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There's a certain Slant of light,

Winter Afternoons –

That oppresses, like the Heft

Of Cathedral Tunes – 

When it comes, the Landscape listens –

Shadows – hold their breath –

When it goes, 'tis like the Distance

On the look of Death – 

—Emily Dickinson
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Chapter 1
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A deathbed request is one you don’t refuse. So I didn’t, though I hated being asked. I’d flown from Maine down here to Miami because she’d asked me to. She being Marguerite “Rita” Harris, my former landlady who’d become my friend. 

As I made my way through the hospital corridors, I heard the squeak of the nurses’ shoes as they made their rounds, and smelled the cleaning fluids that tried to mask the odors that came with sickness and death. I hated being in a hospital again, as people I’d loved had died in places like this sterile tomb. And I’d been forced to spend too much time in hospitals recovering from the effects of my stupidity and poor choices. Being here brought back some bad memories. 

Sunshine streamed through the window of her room, illuminating the dying woman in the bed, and enveloping her in a halo of white light. I hesitated at the door, not seeing any movement of her frail form. If she was sleeping, I didn’t want to wake her. 

I edged silently closer. Only the slightest rise and fall of her chest indicated she was still breathing. The ravages of cancer had left little resemblance to the strong, vibrant woman I’d said goodbye to just the year before. Swallowing, I couldn’t get rid of the lump in my throat.

There was a book on the stand by her bed, a collection of poetry by Emily Dickinson. The Belle of Amherst had written about visitations from Death, and here was a woman who would soon meet him. I opened to where the bookmark lay, and read, my voice low.

“There’s a certain slant of light,” I said, but couldn’t finish. 

Her eyelids fluttered open, and she gave me a weak smile. “Zack.” Her voice was like the rustle of dry paper. She looked as if she’d been squeezed like an orange, all of life’s juices gone. Tubes snaked from her in different directions, modern medicine keeping her in this world. It didn’t seem like a mercy.

I gently touched the tips of her fingers. “Hey there.” 

She reached to grip my hand as if afraid I’d run away. “Must ask you for a promise.”

I knew I wasn’t going to like what she was about to ask. “What?”

“Find my grandson, Steven. I need to see him.”

“You’ve lost touch?”

“Some time back, he came to see me. He hadn’t been by for a while. He wanted the Dali you like that’s hanging in my living room. It’s genuine. Worth a bit.”

“And you said no.”

“He’d have just sold it. He said he had to have money, or he’d be forced to do something bad.”

“Like what?”

“He told me he could make good money copying paintings that were sold as genuine. He thought I’d weaken.”

I smiled. “Didn’t work very well, did it?”

“I gave him some money, but wouldn’t give him the Dali. He was angry. I haven’t heard from him since.”

“Any idea where he is?”

“Card in the drawer.” She made a faint gesture to the stand beside the bed. Throughout the conversation, she’d seemed to fade in and out, like a distant radio station.

I opened the drawer and took out a business card. “Saul Rabinowitz, Attorney at Law.” I looked at her. “He’s the one who contacted me. Good Irish name.”

She gave me a weak smile. “He’ll explain everything.”

“What do I do when I find Steven?”

“Bring him here. He’ll come, since there’s some money from my estate. Late, but better than never.”

“Does he get the Dali, now, too?”

“No. It’s for you.”

“Me?” 

“You always loved it. You’ll take care of it, protect it. Not just sell it off for cash. It has great sentimental value.”

“You met him, didn’t you?”

“Salvador? Oh, yes. He was something, I can tell you that. A true artist, but such a joker. It was after the war, when people were getting back into life and art. A fun crowd back then. Quite an experience.” She had a faraway look, remembering places of long ago. “I had so many interesting experiences. Now, nobody will know or care.”

“I care,” I said. “I can stay here, and you can tell me about them.”

“No. You have to find Steven. I need to see him before I go. Promise me you’ll bring him back in time.”

I hesitated. I didn’t want to say I could do something that I might not be able to make happen. What if I couldn’t find him in time? What if he didn’t want to come back? What if he was dead, or in jail? But in the end, when someone you care about is looking at the end of life, they get to impose upon you. At least you tell them whatever they want to hear. “I promise,” I finally said.

“Good, good.” She closed her eyes, then slowly opened them. “Find him, Zack. And hurry. I don’t know how long I can last.”
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Chapter 2
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Allison had come with me from Maine, and I was trying to give us both a much-needed getaway. We’d only recently gotten back together, and I wanted some sunshine in our relationship. She’d never been to Florida, and though a sweaty summer is really not the time to be a tourist in Miami, she’d been happy to take some time off to join me. It was a good break from her job as nurse in the ER. 

I’d also been eager to get away, thinking I could leave my problems behind. Problems like Ollie Southern, a biker gang leader who’d decided to engage me in a blood feud. He’d come close to having me killed, and went to prison for it. Then he was released by our game-show justice system, which gives criminals a free spin if they toss a bigger fish to the authorities. So now Ollie was out there somewhere, watching, waiting for his chance to kill me. He’d already burned down my martial arts dojo before it even opened. 

I was tired of always looking over my shoulder, always watching the door to see who entered, always being cognizant of every pool of shadow. Here in sunny Miami, I thought I could finally relax for a change, and be reminded of why I was glad to be alive. Here death could back off awhile, and wait for that final dance. 

But the Reaper was never far from my life. Mrs. Harris didn’t have much time left, and the visit to the hospital had unnerved me. It was a small enough favor I could do for her, to grant her a bit of relief before death took her. But that meant cutting short my little vacation. Once again I’d have to disappoint Allison. 

Back at the hotel, I looked for her. The shimmering sunlight and the reflection of the water in the hotel pool helped to push death a bit farther away, even if the display of slim, oiled, suntanned bodies in wisps of cloth looked like fish broiling in a pan. Allison was not among them. I found her on the hotel beach, under the shelter of a canopy that looked like half of a big dome tent. She reclined on a towel spread over a chaise lounge, wearing a blue bikini and huge round sunglasses. She held a tall glass that could have served as a vase. A paperback novel lay face down next to her. She looked much better than the slick, skinny, brown mannequins by the pool. She looked real and alive, and I needed that now. 

“Hey,” I said, pulling over another chaise lounge. “Enjoying yourself?”

“Immensely. I’ve always wanted to do this, just lie on a beach with a cool drink in my hand, and not a care in the world.”

“Good.”

She smiled. “Why don’t you take your shirt off and relax with me?”

“I’m good.” Apart from the jagged red slash above my eyebrow, I had an uglier scar on my abdomen, both souvenirs of my short stay in prison. People tended to stare. 

I changed the subject. “How’s the water?”

She wrinkled her nose. “Warm as piss. Not like Maine at all. It’s like taking a bath in saltwater.”

“Hope you used a lot of sunscreen. Sun’s a lot stronger down here than what you’re used to.”

She hooked a finger onto a frame and blue eyes regarded me over the sunglasses. “I’ve seen too many skin cancer patients, so yes, I used proper protection. And you’ll notice I’m in the shade now.”

“Okay, don’t get testy.” I admired her legs, running a hand along her shin. “I just noticed you already have some color.”

“That’s not what you were noticing. But don’t worry, I’ll put aloe on.”

I nodded at the glass. “Drinking before lunch?”

“Don’t knock it, just because you don’t partake. You know, I never liked the taste of coconut before, but a pina colada makes a wonderful mid-morning drink. See? Pineapple.” She waved a small wedge of it on a little pink plastic sword, and popped it in her mouth. “Fruit’s good for you.”

I looked out at the water. 

“What’s the matter?” She took off her sunglasses.

