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      I began writing the Ann Kinnear Suspense Shorts after the publication of the second Ann Kinnear novel, The Sense of Reckoning, when I found myself diverted to what would become the first Lizzy Ballard Thriller, Rock Paper Scissors. Wanting to keep Ann’s readers engaged while I was spending time with Lizzy, I wrote the first short, “Close These Eyes.” When my stay with Lizzy stretched into two more novels, I continued writing shorts as a way to keep my readers—and myself—connected to Ann’s world.

      I soon found that a particular holiday or season often became the impetus for a short: Valentine’s Day inspired “All Deaths Endure,” Easter inspired “May Violets Spring,” and a balmy summer day inspired “Write in Water.” As more of these stories accumulated, I began to see the possibility of a collection organized around the months of the year: A Year of Kinnear. (I know this title is never going to catch the attention of search algorithms, but I had been using it for so long that, when it finally came time to publish, I couldn’t imagine calling the collection anything else.)

      What never occurred to me was that it would take eight years—from 2018 through 2025—to complete the collection. I first mentioned it publicly in the 2020 book I coauthored with Mark Leslie Lefebvre, Taking the Short Tack: Creating Income and Connecting with Readers Using Short Fiction, and then turned my focus back to the Ann and Lizzy novels. I was reminded of how much time had passed when Mark and I were working on the second edition of that book in mid-2025, and he said, “You must have published that collection by now … right?”

      In fact, I still had four stories to write: “These Hot Days” (July), “More Than a Jest” (October), “Ever Thanks” (November), and “Wondering Eyes” (December). Those came together between September and November 2025 in what was, for me, an unusually productive burst of short-story writing.

      Each story in this collection stands on its own but read together they offer a broader view of Ann’s world and of the kinds of situations she finds herself in—some tragic, some unsettling, some funny. Dip in where you like or follow the year straight through. (And if you like listening to stories, several of the shorts have audio editions, which you can find at Curios.com.)

      If you enjoy A Year of Kinnear, I would be so grateful if you would take a moment to leave a rating and review on your favorite online platform. And if you haven’t yet followed Ann’s novel-length adventures, be sure to check those out! You can read Ann’s origin story in The Sense of Death, but the rest of the novels can be read in any order.

      Thank you for spending this year with Ann Kinnear.

      
        
        Matty
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        I’ll never pause again, never stand still,

        Till either death hath closed these eyes of mine

        Or fortune given me measure of revenge.

      

      

      
        
        William Shakespeare, King Henry VI, Part 3

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CLOSE THESE EYES

          

        

      

    

    
      Ann Kinnear stepped out of the restaurant into the lacerating cold of the Maine night. The two women who had occupied the table next to her had turned right and headed down the street, chatting and laughing. The man was a few steps behind, silent, hands in pockets, head down.

      Ann followed them.
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        * * *

      

      The restaurant had been warm and lively, the buzz of the patrons’ conversation almost obscuring the background hum of guitar music playing over the sound system. The light was muted, except for a string of white lights glimmering above the rows of bottles behind the bar.

      Ann sat at a table by the window, the cold black night serving as a pleasing counterpoint to the snug warmth of the restaurant and the localized chill of her Dark and Stormy. An Acadia guidebook lay open on the table in front of her. She was disappointed to read that the Park Loop Road leading to Otter Cliff and Cadillac Mountain was closed for the season. The Eagle Lake Carriage Road offered an alternative, although one that, according to the Park’s Facebook page, required ice cleats in spots.

      She had come to Mount Desert Island for a joint interview with her sometimes-mentor, sometimes-rival, Garrick Masser. She had suggested they dine together tonight.

      “I live here,” he said.

      “It doesn’t mean you can’t eat out. Have you ever been to Bloom’s Cafe?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Why ‘of course not’?”

      “It’s for tourists.”

      “It is not just for tourists. I’ve been there a bunch. I know the owner.”

      “You see. You’re a tourist.”

      “I am not a tourist. And it gets good reviews on Yelp.”

      “On what?”

      “Yelp. It’s a review site.”

      “Good heavens.”

      They had agreed that they would meet the following day at Garrick’s home in Somesville for the interview, and Ann was dining at Bloom’s alone.

