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Chapter 1 

From beneath the waves, Bessie watched the man struggle, his face contorted in pain as he bounced off the hard clay rocks.  Water splashed over him, pulling him under.  Arms and legs flailed madly about.  He coughed and braced for another wall of ice-cold water that came straight at him.  Fingertips scratched at the packed gravel on the cliff wall.  The lake took him under again.  When he surfaced, he choked, spat out mouthfuls of water, and waited for the next assault.  

The man managed to pull himself along the side of the cliff to the outer edge of the outcrop.  From there, the lake opened before him, the beach too far away.  There was no fear in his eyes, just raw determination.  

Bessie crawled along the bottom to get a closer look.  She had watched humans drown before.  They were weak and tended to give up too soon.  Not this man.  He took several deep breaths, swam past the clay rocks, and rode the large swells.  The man didn't get far when he stopped for a rest and shivered.  She saw his breath in the wind.  He hugged his side, scowled at the hazy sun, then tried again.  She followed.  

Humans had poor eyesight.  Bessie had been able to get right up next to them before they saw her.  Shock and fear would appear on their faces.  They'd panic.  Some died. 

A huge wave grabbed the man and pulled him back out.  She had lost him.  Bessie skirted across the lake bottom in search of him.  Waves thundered overhead.  She found him again as he bobbed on the surface, eyes closed, head on his chest.  He barely moved, barely breathed.  She stopped, watched him, and waited to see how long he would hang on.

A wave crashed in front of him, splashing his face, and jerked him awake.  His eyes, the color of a cloudy sky, squinted down at her.  She thought he had given up by this time.  He looked tired.  Or maybe he knew she was there because he moved closer, near her head, and gawked at her with wide eyes.

She did not breathe; she did not flick her long tail.  Nor did she blow bubbles.  Could he see her this far underwater, through the muck that the lake had stirred up?  Did her big bulk cast a shadow that shimmered as she moved?  Bessie closed her eyes and waited, listening to the roar of the waves overhead.  After several seconds, she opened them and watched him fight on.  This time, he seemed panicked as if suddenly, he wanted to live.  There was fear in his eyes now.  He got caught in an undertow and was dragged down only to surface far out in the lake.  He gasped for air and looked back at the shore.  Did she read defeat in his eyes?  

His arms and legs didn’t have enough strength to keep him up anymore.  Too exhausted to lift his head, he sank and was pulled out further.  He had stopped his courageous fight.  Bessie moved in close enough so he could see her.  His eyes were closed, his arms floating above his head as he drifted.  She nudged him with her snout.  There was no response.  She pushed him toward the shore, lifted him with her nose, and rolled him onto the sand.  

****
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Port Stanley was at the mouth of Kettle Creek, nestled between two large hills.  It was an era of big, flowered dresses, high boots, and the miniskirt.  Men wore single-breasted suits with collarless jackets; hats were becoming scarce.  Bell-bottoms had arrived, and someone had invented polyester.  The Beverly Hillbillies played on television, along with Star Trek and the Twilight Zone.  Color was new on the TV screen.  Antennas stretched high into the sky like sentinels from every rooftop, replacing the set of rabbit ears that sat on top of the TV in the fifties. 

Rock and roll was all the rage with the young crowd.  Shangri-Las, Doors, Byrds, and the Bee Gees were just a few of the bands whose songs blared from transistor radios and jukeboxes.  Teenage boys banged on guitars and drums in garages and basements.  Little girls played with Barbie dolls.  Nobody wore seatbelts in the chrome-laden cars.  They didn’t think twice about drinking from the garden hose or sharing a bottle of Coke.  If you got into trouble at school, the punishment was twice as bad when you got home.  And a loaf of bread was twenty-five cents.  

Kettle Creek sliced the town in half, where two fourteen-year-old boys sat on the edge of the dock swinging their legs.  School had just gotten out for the summer.  “You think it’s still too cold?” Troy Jackson asked his friend.  They had worn their bathing trunks under their pants today, just in case.  

“Yeah, I do,”  Jason Webster answered, looking longingly at the murky water below.  “I really wish I could be practicing my diving.  Remember last year when I somersaulted?”  

Troy laughed.  “Yeah, and all I could do was a belly flop.”

“I bet I still can.”

“Now?”

“Why not?  It’s been hot out for two whole weeks.  I want to cool off.”

“You just said it was still too cold,” Troy reminded him.  “Besides, I heard there’s a sea monster in there.”

“Do you believe in monsters?  Are you still a baby?”

Troy watched a log float down the creek.  “No, I just heard.  That’s all.”

“I’ll bet you a milkshake I can do it.”

“You’re on.”

Jason stood, pulled down his pants, lifted his shirt off, and dropped them on the dock to reveal his new red bathing trunks.  “Count down,” he said, flexing his arms and legs, showing off his scrawny body. 

Troy backed out of the way, counted down from five.  Jason took off at zero and flew past him, landing in the creek with a big splash. 

Troy ran to the end of the dock.  A few seconds later, his friend surfaced and spat water out of his mouth. “You did it, Jason,” Troy said excitedly.  “Now you can get a blue ribbon at school if you can do it in the pool.” 

“Come on in.  It’s not that bad.”  Jason clenched his teeth.

Troy noticed they chattered and placed his hands on his hips.  “Why are your lips turning blue?”  

“It’s not that bad down here once you get used to it.”

“You’re nuts.”

