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“So, India Devlin”—he reached
out to touch her hair — “what
do we talk about now?”


She tried not to act like the wide-eyed girl she was beginning to feel like as he inched closer.


“Let’s see, we’ve talked about Corri. And August. Darla’s business. How we will proceed to investigate Ry’s death. Horseshoe crabs … bird migrations. Have we missed anything?”


His hand was on her elbow and he guided her toward him even as he moved toward her, bridging the slight distance between them with his body until his face was inches away from hers.


“I didn’t think so,” he murmured.
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Chapter 1


With cool impartiality, India Devlin regarded the face of each and every mourner who stood at her brother’s open grave, wondering if perhaps she were, at that moment, looking into the deceptive eyes of a killer who hid a terrible secret while at the same time offering well-rehearsed condolences.


Everyone who was anyone in Devlin’s Light—and many who were not—had come to pay their last respects to Robert Forman Devlin. India, the only sibling of the deceased, shifted her sights first to the group gathered on the opposite side of the waiting grave, then to the large coffin, still draped and flower strewn, which rested almost at her feet. She tucked a strand of unruly blond hair behind her ear and shifted her weight, one foot to the other, all the while watching, watching, praying that someone would do something to give themselves away.


Ludicrous, she chided herself. As if Ry’s killer would step forward and announce that he—or she—was the guilty one.


But who?


Ry Devlin had been the last of the male line of those same Devlins who had come south from the New England colonies in the mid-1600s and whose name was borne by both the lighthouse they had built and the settlement they had founded on the uncertain coast just west of the point where the Atlantic Ocean met the Delaware Bay. Handsome, affable, full of the Devlin charm, Ry had been well liked, admired, respected by all who knew him, and he had seemed to be without an enemy in this world.


Well, he’d had at least one.


India shook her head, incredulous that she should find herself here, in this centuries-old burying place, at so unlikely an event. Once, as a child, India had unsuccessfully attempted to count the number of Devlins whose final resting spots lay behind the small, whitewashed church that had served many generations of the town’s residents. The weathered structure had gone unused for years, since long before India’s birth, though it was faithfully maintained through the efforts of the Devlin Trust; for the country church, like the ancient cemetery and much of the coastal boundary of Devlin’s Light, was on Devlin land.


Beyond Ry’s grave, in this corner of the churchyard, lay the remains of their father, Robert Sr., their mother, Nancy, and their paternal grandparents, Benjamin and Sarah. A little farther down a well-worn path, side by side and for all eternity, lay Benjamin’s parents and, a bit farther more, their parents. And so on, through more generations of Devlins all the way back to Eli, Samuel and Jonathan, the first Devlins to stand on the shores of the Delaware Bay.


And there, about six feet to the left of Ry’s intended eternal home, was the marker erected but two years earlier for Maris Steele Devlin. Ry’s wife of eight months, Maris had taken a rowboat out into the bay to go crabbing one summer morning and had been caught in a sudden squall. Now Maris was memorialized here, amidst the remains of a family she had never belonged to, had never really been part of.


Unconsciously India sought and found the hand of her late brother’s stepdaughter and gave it a squeeze, then gathered the little girl to her in an embrace meant to comfort, all the while wondering if this child would ever know comfort again. As dismayed as India had been over Ry’s choice of a wife, India had adored Maris’s daughter, Corrine. Sweet, shy Corri, who had dealt with loss far too often for one so young and who now, at six, believed she faced the world alone.


Not while I have life, India promised silently, her fingers gently untangling one of Corri’s strawberry-blond curls. She knew exactly how deep the little girl’s grief would be, and she sought, in whatever way she could, to absorb some of it.


India bowed her head and squeezed her eyes closed against the tears welling up behind them and tried once again to swallow the lump that would not be swallowed away as the Reverend Corson cleared his throat and began the final prayers over the heavy bronze coffin. It was long and wide—“oversized,” the funeral director had noted absently—to hold the body of the deceased. Ry had been a big man, tall and broad-shouldered. Agile as a cat, though, and gentle as the wishes they made when, as children, they had sat upon the rocks overlooking the inlet, waiting for the first of the evening stars to appear in the night sky.


“Go ’head, Indy, you first,” Ry would coax his little sister. “And make it a good wish. Good wishes always come true. …


Star light, star bright, first star I see tonight …


“But you can’t tell anybody what you wish for. Or it won’t come true,” he would caution her.


I wish I may, I wish I might …


“’cept you, Ry, right? I can tell you?” she would ask, wanting to share the secrets of her child’s heart with her much loved big brother.


Have this wish I wish tonight.


“’fraid not, Indy. Got to be a secret, even from me …”


Many years later, Indy could still hear Ry’s voice, see the twinkle in his blue eyes as he searched the heavens for her very own wishing star and guided her eyes to it, encouraging her to dream.


Who could have done this to so good a soul as Ry?


“We gather together today in memory of our friend and brother, Robert …” Reverend Corson’s soft voice floated with the ease of a mist across the tranquil bay even as India’s eyes continued to skip from one face to another.


Surely not you, Peter Mason. You who knew Ry since nursery school, who fished the bay with him and shared the treasures of the marshes with him.


“… and to commend his loving spirit to its everlasting rest…”


Nor you, Ely Townsend, who spent so many summer days on the front porch of our house on Darien Road, watching the girls saunter by in their short shorts and halter tops on their way to the small stretch of beach at the end of the street.


“and so we ask you, Father, to have mercy on his soul…”


Or you, Nat Tomlin, who, with Ry, built that old playhouse in the oak tree behind our garage, where you used to sneak cigarettes and girls. The playhouse Ry fell out of when he was fourteen and broke both his legs. No football, no baseball, for all his freshman year.


“… to open the gates of heaven to your servant…”


The cry of a solitary gull echoed across the dunes and over the bay to her left, and India turned toward the sound. From behind an ancient stand of scrub pine, Devlin’s Light rose toward a cloudless sky. Though a storm was in the forecast for later in the afternoon, no sign of it could be seen at eleven in the morning. The shadow of the lighthouse reached almost to the jetty that stretched into the deep blue-green calm of the bay. Here and there a fish leaped out of the water as if to tease the ever-present gulls. But it was the lighthouse, always, that drew the eye and held the gaze.


A three-story clapboard, Queen Anne-style house, shaped like an L, with a six-story tower at the juncture of the two parts of the structure, Devlin’s Light had weathered many storms and had always survived intact. A few of the slate shingles had blown off in this storm or that, its red shutters had faded some and it sorely needed a good painting, but the lighthouse had stood on its present site since the year of its construction, 1876.


The irony of Ry being laid to rest almost in the shadow of the lighthouse that had so dominated his life was not lost on India. As a boy he had played in it. As a man he had devoted much time and energy to its restoration. There was no one spot on this earth he had loved more than he had loved the lighthouse.


The fact that someone had chosen to attack Ry in that place he loved above all others struck India as nothing less than obscene. It was merely an act of fate that he had not actually died there, but in the back of the ambulance that had sped off through the early morning hours, sirens shrieking, though they’d not pass more than five cars between Devlin’s Light and Cape Hospital Emergency Room some twenty miles away.


“… and to grant him everlasting rest and peace in the harbor of your love, O Lord …”


An act of fate, she recalled, and of Nicholas Enright, who, from the deck of the old crabbers cabin he had purchased from Ry, watched as the lantern’s light had ascended the stairwell, then flashed a sudden and erratic descent before being extinguished at the bottom of the steep steps. It was Nicholas Enright who had called both the police and the ambulance, before setting off by rowboat across the small inlet to the lighthouse; Nicholas Enright who had found Ry at the foot of the winding stairs, who had ridden with him in the ambulance to the hospital, who had held Ry’s head and heard his last words and been the last human contact her brother had known on this earth.


India’s eyes wandered across the faces of the strangers in the crowd, wondering which one was Nicholas Enright, certain that he stood among them; since she’d never met the man who had moved to Devlin’s Light the summer before, she could not pick him out. Ry had had so many friends— most of whom she had never met—from Bayview State College, where he had taught for the past few years, from the environmental group that had worked with him to preserve the marshes, from the historic preservation group he had joined some years before to encourage renovation of the town’s many ancient structures.—Nicholas Enright could be any one of the men, young or old, who had come to pay their respects.


“… as we commend our brother Robert unto You …”


Nicholas Enright had shared her brother’s last breath and, from the accounts of the ambulance attendants with whom she had spoken, had done so with gentle affection and the greatest of care. She needed to meet him, to thank him. And, she reminded herself, she had questions to ask that only he, as close a witness to the events of that night as had come forward, could answer.


“… in His name. Amen.”


“Amen.”


“What else can I do for you, Aunt August?” India asked, placing a stack of bone-china cups and saucers on the sideboard in the dining room.


“There are more plates in the kitchen, on the counter there.” Augustina Devlin waved a small, deeply tanned hand in the direction of the tidy kitchen that had served generations of Devlins. “I expect half the town or better will be coming to call at any minute. Weddings and funerals. It’s the same all over. Brings ’em all out. There now, what’d I tell you?”


August adjusted large round tortoise-shell eyeglasses on her no-nonsense face, which was framed by a cap of short-cropped, straight salt-and-pepper hair, and nodded toward the front window, past which seemed to drift a goodly percentage of the population of Devlin’s Light. It was only a matter of seconds before the screen door opened and the first of the townsfolk appeared in the front hallway.


Come to share our grief, Indy thought as she moved with open arms toward Liddy Osborn, who had gone through school with Aunt August in the one-room brick schoolhouse at the foot of Peck’s Lane. Liddy, it seemed, had been there to share all the Devlins’ sorrows. She had been there to hold a weeping Indy the day they’d found Robert Sr., Indy’s father and August’s brother, dead of a heart attack out on the dunes off Lighthouse Road. And Liddy had been there when Nancy died, though India was just a baby when she’d lost her mother and had no firsthand recollection of that. Liddy had been August’s best friend, always. A dear, giving woman, Liddy had seen her own share of sorrow but had refused to let it destroy her loving heart.


And Grant Richardson, there in the hallway, behind Liddy. A county judge, as Indy’s father had been, and a friend of the Devlin family for as long as Indy could remember. Al Carpenter, the chief of police, and his wife, Patsy. Mrs. Spicer, the librarian, and Mrs. Donaldson, Indy’s third-grade teacher. Todd and Wanda Fisher, who ran the general store, and Ed Beggins, Ry’s first piano teacher. Bill Scott, who used to take Ry surf fishing off of Cape May. And Liz Porter, who, as owner of the local paper, the Beacon, knew everything about everyone. All come to share the memories and the pain. All part of Devlin’s Light, as much as she was.


India had not, until this moment, realized how much she missed it, this sense of connecting, though each time she came home the past few years, it took her a little longer to shake off the city and the ugliness that came from having to prosecute its dregs. As an assistant district attorney in Paloma, Pennsylvania, she had seen enough crudeness and pain and evil over the past five years to last a lifetime. Every time she returned to Devlin’s Light, it became harder and harder to remember what drew her back to Paloma. Obligation, she told herself. Certainly it wasn’t Ron Stillwell, the fellow assistant district attorney she had, up until about six months ago, dated pretty regularly. At one time—it embarrassed her now to recall—she had actually toyed with the idea of marrying Ron, until someone had left an anonymous note on her desk tipping her off to the fact that he was also seeing a young law clerk on a lot more regular basis than he’d been seeing her.


Suddenly there was too much loss to deal with. It hit her like a sharp blow to the head and took her breath away. She fled to the back porch, seeking refuge where she always had when things became more than she could bear. She leaned over the white wooden railing and forced deep breaths, filling her lungs with the thick humid air laden with the smell of the salt marshes and something decomposing— probably some beached horseshoe crabs, she guessed, or maybe some hapless fish—down on the beach just a short walk over the dunes.


Why did it all look the same, she wondered, when their world had changed so suddenly and so completely?


The wooden porch swing still hung at one end, its new coat of white paint giving it a clean summer look. Aunt August’s prize yellow roses stretched over the trellis in full and glorious bloom. The day lilies crowded in a riotous jumble of color against the stark gray of the back fence, line-dancing like manic clowns in a sudden gust of breeze. Fat little honey bees went from blossom to blossom, like little helicopters, oblivious to everything except the promise of pollen and the effort necessary to gather it and take it home. A small brown sparrow plopped upon the ground below the railing and pecked intently in the dirt. Finding what she was seeking, she returned to her young, all plump, dun-colored and downy-feathered little bundles waiting to be fed by the base of the bird bath in the midst of the herb garden. An ever curious catbird landed on a nearby dogwood branch and began to chatter. Just like any other summer day in Devlin’s Light.


So. It was true what they said: Life went on.


“Indy?” Darla Kerns leaned out the back door, her long blond hair hanging over her right shoulder like an afterthought.


“I’m here, Dar.”


“Want some company?” Darla asked hesitantly.


“If the company is you.” Indy smiled and patted the spot next to her on the swing. Darla sat, and for the third or fourth time that day, Indy put an arm around the shoulder of the woman who was her closest friend, and who, for the last year and a half of his life, had been Ry’s lover.


And for the third or fourth time that day, Darla totally shattered into gut-wrenching sobs that seemed to hold her very soul.


“Indy, I’m so sorry.” Darla wiped away mascara, which had been long since wept into a darkened patch under her eyes. “I just can’t cry it away. No matter how hard I try …”


“It’s okay, Dar. I understand.”


“Every time I think about it, I just …”


“I know, sweetie. It took you and Ry so long to get together.”


“When I think about the years we wasted … years I spent married to a man I never loved … when Ry and I could have been together …”


“Don’t, Dar. You can’t change it. Be grateful for the time you had.” India heard the words roll off her tongue and wished she had something more to offer than clichés.


“Oh, I am,” Darla whispered. “I am. It just wasn’t enough.”


“It never is.” India stroked her friend’s soft blond hair, much as she had earlier stroked Corri’s. So many in pain. So many to be comforted. “How are your kids today?”


“Devastated. Especially Jack. He has been so withdrawn since this happened. He and Ry had become so close.” She mopped at her face with a wet linen square trimmed in lace. “Corri doesn’t look much better today.”


“She is so filled with pain it’s a miracle she can hold it all in so tiny a body.”


“Well, to have lost her mother … such as she was … and now Ry, who was—let’s face the truth here—the only loving parent that little girl ever knew …” Darla’s voice held a decided and bitter edge.


“Ry told me that Maris left a lot to be desired when it came to being a mother to Corri. But you know, I just never understood why he married her. Maris was just so … so …”—India sought to be tactful—“not Ry’s type.”


“Maris was a hot little number and she wrapped that hot little self of hers around Ry so tight and so fast he never knew what hit him.” The words snapped from Darla’s mouth in an angry clip. “I swear, Indy, I never saw anything like it. I never saw a man go down for the count as quickly as Ry did for Maris Steele.”


Amare et sappere vix deo conceditur. Aunt August, a retired Latin teacher whose conversations were inevitably sprinkled with Latin phrases, had muttered this when Ry announced his marriage to Maris. Even a god finds it difficult to love and be wise at the same time.


“Well, if nothing else, it’s given Corri a family. If not for that, when Maris drowned, Corri would have been left totally alone. Ry never did find her father when he was going through the adoption proceedings last year.”


They sat in silence, each lost in their own memory of that day two years ago when Maris Devlin’s small boat drifted ashore without Maris in it.


India had never warmed to her sister-in-law. She had thought Maris to be an ill-mannered gold digger, and it had always been on the tip of her tongue to tell Ry so, but she could not bring herself to hurt him. It wasn’t until after Maris was gone that Ry admitted he’d been sucker punched but had remained married to her for Corri’s sake. Maris had not been a very good mother, Ry had confided, and Indy had feigned shock even though she’d heard tales of the woman’s shortcomings from both Darla and Aunt August long before Ry had spoken of it. Then, over the past eighteen months or so, he and Darla had rediscovered each other. They had appeared so like a family at Christmas, at the Easter egg hunt at the park last spring, at Aunt August’s sixty-fifth birthday party in early June.


No one had been happier than Indy when her brother began dating her best friend. Darla and India had been inseparable since their playpen days—literally. They had shared everything through school, from clothes to hairstyles to secrets. No one other than Indy had known for all those years that the love of Darla’s life was Robert Devlin. It had broken Darla’s heart when he ignored her as an adolescent; when, as a high-school junior, he gave his class ring to Sharon Snyder; when he took Julie Long to his senior prom; when he brought home various and sundry girlfriends over the years. Darla had eventually accepted the fact that Ry would never love her and married Kenny Kerns within six months of this truth sinking in. It may have been the biggest mistake of her life, but still, she had confessed to Indy one night several years ago, she had her son, Jack, and her daughter, Ollie—Olivia—and they had made life worth living for her. She had felt badly about leaving Kenny, hotheaded and hot-tempered though he had been, feeling a vague sense of guilt that perhaps she had gotten only what she deserved for having married a man she didn’t truly love. Kenny had been a good husband over the years, Darla conceded, and she knew she had had more than a lot of women had to look forward to each morning. A husband who loved her; there had never been any doubt but that Kenny was crazy about Darla. A cozy home in her hometown. She had friends and a social life to be envied. The only thing she wanted and could not have was Ry Devlin. And for most of the time, it was okay. She had accepted this one sad fact of her life. No one knew but her and India.


And then Ry took a teaching position at nearby Bayview College and moved home to stay after several years of teaching at a university up north, and suddenly the sham that was her life shattered, and the truth threatened to overtake her and drag her down as cleanly and as swiftly as the bay’s erratic current had dragged Maris out to sea. No longer able to live with a man she didn’t love, Darla had left Kenny, but before anyone knew what had happened, Maris Steele hit Devlin’s Light and snatched Ry from under her very nose.


And then Maris was gone and somehow a miracle had occurred and she and Ry had found each other. And then, just like that, Ry had died.


Darla began to weep again.


This time India wept with her.






Chapter 2


“Miss Devlin?”


Indy looked up at the man who stood in the back doorway holding the screen door in one hand and a glass of Aunt August’s iced tea in the other.


“Yes?”


“You’re India Devlin?”


“Yes. And you are…”


What he was, was big. Ry’s size and better, she could not help but notice.


“Oh”—Darla struggled to compose herself and to rise from the seat of the swing—“Indy, this is Nick Enright. I’m sorry. I had forgotten you had not met.”


Nick Enright extended a large, well-worked hand in her direction.


“Miss Devlin …”


“India…”


“India.” He said her name as if measuring it against her to see if it fit. “I wanted to express my condolences.”


“You were the one who found Ry,” India said simply.


“Yes.”


“Please, sit down.” Darla gestured to the seat she had vacated. “Indy, I want to check on the kids and see if your aunt needs any help. And I’ll bring you something cold to drink.”


“If I’d known you needed something, I’d have brought you an iced tea,” he said, with the demeanor of a man who was suddenly feeling unexpectedly awkward. India looked up into his face, unaware that her violet eyes struck at his very core and rendered him momentarily speechless.


“I didn’t know that you looked so much alike, you and Darla,” Nick said once he remembered how to control his tongue. He thought he sounded sort of stupid, then couldn’t resist making it worse by adding, “But then again, you really don’t look alike at all.”


“When we were in school we used to dress alike and wear our hair alike. We’re the same height and pretty much the same build. From the back, no one could tell us apart.”


“Your faces are very different,” he continued, wondering how much more stupid he could make himself appear. Oh well, in for a dime, in for a dollar.


“Once we went to a costume party as each other. I penciled in a mole next to my left eye, like the one she has.” Indy cleared her throat, realizing that she was dangerously close to babbling. “I was hoping to meet you. I wanted to thank you. For what you did for Ry. I am so grateful that he wasn’t alone when he died.”


