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Prologue



THE LITTLE GIRL CURLED UP IN THE OVERSTUFFED CHAIR BY the fireplace in her mother’s bedroom, her eyelids drooping. She was too sleepy to continue wondering about why she was there and not in her own bed. She tried to be brave.

But she was frightened.

The wind outside blasted across the open water of the Strait of Juan de Fuca to their house on the cliff, rattling the shake shingles on the roof like a clown with a deck of cards, and gusting pine needles against the windows like tapping fingernails. The child shivered, and hoped it would not find a way inside.

Tsonoqua was mad, and that scared her even more. She remembered her grandmother’s stories, and she didn’t want the Wind Spirit to get her.

Time seemed endless to the girl. She wondered if morning was close. Then she heard the clock in the lower hall strike the hour.

It was only midnight.

The gongs drifted away into the silence, and her mom stood up from the opposite chair. “It’s time to go, sweetie.” Her mother spoke in a whisper as she helped the girl into a hooded jacket and rubber boots.

“Go?” The child trembled. “Go where, Mom?”

“We’re going to have an adventure—but we must be very quiet.” Her smile was meant to reassure. “It wouldn’t be nice of us to wake up the house just because we’re still awake, would it?”

The girl shook her head and an unruly curl slipped over one eye. Her mom smiled and gently tucked it back under the hood she’d just adjusted over the child’s hair. The girl felt the tremor in her mom’s hand.

Her mother was afraid.

The house around them creaked and shuddered under the onslaught of the late fall storm, and the child started to ask why they were dressed to go outside. Before she could speak her mother motioned her to silence.

“Shh,” she whispered, and then remembered to smile. “We must be very quiet—right?”

But her attempt at reassurance only frightened the child more, even though she nodded again. Something was wrong.

But what?

And then her mother took her hand and led her out into the hall to lead her to the wide staircase that divided the house. “Shh,” she cautioned again with another smile.

At the bottom they hesitated, as her mother seemed to be listening. An icy cold had settled over the entry hall but outside the storm still raged against the house. The girl squirmed against her mother’s grip but in seconds they’d moved forward to the front door. Her mom eased it open, pausing again to listen, as though she feared that someone would stop their flight. Once they stepped onto the wide stone porch and she closed the door softly behind them, she was running again, pulling the child after her, urging the girl to keep up, that they would soon be able to rest.

The rain slashed into the girl’s face, blending with her sudden tears, while the wind swooped to nudge them down the driveway. A flash of lightning startled her into a burst of speed, and then she tripped and fell on the inlaid stones. Instantly, her mom stopped to help her.

But the girl’s eyes that were turned upward had already fastened on the totem pole at the bottom of the driveway, the carved figure that had significance to her father’s Indian heritage.

Tsonoqua.

The mythical being stood where it had always stood, the symbol of the family, the namesake of the house. Tsonoqua, the Indian spirit of the wind, female monster of the forest who stole children.

More lightning danced below the clouds, touching the carved face with a moment of life. The electrified air currents jolted the child’s nervous system; it was almost as if the wide O of the mouth had breathed—was about to speak—to urge her to hurry away or—or what?

The girl began to cry in earnest. Her mother stooped to see to her skinned knees under the torn corduroy pants.

“It’s okay, sweetie. I know it smarts but I have Band Aids in the boat. I’ll fix up those skinned knees in a jiffy once we get to the boat.”

The child looked up through her tears. “Boat?”

“That’s part of our adventure, sweetie.” In the darkness the girl could still sense her mother’s sincerity—her absolute resolve to get to the boat. “And there will be ice cream, your favorite candy and pop, and a wonderful future for both of us.”

“F…future?”

“Uh-huh. I promise, sweetie. Just be strong now and everything will be just as I say—okay?”

The child nodded and got up.

And then they were running again, headed for the spiral stairs that hung down the cliff to the beach. Once there, the child clung to her mom as they descended the iron structure, realizing a sudden movement could tip their balance and throw them into the black abyss below.

The wind strengthened, then gusted away leaving a lull, as though protecting them, enabling them to move more quickly down the steps. Finally at the bottom, her mom pulled her over the short jetty to the dock where they paused to catch their breath.

The child glanced back, upward to the dark house outlined against the mood of the night, perched on the cliff like an eagle’s aerie in a high fir tree.

Suddenly a light snapped on in the tower room, jolting her thoughts back to herself and her mom on the dock. She saw that her mom noticed, too. A figure moved around on the widow’s walk, as though searching the grounds and the strait. Had someone realized they were gone?

Abruptly, her mom helped her into the small motorboat that bobbed against the pilings, straining at its moorings. In seconds they were untied from the dock, the engine started and her mom was steering them away from the island, headed out into the turbulent Strait of Juan de Fuca.

Her teeth chattering from fear and the cold, the child was unable to voice her terror. Her mom was afraid of boats, even in summer when the water was flat and serene. Now, in the midst of a storm her mother had taken command of a motorboat, the way the girl’s dad always had in the past.

Her dad.

He was dead. He couldn’t help them now.

As the motor droned them out to sea, the bow pounding the waves and then dropping into sudden troughs, the child’s fear became acceptance, even as she was terrified. She and her mom would drown, too—like her dad.

Another boat suddenly appeared as though it had been spit up from the depths. Frantically, her mother manipulated the waves for a position alongside while the lone occupant of the larger craft secured the connection.

The child glanced at the person under the slicker and hat that glistened from the rain. Mutely, the figure held out its arms for her, as the boats crashed against each other with an alarming gnashing of boards and scraped paint. The wind screamed and whistled, and in the distance she could see the timeworn precipices of the island that loomed like faceless ghosts above the sea.

