a daysail tomorrow afternoon. Their boat is in a lot better shape than mine. You’ll like it. Tomorrow night we’ll dine at the top of the Space Needle and have a nightcap at the Alexis, very old world, very traditional. Sunday I’ve got a pilot to fly us around Rainier and St. Helens. They’re amazing from the air. I’m thinking of taking lessons.”




    He’d intended to let the itinerary be a surprise as they went, but she looked so down that he’d spilled the beans. She seemed to perk up a bit and took a bite of her steak.




    Wait until she saw the city from the rooftop, outdoor, hot tub perched outside the penthouse at the Sorrento with its awesome night view of the city.




    # # #




    By the time they’d finished dissecting Jo’s elevation, the lawsuit that had done it for her, and who she was going to tackle next, they’d worked their way through most of the bottle of champagne, the clams, a Dungeness Crab Seafood Cocktail, some Coconut Tiger Prawns, and a mountainous pile of onion rings that none of their waistlines would appreciate in the morning.




    Cassidy decided to just splurge and took a big piece of the focaccia bread and dipped it in the olive oil and garlic.




    “What ‘bout you, Cassidy? Tell us the wonders of your week.” Jo’s voice had slipped out of power lawyer, back into Vassar casual. It took a lot of wine to do that.




    “Yeah, what ‘bout you? Something more exciting than the man with two first names, puh-lease. He is just such a total drip.” Perrin mocked Jo’s slip but everyone was too tipsy to care.




    Jack James, the man with two first names. He was handsome, polite, sometimes lover, and a useless jerk.




    “Seconds.”




    “What’s that?”




    “Sick of ‘em.”




    “She’s shhick of ‘em.” Perrin was now mocking her.




    Her mind wasn’t connecting the bits and pieces together. But somewhere or other the thought did have sense of purpose even if she was too drunk to see it.




    “No more sad second-raters for this girl.”




    Jo grew quiet. One very drunken night in their dorm room, Cassidy had confessed to how much she hated being second to both of them. Perrin with all her flash and confidence, Jo with her perfect grades and steady boyfriend.




    “No more thankless thirds either, huh?” Perrin purred pleasantly.




    Cassidy started to giggle at the alliteration in her head. Perrin purring pleasantly through a pursed pucker.




    “Thankfully through with the, uh, thoughtless thirds,” Cassidy acknowledged.




    Jo cracked a smile but suppressed it quickly, unfortunately not before Cassidy caught her.




    “And those sad, sad sloppy seconds.” Perrin started nodding, then kept doing so as if she’d forgotten she’d started. Her hair swooshed back and forth in a mesmerizing pattern of diagonal stripes.




    It sounded even worse put that way. Cassidy glanced at Jo, but she shook her head ever so slightly. She’d never told her about Cassidy’s complaints, Perrin was just on a roll.




    “And those fucking fourths. Even I don’t want those.” Perrin continued.




    “I’m done with them all. I’m better than that.”




    Perrin jutted out her chin, “Damn straight, girlfriend. So what now? Fancy frolicsome firsts?”




    “Damn straight!” she shot back. “Nothing but the best for Cassidy Knowles from now on.”




    Jo raised her flute, and Perrin her third Cosmo.




    “To Cassidy’s fun firsts.”




    “To Cassidy.” Jo nodded to her so she’d know that Jo had meant to end it there.




    Perrin slowly scanned about the room, then abruptly turned and leaned in so close that Cassidy could smell the Triple Sec, lime, and cranberry on her breath.




    “So, what’s the news? What are we drinking to again?” Her eyes were squinted as she tried to remember.




    “No sad seconds,” Jo reminded her quietly.




    “That’s not news. That’s just about fucking time. I want the news.”




    Cassidy considered as well as the champagne would allow her. News. News. News. There must be something. She still hadn’t told them about the lighthouses. But she didn’t want to, not yet anyway. It was still too close to losing her father.




    What was the topic?




    No sad, sloppy seconds. That was it.




    “I broke it off with Mr. Jack James.”




    “Thank God above and Satan below,” Perrin clapped her hands together and looked to the ceiling. “He was such a waste of your time.”




    Jo was waiting. Waiting and watching.




    “When?” Jo’s soft question barely penetrated Cassidy’s whirling thoughts.




    It took her three tries to slip her flute back into the vase. It kept moving around the table.




    “Um,” she laughed and it partly came out as a sob. She covered her face with her hands for a moment feeling the burning flush on her cheeks. A quick wipe at her eyes and she sat up straight, slapped her hands down on her thighs.




    “About a dozen seconds ago.” That laughing sob came out again. She tried to refill the flute and her hands were so unsteady she ended up pouring the champagne into the vase instead. She set the bottle down hard enough that for a moment she was afraid she’d broken the glass table.




    Jo handed her own flute over and Cassidy knocked it back. The bubbles burning the back of her throat.




    “Why now?”




    “What’s today?” She waved her hand at them, at the restaurant.




    “The fourteenth.” Jo blinked hard to focus on her watch. “Still.”




    “Valentine’s Day,” Perrin offered.




    “Right. And where is the man with two first names? Where is Jack James?”




    “Where?” Perrin asked caught up in the question.




    “I don’t know. But he certainly isn’t here. Probably doesn’t know what day it is. Handsome, pleasant, and totally lost in his own world.”




    “Bor-ring!” Perrin declared around a hiccup. She tucked the long side of her hair behind one ear. She took one of Cassidy’s hands and held it tightly. In that instant, the flashy designer was gone and one of her best friends sat beside her.




    “Cass. He was never even a flatu-, ‘scuse me, flatulent fifth. You are so much better than hi-im.” That hiccup launched her hair from behind her ear and over half her face again.




    Cassidy nodded. She knew she was better. She just didn’t feel that way whenever she was with him. She always felt… grateful. Whether it was his doing or hers, it didn’t matter. It was, plain and simple, too sad for words.




    Tears started to flow and she couldn’t stop them. It wasn’t sadness. Not for casting off the man with two first names. A bit of it was for thinking so little of herself in the first place. A big chunk of it was purely relief.




    “I am so done with sec-onds.” Now she had the hiccups.




    Perrin answered with a another hic-nod-hair swirl.




    Jo burst out laughing. A rare event in itself.




    And totally infectious.




    They leaned together as the tears, laughter, and hiccups flowed between them.




    # # #




    “See.” Melanie waved a negligent flick of her fingers toward the lounge as they left the restaurant.




    Russell glanced over the heads of the dozens of small groups in the lounge. One of the top yuppie “meat markets” in town. The best place to meet the other fast-rising singles of Seattle’s finest, Cutter’s bar, if he’d cared for such things. Once he had, which was weird.




    Then he spotted them and his mind froze the image. The perfect image. The image that passed by when the camera had missed the moment. The image that could never be recreated no matter what was done in the studio.




    Angelo’s wine reviewer, still perfectly put together, not a hair astray, dressed all in black as before, laughing or maybe crying on her friend’s bare shoulder. Blue and black, matching and contrasting. The third, serious, reserved, her clothes as light as her hair dark. A single arm extended forward and hand resting palm-down between the shoulder blades of her grieving friend.




    Three women. They were so close. Clearly they knew each other the way new friends couldn’t and the way lovers rarely did.




    “Traveled Road… partway.” That’s what he’d call the shot if he had it. Or perhaps that carefully reserved and rarely bequeathed name, “Untitled.”




    It was easy to picture them together in a couple of decades, hair gray, surface beauty faded, and all three still close. Still radiant.
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