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Kenny Mumford’s wide, sightless eyes gazed up out of his shroud of wet, green rockweed, on the beach at Prince’s Cove. The rockweed covered much of the rest of his face, but we knew right away that it was Kenny. His left hand, flung out loosely behind him as if he were doing the backstroke, had the peculiar, purplish round scar in its palm that anyone in Eastport would recognize.


Kenny always told people he’d gotten the scar when a biker chick, high on methamphetamines, hammered his hand to the shiny metal rim of a barstool after a night of drinking. Others said the drinking part was right but that the nail came from a nail gun, one time when Kenny had had a job.


Now Kenny’s eyes were bleached to a pale, milky blue, the result of being soaked in cold salt water. A day earlier, Kenny’s boat had been towed in minus Kenny by the Coast Guard, so it was no real surprise finding him there on the beach.


The hole in his forehead, though; that was a surprise.


“Not,” Ellie White said thoughtfully, “from a nail gun.”


“Right,” I agreed, looking at Kenny again. “No nail.”


Out on the water, two harbor seals’ heads glided smoothly through the waves toward the fish pens of the local aquaculture operation, where a barge was unloading bags of salmon food. Gulls swirled in drifts over the fish pens, waiting for a chance to swoop down and steal floating morsels, screaming impatience.


Ellie crouched, pulling more rockweed from Kenny’s face.


“Poor Kenny,” she said. “I went to school with him. Up until eighth grade.”


Lying in its nest of rockweed, his head looked disembodied. “Is that when Kenny got sent away to reform school?”


It was right around noon, and seventy degrees, which for downeast Maine in late June is practically a tropical heat wave. Ellie was wearing a green-and-white sleeveless gingham sundress with an apple embroidered on the bodice, thin white sandals, and some kind of sparkly purple gauzy stuff to tie back her red hair.


“No. It was when he stopped going to school altogether. He turned sixteen that year, so they had to let him quit. Kenny,” she explained, “failed a few grades.”


Rising, Ellie took off her sandals and strode into the icy water, gathering her skirt up, while I tried to reconcile Ken’s stillness with the rowdy fellow he had been. He was a terror around town, always into some dumb trouble, often drunk and disorderly. Saturday nights you could pretty well figure he’d be blotto, head back, howling at the moon, while the rest of the week he spent trying to parlay his talent for mischief into something besides another stretch of jail time.


Mostly he failed, and it surprised me to realize how much I would miss him. In Eastport, Kenny was as much a fixture as the boats in the harbor, or the cannon on the library lawn.


I called my little black Labrador retriever, Monday, and snapped her onto her lead, not wanting her to nose around the body. By then Ellie was on her way back up the beach, too, and I could see that she had been crying.


I handed her a tissue, and she gave it the sort of long, honking blow that I had come to expect from her; fair-skinned and slender, with green eyes and freckles like a scattering of gold dust, Ellie looks as delicately lovely as an Arthur Rackham fairy princess, and is as tough as an old boot.


We made our way up the embankment through the indigo spikes of wild lupine, back to where I had left the car. There were a few small dwellings widely spaced along the Cove Road, each with a satellite dish and the plundered remains of last winter’s woodpile out in the side yard, but I thought it would be best just to drive down to Water Street, to police headquarters, and speak to Eastport’s Chief of Police Bob Arnold directly.


To tell him, I mean, that there had been a murder.
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My name is Jacobia Tiptree, and back in Manhattan I was an expert on the care and feeding of vast sums of other people’s money, neat slices of which I lopped off in commissions. As a result, by age thirty I possessed more assets than your average small publicly-traded corporation, along with fewer illusions than your average city homicide detective, up to his ankles in blood and accustomed to hearing, pretty much on a daily basis, numerous lies.


Not that I had much contact with homicide detectives. As a class, my clients leaned more toward swift, bloodless acts of financial disembowelment. Meanwhile, I turned out to be good at transforming large fortunes into even larger ones, and talented also at the tasks of (1) getting married and (2) having a baby. Sadly, I was not so adept at (3) realizing that my neurosurgeon husband was a cold-blooded, methane-breathing, sludge-dwelling slime toad whose ability to tell the truth ranked right up there with my own ability to jump off a building and fly.


Finding a medical secretary in my bed did tend to clarify my thinking on the matter, however. And as if that were not enough, once the divorce battle was over my by-then young teenaged son, Sam, began failing in school, smoking marijuana—


—at least, I hoped it was only marijuana—


—and running with a crowd of sullen, secretive little streetwise hooligans.


Fortunately, this was also about the time I found Eastport. The move—from a pristine townhouse in Manhattan to a rambling, dilapidated 1823 Federal clapboard in a tiny fishing village in remotest downeast Maine—


—the house came complete with antique plumbing, ceramic-post electrical wiring so scary it could star in its own horror movie, and weatherproofing that consisted entirely of forty-eight heavy wooden storm windows, each of which had to be fastened up every autumn and hauled back down again in spring—


—was impetuous, impractical, and absurd for a woman of my experience and situation.


And I do believe that it saved my son’s life.
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“Is that so?” said police chief Bob Arnold when Ellie and I told him of our discovery.


Arnold leaned against the squad car parked in front of the wood-frame storefront housing the Eastport police station. “Sure it was Kenny?”


From the way he said it, lazy and slow, a person who didn’t know Arnold might think he might just decide not to do anything about the situation.