      She wrapped a protective hand around her drink as a boisterous group of four vacated the table next to her to the accompaniment of swinging coat sleeves and scarves. A few minutes later they were replaced by two women. One was plump, pretty, and cheerful looking, with long blond hair flowing almost to her waist. The other was wiry, with short, wavy brown hair and a pale, somber face.

      Bloom’s owner, Dana, stopped by Ann’s table to take her order of romaine salad and oyster stew. Ann took a sip of her drink and returned to her perusal of the activities available for a wintertime visit to Mount Desert.

      In a few minutes, Dana delivered a beer for the blonde and a Coke for the brunette. The women leaned toward each other across the table and their voices dropped. Ann couldn’t hear their conversation, but whatever it was, their expressions were serious.

      The women sat back when Dana brought their dinners, and their voices became audible again.

      “Well, you can do what you want with the boat now,” said the blonde to the brunette as Dana set down the plates, “without anyone sticking their nose in your business.”

      “I’ve seen your boat, Sylvia—it’s a beauty,” said Dana to the brunette. “Do you have it at the dock?”

      “Yeah,” said Sylvia, pleasure brightening her voice.

      “What year is it?” asked Dana.

      “Seventy-two,” said Sylvia.

      “Grand Banks Classic,” said the blonde, with vicarious pride.

      Ann’s attention perked up. She had heard of Grand Banks boats. Since her first visit to MDI, she had been fascinated with the boats she saw tied up at the docks or motoring through Somes Sound or Frenchman Bay, some floating works of art, some looking barely seaworthy, most somewhere in between.

      Over several visits to Mount Desert Island since the events at the Lynam’s Point Hotel, which still held the media’s attention, she had become interested in MDI as a possible home base. It seemed less and less likely that she would return to her cabin in the Adirondacks—it was no longer the refuge it had once seemed. And if she was living on an island, having a boat would be a new adventure to occupy her time. She could take boating lessons. She could learn about engines.

      She kept her eyes on her guidebook, but tuned her ears to the women’s conversation, hoping to hear more about the Grand Banks.

      The women bent over their meals, but their voices didn’t drop to the earlier, inaudible level.

      “You can do anything, Sylvie,” said the blonde. “You’re selling the house, right?”

      “Yeah, I can live aboard, use the money from the house to do some repairs. But I might need to get somewhere a little warmer for the winter.”

      “Gee, wouldn’t that be a shame,” said the blonde in mock sympathy. “Hey,” she added, “go to Key West, I hear it’s a blast there.”

      Sylvia laughed weakly. “Maybe not that far south.”

      “Sure, you wouldn’t have to go that far. South Carolina, maybe. But if you ask me, getting away anywhere might be a good thing.”

      Ann glanced over. Sylvia’s eyes were on her plate.

      The blonde reached over her plate of meatloaf and mashed potatoes and put her hand on Sylvia’s. “God’ll probably strike me dead for saying it, but he got what he deserved.”

      Sylvia shrugged. “I guess.”

      “You guess? You know it’s true, Sylvie. You’re better off.”

      Ann turned back to her guidebook. The women ate in silence for a time, then moved on to non-boat-related topics.

      By the time the women were enjoying cups of coffee and a shared pie à la mode—Ann lingering over a second cup of decaf—their conversation had become markedly more cheerful.

      “Let’s go to Bangor next weekend and do some shopping,” said the blonde.

      Ann heard a smile in Sylvia’s response. “You know me, I never go shopping.”

      “You’ll need some new clothes for Key West.”

      Sylvia laughed. “Heather, you’re incorrigible.”

      Dana stopped by the table with the women’s bill. Heather grabbed it. “Dinner’s on me.”

      “No—” Sylvia began to protest.

      “I want to buy you dinner,” interrupted Heather. “It’s a ‘first-day-of-the-rest-of-your-life’ celebration. Plus,” she added, “you only had Coke and a sandwich, so splitting wouldn’t be fair.”

      They agreed that Sylvia would leave the tip.

      After settling their bill—Ann paid her check at the same time—the women bundled themselves into their winter gear. They stepped outside, allowing a brief whirl of frigid air into the restaurant. The wind whipped the blonde’s long hair around her face, and they laughed as she tried ineffectually to brush it back. She took off a glove and handed it to Sylvia, then fumbled within the sleeve of her coat. In a moment she produced a hair band from her wrist and corralled her hair in a ponytail.

