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For they that go down to the sea in ships






PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS

Ryan Tapia: sole agent in the FBI’s Bangor office, an extension of the agency’s Portland branch office

Harriet Williams: agent overseeing the FBI’s Portland suboffice, itself a branch of the Boston field office, and so Ryan’s supervisor

Ricky Cutts: a ne’er-do-well lobsterman

Shirley Cutts: his hospitalized mother

Caleb Goodwin: leader of the Highliners, the unofficial overseers of the lobstering enterprise on Liberty Island

Hercules “Herc” Fernald: a member of the Highliners

Johnny Mac: subtribal police officer for the southern branch of the Malpense tribe, also the subtribal chief

“Peeled Paul” Soco: a member of the Malpense tribe living a hermit’s existence on Big Bold Island

Absalom “Abby” Buck: island entrepreneur

Dorothy Peyton: county medical examiner

Solidarity Harrison: high-end fish marketer and Dorothy’s partner






WESTERN EAR HEADLAND, ISLE AU HAUT, MAINE

As Ryan Tapia made his way down the far southwestern shore of Isle au Haut, his eye was drawn to the pink granite sloping down to the sea, the way it held the warm late-afternoon sunlight gleaming across the water. He still had not grown accustomed to the intense beauty of the Maine coast, with its sharp green forests, blue skies and waters, and pink rockbound shores. Its huge, unending tides, sometimes running to fifteen or twenty feet—it was all stunning. He realized, with surprise, that five months after the accident, he was beginning to enjoy nature again and perhaps to appreciate life. Or parts of it. Not people. Not at all.

After walking along the shore cliff for a half mile south of the Duck Harbor ferry landing, Ryan stopped and surveyed the scene. He reviewed the directions he had received from the law enforcement liaison officer at the Acadia National Park headquarters. He had reached what she had called “a notable notch in the cliff.” He looked down into the water, and there, about five feet below him, he perceived what he had been summoned to see—a body bobbing face down in the dark green seaweed of low tide. His eye followed the slope upward, to where groves of stunted spruce and fir maintained a gnarled hold in the thin, pebble-heavy topsoil. There, also as promised, at the line between the rock and the woods, leaning against a boulder, sat the man who had been waiting for him, a national park ranger clad in the dark greens and grays of his service.

Ryan walked closer. He sniffed once and then again. There definitely was a skunky reek of marijuana in the air. Was there someone else here? He looked around and peered into the darkness of the trees. No. Ryan approached the man, who was still leaning, and saw that he was puffing on a joint. Thin gray smoke curled up around the brim of his Smokey Bear hat. He sported an untrimmed beard and a ponytail, both flecked with gray.

The ranger in turn looked Ryan up and down, taking in the sight, unusual on a remote edge of the Maine coast, of a lanky man in his thirties wearing crew cut red hair, khaki trousers, a blue oxford shirt, a blue blazer, and black shoes with rubber soles. “You the FBI man?” the ranger asked, stating the obvious. Ryan could not have looked more out of place. In rural Maine, even bankers dressed like they were going deer hunting, in jeans and flannels. The ranger’s eyes were bloodshot.

Ryan nodded. He had a lot of questions, but the indolent ranger beat him to it, saying, “Had to fuck up pretty bad to get posted to Bangor, huh?”

In just four weeks of being assigned to Maine, Ryan had grown accustomed to this jibe. Upon learning that he was from the Federal Bureau of Investigation, Mainers, with their rough rustic humor, instantly would prod him verbally. He had heard it half a dozen times, the bemusement that he was not just exiled to Maine, but all the way to the Bangor office, an outpost of the Portland office, which itself was a satellite of the bureau’s Boston office. The end of the line in more ways than one, he had been informed several times in a variety of ways.

“I requested the assignment,” Ryan responded evenly. He didn’t care to explain himself. For his part, he wanted to ask how a federal official—which the park ranger was—could smoke marijuana while in uniform and on the job, and indeed while on federal land. But, he reminded himself, stick to your tasks. That was how he had gotten through life since the accident. Each day, one foot ahead of the other. Each night, horrible dreams.

The task at hand was still floating in the seaweed down below them. “There’s your man,” the ranger nodded. “Haven’t touched it.” That “it” caught Ryan’s ear. People don’t know how to talk about the dead, he mused to himself. The ranger passed over to Ryan a gaff hook, that most useful tool of the sea, used constantly to snag lines, objects, and even, in this case, a dead person.