The child hesitated.

Was it a man or a woman? She couldn’t tell. But she was afraid to let the figure take her away from her mom.

“It’s all right,” her mother said in her ear above the howling wind. “I’m right behind you. You’ll be safe.”

Before the child had time to question anything, the person on the other boat grabbed her and pulled her aboard. In seconds her mom joined her.

The person in the rain gear let her go to loosen the line to their speedboat. In seconds it was swallowed into the swells that were higher than they were.

The child watched, horrified. “Grandma will think we drowned,” she cried.

“No, she’ll only know that we’re off on our adventure,” her mom shouted back. “She’ll know that we’re okay.”

But the child was unconvinced as her mother carried her down to the tiny cabin where there was a berth. Once she’d lain down her mother saw to her skinned knees, dabbing them with antiseptic before covering the wounds with a Band-Aid.

As the boat moved even farther away from the house on the cliff, the little girl finally drifted off toward sleep, lulled by the steady sound of the engine.

But vaguely, almost as though it was a dream, she heard her mother giving thanks for them having gotten away from the House of Tsonoqua.

“We’ll start a new life,” her mother said, “safe from Tsonoqua and all the others who can harm us. We’ll forget.”

Tsonoqua? the child wondered sleepily. Who were the others? And what would she forget?

She opened her eyes to the porthole that was suddenly illuminated by the boat’s running lights. Beyond the round opening she watched the strange patterns on the water rushing past the boards.

But somehow the girl knew she wouldn’t forget, that whatever she needed to remember would not let go of her.

Nor would Tsonoqua or the other Great Spirits who silently reigned over their chosen islands—the place where she’d been born, where her father had lived…and died.

And then she slept.








Chapter One



JESSIE CLINE SLOWED THE PATROL CAR, BRINGING IT TO A stop in front of an early nineteen hundreds row house that was typical to the Sunset area of San Francisco. It was the address where the call for help had originated. She was about to follow her partner, Matt Spence, out of the police cruiser into the foggy late afternoon when the dispatcher’s voice crackled over the radio, stopping her.

“Possible gunfire reported at your location.”

“Copy that,” Jessie said, responding immediately to the transmission. Then she stepped out to the street and unsnapped her holster. Matt’s revolver was already in his hand. Another domestic dispute turned deadly? she wondered. Jessie hoped not. But they had to be ready—just in case.

Damn, she thought, glancing at the nearby draped and shuttered houses. She had a bad feeling. It was too quiet, too spooky. Something had scared the neighbors into lying low, out of the line of possible fire. There wasn’t a person in sight anywhere, not even the one who’d made the call.

Upon reaching the porch steps, Matt continued up to the door while Jessie headed for the narrow walkway between houses that led to the back. She moved cautiously, her body edging along the side of the building, alert for whatever awaited her in the fenced backyard.

It was an anticlimax. The tiny enclosed patio was an unexpected oasis behind the drab house. It was a miniature paradise of multicolored flowers and overgrown evergreen shrubs, a fountain and a small table with two chairs, all positioned with the perfect balance of an artist about to paint a still life. The drapes on the French doors were closed so that she couldn’t see into the residence itself. All was quiet except for the tinkle of water in the fountain.

Surreal, she thought. The brilliant blossoms were subdued by the thickening fog, and the line of cookie-cutter backyards were obscured by high fences. It was like no one existed on the planet, let alone in the Sunset area of San Francisco.

An icy finger seemed to touch her spine.

Jessie quickly checked out the backyard, her senses alert to the shuttered windows. She went to the backdoor and turned the knob. It was unlocked.

And then it suddenly opened to frame Matt in the doorway. “The front door was open but no one is here—except a dead woman,” he said, shaking his head. “She’s badly beaten and has multiple stab wounds, but death appears to be strangulation. The coroner will make the determination. Backup is on the way.”

She nodded, realizing her partner was shaken by what he’d seen. “Everything secure out here,” she said.

As in the past she’d wondered why Matt had become a policeman and not a lawyer. His interest was law enforcement but he seemed too sensitive for the grizzly reality of viewing violent death up close and personal.

Like her.

She hated the inhumanity-to-man aspect, the disregard for life. But she knew why Matt wasn’t a lawyer and she wasn’t an artist, as she’d originally planned. They both needed a steady income. She, like him, had a family to support and monthly bills to pay. And there was never anything left over to pursue dreams that cost money.

He nodded. “Okay. Go on back around to the front and wait for the backup. I’ll make sure everything stays secure in the house.”

She lifted a hand, acknowledging his request. He closed the door, and the drapes waved in the sudden draft, settling back over the windows. Jessie started toward the corner of the house, the only way out of a backyard that was enclosed by eight-foot fencing.

She’d just entered the narrow corridor between the houses when she caught a sudden movement out of the corner of her eye.

Before she could react it was too late. Someone had an arm around her neck, yanking her backward, someone who must have been hidden in the fog behind an overgrown shrub.

She managed to scream.

“Bitch!”

The man’s word was muttered into her ear. Then her air was squeezed off as the arm tightened brutally on her neck. She struggled to raise her gun but a chop to her wrist dropped it from her hand. She was helplessly overcome by a superior strength. Her last thought was of her son, Danny. What would become of him if she weren’t there to take care of him?

Jessie felt herself falling as the fog seemed to close in around her, shutting off her mind. She didn’t even feel herself hit the sidewalk.








Chapter Two



BY THE TIME JESSIE WENT OFF DUTY, SWITCHED TO HER OWN car and headed for the Oakland Bay Bridge on her way home, she almost felt like her old self. Although still shaken from her encounter with the suspected murderer of the woman in the house, she’d revived almost immediately once Matt had pulled the man off her.