      Ann considered leaving as well. It sounded like Sylvia’s boat was at the town dock; she could give the women a head start and then walk down to the dock a few minutes after them and see what a Grand Banks looked like. But the reminder of the frigid temperatures outside cooled her enthusiasm and opening a new tab for her usual after-dinner drink started to sound like a better bet. She could look up grand banks boat online from the warmth of her hotel room.

      Ann glanced down at her guidebook to turn a page, and when she looked back up, a man was standing on the sidewalk beside the women.

      He was of indeterminate middle age, with a sallow complexion and longish, dark, thinning hair. He was wearing worn black jeans and a navy fleece jacket that was woefully inadequate for the sub-freezing temperature, but his hunched shoulders looked more like an accustomed posture than like attempted protection from the cold.

      The two women turned and headed down the street in the direction of the dock, the man trailing behind them.

      Ann followed their progress until they were lost from view, then returned to her guidebook. She flipped a page, but the book no longer held her attention. A moment later, she snapped the book shut and slipped it into her coat pocket, then quickly donned coat, hat, and gloves. She patted the other pocket to check for her wallet, waved to Dana behind the bar, then followed the trio out into the cold Maine night.

      There was something about the man that she recognized.
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        * * *

      

      Except for Bloom’s Cafe, even the few businesses that stayed open through the winter were closed at that time of night. Streetlights illuminated the cars parked near the restaurant entrance, then marched away into the residential section, the street deserted as it would never be during tourist season.

      The two women walked close together, both as an aid to their continued conversation and, Ann guessed, as some protection from the biting wind that blew in from the harbor. Ann could hear snatches of their voices, although not the words. The man followed close behind them, silent.

      Ann pulled the zipper of her parka higher, stuffed her hands deeper into her pockets, and walked after them.

      As the street changed from business to residential, the streetlights became more widely spaced. Even the houses themselves showed few lights—either they were summer homes, or their owners were of the early-to-bed ilk. The wind was stronger now, the houses forming less of a barrier than the taller buildings near Main Street. Even the sound of the women’s conversation was drowned out by its whistle.

      As the trio walked into the first area unlit by streetlights, they moved from the sidewalk to the street. Ann followed suit—the sidewalk was uneven, and in some cases stopped altogether, and she didn’t want to take a tumble in the dark. Then she realized that, were one of them to look back, a figure so bundled up against the cold as to be of an indeterminate gender, following them down the street, might look even more suspicious than someone walking on the sidewalk, so she returned to the treachery of its bumps and cracks.

      They continued down the street, the women now as silent as the man, no doubt focused on getting to the warmth of their destination.

      In a few minutes, they stopped at an intersection and the women hugged. Ann had unconsciously closed the gap between her and the trio, and she stepped to the side behind the screen of a bush.

      “I don’t know why you don’t stay at the house with me,” said Heather. “It’s freezing!”

      “It’ll be warm on the boat—I want to get an early start in the morning,” replied Sylvia.

      “Early bird gets the worm,” said the man, his voice a smoker’s rasp.

      “You’ll be okay?” Heather asked.

      “Yes, fine,” said Sylvia.

      “Why wouldn’t we be fine?” said the man. “Right, Sylvie?”

      Sylvia ignored him.

      “I’m counting on you to give me an excuse to visit you somewhere warm, okay?” said Heather.

      Ann could barely hear Sylvia’s response. “It’s hard to get away.” Her earlier cheer had dissipated.

      Heather pulled Sylvia in for another hug. “It’s going to get better. You’re going to get better.”

      “You bet, Heather,” the man said. “All better.”

      Heather nodded, patted Sylvia on the back, then turned and started up the side street, turning back once to wave. Sylvia and the man continued down the road. Ann followed.

      Soon the road curved, and based on earlier, and better lit, walks, Ann knew that they were now moving from the residential portion of the street to the waterfront—the Coast Guard station and the Lower Town Dock. The dock area was even more sparsely lit than the street, but Sylvia was prepared—a pool of illumination from a flashlight appeared in front of the pair.

      Ann began making her way carefully along the side of one of the buildings, where the shadows were the darkest. Seeing the Grand Banks was no longer her primary goal.