But that would have been a mistake. Arnold is a plump, pink-cheeked man with a calm, deliberate way of moving, but he gets from here to there as fast as he needs to.


A few months earlier, for instance, Arnold had arrested a Calais woman whose husband had just died facedown in the main dish at a baked-bean supper. She’d been on her way home to fetch the biscuits she’d forgotten—or that, anyway, was her story—when Arnold spotted her speeding by after hearing the ambulance call on his radio, and put two and two together.


The woman, as it turned out, never got charged with murder, the well-known fact that her husband beat her regularly—


—this, Arnold said, was how he came up with four—


—not being sufficient evidence, and the toxicologists not finding any poison they could identify. So they had to release her almost as fast as Arnold caught her. But nobody ate her dishes at public suppers anymore, which in these parts is still harsh punishment.


“It was Kenny,” Ellie told Arnold now. “And,” she added to his inevitable next question, “we’re sure he’s dead.”


Arnold frowned, squinting at the water sparkling in the bay. Out on the waves, a couple of speedboats zipped flashily, while up and down Water Street clusters of tourists strolled, eating ice cream, peering into shop windows, and buying bumpah stickahs.


“Well. That’s a hell of a thing,” Arnold said. “All right. Guess I’d better get cracking.”


He glanced across Water Street at the pilings of the boat basin, great towering forty-foot logs set deep into the seabed, supporting the dock. It was dead low tide.


“Better fetch him ’fore the tide is flowing, or Kenny might float away. And someone’s got to find old Timothy Mumford, too, and deliver the bad news.”


“Oh,” said Ellie, freshly stricken. “I forgot about that.”


In the entrance to the boat basin, a forty-foot yacht was making its careful way to the dock. The gleaming white pleasure craft’s engines rumbled and fell silent, while fellows on deck hauled lines around cleats to secure her against the bumpers.


“Hope they know how high she’ll be riding,” Arnold said, his eyes narrowing at the yacht crew’s spotless white uniforms.


It is a fairly common event here, in summer, when pleasure boaters from away tie up without thought for the tides: the water rises but the boat is held down by the line, with (glub, glub) predictable results.


“I guess,” said Ellie, “that I am going to have to go out there. To Crow Island. Maybe if he gets the news from someone he knows, it won’t go down quite so hard for him.”


“Maybe,” Arnold agreed. He thought a minute. “Don’t guess it’s Tim who decided to pop Kenny, do you?”


She gave him an oh-for-Pete’s-sake look; he nodded in reply.


“Yeah. Not much point treating him like a suspect, is there? So you go,” he said. “Tell Timothy I’ll be out, too, let him know any of the details he might be worrying about. And,” he added, “see if he knows who might have had a mad on for Kenny.”


“Should I tell him the body will be going to Bangor?” she asked. “Because the church will want to do a service, and if there isn’t a body there won’t be any graveside ceremony. But we’ll still want to take up a collection.”


For later, she meant, for getting Kenny into the earth: for a grave at Hillside, and a casket and some flowers, and a decent dark blue suit to bury him in, because maybe he was just a rowdy, uncouth, small-town layabout, but he was our small-town layabout.


“Yeah,” said Arnold, “Bangor for the autopsy. Be simpler, they just cremated him, there. All the booze Ken’s poured into himself, he’d go like a torch, and Timothy could have the ashes.”


Ellie fixed Arnold with a gaze that communicated perfectly what she thought of this idea. “I’ll tell Timothy that Kenny will be coming back here.”


“Now, Ellie,” Arnold began in an attempt to placate her.


“In the ambulance. At town expense,” she went on inexorably. “Hank Henahan drives that ambulance to Bangor all the time, to pick up supplies. So this time, he can just pick up Kenny.”


Arnold sighed, knowing what Eastport’s emergency medical technician would say about driving three hours with a dead man. Hank Henahan was well known for peeking through his fingers at the nervous-making parts in animated Walt Disney movies; he would be glancing in the ambulance’s rear-view every half mile, waiting for Kenny to lurch up at him.


“All right,” Arnold relented. “I guess I can ride along when the time comes, so the boogieman doesn’t get Henahan.”


Ellie put her hand on his arm. “Tim will be grateful.”


Arnold’s round pink cheeks grew pinker than usual. “No, he won’t,” he answered gruffly. “He’ll just moan and complain like always, and threaten to walk off the dock. If I had a nickel for every time he has told me that he is planning to end it all,” Arnold went on, “I would be lying on a beach in Tahiti right now, and some other poor bastard would be police chief.”


Ellie twinkled at him. “Oh, you would not. If anybody tried to make you live anywhere but Eastport, you would wither away.”


“Yeah, well,” he allowed. “Anyway, you take care on that boat of yours with the tide running.”


“We will,” Ellie assured him, turning to me.


“Me?” I said, shaking my head in a way that I hoped was the final word on the topic.


It wasn’t.
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Back at my house, I busied myself with a task that obviously needed doing that minute: on the hardwood kitchen floor was a spot of old carpet adhesive that had only been stuck there twenty years or so. Getting it off required boiling water, a paint scraper, and infinite patience, all of which I was prepared to apply forever if it kept me from having to go out on Ellie’s boat.