Ryan shuffled judiciously down the slope to the water’s edge. The corpse was there, bobbing in a cleft in the rocks, face down and shirtless, but what was apparent indicated that he was likely a lobsterman. Indeed, his legs were entangled in the floating rope employed in the lobster fishery. Ryan’s eye followed the line over to the rocks about twenty feet away where a red-and-white lobster buoy bobbed in the seaweed. Probably got caught up in his own gear while pulling traps and got tugged out the stern of his boat, Ryan thought.

Ryan took a series of photographs with his cell phone to capture the time and place: “Isle au Haut, Maine/May 23.” Then he extended the aluminum shaft of the gaffer. He slipped its black plastic hook under the farther belt loop on the blue jeans the overweight dead man was still wearing and then pulled it back toward himself to flip over the body.

When he did, Ryan stepped back in surprise. The hands seemed to be moving in small, frantic ways. As they came into focus, he saw the movement in fact was made by dozens of small, white-spotted green crabs, gnawing on the flesh between the fingers. And, he saw, on the armpits and lips. All the tender parts, he thought. Much of the face had been nibbled away, along with the fingers. The eyes, which to the taste of these crabs were a soft, delicious jelly, were gone altogether, leaving deep empty sockets. It always surprised Ryan how large the human eye socket was. The vacant holes were the size of tennis balls. He pulled on yellow medical gloves and then kneeled by the body, flicked away some crabs, and checked the pockets. He could feel the cold of the late-spring seawater through the gloves, and guessed the surface temperature was about forty-seven degrees. The corpse carried neither wallet nor keys. “Who are you?” he said out loud. He was feeling misled and frustrated.

No ID, no tats, not much of a face, not much left in the way of fingerprints. Just a corpse bedecked in seaweed, crabs, and snails. All courtesy of a stoned ranger, who loomed up behind Ryan at the top of the rock notch. Welcome to Maine, Ryan thought, wondering yet again if he had made the right choice by asking to be posted here.

“How do we get the body out of here?” Ryan asked.

“Usual drill,” the ranger said.

“Which is?”

“Not the first time a body has washed up on Isle au Haut,” the ranger explained. “Usually it’s some ‘from-away’ on a yacht, gets up in the middle of the night to pee over the side, a bit unsteady from the evening gin and tonics and the red wine with dinner, a wave rocks the hull, he loses his balance, and over the side he goes, kersplash!” the ranger said with surprising glee, waving his arms upward. “Even on an anchored boat, it is almost impossible to get back up, unless there’s a rope ladder over the side. We call that an ‘open zipper death.’ The crabs love those.” He chuckled at his own grim humor.

Then, more informatively, he said that he had radioed ahead to the ferry’s skipper. On its next run, after it dropped all its passengers at Duck Harbor, it would swing down here and his deckhand would toss a line to them. The deckhand would pull the body in. Ryan then would oversee wrapping it in a tarp, stowing it below in the ferry, and delivering it to an ambulance already waiting at the dock on Liberty Island, the main port on this part of the coast. The ambulance in turn would drive the corpse around Penobscot Bay to the county medical examiner in Rockfish, on the west side of the bay.

Ryan was relieved. “Got it, except I don’t think this will be my case,” he said, standing and stretching. The body might be impossible to ID, but that did not appear to be a problem for him. A drowned lobsterman was regrettable, of course, but not of any official interest to the FBI. “Why’d your liaison call me?” he asked the ranger in genuine puzzlement.

“Because,” the ranger said, “in the Park Service we do drownings. We do hikers who get lost and die of exposure. We do deaths by car accidents and rock-climbing falls. Honeymooners falling off sit-on-top kayaks and getting hypothermic. We even do dads having propane explosions at campsites. But we don’t do homicide investigations.”

Ryan looked at him in surprise. “What?” He had seen no indication that he had a killing on his hands.

“Check out the top of his head,” the ranger said. “It’s stove-in. And not by these rocks—more like something narrow and heavy, like a lead pipe or something. Someone whacked this guy but good.”