She’d been lucky. If her partner had been five seconds later she would be on her way to the morgue now, instead of driving home.

And—dear God! What would have become of Danny if she’d died? Her worst fear was not to be there as her son grew up, not to be the person who influenced his growth in becoming a man. There was no one else to raise him, except her bohemian mother who was in her sixties and could hardly take care of herself.

Her son. She was his only parent, her mother his only grandparent. Danny’s own father didn’t recognize Danny as his. Old anger surfaced and Jessie forced it back. One day he might change his mind—after it was too late. For now she needed to stay alive, be there for a great kid until he became the terrific adult she knew he could be.

“Father in heaven,” she muttered into the quiet of her ’98 Saturn Coupe, knowing her thoughts were going in circles, that she was still pretty shook up. “Please keep me alive to raise my child.”

Because there is no one else, she added silently. Her own mother was a struggling artist who lived in Mendocino, a town on the rugged northern California coast. Although a loving grandmother and emotionally supportive to Jessie, Clarice lived on Social Security and could ill afford the financial liability of raising a child. Jessie’s dad was long dead.

I must stay alive for Danny, Jessie thought again, knowing she was still obsessing about her close call. It was time she pulled herself together, before she got home.

She passed the Berkeley exits, headed toward Oakland where she veered off onto her ramp and waited at a light to make the turn toward home. Jessie realized she had some tough decisions to make. Tonight had only brought them to the top of her mind, not allowing her to procrastinate—again. If she were to be alive long enough to raise Danny, then she needed to reconsider her career, and their home environment in an area where street gangs were claiming territory.

She turned from a main drag of strip malls and fast food restaurants onto her own street, one congested with old model parked cars in front of rundown pre–World War II identical houses. The one in the middle of the block with cut and trimmed grass, and geraniums and petunias in the flowerbeds, was hers. It stood out because all the other yards were overgrown and strewn with debris.

She had been saving, little by little, so they could move to a better location. But what if she died before she could see to her son having a better life? And what if he was sucked into a gang before she could afford their move?

Stay focused, she instructed herself. Just because she’d been accosted while on the job didn’t mean the whole world was falling apart. Wasn’t dealing with criminals just a part of being in law enforcement?

It was, she reminded herself. But she also needed to consider her own son who was under increasing pressure by gang members to make a stand in a neighborhood inhabited by druggies, thieves and burglars.

His life must not be influenced by such choices.

Not if she had any say in the matter.

But what were her choices? She had to make a living. Where else could she go to do that? It was a dilemma that had reared its ugly head in that tiny backyard.

She drove slowly toward her house, and then stomped on the brakes before turning into the overgrown driveway that led to the carport.

There was a small group of boys blocking her way.

Several of them were pushing against her son and were obviously threatening him. Although Danny was tall for his age, he was no match against the husky boys who were bullying him. And he was outnumbered. She jumped out of her car, shouting at them.

“Police officer! Back off—now!”

The boys saw her uniform and quickly dispersed, running off down the street. The ringleader hesitated a moment longer, giving Danny a final shove as he said something Jessie couldn’t hear, and then with a malevolent glance, ran after his gang.

“Fuckin’ bitch!” he yelled over his shoulder. “You can’t save him or your fuckin’ guard dog.”

And then the juvenile thugs were gone, leaving her son alone on the front lawn by the time she reached him, his year-old Bernese mountain dog barking furiously behind the front door of their house.

“Thanks, Mom,” Danny said, his voice shaking, his body trembling. His clothing was rumpled and torn, and his eyes, bright with tears, darted from her to the street where the gang had disappeared. “You saved me for the moment, but you cemented my fate—and Footer’s. They hate my dog ’cause he’s so big and they’re scared of him.”

“Fate?”

“Uh-huh.” His voice still wobbled and tears glistened in his eyes, even as he tried to sound brave. “These guys aren’t intimated by a badge, Mom.” He swallowed hard. “Sticking up for me only made them madder and now they’ll really be out to get me.” He lowered his dark lashes over the fear in his brown eyes. “They’ll wait their chance and if not tomorrow, then next week or next month.” He hesitated, trying to control his tears. “I’m glad Footers was inside. They would have hurt him, too.”

“I won’t let that happen, Danny—to you or Footers.” She pulled him into her arms. “I’ll contact your school, let them know what’s happened, okay?”

He hesitated, looking about to cry in earnest. “That won’t help, Mom. School rules can’t protect me. They’ll get me, sooner or later. I have to be with them—or become their target.” He sounded scared to death.

“Target?” She tried to control her concern.

“Uh-huh.” His lower lip trembled, and she could see how hard he was trying to compose himself.

She knew what he meant although she downplayed the situation as he explained on their way into the house. They were the kids who ruled the neighborhood, their street. “I’ll have to do what they say or they’ll come after me,” Danny explained. His words chilled her to the bone.

With contrived cheerfulness, Jessie made small talk, trying to allay his fear, although she recognized that what he said was true. Her precious child was in danger—and she needed to address that issue, somehow make sure that he stayed safe. But how could she do that?

Juvenile gangs were lethal. And they’d targeted Danny simply because he lived in their territory. She’d encountered the scenario many times on the job. Her son was in real danger unless she could protect him.

Her thoughts whirled as she saw him to their tiny living room where he sat down to watch television while she went to the kitchen to prepare supper. After taking frozen spaghetti sauce from the freezer to the microwave and putting water on the stove to heat for the pasta, Jessie checked on Danny again. Seeing that he was absorbed in a sitcom rerun, she went out to their front porch for the mail. Among the bills was a legal-looking letter from an attorney’s office in Seattle, Washington.