She, by contrast, enjoys narrow channels, swift currents, and all the other hazards with which the cold waters off the Maine coast are furnished. Possibly this is because her forebears were pirates, people whose idea of fun was to wait for a winter midnight so cold that chunks of sea smoke froze solid and calved off like icebergs into the frigid water. Then on a creaking, disreputable boat they skulked out into Passamaquoddy Bay, flying the skull and crossbones and singing dark, ominous sea-chanties, awaiting some hapless vessel—lost in the fog, her crew praying aloud for salvation—to blunder into their clutches.


Too late, the master of the victim ship would glimpse the pirates’ dark eyes, torch-lit and glittering with cruelty; too late, the doomed crew would understand the chanty drifting dirgelike over the water at them, and the deck would fall silent for the moment it took to sink into them: that they were dead men.


I dripped more hot water onto the carpet adhesive. In a year or so, I could remove it completely. But Ellie was not about to let me escape into the pleasures of old-house fix-up.


“Let’s,” she said in a voice that was bright as a knife-edge, “take a picnic.” She was not a happy camper, I could tell from the brisk, furious way she bustled around the kitchen, making sardine sandwiches.


Eating food while bobbing up and down on the waves is for me a pointless exercise. I find it simpler and more pleasant just to hurl the sandwiches overboard while they are still wrapped in wax paper. Still, I thought humoring Ellie might be wise; murdered friends bring out the cutthroat ancestor in her.


So we compromised: lemonade and those horrid little oily creatures in flat tins for Ellie, pilot crackers for me. Then Monday started romping and agitating to go, too, so we took her Day-glo orange doggy life vest which she regards as sissified, but she tolerates it.


There was of course no real likelihood of my falling from Elbe’s boat and drowning. Still, I gave the kitchen a fond, last look, which was when I noticed a pool of rusty water spreading slyly from beneath the cast-iron radiator.


“Wow,” Ellie commented. “Better call George.”


She meant her husband, George Valentine. In Eastport, he was the man you called for bats in the attic, frozen pipes, strange bones in the garden, or a plague of red ants.


And for imminent floods. Have I mentioned that the house is haunted? From the front parlor came the sharp whap-whapping of a window shade, snapping up by itself.


I turned the round wooden handle atop the old radiator, cutting off its water supply. “Probably,” I said, “George is at the beach, helping to get Ken’s body. So if I stayed here, I’d just be waiting around for him. I might as well come along.”


Out in the dining room, an old silver spoon that I have put onto the mantelpiece a hundred times dropped to the tiled hearth with a familiar, communicative little clink!


Ellie looked assessingly at me. Her campaign to turn me from landlubber to sea dog was ongoing, but it had not escaped her that, under most circumstances, I would rather be anywhere but out on the water in her tiny wooden boat.


This time, though, I was beginning to have a funny feeling, amplified by that spoon and that window shade, something like the intuition that makes you decide to buy a lottery ticket, and you end up winning fifty dollars.


But my sense now that something was brewing didn’t feel a bit lucky. I’d have paid fifty dollars to get rid of it, in fact.


And as it turned out, eliminating it cost more than that.


A lot more, starting on Crow Island.
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At the dock, Ellie stepped easily from the pier to the foredeck of her boat, loading our supplies and a gas can, taking off lines and making sure the oars were properly shipped. Finally, checking that the flares and life cushions were stowed under the seats, she started the Evinrude engine.


The decks of the bigger boats loomed like tall buildings as we motored between them: me in the middle, Ellie at the rudder, and Monday perched up in the prow, her pink tongue lolling and her eyes bright with adventure. The red bandanna tied around her neck looked dashing, and her joyfulness made me glad I had brought her.


It was a glorious day, the cool breeze tangy with fish and pine tar and the water very clean so you could see right down to the bottom where sea urchins clung in clusters. Yellow sunshine poured from the azure sky and bounced from the waves, so that the air seemed to vibrate with an excess of light and energy.


Turning back to Ellie, I found she was smiling at me with a look both knowing and mischievous. Getting me out on the water was like pulling teeth, but being out on it was dandy—until she hit the throttle and we shot from the mouth of the boat basin like something being rocketed out of a cannon. I gripped the gunwales, Monday gulped a faceful of spray, and Ellie laughed wickedly, like one of her rascal ancestors.


Crow Island lay between the lighthouse point at Deer Island and Head Harbor on Campobello. From where I sat it was just a dot on the horizon, a rock and a clump of fir trees.


“Want to shoot the narrows?” Ellie waved a freckled arm at Head Harbor, about half a mile off on our right. (Or starboard, as these boating types insist on calling it. If you want to remember which is which, the trick is this: the words left and port mean the same thing and have the same number of letters.)


The lighthouse at Head Harbor was white and octagonal in the Canadian maritime tradition, with tall gabled windows and a red cross facing the Bay of Fundy. At low tide you could scramble to it by making your way across a great many slippery rocks, down a ladder, and across the tide flats.


“No!” I called back to Ellie. “Just head straight out!”


At high tide, it is possible to zoom between the island and the promontory upon which the lighthouse stands—possible, that is, if you go very fast so your keel stays high on the water, and your aim is very true; otherwise the last thing you hear will be a loud noise, a sort of mingling of kablooie and sayonara.


“Ellie,” I said quietly. I was not shrieking, I was very carefully not shrieking as the lighthouse loomed larger.


Ordinarily, Ellie would not scare me this way, but she was angry about Kenny. The boat sat up smartly atop the waves, skipping over them with the heedless momentum of a hurled stone.