      Sylvia and the man made their way down the gangway that led to the floating dock, Sylvia in the lead, but the man close to her shoulder. Ann could hear the murmur of his voice, although not the words. Sylvia continued to ignore him.

      At the dock, a post light cast a stark circle of illumination. Sylvia switched off the flashlight and put it in her coat pocket.

      A boat was tied up to the dock—no doubt Sylvia’s Grand Banks. It was boxy yet somehow graceful, with a glass-enclosed upper area above curtained windows that suggested below-deck living quarters. The paint appeared unblemished, the brass fittings bright, even in the dim light. If Sylvia was going to be living aboard, it didn’t look like it would be much of a sacrifice, especially in a warmer port.

      On the dock, there was no shelter from the wind coming off the water, and the boat strained against its lines.

      Sylvia stepped toward the boat, but the man said, “Don’t get on yet.”

      She paused, and he stepped up behind her.

      “We had some good times on that boat, me and Bobby. God rest his soul,” he said. “The tourists loved it, that’s for sure. Loved him. Bobby could always keep up a patter that kept ’em entertained. Left me to run the thing. She’s not an easy boat to handle, and you don’t want to give a tourist a bumpy ride. Between him with the patter and me at the helm, we did a good business.” He paused, then continued, his voice stronger. “Partners, that’s what we were. Dad may have left the boat to him on paper, but it was both of ours.”

      Sylvia gazed toward the Grand Banks, her arms hanging limply at her sides.

      “Not that he was all talk, mind,” the man continued. “It helped to have another strong pair of hands—grown man’s hands—to manage things.”

      Ann barely heard the response—“I can …”—then Sylvia’s voice faded away.

      The man gave a bark of a laugh. “No, you can’t. Too shy to talk. Too weak to pilot. Only one common sense thing to do.”

      Sylvia shook her head slowly.

      “Want to take her out, Sylvie?” he said, his voice dropping and softening. “Show me you can handle her on your own?”

      Sylvia nodded.

      “Then cast off the bow line,” he said.

      She hesitated.

      “Cast off the bow line,” he repeated, louder this time.

      Sylvia stepped toward the front of the boat, pulled her gloves off, and began unwrapping the line from the post around which it was secured. Ann was no sailor, but it seemed like a bad idea. Especially with the wind as strong as it was, shouldn’t she start the engine first? Ann stepped away from the shadows of the building for a better look.

      As she had expected, as soon as the line was unfastened, the front of the boat swung away from the dock. Sylvia started as if surprised and bent quickly to try to loop the rapidly diminishing length of line around the post.

      “Let it go,” said the man sharply.

      She stood slowly, and the line fell from her hands into the water.

      “Now the other one,” he said.

      Sylvia stepped to the other post to which the boat was tethered, the line taut.

      “But make a loop in the end first,” he said. “That’ll make it easier to keep a hold of.”

      Sylvia knelt on the dock and fiddled with the end of the line for a moment.

      The man stepped forward to examine her progress. “That’s right,” he said. “Now we’re ready.”

      She turned toward him and the light from the dock fell on her face. Her eyes were glazed and unfocused.

      A cold chill crawled up Ann’s spine. She took a few more steps toward the dock.

      Sylvia stood, and switched her attention to the line straining at the post.

      “Now put the loop around your wrist,” the man commanded, “and pull it tight.”

      Before Ann could process what was happening, Sylvia slipped the loop she had created at the end of the rope around her left wrist.

      “Cast off,” said the man urgently, and Sylvia reached out and cast the last loop off the post.

      “No!” yelled Ann. “What are you doing?”

      The man’s head snapped around, his expression equal parts shock and anger.

      Sylvia’s head also came around, and Ann saw her eyes change from vacant to panicked in an instant. Sylvia took a step back from the edge of the dock just as the slack of the rope paid out and snapped taut on her wrist.

      “Grab her!” yelled Ann as she ran down the gangway, knowing even as she said it the futility of her command.

      The line jerked Sylvia toward the edge of the dock. She fell to her knees, then sprawled flat on the rough boards, her right hand scrabbling for a handhold. The wind urged the boat away from the dock, dragging her toward the edge.