Curious, she nevertheless went back to the kitchen before opening the envelope. As she read the covering letter, Jessie sagged against the counter behind her. Was this an answer to her prayers? An unexpected intervention?

The letter stated that she’d inherited a house—on the island where she’d been born—where her mother had fled with her after her father’s death when she was a child.

Her mother. She needed to call her mother. Her mom would know what the letter meant. Her mom could explain.

She made sure that Danny was still watching his show, and then, unable to contain herself, Jessie picked up the phone and called her mother in Mendocino, waiting as it rang on the other end, hoping her mom was home.

“Hello.” Her mother’s melodious voice came over the wire.

“Mom, can you talk?” Jessie could hear oldies music and a low hum of voices in the background.

“Course I can for you, sweetie.”

Jessie shifted position, bracing herself. It was her mother’s “back to basics” night. She’d forgotten her mom’s one-night-a-week class for fledgling artists, part of her monthly income aside from Social Security and the occasional sale of a painting.

“I forgot it was your class,” Jessie began.

“No, that’s okay.” A pause. “What’s up? I can tell something is wrong, Jessie.”

“I had a letter from a lawyer up in Seattle. Seems I just inherited a house up in the San Juan Islands. My father’s uncle died and I’m the only living descendant.”

Jessie’s words were met by a brief silence.

“Oh, my God!” Her mother’s indrawn breath came over the line before her next words. “Look Jessie, I can’t talk now. Let me call you back after my students leave, okay?”

“Of course. In fact, I’ll call you back after Danny’s in bed. There’s another issue I want to discuss with you and I don’t want him to hear.”

“I’ll wait for your call, Jessie.”

“Love you, Mom.”

“Love you, too.”

The dial tone sounded in Jessie’s ear, but not before she’d heard the fear in her mother’s voice.

What did it mean? Why had her news upset her mother? She’d have to wait to find out.

She went back to preparing their meal, and despite her mother’s negative reaction, couldn’t help but feel uplifted. A house meant money. She could either sell it or live in it. Either way, it meant a way out of their neighborhood.

Nothing her mother would say could cloud the issue. One way or the other she and Danny were moving.








Chapter Three



“MOM?” JESSIE SAID INTO THE RECEIVER.

“Yeah, it’s me, Honey. I was waiting for your call.”

“I’m sorry it got so late. I wanted Danny to be asleep when we talked.”

“You didn’t want him to overhear?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Good. He shouldn’t get his hopes up about an impossible situation.”

“Impossible?”

There was a silence.

“Uh-huh.” Her mother’s sigh came over the wires. “Of course I know you would never consider moving up to that remote island, even if you have inherited a house.” Another pause. “You can sell it and move to a better location in San Francisco.”

This time Jessie hesitated. She’d reread the letter many times, and had decided to defer any course of action until she’d spoken to the lawyer handling the estate. The attorney, Leonard Wills, had asked her to call as soon as possible, that he’d been unable to get her unlisted number.

“That is what you’ll do, isn’t it Jessie?”

“I don’t know, Mom.” Jessie shifted the phone to her other ear so that she would hear if Danny got up. “While Danny was doing his homework, I checked out this Cliff Island up in Washington State on the Internet.” She hesitated. “Seems there’s a vacancy for assistant police chief, and they’re taking applications.” She gave a laugh. “The pay isn’t great, it’s only a three-person force, but the added benefits of no house payments, a cheaper lifestyle away from druggies and gangs, and a good school system are enticing.”

Clarice’s gasp sounded in Jessie’s ear. “Surely you aren’t thinking of—of moving up there?”

“I’m only saying that I’m looking into my options at the moment.”

“That’s not an option, Jessie.”

“Why not?” Before her mother could answer Jessie explained what had happened earlier, that she could have been killed, that Danny was in danger from the gangs that had moved into their neighborhood. The letter concerning her inheritance seemed like an answer to her prayers.

“But like I said, Jessie, you can sell the Cliff Island house, and then use the proceeds to buy another place in a safer neighborhood.”

“I know that, Mom.” A pause. “But that still doesn’t change the danger of my job.”

A long silence stretched over the miles between them. Clarice was the first to break it.

“I have a better plan,” she said with contrived calm. “Sell the island house you’ve inherited, quit that damned job that I’ve hated from the beginning, move up here and stay with me until you get settled. You could get a part-time job, Danny would be safe and you could take up your brushes again.” A pause. “You do have a little equity in your Oakland house, don’t you?”

“Yeah, if I get a decent price.”

“The sale of the island house would give you the means to relocate up here. Then you could put the Oakland equity into a college fund for Danny.”

Jessie’s thoughts spun. Her mother’s suggestion was good, so long as she could sell both places, and if she could really generate enough income from her art to support them. Otherwise there would be no college fund; they’d have to use that money to live on because she no longer had a profession. Her mom was a dreamer who believed the future would take care of itself. While she was a realist who knew nothing happened without a lot of planning and hard work. Jessie also knew that she was too independent to live with her mom for long. Besides, Clarice was allergic to dogs and an attack of asthma could send her to the hospital. And Danny wasn’t about to give up Footers.

“Tell you what,” she said finally. “I’ll call you as soon as I talk to the lawyer in the morning, find out exactly how much the place is worth and how long it takes to sell a house on a remote island.”

“Please do, Jessie.” Her sigh came over the line. “I’ll be on pins and needles until I hear.”