Jason ducked under and swam around, spurted water out of his mouth when he surfaced. “Come on, I’ll give you the milkshake back.”  

“I don’t even have the money to buy a milkshake,” Troy told him.  “Okay.  I’m going to cannonball, so watch out.”  He threw off his clothes, determined not to show his friend his fear that the rumors might be true.  He let out a loud “Geronimo!”  And hit the water with a huge splash, surfaced, and spewed water up at Jason. 

“You’re right.”  He realized Jason was gone.  “Jason, where did you go?”

“Up here.”  Jason walked to the end of the dock, pulling his T-shirt over his head.  “I’m freezing.”  

Troy swam around to prove that he was just as brave as Jason.  A few yards out, he turned and smiled up at his friend.

“That’s enough, Troy.  You’re going to get pneumonia or something.  Come on out.”

“I’m coming.”  He swam out further instead.

Jason suddenly started to yell. “Get out!  Troy, get out now!”

“Why, it’s not suppertime yet?  The water's not that bad.”

“Troy!  Get out!”  Jason’s frantic voice finally sank in.

“What’s wrong?”  Troy headed toward the ladder.

Jason pulled Troy up by the shoulders.  “Hurry, Troy, get out of there.”  

“Man, you’re scaring me, Jason.  Don’t do that.”

“Look.” Jason pointed to the center of the creek, where Troy had only been minutes before.

A huge shadow moved slowly under the water.

Troy gulped.  “What is it?”

“Maybe it’s that sea monster of yours.”  Jason’s voice crackled.

“I thought you didn’t believe in sea monsters.”  Troy tried to hide the panic in his voice.

Jason shivered.  “Well, I didn’t.”

****
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Bessie felt a pulse through her like never before.  The bloodstone the man on the beach wore called her, disrupting her thoughts.  She had to get away to clear the ringing in her head.

She swam up the creek where the boats slept.  Thirty minutes later, Bessie went out into the lake, hid under the water, and watched her man.  His chest rose and fell slightly, so she knew he was still alive.  The bloodstone was their connection.  A ring with a red stone embedded in it.  Bessie sensed he was vital to her very existence.  She could not kill this man if he had it.  Bessie knew what had triggered the instinct to save him from drowning.

From further down the sand, she sensed something else.  Another pull, from a different source.  This confused her.  Tom, her keeper, walked up to her man on the sand.  She stood guard.  He had a ring with a stone the color of the sky and the water.  It was also unusually called to her.  This stone, Bessie knew, made her lightheaded.  It made her feel like she could lift her flippers and soar into the clouds. 

The two stones had come together.  This, Bessie sensed, was important.  Something was going to happen.  She needed to keep these men safe as long as they wore the rings. 

****
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Chilly water surrounded the man when he became aware of the scratchy sand underneath him.  His legs raised and lowered with each swell of the waves that rushed to shore.  Seagulls squawked overhead in the gray sky.  The hazy sun filtered through the clouds.  Unconsciousness threatened to overtake him again.  Every inch of his body cried out in agony.  The last thing he remembered was that his sailboat blew up.  After that, everything was a blur. 

A dark shadow crossed his face.  Big, hard hands grabbed his shoulders, dragged him on top of a dune, and dropped him without ceremony.  A grunt escaped the man’s lips.  The stranger paid no attention to him.  Instead, he stood and glanced out at the lake.  

In the fading light of the late afternoon, the stranger he would come to know as Black Tom posed an eerie figure.  A tall, ridiculously thin man, who wore all black, from his long coat to the big boots that he planted only inches from the man’s head.

Tom scratched the stubble on his chin and sneered at him with stained teeth.  “Looks like you’ll live after all, eh?”  When he bent down, alcohol and body odor emanated from him, making the man turn his head away.  “For now.”

Tom’s deep voice sent ice picks down the man’s back, which made him want to bury himself under the sand.  All he could do was lie there, helpless and in excruciating pain.  He moaned in agony.  

Tom spat on the ground beside him. “You upset her, didn’t ya?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” the man said through clenched teeth.  

“I said you made Bessie mad.”

“I was just sailing my boat, minding my own . . .”

“How did mind’in your own business sink your boat?” 

“It exploded.  I didn’t . . .”  

Tom’s deadly look made him stop.  After a few seconds, Tom turned his attention to the lake again.  

Curiosity got the better of him; the man asked who Bessie was.

“Bessie, I told you,” He spat again.  “Yep, you made her mad, you know.  You of all people can’t afford to upset her. That’s the last thing a keeper needs to do.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”  The man sucked in his breath as pain shot up his side.  Through clenched teeth, he said, “What a lunatic.”

Tom heard him.  The pupils in his eyes grew as big as quarters.  He flexed his fingers, and his nostrils flared.  He let out a deep laugh that penetrated the man’s nerves.  He got no answer.  Instead, Tom bent down and riffled through his pockets.  

“Hey! What are you doing?  Get your filthy hands off me, you bastard.”

Tom grinned at him and stuffed his wallet, keys, and change into his coat pocket.  The man tried to twist away; the pain held him back. He wanted to kick Tom when he was being robbed of his watch and a priceless ring.  Instead, he could only watch in horror when the stranger stepped back.  The last thing he remembered was a big black boot aimed at his head.

****
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Bessie surfaced above the water. Tom squinted at the lake and smiled as if he knew she was there.  His smell was quite different from the other one.  Bessie was puzzled.  Too many smells surrounded Tom this time.  Smells that drove her away.  She went back under.  She couldn’t put this new smell to memory.  