“Nothing. Just a little sand in my eye.”

She wasn’t fooled. She set down the drink on a tray next to her and sat up. She reached over and gave me a hug. “It’s okay.” 

“She was so full of life. It’s hard to see her like that.”

“I know. Believe me, I know. Sorry I didn’t go with you. I just wanted a day away from a hospital.”

Because she saw death on a daily basis, I hadn’t asked her to go with me. “I thought she just wanted to say goodbye. But she wants me to find her grandson. He’s her only relative, lives up in Maine.”

Her eyebrows knitted together. “You going to play Don Quixote again?”

“They didn’t part on the best of terms, and just lost contact. She thought I could get in touch with him, convince him to come back. I’ve got to go see her lawyer, get all the details.” 

“And of course you said you’d do it.”

“I don’t really want to, but she’s just hanging on by a thread. I think she’s only staying alive long enough to see him.”

She studied my face for a bit. “Wait, let me guess. You want to leave right away.”

My insides churned. “No, I don’t want to leave. I’d like nothing better than a few days of R-and-R. I thought we’d have more time.” 

“Unbelievable.” She threw up her hands. 

“This is not what I want to do. The last time I tried to help somebody out with a personal problem, it almost cost me you.” It was out before I could hold back. The previous Fall, Allison had asked me to help exonerate her cousin from a murder charge, and I’d almost been killed. Then she broke up with me because she couldn’t stand the violence that hung about me like a curse. 

She opened her mouth in surprise, and now it was her turn to have sand in her eyes. “Low blow there.” 

“Sorry.” I couldn’t take it back. 

“Like hell you are.” She swiped away some tears. “Still haven’t forgiven me, have you?”

“Things got pretty bad, but having you back is all that matters.” 

We sat in silence for a time.

She sighed. “Some vacation. We come down here, and we’re right back at it again.”

“Look, I’ll find the guy, and bring him to see her. You can come with me, and we can stay as long as we want.”

“Sure.” She didn’t believe a word.

“Come on. She’s not going to be around long. And to pay me for finding her grandson, she wants to leave me that painting I told you about.”

“The Salvador Dali?”

“Yeah.”

“There’s a lot of fakes of his stuff, you know.”

“It’s real. She actually knew him. Met him after the war. She says it’s worth something.”

“Uh-huh.”

I sat there feeling lousy, and wondering how to make it up to her. “You know,” I said, rubbing my hands on my pants. “There’s a whole Dali museum up in the Tampa-St. Pete area. I’ve always meant to get up there, but never have. Let’s take a detour on our way back. We can catch a cheap flight, stay overnight. What do you say?”

She regarded me. “I’m thoroughly pissed at you. But I suppose I’ll take the consolation prize.”

“Let’s have a nice lunch, then you can go shopping while I’m at the attorney’s office.”

“You’re doing better, but still not out of the doghouse. And where’d you get all this money? Is it the insurance from your dojo fire?”

It would have been so easy to say yes. I had to lie anyway, as I’d liberated a bag of illicit cash from a drug dealer who was killed soon after. If I told her the truth, it would confirm that I was a law-breaking train wreck who attracted trouble like honey drew flies. 

I shrugged. “It’s my new security business.”

She shook her head, knowing I was lying. “I don’t know why I bother asking.”
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I sweated my way along downtown Miami to the office of Saul Rabinowitz. He had a tasteful place, not overly gaudy or ostentatious, like much of Miami, but I didn’t get to see it for long. When his receptionist announced me, he came right out, so he wasn’t one of those jerks who kept someone waiting just to show how important he was. 

He was short, balding, with a friendly face and a nice suit. I’d seen plenty of expensive threads in my days with the wealthy bad boys, and this one was a tailored job. 

We made introductions and went to a well-cooled office with an excellent view of Biscayne Bay. 

“Get you anything?” His voice was a touch high, but not unpleasant.

“No, thank you,” I said.

“You’ve been to see Rita?”

I nodded. “This morning.”

“Shame. Lovely lady. I’ve known her for years.” He played with a folder that lay on his desk. “I take it you’ve agreed to look for Steven?”

I shrugged. “If it’ll make her happy, I’ll do what I can to get him down here.”

He studied my face. “She thinks a lot of you. She trusts you for some reason.”

Though the room was air-conditioned, it had just turned downright chilly. My radar went off. “And you don’t?”

“In my line of work, I see a lot of people trying to take advantage of the elderly, trying to separate them from their money.”

“Is this going somewhere?”

He tapped the folder. “You have quite an interesting history, Mr. Taylor.” The friendly act was gone, the attorney in full attack mode. “It makes me suspicious. Damn suspicious. I don’t see a lot of altruistic ex-cons.”

My ears got a little hot. “And your reason for checking me out?”

“I take care of my clients. I have some the same age as her, some even older, very few as sharp. But there are a lot of people who prey on senior citizens, especially down here. Some of these older folks put their faith in people they shouldn’t. I take it upon myself to see that they’re protected from predators.”

“And what’s your verdict on me?”

He leaned forward. “I’m concerned that she’s so trusting of someone who was in prison for aggravated assault. Care to comment?”

“Is this a cross-examination?”

“You going to plead the Fifth?”

“I’d like to tell you it’s none of your damn business. Though I understand where you’re coming from.”

“Good.” He sat back and picked up a gold pen, twirling it in his fingers. “So, what’s your story?”

I sighed and told him about the bad old days of my youth, of my brief stint as a bodyguard for a former mob guy who didn’t like guns. Long after I’d left that job, the federal authorities thought I might have information they could use. I didn’t. I was never part of the crime organization. But one fed in particular roughed me up until I fought back. The fed wound up in the hospital, and I wound up in prison. Turned out the guy was dirty, and was indicted himself a short time later. I got out after a few months, but had some souvenirs of my stay: the scars on my body, and more on my soul. 

I didn’t mention my years of guilt and rage for the accidental death of my kid brother, and how that had driven me to almost kill myself by drinking. I left out a lot for Mr. Rabinowitz, but I gave him enough. 

“And you took the room with Rita when you worked here.” He looked thoughtful. “Where did you work?”

“Hernando’s Hideaway. A club near Little Havana.”

“I was there once or twice before it closed down. Nice place.”

“If you contact Hernando, he can vouch for my character.”

Rabinowitz put down the pen. “So Steven was working in Maine, and you live there now. Apart from that, what makes Rita think you can find him? Are you a private investigator?”

“You know damn well I’m not. With my past, no way I could get a license. But I’ve looked into some things for people, and I’ve got the time to do it.”

“Seems like when you look into things, a lot of shit happens.”

He certainly had been digging. “I see you found some old news stories.”

“You have a way of finding trouble, don’t you?”

I shrugged. “I left here to find out who killed my friend.”

Rabinowitz studied me as if trying to peer into my soul. “It bothers me some. Quite a bit, actually. Despite your colorful past, you don’t fit the mold of a usual con or crook. I know, I’ve seen quite a few. Rita didn’t know you for very long, but wants you to have a valuable painting. I had to make sure you wouldn’t just sell it. Maybe to buy drugs.”

“Drugs? You’ve been in Miami too long.”

“Probably, but where does an old Jew go to retire, when he’s from here? No way am I going to Israel.”

“Maine’s nice.”

“Hah. Like I should shovel snow, at my age?”

“So if I was going to sell the painting to buy drugs, how much could I buy?”

Rabinowitz started, but saw I was ribbing him. He shrugged. “It was appraised at just over a quarter of a million dollars.”

I whistled. “That little thing? Why so much?”

“Apparently, it was supposed to go to one of Dali’s lovers. But he gave it to Rita instead, and it caused a bit of a stir in their circles. When there’s a good story, the price goes up.”