“So am I.”


“You were his friend. It must have been hard for you.”


“It was.” He nodded tersely.


“Chief Carpenter said that Ry was conscious for a few minutes.”


“Yes. For much of the ride to the hospital.”


“And that he spoke.”


“He only said one word.” Nick shifted uncomfortably on the swing, almost wishing he hadn’t told anyone about that.


“’Ghost.’” Spoken softly, in her lilting voice, the word held no menace.


“Or something that sounded like it. I could have been wrong, it could have been something else …”


“Do you believe in ghosts, Nick?”


“Never had a reason to.” He shrugged.


“You know, there’s a legend in the family that before a Devlin dies, he sees old Eli Devlin swinging his lantern at the very top of the lighthouse tower.”


“Who was Eli?” Nick leaned against the side of the swing and turned slightly to face her more directly. He wondered if she knew just how devastating her eyes were to a man’s heart.


Ry had spoken often about his sister. Bragged about her. About how tough a prosecutor she was. About what a great swimmer she was. About how well she knew the marshes and the bay. Nick had seen photographs, here and there throughout the house, and once he had even caught a glimpse of her through a shop window. But Ry had never told Nick that India’s hair spun like a soft golden cloud around her face, or that her eyes were the very color of spring violets. Given the sad circumstances of their meeting, Nick felt almost embarrassed at having noticed. Almost.


“Eli Devlin was the one who built the lighthouse. Ry didn’t tell you the story?”


He had, but Nick shook his head. It was a long story, and the telling of it would take a while. A little while to sit and watch her face. A little while when neither of them would be thinking about Ry, and the fact that he now lay beneath the sandy soil in a bronze box.


“There were three Devlin brothers who were part of the whaling community that settled around New London, Connecticut. They were all single, all pretty lively fellows, so the story goes. Jonathan, Samuel and Eli. All very ambitious. When the opportunity arose to become part of a new whaling venture down in the South River area—which is what the Delaware River was called back in the 1600s— they jumped at the chance.”


“Whaling? Here? On the Delaware Bay?”


“Well, it probably sounded like a good idea at the time, and whales do show up occasionally. Just not often enough for it to have grown into a lucrative endeavor. Eli stayed ashore and ran the lighthouse to guide his brothers home safely through the storms. The first lighthouse was not much more than a shack. But over the years he added to it … made it bigger. Taller. Then taller again, until it reached its present height.”


“But the lighthouse doesn’t appear to be that old.”


“It isn’t. The one Eli built burned down in the 1700s and was rebuilt on the same spot. It burned again in 1876 and was repaired.”


“It’s a wonderful structure. It’s obvious why Ry had been so proud of it.”


“Ry considered the lighthouse almost a member of the family. Restoring it had been his life’s work. His goal was for it to be a working lighthouse again. He wanted to give it back to the bay. He wanted it to be a place where people could come …”


Her voice broke and he took her hand, a gesture meant to comfort. Her skin was soft though a bit cool, her fingers long and slender. Her nails, streaked with remnants of pale pink polish, were bitten to the quick.


“Why would anyone want to hurt Ry?” she whispered fervently. “Why?”


“Well now, you know that the police investigation was inconclusive, India. It hasn’t been proven that Ry was murdered or that there was, in fact, anyone else around the lighthouse that night.”


“But everything points to there having been someone there, Nick. My brother would not have gotten out of bed in the middle of the night to go out to the lighthouse for no reason at all. Someone did something that gave him a reason. I just can’t imagine who—or why.”


“Have you discussed this with Chief Carpenter?”


“Yes. He agrees that there most likely was someone there, waiting for Ry. But there is absolutely no evidence to support a theory of murder.”


“What did the coroner’s report say?” Nick asked.


“That he died as the result of a blunt trauma to the head. There was blood on the bottom step of the top landing. The chief said that Ry had apparently hit his head there before going the rest of the way down the steps to the bottom, where you found him.”


“There was no evidence that he had been struck with anything before he fell?”


“No. Something caused him to fall backward.” She shook her head. “Someone must have pushed him down the steps.”


“But there was no sign of a struggle, from what I understand.”


“No. It’s so strange. I can’t think of anyone he even had a serious disagreement with. I mean, he told me about a group of environmentalists who were hounding him about opening the lighthouse area to tourists during the bird migrations.”


“Well, they could get pretty intense at times, but I can’t see any one of them becoming violent.”


“That was my impression too. He did say that some of the bay men were angry with him, they felt that he hadn’t supported their efforts to get the horseshoe crab off the state’s restricted list.”


“I don’t see any of them taking it this far. In some ways, Ry was one of them.”


“Couldn’t that have been a motive? Maybe one of them felt he had betrayed them by not taking their part completely.”


“India, I don’t—”


“Or Kenny.” She stood up and began to pace. “Maybe it was Kenny. Darla said that he was really upset about her seeing Ry. And he has always had a pretty short fuse when he drinks. And I heard he’s been drinking a lot lately.”


“Nah. Too obvious.” Nick shook his head. He’d been over all this ground himself a hundred times over the past five days. “And besides, Chief Carpenter has questioned Kenny—and just about everyone else in Devlin’s Light, for that matter—and he has an airtight alibi. He was on an overnight camp-out with his son’s cub scout troop when Ry was killed, India. And for the record, Kenny has been on the wagon for the past five months.”


“I guess the first thing we have to do is figure out why Ry was there, in the lighthouse, at that hour of the night.”


“I think Chief Carpenter is still working on that.” Nick thought that now would be a good time to remind India that the Devlin’s Light police department had not closed the book on the investigation.


“Nick, I know that you discussed all this with the chief, but would you mind walking me through everything that happened that night? What you saw?”


“Of course not. Where would you like to start?”


“What time did you first notice that something was going on over there?”


“Um, maybe around two, two-ten.”


“And you were where?” Her eyes narrowed as the interrogator in her kicked in.


Nick sighed. Her eyes took on the fervor of one who was about to begin a crusade. Well, he’d expected it. Anyone who was as adept a prosecutor as Ry had said India was would want to be involved in the investigation.


Indy had obviously chosen to begin with him.


“On the deck of the cabin.” He leaned back and folded his arms across his chest. “I couldn’t sleep. Something woke me up.”


“Do you remember what it was? A noise? A boat out on the bay, maybe? Or maybe lightning?”


“No, there was no storm. Actually, it was a very quiet night. I turned in early—right after the eleven o’clock news—and there was nothing, not even a wave on the bay that I can recall.”


He frowned then, recalling. It had been a moonless night. Totally quiet. All had been still until … until …


“A bird. Took off across the bay squawking as if someone had stepped on its tail.”


“And what time was that—did you look?” She raised an eyebrow, and a smile of satisfaction tugged at the corners of her mouth. There had been no mention of a bird squawking in the police report. She knew there had to be more.


“Yes. It was about one-thirty.”


“What did you do? Did you get up, turn over, what?”


“I think I was sort of half in, half out of sleep for a while. Finally, when I realized that I was not likely to fall back to sleep, I went into the kitchen and got a beer out of the cooler, took it out on the deck and pulled up a chair. Watched the stars. Breathed deeply. Felt glad to be there.”


“Please”—she touched his arm—“maybe if you described it to me, maybe I could try to see what you saw that night.”


“There was a light at the top of the tower. At first I thought I was mistaken, because it was bigger and brighter than a lantern like the one Ry has. And then about ten minutes later, I saw Ry’s lantern light going up the steps.”


“You’re assuming that the second light was Ry’s?”


“I am. And it was his light that I saw come backward down the steps. The lantern was next to him on the ground when I arrived.”


“When you got to the lighthouse, where was the first light—the one you first saw at the top of the tower?”


“Gone. There was no light when I got there except for Ry’s.”


India digested this for a moment before asking, “But you’re positive there had been one?”


“Absolutely.”


“You said there was maybe ten minutes between the time that you saw the first light and when you saw the second light … Ry’s light?”


“Yes.”


“I know that all of this is in the police report, but I can’t help it—I have to ask, Nick. It’s what I do—question people about crimes. I’m trying very hard not to sound as if I’m interrogating you.”


“I understand. Ry told me you were good at what you do. He bragged about you all the time. About how many convictions you’ve gotten. He was very proud of you.”


“I was very proud of him.” India twisted the small sapphire ring she wore on the middle finger of her right hand. “It is very difficult for me to accept that he is gone, Nick. And harder still that there’s no way of knowing what happened there that night. It’s just so frustrating. I guess I think if I look hard enough, I’ll find something.”


“Indy?” A voice called from the other side of the screen door.


“Yes?” India turned toward it.


“Your cousin Blake is here. Your aunt would like you to please come in.” Patsy Carpenter opened the door and stuck her broad face out. “Oh. Hello, Nick.”


“Hello, Patsy.”


“Indy …”


“I’ll be right in. Thank you.”


The screen door closed softly.


“I’d like to finish this conversation sometime later. That is, if it’s all right with you.”


“Of course.” He watched her unfold from her seat on the opposite side of the porch swing and stood up as she did.


“At your convenience.”


“I just need to know, Nick.”


“I understand completely, India.” He watched the afternoon sun cross her cheek as she turned toward the door. “If you think it would help, you’re welcome to come out to the cabin.”


“That’s very kind, Nick. And maybe it would help me to see it in my head. It might be easier if I’m there.”


“Whatever you think is best.”


“Thank you.” She nodded and extended a hand to him. “Thank you, Nick. For everything.”


She slipped into the cool of the house, unaware that eyes the color of honey followed her well-fitting black linen sheath as it disappeared through the doorway, or that the man leaning against the porch railing could suddenly think of nothing but the way her golden hair curled around her face.









Chapter 3


India awoke to the sound of ill-mannered gulls squabbling over some luckless fish that, having ventured too far into shallow water, was now a sure bet to end up as breakfast for the gull that emerged victorious from the fray. She could picture it in her mind, having watched countless such seaside struggles over the years. The gull with the fish would be hounded and harassed until it swallowed the prize— often live and whole—or dropped it, leaving others to pursue the catch until one of them got lucky and managed to snatch the meal and fly off with it.


A vast change from the early morning sounds of the city. India smiled wryly as she stretched out her full five-foot-five-inch frame and pushed her toes out from under the light summer throw. There were no street noises to speak of much before noon in Devlin’s Light, unless you counted the sound of the Parson boy’s bike as he slowed down to toss a newspaper onto the front porch. And that wasn’t till around seven or so, so it didn’t really count. In the city, the first-edition newspapers landed on the front steps well before the sun came up, and you were lucky if someone hadn’t lifted your copy by the time you came outside looking for it.


India squinted at the small numbers that circled the hand-painted face of the delicate porcelain clock that stood on the bedside table. Eight o’clock. India could not remember the last time she had slept till eight o’clock. On a normal workday, she’d be halfway through the documents she would need for court that day. Here in Devlin’s Light, there was no courtroom, no jail beyond the single holding cell where prisoners, mostly DUIs, would be housed till they made bail or were transferred over to the county jail. The crime rate in Devlin’s Light was so low it was almost nonexistent. There were exactly two unsolved crimes in the files of the Devlin’s Light police. One was the theft of the Lannings’ skiff the summer before. The second was the suspicious death of Ry Devlin.


India threw her legs over the side of the bed and sat up in a single motion. For a few minutes she had almost forgotten what had brought her here, to the peace and quiet of a weekday morning in the old house on Darien Road, when this hour of the day would normally find her in a flurry of activity in her busy, noisy office in Paloma. She squeezed her eyes tightly shut.


Ry.


For the first time in a week she had had almost two minutes of consciousness when she had not thought of Ry. And not thinking of Ry had given her a reason to think of him.


From down the hall she could hear the early morning sounds of a house coming to life. Aunt August, plagued by allergies this time of year, sniffled softly from the front bedroom where she had awakened almost every morning of her life, not counting those four years of college upstate many years ago. Water splashed in the sink in the bathroom next door. Corri washing her face, India guessed. The old faucet squeaked as the water was turned off—as it had squeaked for as long as Indy could remember—and the door opened softly. Corri’s little feet padded lightly on the rag runner that traced the length of the hallway as she returned to her room quietly, as if afraid to disturb anyone.


Indy rose, lifting her arms toward the ceiling to stretch out the kinks. She gathered clothes from her suitcase— cutoff denim jeans and a blue and cream striped T-shirt— and headed for the shower.


By the time India had dressed and made her way downstairs, Aunt August and Corri had already finished their breakfast in the cozy little nook off the kitchen. India joined them, grateful for the cup of freshly brewed coffee awaiting her.


“It’s a perfect summer day, Indy,” Aunt August said purposefully as she rinsed her breakfast dishes under a stream of steaming water in the kitchen sink. “You and Corri might want to think about taking a picnic down to the beach.”


“Sounds good to me,” India replied. “How ‘bout it, Corri?”


Corri shrugged indifferently.


“There’s lots of good things left over from yesterday.” August paused in the doorway and glanced at the child who was quietly beating a long, thin brown crust of her toast against the side of her plate. “I can pack up some chicken and some salad, some cookies that Liddy made …”


August’s worried eyes caught India’s from above the head of the little girl who was clearly tuning out.


“Do that, Aunt August.” India nodded. “We’ll be ready to go in half an hour. Soon as I finish my breakfast and take a glance at the morning paper.”


Corri looked up at her with wide brown eyes from the opposite side of the table. Without speaking she rose and repeated August’s activity at the sink, rinsing her plate, then her glass, before placing them both in the dishwasher that was one of August’s concessions to modern living in a house whose original section was close to three hundred years old. Without a backward glance, Corri moved like a zombie through the back door into the yard. From the breakfast-room window, August and India watched her as she climbed onto the swing Ry had made for her and hung over a branch of the enormous oak that stood like a sentinel in the far corner of the yard. Pulling against the ropes and pumping her little legs, she propelled herself ever higher, toward the sky.


“I’m almost afraid that one of these days she’ll try to fly right off that swing,” Aunt August told India. “She is so filled with sadness, India, she doesn’t know what to do with it all.”


“She is a very small girl who is being asked to cope with more than most adults could handle.” India stood up and looked out the window. Corri’s head was tipped back as she sailed to and fro across the morning sky.


“I think she is afraid we will send her away.”


“Send her away? Why would we do that?”


“We wouldn’t. We won’t. But I don’t know that she knows that.”


“Well, before today is over,” India said, gathering her plate and her cup, “she will.”


“What do you think, Corri, is this a good spot?” India shaded her eyes from the sun’s glare and dropped the picnic basket on the sand.


“I guess,” Corri replied without enthusiasm.


“Well then, here”—Indy tossed a corner of the old patched quilt in Corri’s direction—“help me to spread this out. … There, that’s fine. Perfect.”


She placed the basket on one corner of the quilt, then knelt upon the worn, soft fabric.


“This old quilt has seen a lot of sand in its day,” India told her. “It was our regular beach blanket. Mine and Ry’s.”


She had decided they needed to speak of him, she and Corri, the sooner the better.


“We used to have picnics just like this. Aunt August even packed us pretty near the same lunch.”


Corri drew a circle in the sand with the toe of her sandal. “Why didn’t your mom?” Corri asked without looking up.


“Why didn’t my mom what, sugar?”


“Why didn’t your mom pack your picnic?”


“My mother died when I was just a baby.”


“Did your mommy drown too?”


“No. She died in the hospital, a few days after an operation.”


“Oh.” Corri pondered this for a few moments, then asked, “And then Aunt August took care of you?”


“Yes. Aunt August was my father’s sister, and she loved us. Just like she loves you and takes care of you.”


Corri appeared to reflect on this but offered no response.


“Want to walk along the water with me?” India kicked off her sandals and took a few steps toward the bay.


“I guess so.” Corri shrugged.


India set out toward the shoreline, an unenthusiastic Corri trailing behind.


“Oh, look, sea glass!” India bent to pick up the piece of wave-worn green glass. She handed it to Corri, who pocketed the offering without looking at it.


“Here’s some mother of pearl.” India lifted the pale, opalescent shell from the water’s edge. “The inside of an oyster shell … they call it ‘mother of pearl’ because pearls grow inside of oysters.”


“I know that,” Corri told her impatiently. “Ry told me.”


“Did Ry used to walk on the beach with you?”


Corri nodded, her face settling into a sad little mask.


“What else did he tell you about the beach?”


“Stuff.” She shrugged her small shoulders under a thin pink T-shirt.


“Like what kind of stuff?” India persisted.


“About different kinds of shells. I used to find them and Ry would tell me what they were.”


“I used to look for shells with Ry too, when I was little.”


“You did?”


“Umm-hmm. Ry was four years older than me, and he was a good teacher.”


“That’s ‘cause Ry knew everything about the beach. He knew everything about the bay.” Corri’s eyes brightened slightly.


“Yes, I believe he did. He loved it here, and he—”


Corri froze as they rounded the tip of the cove. The lighthouse rose across the inlet, silent and tall and proud.


“I want to go back.” Corri turned to run, and India grabbed her gently by the arm.


Turning the little girl around as calmly and gently as she could, India told her, “It was the place he loved best, Corri. You can’t run away from it. You can’t hide from it if you’re going to stay in Devlin’s Light, sweetie.”


“Am I?” The tremulous voice was barely a whisper. “Am I going to stay?”


“Of course you’re going to stay.” Aunt August had been right. In addition to grieving over Ry, the child was uncertain of her future. And the uncertainty had her terrified. “Corri, we are your family. Aunt August and I love you. You belong here with us, and absolutely, positively, you are staying here with us. Devlin’s Light is your home.”


“I … I … wasn’t sure. Ry adopted me, but my mama said—” She stopped suddenly, her little face taking on a worried look.


“Your mama said what, sweetie?” India sat on the sand and tugged on Corri’s hand. Corri sat down next to her and permitted India to put a loving arm around her. The child relaxed almost immediately, her slight body easing into India’s side.


“Mama said that we … we weren’t like Ry. That we never would be like real Devlins …” Her little voice faltered.


“Well …” India cleared her throat. Why was she not surprised that Maris had planted such seeds in her daughter’s young mind? “You know, your mother wasn’t married to Ry for a very long time, so maybe she never got to feel like a Devlin. But you’ve been family for two whole years now, and when Ry adopted you, your name changed to Devlin. That makes you very much a real Devlin.”


“You think?”


“I’m certain of it.”


Corri’s face visibly relaxed.


India let out what felt like a long-held breath. Whatever it took to give this child security, to make her understand how much she was loved, she would do.


Three sandpipers landed on the sand a mere fifteen feet from where they sat. The frenetic little birds pecked at the sand, seeking favored tidbits of food. Soon several other shore birds lighted at the water’s edge, looking for lunch, their little feet following the gentle ebb and flow of the waves.


“Look, Corri”—India pointed—“there are some terns.”


“Least terns, they are called,” Corri corrected her.


“Hmm. Right you are.” Impressed, India smiled to herself. The child had spent a lot of time with Ry, who had known every variety of every shore bird on the East Coast.


“And those,” said the little girl, pointing a straight little finger at a small group of chunky little birds, dark feathered above, lighter below, “are purple sandpipers. Ry called them ‘rock peeps.’”


“Why, so he did.” India laughed. “I had forgotten that.”


“And there—look, India” A hushed Corri rose onto one knee, whispering excitedly. “That’s a plover. We don’t see so many of them, ‘cause they’re dangered. Ry called them ‘sand peeps.’”


“Very good, Corri.” India rubbed Corri’s back fondly. “Ry would have been so very proud of you.”


Corri beamed at the praise. For a moment, the child was there, in her smile, for the first time in days. And in that moment individual grief became shared grief. As she burst into tears, Corri buried her face in India’s chest.