Ryan hadn’t looked at the body from that top angle. He chided himself for that. He always felt a step behind these days, like only half his brain was working. And the crabs had surprised him. He picked his way around the rocks in the little cove at the base of the niche, kneeled and used the gaff hook to push away some brownish-green kelp. The ranger was right. The skull had been hit, hard, compressed perhaps two inches in. Ryan did indeed have a likely homicide on his hands. And, Ryan thought, with a body that promised to be hard to identify. He sighed, almost groaned, in despair about getting stuck with an unidentified victim in an unsolvable case. What a great way to begin his time in Maine, he said to himself.

“No one liked him anyway,” the ranger said, as if in consolation. “He was kind of a jerk.”

Ryan looked up in surprise. He asked how the ranger knew that, given the lack of identifying features or documentation.

“Oh, that’s Ricky Cutts,” the ranger said. “Lobsterman out of Liberty Island.”

Ryan looked at him in puzzlement.

“When I saw the buoy on the rope attached to the carcass, I noticed the number on it, 7135. I texted the state Department of Marine Resources and asked for the name of who held that license to fish for lobsters.” He took out his cell phone to show Ryan the official response: “Commercial license: 7135. Holder: Ricky Cutts. Age: 35. Weight: 235. Height: 5 foot 9 inches. Eyes: Blue. Hair: Brown. Vessel: FV Pussy Man. Residence: 1 Alewife Road, Liberty Island, Maine.” The matches were all there. Except for the blue eyes, of course. And where was the fishing vessel that was listed on that license?

Ryan looked at the ranger, hands held out flat and turned up, American body language for: Dude, why didn’t you tell me all this?

“You didn’t ask, J. Edgar,” the ranger responded.






HEY BOSS

After the body of Ricky Cutts was delivered at the Liberty Island dock to the waiting ambulance, Ryan got into his truck. His exchanges with the park ranger had reminded him that he was not thinking at his best. He was forgetful and had been ever since the accident. He would walk into Hannaford’s grocery store and not be able to remember what he had come to buy. He worried that his investigative powers were similarly impaired. He sat in the truck and stared at the yellow note he had taped to the dashboard: “Ask follow-up questions.” It embarrassed him that he needed to remind himself of that elementary rule of investigation, things like, How do you know that? And, Who did you tell about this incident? Or, What do you think really happened? He had this unhappy feeling that he was basically a rookie again, starting all over, tripping over his own feet while onlookers chuckled and made snide comments to each other.

Then he drove north to his rented cottage on the outskirts of Bangor. The remoteness of the place struck him again. Maine was like no place he had ever lived or worked, having grown up in the suburbs of Orange County, California, back when it was still booming. As the miles went by, his mind drifted back to that increasingly distant time and place. After high school he felt a need to mature a bit, so he signed up for a three-year hitch in the navy, which trained him in basic engine work and assigned him to the minor-repairs section of the big service shipyard in San Diego. There he learned a lot about names of parts and tools but didn’t see much of the world, except for three months of temporary duty on assignment to an air-conditioning unit on Guam, the most boring island in the Pacific. What can you say about an island whose national dish is Spam?

It developed that his navy job as an assistant engineman was to spend his days retrieving tools for someone who actually was allowed to use them, and then to clean up the mess after the job was done. His strongest memory was of being gruffly corrected several times a day by grizzled older sailors, as in “get the fucking five-inch grip, not the fucking five-inch clamp, you fucking moron.” One thing he learned was that he didn’t want to be an engine mechanic, so he left the navy to enroll at Cal Poly in San Luis Obispo, where he majored in criminal justice. In fact, he had met Marta in a sociology course they both took called Gender, Crime, and Violence. Then he went into law enforcement, she into teaching elementary school. They married, and a year later she had their first child.

As a newcomer at the FBI’s field office in San Diego, he had been assigned to the health-care fraud team. Such investigations were not high-profile work, but they earned the bureau much credit, because finding the culprits helped save the federal government millions of dollars a day. The core of the work was investigating doctors who churned out Medicare bills that were either highly inflated or for nonexistent services. After a year of essentially working as an assistant, Ryan was tossed a small case on which, for the first time, he was the lead agent. It involved a doctor who exaggerated the workplace injuries of several dozen patients in exchange for a 25 percent cut of their insurance payments. Most of the necessary information was provided to him by insurance firms suspicious of the doctor’s pattern of invoices. Ryan nailed the guy on wire fraud. The case involved total overpayments of about $200,000, penny-ante stuff compared to some of the big Medicare fraud cases. Normally it would have been too small to pursue, instead left to the insurance companies to recover their funds in civil suits, but Ryan’s boss liked sending the signal to doctors that even small frauds made them vulnerable to criminal prosecution. Doctors didn’t mind paying fines, but for some reason hated doing time, even when it was at the Club Fed up in Lompoc. And it was a good training wheels case for Ryan, making him do all the overview work like working with an assistant US attorney to prepare the charges and then writing a case summary.

