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  For Vic, my constant,
 from start to finish.


I am grateful for the generous assistance of sailors Dan McCarthy and Ave Vinick, who read the manuscript, paying close attention to all things nautical. Special thanks to my other readers (you know who you are) for their consideration of Brandon and Mia. You will meet again.




  “When beholding the tranquil beauty and brilliancy of the ocean’s skin, one forgets the tiger heart that pants beneath it; and would not willingly remember, that this velvet paw but conceals a remorseless fang.”


—Herman Melville, Moby Dick




CHAPTER 1




  It was a little after five on a cold afternoon in May. Drizzle speckled the wind-shield, the smell of low-tide mudflats coming into the cruiser, mixing with the odor of Griffin’s stale hazelnut coffee.




  This was on a side street off of Congress, the harbor side. Griffin was at the wheel, Brandon Blake riding shotgun, a misnomer since he didn’t have any gun at all, just a Kevlar vest and an I.D. that said, “Portland P.D.” In smaller letters, “Intern.”




  Griffin had said he’d cover Brandon’s back, which Brandon wondered about, whether that implied Brandon would go in first. Not that it mattered, not yet. It had been three days and they hadn’t done anything dangerous: rousted a couple of old drunks who would keel over in a strong wind, took reports on a bunch of burglaries with the burglars long gone, Griffin spending most of the time in between talking about his kids.




  Brandon tried to be polite, Griffin a nice guy and probably a good dad, but going on and on, Brandon finding it hard to relate—not having kids, not having a father—only half listening like he was now.




  Then Griffin pulled over, the cruiser sliding to a stop. Griffin jumped out.




  He reached back for his baton, slipped it from its holder on the cage and held it in front of him, one hand on the grip, the other eight inches up.




  The ready position.




  Blake jumped out, too, stood by the hood, and watched. A scruffy guy on a bike coasting by, turning to see what the cops were doing, the older one with his baton out, ready to swing.




  “Tied up two-two, bottom of the sixth, two out, man on third,” Griffin was saying. “Three and one, hitter’s count. Infield in. Jeremy’s hitting like four hundred, already ripped a hard foul, vicious line drive just wide of third. So what does he do?”




  He paused.




  “This is a kid, remember. Little League,”




  “I don’t know,” Brandon said.




  The motor whuffed softly like a sleeping dog, the guy on the bike still circling.




  Griffin punched the air with the nightstick.




  “He lays down a bunt, first base line. Pitcher goes for it, first baseman breaks. Second baseman comes over to cover, but he’s late. Jeremy beats it out.”




  Griffin beamed, all white teeth and thatchy brown hair—the boy inside the cop. “Run scores. We—“




  Something on the radio stopped him. Brandon turned and listened, Griffin already heaving himself into the seat, no smile now. Brandon scrambled back, the passenger door still open as the tires screeched.




  “What is it?” Brandon said.




  “Fight.”




  “Where?”




  “Funeral,” Griffin said, swinging across traffic onto Congress, lights and siren forcing cars to the side of the road.




  “Whose?” Brandon said.




  “Inmate, county jail.”




  Griffin hit the klaxon horn, squeezed between a bus and oncoming traffic.




  “The inmate’s dead?”




  “Somebody in his family.”




  “So they fight at the funeral?” Brandon said.




  “Hey,” Griffin said, “we all grieve in different ways.”




CHAPTER 2




  A funeral chapel in a strip mall. Low, vinyl-sided place looked like it used to be a restaurant. Two cruisers out front, Portland black and whites, at the side door a green and white van from the county jail.




  “I’m off,” Griffin barked into the mic and swung out of the car, slipping his baton into his belt. Griffin didn’t say not to, so Brandon followed.




  They heard muffled shouting as two stolid funeral parlor guys in dark suits swung open the double doors.




  Griffin strode by, hand on his pepper spray. There were inner doors, too, and he yanked one open and moved in, Brandon behind him.




  A casket at the center of the room, pink lining and an old lady in a light blue dress, like an egg in an Easter basket, the only one not shouting or screaming. To the left, two deputies working their way to the door. There was a guy between them. Handcuffed, small, and skinny, wearing a suit, the jacket two sizes too big, like the clothes in the after picture in those diet ads where people lose fifty pounds. One of the deputies, gray-haired and stout, was fending off two other guys—collared shirts, no jackets— who were trying to get at the skinny guy, the inmate? The deputy sprayed the guys, got them and a woman behind them, who put her hands to her face and shrieked.