That’s when she saw Tom take the bloodstone from her man on the sand.  That wasn't supposed to happen.  Why would he do that?  The magic of the bloodstone faded.  Bessie didn't like it and got ready to defend her man.  Tom ran away.  She settled herself down to slow her breathing and waited.
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Chapter 2
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“What do you think that was in the creek?”  Jason asked, his voice an octave lower than last year. 

“I don’t know, maybe a whale.”  Troy glanced back toward the harbor; his voice sounded like a foghorn.  They walked down Main Street, passed houses and shops, and waved at Troy’s mother, Rachel, through the window of the hair salon.  She smiled and waved back over her customer’s head.  “Probably a big fish.”  Troy continued the conversation after they turned back down toward William Street. “She’s too busy to ask.  Let’s go down to the beach.”  They crossed the steel bridge that spanned Kettle Creek and headed south.

Jason shook his head.  “I’ll ask my dad tonight when he gets home from work.”

The street curved to the left.  The boys followed the sidewalk past the apartment building where the town’s cop lived and walked on to the beach at the end.

Jason said, “I bet it was just a turtle or something.”

“Maybe,” Troy wasn’t convinced.  At the water’s edge, they gave each other a nervous look.  “What if it lives out there?”  Troy scanned the horizon.  “My dad is out there on a gas rig.  I wonder if they ever see anything when they’re working.”

“He won’t be home for a few days, will he?”

“Not till Thursday.”  Troy kicked at the sand.  “Do you think it’s ever killed anybody?”

“I think, if it did, we would have heard something by now.”

Troy didn’t say anything.  Jason stepped closer.  “I know, I worry too.  My dad is out there fishing all day.  Both of their jobs can be dangerous.”

“Yeah, I know,” Troy said sorrowfully as he looked out over the lake.  “At least you get to see your old man every day.  I only get to see mine after his eight-day shift.”

“He’s home for four days straight, right?”  

“Yeah.”

“And he does stuff with you, with us.  My dad doesn’t want to do anything after he unloads his catch for the day.  My mom makes me cut the grass now because he won’t anymore.”

“And I cut our grass when my dad’s gone.”  Troy's older brother Dean hadn't cut the grass since he'd moved into his own apartment three months ago.  

They watched as Lake Erie lapped at their feet.  It was calmer now and not as angry-looking, but the waves were still four feet high.  

“Want to go swimming?”  Jason asked.

“Naw,” Troy started walking along the shore.  His buddy automatically fell into step beside him.  They waved at school friends who were sunning themselves in the last days of June, getting a head start on their summer tans.  Only two brave souls were bold enough to swim in the frigid waters; the creek wasn’t as cold.  The warm sun on their bare arms promised warmer waters in the days ahead.  After a long, chilly winter, they itched to go swimming every day and practice for the team at school.

“Oh no,” Jason giggled.  “Look who's coming.”  

Troy didn’t need to look.  He knew what was about to happen from Jason’s reaction.

Hey, you two dipsticks, where are you going?”  Dean marched up to the two boys.  He wore gray shorts, a black T-shirt with a picture of the Beatles on the front, and sandals.  “You were spying on me the other night, weren’t you?”  

“No, we weren’t, Dean.  We were just walking by.” Troy suppressed a giggle.

Dean scowled at them and pushed his long, blond hair out of his eyes.  “What did you see?”

“Nothing.”

“Why are you laughing?” Dean lifted his sunglasses onto the top of his head.

“I’m not laughing.”  Troy sobered quickly.  

“Your hair’s standing straight up,” Jason observed.  

Dean turned on him.  “What did you see, Jason?”  He gave the young teen a playful jab in the arm.

“Nothing, honest.”

The older boy pinched his eyebrows together and smirked.  “I saw you through the car window, remember?  You were watching us make out.”  Dean stepped closer to the boys.  “If you tell anybody what you saw, you’ll get the ‘pants’ right here. Got it?” 

“Got it,” Troy answered.  He didn’t want his pants pulled down, especially here, where there were too many girls.  Troy knew that Dean only acted like a badass in front of them.

Dean turned and walked toward three girls who sat on one blanket.  After he was far enough away from him, Troy yelled, “She had nice tits, didn’t she?”

Dean swung around and charged at them in a fury.

“Split!”  Jason pulled Troy’s arm.  They scrambled along the shore past the last of the cottages.  Dean chased them along the bottom of the cliffs that slowly took over the beach.

“We’re going to be trapped,” Jason puffed out as he dodged around some driftwood.

Troy glanced back. “He’s gaining.” He pumped his legs faster.

Not far ahead, the cliffs had given way.  Large chunks of clay filled with gravel spilled out into the lake.  If they didn’t go into the water, Dean would be on them in minutes.  Jason stopped and breathed heavily with his hands on his knees.

“Hurry,” Troy puffed as he ran by. 

Dean was only a few feet away.  Jason took off again and quickly outran the eighteen-year-old.  He caught up to Troy, who stopped so suddenly that Jason ran into him.  “Look.” Troy pointed to a man on the sand.  

“You two are getting faster.”  Dean slid to a stop beside them to catch his breath.  “What are you gawking at?”

Troy and Jason backed away, eyes glued to the body.

Dean stood, open-mouthed beside them.  “Is he alive?”

“I don’t know.”  Troy started to feel sick.

Dean gave the man a light kick with his foot.  A soft moan answered their question.  “Barely, I think.”  He rolled the man over onto his back.  “Oh, damn.” 