“It’s okay, Corri, it’s okay to cry.” India fought herself to speak the words she knew the child had to hear, then gave in to the tears she herself had not yet shed that day.


India rocked the weeping child in her arms until the sobs slowly subsided and eventually ceased to rack the small body. Both Darla and Aunt August had expressed alarm to India that Corri had not wept since the night Ry had died. The cork on that bottle of emotions having finally popped, Corri cried until her throat hurt.


“Feel any better?” India asked as Corri tried to dry her face with the back of her hands.


“A little.” Corri’s frail shoulders still trembled sporadically.


“Listen, Corri, it’s okay to cry. When you hurt inside, sometimes crying is the only way to bring out some of the hurt. Do you understand?”


“I think so.”


“Anytime you want someone to hold you while you cry, you come to me, hear? Or Aunt August, or Darla. We all hurt too, Corri. It helps to share it sometimes. But we all have to remember that as long as we love him, Ry will still be with us, even if we can’t see him.”


Together they sat on the sand, watching the gulls swoop down for a tidbit here and there. Soon Corri was pointing out the distinctions between the black-backed gulls and the herring gulls. The August sky hung hazy and cornflower-blue over the primeval beach and the flat of the bay. A scorching noonday sun beat down, and India began to swelter.


“Let’s go back to the house and put our bathing suits on,” India suggested, “and we’ll go for a swim.”


“Can we bring my tube so I can float in the bay?” Corri asked, her voice still somewhat hoarse from crying.


“Certainly.”


“Okay. But can we have a drink first, before we walk back to the house?” She gestured toward the picnic basket, which, she knew, housed a small jug of Aunt August’s tart lemonade and some paper cups.


“I’m a bit thirsty myself.” India nodded. “I’ll race you to the quilt.”


Woman and child took off down the beach, sand flying. Corri slid feet first to reach the edge of the blanket before India, who had given her a slight head start.


“Why, I do believe you’ve done this before.” India grinned, and Corri collapsed in gales of laughter as powerful and as vital as the sobs that had earlier engulfed her. She rolled onto her back on the quilt, still giggling at having outmaneuvered India. Shielding her eyes from the blazing sun, she sat halfway up and called, “Hi, Nick!”


India turned in time to see the tall, lean form of Nick Enright make its way across the sand. Cutoff jeans revealed amazingly tanned legs, and a pale yellow tank top stretched across his equally darkened shoulders and broad chest. Curly dark brown hair hunkered down beneath a red Philadelphia Phillies baseball cap worn brim-backward. Dark glasses hid his eyes, but she remembered they were light brown, the color of clover honey, of molasses. He smiled, and twin dimples punctuated the corners of his mouth. Had she been too distraught the day before to have noticed?


And why, she wondered, had Darla not told her about Nicholas Enright?


“Hi, sugar plum.” Nick reached down and grabbed Corri by one of her bare toes and gave it a little shake, and she giggled.


He slid his glasses off and turned to India.


“How are you today?” he asked as if it mattered.


“Doing better.” She nodded. “Little by little …”


“Good,” he told her. “I’m happy to hear it.”


“We’re going to have some lemonade and then we’re going to go home and put on bathing suits and come back and swim and then have a picnic,” Corri announced all in one breath.


“All that in one morning?” Nick asked earnestly.


“Yup.” Corri bounced on her knees to the cooler, which she struggled to open. Nick bent down and removed the cap for her.


Without asking, India poured a glass of lemonade for him and passed it to him, then poured two more. She sat down on the quilt next to Corri, who downed the cool liquid in record time. Just as quickly, Corri refilled her cup, then danced down to the water’s edge to stand in the surf wash and wiggle her toes in the warm bay water.


“Corri seems a little better today,” Nick noted as he lowered himself to sit on the blanket’s edge.


“She finally had a good long cry,” India told him, “and I think that helped her enormously.”


“And you?”


“I’ve had more than my share of cries this past week,” she said, sipping at her drink, “and none of them seemed to have helped at all.”


“You know, if there’s anything I can do for you, for your family …”


“Help us find the person who killed my brother.”


“If I could do that, it would have been done already.”


“Sooner or later Ry’s killer will be found,” India insisted. “The answer is always there if you read the evidence the right way.”


“There was no evidence,” he reminded her.


“There is always something, Nick. It just hasn’t been found. Or recognized.”


“You really believe that?”


“I have to.” She shrugged. “There is someone who knows what happened.”


“Right. The killer. And all we have to do is figure out who that person is.”


“It isn’t impossible.”


“It becomes less and less probable every day, India, but I would guess that you, out of all of us, would best know that.”


“Someone lured Ry to the lighthouse that night. There was no reason for him to have been there. You said yourself it was a beautiful, calm night. A full moon. No storms. No reason to shine a light from the tower. So someone must have called him, arranged to meet him there.”


“Well, no one’s been able to come up with a likely suspect, India.”


“Why would someone want to meet him in the middle of the night? Someone who wouldn’t want to be seen speaking with him?” She frowned as she pondered this. “Why wouldn’t someone want to be seen with him?”


She stood up and began to pace unconsciously, still speaking, but it was obvious to Nick that she was thinking aloud.


“Or maybe … someone who had a grudge, a quarrel … a reason to wish him harm …”


“India, I’ve asked myself those same questions a dozen times.”


“If we don’t keep asking, we’ll never find the answer.” She stopped and studied his face. “Nick, you’ve lived on the bay for the past year, you must know who is making a living off the crabs, who is fishing for a living these days. And it might help to know who was opposing Ry’s plans to open the beach to tourists during the bird migrations.”


“I can find out.” Nick nodded.


“Good. Maybe between the two of us, we’ll come up with something that will help Chief Carpenter to narrow the field. And I still want to come out to the cabin.”


“Anytime,” Nick offered without hesitation. He had wanted to approach her, to find an excuse to get to know her better, to spend some time with her. If he had to become her personal part-time private investigator to do that, so be it.


“I think I want it to be on a night when the lighting is the same.”


“Sort of to re-create the atmosphere?” he suggested.


“As much as possible.” She nodded. “Of course, there won’t be a full moon for almost another month. I should be back by then.”


“You’re leaving?” He appeared surprised, as if the thought had not occurred to him that she would leave so soon.


“I have to. I have a trial set for next week. I’ve done all the work on this case myself and I don’t want to hand it over to anyone else.” Her eyes narrowed. “This particular piece of offal needs to be put away for a very long time.”


“Sounds personal.”


“Anytime a man preys upon children, it’s personal.” Her jaw set like stone, India tossed the remaining drops of liquid from her cup onto the sand with a deliberate flick of her wrist.


“When do you think you’ll be back?”


“Well, if the trial starts on schedule—which is always impossible to predict—I don’t expect more than a week of testimony. Unless more witnesses crawl out of the woodwork, which can happen with a case like this one. Then I have two more trials coming up.” She shrugged. “I need to sit down with my files and see how much time off I can get, and when.”


“Well, if you think of anything you want me to do, you know that you only have to call.”


“Thanks, Nick.”


Later, she would think back on that moment and wonder if there had not been something there in his eyes. Something meant truly just for her. She would never know, however, what that something might have been, since Corri chose that moment to come flying back up the beach.


“A peregrine! There, look there, up on the dune!” Corri danced up and down in delight, whispering loudly.


She pointed a finger trembling with excitement. There, on one of the remaining posts of what had once been a fence across the crest of the dune, sat the bird, regal and lethal.


“See, Indy, that’s why there’re all gone,” she whispered loudly. “All the birds have left the beach. That’s why they’re all hiding someplace, so that he can’t see them.”


The falcon turned toward them, bestowed an imperious glance, as if aware of their admiration, then dropped with grave elegance from the fence post. It swept over and past them as it flew toward the lighthouse and the marsh beyond.


“That’s the same one Ry and I tracked last spring. I know it is.” Corri’s eyes shone brightly. “He always sits there and flies over to there. Isn’t he beautiful?”


“Magnificent,” India agreed.


“Can we get our suits now?” Corri begged. The bird, now out of sight, was in fact out of mind, and so on with the agenda.


“I was just leaving.” Nick stood up, then reached a hand down to assist India. His hands were large, as she had noted on their first meeting, slightly callused, but gentle. He held on to the tips of her fingers and asked, “When do you plan on leaving?”


“Probably in the morning.”


“Tomorrow?” Corri’s head shot up, her eyes widening. “You’re leaving tomorrow?”


“I have to go back to the city to finish a job that I started,” she said softly, sensing the child’s panic.


“What kind of job?” Corri was clearly on the verge of tears.


“The police arrested a very bad man who did very bad things to some very good children,” India explained. “My job is to tell the judge and the jury what the bad man did, so that the jury will decide to send the man to jail for a very long time.”


Corri thought this over. “Will you come back?”


“Of course. As soon as I can, sweetie.““And you’ll stay?”


“For as long as I can,” India promised. “In the meantime, you’ll have Aunt August.”


“Aunt August doesn’t like to fish.” Corri shoved her hands into the pockets of her shorts.


“Hey, what about me?” Nick feigned insult. “I can’t fish?”


“Would you want to take me someday?” she asked hopefully.


“Sugar plum, I would take you with me every day.”


“And crabbing too? Aunt August hates to go crabbing. She says, it’s a waste of time at her age to float around the bay waiting for the crabs to bite when she can go right down to the dock and buy them by the bushel and it only takes fifteen minutes.”


“Well, I can’t say that I won’t feel the same as she does when I get to be her age, so maybe I should get all my crabbing in now, while I still enjoy killing a few hours just floating on the bay.”


“Early in the morning is best, Ry said,” Corri confided.


“Looks like you found a partner, Nick,” India said, laughing, “though you might end up doing a lot more crabbing and fishing than you had bargained for.”


“It’s okay,” he said softly. “I enjoy her company. And we’re pals, right, Corri?”


“Right.” Corri slapped the open palm he held out to her. “So can we go tomorrow? Aunt August will cook ’em if we catch ’em. And clean ’em, of course. That’s what she always told Ry and me.”


“They will be caught and cleaned and all ready for your Aunt August to cook.”


“Yippee.” Corri danced from the blanket onto the sand. “Ow!”


“What did you step on?” India bent down to inspect the bottom of Corri’s foot.


“A sharp shell!” Corri wailed, pointing to the offending piece of clamshell.


“Well then, looks like I’ll have to give you a ride back to the house.” Nick swept her into the air and plopped her onto his shoulders. The small cut on her foot immediately forgotten, Corri threw her thin arms around his neck and squealed her approval.


Nick took a few steps toward the dune, then turned to call over his shoulder to India, “Are you with us?”


“Yes,” she said, “I am with you.”


“Good.” His eyes narrowed slightly as he watched her approach. “I’m all out of shoulders, but I can offer you a hand.”


He held one out to her, and she took it.


“A hand will do just fine today,” she said quietly as she folded her fingers into his and walked with him across the dune.










Chapter 4


“Aunt August, what do you know about Nick Enright?” Feigning a nonchalance that didn’t fool either her or her aunt, India poured cream from a blue and white pitcher into the morning’s first cup of coffee while she rummaged through the flatware drawer in search of a spoon.


“Nick?” August set her own cup down on the counter and opened the back door to allow some early morning breeze to fill the kitchen. The last bit of dawn lingered in the semidarkness, but already the birds were gathering to sing in the branches of the pines. August never seemed to get enough of their songs.


“Well, I know he was a good friend to Ry, India.” August sat down on the edge of the bench forming the window seat overlooking the side yard. From there she could watch the wrens. “And that he’s been a good friend to me. What exactly did you want to know?”


“Who is he?” India wished it hadn’t come out in such a blurt, but there it was. “Where did he come from? Why is he in Devlin’s Light?”


“Ry met Nick in graduate school at Rutgers years back. I believe they were both going for their master’s in marine biology at the time. They stayed in touch afterward. Nick visited several times over the past few years.” August sipped cautiously at her coffee, testing the temperature of the brew, and, finding it to her satisfaction, took another sip or two before continuing. “Nick decided to go for his doctorate and began a study on the ecosystem of the bay, what species were here ten thousand years ago, five thousand years ago, a thousand, which are still present in one form or another today. How the bay has changed, and how it is likely to evolve, and so on.”


“You seem to know a lot about him,” India noted.


“We spent many an hour talking about the bay, Nick and Ry and I. Nick spends a lot of time here,” August said, then corrected herself, “or at least he did. I hope he still will. For Corri’s sake. And for mine. I’d miss his conversation and his company, I don’t mind saying.”


“That’s why Ry talked me into agreeing to sell the old crabbers cabin to Nick.”


“Yes. And I have to say that at first, there was no one more surprised than I was when Ry told me he was selling it. There hasn’t been so much as a foot of Devlin land sold in over a hundred years, since your greatgrandfather sold off that parcel to the town for the park and the library. Charged ’em a whole dollar for the entire transaction. But after I got to know Nick a little better, I knew it was a good thing. He respects the bay, respects its life. He’s been an asset to Devlin’s Light, I don’t mind saying so.”


“Somehow I can’t seem to picture him living in that little ramshackle cabin.” India smiled, amused at the thought of the handsome Mr. Enright sharing his limited living space with a couple of raccoons.


“Oh, but you haven’t seen it lately.” August’s eyes began to twinkle. “Nick’s mother came down from someplace outside of Philadelphia and practically had it totally rebuilt.”


“What?”


“The cabin. His mother sent some builders down to ‘fix it up a little,’ she told Ry. I can tell you that there’s none of the old crabbers who’d recognize it now.” August chuckled, not for the first time, at the thought of the cabin’s former tenants’ reactions to the new bath and kitchen, the fireplace, the deck, the Berber carpet on the newly installed hardwood floors.


“His mother did that?” Somehow, Nick Enright had not quite struck India as a “momma’s boy.”


“Oh, didn’t you know that his mother is Delia Enright?”


“The writer?” India’s eyes widened. Delia Enright, internationally acclaimed for her series of mysteries, was the only writer whose books India always bought on the day they were released onto the book shelves. “Delia Enright is his mother?”


“Indeed she is. And I can tell you that she is just so lovely.”


“You’ve met her?”


“Oh, yes. She has visited several times.” August refilled both coffee cups while India scraped a little butter onto two English muffins. “She just sort of swept right down on that little cabin and took over. But if the truth were to be told, Nick seemed amused by it all. Oh, yes, Delia definitely has a way about her.”


“I am a huge fan of hers,” India told her.


“Really?” August asked, as if she did not know. As if she did not have autographed copies of Delia’s last two books tucked away under her bed as Christmas presents for Indy.


“She’s a wonderful storyteller.” India was oblivious to August’s sly smile of pleasure at having obtained a gift she knew would delight her niece.


“Yes, that she is.” August sat a crock of Liddy’s homemade sour cherry preserves on the table.


India sat down and began to nibble on her muffin, trying to envision what a new kitchen might look like in the old crabbers cabin.


“Don’t act as if you’re not interested, India.”


“Interested in what?”


“In Nick.” August folded her arms across her chest. “Don’t even try to pretend you haven’t noticed him.”


“Why, I …” Suddenly feeling like a fourteen-year-old again, India stammered, then blushed, then laughed out loud.


“Of course I noticed. How could I not notice?” She laughed. “How could anyone not notice a man who looks like that?”


“That’s a relief.” August sighed and spread some jam on her muffin. “I was beginning to think you’d been working so hard for so long that you’d forgotten what a man looked like.”


“There are times when I have done exactly that,” India conceded.


“Well, Nick Enright’s not a man to be soon forgotten.” August met India’s eyes across the table. “I don’t mind saying that I don’t know what I would have done without him that first day. And you know, Indy, Nick—”


“Damn, look at the time.” Sparing herself her aunt’s recitation of Nick’s virtues, which she was certain was about to follow, India stood up and gulped down the last few remaining mouthfuls of coffee in her cup. “It normally takes me three hours to drive back, and the rain will slow me down. Do you think it will last?”


“The weather report is for thunderstorms,” August replied, pleased to have confirmed that Nick had in fact caught Indy’s attention.


India disappeared through the doorway, on her way to the second floor to grab her things and prepare to leave. August heard the squeaking of the third step from the bottom as India’s foot fell upon it as she raced up the steps, heard the door to the third bedroom—Corri’s room—open and close again softly. Corri had been permitted to stay up late the night before to help Indy pack, so it was unlikely she’d wake before Indy left. India’s soft footfall was almost imperceptible, but August knew that her niece was tracing the steps to the back bedroom. Ry’s room. The same room he had slept in as a child had been the room he had returned to after Maris’s accident and he and August had agreed that Corri needed to be surrounded by as much family as possible. August had welcomed him home and been delighted to have Corri move in with them. It had been so long since the house had been filled with young people.


August leaned on the wide window ledge and looked out toward the bay. Prima lux. First light. She had never missed this favorite moment of each new day. It was hers, and she cherished it and gave thanks for it. One more morning. One more day.


One more day to be there for Corri, for India. One more day to mourn Ry, to carry the void her beloved nephew had left. One more day to anchor the Devlin family, to breathe the salt air and to hear the gulls cry, to watch for the herons, to listen for the call of the geese as they passed overhead, heralding the coming of fall.


Tempus doth indeed fugit. She sighed.


Twenty minutes later a red-eyed India came into the kitchen, suitcase and travel bags in hand, and kissed August goodbye before leaving. Watching her from the doorway, August said a little prayer that the trial would go quickly so that India could be back in Devlin’s Light before Corri might begin to wonder if India, like her mother and Ry, had vanished from her life for good.


“Hey, Indy, welcome back.” Barry Singer, a detective from the city’s vice squad, greeted India as she plowed through the ever-crowded space allotted to the district attorney and his staff in the basement of City Hall.


“I told you I’d be here for the trial,” she told him.


“Indy,” Singer said, laying a hand on her shoulder, “we’re all sorry as hell about Ry.”


“I know, Barry. And I want to thank you guys for the flowers. I appreciated the thought. So did Aunt August.”


“How’s she taking it?” Singer, himself raised by an elderly grandmother, had been extremely solicitous to August on those few occasions when she had visited India at the office.


India paused in the doorway of her assigned workplace and reflected. “Aunt August is strong. She is the backbone of the family. Even my dad acknowledged that, that it was August who kept us all together over the years. But she adored Ry, and frankly, I am concerned about her. She is terribly sad. As we all are. And of course, now there’s Corri …”


“Did Ry appoint you as her guardian?”


“He didn’t spell it out in a will, if that’s what you mean. But of course, between Aunt August and me, Corri will have all the loving family she could want. And since Ry had formally adopted her, Corri will inherit his share of the family trust. She’ll be well provided for, in any event.”


“Anything we can do, me and Liz”—he made reference to his wife—“we’re there.”


“Thanks, Singer.” India acknowledged the kindness with a half smile, then turned the corner of the gray divider used to create cubicles for the assistant district attorneys in the basement of City Hall.


“So”—India plunked her pocketbook and briefcase on the floor next to her desk in the overcrowded and chaotic cubical and was suddenly all business—“did you get a statement from that kid who was hiding behind the swings when Axel scooped up the Melendez girl?”


“His mother won’t let him talk to me. And Indy, I don’t know that I blame her. Axel Thomas is a really nasty guy. Between you and me, I don’t know that I’d want to bring my little boy to his attention.”


“Maybe I could give it a try.” Indy flipped through a pile of messages on her desk. “Do you have their number?”


“Yeah, I’m sure you can convince her to let her five-year-old come in to open court and make an I.D. on a child molester who may or may not go to jail. You are smooth, Devlin, but if it was my kid, I’d tell you to—”


“The number, Singer,” India deadpanned, “or I’ll tell everyone that ‘Barry’ is short for ‘Bardolf.’”


“That’s low, Devlin. Real low.” The short, stocky detective turned pale.