“I don’t even have a place to put it.”

“Well, start looking. She certainly doesn’t want Steven to get his grubby paws on it.”

I cocked my head. “Not a fan?”

“Little bastard is a real pain in the ass. Rita took care of him after his parents died. No matter how much she gave, he wanted more. I kept telling her to cut him loose, the greedy shit. If she didn’t want to see him so bad, I’d say don’t bother finding him. Then he couldn’t get the money, and it would all go to a good charity.”

“What else do you know about him? Where do I start?”

Rabinowitz opened a drawer and took out a large document envelope with a flap. He slid it across the desk to me. “I tried to locate him, no luck. Everything’s in there. Where he worked, last address, a couple of pictures.”

“Thanks. I’ll do what I can.” He was still giving me an odd look. “Something else?”

“You haven’t asked about expenses.”

I shrugged. “I told you, I’m not a private eye. I don’t get a per diem.”

“Nevertheless, she wanted you to have something.” He handed over a regular-sized envelope. Inside was a bunch of hundred-dollar bills. I looked up.

“Two thousand dollars,” he said. “And if you need more, give me a call, but I’ll want some kind of accounting, if that’s the case.”

“That’s too much.”

He shrugged. “She can afford it.”

“She never struck me as wealthy.”

“A lot people down here have got money squirreled away, yet you’d never know it by the way they live. And now you see why I wanted to check you out.”

I smiled. “Usually, when I’m in a lawyer’s office, it’s me handing them a chunk of money.”

He laughed. “Well, save it for next time, then. I’m sure you’ll need it.”
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Back in Maine, my reporter friend J.C. was there to pick us up when we landed at the Jetport, just outside the mall in South Portland.

“Good trip?” He smiled at Allison. “I see you got some color.”

“Lovely time,” she said, giving me a look. “Short as it was.”

J.C. eyed the extra bags. “What’s the matter? Run out of money?”

“Ha-ha,” I said. “Help me with these. I think she bought half of South Beach.”

“And we took a side trip and saw the Dali museum,” Allison told him. “Those huge canvases. Amazing. Thanks, by the way, for giving us a lift.”

“You’ll have to buy me dinner,” he said.

“Not if we’re going anyplace with that expensive scotch you like,” I said. 

“Cheapskate.” 

“Tell you what. I’ll buy you that scotch if you can help me with something. You know anybody in the art world? Silly question. Of course you do, you know everybody. Know any art dealers in Ogunquit?”

“A few. Look at you. You go to one museum, and now you’re buying art.”

“I have to look somebody up. Grandson of a friend of mine. The one I went down to Florida for. She wants to see him before she goes. He worked at a gallery in Ogunquit, and they lost touch. The place didn’t keep track of him, so I’ll have to ask around. People will talk more if they know someone you know.”

J.C. frowned and shook his head. “The last person I had check into something for you didn’t do so well.”

“I’m sorry. Didn’t know running a license plate was going to force a guy into early retirement. How does he like it?”

“It’s all right. He likes to fish, and gets to do it a couple of years earlier, thanks to the little boat you paid for.”

“Do I want to know any of this?” Allison sighed.

“Guy stuff,” I said. 

She looked disgusted. “So where are we eating?”

“I know this nice little place,” said J.C.

“Of course you do.”

The restaurant in Portland was indeed both nice and little, having only eight tables. They served elegant Italian meals, with linen tablecloths and all the fancy trimmings. It was one of those places where the staggering prices weren’t shown on the menu. I grimaced at J.C. “I was thinking of something more like a good burger.”

He shrugged. “My fees are in line with my services. Besides, you were just living it up down south with fine dining. Why shouldn’t I have some?”

“Oh, yeah, Miami in the summer. What could be better?”

Allison gave me a light smack. “It was a good time. Could have been longer.”

“Sure, you sunned on the beach, drank rum, and shopped. I went to a hospital and a lawyer’s office.”

“So why’d you hurry back?” said J.C. 

“The White Knight has another mission,” Allison said. “He’s on the hunt again. I suppose it’ll get him out of his funk. He’s been mopey ever since the fire, doesn’t know what to do with himself.” 

I shrugged. “She doesn’t have much time, so I have to find him and drag him back.”

“Well, it’s not like you have a lot of other things on your plate.” J.C. peered at me over his glasses.

“Ouch. Et tu, Brute? Actually, I’ll have you know, I’m in a new line of work.” I handed him one of my spiffy business cards. “They came in just before I left.”

He read from the card. “Zack Taylor, Security Consultant. Keeping you and yours safe.” He looked at Allison. “Tell me you didn’t help him with this.”

She shook her head. “All his idea. Hey, I want some wine. I’m still on vacation.”

She ordered a bottle of pinot noir, J.C. ordered his fancy scotch, and I had my usual club soda with a lime. Allison was drinking a lot more than usual, but I decided not to say anything at the time.

J.C. scanned the menu. “So how are you going to find this person?”

“Her attorney called the gallery where he worked, and they say he’s not there anymore, no idea where he went. It may be a dead end, but I’m going to check it out. See where he lived, ask around. He was an artist, so maybe I can find some other artists. Maybe somebody knows something. He dropped a hint once that he needed money, and might do a fake painting or two to raise some cash.” 

“Ah. So maybe he doesn’t want to be found.”

“Maybe not. And maybe that’s why the gallery said they didn’t know. Then it’s a different story. People might lie for him. If they do, then I’ll know, and I’ll have a place to start.”

Allison looked at me and took a gulp of wine. “I can lie right to your face, and you have no clue.” She and J.C. shared a conspiratorial look. 

“That’s different. I want to believe you.”

She snorted.  

I ignored her, and went on. “Liars give themselves away in a number of ways. You get them talking, and then ask them a pointed question. If they lie, something will change: their face, their body language, their voice, their speech patterns. Your gut tells you when something is off. When I worked door security and bodyguard detail, I learned to spot the tics.”

“What if no one really knows where he is?”

“Then I have a lot more work to do.”
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Ogunquit was a tourist town on the southern Maine coast, not far from Portland. The name supposedly means “beautiful place by the sea” in the Abenaki language. Lots of places in Maine held their native names, even though it was often difficult to find original natives. This village was an artists’ mecca, and had been so since the end of the 1800s. It seemed to have hundreds of galleries and restaurants to serve the tourist trade, most of them aimed at the higher-end visitor. Not for these folks the sweaty pier and working-class carnival atmosphere of Old Orchard Beach; no, here was The Money, and they made sure you damn well knew it.

On this fine Summer day, the tourists were many, and parking was a problem. I didn’t mind the long walk from the distant lot where I finally found a spot. I wore my best suit. Actually, it was my only suit. 

Following directions, I made my way to the Oswego Gallery. When I walked in, a bell attached to the door sounded a soft silvery chime. The place had the aroma of a fancy scented candle. 

An attractive young woman came over and smiled at me. It was a genuine one, and I smiled back.

Her voice was soft. She couldn’t have been much over twenty. “Can I help you, sir?”

“I hope so. I’m looking for Mr. Abernathy.”

“Who shall I say is calling?”

I handed her one of my new business cards. She studied it. 

“Something amiss, miss?”  

She looked up, and flushed a light pink. “Sorry, no.” 

“You can be honest. I won’t be offended.”

“It’s a nice format, but I would have used a different font, and a darker shade for the background.”

“Art and design student, I take it.”

“Guilty,” she said. “I didn’t mean–” 

“It’s okay. What’s your name?”

“Rebecca.”

“Not a problem, Rebecca.”

“I’ll go get Mr. Abernathy.”