Troy’s voice cracked.  “It’s Uncle Mason.”  He glanced nervously at his brother.

“What’s he doing back?”  Dean walked around to the other side, keeping his eyes on the man. 

“Looks like his boat sank, dude.”  Jason pointed at the debris floating in the water.  

“What do we do now?” Troy asked.  

“I’m going to get Jack.” Jason started to run back toward town.

Dean backed away from the man, turned, and chased after Jason.  “Typical,” Troy thought as he watched them go.  Dean always left him with the unpleasant part of anything.  

Troy frowned at his uncle, wondering if he should do something.  He started to shake and stepped away.  Jason and Dean were halfway down the beach.  Some debris from his uncle’s boat washed up on shore.  Troy walked along the water’s edge and looked for anything his uncle might need.  Nothing seemed useful anymore, so he stood and looked out at the water.  The lake was rough, even though there had been no massive storm.  He wondered why his uncle’s boat sank.  Uncle Mason had sailed all his life; he knew what to do.  Troy looked back at his uncle, watching his chest rise and fall.  Mason groaned and moved a hand, which didn’t do anything to ease Troy’s nerves.  He looked back out at the lake.  At one point, he thought he saw a pair of eyes watching him.  When he looked closer, the eyes were gone.  He blamed it on the glare of the sun that bounced off a piece of metal.  He sighed and walked back toward the body.  The last thing he thought he’d be doing today was babysitting his dying uncle.  

****
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Bessie watched the cub pace nervously along the shore.  He hugged himself around his middle and talked to the man in a constant gibberish.  She was afraid he saw her.  She didn’t duck down fast enough.  He wasn’t supposed to know she was there.  He splashed water on his face when he saw others run toward him.  It disguised the tears, except his eyes were still red. 

Bessie felt her man get weaker and feared for him.  The pulse of the ring was gone; it faded after Tom took it.  The cubs led several people to her man on the sand.  A police officer cursed at Bessie's man and gave a female a wary look.  She bent down and held the blond man's hand, the shock apparent in her eyes.  The policeman tried to pull the female away.  She refused to go.  They argued until he ordered the growing crowd to step back. 

The policeman asked the cubs questions and wrote on his little paper.  The cubs called him Jack.  While he did this, the female lightly ran her fingers on the blond man’s cheeks.  Bessie saw her push back tears.  Several men lifted Bessie's man and carried him toward town.  The female told them to be careful.  The cubs followed as if in a daze.

The policeman held the female back.  “How bad is he?” Bessie heard Jack ask.

“I'm not a doctor,” she said through her tears.  “I think he has a concussion, maybe a broken rib.  We'll know better after they take X-rays.  He probably nearly drowned.”

“He going to make it?”  

“He’ll make it.”  The female pulled away from him. “Whether you want him to or not.”

She ran after the crowd.  The man stood on the beach and called after her.  “Well, Valerie, I never thought I’d see Mason Brooks back here again.”

****
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A nurse was hovering over Mason when he woke up in a hospital room.  “What happened?” he asked her groggily.  

“Your boat sank, sir.  Some kids found you on the beach.”  She continued to adjust the IV in his arm.  Her warm smile didn’t console him much.  “You had a concussion and nearly drowned.  Your ribs are bruised, but you’ll be fit in a few days.”

He rubbed the bandage on his head; the image of him fighting the lake slowly came into focus.  

“Your doctor will be in shortly.  I’ll let you rest now.”  The nurse squeezed his hand before she headed toward the door.

“Aw, who is my doctor?”

“Dr. Boyd,” she called over her shoulder before she turned down the hall.

I thought he'd be retired by now, he thought.  Old man Boyd had been his doctor for as long as he could remember, when he was in Port Stanley.  Mason tried to ignore his headache as he looked around the room.  His thoughts turned to why he hadn't been back home for so long.  Valerie Hudson, with her long blonde hair and blue eyes.  She probably still hated him, especially after what he had done to her.  He had walked out on her three days before their wedding.  You don't do something like that to a favorite girl from a small town and get away with it.  Mason still loved Valerie and thought about her constantly.  If only he could make it up to her.  

A candy striper pushed in a lunch cart, giggled at him, then left.  He ate only half a sandwich with unidentified meat.  Mason sat up against his pillows, as best he could with sore ribs.  It took a few minutes for the pain to subside enough so he could tolerate it.  He'd clenched his teeth so hard that they hurt.  After several shallow breaths, he could breathe normally again.  As he drank the bitter coffee, he tried to piece together the last few days.  How did I end up back here?  The last place he wanted to be.  At least until he knew that the people in this town wouldn't throw him to the wolves.  

He remembered taking his sailboat, the Charisma, out of the Port Rowan harbor where it had been dry-docked for the past four years.  Yeah, it had been that long since he was home.  

He had worked on his sailboat and got it seaworthy again.  After he had lived on it for the last two years, it was finally launched, and he took it out to see how she would hold up.  He remembered the cool breeze on his bare chest as he rounded Long Point.  His face was turned toward the sun; he breathed in the fresh air.  Mason clenched his fist.  He knew he had been set up.  Someone had planted explosives on her.  He set his cup down and pushed the tray away.  Nobody from his hometown knew he was back in the area again, or did they?  He had deliberately stayed in Port Rowan, an hour's drive by car, contacting no one.  His sister and his best friend didn’t even know he was back.  