      Ann reached Sylvia and fell on top of her, and for a moment the extra weight stopped Sylvia’s slide, but then a gust of wind whistled over their heads and caught the stern of the boat, and they were jerked another few inches toward the edge.

      Ann jammed her arm against the post to which the boat had been tied, and their slide toward the edge halted for a moment. “Help me!” she yelled.

      Sylvia’s right hand was clawing at the knot on her wrist. “I can’t get it off!” she gasped.

      Ann looked over her shoulder to see what the man was doing. He stood near the gangway.

      Ann could see the gleam of the dock light through his body.

      The wind shifted, and the boat’s drift angled to one side. Now, instead of halting their progress, Ann’s arm was the fulcrum of their slide toward the edge. Sylvia tore at the rope on her wrist. A whimper escaped her.

      “Why did you do it?” Ann yelled over her shoulder at the man.

      “I don’t know!” wailed Sylvia.

      They slid another few inches.

      “Help her,” Ann gasped.

      “Is someone coming?” Sylvia cried.

      Ann flinched as the man’s voice grated right next to her ear. “Help her? If I had wanted to help her, do you think she’d be where she is now?”

      He wouldn’t intercede to help, thought Ann, but he probably couldn’t interfere with her attempted rescue either. He had had to rely on suggestion to get Sylvia where she was now. As Ann knew all too well, suggestion could be just as dangerous as direct intervention, but only if the subject was unaware of what was happening. Ann’s awareness of his intent—in fact, of his very presence—should keep her safe. Or so she hoped.

      But it wasn’t the man standing behind her that was Ann’s primary concern—it was the line and the boat at the other end, and the relentless push of the wind against it.

      “Help!” she shouted, and Sylvia joined in her shout, but Ann knew there was no one on the dock, no one on the road, no one who would hear them in any of the houses that overlooked the harbor.

      Frantic, she considered her options. If Sylvia went over the edge into the water, she would theoretically have enough slack in the rope to loosen it from her wrist. But the water was brutally cold, a rime of ice lining the edge of the harbor, and the wind would be pulling the boat—and Sylvia—further from the dock each second. Ann doubted if Sylvia would be functional enough to get the rope off her arm and then get back to land. Ann tried to picture the docks as she had seen them in the daylight—she couldn't think of anywhere nearby where someone could walk out of the water. There might be a ladder from the water to the dock, but after even a minute, it was unlikely that Sylvia would be able to climb it, and Ann could hardly haul her up it.

      There must be someone at the Coast Guard station. If Sylvia went over the edge, Ann could be at the station in two minutes, back with help in five. But would Sylvia be able to last for five minutes in the water? Ann doubted it.

      The boat tugged them another few inches, and now their heads were hanging over the icy water of the harbor.

      Ann was steeling herself to sacrifice Sylvia to the water and to make the dash to the Coast Guard station, when the wind shifted once again, and the boat swung and was suddenly headed right for their heads. Ann rolled back, dragging Sylvia with her, just as the boat slammed into the dock, then turned toward the water as the wind shifted again.

      Ann grabbed Sylvia’s arm with the rope still dangling from it and managed to throw a loop around the post just as the line snapped taut again, the friction sufficient for the moment to hold the boat in place.

      She and Sylvia slumped onto the dock.

      “Oh my God,” Sylvia gasped. “I thought I was dead. You saved me. You saved me.”

      Ann tugged her gloves off and worked at the knot fastening Sylvia’s wrist to the line. When the knot was free, Sylvia crawled back from the edge and sat heavily on the dock, just a couple of feet from the man. Ann watched him warily. He glared back at her.

      “Tie it off,” Sylvia said raggedly, rubbing her wrist.

      Ann gave the line another loop around the post and tied the line with a double knot, glancing back periodically toward Sylvia and the man.

      After a minute, Sylvia crawled back to the edge and began working the boat back to the dock, adjusting the line to keep it taut. When the boat was alongside, she jumped onto the stern, then made her way to the bow. She pulled up the line that was trailing in the water and coiled it.

      “I’m going to throw it to you, can you tie it off?” Sylvia asked.

      “As long as I don’t have to do anything fancy,” said Ann.

      Sylvia gave a shaky laugh. “Just wrap it around the piling—I’ll fix it after.”

      Ann could sense the man standing behind her as she knelt to tie the boat. Again she heard his voice in her ear.