  Chairs scraped. A vase of flowers wobbled, then fell and broke.




  Griffin waded into the crowd to the right, flinging people aside and shouting, “Police. On the floor.”




  Brandon went in on Griffin’s left. “Police,” he shouted, leaving off the intern part, feeling like he was watching himself in a movie. He moved between some kids who were standing on chairs to see. Approached the outer ring of spectators, a woman screaming, “You hated her, you two-faced piece of shit.”




  Brandon shouted again. “Police, back off,” and a big guy actually did, leaving an opening. Brandon slipped through, found himself standing over a tangle of women on the floor: an older one, red-headed, big and wide and thick-legged, and a younger one with short black hair. They were pounding on another woman, her blonde hair all askew. It was a writhing knot of limbs, tattoos flashing, arms pumping, legs splayed, the woman on the bottom missing a high-heel shoe, her black stockings torn. The sound of fists hitting flesh and bone, a growling coming from the young woman on top as she flailed away, jaw clenched.




  Blood sprayed. The woman on the bottom looked dazed, wasn’t defending herself.




  “Police,” Brandon shouted again, and the older woman turned. He stepped in, started to pull her back, her upper arm big and soft, like tofu.




  “Get your fucking hands off me,” she said, and somebody hit Brandon in the back, then the side of the head. He held onto the red-haired woman, lifted and pushed her aside. Reached for the flailing woman, felt someone kick him in the leg, grab his arm.




  “Come on, now. Stop it. Calm down,” Brandon shouted as the flailing woman landed a right, the blonde woman real bloody now, her mouth and nose painted with dark red streaks, like lipstick run amok. Someone landed on Brandon’s back, the red-haired woman, heavy and soft, breasts pressing against him, the smell of sweat and cigarettes and perfume, nails digging into his neck like talons. He had her partner by the shoulders, but let go to pull the hand off, clawing at his chin now, the blonde woman coughing, the women all gasping, “You bitch.”




  Brandon tried to lift himself, couldn’t with the weight of the big woman, felt her nails digging into him, clawing at his mouth, slashing at his eyes, scratching just below his eyebrows. He let go of everyone, braced himself, and threw an elbow up and back, hit the red-haired woman in the face and the hand fell away. Brandon turned and saw the big woman sitting on her butt, blood streaming from her nose, dripping from her chin onto her white sweater.




  She cupped her hand under the flow and bellowed.




  The blonde woman with the bloody mouth started to crawl toward her stray shoe. The woman who had been punching her staggered to her feet. Brandon slipped through the women to the side of the room, stepped aside as deputies dragged the skinny guy in the big suit toward the door. Griffin was behind them with another guy, older and bigger, his shirt torn to show a swaying gut, an unidentifiable blue tattoo on his hairy shoulder. He was cuffed behind his back, pepper-sprayed eyes red and swollen, shouting blindly, “You all suck.”




  Brandon pressed through the mourners, two groups shouting at each other. A kid threw a hymnal. Someone threw it back, pages fluttering. Brandon ducked, looked to see where the book had come from, turned, and was face to face with the skinny guy, still held by his handcuffed wrists, like a dog on a short leash.




  Narrow face, upper lip stuck out over bad teeth. A goatee and straight greasy hair. Dark, close-set eyes that flicked across the room.




  Then back at Brandon. He returned the stare as they stood there, stuck by a bottleneck at the door.




  “Who the fuck are you?” the inmate asked.




  For a moment Brandon didn’t answer, just held the guy’s gaze, not backing down. “You from the jail?” he said.




  “My grandmother, it’s her funeral. You don’t got a name?”




  “Blake.”




  “You know why I wanna know?”




  Brandon shook his head.




  “That was my ma you beat the shit out of.”




  “Shut up,” the deputy said, and he gave the inmate a hard shove from behind. The inmate lurched and recovered. From deeper into the room, more shouting, another skirmish flaring up.




  “Where you from?” the inmate said. “The goddamn neighborhood watch?”




  Brandon stared, didn’t answer. The inmate smiled, a cold carnivorous grin. The crowd moved, the deputy stumbled, and the inmate fell into Brandon, hung on with his chin digging into Brandon’s shoulder blade. His mouth was close to Brandon’s ear.