I was glad I’d got the new Summer help. She hadn’t made me state my business, so I could surprise Abernathy. Better if he wasn’t prepared for it.

When a man came out, Rebecca discreetly let us alone to talk. Abernathy was about five-five, and sported a gray ponytail and meticulously trimmed Van Dyke beard. His suit looked custom-made. And his shoes weren’t off-the-rack either. Italian-made, most likely, and definitely hand-stitched. Nice. 

But his face was stern, and his tone was flat, dismissive. “Whatever you’re selling, I’m not interested.” No handshake, no pleasantries.

Something about Abernathy had set off my internal radar. “I’m not selling anything. I’m looking for Steven Harris.”

A look of surprise flitted across Abernathy’s features, followed by another one of calculation as his eyes narrowed. “What’s this about?”

“As you can see from my card, I’m a security consultant. It’s a security matter.” I smiled. Vague and just a trifle ominous. 

“He doesn’t work here anymore.”

“Why’s that?”

“Excuse me?” Now Abernathy looked confused.

“Why doesn’t he work here anymore?” 

“Well, I ... he left, that’s all I can tell you.” His gaze shifted from side to side.

“Did he leave on good terms?”

“Well, yes, of course. Why are you asking? Is there a problem?”

“You could say that.” I decided to play the bluff. “He sold my client a painting.”

“We sell a great many paintings here.”

“This one was a fake.”

Abernathy flinched, then recovered, drawing himself up to his full five-foot-five. “We do not sell art forgeries.”

“Well, this guy did, in this gallery, and the bill of sale is on your letterhead. That’s why I’d like to talk to him, see if we can settle the matter without any fuss, or outside agencies. You must know where to reach him.”

“I’m afraid I don’t.”

“No forwarding address? No word about where he was going?”

“I really didn’t know him that well.”

“But you hired him. He give you a resume?”

“I don’t– that is, we don’t have such things.” Little beads of sweat were popping out on Abernathy’s forehead. The air was cool in here, so it wasn’t the temperature. 

I smiled. “You hired a person you didn’t know, without a resume?”

“He had an MFA, and was recommended by a good friend of mine.”

“May I speak with this friend?”

He stiffened. “I’m afraid not. She values her privacy.”

“Maybe some of your staff knew him better. Perhaps I could talk with them.”

I could almost see the wheels spinning. “No one else here knew him, either.”

“I see.” I paused, letting the silence build up. “Then I suppose my client has no choice but to get the police involved. We were hoping to keep this a private matter, but I suppose they’re better equipped to deal with this.”

Abernathy made a show of deliberating. “How much did your client pay for this painting?”

“Five thousand. It must seem like a great deal of fuss for such a small sum.”

“We would of course prefer that the gallery not be associated with any alleged impropriety on the part of our employees. If your client would be willing to bring in the painting and his sale sheet, I think we could come to an arrangement.”

“You’d buy it back?” I smelled a rat, which was art spelled differently. 

“If we can verify everything, yes.”

“I’ll convey your offer. Thank you for your time.”

“I’ll show you out.” 

I’d baited my hook with a complete lie, and somehow had got it in good. My pulse was racing, and I felt better than I had since my dojo burned down.
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Down the street, a coffee shop with outdoor tables had a good view of the Oswego gallery. I wanted a simple coffee, to have an excuse to stake out the gallery, but the brew here was gourmet, the menu board had at least two sentences to describe each kind, and a small cup cost me almost the price of a regular lunch in Portland. Ah, the tourist trade. I took my pricey java and sat where I could see the ocean on one side and the gallery on the other. 

After about fifteen minutes or so, Abernathy came out. I followed him, but there were so many tourists crowding the sidewalks and streets, I lost him in a crush a few minutes later. I blamed it on him, for being so short. 

Now what? I thought of the young lady at the gallery. She might know something, so I needed a reason to chat with her. As I headed back to the Oswego, I passed an upscale candy shop. It gave me an idea, and I made a stop before continuing on. 

The gallery door chimed as before, and Rebecca came out on cue.

“Hi there,” I said. “I need to ask Mr. Abernathy one more thing.”

“Oh, he just stepped out.”

“Ah, nuts.” I looked around. “This means I have to stay in town for a bit. I picked up these chocolates from the shop down the street for later, but it’s so hot out, they’ll melt. I hate to see them go to waste. You like chocolate?”

Rebecca smiled. “Seaside Sweets. My favorite.”

“Enjoy, then.”

She took the box with four little truffles inside. Such a trusting young lady, taking candy from a stranger. She opened it and plucked one out. “These are sooo good.” She popped the truffle in her mouth, and her smile got wider. “Mmmm.”

“They certainly looked good. Did Mr. Abernathy say anything after I left?”

“He seemed a little upset, made a couple of phone calls. He closed the door, so I didn’t really hear anything.”

“He told me that there was a young man, Steven, who had worked here. Did you know him?”

“No, but one of the other girls said I was his replacement.”

“Did she say anything about him or his leaving?”

“Just that Mr. Abernathy told the staff it was a family problem.”

Except I knew Steven’s family consisted of one grandmother, who he didn’t talk to. “When was that?”

“I came on in May, after school got out.” She was eyeing the other three truffles. “I better save these for later.” She smiled at me. “What kind of security do you do?”

“All kinds.”

“Do you have a gun?” Her voice was a little husky. Uh-oh. 

“No. Don’t like them.”

Her brow wrinkled just a tad. “Isn’t that kind of a drawback for security work?”

I smiled. “Not really. Guns give people a false sense of security. I give them the real thing.”

“Oh.” There was the faintest pink flush at her throat. 

“For example, you don’t have any visible cameras. It’s a good deterrent.”

“Well, we have an alarm system, of course.”

“Interior motion detectors?”

“Uh, I’m not sure. But there’s not much crime here. The police patrol pretty regularly.”

In a town with this much wealth, I bet they did. I pressed on. “Mr. Abernathy was telling me about his friend who recommended Steven. I forgot her name.”

“Probably Mrs. Perkins. She’s in here all the time.”

“That’s it,” I snapped my fingers. “How do I get in touch with her?”

“She sponsors a local art colony. We’ve got some brochures. Let me get you one.”

Sweet, guileless young thing. I felt bad about taking advantage of her. She came back a moment later with a glossy trifold and handed it to me. 

I looked it over. “This is the address where Steven got his mail.”

“Then he was probably one of the artists. They apply for a grant to live there for a time, while they produce something. It’s smaller than some places, like the MacDowell, and not as well known. And they only take visual artists: painters, sculptors, photographers and such. No writers, or poets, or musicians.”

“Rebecca, you’ve been extremely helpful. Thank you.”

“Well, thank you for the chocolate.”

“My pleasure. Say, if I upset Mr. Abernathy with questions, I’m sorry. I don’t want to get you into trouble with him, so maybe we shouldn’t bother telling him about my return. Besides,” I said, trying a little too hard to sell it, “he might want some of those truffles.”

She nodded and smiled again, seeming not to suspect a thing. “I’m here all Summer, so stop by anytime.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 7

[image: ]




Allison’s voice over the phone sounded surprised. “You want me to go with you where?” 

“The Colony. An artist’s retreat near Ogunquit.” 

“I’ve heard of it. You’re looking for that guy there?”

“Or any trace of him. He was probably an artist in residence at some point, so maybe someone knows where he is now.”

“What do you need me for?”

“I want a beautiful woman beside me to distract people.”

“I see.”

“You seemed to have a good time at the museum, so I thought maybe you’d like this. Hey, it’s an artist colony, and you love art. And it’s a gorgeous day out.”

“What else?”