Then suddenly she cranked the throttle down, the boat nearly swamping in the sudden backwash. I waited until the forward roll settled, listening to the rumble of the Evinrude churning in low.


“I’m sorry,” Ellie said quietly.


“That’s all right. Think of it as medical screening. I mean, if I didn’t have a heart attack just now, I probably never will.”


Monday looked from Ellie’s face to mine, figuring out the emotional subtext, which to a dog is really the only thing that matters. People, too; dogs are just better at admitting it.


“You dated Kenny Mumford a few times, didn’t you?” I asked. “When you were in high school?”


Ellie steered us back out into deep water, increasing the throttle just enough to buck the swirling currents and keep us from wallowing in the waves.


“More than a few times. My sophomore year. He had a car, and all he wanted to do was drive.”


I waited.


“He was always a perfect gentleman,” she added, a bit too defensively, I thought. On the other hand, in my time I have drunk enough Southern Comfort in the back seats of enough convertibles to know when I really ought not to pursue a subject, so I didn’t.


“And then you started seeing George.”


George Valentine, who if Ellie were in trouble on the other side of a mile of burning coals, he would hotfoot it over in a heartbeat.


“And then George,” she agreed. “I’d broken off with Kenny a few months earlier, so there was no trouble about that.”


“But still.” Monday stood unsteadily in the boat’s bow, her nose twitching in anticipation of land.


“Right. Kenny was important to me.”


The boat scraped bottom. Ellie cut engine and hauled up the Evinrude, hopping out as the boat’s motion sent it onto the small stones. Monday leapt out, too, paddling around a few times in an excess of doggy happiness before scrambling onto the stony beach, shaking off a halo of sparkling droplets.


I put a foot in the water, cringed, and dropped overboard. The icy wavelets came up only to about my ankles, but froze me to my hipbones, with the deep, aching, wedgelike agony of water that is cold to the point of being truly dangerous; survival time without a drysuit in Passamaquoddy Bay, even in summer and with your head above water, runs about fifteen minutes.


Ellie and I dragged the boat up above the high-water line while Monday had a puppy blowout, which even in her canine middle age still consists of: (1) dashing away full tilt, (2) skidding to a frantic, backpedaling halt like a cartoon character, (3) chasing her tail in a half-dozen mad circles, and (4) repeating the above until a switch flips in her brain and she saunters calmly back to you, the look on her face asking clearly what the hell you think is so funny.


“Hey,” said Timothy Mumford. We hadn’t heard him coming.


“Hello, Timothy,” said Ellie. “This is my friend, Jacobia.”


He stood on a grassy rise above the beach, gazing down at us in surprise and alarm. Flanking him were a pair of evil-looking hounds, one a shepherd mix with pale yellow eyes and a snaggletoothed grin that did not look at all welcoming, the other a tan, hulking brute with a missing ear, some god-forbid cross between a mastiff and, apparently, a Rhodesian Ridge-back.


“Monday,” I said quietly, and she trotted over; she is a knuckleheaded little Labrador retriever, but no fool.


The mastiff picked his way deliberately down the embankment, placing his enormous feet with the delicacy of a deer.


“Nice doggy,” I said inadequately.


The mastiff sat, offering his paw and looking grateful when I took it. Umph, he remarked from somewhere deep in his big chest.


At this the shepherd gave a little yip of relief and danced into a play bow in front of Monday; moments later all three dogs were chasing in and out of the water, having a high old time.


Timothy hadn’t said anything. He was a small, wiry man with thin, silky white hair, skin tanned the color of moose hide, and anxious blue eyes, wearing a flannel shirt and overalls.


“Timothy,” said Ellie, “I’m afraid we’ve got bad news.”


His face did not change expression, as if after many sorrows another one would not come as a surprise.


“Ayuh,” he said, leaning on a stick. That was when I noticed his clubbed foot. “Coast Guard fellers came yesterday, said Ken’s boat come up a drifter.”


Timothy turned and hurried as best he could, away from us up the path through the blueberry shrub, then halted as if in pain.


Overhead, a pair of brown ospreys circled, scanning the island for some helpless prey animal to target, to seize on and pluck out its liver, while out on the water the ferry to Deer Island plied the channel prettily, trailing a banner of foam.


“All right,” the old man said, bracing himself desperately on his stick. “I’m ready.”


So then Ellie told him.
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“It’s not right.” Timothy’s voice was a reedy tenor note of complaint. “Poor Ken being done that way, it’s not right at all.”


His house on Crow Island was a tumbledown scrapwood frame structure, braced and patched over almost every ramshackle inch. Outside, it looked like a movie scene set in a ghost town; inside, the little old shack smelled of bacon grease and dogs.


Lots of dogs: Timothy was a hopeless collector of strays. By the time we reached the house, some twenty of them had joined us; inside, half a dozen more looked up alertly at the creak of the rusting hinges on the screen door.


“He didn’t deserve it,” Timothy complained again. In the light filtering in through the grimy window, his wrinkled face resembled a mask of tragedy carved from a nutshell. “Maybe he wasn’t no straight arrow, like some o’ those high mucky-mucks as live in town, but he’ud begun t’ change.”


Ellie glanced around, mentally cataloguing the old man’s needs: blankets, a half-dozen replacement windowpanes, another roll of tarpaper for the roof and perhaps a good cleaning of the stove flue, for while it was summer now, in Maine another winter is always lurking frigidly around the corner.