“That number was …” She batted her eyelashes expectantly.


The detective wrote it down on a piece of paper and handed it to her. “India, I really don’t think—”


“Look, Barry, it won’t hurt for me to talk to her. I want this guy.” She dialed, then looked up at him. “I’m not going to try to talk the parents into letting their son testify, if that’s what you’re worried about. I would not jeopardize a child’s welfare for the sake of a conviction. I just want to talk to him, maybe get just enough information so that we won’t need to have him on the stand—Hello, Mrs. Powell? This is India Devlin, Paloma district attorney’s office. I’d like to stop in this afternoon to speak with you about Axel Thomas …”


By seven-thirty that evening, India had met with the Powells and, through careful questioning, discovered that there may have been another witness. The Powell boy had described a woman who had been leaning out the second-floor window of an apartment overlooking the park at the same time that he had seen Thomas take off with the little girl. India called Singer and asked him to try to track her down and see if he could get a statement.


Returning to her office, she read through piles of statements that had been taken while she had been in Devlin’s Light pertaining to yet another case before pulling out the files on the Thomas case. She would need to refresh herself on the facts if she was going to go to trial on Monday.


Welcome back. India rotated her neck in a full circle to unkink it and glanced at the clock. Eleven-forty. The night had gone by in a blur. It was too late to call Aunt August and Corri. She would have to call them first thing the next morning. She packed three files into her already overstuffed briefcase. Frowning when she could not get the brown leather satchel to close, she pulled out one file, tucked it under her arm and hoisted her shoulder bag over her head to hang from her neck, thereby freeing up both hands for carrying.


The hallway was darkened except for the lights over the doors and the exit sign. Walking past the double doors leading to the annex housing the city morgue always gave India a severe case of goose bumps, and tonight was no exception. Her heels made muffled popping sounds on the old tiled floor as she struggled down the hallway to the elevator, where she pressed the button for the lobby with an index finger. The old lift groaned as it slowly ascended, reminding her once again that the slowest elevators in Paloma were, in fact, in City Hall.


“Can I give you a hand there, Miss Devlin?” Paul, the night guard, who pronounced her name Dev-a-lin, rose from his wooden chair, which stood right next to the elevator, halfway between the front and back doors of the building.


“Oh, I’ll make it to the car if you can open the back door for me.”


“Certainly, Miss Devlin.” He nodded and walked briskly, with purpose and importance, to the back door, his heavy ring of keys clanging loudly in the silent building.


“Thank you.” India smiled at him gratefully as he held the door open for her to pass through. “I’ll see you in the morning.”


“I’ll just wait here till you get to your car.” Paul stood on the top step, his right hand on his gun, as if daring some unseen felon to jump out at India. As she reached her car, he called to her across the quiet night: “Miss Devlin …”


“Yes?” she called back as she hit the security button on her key ring to open the car door with a “beep.”


“I was sorry about what happened to your brother.”


“Thank you, Paul. So was I. Thank you for remembering him.” India opened the rear door on the driver’s side and threw her heavy bundles onto the seat and slammed the door. She slid in behind the wheel and turned the key. Waving to Paul, the silent, shadowy sentinel who still watched from the top step, she pulled out of the parking lot and onto the rain-slicked streets of the city that had been her home for the past five years.


Paloma was a city on the mend. At one time it had been a busy manufacturing center, but the textile mills moved south and those days were long past. Concentrated efforts begun ten years ago to revitalize the downtown area, however, had met with some success. The shopping district was coming back to life, the new shops having been joined by a variety of cultural attractions and fine restaurants; a music hall built at the turn of the century today served as a popular venue for plays as well as concerts. Over the years the university had grown on the north side of the city, bringing with it a well-endowed library and a highly regarded museum of natural history.


Driving through this, the oldest part of town, India rechecked the locks to reassure herself that all the doors were secured. It was dark and it was late, and this was not the best place in the city for a young woman to be driving alone. Old City had stubbornly refused gentrification and had seemed to decline as rapidly as other parts of the city had improved. There were pockets of Paloma that resembled a war zone, where crime was so common it was rarely reported. India always felt relieved when she reached her street, which was several blocks beyond Old City and on the fringes of a section of Paloma known as the Crest, a totally renovated area that had caught the fancy of upscale buyers ten years ago and was now the fashionable place to live.


India’s townhouse was narrow and three rooms deep, three stories high. She had seen similar homes in Philadelphia some years before, but there they were called “Trinities.” Here in Paloma they were known as “treys.” Everest Place lay as still as a sleeping child as she pulled up to the curb, grateful to find her usual parking space in front of her house empty and waiting for her return. The slamming of her car door echoed through the neighborhood, a rude interruption in the night silence. She unloaded everything at once, piling suitcases amid work files on her front steps so that, once inside, she would not have to venture back out onto the deserted street. Unlocking the front door, which swung without a sound into the small foyer, she tried to step over the mail, which had been propelled through the mail slot for the past week and now littered the entire floor of the entryway. Some pieces had made it all the way into the living room, she noted wryly.


Dumping the suitcase onto the floor at the foot of the steps that led to the second floor, she returned to the front door and retrieved the rest of her belongings, kicking envelopes, catalogs and other assorted mail out of the way. She turned on the light nearest the sofa, scooped up the mail and dropped it on the table in the entry. It could all wait until tomorrow. Tonight she was too tired to read another word.


The light on her answering machine blinked incessantly. Too many messages to listen to now. The morning would be soon enough, she decided with a shrug as she turned the key in the deadbolt lock on the front door. Dragging the suitcase up the steps, she sought the peace of her bedroom, where she had created a little getaway of sorts for herself. She turned on the overhead light and sighed. It was good to be home. Tonight she was exhausted, the emotions of the past week having taken their toll on her mind and her body. Every inch of her craving sleep, she all but crashed face first onto her bed. Tomorrow she would read her mail and listen to her messages and call Aunt August. Tonight she would, for a while, put aside her work and all it entailed, all the dirty, ugly things that people do for reasons no sane person could ever comprehend, and she would lose herself to sleep.


The rude buzzing of the alarm awakened a reluctant India at six. Through barely opened eyes, she took in her surroundings and was surprised to find herself, not in Devlin’s Light, as she had been in her dreams, but in Paloma. Instead of the faded yellow daisy wallpaper of her old room on Darien Road, this room was painted white, as was the furniture. The carpet was softest plush blue, the curtains a blue and white stripe. Across the foot of the white iron bed rested a blue and white floral comforter, which coordinated perfectly with the bedskirt, pillow covers, sheets, and a lightweight summer blanket. From the small wingchair right inside the door tumbled an array of pillows, all made by August from the hand-embroidered linens India had begun collecting as a young girl.


India rolled over and looked at the clock, groaning when she realized that she did, in fact, have to obey its command. She swept her hair from her face and tottered into the bathroom across the hall and turned on the shower, hoping it would revive her. It did.


She dressed hastily for work, pulling on a somewhat casual, totally comfortable pantsuit of soft gray and white pinstriped linen, since it was not a court day and she did not need to “dress.” That would come on Monday, with the start of the Thomas trial. Before closing the closet door, she checked to make certain that her favorite dark blue suit was clean. Smiling to herself when she saw that it was, she closed the door. She always wore that suit—her lucky suit—on the first day of a trial. She had never lost a case when she delivered her opening statement wearing that suit. India wasn’t going to take any chances. The suit was a go for Monday.


Breakfast was a cup of coffee in the car and a bowl of fruit at her desk, lunch was less. Before she knew it, it was four o’clock and she still had two more briefs to read and respond to. Roxanne Detweiler, the inhabitant of the cubicle next to India’s, stuck her curly dark head through the doorway at seven-twenty and asked, “Want Chinese? Herbie is calling in an order.”


Lost in thought, India nodded affirmatively.


“What do you want?”


Not raising her head from the file spread across the top of the desk, Indy replied absently, “Pepperoni, mushrooms, whatever you’re having.”


Having seen India so immersed in her work in the past, Roxanne grinned devilishly.


“You want a little sweet and sour bat wings on that, Indy? Maybe a side of frog toes and fried slugs?”


“Sure, Roxie.” India waved a hand indifferently. “Whatever.”


“What’s she want? Herbie’s waiting.” Singer poked Roxanne in the back.


“Get us an order of hot and spicy chicken and an order of rice noodles with oriental vegetables and some steamed dumplings.”


Roxanne folded her arms across her chest, well aware that India had no clue that someone was in her office. There was a joke circulating around the D.A.’s office that you could rob India’s office of everything except the file she was working on at that moment and you’d most likely get away with it.


“India has been like that for as long as I’ve known her,” Roxanne once told the rest of the staff. “She has the enviable ability to block out everything and totally focus on the business at hand. She did it in college, she did it all through law school, and she’s still doing it. She says she tries to hear the person’s voice when she’s reading a statement, to see the scene as the victim did, to hear what they heard and feel what they felt.”


“Spooky” was the consensus of India’s colleagues, but every one of them agreed she was the best at what she did. Her uncanny ability to block out what she considered irrelevant might be responsible for a good part of that success.


It wasn’t until Roxanne called over the partition to tell her that her phone was ringing that India heard it. Searching through piles of papers, she finally located it and picked up the receiver.


“Oh, hello, Aunt August.” India’s eyes sought the small desk clock. It was almost seven-thirty. “Oh, Aunt August, I am so sorry. I meant to call last night but it was so late when I got home, and then this morning just sort of got away from me and before I knew it …”


“I understand, India.” Aunt August, as always, went straight to the point. “However, there is someone else to be considered now.”


“Corri. Oh, damn, I meant to call her …” India dragged her hand through her hair and sighed deeply, berating herself for the oversight.


“She’s right here, Indy.” August handed the phone to Corri.


“Indy?” The sweet little girl voice poured like liquid sunshine through the wires.


“Hey, sugar.” India tried to think of some excuse for not having called in the morning, as she had said she would do. “Corri, I meant to—”


“It’s okay, Indy. Nick took me fishing,” she announced.


“This morning?” India relaxed. Corri wouldn’t have been home if she had remembered to call.


“No, this afternoon. To make me feel better.”


Ouch.


“Did you feel badly because I forgot to call?”


“I just felt sad because you weren’t here. But Darla said that after you put the bad guys in jail you’ll come home.”


“Darla is right, sugar.”


“Indy …”


“What, Corri?”


“Do you have to put away all the bad guys, or just a few, before you can come home?”


India smiled. “Just the ones that get caught in Paloma. I doubt anyone could put away all the bad guys.”


“You could,” Corri said confidently. “Ry said you were the best prostitutor in Paloma.”


“That’ss ‘prosecutor,’ Corri.” India laughed, and through the phone line, she could hear August laughing too. “Say the word, so you’ll remember it correctly.”


“Posse-cutor.”


“That’s a little better, but you still need some practice. Maybe you’ll have that down pat by the time I come home.”


“When will that be? Tomorrow? It’s the weekend.”


“I’m afraid not, sweetie. I have to get ready for Monday. I have a lot of reading to do between now and then.”


“But when the bad guy’s in jail, will you come home?”


“You can bet the ranch,” India told her.


Corri giggled. “We don’t have a ranch.”


“Oh, you’re right. Well then, you can bet the dunes.”


“Will it be next week?”


“Next week might be a little too soon.”


“That’s what Nick said. He said he thought it might take a while. He said this was a really bad man and it might take a while for everyone to come in and tell the judge just how bad he is.”


“Nick is a pretty smart fellow.”


“He is, Indy. Oh, he said to say hi for him when I talked to you. So hi from Nick.”


“Tell him hi back.”


Roxanne called over the intercom that dinner had arrived.


“Listen, Corri, I’m going to go and have some dinner.” India was suddenly starving.


“We had dinner,” Corri told her. “We had fish that Nick and I caught. Aunt August let him stay for dinner. And Ollie and Darla and Jack too.”


“You must have caught a lot of fish,” India noted somewhat wistfully, imagining them all in the Devlins’ old kitchen, crowded around Aunt August as she worked miracles with an old black iron griddle and some freshly caught fish. Her mouth began to water at the thought of it. “Is he still there? Nick?”


“No. He left to drive Darla and Jack home. Ollie is sleeping over with me. Tomorrow Aunt August is taking me and Ollie to the library for the story hour.”


“That sounds like fun. Call me tomorrow night and you can tell me all about the story, okay?”


“Okay. I will.”


“Now put Aunt August back on the phone,” India instructed.


“You did miss a lovely dinner,” August told her. “Corri and Nick caught a couple of blues that would have knocked your socks off.”


“I am sorry I missed it.” Mentally, Indy amended her earlier fantasy. Bluefish would have been stuffed with a savory stuffing—cornbread, perhaps, or maybe sage—and wrapped in foil and baked in the oven to the perfect degree of flakiness.


“And we all missed you,” August told her. “Nick asked for your phone number. I didn’t think you’d mind if I gave it to him.”


“Not at all,” India said, playing with the cap from a Bic pen. “He promised to get me a list of Ry’s acquaintances from Bayview and from the Save the Bay group.”


“Well, I’ve no doubt if there’s anything to be found, the two of you will find it,” August said. “Must run. I have two little girls here who are waiting to make peach ice cream.”


“Bye,” Indy said, knowing that August had already moved on.


“You coming into the kitchen to eat, or are you going to eat here?” Roxanne asked from the doorway.


“I’ll come in.” India stood up on legs that badly needed stretching, taking in the mess of papers and files that were her professional life. One wall held her degrees: a bachelor of arts from Middlebury College, her law degree from Dickinson. Between the two hung a framed piece of embroidery, a gift from Aunt August when Indy had passed the bar exam. Summum ius summa inuria. The more law, the less justice.


India rubbed her back with one very tired hand and massaged her neck with the other as she followed Roxanne to the kitchen down the hall.


Nick Enright’s big hands came suddenly to mind, and India could not help but speculate on what a great massage one might expect from a pair of hands like that. She brushed the image away abruptly and slid into a seat at the small table in the makeshift kitchen where her dinner awaited. Surrounded by FBI posters—Have you seen this man?— she sat down to her first real meal in forty-eight hours. Not, she silently lamented, perfect baked bluefish, caught by a winsome man with honey-colored eyes and a killer smile and his darling six-year-old assistant, prepared with love by Aunt August, and shared with friends and family in the warm, inviting Devlin kitchen, but half-cold Chinese from the corner takeout. She sighed and for the first time in a very long time questioned her sanity.


Aunt August’s Baked Stuffed Bluefish


1 whole bluefish, split and cleaned (head removed unless it doesn’t bother you. I personally don’t like the idea of the fish watching me while I stuff it.)


Stuffing:


4 cups bread cubes


1 large onion, chopped


1 clove garlic, minced


4-5 mushrooms, sliced


1 apple, chopped


1 stalk celery, chopped


3 tablespoons butter


1/2 teaspoon salt


1/8 teaspoon pepper


1/4 teaspoon poultry seasoning


2 tablespoons chopped fresh parsley


2 tablespoons lemon juice


2 teaspoons grated lemon peel


Sauté onion, celery and garlic in butter in large skillet or Dutch oven until onion is translucent. Add mushrooms and apples and cook until the mushrooms just begin to brown and the apples begin to soften. Add seasonings, parsley, lemon juice and lemon peel, sauté for 1-2 minutes. Toss with bread cubes. If bread cubes appear too dry, add a tablespoon or two of boiling water to moisten.


After cleaning the fish and removing all bones, place the fish on a sheet of aluminum foil 2½ times the size of the fish. Place a generous amount of stuffing in the pocket. Wrap the foil around the fish and bake for 35-40 minutes, or until done. The fish is done when it flakes easily with a fork.










Chapter 5


I need to find some time to rake. India made a mental note as she kicked through the yellow and green leaves that had begun their descent from the scrawny maple standing in the small front yard and trudged to her car, half dragging the overloaded briefcase, which as always, was too full to close.


Fall had always been a favorite season. India paused on the sidewalk, momentarily lost in the memory of Ry raking leaves in the side yard at the Devlin homestead, piling lofty piebald layers of yellow, brown, red and orange into a heap for a small and eager Indy to jump into. Sitting on the front porch steps eating slices of warm, cinnamon-y apple pie from Aunt August’s oven, talking about the new school year and watching the ever-hopeful Darla sneaking moonstruck peeks at the always-oblivious Ry. Seeking solitary refuge out on the dunes on an October evening, sipping from a steaming mug of cider poured from her father’s old chipped thermos and trying to sort out all the twists and turns that had bent and shaped her young life this way and that. Being fifteen and angry with her mother for dying before she’d had an opportunity to know her. Watching the geese take flight over the bay on a November afternoon, wishing she could take off with them wherever they were going.


The honking of a neighbor’s car horn brought her back to the present and she waved absently.


India swung the heavy satchel onto the backseat. The Thomas trial was into its third hard week. She was taking no chances on losing this one. She would put on every witness, use every piece of evidence, turn herself inside out to put him away. India remained unruffled in the courtroom, seemingly unnerved by the defendant’s bold stare of defiance, meeting his taunting eyes with a cool, level gaze. She would spend hours cross-examining witnesses, shaking his alibi, smoking out the truth. In the end, she would have him. She knew just how to play it. It wasn’t the easiest case she had ever tried; far from it. It was proving to be grueling, emotionally as well as physically, but in the end, she would have him. She owed it to his victims—to all such victims— to prove to the jury beyond a shadow of reasonable doubt exactly what this man was, all he had done, and to make certain that his particular evil was contained for the rest of his days on this earth.


Per ardua ad astra, Aunt August had so often reminded her. Through hardship to the stars.


The courtroom was filling rapidly. The city had become enamored of the trial, and the press had been all over her from day one. Every local newspaper and television news show featured her face, highlighting her cross-examination of this witness or that, reporting every caustic remark exchanged between India and Jim Cromwell, the city’s best-known criminal defense attorney, who had drawn the unsavory court appointment to represent Thomas.


India set up her exhibits in front of her on the long pine table and stacked a pile of yellow legal pads and a score of pens where she could easily reach them. Today she planned to present physical evidence to the jury. Blood smears and DNA, strands of hair found in Thomas’s car that had come from the head of his third victim, a nine-year-old girl who had played soccer and read Nancy Drew books, who walked her elderly neighbor’s dog and baby-sat for her little sister. For a long moment, memory brought India face to face with another young girl who had once played soccer. Who had loved Nancy Drew. Who had played with India on the dunes of Devlin’s Beach …


India slammed a file onto the table. This one would go down, she promised, and would stay down. There would be no deals, no safe place for Axel Thomas.


By four-thirty in the afternoon, India was drained and frustrated, and no closer to the end of the trial than she’d been at eight o’clock that morning. Procedural arguments had dominated the entire day. The minute that court was dismissed, India gathered the exhibits that had been lost in the mire of Cromwell’s rhetoric and their dueling citations of case law. Her carefully prepared charts and photographs would have to wait until court resumed on Monday morning, when, hopefully, she would have an opportunity to place them into evidence. India tucked her portfolio under her arm, pointedly ignoring the smirking defendant, who whistled an upbeat version of the theme from “The Bridge on the River Kwai” as she prepared to leave the courtroom for the weekend.


“It’s time to deal, Lady Prosecutor. Deal or lose,” Thomas said, sneering mockingly from twelve feet away.


She turned to snap a response, when a waving hand from the third row caught her attention.


“Indy!” Corri jumped up and down, trying to restrain herself from shouting.


“Corri, what on earth—” She started toward the child, then saw the man who stood behind her. “Nick? What are you doing here?”


“We came to take you out for your birthday.” Corri clapped her hands excitedly.


“My birthday?” India repeated, then recalled the date. “It is my birthday. I’d forgotten.”