  “Eye for an eye, dude,” the guy said through clenched teeth. “Times fuckin’ ten.”




CHAPTER 3




  They were riding back along Commercial Street, on the inner harbor, the long way back to the P.D. Letting the Sheriff’s office handle the arrests, the big hairy-bellied guy taking the hit for the whole clan.




  “Rest of ’em can crawl back in their holes,” Griffin said.




  Brandon looked out at a tanker, offloaded, hull riding high, readying to leave port, diesel smoke billowing from its stack. He pictured the same stretch of river a hundred years ago, schooners floating up on the tide, pilots rowing out to meet them.




  One of the hazards of reading history books, you were always picturing things that were long gone.




  “You did alright back there,” Griffin said.




  “Thanks,” Brandon said, picturing the inmate, his black eyes shining. “This Fuller guy—“




  “Scumbag,” Griffin said.




  “Think he’s all talk?”




  “Hard to say. Mostly it’s been nonviolent stuff: theft, stolen goods, fraud. Charged him once with arson, but it got dropped. Some guy over in Westbrook ratted him out for selling pot, so Fuller threw a Molotov cocktail through his window. Or somebody did. Awful hard crime to prove, arson. Fire went out anyway. Isn’t as easy as it looks in the movies.”




  They had gone under the ramp of the bridge that spanned the harbor: Portland on one side, South Portland on the other. The downtown sidled up to the water on the Portland side; oil tanks and marinas across the water. The islands of Casco Bay showed dimly through the mist.




  It was a well-used harbor, fishing giving way to condos like everywhere else. They drove past the container terminal, the ferry terminal, too, the ferry gone to Nova Scotia, parking lot mostly empty.




  Brandon pointed across the harbor.




  “I’m right over there,” he said.




  Griffin pulled over and they sat, the radio chirping softly, like a baby bird in a nest.




  “Where?” Griffin said.




  “There.”




  Brandon pointed out over the harbor, white mooring buoys showing against the blue water, the surface rippled like sand on a beach. Brandon loved to watch the way the wind played the water, never the same way twice.




  “See all those boats? I have a slip over there.”




  “You live on a freakin’ boat?”




  “Yeah.”




  Griffin looked at him again, more closely.




  “What is it? A yacht?”




  “An old Chris-Craft. A cabin cruiser, you’d call it.”




  “Why?”




  “Why what?”




  “Why don’t you live in a house?”




  “Kind of a long story,” Brandon said.




  Griffin stared across the harbor at the tangled nest of masts and moorings. “Winter, too?”




  “Sure,” Brandon said. “You frame it in with plastic. Heat it with propane.”




  “Don’t think I could do that,” Griffin said. “Claustrophobic, you know?”




  “It’s not for everybody.”




  They were quiet as they looked out, Griffin thinking he wouldn’t last one night stuck in the bottom of a cabin cruiser in some little bed, the ceiling two feet from his head. “You never played ball, did you?” he said.




  Brandon shook his head.




  “I could tell,” Griffin said.




  “Nothing against it. Just never had the chance.”




  “That ’cause you always lived on a boat? No yard or anything? Couldn’t you play at school?”




  “Just never got into it, I guess,” he said.




  “Your parents live on the boat, too?”




  “For a while I lived in an apartment with my mother. But she died when I was little.”




  “Sorry. Your dad?”




  “AWOL,” Brandon said, flashing a smile. “Never reported for duty.”




  “Can’t understand people like that,” Griffin said. “Every minute I can, I spend it with my boys.”




  Brandon shrugged. Griffin reached across to the glove box, got out a small pair of binoculars, Nikons. He got out of the car and walked across the scrub and looked out at the water. Brandon followed. The tanker was spewing more diesel smoke against the gray sky now, waiting for the tide. The plume drifted away on the damp southeast wind.




  “So this boat of yours,” Griffin said, holding up the binoculars. “It’s on a dock?”




  Brandon nodded.




  “See the big dark-hulled sailboat, the one with the Jolly Roger. Look just to the right.”




  “Oh, yeah. Wood on the top.”




  “Right.”




  “You don’t have it anchored out in the middle?“




  “I get a slip free because I work there.”




  “And go to college?”




  “One class at a time.”




