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Chapter 1: What the Bay Keeps






The funeral director had put too much rouge on Whitey's cheeks, and Wally couldn't bear to look at him. She sat in the last pew at Saint Stanislaus, as far from the casket as she could get, and stared up at the water-stained ceiling. Three days earlier, someone from the county had called the boardinghouse and told Effie Borden that Ralph Stanton—Whitey to most people in the neighborhood—had been found dead in his parking lot office. Massive coronary, the man said, as if he were reading a shopping list.

Wally didn't believe it then. She didn't believe it now.

She trusted what she saw for herself, and to her, Whitey was built strong as a draft horse. He was sixty-one and didn't have an ounce of fat. Sure, he drank. He'd been drinking since France and wasn't about to quit. But his heart? It was a fist of muscle that never missed a beat in all the years she knew him.

His family sat in the front. Wally could see the back of Lorraine's hat, a black felt cloche with a short veil, and the three grown children lined up beside her like fence posts. None of them looked at each other. Whatever Whitey had kept together in that house had fallen apart as soon as the parking lot closed at ten on Tuesday night.

Wally pulled her shawl closer around her. The church smelled of incense, damp wool coats, and the special kind of sadness that comes with November in a Great Lakes town. Outside, the wind from the bay was cold enough to make your eyes water.

She didn't cry. She hadn't cried since 1932, and she saw no reason to start again now.

When the priest started speaking in Latin, she let the familiar sounds wash over her like water running past a stone. She had been to enough masses at her mother's urging to know when to stand and when to sit, and she followed along by habit while her mind wandered somewhere else.

It was somewhere on the bay.

Three mornings ago, before the county man called and before any of this began, Wally walked her usual path down the rutted dirt road to the shack. She did this every morning when the weather allowed and had done so for twenty years. She made coffee on the hotplate, sat in her Adirondack chair, and watched the sun rise over the water. Then she walked out on the short dock and looked at the duck boat.

That Tuesday morning, the duck boat had been wrong.

She sensed it the way you know something without being able to explain it. The rope on the bow cleat had been retied. Whitey always used a cleat hitch, the same way every time, but whoever did it that morning used a half hitch instead, the kind of knot a man makes when he's in a hurry or doesn't know better. The motor cover was back in place, but the wing nut on the port side was loose. Whitey never left a wing nut loose.

Someone had been in that boat.

She stood at the end of the dock for a long time after that, watching the morning fog settle on the water, and didn't move to look any closer. Not yet. Whatever was there would still be there when she was ready to face it. Wally had learned patience the way some women learn to embroider: slowly, painfully, and because she had to.

By afternoon, Whitey was dead.

Now she sat in the last pew at Saint Stanislaus, watching the incense smoke curl up toward the water-stained ceiling. She turned the facts over in her mind the way she might turn over a stone by a river, carefully, to see what was hidden underneath.

Whitey found dead. Duck boat tampered with. These two facts didn't have to be connected. Coincidences existed. She knew that.

She also knew that Whitey had been holding something for her, something she had never told another living soul about, and she had let him keep it because she trusted him more than she trusted any bank.

Now she needed to know if it was still there.

After the mass, she didn't go to the repast at Lorraine's sister's house. She hadn't been invited, and she wouldn't have gone in any case. She walked to her car—the old '31 Chevy that Whitey had kept running on ingenuity and bailing wire for the better part of a decade—and she sat behind the wheel for a moment before she started it.

The bay was three miles east.

She put the car in gear and drove toward the water.