She made her way through the thinning crowd to hug Corri to her, closing her eyes for a moment of solace as the child’s thin arms wrapped tightly around her neck.


“Aunt August told me it was your birthday, so we brought you dinner and a cake.” Corri beamed.


“Where is Aunt August?” India searched for her in the still-crowded courtroom.


“She couldn’t come. She had a migrate,” Corri announced, “but Nick said we couldn’t let you celebrate your birthday alone, so he brought me.”


“You mean a migraine?” India frowned. It seemed that her aunt’s headaches were increasing in frequency. She wondered if Dr. Noone had been consulted.


“I offered to bring Corri because she had her heart set on surprising you,” Nick explained.


“Nick, this is really very sweet …”


“I hope that isn’t a but I detect.” Nick lowered his voice and leaned closer to her. “Corri would really be disappointed, Indy.”


“No, no, of course not,” she assured him. She had planned to stay up half the night to go over today’s proceedings, but she would have the rest of the weekend for that. Tonight she would put it aside and be with Corri. And Nick. “I’m just so surprised, that’s all. I didn’t even realize it was my birthday, I’ve been so wrapped up in this trial. But I’m delighted, truly. Just let me get my things. And Corri, you can help me carry—”


She stopped in midsentence. Corri stood all but frozen, facing the front of the courtroom, her gaze held fast by the man in prison blues. Axel grinned meaningfully with the eyes of a son of Satan.


“Nick, take Corri out into the hallway. I’ll meet you there.” India practically shoved the girl into Nick’s arms. “Please.”


She turned and walked toward the defendant’s table, too enraged to speak.


“That your little girl, Madame Prosecutor?” Axel drawled as he was pulled to his feet by the bailiff. “She’s a pretty little thing.”


“Don’t even look at her,” India hissed like a maddened viper across the defense table, “or you won’t have to wait until the jury convicts you. I’ll rip your heart out myself.”


Axel laughed as he shuffled toward the side door, where he’d be loaded into a van and returned to his cell until Monday morning.


Shaking from head to foot with the raw terror that washed over her with all the force of an unforeseen tidal wave, India folded her arms across her chest and sought to control her breathing. She forced her feet to carry her back to the prosecutor’s table, where, with trembling hands, she began to pick up stacks of paper and shove them mindlessly into folders.


“India, my God, what is it?” Herbie Caruthers took the papers from her hands. “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”


“For a moment, I guess I thought I had.” India dropped into a chair and rested her head in her hands.


“Here.” Herbie handed her a glass of water. “Are you okay?”


She sipped at the water, which had grown tepid as the day progressed and the chips of ice melted in the warmth of a sunny, late September afternoon.


“I’m good. Thanks.”


“Look, how ’bout if I take this stuff back to the office for you,” Herbie said, packing up their case documents, “and I’ll meet you in the conference room in an hour and we’ll go over today’s testimony.”


“It’ll have to wait until tomorrow morning,” she told him, her composure slowly returning. “I have a birthday to celebrate.”


“Since when has a minor detail like a birthday come between you and a big case?”


“Since now.” She thought of Corri’s little upturned face, so filled with the joy of having a surprise for Indy. India couldn’t remember the last time anyone had offered her so great a gift. She had no intention of disappointing the child.


India gathered her things and left the courtroom, her briefcase under her arm and her shoulder bag swinging along next to her, filled with the sudden certainty that whether she worked tonight or not, Axel would not walk away with a sweet plea bargain this time, as he had done in the past. He may have dealt his way through other states, other jurisdictions, but this time he had chosen Paloma in which to play his evil games. Backed by a district attorney who had been elected on a strong anticrime platform, India had the blessing of the department to take this one all the way. Unaware of promises she had made long ago, promises she had spent her entire adult life trying to keep, Axel Thomas had made the mistake of getting caught in a city that had no interest in making deals. Had she been in any danger of forgetting those promises, the unvoiced threat to Corri had been more than enough to remind her.


Tonight she would celebrate her birthday with a child who asked only that India love her. Tomorrow she would return to the task of putting away Axel Thomas once and for all.


“Indy, can I play with your soaps?” Corri bounced into the bright kitchen, having emerged from the first-floor powder room with a basket filled with little soaps in various shapes and colors—a house-warming gift to India from a co-worker, which, until now, had been pretty much forgotten.


“Sure,” India said, laughing.


“How does one play with soap?” Nick asked from the corner of his mouth, and India nodded toward the carpeted area between the kitchen and the dining room, where Corri had planted herself and proceeded to remove the soaps, one by one, from the basket. All the starfish went into one pile, the flowers into another, the little animals into yet a third. Corri then separated them by color.


“I see.” Nick grinned as he hoisted a large basket onto the kitchen table.


“What’s in there?” India tried to peek under the lid, but Nick closed it from her view.


“Dinner. Complements of August. She gave me strict instructions. Let’s see now, where did I—oh, here they are.” With a flourish, Nick removed a sheet of folded paper from the pocket of his blue and white pinstriped shirt and snapped it open. “Now, let’s see what I need here … a long baking pan—got one of those?”


His eyes were dancing as he looked into hers, and she nodded, somewhat dumbly, that she did in fact have one of those … whatever it was he had asked for. It was hard to concentrate when he stared directly into her eyes like that, like they were the oldest, the very best of friends, friends who had shared so very much.


But then again, she told herself, they had shared something special. They had both been blessed with Ry’s presence in their lives. It made Nick less of a stranger, more of a friend.


“And we need to set the oven to 350 degrees,” Nick said, reading from her aunt’s crisply printed instructions.


India rummaged around in her cupboard and emerged with a baking pan. “Will this do?”


“That’ll do just fine.” He smiled, and those little dimples she’d noticed that day on the beach emerged to taunt her.


She handed him the pan, wondering what she had done to deserve having a man like Nick Enright show up on her birthday to cook her dinner.


“August said to heat these up in the microwave.” From the deep basket he removed a dish of rosemary potatoes in one hand and a brown bag in the other. He plopped the bag onto the counter. “These we can just steam. Green beans. The last from Liddy Osborn’s garden.”


“And what’s in there?” She pointed to the long object wrapped in foil and packed in ice, which Nick had removed from the basket.


“That’s what we need the baking pan for.” Nick began to unwrap the bundle.


“Ohmygod!” India nearly melted in anticipation. “Aunt August’s stuffed bluefish.”


“We caught it,” Corri piped up, “me and Nick. Out by Heron Cove.”


“I can’t believe it!” Indy all but swooned. “My favorite dinner. You don’t know how I dreamed of Aunt August’s stuffed and baked bluefish. Just thinking about it makes me ravenous.”


“Well, you sit right down there, Birthday Girl—” Nick pulled out a kitchen chair and motioned for her to sit— “while I prepare to make your dream come true.”


“And I will set the table.” Corri abandoned her little zoo of soap animals and hopped on one foot into the kitchen. “I know how.”


“Is that a deck I see out there?” With one finger Nick drew the curtain aside from the window overlooking the small back yard.


“Yes,” Indy replied. “The previous owners had it built. I haven’t used it much.”


“I want to see out back,” Corri told her, the table-setting assignment momentarily forgotten.


India unlocked the back door and opened it to step onto the deck, which faced an overgrown yard.


“Indy, you need to cut your grass.” Corri pointed toward the lawn.


“I know, sweetie,” a somewhat abashed India admitted. “I just haven’t had time.”


“It’s too tall to walk in,” Corri said, frowning from the bottom of the steps.


“I’m sorry, Corri. Maybe by the next time you come I’ll have gotten to it.”


Nick appeared in the doorway.


“Got a lawn mower?” he asked.


“Well, yes, I do, but …”


“Get it out,” he told her, “and I’ll cut the grass. You don’t have much of a yard. I’ll have it done by the time the oven has heated for the fish.”


“Nick, you don’t have to cut my grass. I’ll do it tomorrow. Or I’ll try to find someone in the neighborhood—”


He had already bounded past her and down the steps. “Out here?” he asked, pointing to the small cedar-sided shed that stood near the far corner.


“Well, yes, but …”


He was already into the shed and had lifted the small lawn mower out before she had finished her sentence. Soon he had the mower running, and she leaned on the deck railing, watching as he left trails of grassy clumps in his wake as he crossed back and forth across the small yard, the mower humming as he attended efficiently to the task.


“You really didn’t have to do all this,” she told him as he finished and turned off the mower.


“It’s your birthday,” he said solemnly, “and it was important to Corri to be with you, to surprise you. Ry talked a lot about making a difference in her life—it was important to him to try to give her some security after she lost her mother. He said he knew just how frightening it was for a child to lose a parent. He didn’t want her to feel alone.”


India nodded. “Our mother died when Ry was barely four years old, just about the same age as Corri was when Maris died. I was just a baby, but Ry said many times how scared he had been, that she just seemed to have gone away, and he never saw her again.”


“Maris’s death was hard enough on her, but now, with Ry gone, I think it’s even more important for her to feel wanted, to feel a part of something. I owe it to Ry to do what I can, when I can. Corri really wanted to celebrate your birthday with you. I needed to make sure that happened for her. And for you.”


“Thank you, Nick,” she said simply. “For Corri. And for me.”


“And for Ry,” he reminded her.


“Certainly,” she said softly, “for Ry.”


Of course, that was why he had made this trip, why he had brought Corri to her. Because of Ry, because of his respect and fondness for her brother. Unexpectedly, her heart was stung by the slightest trace of disappointment as she acknowledged the reason for his presence there, in her home, on her birthday.


But even knowing that, once back inside her tidy house, she watched him fill her kitchen with energy and humor and wondered if she had ever known a man quite like him.


Dinner was exquisite, lacking only Aunt August’s presence to make it the perfect birthday feast. Nick lifted the bluefish from the oven and slid it onto an old platter, happily chattering with Corri, taking pains to draw India into the conversation from time to time. They talked about various personalities in Devlin’s Light, about the start of the school year and who was in Corri’s class, why the art teacher was great and the music teacher not so. All in all, it was a wonderful birthday. India could not remember the last one that had brought her more pleasure.


Corri bit her lip with happy anticipation as India opened the card that had been made just for her, watercolored rainbows and balloons painted on light blue construction paper.


“Aunt August helped me with some of the words,” Corri announced proudly, “but I drew the pictures myself.”


Happy birthday, Indy. I love you. Corri.


“Balloons and rainbows are two of my most favorite things.” Indy hugged her, holding the child close for a very long minute.


“Mine too. I used blue paper so it would be like the sky. See, rainbows are in the sky, and that’s where your balloons go if you don’t hold on to them.”


“It’s a wonderful card, simply beautiful, Corri. I’ll have to find a good place to keep it.”


“Oh!” Corri jumped from her seat. “We forgot!” She stuck her face into the picnic basket. “Here, India.” Corri handed over two small yellow and white plastic daisies.


“What are these?” India asked.


“They are magnets, silly.” Corri took them from her and used them to hold the card in place on the refrigerator door.


“Why, how very clever!” India laughed. “Thank you. Now I can see my pretty card every time I come into the kitchen.”


“Thank Aunt August,” Corri told her brightly, “it was her idea. She said it was time we started spreading around the ’frigerator art.”


“And she wasn’t kidding,” Nick told her as he cleared the table. “I have a few of those little collector’s items myself. August does believe in sharing the wealth.”


“I painted ducks for Nick. And a bird sitting on cattails.”


“Which was actually quite good,” Nick told her.


Corri beamed, basking in the happy moment for a split second before bouncing up and clapping her hands. “Now we can have birthday cake!”


India’s favorite coconut cake with white frosting had survived the trip from Devlin’s Light with little more than some mooshed frosting on one side. Corri planted the candles across the top layer and Nick lit them, and both of them sang the birthday song while Indy closed her eyes and, for a moment, was transported back to another birthday, another time.


“Make a wish Indy,” Ry was saying. “Wish with your heart and blow the candles out at the same time, and whatever you wish for will come true.”


She opened her eyes and looked up into the smiling faces of two people who had become, suddenly, achingly precious to her. Taking a deep breath, enough to blow out all twenty-nine candles at the same time, India looked into eyes the color of caramels and knew exactly what to wish for.


Maybe, she thought as she watched the tiny lights on the cake go out, when this trial was over, she’d have time to work on making that wish come true. For now, she just wanted to hold on to what remained of the evening, to the warmth that came, not from the candles’ glow, but from the heart of a child and the eyes of a very special man.
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Great-Aunt Nola’s Award-Winning
Coconut Cake


Cake:


2½ cups plus 2 tablespoons flour


3 teaspoons baking powder


1/2 teaspoon salt


1½ cups sugar


3/4 cups butter


3 eggs, separated


3/4 cup milk


1/2 teaspoon vanilla extract


1/2 teaspoon coconut extract


3/4 cup flaked coconut (soak in 2 tablespoons milk)


Preheat oven to 350° and prepare 2 cake pans (grease and flour). Add vanilla and coconut extracts to milk and set aside. Sift flour, baking powder and salt together. Set aside. Cream butter with mixer for 30 seconds, then gradually add sugar and mix on medium speed for 5 minutes. Beat egg yolks and add to butter mixture. Add flour and milk alternately to butter mix, stirring after each addition, until smooth. Stir in coconut. With clean, dry beaters, beat egg whites until stiff but not dry. Gently fold into batter. Turn into pans*, baking at 25 minutes for 8-inch round or square pans. Cool in pans 10 minutes, then invert onto racks and cool completely before frosting.


Frosting (makes enough for 2 layers or one 9x13x2-inch sheet cake):


1/2 cup butter, softened


1 lb. box of 10X sugar, sifted


4 tablespoons milk


2 tablespoons coconut


1/2 teaspoon coconut extract


1/2 teaspoon vanilla extract


Soak coconut in milk. Beat butter with mixer on medium speed 30 seconds. Add 1/2 of the sugar, beat well. Drain coconut and add milk to butter mixture, beating well. Gradually add remaining sugar until desired consistency. Blend in extracts and coconut. Frost cake and cover with as much coconut as the cake will hold.





* Makes 2 8- or 9-inch layers or one 13x9x2-inch sheet.










Chapter 6


The glow was, sadly, short lived, since first thing Monday morning found India back in court, battling with Axel Thomas’s attorney on technical issues. The trial dragged on for three more very tense weeks, every day of which was war. Certainly it had been a war worth fighting, she later noted with satisfaction. Particularly since she had emerged the victor and had the pleasure of knowing that Axel’s sorry butt would soon be hauled to the state prison for what would surely be a long and miserable stay.


“Indy, we saw you on television!” Corri chirped into the phone, which had been ringing even as India had unlocked her front door and stepped inside following several hours of postverdict celebrations with her colleagues. “You looked pretty.”


“Thank you, sweetheart.” India laughed. She had, of course, seen the film, but she hadn’t noticed whether she looked pretty or not, couldn’t have told with any degree of certainty what she had been wearing or who else had been framed by the camera’s lens following the pronouncement of the jury’s verdict.


“I’m so proud of you.” Aunt August’s whisper filled her ear and gladdened her heart. “I always am, India. This time especially, I applaud your efforts.”


“Thank you, Aunt August.” India squeezed her eyes tightly closed, bringing back the scene in the courtroom. The hush as the judge climbed three steps to his seat, his black robes trailing slightly behind him like a nun’s habit. The rustle of skirts and the tap-tap-tap of one juror’s high-heeled shoes as they crossed the ancient pine floor to the jury box. A poorly smothered cough from somewhere behind her. The mass of apprehensive uncertainty that filled her chest, threatening to displace every bit of oxygen in her lungs, as she waited, the very picture of composure and self-assurance, while inside her intestines twisted grotesquely. Axel Thomas’s stare, deliberate and unconcerned, sure of his impending freedom, as he sought to engage her eyes in one last bemused gesture of contempt.


And then the judge asked, “Has the jury reached a verdict?”


“We have, Your Honor,” replied the foreman, a tall man with salt-and-pepper hair and round-framed glasses too large for his elongated and dole face.


“How do you find?”


“We find the defendant, Axel Edward Thomas, guilty on all counts, Your Honor.”


There was just the barest hesitation, a heartbeat’s worth of silence, before pandemonium erupted. Those members of India’s staff who had gathered across the back of the courtroom holding their breaths without even realizing they were doing so shouted and applauded the jury’s decision. India fought back tears as Herbie fought to control his own exaltation, as he rubbed a shaking hand across her shoulders to signal it was all right now, the weeks of traveling into the mind of a killer were over. Axel’s mask of bemused certainty dissolved into contentious disbelief, then snapped into crude threats thrown aggressively in every direction. India, the judge, his own attorney, all bore the brunt of his incensed declarations over the excited chatter in the courtroom.


In the end, it all came down to this, she later reflected: She had done what no one had been sure she would be able to do. She had won a conviction on all charges—kidnap, rape, assault, and first-degree murder—for two of Axel Thomas’s three victims.


And for you, Lizzie, she whispered.


“I’m asking for the death penalty,” India said softly into the receiver.


“Sic semper tyrannis,” replied August. Thus always to tyrants. “Well then. Corri is jumping up and down here— she wants to know if you’ll be home in time for dinner.”


“Not dinner tonight, but tomorrow night for sure. Tonight I’m planning on being in bed by seven. I can’t remember the last time I was this tired. And I plan to sleep late.”


“Will you be able to take a few vacation days?” Concern was clearly evident in August’s voice. “You’ve been working far too hard, India, for far too long. You haven’t taken any time off except when Ry died. And God knows, that was no vacation.”


“I’m taking a few days, but I have to bring some work with me. I have another trial starting in about ten days.” India bit the nail on her right index finger, the Mobley case starting to swirl slowly in the recesses of her mind. How to play it. How to win. “I’ll bring some files home with me, but I will have a little time to relax. I want to spend some time with Corri.”


“That’s exactly what you need to be doing right now, India. It’s a necessity.” August knew of India’s commitment to her work and understood better than any living soul the depth of that commitment. At the same time, August knew how desperately the child needed India—as much, August suspected, as India needed Corri.


India heard August’s sigh as she hung up the phone and knew exactly what her aunt was thinking: At least India would be home for a few days, and she, August, would see that her niece was well fed, warm and surrounded by love for however long she would stay. And to India, coming off the Thomas trial and weeks of missing meals, missing sleep and living inside the head of a madman, well fed, warm and loved sounded like pure luxury. Even better, it sounded like home, and she couldn’t wait to get there.


She played back the messages on her answering machine and made notes as the recorded voices broke the silence of the small house. A magazine salesman, a credit-card company whose bill she had somehow managed to overlook in the midst of the past few weeks of frenzy, her hairdresser scolding her for having missed the appointment she had scheduled weeks ago before her trial had begun and she had optimistically thought that she might have a day when she could leave the office early enough to make a 7:30 P.M. appointment. Indy hung up her jacket in the closet as the hairdresser’s high-pitched voice was replaced by a husky, masculine one.


“Indy, hi, it’s Nick. Sorry I missed you tonight, but I know you’ve been really busy. I did get the names of two people you might want to run a check on. A guy named Hap Manning and a Gene Hatfield. Both had apparently been active last summer with the environmental protests over in Lincoln’s Beach, and both were seen in Devlin’s Light on several occasions. Dave Shelby at the gas station said he thought that one or both of them may have been around the week or so before Ry died, so you might want to look into them. Well, good luck tomorrow, I’ll be thinking about you.”


Indy played it back twice, just to listen to his voice.


“I’ve been thinking about you too,” she said aloud to the answering machine, “between briefs and arguments and rulings.”