“I promise.” Jessie hesitated. “Tell me, Mom, why are you so emphatic about me not moving to Cliff Island? You once lived there with Dad and I thought you were happily married, that you loved the rugged beauty of the cliffs and beaches, that you called it paradise. Were you lying?”

“No, I did love it, until your father died.” A pause. “After that everything changed.”

“How so? You’ve never explained and I’ve often wondered.”

Clarice’s reply was a long quivering sigh.

“Mom, are you there?”

“Of course I am Sweetheart. I don’t want you to go back to that island. It may not be safe for you.”

“Why, Mom? As I just said, you’ve never really explained why we left after Dad died.”

“I will, after you talk to that lawyer fellow.” She drew a sharp breath. “You will call me after you do?”

“Certainly. I said I would.” Jessie tried to keep an irritated note out of her tone. Her mother was being dramatic again, a typical artistic temperament, she thought. As she hung up she wondered if that was why she’d never made much headway with her own art. Maybe she was too much of a realist and not enough of a dreamer.

She looked in on Danny who was sound asleep, dropped a light kiss on his forehead, and then headed for her own room across the hall. Once in bed Jessie stared at the leaf patterns on her ceiling, her thoughts swirling with possibilities. At least now she had an option to change their lives. That was the first positive thing that had happened to her in a long time.

She thought about her mother’s reservations, and realized again that she had no clue as to where those fears came from. Her mother had always been closemouthed about the past, even as she’d always praised her husband, a man who’d been a quarter Native American and grown up on Cliff Island. Her father’s ancestors had been part of the Pacific Rim totem tribes, their culture far advanced from the early explorers who’d once conquered them. The one thing Jessie did know was that the family house, the oldest on the island, was guarded by the family totem pole of Tsonoqua, the spirit of the wind.

She was suddenly chilled under the top sheet and pulled up her down quilt. I won’t think about the negatives, she thought. Only the positive. Tomorrow she’d find out which was which.

[image: space]

Jessie waited until Danny had caught his ride to the youth basketball session a couple of miles away at the YMCA gym. Then she placed her call to Leonard Wills in Cliffside, the town on Cliff Island in the San Juan Islands. The lawyer himself picked up the phone, surprising her.

“This is Jessica Cline,” she told him. “You sent me a letter concerning—”

“Yes, I know who you are, Ms. Cline,” he said crisply. “You’re responding to my letter about the property you’ve inherited.”

“That’s correct,” she said, her tone going from friendly to businesslike. He was obviously not responsive to idle chatter. “I have some questions. Needless to say, your letter took me by surprise.”

“How so?”

She was taken aback. “I had no idea I was in line to inherit the family house.”

“Hmm, I expected you knew that, Ms. Cline.” He paused. “But there are several conditions attached to the will.”

“Such as?”

“You must occupy the house for a full year before it officially becomes yours. Although your great uncle passed away after your grandmother, Caroline McGregor’s will still takes precedence on that issue.” He cleared his throat. “It was her way of making sure her lineage continued in the house she loved.”

Jessie was momentarily silent. She’d realized her grandmother’s will had changed after her father’s death, and the death of her great uncle’s son, and that the estate had reverted to her great uncle. The one thing she didn’t expect was to be the one to inherit the property.

“Are you still on the line, Ms. Cline?”

“Yes, I’m here, just thinking about the terms. You’re saying that I must live there for one year before the house is mine? After that I could sell it if I wished to?”

“That’s it in a nutshell. If you don’t live there, it will be tantamount to relinquishing all rights to the property, and it will revert to charity.”

“And do properties sell very fast on the island, Mr. Wills?”

“Yes, I’m afraid that they do.”

“Afraid?”

“Uh-huh. We locals don’t like the California people who come up here looking to buy up choice land for peanuts—and unfortunately, that’s what usually happens.”

She looked out of her kitchen window to the tiny backyard where a hummingbird was sucking from the feeder Danny had filled only that morning. What the lawyer’s words meant to her was that she couldn’t sell the island house for one year, which meant if she stayed put and turned down the inheritance, she and Danny had no real hope for changing their future prospects.

“Tell me about the will,” she asked. “I need to know everything that’s involved here.”

The lawyer filled in a few minor points and then they hung up after agreeing to talk again in the near future.

But she already knew what she had to do. There was no real choice, not if Danny was to have the future she’d always intended him to have.

A short time later, facts in hand, she switched on her computer, going again to the Cliff Island page that advertised for an assistant police chief. As she downloaded the information, Jessie knew her mother was waiting for her call.

She braced herself. Her mom would not like what she was about to tell her.

[image: space]

“Jessica Cline, please.” The male voice was low, deep and professional sounding.

“May I ask who’s calling?” Jessie shifted the receiver to her left hand, because her right one was caked with dirt from weeding the front flowerbed. She’d barely caught the phone before it went to voice mail.

“Hank Shepherd, Chief of Police for Cliff Island.”

She plopped down on a kitchen stool, taken aback that she’d have gotten a reply from her faxed application a day after she’d sent it. “This is Jessica Cline,” she said, grateful that her response reflected her own professional tone.

“You applied for the assistant chief’s job here on Cliff Island in Washington State?”

“Yes, I did. Yesterday in fact.”

“But you work for the San Francisco Police Department at this time?” His expelled breath sounded in her ear. “Why would you quit that job for this one?”

“I explained that in my faxed resume.”

“Explain again, if you don’t mind.”

Jessie started with her positive feelings about her current job, how much she cared about the people she worked with, that she’d been dedicated for all the years she’d been with the department, but that she had concerns about her son and their living environment.

“Could you explain that?” Hank Shepherd asked.