Because his investigative work didn’t involve imminent threats, his schedule was flexible, so he also was assigned a lot of liaison work with Customs, Border Patrol, and the DEA, even TSA. It was a job often given to a new guy, who was expendable, but it offered some valuable lessons about coordination, jurisdiction, and especially differing investigative techniques. The best agents, he decided after watching several different approaches, had a kind of dual mind: half coldly methodical, checking the boxes, but the other half imaginative and empathetic, ready to take leaps and filling in the steps later. For all that, he was embarrassed to say, he never had been the lead agent on a major investigation. The San Diego office simply was too well staffed for a newbie to be given the lead on anything that could make headlines, like going after violent bank robbers or Mexican narcotics cartels.

He turned off the pavement of the county highway and onto the mile-long dirt road that led to his rented house on a pond. In the wake of his family catastrophe, he was living on the other side of the continent, in the evergreen woods near a small, declining city that had peaked before the Industrial Revolution. Bangor had thrived in the first half of the nineteenth century, when the new American nation was hungry for the trees of Maine to burn for heat and to build ships and houses. In 1860 Bangor was the world’s largest lumber port. But after the Civil War, the wood market collapsed as the nation shifted to oil and coal for warmth and to steel and brick for much of its construction material. The business of exporting Maine’s thick winter crop of ice fell even harder with the rise of mechanical refrigeration. He had moved more than three thousand miles, but perhaps the time difference was greater than the distance. California had launched the postindustrial digital age; much of Maine had never made it all the way into the industrial age.

He did most of his paperwork at his kitchen table in his cottage, which sat on the shore of a small pond in the woods a few miles north of the city’s airport. He only went to his FBI office in the chilly basement of the federal courthouse as needed. Anyway, that office was really just a cubbyhole, with no privacy. Customs, Border Patrol, coast guard, EPA, the Army National Guard, Social Security—they were the big federal dogs in Maine. The FBI in central and upper Maine was, well, him—one relatively young, badly rattled agent, unsure of where he was going in life. Even the Small Business Administration had a bigger presence in Maine than the bureau.

At home, he listened to a voicemail message on his cell phone from the Coast Guard’s investigative service in Boston, which said the Guard’s Rockfish station had passed along a report that a Maine-registered fishing boat had fetched up on the shoals west of Malpense Island. The Native Americans out there, the coast guard officer said, had hauled it off the rocks at high tide and then towed it into their nearby harbor. “Understand from Park Service that you are lead agent on inquiry related to boat,” the clipped voicemail ended. He interpreted it as the bureaucratic equivalent of “tag, you’re it.” It was, he realized, the first voicemail or text he had received from someone outside the FBI since he had moved to Maine.

There’s an old military saying he had heard in the navy: you want something bad enough, you’ll get it bad enough. He had wanted isolation, and he had got it. On one of his first nights in the cottage, a still and windless evening, right after he moved in from the Motel 6, he had stood unmoving on the back porch. He had heard a low, almost inaudible “shush, shush,” wondered where it came from—and realized it was his own blood, pushing through the carotid arteries on either side of his neck.

Ryan’s predecessor as the FBI’s man in Bangor had retired on the first day he was eligible for a full pension. He headed north, pulling a U-Haul to a log cabin on Scopan Lake, almost off the grid. It was way north in “the County,” as Mainers called potato-rich Aroostook, Maine’s northernmost and biggest county, almost a separate entity. The old guy had left behind an exceedingly thin Rolodex, and even what was there was sometimes outdated. In the bedraggled M section, Ryan found the entry for the cell phone number of the Malpense police chief in Southport. He left that man a message about his needing to go “examine a boat that wound up in your jurisdiction.” He added, “Please consider it a federal crime scene.”