There were several more messages, mostly from tonight, to congratulate her. There was one from the D.A. himself, several from her fellow A.D.A.s, several more from members of the police force, even one from the mayor. All the local television stations, the local newspapers, all looking for interviews. She called the police department and chatted with the detectives, then asked that they run checks on Manning and Hatfield as soon as possible. She pushed the play-back button, just to hear Nick’s voice one more time before she hit the pillows.


And hit them she did, hard and fast and grateful, almost joyful, to be doing so. No files to read tonight. No statements to run through, over and over in her mind, searching for exactly the right inflection to make a key point, the most apropos expression for delivering a thought she wanted the jury to recall, the correct body language for commenting without words on a statement of the defendant. Not tonight. Tonight she would sleep. Habit lifted her arm toward the alarm clock, and she smiled broadly, remembering that she would not need it. She would sleep until her exhausted body told her she could get up.


The aroma reached out to welcome India even as she climbed the back steps of the house on Darien Road. She stood in the doorway and breathed it in, certain what the dark blue enameled pot on the stove held. Dropping her suitcase and her bags, she crossed the well-worn yellow pine floor and lifted the lid.


Aunt August’s New England clam chowder. Fresh chopped clams and potatoes, onions and bacon. A cholesterol-counter’s nightmare of butter and cream. She peeked in the oven, where a loaf of bread was baking to golden brown perfection. On the counter a pan of fresh gingerbread, still warm and fragrant, rested upon a wire cooling rack next to a bowl of homemade applesauce. All in all, it smelled like her childhood, like comfort. The very scents had the power to refresh and restore her.


“Ah, there you are, Indy. I thought I heard your car.” Aunt August came into the kitchen through the doorway leading to the back stairwell, which led from the pantry to the second floor.


India returned the firm embrace her aunt offered, holding the older woman for a second more than she had in a long time. August’s hair was flattened slightly on one side, and her usually crisp white oxford shirt—sleeves, as always, rolled to the elbows—was a little wrinkled.


“Were you napping?” How unlike her aunt, she of endless energy, tireless of mind and body.


“Just a catnap, dear.”


“Why?” India’s eyes followed the beloved face before it dipped down to peer into the oven, checking on the progress of the bread.


“Why?” August chuckled. “Because I was tired, India. That’s why most people seek rest.”


India couldn’t recall a single nap that August had taken in all the years they had lived under the same roof. She recalled the recurring migraines, and a tingle of fear pricked the back of her neck. “Aunt August, are you all right?”


“India, this will come as a great shock to you, I know,” August said, trying not to smile, “but I’m not as young as I once was. And life is more hectic than it has been in years, with an active six-year-old to keep up with. Goodness, we have homework to deal with again. Granted, it’s usually no more than a few letters of the alphabet to print in a little copybook every night, but it’s still homework. And all the parents are asked to volunteer to do something with the class, so I go in once a week during story hour and read a book.”


August busied herself with removing the bread from the oven while India leaned against the counter under the weight of guilt that pressed against her. She should be tending to Corri’s schoolwork and volunteering in the library, not Aunt August, who had never borne a child of her own, yet had raised her brother’s children with love, and who now was blessed with the task of raising the child of a woman she hadn’t even liked. As much as August loved the child, raising Corri might well prove to be more than August could handle.


“I’m sorry, Aunt August,” Indy said as she tossed her keys on the counter. “It shouldn’t all be left up to you. I should be doing some of those things with her. I should try to be more of a… a parental figure.”


“Rather difficult to do, wouldn’t you say,” August said, folding her arms over her chest, “since you live in Paloma and Corri lives in Devlin’s Light.”


“I don’t know how to resolve that.”


“I suggest you give it some serious thought, India. Corri needs a younger parental figure in her life on a permanent basis. I won’t live forever.”


“Of course you will. But you’re right: I need to make some decisions about her future as well as about my own. I’m just not sure I know what’s best.” Looking out the window over the sink, India filled the glass coffeepot with water while watching a V of Canadian geese fly over the garage.


“Paloma doesn’t have a lock on bad deed doers, India. And I heard that our county D.A. is looking for an experienced trial lawyer,” August said softly, trying not to sound too hopeful.


“I’ve made a life for myself in Paloma, Aunt August.”


The back door burst open and Corri flew in, a whirlwind of plaid overalls and light blue long-sleeved T-shirt, little white sneakers and enormous grin. She hesitated only slightly before flinging herself onto India’s lap.


“You’re home! You did come home!”


“Told you I’d be home today, silly, didn’t I?”


“We’re having clam chowder for dinner and gingerbread. I have homework—wanna see my copybook? And I got a red star on my color worksheet today, see?” The serene kitchen of only moments earlier disappeared in a flurry of paper.


“And look—I spelled my name… see? I don’t make my r backwards anymore, and look…” she said, pointing a small finger, smudged with dirt, at the C. “Isn’t that a good one?”


“That is one great C, Corri. I’ll bet I couldn’t do better than that myself.” India leaned over and followed Corri’s finger as she traced the letter she had earlier that day printed across the top of the yellow construction paper. “Indy, is my name still Devlin?”


“Sure.” India wondered where that had come from.


“Good.” Corri bounced off India’s lap and across the kitchen to hug August. “Everyone I like best is named Devlin, ’cept for Darla and Ollie. And Nick. And Darla and Ollie would have been married to Ry if he hadn’t died, and they would have been Devlins too. Nick never could be, though. Can I have some gingerbread?”


“After you wash your hands,” August said, laughing.


“Is she always like this?” Indy laughed with her as the blur that was Corri flew into the powder room and turned on the water.


“Every day.” August shook her head. “And yes, it’s tiring, but if the truth were to be told, I don’t know what I’d do without her. She’s my heart, India.”


She met India’s eyes across the room and India got the message, every bit as clearly as if August had spoken the words aloud. Just in case Indy harbored any thoughts of taking Corri to Paloma, August had wanted to go on record to make it known that she wanted the child to remain in Devlin’s Light.


“Quieta non movere,” August told India pointedly as Corri emerged from the powder room, water sloshed on the front of her overalls where she had tried to remove some paint. Do not move settled things.


India got the point: Leave well enough alone.


Later, after dinner had been eaten and homework dispatched, India sat in her father’s old dark blue leather chair in the den, her files spread out around her as she organized her notes and made lists of evidence and witnesses to help her organize for her next trial. At her feet, Corri mimicked Indy’s procedure, stacking her school papers according to the color of the stars that her teacher had placed in the upper right-hand corner of each completed page. The child was uncommonly quiet, as if being very careful not to disturb India’s concentration. August watched from the doorway, acutely aware of just how much Corri’s efforts to please India cost in terms of self-control, and she marveled that the child she’d dubbed Hurricane Corri could actually sit still for close to half an hour.


Amazing. And for Corri, totally unnatural. And that was exactly what August would tell India in the morning. For now, for August, there was a bridge club waiting at Liddy’s. With India home, August was spared searching for a baby-sitter.


Imagine, she mused, as she kissed Corri goodnight and reminded India to lock the door, having to worry about getting a babysitter at my age.


“Indy, will you tuck me in bed tonight?” Corri asked shyly.


“Sure. Is it bedtime?” Indy frowned and looked at the clock. What time do six-year-olds turn in, anyway?


“Almost. I have to be in bed by eight, but tonight…” Her eyebrows arched hopefully.


“Maybe tonight I could read you a story after you get in bed,” India offered. “Don’t you have to take a bath?”


August hadn’t given her any instructions, and she wasn’t sure what the routine should be.


“Umm-hmm.” Corri nodded. “I usually take my bath at ten minutes A.J.”


“’A.J.’? What’s ‘A.J.’?” India thought about that one for a moment.


“After Jeopardy.”


“Oh. You mean the television show?”


Corri nodded.


“Well, I think it’s a little more than ten minutes A.J., so how ’bout you go up and get your nightgown ready and get your towel and I’ll meet you in the big bathroom, okay?”


“Are you gonna lock the doors? Aunt August said we have to keep the doors locked.”


“I will do that right now. I’ll be up in a minute.” Corri went up the steps two at a time, humming the Jeopardy theme song. India hunted around in her purse for her keyring, then locked the back, front, and side porch doors, lamenting as she did so the loss of the Devlin’s Light she had grown up in, where no one ever locked the doors. At least, not until that summer…


Abruptly, she pulled the curtains across the windows overlooking the yard and followed the back steps to the second floor.


Corri was already down to her yellow-flowered Carter’s underpants by the time India made it to the big second-floor bathroom. Once a bedroom overlooking the back yard, it had been converted to a bathroom with the advent of indoor plumbing. Due to its considerable size, the floor was covered with several bath mats of varying shapes. Corri instructed India on how much water and how much bubble bath, then settled down in the tub, where she played with mounds of frothy bubbles and washed herself with soap shaped like colored crayons.


“India, can you come to my school?” Corri asked. “You can meet Miss Millett.”


“Is she your teacher?” India sat on the floor at the side of the tub and washed Corri’s back.


“Umm-hmm. She’s real nice. And she’s real pretty too. Not as pretty as you, but she’s fun. She let me pass out snacks this morning.”


“What was today’s snack?”


“Pretzels and juice. I just love snacktime. It’s my favorite time of the day.” She yawned mightily. “That and art.”


“Do you like to draw?”


“Umm-hmm. And I like to paint. I like fingerpaint best. It’s creamy and thick and it mooshes in your fingers and you don’t even have to use a brush. That’s why it’s called fingerpaint,” she pointed out.


“I seem to recall that I liked fingerpaint when I was little too.” India smiled, suddenly recalling the way the thick cool paint had felt between her fingers. Mooshes, Corri had called it. The word seemed just right.


“Now we wash my hair.” Corri pointed to a bottle of shampoo on the window ledge.


India did her best to wash and rinse Corri’s long hair with the handheld shower attached to the spigot in the old-fashioned tub, Corri singing a song she’d learned in school that day—“Baby Beluga”—and chatting happily. Soon she was dried—hair detangled, dried and brushed smooth— and sporting a clean nightgown, ready to climb into bed and hear a story.


“I’ll pick out a good book, Indy,” Corri said earnestly as she scanned the bookshelves. “This is a very good good-night book. It’s called Good Night Moon and it’s…”


Corri stopped halfway between the bookshelves and the bed, watching horrified as Indy, who’d been plumping her pillows, found the prize Corri’d hidden and was drawing it out from under the pillow.


“Corri, what is this?”


Corri started to cry soundlessly, as India held up the long green tank top with the number 14 on the front.


“I didn’t steal it, Indy, not really,” she sobbed.


“Sweetie, was this Ry’s?” India asked gently.


Corri nodded. “But you can have it back if you want it.”


“No, no, Corri, I’m sure that Ry would have wanted you to have it.” India choked back the lump in her throat and opened her arms to the trembling child. “I’m sure there are lots of things that were Ry’s that he would have wanted you to have. And one of these days, we’ll go through some of his things and see what else you might like. But you don’t have to cry, Corri. You were Ry’s little girl, and he loved you.”


“Indy, he wasn’t my real daddy,” she whispered, “I was only adopted.”


“Sweetie, adopted is never ‘only’. When he adopted you, he became your daddy, officially. For real.” India’s fingers traced the letters spelling out Devlin, which marked the shirt as Ry’s. “Do you sleep with this every night?”


Corri’s little hands closed around the green shirt and gathered it to her chest. “Umm-hmm. Ry used to wear it when he played basketball at school sometimes.”


“Well, I think he would have been happy to know that you keep it close to you.” India pulled the blanket and top sheet down and coaxed Corri, still clutching the green shirt, into bed.


Halfway through the book, India looked up to see that Corri was sound asleep with the shirt under her cheek, the fingers of one hand entangled in its folds, the other arm draped around the large stuffed Tigger Indy herself had given Corri last Christmas. Quietly, India returned the book to its place on the shelf and turned out the light. In the shadow of the hall light, she straightened the blankets and leaned over to kiss the top of the sleeping child’s head. Corri’s hair was soft and silky, and she smelled like Johnson’s Baby Shampoo and bubble bath.


Stepping across the hall, Indy paused at the doorway to Ry’s room. Illuminated by the streetlight outside the window that faced the very front of the house, it was clear that the room had changed little since Ry had moved in when he was thirteen. The art was different—gone was the poster of Farrah Fawcett that every male growing up in the seventies had hung on his wall—but the furniture was the same old maple set that had been in this room for God only knew how many years. She turned on the lamp shaped like a pirate’s ship and sat on the edge of the double bed, her hands folded in her lap.


A slight breeze from an open side window carried the pungent, salty scent of the bay and moved the curtain slightly aside. India rose and drew the curtain back to look out upon the view of the water her brother had loved so dearly. Out at the edge of the inlet Devlin’s Light made a tall dark shadow across the bay. Before she left to return to Paloma, she would visit the lighthouse. She had to. It was part of her, and the longer she postponed the trip, the more difficult it would be. For her own sake—and for Ry’s—she had to go there, to stand where he had last stood on this earth. It wasn’t just a matter of sentimentality, she reminded herself. She could not investigate his death without visiting the scene of the crime.


Maybe tomorrow, she thought, maybe while Corri was in school she would go.


She smoothed over the bedspread where she had sat and rose to leave, leaning over to turn off the lamp. As she did so, her toes banged on something under the bed. She reached down with one hand and touched a cardboard box.


“I don’t believe it,” she said aloud, as she slid the box out and lifted it onto the bed.


She pulled off the lid and grinned, her fingers automatically walking through the stack of old rock and roll record albums Ry had spent years collecting. Chuck Berry. Little Richard. Elvis. The Temptations. The Four Tops. Little Stevie Wonder. Diana Ross and the Supremes. Indy’s personal favorite, the Shirelles. The Stones. Cream. Traffic. Ry had damn near every album that had been released in the sixties and seventies. Somewhere, there would be his old record player. Maybe before she left, she would find it and play a few of the albums. The thought made her smile.


“Ry, can I borrow some of your records?”


“Don’t you have a lot of these on cassette?” he would ask, knowing full well that she did.


“Yes, but it’s not the same,” she would plead, and he would give in with a smile, knowing she was right, that it wasn’t the same.


“Just don’t scratch them, okay?” he’d remind her as he handed over whichever she had her heart set on listening to that night.


“I won’t, Ry,” she whispered to the night breeze. “I promise.”


Aunt August’s New England Clam Chowder


½ pound bacon, cut into small pieces


2 medium onions, chopped


2 stalks celery, finely chopped


2 8-oz bottles of clam juice


1½ A cups water


2-3 pounds of potatoes, peeled and chopped


3 6½-oz cans chopped clams


1/4 teaspoon thyme


2 cups heavy cream (light cream or half and half may be substituted)


salt to taste


freshly ground pepper to taste


2 tablespoons softened butter


1/2 cup parsley, chopped


Over medium heat, sauté bacon in large Dutch oven until light brown. Drain off fat, leaving just enough to saute the onions and celery. Add onion and celery to bacon, saute until onions are soft (about 5 minutes). Add clam juice, water and potatoes. Bring to a boil. Simmer over low heat until the potatoes are tender (20-25 minutes). Add clams, stir in thyme and continue to simmer. Heat the cream separately, almost to the boiling point, then pour it slowly into the clam mixture. Add the salt and pepper and stir in butter. Sprinkle with parsley before serving.


Serves six.










Chapter 7


“Miss Devlin?” The pert, dark-haired young woman stuck her head into the hallway from the noisy classroom. “I’m Marilyn Millet, Corri’s teacher. If you have just a minute to chat, I’ll get the children started, then we can talk for a few…”


India watched through the open door as Miss Millet organized the class of some twenty six-year-olds into early morning independent activities and returned in a flash.


“I was hoping to meet you.” The young woman smiled as she returned, stationing herself in the doorway to keep one eye on the class while seemingly giving India her undivided attention. “Corri talks about you all the time. I have, of course, met your aunt—she’s a lovely woman, we all adore her, including the children—but I think it’s clear that Corri is beginning to see you as her ‘parent’ figure.”


“Corri has had a very difficult two years, Miss Millet.”


“So I understand. First her mother, now her stepfather.” The teacher shook her head slowly. “It’s more loss than many adults could reasonably cope with. And Corri is so young.”


“Is she doing well in class?”


“Scholastically? She’s a wonderful student. She’s bright, curious, spontaneous.” She smiled and added, “Sometimes maybe a bit too spontaneous. I have to remind her to watch her chattering, but all in all, she’s an asset to the class. Personally, I love her dearly. She’s a darling child. And she is coping well, under the circumstances.”


“But…” India sensed there was something more the teacher wanted to say.


“But I think she is developing little habits that I think are indicative of anxiety.”


“Such as?” India frowned.


“Biting her nails, going off on her own sometimes for no apparent reason—Excuse me, Miss Devlin. Courtney,” she called to a child in the back row, “please get a pencil out of the box on my desk and stop pestering Allison. … Sorry.” She turned back to India with a smile.


“Going off where by herself?”


“I’ve found her all by herself in the corner of the playground, just sitting quietly in the grass. Sometimes she stares out the window, and I can tell she’s far away.”


“Is that so unusual for a child?” India recalled many a time she herself had been caught staring out a classroom window, many a recess when she might have opted for solitude rather than a game of kickball.


“No, of course not. And first-graders have short attention spans. But sometimes it’s more than just daydreaming. I guess you’d have to see her face. I think that inside, she is a scared and lonely little girl. Let me show you a drawing she did the first week of school.”


Miss Millet went back into the classroom and stopped to speak to several children on her way to her desk, where she opened a drawer and removed a folder. Returning to the doorway, she passed the folder, open to the white construction paper that lay inside, into India’s hands.


“I told the children to draw a picture of themselves,” Miss Millet explained.


“And this is how Corri sees herself?” India’s heart nearly broke at the image, the small drawing of the child, all drawn in grays and blacks, at the very center of the paper. She had drawn nothing else.


“Here are some of the other children’s drawings.” Miss Millet opened a second folder and extracted several sheets of paper. Wordlessly, India looked through them. Whereas Corri’s drawing held a single figure done in somber tones, the other children had drawn whole families and had dressed them in bright colors. Some had dogs or cats. Many had siblings. All had at least one parent depicted. All but Corri.


“I see,” India said softly.


“I will tell you she’s been different the past two days since you’ve been here.”


“How so?”


“She’s played more with the other children at recess. She’s clearly more focused—just watch her for a minute.” Miss Millet gestured with her head for India to observe the child, who was working diligently at her desk in the front of the third row. “I put her up front so that I could keep an eye on her. I have to reel her back so frequently. But this week she’s been fine. She made a big announcement this morning, by the way. I wanted to mention it to you because I think it is very significant.”


“What was that?”


“Corri has been refusing to use a last name. She’s registered as Corrine Devlin, which is how your brother registered her last year. But when she returned to school last month, she refused to use a last name. When I talked to her about it, she said she didn’t know how to make a capital D or a capital S, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to know how to make either letter.”


“D for ’Devlin,’ S for ‘Steele,’ her mother’s name.”


“So I understand.” Miss Millet smiled and turned back to the classroom. “Corri, would you come here please and show us what you are working on?”


Corri beamed and bounced from her seat, a tiny munch-kin in a blackwatch plaid jumper and a short-sleeved navy turtleneck shirt.


“It’s my numbers, see? One, two, three… I’m still working on the four,” she explained earnestly.


At the top of the paper, in childish scrawl, was printed her name. Corri D.


India’s throat tightened. “You’re doing a great job. Those are handsome numbers, Corri.”


“You may go back to your seat now.” Miss Millet patted Corri on the back.


“Looks like she’s decided who she is.” India cleared her throat of the obstructing lump.


“She tells me you’ll be leaving in a few days,” the teacher said pointedly.


“I have to get back to Paloma. I work for the district attorney’s office, and I’ll be starting a new trial the week after next.”


“No chance of taking some time off?”