      “Might want to jump over to the boat with Sylvie,” he crooned. “It’s not far.”

      “Shut up,” Ann muttered.

      “Bitch,” he growled, and she sensed him retreating to the gangway.

      When they had secured the boat, and Sylvia had remedied Ann’s amateur knots, Sylvia collapsed onto a wooden box on the dock and dropped her head into her hands.

      “Oh my God, how did that happen?”

      Ann didn’t answer.

      “I tied myself to the boat. Tied myself to it!” Sylvia quavered. “What was I thinking?”

      “What were you thinking?” Ann asked, her eyes on the man.

      Sylvia shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      Ann sighed. “Let’s get you away from here, you’re freezing.”

      Sylvia took a deep breath and straightened up. “We can get onboard⁠—”

      “No, not the boat,” said Ann hastily. “Not right now, at least.”

      Sylvia looked toward the boat. “Maybe not. I have a friend in town, I can spend the night at her house.” She paused. “How about you? What were you doing out here, anyway? Not that I’m complaining.”

      “Just out for a walk.”

      “Funny place for a walk,” said Sylvia. “But lucky for me.”

      Ann guided Sylvia toward the gangway, her body between Sylvia’s and the man’s. He didn’t move, so Ann stepped through him, feeling that unpleasant frisson, like biting into metal.

      Sylvia got the flashlight out of her pocket and clicked the switch, but nothing happened. “Must have broken it,” she said. She slipped it back in her pocket. They crossed the concrete expanse of the dock area, stepping carefully in the dark until they reached the illumination of the first streetlight. Ann looked back. The man was standing at the top of the gangway.

      “You helped her this time,” he yelled, “but you can’t look out for her forever!”

      Ann took Sylvia’s arm, and they continued silently until they got to the intersection where Sylvia and Heather had parted.

      Ann could tell from the expression on Sylvia’s face that the relief at her rescue was starting to give way to confusion about how she had gotten herself into the situation in the first place.

      “My friend lives up here,” said Sylvia. “You have somewhere to go?”

      “Yeah, I’m staying in town.”

      “Okay. Listen, thank you so much. You’re a lifesaver—for real.” She put her hand out and Ann shook it. Sylvia started to turn away, but Ann’s voice called her back.

      “You know,” said Ann, “sometimes things like this—accidents like this—happen when we’re under stress. Are you under stress?”

      Sylvia shifted uncomfortably.

      “Something big. Life-changing.” Ann waited, but there was no answer. “Like a death in the family.”

      Sylvia started. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean people can do stuff when they’re under stress that they would never do normally. And a death in the family is certainly one of those big, life-changing events.”

      Sylvia suddenly looked uncomfortable and took a step back. “What are you talking about?”

      “Oh, nothing,” said Ann, aiming for a breezy delivery. “But when that happens, sometimes it’s best to get away. Away from where that person was.” After a moment, she added, “Far away.”

      Sylvia looked at her for a long moment, then said, “Far away?”

      “Yes, far away. Away from where he … did whatever he did. Or from where you did whatever you did.”

      Sylvia took another step back. “Wait a minute,” she said, her eyes widening, “you were sitting at the table next to us at Bloom’s …”

      “You shouldn’t hang around here,” said Ann urgently. “And if you can’t leave right away, you shouldn’t be alone while you’re here. And when you do leave, you should have someone with you until you get to where you’re going.”

      Sylvia looked at Ann for a moment longer, and then turned and ran up the street, the same route Heather had taken. It seemed like it had been hours ago.

      “Sylvia!” Ann called, but Sylvia didn’t turn around, and Ann doubted whether chasing her would do anything other than fuel her panic.

      Ann turned and trudged back up the street toward Bloom’s.
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        * * *

      

      When Ann stepped into the restaurant, the crowd had thinned. She took a seat at the bar.

      “Couldn’t stay away?” asked Dana from behind the bar.

      “Thought I’d come back for a nightcap.”

      Dana put a cocktail napkin down in front of Ann. “The usual?”

      “Yup.”

      Dana poured a measure of Scotch into a heavy glass and put it, along with a glass of ice cubes, down in front of Ann. “Macallan, rocks on the side.” She peered at Ann. “What happened to your face?”