She decided to be completely honest. If they were to live and work in a small community there would be no place for evading questions.

“As you probably know, I inherited a house on your island. But my main reason for moving there is my son.” She briefly explained their situation and her concerns. “I want my son to have a future beyond being a latchkey kid in a marginal neighborhood where gangs are demanding allegiance, or else.” Jessie drew in a breath. “Sadly, our neighborhood is all I can afford on my salary and I see a better life for Danny on your island.”

“Thank you for being candid, Ms. Cline. I’ve spoken to the people on your reference list and they all speak highly of you.” She heard a low chuckle. “I think your superior hopes you’ll reconsider and stay in San Francisco.”

“You work fast, Chief Shepherd, considering you’ve had my application for less than a day.”

“That’s true. Guess we don’t get many applicants with your credentials way up here.” A pause. “So do you think there’s a chance you’ll reconsider?”

“What? You mean stay in my present position?”

“Uh-huh.”

“I can’t do that, regardless of whether or not I get the job on your island.”

“How so?”

“I have to place my son’s security above career advancement.” She took a deep breath and went on. “But if you can’t understand that Chief Shepherd, I understand. I’ll say right up front that my child is my first priority. My job is second.”

“My feelings exactly,” was his surprising response.

She hesitated, uncertain of how to respond.

“Your job references are impeccable. You’re almost too good to be true, Ms. Cline.”

“Jessica,” she corrected him.

He cleared his throat. “Uh, yes, Jessica. The job is yours if you agree to our requirements, and I think you’ll fit all of them if you’re planning to live on the island.”

“I have the job?”

“Yeah, that’s about it.”

“I accept.”

They discussed the job description further, the date when she’d be able to start, and then went on to talking about her move to the island.

“I look forward to meeting you,” Hank Shepherd said.

“And I you,” Jessie replied.

And then they hung up.

As he’d learned when he’d checked her work references, she’d already resigned from her position, and here she was accepting another one that could change her life completely. Was she ready for that?

She had to be. But she suddenly felt shaky, as though she’d just run a marathon. Then her mind flashed to her reasons behind such a drastic decision: almost being murdered on the job, fear of leaving Danny an orphan, then coming home to him in danger from street thugs. The realization that they were locked in a hopeless future had been the last straw.

The letter was fate, their way out of a desperate lifestyle.

It meant her future and that of her son. Jessie knew there was no other choice.








Chapter Four



“I HAVE A BAD FEELING ABOUT THIS, JESSIE. I WISH I COULD change your mind about going, inheritance or not.”

Her mother’s final words stayed in Jessie’s thoughts as she drove up the California coast from Mendocino, and then headed for Portland, Oregon, and on to Seattle on Puget Sound. Hoping to calm her mom’s apprehension, she and Danny had stopped for a short visit on their way north to Cliff Island in the Strait of Juan de Fuca. But her mom had stayed adamant. Jessie was making a mistake.

Now, as she drove into the ferry line at Anacortes after a ninety-minute ride north from Seattle, she had a sudden jolt of fear. What if her mother was right? Everything had happened so fast once she’d applied for the assistant chief position on the island. There’d been no time for hesitation. One decision seemed to depend on another: decide if she could accept the island house, and when she did she needed a job after resigning her San Francisco position, and when it was offered and she took it, she needed to withdraw Danny from his school and list her Oakland house with a realtor.

No, she reminded herself. Inheriting a house was an answer to her worries. Then getting the island job cemented her belief that she’d done the right thing. Danny would grow up in a wonderful environment and the proceeds from their Oakland house would guarantee him a college education. Even Footers was better off away from the city.

Waiting their turn at the toll booth to buy their ferry passage to Cliff Island, Jessie sensed Danny watching her. He’d shared in her excitement about the move, and she’d realized how unsettled he’d become in the neighborhood where he felt threatened on a daily basis. The last thing she wanted to do was burst his bubble with her own belated misgivings. Even her mom had been careful not to mention her own fears about their move in front of her grandson.

“Nervous, Mom?”

She glanced and managed a smile. “No, Danny. Just remembering bits and pieces of when I was a little girl and lived out in those islands you’re about to see on our ferry ride.” She hesitated. “Guess I was being a little nostalgic.”

“You remember much?”

Jessie inched the car forward toward the toll booth, and realized that the amount of traffic using the ferries was one thing that had changed in over three decades. The islands were obviously no longer as remote as they’d once been.

“I remember some stories my grandmother used to tell about her people, the totem Indians.”

“People call them Native Americans now, Mom,” he corrected her gently.

She grinned. “I know that, Danny, but I guess since I’m descended from that culture I can repeat what my grandmother said.”

He grinned back. “And I am, too.”

“What?”

“Descended.”

“Yeah, that’s true, although since my grandmother was just half Native American, the other half being Norwegian, my father was only a quarter and I’m an eighth.”

“And I’m a sixteenth—and that counts,” Danny replied at once.

Jessie suppressed a grin. Her son, like her, was proud of his ethnic heritage. “Of course it does,” she agreed.

“Would you tell me one of your grandmother’s stories?” Danny asked.

“Well, she once told me that her ancient descendants said that all of the islands in the Strait of Juan de Fuca, and those farther north in Canadian waters, were thought to be stepping stones of the giants.” Jessie moved the car forward again, just one away from the toll booth now.

“Who were the giants?”

Jessie shrugged. “I probably don’t remember the whole story, and I suspect my grandmother didn’t either. In any case it was just a myth I think.”

A few minutes later they’d driven onto the huge ferry and were parked in a line of cars headed for Cliff Island. There would be two stops before theirs, which was the end of the line before the ship made its return trip to Anacortes.