“Not right now, I’m afraid. The trial that I’m assigned to is an especially important one.”


“Corri’s an important child.” The retort had been sharper than the teacher had intended, and she reddened quickly. “I’m sorry, I had no right…”


“Of course you do.” India sighed. “And of course, you are right. She is very important. I will tell you very honestly I do not know the best way to resolve this, Miss Millet. I have commitments in Paloma that I have to see through right now. As far as Corri is concerned, I really don’t know what’s best for her in the long run. I don’t know whether I should take her with me and put her in school in Paloma.”


Frustrated and defensive, India’s normally cool facade began to disintegrate rapidly.


“Perhaps you might work out an arrangement to spend some time with her on the weekends. If she knew she could count on that time with you, maybe it would be enough for now. And let’s not lose sight of the fact that Devlin’s Light is her home. She has friends here and, of course, she adores your aunt. This is all that is familiar to her. Given the fact that there has been so little security in Corri’s life, I don’t know that removing her from Devlin’s Light would be a particularly good thing.”


“So what you’re saying is that she needs me and she needs the stability of her surroundings.” The suggestion had a familiar ring, India noted wryly, having been proposed twice now in less than twenty-four hours.


“That pretty much sums it up.” Miss Millet offered India her hand as she prepared to return to her classroom, her point having been made. “Ideally, I think the best thing for Corri would be to live with you in Devlin’s Light, but of course, that’s a decision only you can make.”


With a smile that left no doubt in India’s mind that Miss Millet clearly felt there was no real decision, she closed the door, leaving India standing alone in the hallway to contemplate her choices.


It was almost ten o’clock when India set the thermos of coffee in the bottom of the rowboat and dug her heels into the sand for that first big push toward the bay. Once she had the boat off the dune and moving, it was easier to pull it by the rope tied to the bow than to push it across the sandy beach. She reached the edge of the bay gratefully and stepped into the water, smooth stones and rough-edged pieces of shell beneath her feet, and pulled the small boat out to where the sand dropped off a few feet in depth. Maneuvering the boat around, she climbed in, her shorts heavy with bay water, her wet shirt sticking to her abdomen, and locked the oars in place. With steady and deliberate strokes, she headed toward the mouth of the inlet and the lighthouse that served as its guardian.


India and Ry had shared a love of the structure that had seemed almost inborn. Ry once joked that their love for the bay, like their love for the lighthouse, could probably be found in their DNA, along with hair color and body type. India had laughed and wondered aloud if perhaps that might be true. Now she pulled in the oars slightly, resting them across her knees, and let the rowboat drift for a few moments, riding the swells. She loved being on the bay, loved the smell of its brackish green-blue water and loved its inhabitants. Leaning slightly to one side, she watched a large lion’s mane jelly fish, a translucent mass of floating goo, bobbing up and down in the gentle waves, riding the tide toward the shore, where it was certain to be stranded. She leaned a little closer, watching the long waving arms of seaweed ripple right below the surface of the water. The storm of the night before had left the bay churned up, so where on another day she would be able to see clear to the bottom, where the large blue-clawed crabs hunted for food, today she could see only seaweed.


Thinking about the crabs made her think of Maris. It was on a day much like this one, she recalled, that Maris had dragged a rowboat to the edge of the bay and pushed it in, much as India had herself done minutes earlier, and headed out past the lighthouse to crab. The storm that had sent the waves crashing and drawn the small boat out to sea had, apparently, come from nowhere. Why Maris had taken the boat into the uncertain waters beyond the lighthouse was a mystery to India. The crabbing was just as good in the inlet, maybe better, since these shallow waters allowed the crabs to be scooped up by a net, as opposed to the more tedious means of dangling a baited string over the side of the boat and waiting for a bite, a method India had never had much patience with. Ry said that Maris had often taken the boat into the bay, though everyone knew—surely everyone told her—that the currents were unpredictable.


I guess some people have to learn the hard way, India thought as she slid the oars back into the water and began to steer toward the lighthouse, now in view.


India never grew tired of that first view of it from the water as she rounded a bend in the cove and cleared the stand of pines that graced the dunes almost to the shoreline. She loved the structure of it, loved the way the tower rose from the little Victorian-styled house and lifted toward the clouds. The small boat rose and fell with the waves, India rocking from side to side as she drifted with the tide toward the shore. With a sigh, she dug in the oars and guided the boat to shore, careful to avoid the rocks close to the front of the lighthouse, seeking the clear passage to the deeper waters on the bay side, where she would navigate past the jetty without danger of scraping the bottom of her boat.


Once she was within ten feet of the shore, she hopped out, tugging at the rope to pull the boat along until she reached the beach, where she pushed the small vessel onto the sand. The trip across had taken her a leisurely twenty minutes, though she had on many occasions made it in much less time. How long had it taken Nick Enright to make the trip across that night, she wondered, unconsciously looking across to the opposite side of the cove where the old crabbers cabin stood facing the bay.


India climbed upon the rocks, her back to the lighthouse, to get a better view across the inlet. A new deck wrapped around the cabin, which no longer appeared as primitive as it had the last time she had been there. But that had been some years before, and Nick’s mother had made “a few renovations” since then. Shielding her eyes from the mid-morning sun, India grinned. New cedar siding, light tan now but which would in time weather gray, covered the outside walls; and if she wasn’t mistaken, that was a new dock right there off the deck, where a rowboat was tied to the new pilings. She watched the slow faint curl of smoke make its way from the top of the stone chimney and tried to remember if the little house had in its previous life had a fireplace. She wondered what other changes might have been made inside the dwelling. She tried to bring to mind its interior as it had appeared the last time she had been inside, but it had been too many years since she’d been there. All she could imagine when she closed her eyes was the cabin’s inhabitant, and she couldn’t help but wonder what he was doing on this fine Indian summer morning.


The cabin, like the morning, lay wrapped in a quiet lassitude. Nothing moved around the house, as nothing moved across the bay except for India herself, who jumped at the sound of the gull that screamed and scolded from the roof of the porch that wrapped around the lighthouse like an old woman’s shawl.


India folded her arms and watched the gull as it cracked a crab shell with its beak, flinging the discarded pieces of shell to sail off the porch roof and land on the hard yellow sand upon which the lighthouse had been built so many years ago. This second version of Eli Devlin’s lighthouse had incorporated the original two rooms of the structure, which had been built in the 1700s and rebuilt following a fire. Of course, local legend hinted that old Eli himself may have set that fire after drinking himself into a stupor following the wreck of a ship on the rocks that formed a natural jetty out past the point. The ship was reported to have carried Eli’s wife and youngest child, who were returning to Devlin’s Light after a trip to the Massachusetts colony, where Mary Devlin had paid a visit to her parents and sisters to prove to them she was well and enjoying a life of relative wealth in the wilds of the new whaling port that her husband and his brothers were helping to establish.


* * *






The wind did roar and the rain did slash


Down through the stormy night.


And come the morning, old Eli lay dead


At the foot of Devlin’s Light.





The snippets of the children’s rhyme rang in her head from across the years, the rhyme they had once jumped rope to and sang in the school yard from swings that spiraled skyward on long thick ropes. Every kid who grew up in Devlin’s Light knew it. As a child she had been alternatively pleased and mortified by her connection with the rhyme, with old Eli.


A shiver ran up her spine as the words taunted her.


Lay dead at the foot of Devlin’s Light.


The irony occurred to her for the first time. For an instant she wondered if it wasn’t perhaps some obscure, albeit macabre, coincidence. Had it been someone’s idea of a cruel joke? If so, it could indicate that Ry’s killer had grown up in Devlin’s Light or had at the very least spent enough time here to know the local legend. It wasn’t much, but it could serve to narrow the field. Before India returned to Paloma, she’d make it a point to stop by the police station to run the theory past Chief Carpenter.


This new possibility could also take the killing into another realm, the realm of premeditated murder. Whether Ry’s murder had been a crime of revenge or a crime born in anger or passion, if someone had plotted it out with such deliberation, it could not have been, as they had all hoped, a random killing, a matter of Ry being in the wrong place at the wrong time. The thought made her sick to her stomach and weak at the knees, and she sat down on a small patch of grass in the shadow of the lighthouse till the feeling passed.


India tilted her head back as far as it would go and, using both hands to shield her eyes from the sun, looked clear up to the top of the lighthouse, where it jutted into the sky like Rapunzel’s tower. It was hard to remember that this was a place that had so recently seen death. A China-blue sky hung overhead like a giant tent, the sun a blazing ball of orange now that the clouds had all burned off. The waves lashing against the rocks and an occasional gull made the only sounds. It was still and quiet here, but it was no longer a safe refuge from the rest of the world, no longer a place where she could find peace. She cursed Ry’s killer for having taken that too from her.


India stood up and brushed the sand from the back of her shorts and the soles of her feet, ever mindful that if she was ever to reclaim the feeling of ease she had once known here, it had to be now. She blew the air out of her lungs in one heavy sigh of determination, then walked around toward the front of the building, the side that faced the bay, her bare feet cautious to avoid the sharp shells and stones that littered the sand.


Ribbons of yellow pine clapboard wrapped around the lighthouse, where the old white paint had been stripped, some errant strips of which still clung to the sea grass growing near the porch footings. Ry had wanted to restore the lighthouse, every inch of it, from painting inside and out to repointing the stone foundation. A few days before his death he had called India at her office and chatted excitedly about some plans he had for its restoration and what he had referred to as its “new life.” But India had been on her way to a hearing and had only half listened. She had meant to call him back later that night, but that night, like so many others, had seemed to get away from her, lost in a haze of files filled with reports from the medical examiner, with grisly photographs. She wished she had listened. It was the last thing of importance that he had wanted to share with her, and knowing that hurt her now.


India thought back to Corri’s sad little drawing, the poignant self-portrait of a small, solitary figure in the middle of an otherwise blank piece of paper. Would she be able to help her to someday see herself in more complete surroundings, to fill up that small life with enough love and happiness that the paper would no longer be blank? Or would Corri too disappear behind a mound of evidence reports and witness statements?


She pushed the miserable thought from her mind. First things first, she told herself. I cannot help Corri lay her demons to rest until I have dealt with my own.


Resolved to do exactly that, India continued her walk toward the front door, passing the rocks atop which three double-crested cormorants stood like silent sentinels, their dark brown wings outspread to dry in the sun. They eyed her warily as she passed; then one by one, in rapid succession, each jumped from the rocks and, as if playing Follow the Leader, ran along the shoreline. India watched as the birds gained speed before taking off into a cloudless sky, where they soared upward, seeking a rising thermal of air to gain altitude from which they would soar, still in a straight line, across the bay.


It was, she thought as she watched them, a fitting home-coming. She took the steps three at a time and crossed the porch directly to the front door and was surprised to find it open. The door swung back, and India hesitated only for an instant before stepping inside, willing herself not to be afraid.


A lone wasp buzzed angrily at one of the windows in the front room, which at one time had been a sort of keeping room. A massive brick fireplace covered one entire wall, reminding India that at one time, long ago, her ancestor had lived in the original two rooms that formed one section of the L-shaped structure. Eli Devlin had been born with a malformed leg, a deformity that had kept him from going to sea. In the New London community, where he and his brothers had been raised, he had served as apprentice to the lightkeeper, whose daughter he would later marry. After having moved south with the West India Trading Company, Eli had built his own lighthouse and manned it himself, ever watchful for ships captained by his brothers and, in his later years, his sons and his nephews.


Legend had it that once the notorious pirate Ian Landry had been given safe passage from the open sea in a storm and had rewarded Eli’s grandson, Nathaniel, by having his men hide a large cache of his ill-gotten gains amidst the rocks on the opposite side of the inlet, guided by the light that shined from the very top of the tower. If the pirate failed to return for it before twelve months had passed, so the story went, the cache would belong to Nathaniel. No one knew whether Ian or Nathaniel had retrieved it, but it was said that on nights when the moon was full, a lantern hung at the top of the lighthouse would shine directly on the treasure.


India smiled. So much local history, real or imagined, had a Devlin at the heart of it. The fireplace was large enough for a man—several men—to walk inside. Though the furnishings were long gone, she could close her eyes and see the room as it must have looked in the 1700s, when it had served as home first to Eli, then to Nathaniel, who had inherited his grandfather’s love for the light, for the bay. Whenever she had suspected that a Devlin from centuries past still lingered here, always it had been Eli or Nathaniel she thought of. Never anyone else. She wondered today if she might catch a sense of Ry in this place.


India wandered through the front room into the area where the steps descended in a wide spiral from the top of the tower. She had expected to feel… something, something of Ry standing here, in the place where he had fallen, but all she felt was sad. Almost without thinking, she began the long ascent to the top, taking each step slowly, as if inexorably tired. From the windows on either side she could see the whitecaps out on the bay as she climbed upward, upward, the stale, hot, dusty air wrapping around her head like a helmet, her feet and legs beginning to feel as if they were wrapped in lead weights by the time she reached the top. She opened the door to the platform that stood at the very top of the lighthouse and stepped out, eager for fresh air and relief from the stifling atmosphere.


India leaned on the railing and took in the welcome sight of the bay and filled her lungs with the pungent scent of salt and seaweed, of sand and decomposing sea creatures. From one vantage, she could see clear across the bay to Lewes, Delaware; from another, she could see Cape May, New Jersey. From yet another, she could see several small islands that appeared to be comprised totally of sea grass; and by looking back toward the beach, she could see the beginnings of the salt marshes. She leaned back against the railing and tilted her head back, a strong sea breeze whipping her hair around like a scarf, wrapping it around her face. Eyes closed, she could hear him. When Ry and she were kids they would sneak forbidden trips to the top of the rickety steps, to lean on the unstable railing and look out at an endless vista.


“Indy, if you lean back and close your eyes, you can kiss the sky,” Ry had told her.


The railings were new, installed by Ry last spring. India leaned back and closed her eyes, trying to bring back that feeling of power, of being mighty enough to embrace the clouds.


And she would swear until her dying moment that she had, on that day, kissed the sky. And there, with none but the gulls to hear her, she cried for her brother who had given her so much, who had taught her to believe in a world where wishes came true and the rainbow’s end was no farther away than the nearest wishing star.


India was eleven when she found out that there were some things in life that could not be wished away; that, try as she might that summer, things would never be the same for her again. But Ry had tried to help her believe, and for his sake, she had pretended to, because it had seemed so important to him to make things right for her, to take away the evil that had come so close and bring back her innocence. Somehow she had known, even then, that some things, once lost, could never be wished back.


The discordant hum of a boat’s motor, loud and nearby, drew her back to the present, to reality. Off to her left a Bayrider was slowing down, riding the wake it had created. A skier dropped off the side of the boat, holding on to the towline and floating his skis ahead of himself. The boat maneuvered, slowly straightening the towline until it held taut like a yellow pencil line across the water. The skier held fast, securing first one ski, then the other. With a wave of his hand, he signaled the driver of the boat that he was ready. The engine whined, louder, then louder still, as the boat picked up speed and took off across the bay. India watched until the skier was but a speck bobbing on the waves.


Just another early autumn day.


As India turned toward the steps, her eyes fell on the cabin across the inlet, and she stood for a very long minute, staring at the small house.


She was in the neighborhood. She should stop in. If for no other reason than to let Nick know that she was home for a few days and maybe see how he was doing with that list they’d talked about.


After all, they were friends, weren’t they?










Chapter 8


From halfway across the inlet, India could hear the music floating from the cabin. The Temptations. “Just My Imagination.”


Shades of Ry Devlin. Enright was a Motown fan.


She let the tide roll her gently to the floating dock. India grinned as she stepped out of the rowboat and onto the new floating boardwalk that rode atop the water, rising and falling with the bay. Must be another of his mother’s little “improvements.”


India tied up the boat and started up a wide set of steps that in turn led to a deck. By the time she got to the top, he was leaning over the deck railing, sipping from a red mug and watching her with a smile that grew wider with every step she took. The smile, and the welcome it held, were genuine, she knew, and just for her. The thought warmed her. Maybe a bit too much, it occurred to her as she crossed the deck, wondering idly if the sound that suddenly filled her head was her own heart beating in her ears or the flapping of the wings of the dozen or so Canadian geese that were just at that moment taking off from the marsh behind the cabin.


“Hi,” she called up to him.


“Hi,” he called back.


“I was just in the neighborhood …” Lame, Devlin. You sound lame.


“And I’m delighted you stopped by.” He offered her a well-worked and tanned hand as she started up the last few steps to the deck. “I heard you were home for a few days. I was hoping I’d get a chance to see you.”


“I rowed over to the Light,” she explained. He was still holding her hand, and the unmistakable current running back and forth between them made her blush unexpectedly.


“First time since Ry’s accident?” he asked, pretending not to notice that her face was delightedly pink and her hands had gone clammy just before he let her fingers slip from his.


“Yes.”


“How was it?”


“Not as hard as I thought it would be, in some ways. More difficult in others.”


“I feel that way every time I go over there.” He nodded in the direction of the Light.


“Do you ever feel him there?” she asked tentatively.


“All the time.” He smiled. “It’s one of the reasons I go. Ry was one of the best friends I ever had. I miss him.”


He said it simply and without apology.


“I miss him too. I always will. You know what they say about time healing and making it better? It doesn’t make it better. You just get a little more used to the feeling, that’s all. But you never stop missing. You never stop wishing.”


He reached over and massaged the back of her neck in the most natural of gestures.


“I’m sorry …” She shook her head, Ry suddenly too much with her.


“Don’t be.” He waved away her apology. “It’s natural, India. He was a part of both our lives. It would be unnatural, I would think, if we didn’t talk about him. Now come inside and let me get you something cold to drink. I was just stopping for lunch. I’d love to have some company.”


He held open the door for her, and she stepped into the little screened porch at one end of the deck.


“This is so cute,” she said, then laughed. “I don’t know if you appreciate ‘cute.’”


“It is cute.” He laughed without a trace of self-consciousness, pointing out the rocking chairs painted white, their cushions done in navy and white stripes, the table between the two chairs bright red. “My mom’s idea of nautical decor.”


“Aunt August mentioned that your mother did some, ah, redecorating.”


Nick laughed out loud.


“What my mother did was rebuild the cabin from the ground up,” he told her.


“Aunt August said that Delia Enright, the writer, is your mother.”


“She is.”


“I’m a big fan of hers,” Indy told him.


“Then that’s something else we have in common.” He smiled. “Want to see what else she did?”


“I’m afraid I’m wearing a bit of the bay.” India gestured to her wet shorts.


“India, this is a beach house, designed to be lived in by people who wear wet clothes and occasionally bring sand in on their feet.”


He opened the screen door for her and led the way into a cabin no one would ever have recognized as the place where the old crabbers had once hung their hats and their nets.


The entire cabin had been gutted and the resulting large, square room paneled in the warmest shades of honey pine. A scattering of colorful Native American rugs covered the heart-of-pine floor, and a fireplace of rough-hewn stone faced her from the opposite wall. A long sectional sofa of the softest, creamy ivory leather curved around the hearth, and a knitted afghan of fluffy tweeded wool in shades of green was flung casually over one arm of the sofa. Pillows heaped at one end of the sofa repeated the colors from the carpets, and abstract paintings hung on the walls. A large rounded table, piled high with books, occupied the space formed by the half moon of the sofa. To India’s right a long wooden refractory table—an antique piece if ever she’d seen one—was placed under a wall of windows that opened onto the bay, and beyond the table, a small kitchen area was tucked into the far corner of the large room. The entire effect was homey, comfortable and, like the man who lived there, utterly charming.


“Your mother did all this?” India asked, her jaw dropping at the unexpected simple luxury of the room that had opened before her.