His last call of the day was to check in with the boss—Harriet Williams, his supervisor in Portland. She was a natural manager—a low-key, by-the-book agent. She had gone from high school to the Naval Academy, served five years as a Marine Corps MP officer, and then gone to law school and the FBI. “Spent a lot of time in Quantico,” he observed to her, referring to the northern Virginia town that had both a major marine base and the FBI’s training academy.

In their initial meeting, Harriet told Ryan she understood his desire to serve in Maine, given what had happened to his family. In fact, she said, she herself had requested her Portland assignment. At this point in her life, she said, she needed to slow down a bit. She had a husband who was an agent in the FBI’s Boston office, and they had two small children at the house they had bought in New Hampshire, midway between Boston and Portland, with a reasonable commute to each. She wanted a few years at a quiet post in a good area to raise her children. After that, she would decide whether to punch out of federal employment and get into corporate security or a law practice oriented to financial crimes, or perhaps stay in the bureau and move up the hierarchy. She had her life organized in a rational way that Ryan once felt he had, but no longer. Now, for him, life was a matter of day-to-day, feeling fragmented much of the time. Making it through a week feeling fairly sane was as much as he dared ask.

He updated her on this new case that had fallen into his lap. She seemed pleased that it had come his way. “Good way to learn your territory,” she said. Maine was an oddity when it came to crime. There were people behind bars in the state for stealing buckets of maple sap collecting in the woods for syrup makers. Others were doing time for stealing elvers, which were tiny glass eels in their juvenile state. Mainers didn’t eat them, but people in China considered them a delicacy and were willing to pay $5,000 a pound for them. On the other hand, there hadn’t been any serious bank robberies in Maine for two years, ones where the culprits remained at large for more than a day. Half the time, the tellers recognized the criminals and called their parents. And the Chinese intelligence agencies had far more productive places to spy on than Bangor, Augusta, or Portland. Ryan’s purview also included public corruption, but Maine’s politicians were perhaps the cleanest in the nation, with the worst known grift being the trips the head of the Turnpike Authority had taken to Europe, where he stayed in five-star hotels and dined lavishly. That was an accepted perk in other states. But in Maine, the jury, stirred by the prosecutor’s argument that “it isn’t what we do,” found him guilty as hell, and the judge gave him a three-year stay in the state prison. Ryan also had noticed that internet fraud was his responsibility—in a state that was still tiptoeing into the digital age, with wide swaths that had neither cell phone coverage nor internet connections. So, Harriet had thought, the FBI’s man in Bangor might as well follow this case down every hole. Ease him back in the game.

Harriet told him about something she’d learned early on in her time in Maine: that it was the only part of the United States traversed by the national railroad of another country. “True fact: the Canadian Pacific takes a shortcut from Quebec to New Brunswick, right across Maine.” It is also, she noted, the only state with a one syllable name, which, she added, “has a certain logic to it, because it is the only state that borders only one other state.”

Then, growing more serious, she asked a key question: “How are you doing? How is your personal life?”

“You mean, like, do I have any emotions?” he replied. He was parrying without really meaning to.

“I just need to know that you’re moving in the right direction. You got hit with a pretty heavy dose of stress.”

“Honestly,” he said, “I’m going slow but okay.”

“Are you eating well?”

“Not sure.”

“That means you’re not. You need to pay more attention to self-care.”

Jesus, Harriet, he thought. But he knew she was right. He had been on the thin side all his life. Now, after five months of not really paying attention to food, he was skinny, standing six feet and an inch but weighing just 135. He once had been a man who looked well-built, well-balanced, even graceful, at home in the world. Now he did not. Shaving that morning, he had noticed that his jaw seemed to have tightened and stuck out more. He had become, he realized, a bit of a twitchy stick figure.

“Talk soon,” she said. And that was quite enough managerial hand-holding for both of them.

He walked out on his cottage’s small back deck. Lost Pond: too small for boating and attractive only to an occasional angler looking for bass, and when winter brought thick ice sometimes for skaters. There were only three other houses on the pond, and they all were uninsulated, summer-only “camps,” as Mainers called them. So at this time of year, late May, he had the area to himself. He sipped an India pale ale made in Maine. The local craft beer scene had been a pleasant surprise to Ryan, who had grown up sipping Lagunitas in California. Since coming to Maine, he had pretty much been living on eggs, apples, and beer—not a balanced diet, he knew, but somehow its simplicity fit his estranged place in the world. Above the pines topping the low ridge across the pond, he saw the slow, heavenly lights of a big air force KC-10 tanker lining up to land at the Bangor airport.