“You can keep me out of trouble.”

“I thought so.” There was a pause. “I do have to work later.”

“We can check the place out, have a nice dinner, and I’ll have you back in time for work.”

She finally agreed. I buzzed back up to Portland to get her. I took the turnpike, as Route 1 in the Summer was pretty much a traffic nightmare. 

Allison was looking at the brochure as I drove. “It looks nice. This was a dream of mine once, you know. Get your expenses paid to just paint all day. Then talk to other artists at night.”

“Doesn’t pay as well as nursing.” 

“A lot less death, though. Prettier, too. Calmer.”

She looked out the window, and was quiet. I wondered if she was reminded of lost opportunities, and suddenly wasn’t so sure this was a good idea. 

We got off the turnpike and drove inland a few miles, following the directions in the brochure. We came to a tree-lined driveway with a gate, flanked by stone pillars. The gate was open, so I drove in and parked by a small building with a sign that read “Visitor’s Center.” 

Inside was a fifty-ish woman with short blonde hair. She smiled at us. “Hello. Welcome to the Colony. Have you been here before?”

Allison spoke. “No. We wanted to see what it was like.”

“I can show you around, if you’d like. I’m Peggy.” 

“That would be nice. I’m Allison, he’s Zack.” She indicated the small easel set up behind the desk. “Are you an artist?”

“Yes. I volunteer here, because I can work and still answer phones and such.”

“We didn’t want to interrupt.”

“Don’t worry, I’m just practicing. It’s nothing special.” Peggy came out from behind the desk. “Besides, it’s good to get up and stretch every now and again.” 

We walked outside, and Peggy rattled off the history of the place, and the names of some of the folk who had passed through these doors. I didn’t recognize any of them. She pointed out cottages hidden behind screens of trees, and said that no one was allowed to go near each occupied cabin during the day, except for a person who quietly and unobtrusively delivered a lunch basket. At night, most of the artists in residence would gather in the group dining hall for dinner and discussion. 

Because Peggy seemed so charmed by Allison, I held off on my questions and kept my mouth shut for a change. Peggy took us to the gallery, where I saw works for sale from past and present members, and a few items to constitute the gift shop end. 

We looked at the art on display. Allison walked slowly past the first set of pictures, then the second. She wrinkled her nose.

“Something wrong?” Peggy looked at her.

“No, it’s just ... I hate to sound critical, but some are modern art pastiches and some are, well, to be kind, derivative. I mean that one is a straight ripoff of Kandinsky.”

Peggy smiled. “You’re not hurting my feelings. I agree with you. We have a few poseurs here. Some are barely a notch or two above the seascape painters who knock out beach scenes for tourists. We’re not talking Academy level by any means.”

Allison came to the next one, a large, striking portrait of a woman. “This one is really nice.” 

“Good taste. It’s mine.”

“Really? It’s a great use of white to bring out character. The way Sargent would put a bold stroke of white that just drew your eye in.”

“You have a great eye,” said Peggy. “Do you paint?”

“Used to. A long time ago.” I could hear a touch of sadness in her voice. She moved on. There was a series of photos, huge irregular blotches, like giant Rorschach blots. “What are these?”

“Leeches. Gregory keeps tanks of them and photographs them. You should see them sometime. It’s hypnotizing, like watching a lava lamp.”

We passed more sets of paintings and came to a display of metal cast-off parts that had been welded into shapes. There was some fun and funky stuff. It was interesting to see how the sculptor had fused pieces of different things together to make something new. 

“These are Adam’s,” Peggy said. “He’s got the most talent of all of us. He’s a blacksmith, and is always finding scraps of things to put together. He makes good money selling his works, and they’re popular, so the others are wicked jealous.”

Peggy touched Allison’s arm. “Want to meet everyone? We start gathering in that hall over there in a few minutes. Can’t invite you to dinner after, but you’d have an hour to meet and greet.” 

Allison looked at me. “Why not?” I said. 

Peggy led us to the dining hall on the other side of the compound. There was an open area inside, with round tables that sat eight at each one. A huge stone fireplace dominated one end of the room, and couches and comfy chairs popped up here and there. 

“There’s Adam,” Peggy said, and took us over to meet him. He was tall and brawny, with a mane of golden-brown hair and beard. He held a tall glass of amber beer, was remarkably soft-spoken for such a big guy, and seemed pleasant enough. Peggy told him we’d liked his work, and he thanked us. After a few minutes of chitchat, he excused himself to go speak to someone about getting some tanks refilled so he could do more welding. 

“Over there is Marissa,” Peggy said. 

“We’re not going over to meet her?”

“Believe me, I’m doing you a favor. She’s a total bitch. Got the artistic temperament, without the talent.”

“What about him?” 

“Robert Emerson. We can meet him, if you want. He’ll spend the whole time looking down his nose at you, so you’ll get a good view of his nostrils.”

Allison chuckled. “Is there anybody likable here besides you and Adam?”

Peggy smiled. “Most of the real artists are still working. Those two like to talk about work, but don’t do a lot of it. There’s Bennett and Cecily. They’re nice. Let’s go meet them.”

I was eager to ask questions, but Allison seemed to be enjoying herself, and it didn’t seem like the right time. I was hoping for an opening in the conversation, a chance to drop Steven’s name. A few more minutes went by, and there was nothing. It would soon be time for dinner, when we’d have to go. I peeled Peggy aside.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Sure,” she said. “Seems like you’ve been wanting to do that for some time.”

“I have,” I said. “I’m trying to be polite.”

Over her shoulder, I saw Abernathy enter. Beside him was an elderly lady on the arm of a huge guy in a suit, with dark sunglasses on. 

Abernathy pointed at me. “What the hell are you doing here?” 

The room went very quiet.

“I told you. Looking for Steven.”

“You can’t come here like this.”

“We were just looking around.”

“I think you’re trying to start trouble.” He turned to the elderly woman. “Loretta, he’s trespassing.” He indicated the man-mountain. “Tell Roger to get him out of here.”

The big guy looked down at the lady, and she nodded. He disengaged from her, and moved in my direction. People parted to give him a wide berth. I sighed. Hands up, palms out, I smiled. “Okay, we’re going. No worries.”

The guy grabbed my collar anyway, and started dragging me.

“Let go,” I said. “I already said I was leaving.” No response. “You’d better stop there, fella. This is assault and battery. I’m being attacked.” I said that to cover myself for what I was about to do. If the police got involved, people had heard my words, and that would offer me a little protection with the law. The room was abuzz.

“Quiet everyone,” said Abernathy. “This man is trespassing.”

“I’m trying to leave. Tell him to get his hands off me. He’s choking me.”

I reached up for the arm that held me, grabbed his thick wrist in one hand, and levered the arm up at the elbow, with my other hand behind the joint. His hold loosened, and I twisted, pulling down and away. He gasped, and I straightened his arm out with him bent over. 

“You going to call him off now?”

“Roger,” said the elderly lady. “Let the man leave.”

He grunted, and I shoved him onto a couch. He came up off the couch and turned with his hands up in a fighting stance, like he wanted to go another round. 

“Roger.” The woman’s voice rang out in the once-more quiet room. He put his hands down, and spoke low to me, so she couldn’t hear. “Another time, then.”

In the car, I could tell Allison was pissed again. “Take me home.”

“What about dinner?”

“Just take me home.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 8

[image: ]




Although I’d found a connection between the gallery where Steven had worked and the artists’ colony, I was unlikely to be invited back to either. By rare good fortune, it was Peggy who answered when I called the next day. 

“Hey, sorry about what happened,” I said. 

“Wow. That was the most fun we’ve had in a while. Everybody was abuzz.”