“Yes, bless her heart, she did. And no, to answer the next question before you ask, it doesn’t bother me that she completely took over the entire project.” He grinned.


“It doesn’t?” India frowned, wondering how she would feel if someone else tried to force their taste in furnishings on her.


“Nope. I guess you’d have to know my mother to understand. First of all, I can’t think of a thing I’d change here. I couldn’t have done better if I’d personally picked out every item, which I had neither time nor inclination to do. Let’s not even talk about the expense. Some things I did select, and some things I brought with me. Mother says she does stuff like this because she just has to feel that we still need her. She likes to feel like she’s still in charge, even though we all know that when it comes to the really important things, she isn’t. So she does things like this. You should see what she did in my sister Georgia’s condo.”


“When does your mother find time to write if she’s busy organizing everyone’s lives?”


“She takes her laptop with her wherever she goes—never misses a beat. And she never interferes with our lives, just our living spaces. It gives her great pleasure to spend her money on her children. So we humor her and let her do her thing when she wants to.”


“I would love to have to humor someone to this extent.” India waved her hands around to take in the room.


“Shhhh.” He held a finger to his lips. “Don’t let that get around! You’ll find her on your doorstep one of these days, and your townhouse will never be the same. ’India, dear, what would you think of skylights … and—tell me the truth, Indy—don’t you think that corner is just begging for a plump little chair?’”


“Does she speak like that? That fast?” India laughed at the characterization.


“Faster. Mom can talk you dizzy.” He opened the refrigerator. “Now, what can I get for you? Iced tea, soda, beer?”


“Iced tea is fine.” She watched as he took another red mug from a cabinet, filled it with ice over which he poured a pale brown liquid and handed it to her in what appeared to be one smooth movement.


India sipped at the tea, not realizing until now how dry her mouth was. Must be the salt air, she told herself. That and the heat.


“And of course she had a new bath put in.” Nick gestured for India to follow him to a small hallway off to the right of the fireplace and then to a handsome, spacious bathroom where the walls and floor were lined with what looked like small Mexican tiles, all in terra-cotta and cream, with dashes of bright enamel blue and yellow. No little shells or duckys for Delia Enright. India looked overhead to the large skylight that opened up the ceiling to the sky, and to the left where the whirlpool tub stood. Wide windows overlooked the swampy marshes. An oversized shower—with room for two, India noticed—completed the room. Looked like Mom thought of everything.


“Very nice.” India sipped at her tea, trying not to speculate how many doubles had showered in that Mexican grotto.


“And my bedroom.” He swung open the door and she could not help but smile.


A king-size bed covered in a dark green comforter filled the room, most of the other furniture being built into the walls, which were made of what appeared to be white birch logs. All very comfortable and masculine. A manly room. Right down to the large, well-worn teddy bear sitting in the middle of the bed.


“I saw that smirk,” Nick said, trying his best to look insulted. “Don’t think I didn’t notice.”


“I can’t help it, Nick.” India tried to stifle a giggle behind her hand. “The whole effect here is so ‘single man’—strong colors everywhere, solid, heavy furniture. And then there’s…”


“She’s laughing at us, Otto,” he said, addressing the bear. “We’ll pretend not to care, but deep inside, we’re crushed.”


“Have you been, ah, roommates for long?” India tried to adopt his serious tone.


“Since I was four. He looks pretty good for his age, wouldn’t you say?” Nick pulled the bear across the bed by one plush foot and held him up for her inspection.


“I’d say he wears the years well.” She nodded.


Nick smiled and returned Otto to his place of honor. “Back this way,” he said, stepping into the hall and turning to the left, as she followed, “there is an office for me and a guest room.”


He opened the door to the guest room first. It was softer than the rest of the house, more feminine, with deeply piled sage-green carpet and three double-sized bird’s-eye maple beds and matching dressers. The beds were dressed in peach and green stripes of a silky fabric and were piled high with decorative pillows.


“This is some guest room,” India noted. “Three double beds?”


“For the queen, the duchess and the princess.” Nick grinned. “My mother thought that as long as she was doing the cabin over, she might as well prepare a little spot for herself and my sisters.”


“Do they come often, the three of them together?”


“Every once in a while they’ll drop in and stay for a few days. It’s like a slumber party for the three of them. They stay up all night and talk, take the boat out at dawn to watch the sun rise. It’s great for them. Sometimes just one—my mother or one of my sisters—will come alone. Last year my sister Zoey came down for a week or so, between jobs.”


“What does Zoey do?”


He laughed. “Whatever occurs to her at the time. Zoey has done a little bit of everything, from the evening news to selling perfume in high-priced boutiques. She’s still looking for that ‘something’ to turn on all her lights, so to speak, the way Georgia and I have.”


“Georgia is your other sister?”


“The baby. She’s a dancer. Classical ballet, modern ballet.”


“Isn’t it unusual to do both?”


“Maybe. She says she needs them both. She likes the structure of classical, the ‘freedom of expression’ associated with modern. So she does both. Georgia is very good at what she does. And she’s never wanted to do anything else.”


“It sounds as if you are close,” she observed.


“Very close. We always have been. Our dad left when I was ten, and we’ve been a team since then. When Mom first started writing, before she made any money with it, I used to have to entertain the two girls in the afternoon and after dinner so that Mom could have some time to work.”


“Well, it certainly paid off. Delia Enright is one of the most widely read mystery writers in the world. Just think, if you hadn’t helped her find time to write back then, we might have been deprived of Rosalyn Jacobs and Penny Jackson, not to mention Harvey Shellcroft.”


India rattled off a few more of the recurring characters in one or another of the series of books Delia had written over the years.


“You really have read a lot of her work.” Nick looked pleased.


“I’ve probably read just about everything she’s written,” India confessed.


“Wait till I tell her. She’ll be delighted.”


“Like it’s something she’s never heard before.”


“Mother always says that fan loyalty is not something to be taken for granted or treated cavalierly. Trust me. She’s always happy to hear that someone enjoys her work. That’s the only reason she keeps writing at this point. Because people look forward to reading something new of hers.”


That and that multimillion dollar contract I read about in People magazine a few months back. India suppressed a smile but said nothing. God knows that would kick-start my creative juices.


“And last but not least”—he pushed open the last remaining closed door—“my office.”


Nick Enright’s office overflowed with paper. Books. Magazines. Notebooks. Stacks of whatever it was he had printed off his computer. Research notes. And just notes, a word or phrase scribbled here and there, some impaled on a metal spike that protruded from a large smooth stone, some posted on the bulletin board that covered one wall behind the desk, which was shaped like a large C and overlooked the bay.


“Wow. Looks like you spend a lot of time here,” she said diplomatically.


“I do. Probably forty percent of my waking hours.”


“What exactly is it that you do?”


“Right now I’m working on the thesis for my doctorate in marine ecology. I’ve chosen to study the Delaware Bay, cataloging the species that are here now, comparing them to species we knew were in existence millions of years ago. To see how life here has evolved. Maybe find out what pushed some creatures into extinction while others thrived and adapted.”


“Are there many species that have survived intact through all those years?” He was too close, and she felt the need to make conversation. Suddenly the room seemed very small.


“One that might surprise you.” He leaned back against the desk casually and asked, “Care to take a guess?”


“Sharks?”


“Certainly there were sharks millions of years ago, though maybe not in the exact form we know them today. I was thinking of a species that goes back even farther. Try again.”


She thought for a minute, then shrugged. “I have no idea.”


“Old Limulus.” He tossed her a black-and-white photograph of what appeared to be a pile of shiny army helmets with tails.


“The horseshoe crab?”


“Also called the king crab.” He nodded. “Been around these parts for the past four hundred million years. Roughly one hundred and fifty million years before the first dinosaurs.”


“Ugly little buggers,” India noted.


“Ah, but they’re not totally without virtue,” Nick told her.


“The only thing I know they’ve ever been useful for is fertilizer. Except, of course, the eggs are a food source for the migrating birds in the spring.”


“Over the past several years marine biologists have discovered a number of uses for these ‘ugly little buggers.’”


“Like what?”


“There’s a substance in the blood of the horseshoe crab— LAL, which stands for limulus amoebocyte lysate—which is used to test medical drugs for contamination and to detect vitamin B-12 deficiencies. And lately there’s been a great deal of interest in its use as a cancer inhibitor.”


“All that from the blood of a horseshoe crab?”


“Yup.”


“Wow. And to think that we Devlins have had unlimited access to millions of those homely things over the years.”


“Not quite ‘unlimited’ these days. The state of New Jersey passed restrictions—I think in ’93—limiting the harvest of the crabs to three nights per week. It’s rankled a good number of the locals who make their living off the bay, I understand.” He dropped the photograph back onto his desk. “And I don’t know that there aren’t some who have found a way around the limits.”


“I see you’ve been to the beaches for the spawning.” She pointed to a photograph tacked to the corkboard by one large green pin, in which the sky was blackened with swirls of indistinguishable shapes. Only one who had witnessed the phenomenon would recognize the shadowy forms as an endless flock of birds.


“It’s one of the things that drew me to Devlin’s Beach,” he told her, sliding into his chair. “I had, of course, read about the massive migration of birds from the southern hemisphere flying north to breed in the Arctic, how they come to the Bay to feed on the eggs of the spawning horseshoe crabs. How those two events coincide perfectly.”


“My father always said there were no coincidences in nature.”


“I agree with him.” He nodded. “But it wasn’t until I actually experienced the sight: millions of birds, thick as fog, swirling around the beaches, most of them little more than bone and feather at this point in their long journey … gobbling up the eggs laid on and under the sand by thousands and thousands of spawning crabs. It was the most truly primitive thing I’ve ever witnessed. I half expected some prehistoric beasts to appear on the dunes.”


“It is something to see.” India recalled the countless times that she and Ry had watched, from the top of the dunes or the top of the lighthouse, while millions of birds— from Brazil and Guyana, from Tierra del Fuego and Belize—fed like gluttons until they had regained their strength and added enough extra body fuel to take them the rest of the way north to their Arctic breeding grounds.


“It’s been said that up to eighty percent of an entire species can be found here at one time,” he said, twirling a paper clip around on a pencil point. “It’s staggering to watch.”


“Exciting, though,” she added, “in a very primal way.”


“Very primal.” His eyes, the softest, palest brown and very flecked with gold, sparked mischief.


India backed slightly toward the door as other equally primal forces were beginning to stir within her. The room was growing smaller by the minute and was suddenly far too small to contain both her and Nick.


“I had, of course, read about the phenomenon long before I’d witnessed it,” he continued, leaning back against the edge of the desk to indicate he was in no hurry to follow her to the door. “Did you know that the birds leave their southern homes at a precise time each year, navigating through the night by some internal compass, to arrive at this exact spot at the exact time when the horseshoe crabs are hauling themselves from the bay to the shore? And that the birds will continue to fly until some of them literally drop from the sky in fatigue?”


“Yes. I’d heard all that.”


“It makes you wonder, doesn’t it, about how many of our instincts are preprogrammed from another time, just how much is inherent in our species. And I know I for one certainly have a healthy respect for that urge to survive and to procreate.”


“I’ll just bet you do.” She nodded.


“What?” His brows knit together.


“I mean, studying all the species here on the bay, and watching firsthand, as you do, all the adaptations that have occurred to ensure their survival…” She was rambling, backing into the hallway, away from those eyes that seemed to narrow and darken somewhat, as if they were teasing her and enjoying the joke.


“Hmm. Right.” He rose and started toward her.


“So. I don’t want to keep you from your work.”


“I had just stopped for lunch when you arrived. Why don’t you join me? I make a wicked grilled-cheese sandwich.”


“I, ah, promised Corri I’d pick her up at school and take her shopping this afternoon.” India continued to back down the hall, hoping she didn’t look like she was fleeing from him, though she knew she was. He probably knew it too, but she couldn’t help it. He was too close and she was too unprepared for the likes of Nick Enright.


“How is she doing?” He took the now empty cup from her hands as they passed from the dim hallway into the large and airy great room.


“She’ll be okay.” India frowned. “At least I think she will be. She has a lot of adjustments to make, but overall, I think we’ll be able to work it all out.”


“You know, of course, that if I can do anything for you, anything for Corri, that I am always available. Anything at all, India.”


“I appreciate that, Nick, I do.” India had backed herself to the door and there seemed little to do at this point but open it and go right on through.


“Well, if I can’t talk you into lunch, how ’bout dinner?”


“I promised Corri I’d take her to dinner when we finish shopping.”


“Then how ’bout dessert and coffee afterward?”


“Well, I …”


“It’s a full moon tonight, India. Didn’t you want to come out and sit on the deck and try to re-create the scene by the light of a full moon?”


“Yes. Actually, I did.” She frowned again. Who knew how long it would be before she was in Devlin’s Light for another full moon? “You’re on. I’ll drive out after I get Corri to bed. Probably by eight-thirty or so.”


“Great. I’ll have the coffee on.” He reached around her, his hand grazing her hip as he reached for the doorknob to open it for her.


“I’ll see you then.”


“Right. Thanks.” She followed her feet down the steps to the bottom of the dock. As she untied the small boat and racked the oars, she made the mistake of looking back up to the cabin where he leaned against the jam of the open door, looking all too adorable with his hair falling across his forehead almost to the top of his dark glasses. All too adorable indeed.


“Indy, I can’t decide.” Corri frowned, looking down at her feet, where one foot wore a gray leather Buster Brown strap shoe, and the other a black-and-white oxford that tied.


“Let’s get them both,” India said, nodding to the sales-woman that they would take both pairs of shoes as well as the sneakers and the soft black leather dress shoes. “Tappy shoes,” Corri had called them, for the sound the heels made on the tiled area of the otherwise well-carpeted floor.


“Wow. Really?”


“Really. Sure.” India handed over her American Express card at the cash register and watched the sales assistant slide the four boxes into the open mouth of a shopping bag. “Now, let’s see, what else do we need?”


“Nothing. Aunt August took me out right before school started and bought me some stuff.”


“Are you sure you don’t need anything else?”


“I’m sure.” Corri fairly danced from the store opening into the mall proper. “Can we eat now?”


“Sure. Any place in particular you like?”


“The Brown Cow.” Corri pointed across the mall.


“The Brown Cow it is.”


“So, what was the best thing that happened at school today?” Indy asked after they had been seated in a comfy brown-and-white plaid booth and had placed their orders.


“Ummm … Kelly shared her cookies with me at lunch.”


“What kind?”


“Chocolate cookies with white chocolate chips.” Corri pulled the white paper tube from her straw and blew bubbles in her chocolate milk, sneaking a peek at India to see if she would object. India was busy squeezing a lemon into her diet Pepsi.


“Yum. That sounds very gourmet.” India nodded.


“Her mom made them. She makes all kinds of neat stuff. Sometimes she bakes stuff and sells it to Mrs. Begley and she sells it in her shop with Darla’s stuff.” Corri leaned back to permit the waitress to place a plate holding chicken fingers and fries before her on the table.


“Oh.” India bit her lip and drizzled low-fat salad dressing on her small bowl of greens, wondering how many of the other moms sent their kids off to school with home-baked goodies.


“Kelly’s mom knows how to make doughnuts,” Corri told her, as if in awe of the feat.


Trying not to sound peevish, India said, “Well. It sounds as if Kelly’s mom is quite the baker.”


“She is, Indy.” Corri nibbled on the end of a fry.


“I’m sorry that I’m not home to do things like that for you,” India told her, all of a sudden feeling sad. Sad and guilty. She was not there to bake for Corri. Corri had to share other kids’ homemade snacks. She was overwhelmed with guilt, was two beats away from letting the lump in her throat erupt into tears.


“It’s okay, Indy. You do important stuff too.” Corri nodded, seemingly unaffected by India’s shortcomings. “And besides, Aunt August bakes neat stuff too.”


Of course, Aunt August would. The Devlin honor was intact.


India thought back to days long past, when she and Ry would arrive home on frosty afternoons to find a freshly baked treat newly sprung from the oven and waiting for them.


“Does she still make raspberry cobbler?”


“Umm-hmmm.” Corri nodded. “And peach and apple too.”


“Well then, I don’t feel as badly now.”


“Why do you feel badly, Indy?”


“Because I don’t do enough for you. Because I’m not here when you need me.”


“But I like the stuff Aunt August bakes. And she shows me how to do things. Do you know how to not let pie dough crawl up your arm?”


India suppressed a laugh, as Corri’s expression was so serious. “No. How?”


“You make your arms and your hands all white with flour and the doughy stuff won’t stick to your skin.” Corri coated her arms with imaginary flour, then added proudly, “And I know how to punch down bread dough when it’s rising too.”


All the things Aunt August had taught me when I was a little girl, India mused, wondering if Corri would develop more proficiency in her domestic skills than India had.


“Well, it sounds as if you are learning very important things.”


“I am. And Nick said he’d teach me how to kick a soccer ball.” Corri stabbed at a circle of catsup on her plate with a fry.


“He did?”


“Yup. So I can play with the Girls Club again.”


“You’re only six.”


“Last year I played when I was five.” Corri got quiet all of a sudden. “Ry took me. And Nick said if I wanted to go again this year he would take me.”


“Do you think maybe you should go with Ollie and Darla?” India frowned. Funny, Nick had not mentioned that he had joined in the group effort to raise Corri.


“All the parents pitch in to do stuff for the team. Nick thought that maybe Aunt August wouldn’t want to, since practice is on her card night, so he said he would.”


“That was very nice of Nick.” India felt the lump returning to her throat. It seemed that everyone was taking an active part in Corri’s day-to-day, except for her. “Corri, you know that if I was here all the time, that I would take you to soccer? That I would do more things with you?”


“Now I know. I wasn’t so sure until this time when you came home. But I am now.”


“I just wish there was some way for me to spend more time with you. Right now I am committed to following through with something I started months ago.” She thought of Alberto Minchot, awaiting trial behind the steel bars of Paloma’s finest accommodations.


“But if I needed you, you would come, wouldn’t you? If I really did?” Corri’s eyes were wide and guileless.


“Absolutely.” India responded without hesitation, knowing it was as true as anything she had ever known.


“And when you’re all done, doing important stuff, will you always come back to Devlin’s Light?”


“Yes.”


“Then I guess it’s okay.” Corri shrugged and went back to the cabin she was building out of leftover fries.


India pondered the situation. Aunt August had been a fine mother substitute for her and for Ry. She was, India knew, a woman whose heart had no boundaries, who dished out love with the same generosity of spirit as she dished out cherry cobbler at the church suppers. August was a wise disciplinarian, a wonderfully pleasant companion, and she possessed a sharp sense of both humor and fair play.


But it seemed as if Corri had twice lost out on having a real mom, the first time when Maris died, the second time when Ry died and Corri’s hopes of being able to share Ollie’s mom vanished. Now she looked to India to fill the empty spot all the leavings had left in her little heart. Afraid to ask for too much, Corri tried to be content with whatever India saw fit to give of herself. In her heart, Indy knew it hadn’t been near enough. In the coming months, she would, one way or another, find a way to change the glass from half empty to full.










Chapter 9


The stones crunching rudely under the tires of India’s car as it wound up the narrow lane from the main road to Nick’s cabin disturbed the nocturnal marsh in the same manner in which the crackling of paper would disturb the silence of a chapel. She hadn’t remembered the road being this long or this dark. Rolling down the window to let in the sounds of the night, she crept along, careful to keep the car straight on the road—if this carpet of stones could be called a road—and off the soft shoulders from which a slide into the ooze of the tidal marsh was just a poorly calculated turn of the wheel away on either side. She approached a small wooden bridge that stretched across a meandering stream, braking to avoid taking it too quickly and perhaps missing a turn up ahead and finding herself in need of a tow out of the thick black goo that lined the bottom of the swamp.
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