Now he figured that all his plans would be screwed up.  He planned to sail around Lake Erie with his new wife.  That’s if he could convince the hometown beauty to marry him again.  And this time, he wouldn't leave Valerie stranded at the altar.  He would settle down, maybe do odd jobs for something to do, and live a quiet life.  Money wasn’t an issue anymore.  Between government jobs and the stock market, he had made over eight hundred thousand dollars, invested most of it, and lived off the interest.  No one knew about that either.  It wasn’t something he wanted to share now.  Not when someone was out to kill him.  

Mason dozed all afternoon. He dreamed of his sailboat blowing up over and over.  Flames burst from down below.  A huge puff of smoke filled the sky.  He’d wake up in a cold sweat and then doze again.  He felt himself flying, landing hard and headfirst in the water.  After that, he didn’t remember anything until he found himself drifting in an angry lake at the base of the cliffs.

His whole body shivered.  His eyes flew open in his dream, and he swallowed several times to calm himself down.  A tall, thin man dressed in black floated above him, sneering down at him, and pulled out his IV.  

“You upset her, didn’t ya?  You made Bessie mad.”  A big mouth with stained teeth and no body attached to it talked to him.  

“Who the hell is Bessie?” his own voice asked.

The mouth disappeared to become the stranger’s coal-black eyes.  They grew larger as they floated closer, glaring at him from only inches away.  The face grew bigger and became distorted.  

Mason screamed, bolted upright in bed, grabbed the sheets, and flung them wildly about.  He saw several hazy forms run toward his bed.  Several hands pushed him back down.  Someone talked to him in a calm voice.  Slowly, he relaxed; the pain at his side became more apparent as the hospital room came into focus.  The people seemed friendly as they cared for him, talked to him, and smiled down at him.  The people in this room were dressed in white.

****
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Ernie Elliott swung his mop back and forth under Mason's bed.  The janitor didn’t care that it bounced off the legs, the wall, the chair, and the side table.  A whiff of stale booze floated toward Mason.

“Hey, Ernie.” Mason smiled at him.  “How are things?”

“Mason,” was all he got back for a greeting.  “Fine.”  Ernie kept his head down, concentrating on swishing his mop around.  After several strokes, he plunged it into the bucket and wrung it out.  Too busy for idle chat, he chewed on his tobacco that Mason knew wasn’t allowed in the hospital.

He watched quietly until the janitor took his mop and bucket to the next room.  That must have been a record time.  Mason noticed scuff marks near the door.  Typical, he thought.  He and Ernie had never gotten along.  Mason had stolen Valerie away from Ernie in high school.  Ernie still held a grudge.  Mason and Valerie had been an item ever since.  That was until he'd done the unthinkable.  

Police Constable Jack Mullins walked into the room.  Mason let out a groan. 

“Hi to you, too.” Jack pulled up a chair and sat.  “Why are you back, Mason?  I thought you’d never dare show your face back here again.”  

“I didn’t know I was back here until I woke up.”

Jack pulled out his pen and a small writing pad.  “Tell me what happened.”

“I was out on my sailboat.  You remember the Charisma?  You’ve been on her.”

Jack nodded as he wrote.  “You had some wild parties on her, as I remember.”

“I just got done fixing her up and was trying her out when...”

“And you fixed it up so good that it sank?” Jack said sarcastically.

“No.  It was sound enough.”  For some reason, Mason held back and didn’t tell the constable about his suspicions.  He didn’t yet know whom he could trust.

Jack stopped; his pen poised in mid-air.  “Is someone finally getting back at you?”

Mason scowled.  “That’s enough, Jack.  You know as well as I do that you were just as wild as I was.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t leave town with someone waiting at the altar for me, without a word, sneaking off in the middle of the night.”

“I told you why, for Christ's sake.”  

“Ah-ha.  Some secret deal with the government.  Couldn't wait until after you married Valerie.”

“Go to hell.”  

“What happened to the Charisma?” 

“You won’t believe me if I tell you.”

“Try me.”

“Forget it.”

“I need it for my investigation, Mason.  You want me to clear you of...say...going after insurance money, right?  Or smuggling drugs or something.  You can make this easy or hard.  Frankly, I don’t give a shit, Mason.” 

“Bessie.” Mason watched Jack hold back a snicker.  “That’s the truth, Jack.”

Jack stood and walked to the door.  “I’ll be back tomorrow.  You rest your brain, Mason.”

He heard Jack’s laughter fade as he went down the hall.  “Damn it.”  Mason punched the bed.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3
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Troy Jackson walked into the hospital room with his mother, Rachel.  “Hey buddy,” Mason called to him, “I hear you found me.  Thanks.”

Troy smiled a little nervously at his uncle.  “Jason and I thought you were going to die.”  He watched his mother hug her brother.  Mason looked groggy.  

“You probably saved me from that,” Mason said as his sister stepped back.  “Why were you at the far end of the beach?”

“Dean chased us down there.”  Troy sat down on a hard plastic chair.  “We were just goofing off.”

“How are you doing, Mason?”  Rachel asked.  

“Not bad, Sister Dear.  Be out in a few days.  How’s Eddie?”

“Eddie's just fine.  Still out on the gas rig.”  She looked at him with concern in her eyes.  “Where were you all this time?”

“Niagara Falls.”

Her face changed; her eyes became hard.  “Have you apologized to Valerie yet?”