“Of course he didn’t deserve it,” she said, her voice full of honest sympathy, making him believe her in a way that I never could have. “Kenny just had bad luck.”


“That’s right,” Timothy agreed stoutly. “But he had things workin’ for him, things as was goin’ to make him a bit o’ money. Ken had a deal goin’. He,” the old man protested vainly, as if it might somehow bring Ken back again, “had just hit a good patch.”


The dogs watched the old man adoringly, and despite the disorder they seemed clean and well fed. Among them, Monday looked happy and at ease, and not a bit better cared for.


“But I guess that’s all water under the bridge, now. What about the arrangements?” Timothy demanded. “I got a bit o’ burial insurance for m’self, but t’wont pay nothin’ for Ken.”


He glanced angrily at me. “And who’re you, some snoop from the welfare? Don’t you worry, I don’t pay for them dogses’ grub with none a’ your’n.”


I opened my mouth to make some inadequate reply, but Ellie got in before me. “No, Tim, I told you. Jacobia is my friend.”


“I’m very sorry for your loss, Mr. Mumford,” I said, and he accepted this, nodding curtly before turning to Ellie again.


“A man ain’t meant to bury a son,” he said, his voice rising in grieving affront. “It ain’t fair, just when Ken had somethin’ going, that bastard come’n shot him.”


“There, there,” Ellie said, patting his arm in a gesture which, had I tried it, its falsity would have been embarrassing. But coming from Ellie, whose sincerity is as shiningly genuine as a brand-new silver dollar, it looked comforting.


Timothy pulled a kerchief from his overalls and mopped his reddened nose, while the dogs looked anxious at his distress. “I got no reason to live no more,” he uttered. “It’s all just got to be too much. I should just get my guts together and end it all.”


Here we go, I thought, remembering Arnold’s prediction: that Timothy would threaten to walk off the dock. It was still pretty heartbreaking, though; he had, after all, just lost his son.


“Only I don’t know as who’ud take care o’ the dogs,” Timothy mourned heavily. “Them as has money enough is awful hard-hearted, nowadays, not like in times before.”


He shot a glance at me, to see if I might deny this, and possibly put my checkbook where my mouth was too.


But instead I put my foot there. “What scheming bastard,” I asked him, “did you mean? The one who you think shot Kenny.”


At which Tim’s own mouth clamped shut, his shoulders hunched forward turtlelike, his liver-spotted hands clenched stubbornly in a gnarled hump in front of him on the kitchen table.


“Jacobia,” Ellie said in that sweet tone she takes when she wants me to do something important, like shut up and get out of the way, “I think Monday needs some fresh air.”


Timothy snorted, and muttered something unintelligible in a tone that could have stripped paint.


“Why don’t you take a walk out to the shed,” she suggested, “and check on Timothy’s dog supplies? That way,” she went on smoothly, “the ladies from church can put together a package for the animals, too, when they make cakes and casseroles for Tim.”


“Cakes,” Tim muttered less sourly, his wish for extinction apparently tempered by the promise of powdered-sugar frosting.


I took Monday and went out, glad for the dazzle of sunshine and the scouring rush of salt air. Poor old Timothy was purely pitiful in his grief, and pitifulness brings out the worst in me.


By contrast, the shed was a cheerful surprise: ramshackle on the outside, all sweet-smelling order within. Sacks of dog chow stood neatly stacked on wooden pallets beside fresh straw heaped to make dog beds. There was a pile of emptied food-bags, too, carefully folded and weighted with a stone from the beach so they wouldn’t get scattered around. The windows were tight, the old pine floor had been swept recently, and in a tin box I found a stock of basic animal remedies.


The dog food, Ellie had said, was donated by a local animal-welfare group. But not vet care; he’d done without something for himself to buy this stuff. I wondered, if push came to shove for me as it had for him, whether I would be so humane.


Some time later Ellie came and found me there sprawled on a hay bale, half-drunk on the sweet smells of straw and dog kibble. Dogs gathered around me, pushed against my sides, with Monday jealously holding pride of place under my right arm and a collie nuzzled under my left.


“I may never,” I told Ellie, “walk again.”


She laughed, and began shooing dogs away from me. “Better not let Tim see. He’ll adopt a dozen of them onto you.”


I clambered up, brushing straw bits off myself. Hanging from the shed’s loft window was a counter-weighted rope for opening and closing the window’s heavy frame, the top length pulleyed over a roof beam and the bottom one hanging straight down, each length knotted to a big, bullet-shaped lead sinker.


“Why does he save dog food bags?” I asked, waving at the pile of them.


“He stuffs them with straw, piles them around the foundation of his house in winter, for insulation,” Ellie replied.


“Huh. That’s smart. How is he now?” Something about the window arrangement bothered me, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was.


“Tim? Oh, he’ll survive. He’s talking about killing himself, but he’s always done that. He thinks it makes people feel sorrier for him. Although,” she added softly, “I don’t know how I could.”


Outside, the tide was turning and the smell of roses floated on a breeze. Timothy was putting things into Ellie’s boat.


“His wife died,” Ellie said, watching him, “when Ken was little, and then two of his other kids died. One in a car accident, one of meningitis. After that his back went out, so he lost his job and his house. Finally he moved out here, started picking up dogs.”


“And now Kenny.”


She nodded, picking her way between the blueberry shrubs. In a few weeks you could comb your fingers through the leaves and get a handful of wild berries, their flavor so intense that if you ate them with your eyes closed, you would see blue.