      Ann reached up and touched her cheek, which was just now starting to sting.

      “Bumped into a telephone pole.”

      Dana laughed. “If I didn’t know you could toddle home to bed from here, I’d have to cut you off.”

      Ann laughed too, as best she could. She dropped one ice cube into her glass and took a sip.

      “Hey, do you know the women who were sitting at the table next to me?” she asked.

      Dana looked toward the table Ann had occupied, her brows knitting for a moment, then said, “Oh, yeah, I know one of them—Sylvia Higgins. I forget her friend’s name.”

      “Heather.”

      “That’s right. Heather. Do you know them?”

      “No, just overheard them talking. What’s the story with Sylvia?”

      “What do you mean?” Dana asked cautiously.

      “How do you know her?”

      Dana dropped her voice. “Unfortunately, everyone around here knows her.”

      “Why?”

      Dana sighed. “That girl has had a tough road. Mom died when she was just a baby, Dad died a couple of months ago. Her dad left her his Grand Banks—that’s a boat—and she’s been trying to make a living off it. Charter, sightseeing. But it’s a tough business, especially at that age. Especially for a girl.”

      “The father … was there a family resemblance? Dark hair, pale complexion, slender?”

      Dana cocked an eyebrow at Ann. “Not so much, her father was blond and stocky. Why?”

      Ann shrugged. “Saw someone near the docks. Thought it might be her dad.”

      “Wouldn’t have been her dad,” said Dana. “He’s been gone—” She stopped. “Oh. Yeah. The ghost thing.”

      Ann smiled wanly. “Yeah, the ghost thing.”

      Dana picked up a towel and polished the bar top for a moment, then said, “Dark hair and pale complexion?”

      “And slender.”

      Dana’s expression was unreadable. “Sounds like her uncle.”

      Ann swirled the ice cube in her drink. “What’s the deal with her uncle?”

      Dana put the cloth aside and leaned toward Ann. “Her uncle thought her dad—his brother—was going to leave the boat to him. When it turned out that her dad had left the boat to Sylvia, he tried to convince her to turn it over to him, or to sell it and split the money with him. He worked on her for a couple of weeks, but she wasn’t budging—she loves that boat. And didn’t love the uncle so much, from what I understand. Then one night he got drunk—well, drunker than usual—and they had an argument and he beat her up. She pressed charges and they threw him in jail.”

      “And what happened to him?” Ann asked, knowing the answer.

      “Got in a fight, got a knife in the stomach.” Dana dropped her voice further. “Didn’t make it.” After a pause, she said, “Hold on a sec.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket and tapped for a minute, then handed it to Ann.

      It was a photo on the Ellsworth American website—a mug shot of Raymond Higgins—and an article dated two weeks ago announcing the man’s death. But Ann had seen those cold eyes only a few minutes before.

      “That the guy you saw?” asked Dana.

      “Yeah, that’s him.”

      Dana took the phone and looked again at the photo. “Maybe there was another brother,” she said uncertainly.

      Ann was silent.

      “Or a cousin or something. And it’s dark. Probably hard to get a good look at someone when it’s so dark.” Dana’s voice was becoming more confident. “It could have been anybody.” She laughed, too loud. “But who am I to say? You’re the expert.” She looked over Ann’s shoulder. “Sorry, I think those folks need—” But she was gone before Ann found out what they needed.

      Ann got out her own phone. She did a search and found the Ellsworth American article and gazed at the mug shot. No, it couldn’t have been anyone else.

      She drained her drink and waved to the young man who had taken Dana’s place behind the bar.

      “I’ll have another Macallan,” she said.

      He brought the bottle and topped off her drink.

      “Hey,” she said as he turned away, “do you know Sylvia Higgins’ friend, Heather?”

      “Sure, Heather Candage. I went to high school with her.”

      “I need to get a message to her. I don’t suppose you know her phone number?”

      “No, sorry.”

      “Email address?”

      “Nope,” said the young man, and turned to serve a newcomer at the bar.

      Ann took a gulp of her drink, then tapped her phone again. In a minute she had found Heather Candage online.

      Facebook, thought Ann, the white pages of the twenty-first century.

      Ann tapped the private message button.

      Heather, you don’t know me, but we have a mutual friend who needs some help ….
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