And, he thought to himself, for better or worse, you are now conducting an investigation. He was back in the game. I may be down, he thought, but I’m not out—in contrast to that body in the rocks, one Ricky Cutts. He reviewed his case notes for the day, making some additions while the memories were fresh.

He hadn’t gone running since before the accident, but now the urge hit him, probably because it had always helped him think about casework. He changed to shorts and sneakers and went out to jog the mile on the dirt road that went back out to the paved county road. About halfway along, a barred owl swooped him, close enough that Ryan could feel the breeze from the big bird’s wings. Ryan was too big to be deemed prey, so the owl probably was just curious, or turf conscious, like so many other beings in Maine.

That night Ryan dreamed of San Diego, of the accident, of the blackness. It was exhausting, like climbing into a boxing ring every night and going several rounds against a masked heavyweight.

At 2:00 A.M. he finally conceded and got out of bed.






BREAKFAST ON LIBERTY ISLAND

He had never been to Liberty Island—he hadn’t had a reason to do so during his short time in Maine. But it had been home to Ricky Cutts, the deceased lobsterman. Ryan drove through the deserted streets of Bangor at two thirty in the morning and headed south. It was a lovely drive through the woods along the east bank of the Penobscot River. He had never seen stars like this in California. He looked through the windshield up at the vivid splash of white curving across the middle of the sky and, for the first time in his life, grasped how the Milky Way had earned its name.

Then it was up the arch of the high green suspension bridge over Eggemoggin Reach, built in the 1930s, and onto Liberty Island. One of the more surprising aspects of the island that his predecessor had mentioned in his brief exit talk was that Liberty, like several remote parts of rural Maine, had no police force. “Locals don’t want one,” he said. If there was a serious crime, islanders could call the Hancock County sheriff’s department. Often they did not make that call, he added with a shrug: “They say they like to handle their problems themselves.” If the sheriff’s three patrol cars all were busy, the dispatcher could tap the State Patrol. In either event, when a law enforcement vehicle crossed the bridge and causeway, islanders went on alert and sent out calls of warning: “Staties on the island.” It wasn’t hostility to the police as much as a wariness of anyone from off island. And the customs there were indeed different, like driving with an open beer can in one’s hand. One local joke was how driving distances were measured: “Castine? That’s about three beers from here.” Ryan wondered if his unknown FBI truck would receive the same skeptical welcome.

He arrived on the island at 4:00 A.M. At the first intersection, where the two paved side roads of the island met the main road to the harbor on the south coast of the island, he saw a convenience store named the Downeast Depot. It had a neon sign, blinking brightly in the predawn darkness, alternating between BEER in green and COFFEE in red. He went in and poured a cup of coffee into a Styrofoam cup. The drink was hot, but not even ample cream and sugar could disguise that it was both weak and burned, perhaps the worst he had encountered since his time in the navy. The greasy egg and cheese on a muffin was no better. He tried to eat this wretched breakfast standing at a small round table lacking chairs—no invitation to linger there. He used the moment to look over the place. Lobstermen, drowsily going through the morning routine, coming and going, getting coffee and an overpriced, underfilled submarine sandwich for their seagoing lunch. And for some, a six-pack of beer, for drinking aboard the boat after the day’s hauling was done. They knew the prices as well as the clerk did. “That’s thirteen forty-six,” said the young man at the register. Even as he uttered it, the buyer dropped a crumpled ten and a five on the counter and left.

A handwritten sign over the counter advertised “lobster-y” rolls for twenty-four dollars. No one was buying those.

Ryan threw out the remaining half of the hapless muffin, got back in the truck, and drove down across Liberty. It was another seven miles to the south-facing harbor. There, cars and trucks were clustered outside a restaurant called the Fisherman’s Pal. Inside, the restaurant was bustling, the air thick and humid with the rich, steamy aromas of brewing coffee, toasting bread, and sizzling bacon. Ryan surveyed the place, partly out of lawman’s habit. Most of the tables were full, even at four thirty in the morning. These were working people in the northeasternmost part of the nation. Their labors began at dawn and lasted until about midafternoon. That was partly because the mornings were less windy out on the ocean, making it easier to fish then. But it was also because in the depths of winter, this far east and north, the sky grew light around six o’clock in the morning and dark by four o’clock in the afternoon. That solar cycle also set the work schedule for the boatyard, the biggest single employer in town.