Troy knew his mother was talking about Mason leaving Valerie before they were to be married.  Rachel had called her brother all kinds of nasty names.  Valerie had gone over to their place after Mason jilted her.  Troy remembered her sitting at the kitchen table, crying while his mother comforted her.  He had hated his uncle for a long time afterward, too.  As the years had gone by, Troy had begun to forgive Mason.  And as he watched his uncle now, he saw remorse in his eyes.  

“Haven't seen her yet,” Mason answered.  

Rachel studied her brother.  Eventually, her face softened.  “It took her a long time to get over that.”

Mason nodded.  “I know how devastated she must have been.  And I am sorry.”  

“Are you going to run away again?  Or are you home to stay this time?”

“I think I'll stay.  Now that I am here.”  

Rachel still didn't seem ready to forgive Mason.  After a bit, she let out a sigh and said.  “Sorry about your sailboat.”  She sat on the side of the bed.  “We didn’t know you were back.” 

“I wasn't.  I was trying to sort things out.”

“Like what?  You’ve only been away for four years. Plenty of time to sort things out.”  

Mason looked from his sister to Troy.  “I fixed up the Charisma and was trying her out.”  

“It sank,” Troy piped up.  “Parts of it were floating all over Lake Erie.”

Rachel stood up.  “What’s going on, Mason?”  

Mason watched Troy for a few seconds before he answered.  “I don’t know.”

Troy said. “Someone said it was Bessie.”

His mother scoffed as she walked toward the door.  “Yeah, right.”  She turned and looked back at Troy.  “You aren't coming?”  

“Naw.  I think I'll just hang out here for a bit.”  He had nothing better to do.  

Rachel glanced at Mason, then at her son.  “You know what time supper is,” she said before she left the room.  

When she was out of sight, Mason turned to his nephew. “Did you see Bessie out there?”

Troy glanced at the empty doorway before facing Mason.  “I thought I saw some big eyes watching me from out in the water.”  

“Do you believe in Bessie?”

“I don’t know.  Nobody’s seen her for real.”  Troy shrugged.  “There seems to be a lot of talk about her lately.”  

Mason glanced over at the door with a faraway look in his eyes.  Troy shifted in his seat.  Eventually, Mason faced Troy.  “How is—-”

“Valerie,” Troy finished for him.  Mason nodded.  Troy saw his uncle hold his breath as if waiting for bad news.  “She isn't married if that's what you want to know.”

“Why not?  Surely, she isn't waiting for me?” 

Troy shrugged.  “I don't know.  You'll have to ask her.”  

****
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The nauseating smell still emanated from Tom when Bessie found him in her den.  He stood on the ledge and talked to her.  Bessie's attention was on the sack next to him.  Little by little, Tom had substituted her regular food with something new and delicious.  Seaweed had become tasteless, leaving her unfulfilled.  Bessie only ate that when she needed to or when Tom wasn’t around. 

She swam up to him in her little pond under the earth.  It was dark; he shone a tiny sun in her eyes.  Bessie closed her deep brown eyes and drifted to the edge, letting him touch her face. When she opened her eyes, he smiled and called her his pet, whatever that meant.

Tom climbed up on Bessie's back and she gave him a ride inside the cave.  He seemed to enjoy it, laughing and petting her.  After she set him back down, he threw big chunks of meat up at her.  She caught them and chewed slowly with her double row of teeth.  Juice ran down her long neck when she lifted her head to swallow.  It was magnificent.

This time was different.  Bessie started to feel weak.  Dizzy.  Her body felt light; her flippers felt heavy.  She tried to fix her eyes on Tom, who changed colors.  Bessie's tongue grew thick and heavy.  She couldn’t bring it back inside her mouth, so it flopped around like a sail in the wind.  High waves splashed around inside her.

He laughed.

What Bessie felt scared her.  What did he do?  Her movements became awkward and clumsy.  The side of the cave got wet when she panicked and jumped around in fear.  

He watched.

Her flippers grew numb.  Bessie knew they were still there.  They had grown feathers.  She wanted to fly, so she jumped and landed with a big splash.  

He waited.

Bessie tried to bounce higher.  This time, her whole body lifted out of the water toward the fuzzy cloud.  That was fun.  She soared up again and hit her head on the ceiling.  Dirt cascaded down all over her.  Bessie shook her head and toppled over.  Her foggy brain took its time to clear. She drifted toward him and nudged him for help.  

He stood still.

Bessie's eyes rolled back, and darkness came.

****
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“I think we should just stay out of the water,” Troy told Jason, “at least for a while.”  They sat in the restaurant and looked out at the bridge spanning Kettle Creek.  They couldn’t see the dock where they dove from two days ago; it was behind the building they were in.  He thought of the shadow he saw and wondered about his uncle’s sailboat.  

“Even on really hot days?  What if we just go in to get cooled off, come right back out again?”

“Maybe,” Troy took a drink of his pop.  “Something busted up Uncle Mason’s boat.”

“Yeah, I heard.”  Jason ate some of his fries.  “If you were a sea monster, where would you hang out?”

Troy set his pop down on the table.  “I think I’d hide in a cave or in a deep hole where no people could find me.”

“I was thinking of checking out that cave we found three summers ago.”

“The one by Muddy Creek?” Troy sat up straighter.  “I don’t want to go up there by ourselves.”

“Well, I don’t think we could get any adults to go with us,” Jason said.  “Maybe we could ask Dean.”

“Okay, I saw him down on the beach earlier.”  Troy finished his pop and stood to leave.  