“And now Kenny,” Ellie agreed, stepping onto the beach where the rising tide left a ribbon of wet stones.


“What’s he doing?” I peered at Timothy, who, I realized, was loading his own things into the boat.


“Oh,” Ellie said, “sorry, I forgot to tell you. Tim’s coming back with us.”


“With us? Why?” I had a clear mental picture of the old man hurling himself overboard, and of me having to tow his body back to Eastport with Ellie’s grappling hook.


“Because,” she answered, “Tim says he knows who shot Kenny. And he says he knows why.”
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The Bisley .45-caliber six-shot revolver is an Italian-made replica of an old Wild West killing implement, the sort of weapon you might expect cowboys to be shooting at bad guys outside the saloon.


Back at my house, I brought the Bisley up from the lock box in the cellar and opened the cylinder at the kitchen table. Ellie had taken Tim down to talk to Arnold—Tim wouldn’t discuss what he knew, assuming he really knew anything, in front of me—which left me some free time. So I got out the cartridge reloading press, a block of Ball canning wax, and the ketchup, and began creating Fake Death.


While I was melting the wax in a double boiler my son Sam came in, fresh from trying out the sailboat he and his friend Tommy Daigle had just finished building out at Harpwell’s boatyard. At sixteen, Sam looked tan, fit, and older than any child of mine had a right to be, and I blinked for an instant, wondering where the awkward kid I’d produced had gone.


“Hey, nice ones,” he said, eyeing the cartridges. “They look real. Daigle says he wants to try ’em.”


“Right,” I replied, thinking of Sam’s friend, a smart, sweet-tempered kid who as a weapons handler has all the dexterity of a vaudeville pratfall comedian. “In his dreams, tell him.”


“Aw.” Sam grinned, rummaging through the cabinets, the bread box, and the refrigerator. Finally he slapped two hamburgers into a skillet and grabbed the ketchup bottle.


“Hey,” I told him, “don’t use up all of my fake blood.”


“Don’t worry.” He flipped the hamburger patties. “So, could you hit anything with ’em?”


He watched with interest as I slotted a new cartridge into a little plastic hammer, a tool especially designed for the purpose of taking cartridges apart. I smacked the hammer smartly on the table, then dumped the powder from inside the cartridge onto a sheet of newspaper.


“Don’t know,” I said. “I never got a chance to fire them.”


That, originally, was what Ellie and I had been doing, down on the beach at Prince’s Cove: checking the targeting trajectory of a cartridge full of wax and ketchup, as opposed to one loaded the normal way, with nitrocellulose powder. The Eastport annual Fourth of July celebration was just ten days off, and in honor of a special guest the town was planning some unusual events.


“So who is this Felicia Abracadabra person, anyway?” Sam wanted to know through a mouthful of hamburger sandwich. With it, he was having a few pickled onions, some smoked Gouda cheese, and a half-bag of Oreo cookies, all washed down with a quart of milk. “And how come you’re going to shoot her with fake bullets?”


“Felicity Abbot-Jones,” I corrected him calmly, reminding myself that a teenaged boy, in order merely to maintain the basic functions of life, is required to consume enough calories to power a space shuttle liftoff, apparently on an hourly basis.


“And we’re not going to shoot her with the fake bullets. We are using them to re-enact a historical battle, down on the dock. She’s from Portland, and she is the founder and benefactor of the Maine Endowment to Stabilize and Save Early Structures.”


Sam worked out the acronym and guffawed, nearly losing a whole mouthful of milk and cookies.


“You can laugh now,” I told him, loading the final cartridge into the hammer, “but when Felicity visits here, it’s serious. She’s always sent a representative, before. But this year she’s coming herself, and if she thinks Eastport looks historically accurate enough, she’ll send a year’s worth of grant money.”


I popped the last cartridge open. “To promote tourism, and all kinds of other stuff that puts cash in town people’s pockets.”


Sam considered this. “You think she might fund a model boat show? I mean,” he went on, “old boats. Galleons and frigates and schooners and men-o’-war, made out of real wood, with real sails and rigging, and real brass fittings, that really float?”


He swallowed his Oreos. “And on the inside, little maps on the chart tables. Little,” he enthused, “dragons on the edges of the maps, see, to show where the known world ends, and astrolabes. Working ones, so they can navigate, but scaled to size.”


He sat up straight, already raring to get started, and I looked wonderingly at him again: so tall and dark-haired, with my long eyelashes and his father’s stubborn jaw, wearing a navy T-shirt, denim cutoffs, and deck shoes. Sometime when I wasn’t watching, he went from choirboy soprano and reasonably attractive to baritone and startlingly handsome.


“So,” he persisted, with the movie-star grin that was going to be some poor girl’s downfall, someday, “what do you think?”


What I thought was that somehow, he had been switched at birth. No one in my family, or even in my ex-husband’s, has so much drive. Also, none of us are that good-looking.


“I think it’s a fine idea. Why don’t you work up a proposal, and maybe some sketches.”


His face fell.


“I will,” I said, “proofread. And make corrections, if any.”


Sam has always been able to design, build, or fix anything. When he was six, he repaired a weimaraner by fiddling around with its back leg, and changing its diet. What he can’t do is read or write very much, at least not without some elaborate strategies.


The specialists call his disorder refractory dyslexia, and think it fascinating; Sam calls it a pain in the tail and doesn’t. He’d spent the past six months getting therapy for it in New York, living with his father in Manhattan, but had seen little improvement.