“What did they tell you about me?”

“They said we shouldn’t talk to you. That you were snooping around, trying to cause trouble.”

“I was, in a way. I’d been to Abernathy’s gallery earlier in the day. He acted squirrelly when I mentioned Steven Harris’s name. I came to the colony to see if anyone knew where Steven was, or could give me more information. Then Abernathy shows up and declares me an enemy of the people.” 

“What about Steven?”

“His grandmother is a friend of mine. She’s down in Miami, dying of cancer, and wants to see him again. She’s a tough old gal, but she doesn’t have a lot of time. She lost contact, and I said I’d look for him.” 

There was silence on the other end. “Peggy?”

“Is that what you were going to talk to me about?”

“Yeah, what’s the big secret?”

A sigh. “There’s some stuff going on.”

“Can I buy you lunch and talk about it?”

“Okay, but not around here. I don’t want to take the chance of being spotted with you. They might revoke my grant.”

“How about Portland, then? You know where DeMillo’s is?”

“I do, and I approve.”

“See you at twelve thirty, then, how’s that?”

“Good. But one more thing.”

“What?”

“Bring Allison.”

I chewed my lip. “She’s not real pleased with me right now.”

“She’ll get over it. Bring her along.”

***
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ALLISON TOOK A BIT of convincing. Luckily it was another nice day, and we could sit by the water and watch the boats. Allison drank wine and looked at me with narrowed eyes from time to time.

“Hey, you two,” Peggy said, joining us. “You sure know how to make an exit.”

“Hope I didn’t get you into any trouble,” I said. 

Peggy waved her hand. “They threw a few questions at me, but didn’t seem to think we were buds or anything.” She looked at Allison. “Is that wine good?” Allison slid her glass over, and Peggy took a sip. “Yum. I’ll have one too.” She beamed at Allison.

“So what’s the big deal with Steven?” 

Peggy leaned back. “It’s not just him, there’s other stuff going on.”

“For instance?”

“How about a war?”

“What?”

“An art war.”

Of course the waiter chose that moment to arrive. Peggy ordered her wine, and I could barely wait until the waiter was out of earshot. “Who’s fighting?”

“Our own Mrs. Perkins, who you saw last night, and the Holloway brothers.”

“And they are?”

“Identical twins. From away. British, I heard. They own the biggest gallery, and a lot of others. They want to control everything, and they’re ruthless. Mrs. Perkins is old-line Maine family, and is a dear, really, and wants to help artists.”

“Perkins is a pretty solid name in these parts,” Allison said. “She related to the Perkins of Perkins Cove?”

“Distant cousin.”

“I’m surprised they’d let outsiders get a foothold.”

“The Holloways are resourceful, and seems like they stop at nothing. And money talks. With them, it talks big. When they started, they were just another gallery. Now they’ve got a reach.”

I cut in. “So what’s involved?”

“Control of the market and the art scene here along the coast. Ownership of what gets sold, and to who, which galleries succeed and which fail, who gets into certain auctions. Millions of dollars at stake, even here, so far from New York. And of course, battles over the artists, pulling them into one camp or the other. They’re used like chess pawns.” 

“Anything go beyond dirty tricks into actual illegal acts?” I was looking for the kind of handle I could turn to put the pressure on. 

Just then the waiter came back with Peggy’s wine, and I had to wait once again for her answer.

She took a sip and continued. “It’s said the Holloways are into a lot of stuff: bribery, extortion, drugs, anything and everything. Mrs. Perkins had to hire a bodyguard after there were some threats. And then there was Owen.”

“Who’s that?”

“Artist at our colony. Drowned a few months ago. Body was found out in the ocean by some fishermen.”

“Accident?”

“That’s the official verdict. But I think there was something else going on. Owen wasn’t much for boats.”

Allison groaned.

Peggy looked startled. “Did I say something wrong?”

“It’s him,” Allison waved her hand at me. “I thought he was just trying to find someone. But now there’s a war, a mystery, and a dead body. He loves that shit. Now he’ll be like a bloodhound on the trail.”

Peggy looked at me. 

I shrugged. “Guilty.”

The waiter was back yet again, and Allison ordered a bottle of wine. I gave her a look, but didn’t say anything. I had to pretend to be patient through the uncorking process. Allison approved it after a tasting sip, Peggy and she got their glasses filled, and finally we were by ourselves again. 

I turned back to Peggy. “So how does Steven fit into all this?”

“He had a grant and was out at the colony, same as the rest of us. He had some talent, but was better at copying something another artist had done, less so on anything original. He had a boyfriend in town here, another artist. Bosco St. Clair.”

I raised my eyebrows. She shrugged. “Yeah, dumbass made-up name, but that’s what he calls himself. Was a too-frequent visitor at the colony. Then he started riding the white horse.”

“Heroin?”

“Yup. Parties got a little wild, if you know what I mean. Mrs. Perkins found out and went apeshit. Steven was gone the next day. From the gallery, too. He was Abernathy’s fair-haired boy, but he’s dead to them now. Maybe that’s why they don’t know where he is.”

“Hmm. What about the boyfriend?”

“I see him around from time to time, but no one from the colony is friendly with him, as far as I know. He wasn’t the most well-liked guy to start with, and the drugs just made it worse.”

“Sounds like he could be a lead. Any idea where I could find him?”

“How connected are you with the gay life here in Portland?”

I shrugged. “Not at all.”

“Need a little help with that?”

I thought about it. “I don’t want word getting back that you’re helping me, put your grant in any danger.”

“Let me make a few calls. See what I can do. Although it would probably help to find Bosco if you sold heroin.”
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Peggy and I wound up bar-hopping later that night. We were sitting in a place where the art crowd crossed paths with the gay subculture. The only thing I minded was that people were drinking and having a good time. I’d been able to hang out in bars when I could shut myself off and not care about anything. Now it was like an ache from an old war wound. 

Peggy waved her hand. “A lot of the students from the Maine College of Art hang out here, as do some of my friends. Bosco is usually either here, or one other place. He’s kind of high-profile. Somebody will know. Just be patient.” She looked at me. “Are you gonna be okay if you get hit on?” 

“I think I’ll be fine. I lived in Miami.”

“Be great if you found someone, though. Leave my path clear, know what I mean?”

We watched the crowd for a few minutes, Peggy sipping her drink, and me nursing my club soda. She excused herself and went up to a knot of people at the bar. She came back a few minutes later. 

“They said he’s probably at the other place. Want to go? It’s not far.”

We arrived at the other bar five minutes later, and went inside. There was a good crowd, and we went to the far side, scanning the room.  

“There he is. Wait here,” Peggy said. She walked over to a table of five, and I saw her bend down to talk to someone. She came back with a man in tow, tall, thin, with a hawk-nosed face. He wore a silver hoop through one earlobe, and had a stud in one eyebrow.

“Bosco, this is Zack. Zack, Bosco.”

“Charmed, I’m sure.” Bosco extended his hand palm down, bent at the wrist, like a lady offering it to be kissed. I didn’t kiss it. He smirked. “Peggy, we haven’t seen you in ages. What’s up at that stuffy old place?”

“Oh, you know, same old, same old. How about you? What trouble have you been up to?”

“All kinds of wickedness.” Bosco shot me a look like he was seeing how I’d react. 

“Hey, you ever talk to Stevie?”

The temperature in the room seemed to drop as Bosco immediately lost the friendly act and the affected speech. He stared directly at Peggy. “Why are you asking about him?”

“Oh, you know. Just wondering how he made out. You two still an item?”

He tried for nonchalant and didn’t make it. “No, doll, haven’t seen Stevie in forever. So why are you hanging out with this hunk? Is he a new toy for me?”