“Shall we explore?” Jessie asked. “We’ll be on board for over an hour and a half.”

“Yeah!” Danny was already getting out of the Saturn, and then hesitated. “What about Footers? Will he be okay by himself down here?”

“Course he will,” Jessie said. “Just look at him. He’s sleeping like a baby on the backseat.” She lowered her window a couple of inches. “He’ll have plenty of air and no one will bother him.” She laughed. “His bark would scare them away if they did.”

Danny nodded, convinced. They headed toward the stairs to the upper levels, weaving through the parked cars on the lower deck. “Would you like a pop?” Jessie asked as they reached the top of the steps. She indicated the dining area where people were already lining up to buy something to eat or drink.

He sniffed the air. “Mom! Can I have a cheeseburger?”

She grinned. “We’ll both have one. Fries, too.”

They placed their orders, took a number and found a window table and sat down to wait for their food. She could see the excitement in Danny’s eyes, and she had to admit that she felt it, too.

“This is a—a real adventure,” Danny told her, grinning, his dark hair mussed and flyaway from the wind.

“Yes, an adventure,” she repeated. But as their food number was called and she went to get their cheeseburgers, the word adventure stuck in her mind. She’d had a sense of déjà vu, as though someone had said those words to her before, as though she’d once been in a similar circumstance. But when?—and where?

The moment passed.

They took fresh water back down for Footers after they’d watched the cars unload at first one island and then another. Cliff Island was next, and although it would still be another twenty minutes until docking, Jessie’s Saturn suddenly felt like their haven.

Although she hid her unsettled feeling from Danny, Jessie felt as though she was bracing herself for something. What? Had she caught her mother’s apprehension about returning to the island after all these years? Her mom had never clarified why she’d left in the first place, although Jessie had always believed it was because of her dad’s death. Her mom no longer had a reason to stay after that, her own roots having been in California.

“You know, Danny, I think I’ll go topside again so I can watch the ship approach Cliff Island. You up for a little wind on the outside deck?”

“Ah, Mom.” His dark eyes met hers. “I think I’ll stay here with Footers. He seems a little upset, didn’t even want any water.”

“You don’t mind if I’m gone for just a few minutes then?”

“Gosh, Mom, who do you think’s gonna get me on this boat? It’s almost empty now, and besides, Footers is a great watchdog, as you said earlier.”

“True.” She grinned. “I’ll be back before we’re docked, okay?”

He nodded, for once looking the wiser.

She headed to the bow, watching as the ship sliced through the water, creating elongated patterns of shiny dark color. The sky had lowered and a light mist of rain had started to fall, infusing the approaching shoreline with the impressionism of a Monet painting. Jessie lifted the hood of her windbreaker over her hair, her eyes glued to the small island looming in the distance. White rock cliffs marked part of the shoreline, above which dense evergreen foliage made a vivid contrast. For a second time she was struck with a feeling a déjà vu.

And a sense of danger.

Ridiculous, she told herself. She was alone on the deck aside from one other person leaning against the opposite railing. It was her mother’s warnings again. She’d been programmed, that’s all.

But what was it?

The wind strengthened and she turned away to head back inside the ship. By the time she went down to the car deck she had herself in hand. She and Danny were about to begin a new adventure, a better life.

She meant to make it so.

 

The other person, a woman, watched her go, and then turned back into the wind, exhilarated. It had been a long wait.

It would soon be over.

Tsonoqua was pleased.








Chapter Five



THE RAIN CAME DOWN IN EARNEST AS THEY DROVE FROM the shelter of the ferry onto the ramp that led to the road. A gust of wind blasted off the water, momentarily jolting their car.

“It’s a typical squall,” Jessie announced, smiling reassuringly at her son’s startled expression.

“Jeez, I wondered, Mom. I’m glad we weren’t standing outside. We’d of been blown away.”

“Yeah, it was strong all right, but not that strong.” She pointed to the deckhand who was directing traffic off the ferry. “See, his rain slicker is whipping around his knees but he didn’t lose his balance—or his hat.”

Danny nodded, even as his gaze darted from the man to the tiny ticket terminal where the ramp met the shore, and then on to a tiny drive-in restaurant across the road from the ferry building. A few island vehicles waited in line for the unloading so they could drive on board for the return trip to Anacortes. The setting was almost surreal to Jessie; she didn’t remember any of it from when she’d once lived on Cliff Island.

But I wouldn’t, she reminded herself. She’d been too little and over thirty years had passed. She tried to quell the unexpected sense of uneasiness that had settled over her. Her mother’s words of caution surfaced yet again and she made an effort to push them aside. Now was not the time for second thoughts. She’d inherited a house, had a new job and she and Danny were about to start a new life.

“Do you know how to get to the house, Mom?”

“Not really, but I have the island map, and I know we’re to follow Island Highway to the north end of the island, exactly opposite from where we are now on the south end. The island isn’t very big, Danny.”

“I know.” He glanced. “I looked it up on the Internet before we left Oakland.” She could hear the excitement in his tone. “Everyone knows everyone on the island. The Web page said people look out for each other here.” A pause. “It’s gonna be a lot different from my school and our old neighborhood.”

A silence went by as they approached the town.

“Are you worried about the change, Danny?”

He shook his head. “I’m looking forward to living here.” Another pause. “You are, too—aren’t you, Mom?”

“Yup, sure am.” She gave a laugh. “For me being here is an answer to my prayers.”

“Me, too.” Danny’s tone hardened. “I hated where we used to live. I never want to go back.”