But he had learned, apparently, not to care so much. “Okay. I’ll do the genius stuff, give the scut work to you.”


“In trade for two nights of dinner dishes. Washed, dried, and put away.”


Sam groaned, laughing. “My mother, the drill sergeant. But you’ve got it,” he agreed, getting up and carrying his plate to the sink. “So did you test any of your bullets?”


He nodded toward the table, where I had assembled the Lyman hand press. It comes with metal dies custom-made for specific types and calibers of ammunition, so that after you’ve enlarged the primer pocket and filled it with your load of choice—in this case, layers of ketchup interspersed with layers of melted wax—you pull down the lever on the machine and ka-chunk!:


Presto, a handy, dandy little nugget of Fake Death that will explode in what looks like a bloody gunshot wound.


Although, I must add, Fake Death is not to be fired at a person or animal at close range, and also not unless the target wears a bullet-proof vest and safety goggles. Even a dummy bullet can do damage.


“No. We found a body, instead.” I said it quietly, but of course there is really no minimizing a thing like that. “On the beach.”


Sam turned slowly from the open refrigerator, another quart of milk in his big left hand. I swear if that boy’s bones grow any more, he will have to take on a whole new set of specialists.


“Mom.” His eyes were mock-horrified. “Can’t you find another hobby?” Other than getting involved in murder, he meant.


“We weren’t out looking for it. It was just there. With,” I added, “a bullet wound in its forehead.”


“Dad’ll blow a gasket when he gets here and hears about it. Which,” he glanced at the clock, “will be in about two hours.”


At the mention of my ex-husband, I looked at the pile of black powder growing on the sheet of newspaper. I could so easily confuse a real cartridge for a dummy, load the Bisley, and …


“Where I am concerned,” I told Sam, “your dad has already blown all the gaskets he has, some of them several times over.”


I pulled the lever on the Lyman press for a final ka-chunk! and one last projectile of Fake Death—we really didn’t know how many we were going to need, so I’d decided to make plenty—meanwhile thinking about dinner. Salmon, I thought, with sprigs of dill and little potatoes in butter, and new peas. Afterwards, we would have strawberry shortcake: buttermilk biscuits, tiny wild strawberries no bigger than the tip of your little finger, and real whipped cream.


“So I think that as far as dead bodies go, we will just keep our mouths shut. Your dad doesn’t need to know everything I do.” I loaded the Bisley with six of the dummies and closed the cylinder.


Whereupon my ex-husband cleared his throat, stepped into the kitchen from the back hallway where he had been standing for who knew how long, and smiled in the reliably infuriating way he had, like a cat whose breath smells of canary.


“Body?” he asked. “Did someone mention a body?”


Owing to his profession, of course he was not fooled by the fake blood on the newspaper. Being a brilliant, death-defying daredevil of the neurosurgical suite, he’s quick on the uptake.


“Hello, Jake,” he said to me, picking up one of the remaining dummy bullets and examining it with clinical interest, as if it were a tumor.


“You’re early,” I said.


Of course he was early; he was always either early or late.


“Keeping busy, I see,” he remarked.


The son of a bitch.
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“Hey,” Wade Sorenson said, coming into the kitchen an hour after my ex-husband had arrived.


Laconic and even-tempered, Wade has pale grey, unflinching eyes and a face tanned and weathered by years of being out on the water. His hands, calloused from hauling the lines of countless boats and dinged by the scars of accidents over the years—a wayward propeller blade, a blazing carburetor, the unfriendly jaws of an injured harbor seal he was rescuing—are deft and clever, but I have also seen him reach barehanded into a dock brawl to break it up, with immediate results.


“Hey, yourself.” He put his arms around me and I leaned my head on his shoulder. My ex-husband—whose name, appropriately enough, is Victor—had taken his bags upstairs to settle into the guest room, and to speak with Sam. “He’s here.”


“Yeah, I saw the car. Being his usual charming self?” To punctuate this, Wade made piggy snorting noises into my neck.


I nodded. Those were the proper sound effects, all right. “He’s let me know that I’ll have to cook specially for him. Free-range chickens, whole grains, and organic bean juice.”


Without any warning, Victor had decided that ordinary foods upset his system. He felt his nourishment needed to be mild and pristine, and that I, naturally, should arrange this for him.


“Also his bed linens will need to be ironed every day, but without—and he was very definite on this—any starch. He says his skin …”


I was shaking; in under five minutes, Victor can bring me to the edge of a rage so furious, you could boil lobsters in it, but now a gasp of hilarity bubbled up and escaped me.


“…  his skin,” I managed, “has gotten sensitive.”


You would need to know more about my ex-husband, whose skin would repel buckshot, to understand how funny this was to me.


Wade held me away from him, his eyes crinkled with amusement but examining me, too. “Sam okay?”


I nodded, getting my breath back. “Wonderful. Victor seems to treat him with some kind of respect. I think in another life Sam must have been a snake handler.”


Wade peered into the refrigerator and came out with a bottle of Sea Dog butternut ale.


“Yeah,” he agreed, sitting at the table, “probably. Don’t you get snakebit, though.” He was still eyeing me carefully.


“I’m fine,” I replied, looking noble while touching the back of my hand to my forehead in a tragic gesture.


“What about you?” I went on more seriously. “Are you really sure you’re okay about this? Victor staying here?”