“He says Stevie’s grandma down in Florida is dying and wants to see him.”

Bosco flinched as if slapped. 

“What’s the matter?” Peggy was doing all the work for me.

“Nothing. Listen, I have to make a phone call, something very important. I’ll be back in a flash.” He scuttled off and went to the pay phone on the back wall.

I looked at Peggy. “I’d say we rattled his cage pretty good. Wonder who he’s calling.”

I watched Bosco as he made the call. He carefully avoided looking in our direction. He was on for some time, at least ten minutes. When he was done, he finally looked at us, shrugged, and pointed first to himself and then in the direction of the men’s room. He stopped to chat on his way there, sneaking looks at us. When he was out of sight, I turned to Peggy. “I’m guessing this place has a back door. He’s bugging out.”

She smiled. “Need any help running down the little shit?”

“Nah. I got it.” 

I took off out the front door and around the side. I found the alley behind the place, and almost bowled Bosco over as he tried to hurry away. “We didn’t finish our talk,” I said, grabbing a handful of his jacket. His face had the look of a frightened rabbit.

“Leave me alone,” he said. “You don’t know what you’re messing with.”

“No, I don’t,” I admitted. “That’s why I need some information from you. Why is asking about Stevie so scary?”

“I don’t know where he is. I haven’t seen him.”

“You’re a terrible liar, Bosco. Just tell me. Is he in some kind of trouble?”

“You are.” The voice came from behind me. 

I turned, moving Bosco between me and the speaker. A rather large man was coming toward us, flexing his fists. He looked like two days’ worth of bad news. 

“I’m just asking about a friend of his,” I said. I wasn’t completely sure this wasn’t one of Bosco’s acquaintances thinking I was simply bullying a gay man. But if it had been a buddy, Bosco would have relaxed more. He still looked panicked. 

“Too bad for you, then.”

I pushed Bosco toward the guy to see how the man would react. He brushed Bosco aside and kept coming. I turned slightly, adjusting my balance. 

When I judged he was close enough, I snapped out a kick to his knee, and followed with a smack to his nose after my kick brought his head forward. I front-kicked with the other leg, low so he couldn’t grab me. Now my left was facing him, and I fired a pair of jabs that brought his hands up to defend his face. I threw a solid hook into his now-open gut, knocking him back, but not down. Tough bastard. 

Before he could recover, I drove another side-kick to his kneecap, and got a groan, but he slipped back out of range. Fast learner. 

A sound made me stop. It was the slide of an automatic. I looked past the attacker, and there stood another man, almost as big, holding his weapon in a classic shooter’s stance, sights trained on my center mass. “Enough,” was all he said. There was nowhere to get away in the alley. Palms up, I backed off. 

The injured man hissed to his compatriot. “Do it. Outside this club, they’ll write it off.”

I heard a door open behind me. “Zack? You out here?” 

“Go back inside.” I doubted the guy would want to pop us both, but he had to shoot her if he shot me. Instead, the gunman grabbed his wounded buddy and disappeared. I started breathing again. I looked around, but Bosco had flown the coop.

Peggy came back out. “Did that guy have a gun on you?”

“He sure did.”

“What was all that about?”

“Seems our boy Bosco called in the cavalry.”
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Chapter 10
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I called J.C. “I just had an interesting run-in with a pair of mooks. One pulled a gun.”

He sighed. “Old friends, or new ones?”

“New ones.”

“You have a knack.”

“I asked an artist about Stevie, and he ran off to the phone, made a call, and bolted. I grabbed him, but two tough guys showed up.”

“And you called me why?”

“I heard about an art war going on locally. I wondered how serious it got.”

“Well, it’s not the mob wars in Chicago,” J.C. said. “This is the first I’ve heard about gunmen.”

“Someone from the art colony drowned a few months ago.”

“Oh, yes. I heard about that. It was a friend of Sonny’s that pulled him from the water.”

“Our friend Sonny, the giant lobsterman?”

“The same.”

“Think I could talk to him?”

“Well, tomorrow’s Sunday, and Sonny’s hosting a clambake. I’m going, and I can call and see if his friend will be there. You like clams and lobster?” 

“Lobster, yeah, not so much on the clams. But Allison likes both.”

“Bring her along. Sonny will like her.”

“But will she like Sonny?”

“They’ll get along famously. Let me make a call and I’ll get back to you.”

The next day, Allison and I joined J.C. on the ferry out to Peak’s Island, the giant jewel of Casco Bay. J.C. had his car on board, and we stood at the rail on a glorious Maine Summer day. The water was a palette of iridescent colors shimmering in the light. I felt the ocean breeze and exulted in the warmth of the sun. 

“This is nice,” Allison said. “I hope it turns out better than the last outing you took me on.”

J.C. looked at me. I shrugged. “We went to the art colony down near Ogunquit. The gallery owner recognized me and had some guy try to throw us out. It wasn’t my fault.”

J.C. shook his head. “You find more trouble in a day than most people find in a lifetime.”

I ignored him and addressed Allison. “As good as Miami?”

“Better,” she said. “This is home.” 

“My home, too, now.”

“Sure you’re not just another flatlander tourist?”

“That hurts.”

“You wave at the other boats. That’s what tourists do.”

“They waved at us first. And I’m happy.”

J.C. snorted and moved off down the rail. 

I enjoyed the rest of the voyage, and we all piled into the car when we reached the dock. We finally got through the milling masses at the landing, and headed across the island. Peaks was prime real estate now, but Sonny’s family had lived here for several generations. We pulled into a driveway filled with beat-up trucks, new Volvos, and half a dozen motorcycles. The bikes gave me a start, but they ran to sporty models. None looked like the type favored by the biker gang that wanted me dead. 

There was quite a festive crowd when we went around out back. J.C. caught Sonny’s eye and waved. We made our way through the knots of people. Sonny was on the back deck at a giant grill, cooking hamburgers and hot dogs, with a spatula in one hand and a bottle of beer in the other. J.C. took Allison’s hand and brought her forward. “Allison, this is your erstwhile host, Sonny. Sonny, this is the beautiful Allison. And you remember Zack.”

Sonny looked at Allison. He jerked his head toward me. “You could do better, you know.”

“I know. But he brings me to the best places,” she spread her hands, and they both laughed. 

J.C. looked at the grill. “Some clambake.”

“This is for the kiddies, and those pussies who won’t eat lobster and clams. Merrill’s tending the bake.”

“Merrill is Sonny’s brother,” J.C. explained. “The nice one.”

“Only ‘cause he hardly says a goddamned word,” Sonny said, and turned a line of burgers. He looked around. “Doobie! Get your ass over heah and make yourself useful.” Sonny’s Down East accent was fun to listen to, like an old Marshall Dodge ‘Bert and I’ routine. 

A rangy fellow with a Red Sox cap came over, beer in hand. Sonny handed him the spatula.

“You tend this meat, and don’t you let it burn.”

Doobie nodded, and took over without a word. Sonny finished his beer. “Come with me,” he said, placing his empty bottle in a barrel. He started for the house and we followed him inside. 

Setting off the living room was a big painting on the wall, framed well, with good lighting. We all stopped to look at it. 

“Looks like a Hartley,” Allison said. 

“You got a good eye, sweetie,” said Sonny, beaming. “My grandaddy knew old Marsden, would take him out fishin’ once in a while. We got a coupla others around the place, but this is our pride and joy.” Sonny looked at me. “What’s the matter? You don’t think a boat bum like me knows good art?” 

“I wonder how many lobstermen have a museum-quality piece worth thousands hanging on their wall,” I said. 