Jason grabbed the rest of his fries and followed his buddy out into the hot sun.  When the boys reached the beach, there was no sign of Dean, so they headed down the boardwalk.

“Hey, let's ask Shannon.”  Jason waited until Dean's girlfriend walked up to them.

“Do you know where Dean went?” Troy asked her.

“He said something about going home for something, why?”

Jason and Troy looked at each other before Jason answered.  “We’re just looking for him, that’s all.”

The boys found Dean later that afternoon in their driveway.  He was working on his old Chevy; the hood was up, his arms coated in grease.  His long hair was tied back into a ponytail.  Dean grinned at them when they walked up the driveway.  “You guys here to help?” 

“We want to ask you something,” Troy told him as he looked at the engine and at the part Dean held in his hands.  His brother had left his car in the back of their driveway when he moved out.  Occasionally, he'd work on it, probably when he could afford the parts it needed.  

“Do you want to come with us up on Picnic Hill?” asked Jason.  “We know where there's a cave.  We want to see if Bessie is in there.”

Dean set the part on the ground and picked up a rag.  He watched the two fourteen-year-old boys, with a concentrated look as he wiped his hands.  “You think she could be hiding in there?”

Troy shrugged.  “I think she could be.”  

Dean glanced back at the car.  “I can’t leave this now.  Why don’t we go up there tomorrow?”

Justin looked over at Troy.  “It’s getting too late in the day, anyway.”  

Troy nodded.  “We can meet here around one o’clock, okay?”

“That way, I’ll have this all cleaned up,” Dean told them.  “I’ll go with you.  Bring a flashlight.”

Justin walked up to the car.  “What do you want us to do?”

****
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That evening, Dean had supper with his mother.  Troy was eating at Jason's.  Rachel made him spaghetti, one of his favorite meals.  They listened to CHLO on the radio; the commentator reciting the hourly news.  He watched her as he drank his coffee, knowing how much she missed his dad when he was out on the gas rig.  That was one reason he spent time with her, so she wouldn't fret so much.  He kept telling her they took every precaution out there.  The crew followed all the safety rules.  “It's mostly common sense,” he told her, yet again.  “And Dad's the best.”

Rachel set her cup down on the table and studied her son.  “You look so much like him.”  She let out a sigh.  “I just wish his rotation wasn't so long.”

Dean reached across the table and held her hand.  After twenty years, she still wasn't used to being without her husband.  And he knew, too, that his dad missed her just as much.  “Just think,” Dean said, “in twenty more years, he can retire.”  

Rachel pulled her hand back and wiped her eyes.  “When do you go back out?”  

Dean had started to apprentice under his dad last summer.  Although his hours weren't as long. “When Dad goes back on his next rotation.”  

A knock on the back door sent Rachel to answer it.  Seconds later, Jack Mullins walked around the corner and nodded at Dean.  Jack wore civilian clothes, which told Dean he wasn't on duty.  Rachel asked him if he wanted a cup of coffee.  Jack accepted as he found a seat at the table.  Dean stood and shut off the radio. 

After everyone was seated, Jack said, “There’s been a problem out on the rig.  Seems three of the gas pipes near it have been punctured.  And some of them are only four inches around.”  Rachel gave him a puzzled look.  “They're supposed to be six inches in diameter,” he explained. 

“Oh.”

“They're going to investigate.”  Jack shook his head.  “If the drilling company skipped any corners when they made those pipes, well, I don’t need to tell you about the trouble they’re in.”

“Are they still leaking?” Dean asked.  

“No, they’re shut off, for now.  That will mean less production.”  Jack took a drink of coffee.  

“Does that mean that Dean could get laid off?” Rachel gave him a sympathetic look.

Jack nodded.  “Possibly.”  

“So, what’s next?” Dean hoped not.  He might have to give up his apartment.  Maybe he’d have to move back home.  He didn't want to, even though half of his stuff was still in his old room.  He'd lose his freedom, which he wasn't prepared to do.  

“They're looking for a diver to find out exactly where the pipes are leaking and why,” Jack told them.  

“There aren't many qualified divers around here,” Rachel said.  She looked at Dean, worry etched on her face.  “It could take them a while to find somebody.”  

“This could turn into a big lawsuit,” Jack said.  “That also means that Eddie could be out of a job.”  Dean knew that Jack wasn't being callous.  He was preparing them for the worst-case scenario.  

Rachel's face paled.  “I hope not,” she said.  “We can't afford that.”  

“Do you think the guys on the rig could be sued?”  Dean hoped to steer the conversation in a new direction, so his mother had other things to think about.  She was always worrying about money.

Jack watched Rachel, concern in his eyes.  “I think that if the company used, say, low-grade steel for the pipes, then no, the guys on the rig aren’t responsible.”

“Wow, what a mess this could turn into,” Rachel said as she studied the inside of her cup.

“It’s too bad,” Dean said.

Jack frowned.  “What?”

Dean answered.  “That the best diver for this job is in the hospital.”  

****
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Eddie Jackson hefted his duffel bag over his shoulder and stepped off the dock the next morning, his shift out on the gas rig over.  He gave Troy a hug with his free arm.  “Hey, you’ve grown an inch.”  Several men followed Eddie off the dock and greeted their own families.  

“Hi Dad,” Troy fell in step beside him.  “How come you’re all home a day early?”

“I’ll tell you later.  Your ma at work?”  His forced jovial greeting didn’t go unnoticed by his son.  Worry lines etched deep around Eddie’s eyes.