Jessie slowed the car through town, slightly taken aback by her son’s words. The last few months in California must have been even worse for him than she’d imagined. Her own apprehension slipped away. Their move was life altering for Danny, if not for her as well. He now had a future. They both did.

“Look!” Danny leaned forward on the seat, pointing out the car window. “There’s a movie theater.”

Jessie grinned. “Yeah, I see that.”

She liked the look of the town, its wide main street lined with evergreen trees and hanging flower baskets that no longer bloomed with summer flowers. The clapboard storefronts, although early nineteen hundreds, were well preserved and the front windows were colorful with displays, whether clothing, hardware or video posters. Altogether, the town was quaint, modern, yet a step behind the world beyond its gravelly beaches.

“Oh, Mom. I love it!” Danny cried after they’d passed the police station at the edge of town and were approaching the island schools. Asquare two-story grade school was surrounded by playfields complete with swings, slides and monkey bars. Separated by a chain-link fence were the grounds to the high school, its gym and ball fields.

Even Footers seemed to have caught the excitement, his front paws resting on the seat behind Danny’s shoulders so he could look out the window. As they passed the town and Island Highway headed into the trees, he subsided back down onto the seat.

“The directions say to go five miles beyond the town limits,” Danny said, peering at the map and directions he’d propped on his lap.

“What’s the name of that road again, the one we’re to turn off on?” Jessie asked, her eyes on the blacktop, grateful that the traffic was almost nonexistent so that she could concentrate on directions.

“North Point Road.” Danny squinted harder at the map. “It seems the next turn after that must be the driveway. It’s like a circle, looping off the main road and then back again.” He glanced at her. “Are you sure that’s right?”

Jessie nodded, making the turn onto North Point Road. “It’s basically a private road that goes to Cliff House.” She hesitated. “The property it crosses is ours now.”

He inclined his head, and then went back to studying the map, but Jessie could see that he was in awe of the magnitude of it all. Why wouldn’t he be? she thought. Even she as the adult was becoming more impressed by their good fortune with each passing mile. And he was only a kid.

“There!” Danny cried. “That road on the right.”

She slammed on the brakes, coming to a stop beyond the tiny wooden sign that read Wind House. She glanced in the rearview mirror, then slowly backed up until she could make the turn onto the narrow lane that appeared overgrown and unused. The afternoon had eased into evening and now, as the woods seemed to enfold their car, Jessie realized that night was not far behind. She was just glad that it had stopped raining and they’d gotten there before dark.

“Gosh, Mom. I don’t think anyone’s been on this road for ages.” His voice sounded unsure. “It’s kinda spooky.”

“Naw, just a bit overgrown.” She managed a laugh, suppressing her own uneasiness. “But that’ll soon change once we begin using the road. We might have to hire someone to cut back the brush, that’s all.”

The trees thinned as they drove closer to the house. Jessie caught a glimpse of pointed roofs and stone chimneys before they left the woods to circle up a driveway to the front steps of the house.

“Wow!

Danny’s breathed word captured Jessie’s feelings exactly. Behind the house, which was obviously perched at the top of a cliff overlooking the Strait of Juan de Fuca, the sun was setting behind dark storm clouds on the distant western horizon. The streaming red and yellow rays were spectacular, stretching all the way to the front courtyard of the house. The spectacle was suddenly gone as the sun sank out of sight, and dusk was immediately apparent by the creeping approach of night.

“C’mon,” Jessie said as she brought the Saturn to a stop and put on the emergency brake. “Let’s get our bearings and turn on some lights before it gets dark, okay?” She opened the car door, her eyes meeting Danny’s.

“Yeah, I agree. I don’t want to be out here in the dark.” He climbed out of the car and Footers bounded out after him, sniffing the shrubs and rockery that lined the driveway.

“Where did the banker say the key would be, Mom?”

“Under the flower pot on the porch.”

He ran ahead, Footers loping at his heels, and retrieved the key from under the pot. About to follow him, Jessie’s eyes were suddenly on the totem pole that stood as a sentinel a few yards away at the foot of the driveway. Tsonoqua, the female spirit of the wind, was the namesake of the house. The ten-foot wooden carving seemed to watch them with round eyes and a mouth opened in a huge circle, as though her scream had been frozen into silence.

For a second Jessie couldn’t move, her own limbs paralyzed by a jolt of fear. Silly woman, she chided herself, knowing the totem, a symbol of her grandmother’s Indian heritage, was only made of wood and not a living, breathing entity. With resolve, she moved forward over the inlaid stones and joined Danny at the door.

She took the key he handed her and fitted it into the lock. A moment later the massive front door swung open and they stepped into the entry. Danny felt for the light switch, turning on the rustic chandelier above them. Instantly, the lower floor was illuminated and Jessie closed the door behind them.

Danny darted forward to explore, stopping in the arch-way to the living room, reaching to flip on more lights. Behind him Jessie could see that the room was furnished with exquisite antiques, and was surprised. She had no idea that the house would be so elegant.

“Mom? Where did you get that costume?”

Danny’s question brought her eyes back to him, and she followed his stare to the life-size painting that hung over the huge stone fireplace across the room. The woman in the low-cut emerald green gown, her long chestnut hair soft against her pale face, seemed to be staring right at Jessie, her large brown eyes questioning.

“That’s not me,” she managed finally.

“But she looks just like you.”

Danny was right. The woman in the painting was an exact double of her, period clothing aside.

At that moment the front door blew open, caught by a sudden draft. The both jumped, startled by the sound and the rush of cool air. She ran to close it again, and this time she locked it.

Outside the night had crept closer, and the chill on her flesh was almost as though something had touched her.

Oh dear God. What had she done in coming here? What hadn’t her mother told her?
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