Even though the restaurant was crowded, five vacant stools stood at the end of the counter. Ryan slid onto the red plastic of the leftmost. A red-haired waitress glared at him but otherwise did not acknowledge him. He waited. Read the menu. Waited more. Bits of conversation floated across the room, particularly from the corners, which acted as amplifiers.

“Hey, your new impeller came in.”

“Thanks, I’ll stop by.”

“Ain’t cheap.”

“Never is.”

It had the feel of a town conversing with itself, of one big exchange among lifelong familiars. A man came in and stopped by a table. “Sorry to hear about your mother. She doing better?”

Ryan heard another quick exchange: “Bought that new floating rope, I think it parts too easily.”

The person next to him said, “Goddam federal regulations. Fuck the whales.”

Another guy walked in the front door and saw someone eating breakfast in one of the booths. The one just arriving shouted across the room, “Hey, numbnuts, your truck is blocking mine on the wharf.”

“Sorry, Bill, I thought you was still down in Portland.” He held a forkful of scrambled eggs in front of his mouth.

“You know I had to be back for the selectman’s meeting.”

“Was that last night? I forgot. How’d it go?” The fork hovered.

“Well, we’ve got to increase some property taxes to pay for the snowplowing and road salt this coming winter. And right now, I’m feeling like we should raise yours.”

“Fuck you too.” Laughs on both sides. Hearty, good-natured Maine banter. The forkful of egg finally concluded its journey.

The first man offered a solution. “Look, you need to block someone, park in front of Ricky Cutts’s old truck. I hear he ain’t gonna be using it for a while.” A couple of faces turned to look at the speaker.

That exchange also caught Ryan’s ear. While he pondered it, he tried again to signal the waitress. She snorted and kept going. Ryan couldn’t understand the situation. What had he done wrong? She passed by him a third time.

Eventually a man in healthy middle age, perhaps forty-five or fifty, settled down on the stool to Ryan’s right. “Helen, would you please give this poor guy a cup of coffee?” he cajoled in a voice that was at once half-exasperated yet also expressed gratitude to the waitress for protecting his territory.

He reached his right hand over to Ryan. It was callused and cracked, with a few prominent white scars. Even seasoned fishermen got slashed by lobsters sometimes. “I’m Caleb Goodwin,” he said with a straightforward, friendly tone. A black shock of hair hung over his forehead. His eyes were blue and steady. His chin was square but unshaven, with a bit of gray in the stubble, but he still projected an air of vigor, a man willing and eager to take on what this world would throw at him each day. And today it had fetched up this fellow from the federal government.

Helen poured Ryan a cup of coffee but did not look at him. “He took your stool, Caleb,” she said quietly to the man on Ryan’s right.

“Chrissake, Helen, give him a break. He’s from the government. He’s FBI.”

Ryan was surprised Caleb knew that. Three other men walked in together and took the remaining counter stools. Helen knew all their regular orders. “Helen’s just trying to look out for us,” Caleb said to Ryan, in half apology for the waitress’s rudeness. “We’re the Highliners, we meet here at this counter every Thursday morning.” He waved a hand toward the three men to his right. “Herc, Tim, and Guppy.” They nodded at Ryan, a stiff Maine hello. To Ryan’s eye, the three looked like members of an aging country-rock band, except that they had a formality to them, at least with outsiders. This was unfamiliar to Ryan, who had grown up with the easy ways of suburban Southern California, where most people in a neighborhood were relative newcomers. There, everyone was from somewhere else. Here, everyone was from right damn here, often for a couple of centuries. Sometimes their surnames were the same as local landforms—harbors, peninsulas, islands.

The mouth of the last Highliner hung open a bit, which Ryan guessed was the cause of the unusual nickname. They were all middle-aged, sharing the air of successful, independent working men who answered only to themselves and their peers. All wore cotton shirts, work pants, and baseball caps. One cap featured the logo of the Red Sox baseball team, another the Cummins engine company, and the third, on Guppy, was decorated in the feathery dark greens and browns of hunting camouflage.
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