“Not too goddamn many, I’ll betcha,” Sonny laughed. “All right, J.C. let me get out the good stuff.” Sonny went to a small bar set in a nook. He set out three squat glasses and put a bottle of scotch up on the bar. “You gonna have some, darlin’?”

“No thanks,” said Allison. “I’ll have some white wine, though.” 

“Comin’ right up,” Sonny said. He took a glass away and replaced it with a wine goblet. He reached into a cooler behind the bar and came up with a tall, slim bottle. “Pinot grigio?”

“Lovely,” said Allison. 

Sonny retrieved a corkscrew and opened the wine. He poured a generous amount into the wine glass and handed it to Allison. He looked at me. “Juice box for you?”

“Funny, Sonny.”

He opened a bottle of club soda and poured some into a tall glass. “Ice?”

“No, thanks.”

He put a wedge of lime into the glass and pushed it across the bar. 

I looked at it. “You cut fresh limes?”

“We’re havin’ a goddamned party, ain’t we?”

Sonny opened the scotch and poured into the two glasses. When he was done, about a third of the bottle was gone. J.C. took one glass and held it up to the light. He nodded and clinked glasses with Sonny. He took a sip and stood there with his eyes closed in an almost reverent pose.

Since he looked so enthralled, I couldn’t help commenting. “Should we be singing the Hallelujah Chorus?”

“Shush,” he said. “We are in the presence of greatness.” 

“Not too shabby,” said Sonny. “At a hunnert bucks a bottle, it oughta be. Only trouble is, now I can’t drink beer for a while. Don’t want to drown this out.”

“Small price to pay,” said J.C. 

“The wine’s good, too,” said Allison. Sonny smiled at her. 

I held up my club soda. “Party on. You live pretty good for a fisherman, Sonny.”

“That’s ‘cause I never got married,” said Sonny. “Lemme go find Lewis.” He left, while we stood around and sipped our drinks.

J.C. smiled at Allison. “He really likes you. Not many get this kind of treatment. He certainly wouldn’t have rolled out the red carpet for him.” He indicated me with a motion of his head. 

“I’m flattered,” Allison said. “This is the second time this week Zack has pimped me out as bait. Last time it was a woman, though.”

J.C. raised his eyebrows. 

I shrugged. “After we were asked to leave the art colony, I needed to talk to someone there. She asked if Allison could come along. So we all had a nice meal.”

“And I take it her interest was more romantic than sisterly,” J.C. said. 

“I’m surprised he doesn’t have me dress more hookerish. You know, boots, low-cut blouse, lots of makeup. Anything to get information.”

“Hey,” I said. “J.C. was the one who said to bring you today.”

“See? You’re all in on it.”

“And you make the best honeytrap ever, my dear,” said J.C. 

I was looking at Allison, but she didn’t seem truly upset. And she had a point, which I didn’t want to admit. 

Sonny came back with a grizzled old fisherman, whose skin was as tanned as a saddle, and with wrinkles around his eyes from squinting into the sun for too many years. He wore rumpled old clothes, but they looked clean and didn’t smell of fish. 

“This here’s Lewis,” Sonny said, before pointing at the rest of us in turn. “Allison, J.C., and Zack.”

“How do,” Lewis said by way of greeting. When I shook his hand, it was gnarled and solid, with numerous scars making miniature maps. 

“Bourbon?” Sonny was already holding a different bottle. 

Lewis nodded. “Sonny tells me you folks is interested in that fella I pulled outta the water a few months ago.”

“That’s right,” I said. 

“Well, we was coming back in, saw something bobbing in the waves. Got the gaff and brought her in. Realized it were a body.”

“What did you do?”

“Pulled it up on deck, while Yanto called the cops.”

“Any I.D. on him?”

“Didn’t find a wallet, nothin’ else to say who he was. Later they said he were some kinda artist fella.”

“Tell us about the body.”

“Had all his clothes on, ‘cept one shoe was missing. Looked like he’d been banged up pretty bad, though. Musta got hammered against the rocks a bit, then washed back out.”

“So his face was all battered?”

“Face and head.” Lewis shrugged. “Couldn’t tell about the rest of him, ‘cause like I say, he were dressed.”

“Did it look like he drowned?”

“Mighta.”

I raised my eyebrows. 

Lewis shrugged. “I’ve seen drowned folks. I wouldna said it. But later on, they said he did.”

“They might have got that wrong. Any other marks?”

“I didn’t check him stem to stern, you know. He was dead. Left him stretched out on the deck until they came to get him.”

“What do you guess? He fell off a boat?”

“He warn’t really dressed for being out on the water. No one come for’ard to say he’d been on their boat, though, and no small craft were reported missing.”

I spread my hands. “If he didn’t fall off a boat, how’d he get out there?

Lewis shrugged. “Maybe out walking along the rocks by the shore and got taken by a wave. Happens from time to time.” 

“What did the police say?”

“Like I said. Just an accident, and he drowned.”

I chewed my lip, unable to come up with anything important to ask. Lewis drained the last of his bourbon and set the glass down. “Anything else?”

Something bothered me about the account, but I couldn’t put words to it. “I guess not. Thank you.”

“Now it’s time to get me some lunch.”

“Enjoy your lobster,” I said.

“Lobster!” Lewis almost spat. “I haul them goddamned things up every day. I’m sick of ‘em. I’m getting some of them hot dogs.” We all laughed. He nodded and left. 

Allison held out her empty wine glass to Sonny. “Think I could get a refill?” He smiled and complied.

She turned to me. “I’m going to need this, because I know that look on your face.”

“What look?” I tried to appear innocent.

“That ‘I’ve got a mystery’ look. You like to play Hardy Boys, and now you’ve got this mysterious death to investigate.”

Sonny eyed me. “What is it you do again?”

“Security consultant, right now,” I said. “But I’m looking for someone. He was tied in to the art colony where this drowned guy came from. Maybe there’s a connection.”

“But you’re not a private eye,” Sonny said. “I can see why. Didn’t seem like you got much information.”

I shrugged. “It never does. One little piece at a time, like a jigsaw puzzle. Next I want to talk to that Mrs. Perkins, who runs the art colony down near Ogunquit.” I looked at J.C. “You know her, don’t you? Can you introduce us, so I can talk to her without her bodyguard jumping me?” 

“No.”

“Sorry, what?”

“No, I’m not going to do it. The last time I got someone to help you, he got in trouble and lost his job.”

I looked at him in disbelief. “Well, I’m sorry about that, but I made it right, didn’t I?” 

“With him. Not with me. I lost a good contact. I won’t do that again.” He was dead serious.

“But you brought us today.”

“Sonny can handle himself, as can Lewis. But you have a way of attracting serious problems, and I don’t want to expose vulnerable people to that.” 

I felt embarrassed and hurt, and left in a huff. J.C. was my friend, so what was all this shit about? I went out and sat by the water. Dark thoughts and ideas rattled in my head like a rock in my shoe. Allison had called it. I’d stumbled on a mystery, and it was nagging at me. All I’d wanted to do was find some kid who hadn’t talked with his grandmother in a while, and I’d uncovered thugs, liars, an art war, and maybe a murder. All kinds of things scuttle out when you turn over enough rocks.

I looked out to sea, at the wide expanse of water surrounding this tiny jewel of Casco Bay. On another island, not far from this one, I’d encountered an old Yakuza boss who messed up my life and almost got me killed. And things had been worse on the mainland, more death and loss. Though I loved my new home, and found it a healing place, I kept running into trouble. 

Sonny came over a few minutes later. “You’re one hell of a guest.”

“Sorry.”

“Well, if you can’t have any fun on a day like this, that’s your problem.” 
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