“Yep, she’s taking the afternoon off, though.  She’ll be done in about an hour.”

“Good.  That’ll give me time to have a shower.  I’m starved; think you can rustle up some lunch while I get all pretty for your ma?”

“Sure.”

Troy nearly skipped home as he walked down the street beside his father.  “Hey, guess what?”

“And what does hay have to do with it?”

Troy playfully punched his father’s arm.

“Oh, I’m bruised for life now.”

“Dad,” Troy tried to keep a straight face. “I got a hundred percent on my report card.”

“Like I told you, my son’s a genius.  Now, what did you really get?”  

“Sixty-two percent.”

“Seems to me you could do a little better than that, son.  I hope you can pick up your grades next year.”  He stopped.  “You don’t want to end up like me, working twelve-hour days in the middle of the lake with the same eight faces, day in and day out.  Away from your family and friends all the time.” They turned down the sidewalk toward their house.  “The best thing you can do is get a good education.  Don’t become a gas monkey like me.  Or a dropout, like your brother.”

“I know, Dad.”  How many times had he heard that speech? 

They walked up the porch steps.  Troy opened the door and stepped back.  His father passed through the threshold with a big smile.  The duffel bag dropped to the floor with a thud.  Troy watched as his father walked into each room and said, “It’s good to be home.”

This was his father’s ritual after his eight days on the rig.  Troy’s ritual was to watch his father, relieved to have him back.  A sense of peace and love would wash over him when his father expressed such delight for a simple thing as coming home.

Troy went into the kitchen and made sandwiches.  His father sang out of tune.  “Everybody Loves Somebody” by Dean Martin was drowned out when the shower started.  

Coffee was ready when Eddie walked into the kitchen.  “Nifty.  Isn’t that what they say nowadays?”  

Troy rolled his eyes.

Eddie ate two beef sandwiches while Troy only had one.  “Any pie?”

“You know it, apple or blueberry?”

“Now, how am I supposed to choose?”  Eddie eyed the pies that Troy pointed to on the counter as if ready to devour them both.

“Let’s have the apple; it’s already been started.  Ice cream?” Troy said.

“Certainly, my dear boy.”

While Troy cut up the pie, his father poured himself another coffee.  “So, what’s new and exciting?” his father asked.

Troy set the plates down on the table.  “Jason, Dean, and I found a man on the beach.”

“Dead?”

“No.  Nearly, I think.”  Troy watched the ice cream slide off his pie and onto the plate.  “It was Uncle Mason.”  

Eddie almost dropped his fork full of pie and ice cream.  “Mason?  How did he get on the beach?”

“Something happened to his sailboat.  Pieces of it were floating in the lake.”  

“Where is he now?”

“In the hospital.  Mom and I have been up to see him.  He’ll be out in a few more days.”

“When did this happen?”

“Three days ago, last Sunday.”

Eddie shook his head.  “I wonder what’s going to become of this.”
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Chapter 4
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Mason had just finished his breakfast when Jack strode in. “Two visits in two days.  To what do I owe this pleasure?”

Jack ignored the sarcasm and pulled up a chair.  His hat was gently set on the table by the bed.  He reached into his pocket and handed Mason a couple of items.

“My driver’s license,” he flipped the other paper over, “a picture.  Where did you get these?”

Jack glared at him.  “You still carry a picture of Valerie in your wallet?”

Mason let out a whistle.  Even though he vowed not to hurt Valerie, he was damned if he would cower before the likes of Jack.  “She’s a beauty, isn’t she?”  

“You leave her alone, you hear.” Jack’s nostrils flared.  “She’s my girl now.”

Mason held up his hand.  “Whoa, cowboy, give me some slack here.  I didn’t come here to steal my girl back,” he lied.  

“It wouldn’t be the first time, Mason.”  They glared at each other.  Neither one wanted to broach the subject that had put the dagger into the onetime friendship.  Years ago, there had been three of them chasing after Valerie: Mason, Jack, and Ernie.  Jack stood, paced up and down the room, and passed a hand through his hair.  “Someone broke into three cottages.”  He nodded at Mason’s hand that held the papers.  “Those were found near one of them.” 

“Well, I can tell you for certain, unless I did some serious sleepwalking, it wasn’t me.”

“I know that.”  Jack sat back down.  “How did you lose them?”

Mason studied the constable for a few seconds before he answered.  “After I washed up on shore...”

Jack smirked, didn’t say anything.

“I was ripped off.”

“Robbed?”

“Yep.”

Jack pulled out his pen and pad.  “Describe this person.”

Mason told him about the man all dressed in black. “He stank of booze and hadn’t had a bath in a year.”  He waited until Jack caught up with his writing.  “His big black boots had the name Tom engraved in them.  He looked spaced out like he was on drugs.”

“Anything else?”

“Those boots should have blood on them.”  Mason pointed to his bandaged head.

“Talk about kicking a man when he’s down.”  Jack’s pen scratched on the paper.  “Is that when you passed out?”

“I guess.”

“Is that it?”  He flipped the pad shut.  

“He was the one who told me that it was Bessie who sank my sailboat.”

Jack’s mouth popped open.  “Have you ever heard of Bessie before?”

Mason shrugged.  “I just thought she was a myth.”

“And that’s all she is.  A figment of some drunk’s imagination.”  Jack picked up his hat and walked to the door.  “A couple of kids did see something in the water that morning you graced us on our shore.”
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