He put his beer down. “Well, it’s hard to be jealous of a fellow when you know the woman in your life would like to knock that fellow’s block off. But I still can’t say I like the way he affects you. The way you always end up kowtowing to him, I mean.”


The trouble with Wade is, he is so right all the time. “I know,” he went on, warding off my protest, “it’s easier not to argue with him, and there’s Sam to think of. But there’s a limit to what I’ll watch you put up with, is all.”


“Yeah.” I felt myself nodding unhappily. The score so far between Victor and me was him a million, me darned near nothing, and it’s hard to step back into the ring with a record like that. But I might have to.


Wade drank some beer. “Anyway, it can’t be helped. With the holiday, the motels are full, and besides, if Victor gets comfortable, maybe he won’t make a fuss when Sam tells him he’s not going back to New York.”


Which was the plan; Victor just wasn’t in on it yet. He thought Sam was returning to the special school in the fall. But Sam meant to stay here in Eastport, finish high school, then go on to the local boat-building school and an apprenticeship at Dan Harpwell’s boatyard. Dan had Sam figured to run the place for him eventually, a situation that Sam regarded as heaven-sent.


Me, too; it was just the sort of work Sam loved and could do really well. All we needed now was to inform Victor, which was why Sam had begged me to have Victor here. So I’d invited him, and to my surprise he’d accepted at once; I wasn’t sure why. Probably he had some nasty surprise up his sleeve, as usual.


“Let me know,” Wade said, “if he gives you any real trouble.”


“And then what? You’ll punch him in the nose?” I stirred a handful of fresh dillweed from Ellie’s kitchen garden into the buttermilk sauce I was making to go with the salmon; to hell, I’d decided, with bean juice, at least for tonight.


“No.” Wade’s eyes twinkled. “I’ll take him out on the water with me. Maybe stop off at the Waco Diner for a couple of drinks, after. Introduce him,” Wade added, “to some of the guys.”


At six foot four and two hundred and twenty pounds, with a chest as solid as the weight bag that prizefighters work out on, Wade is regarded as something of a shrimp by the guys at the Waco.


“You wouldn’t,” I breathed, enchanted by the idea.


Wade guides big cargo vessels into the harbor for a living, motoring to the vessel on a tugboat, then climbing up a gangway, which is a metal ladder hanging over the rolling sea.


“Wanna bet?” He ran a calloused hand over his wiry blond hair, grinning. Wade knows the rocks and the ledges, the channels and currents of Passamaquoddy Bay better than anyone, which is one of the many reasons why he is Eastport’s harbor pilot.


It is also why, if ever he took a notion to, Wade Sorenson could scare the bejesus out of my ex-husband, even without any of the guns that Wade is an expert at shooting and repairing.


“And,” he went on, adding to the fantasy, “the fellows at the Waco will explain to Victor that you are their favorite tax preparer, and they would hate to see you distressed, ’cause then maybe you couldn’t help them give the ‘guvmint’ the middle finger, anymore.”


It is true that I have become a boon to sole proprietorship in Eastport. Before I came, people thought tax deductions were to be plucked up delicately, like thorned roses, but I must say they have taken well to my own more adventurous attitude, which Wade says resembles the Texas Chainsaw Massacre.


I went over and draped my arms around his shoulders. In the summer he smells like salt water and clean clothes. “Thanks. For sticking up for me, I mean, and for reminding me to stick up for myself. It’ll be fine, you know.”


He laid his head against mine. “Yeah, you always seem to make sure of that. Hardly leaves a knucklehead like me much to do.”


“I’ll find something interesting for you, later,” I promised him, and he chuckled. Wade keeps his own little house by the water on Liberty Street, overlooking the bay, but when he strides down off the dock with his duffel bag over his shoulder, it is me he is coming home to. The situation suits us.


I was about to tell him about Ken Mumford, but just then Victor came in, his eyes narrowing at the sight of my happiness.


“Well,” he remarked waspishly, “isn’t this just the picture of domestic bliss.” He marched importantly to the refrigerator and opened it.


“Ale?” he inquired, sounding horrified. “Ale is loaded with deleterious yeast organisms. And what’s this—buttermilk? Blue cheese, and … wine? Good heavens.”


He held up a bottle of Riesling, light and harmless as spring water. “This stuff,” he breathed fervently, “is bad.”


I felt Wade sigh.
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“Hargood,” I said urgently into the phone. “Don’t sell the gold stocks. Hang on, and someday they’ll be worth something.”


Right, and someday I would go ice skating in hell. On the other hand, even in hell there was the chance of a cold snap, and if my old friend Hargood Biddeford sold his precious-metals stock now, he would miss out on it.


Besides, at the moment those stocks were about as valuable as wallpaper. “Hargood. Don’t do it. We’ll think of something else.”


Six hundred miles and an entire, it seemed, universe away, Hargood Biddeford sat in the study of his New York apartment on Fifth Avenue and sighed heavily. “But Jacobia, they’re so low.”


“So low that if they get any lower, people won’t pay to take them off your hands anymore. Which is why it makes sense to hang onto them, doesn’t it? You’ve got nothing to lose.”


From out in the dining room came the clink of silverware on plates. George and Ellie were there, and Wade, and Sam, and of course there was also Victor, who would ordinarily have spoiled my appetite. But after my boat ride I was starving, so that just the thought of those salmon fillets made me feel faint.
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