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      Ann’s phone buzzed and she was surprised to see the name of her sometimes-mentor, sometimes-competitor Garrick Masser pop up on the caller ID.

      “Hi, Garrick,” she answered.

      “There’s a case here in Maine that might be of interest to you,” Garrick began without preamble. “Established clients. They engaged me a few years ago after their daughter died in a car accident in Ellsworth. Allison Niedermeier and Karl Bork. Perhaps you’ve heard of them?”

      “Allison Niedermeier the artist? Sure, I studied her in college. Didn’t she die recently?”

      “She had been quite ill—cancer of the throat—and disappeared a week ago. She left a suicide note that said she planned to take sleeping pills and then drown herself, which wouldn’t be hard to do with a tracheostomy. The boat washed up on the mainland the next day, although I’m surprised it didn’t break apart on the rocks. Her husband wishes to speak with her.”

      “So, are you taking the engagement?”

      “No, I’m afraid it would be problematic. But perhaps you would be interested.”

      “Are they on Mount Desert Island?”

      “Actually, they live on a small island off MDI. You’ll need to go to the island for the engagement. It’s very charming, I’m sure.”

      “You’ve never been there?”

      “No, I always worked with them at the location of their daughter’s death.”

      “Then how do you know the island is charming?”

      “Aren’t such settings always said to be charming? The wind? The water? The waves?” Garrick said, entirely unconvincingly. “In any case, Karl has a message he’d like to get to his wife as soon as possible.”

      “I need to be in West Chester the day after tomorrow for Mike’s birthday party.”

      “Isn’t your brother a bit old for birthday parties?” Garrick grumbled. “Be that as it may,” he said before Ann had a chance to respond, “I don’t see why the event should keep you from taking the engagement. Fly into Bangor tomorrow, spend the night on the island, then fly back to Pennsylvania the next day.”

      “It sounds exhausting. What’s the rush?”

      “The aforementioned urgent message.”

      “What’s so urgent?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Why do I have to spend the night on the island?”

      “Niedermeier disappeared during the night and, one assumes, died during the night as well. It would be the most likely time to be able to communicate with her. Perhaps you would happen upon the place where she went overboard if Karl took you out in the boat.”

      “The charming boat?”

      “Exactly.”

      Ann sighed. “Okay, I’ll see if I can line it up.”
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        * * *

      

      Ann stood on the dock in Seal Cove and watched the boat approach, wending its way among the lobster boats in the harbor. When it got close enough, Ann could see Karl Bork at the wheel.

      When he reached the dock, he threw a line around a cleat. “Ann Kinnear?”

      “Yes. You must be Karl.” She put out her hand to shake Karl’s, but instead he took it and used it to hand her into the boat.

      He gestured toward the engine box in the center of the cabin. “You can sit there.”

      As Ann watched Karl spin the wheel to turn the boat back to the bay, the word that sprang to her mind was rambling. He was well over six feet tall, and his arms and legs sprang out from his torso like architecturally mismatched wings sprawling out from an awkwardly designed main house.

      Mizzen Island, where Allison Niedermeier and Karl Bork lived, lay about two miles off the coast of Mount Desert Island. From the shore, the crystal-clear mid-afternoon air made the distance to the low green hump of land look a comfortable kayak-ride away, but as Karl’s boat churned its way back through the bay, the island didn’t approach as quickly as Ann would have expected.

      The ride, though, was enjoyable, even exhilarating: the squawks of passing gulls audible over the roar of the engine, a harbor seal observing the boat with curious black eyes before slipping back under the waves.

      Karl tied up at a floating dock and gave Ann a hand out of the boat, although Ann would have been happier to have scrambled off on her own—the jerk Karl gave her could just as likely have sent her sprawling on the dock as kept her from falling into the water. He led her across a small, pebbled beach and then along a path that had been cleared through the beach rose.

      A few years earlier, one of Allison Niedermeier’s paintings had sold for well into six figures, and Ann expected her home, situated as it was on a private island, to be palatial. However, the building that came into view was quite modest—a silver-shingled single-story house with a screen porch running the length of its bay-facing front and cheerful blue shutters flanking the windows.

      “Your home is lovely,” she said.

      “Ally designed it. As soon as she saw the island, she knew exactly what she wanted. I did most of the construction.”

      “It looks like it’s always been here—in the best possible way.”

      “We used a lot of found materials,” said Karl. “She had plenty of money but wasn’t one to spend it if she could get what she wanted for free.”

      The interior was similarly pleasing, with dark wood brightened by the light coming in the large two-over-one windows. The room that for another couple would have served as the living room was a studio. Drop cloths covered the hardwood floor, and a scuffed wooden table in the middle of the room held a jumble of painting supplies. Two large easels, angled to catch the northern light, held canvases. The one Ann could see from the door was obviously a Niedermeier.

      “May I?” asked Ann, gesturing into the studio.

      Karl nodded and followed her to the painting. It was large—at least four feet high and three wide—with bright pinks, yellows, and oranges forming a woven effect that brought to Ann’s mind the potholders she had made at summer camp for her mother. Overlaid on this background were swooping lines of grayish green. The sense was chaotic, but also energetic and cheerful.

      “When did she work on this?” asked Ann.

      “She was working on it her last morning,” said Karl.

      “It’s wonderful,” said Ann. She couldn’t imagine a woman dying of cancer having the energy or the optimism to create such a painting.
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