  Griffin didn’t say anything for a moment, just gazed out at the harbor.




  “This boat, Blake,” he said.




  “Yeah.”




  “Can you get to it from the land?”




  “Walk down some stairs and out onto the docks.”




  Another pause and Griffin said, “No security?”




  “A fence. The gate’s locked, but the owners are always leaving it open.”




  Griffin turned away from the water, started to walk back to the car. Stopped and looked back to Brandon.




  “Sometimes they surprise you,” he said. “Guy’s been stealing stereos out of cars and all of a sudden he pops somebody. Breaks into a house, the wife’s home. Had a guy a few years back did that. Ties the lady to a chair, ends up strangling her with the cord to an iron. Can’t leave a witness. From punk to murderer, just like that. And sometimes they like it.”




  “The rush?” Brandon said.




  “The power,” Griffin said. “Pretty amazing thing to take somebody’s life.”




  They stood looking at the boats, all lined up.




  “If I was you sleeping on that boat,” Griffin said, “I’d have a gun. And more than one way out.”




  “There’s a forward hatch, but be tough to get out in a hurry. But I do have a gun.”




  Griffin glanced at him. “Loaded?’




  “Should it be?”




  Griffin shrugged. “Hard to tell these days, who’s gonna try to kill you and who’s just a regular asshole.”




CHAPTER 4




  Brandon punched himself in with the security code, felt like a wimp for liking the sound of the chain-link gate snapping shut behind him. He crossed the yard, waved to a couple of owners, hurrying so they didn’t have a chance to press him into service. Yet.




  He unlocked the office, stepped in. The place was dark, the answering machine flashing frantically on the desk, a morning’s worth of calls. Bran-son closed the door, snapped on the lights, walked over and hit the button, grabbed a pad and pen.




  The usual real estate people trying to reach Sam, the owner of Windward Point Marina, one saying it was “imperative” that they have a conversation. “Good luck,” Brandon said. Sam was in an assisted living center outside Fort Myers, hadn’t had a conversation since his stroke. Maybe if the guy wrote him a letter.




  A woman with a sultry voice, saying she was looking for a place for her 28-foot Sea Ray. Brandon thought the name was familiar, the husband calling two weeks before.




  The owner of the 36-foot Bertram in slip A-12, saying the freshwater hose leaked all night, he couldn’t sleep. A guy from Cape Elizabeth, asking if there was a mooring available.




  Get in line, Brandon said to himself.




  A call reporting the ice machine was acting up—Johnny in the Absolut, in C-9, who would know. Dave Browne— with an E— asking if his sailboat, an Ericson 35, still was scheduled to launch the next morning. It was, last boat scheduled to go in on the lift.




  A woman wanting to talk to Sam about business opportunities. A guy asking if his Sundowner 22 was still in storage (it was), and sorry about not paying the bill last year or two. It was three.




  There was a knock on the door.




  Brandon looked up, still scribbling names and numbers.




  “Hey, Brandon.”




  Doc Lynch, white-haired and whiskey-cheeked, came in, waited as the last caller said his number, and the machine beeped.




  “No nibbles on a charter?”




  “It’s on the Web, Doc,” Brandon said. “On the board. But there are a lot of boats out there.”




  “Bargain for three thousand a week,” Doc said.




  “Not a bargain, Doc, unless somebody’s looking for a bareboat and your boat stands out. Ocean Swell is a nice boat, but there are a lot of boats out there.”




  “Well, pitch it hard, Brandon. I’ll make it worth your while.”




  “She’s number one on my list.”




  “I mean, 46-feet. Six-foot-eight headroom in the main cabin and salon. Sleeps seven, for real, not a bullshit seven. You got that on there?”




  “Not a bullshit seven. Got it.”




  “And the pressurized hot and cold.”




  “Yup.”




  “Handles easy,” Doc said. “Meticulously maintained. Spotless throughout. New radar, state-of-the-art GPS, autopilot.”




  “Gotcha,” Brandon said.




  “Full shore power, remember. Plug-in heater. Cabins heat up good.”




  “You don’t have to sell me, Doc. She’s a very nice boat.”




  “Might as well have somebody enjoy her before the so-called wife gets hold of her.”




  “How’s the divorce coming?” Brandon said.




  “They’re bleeding me, Brandon. Hanging me by my feet like a stuck pig. I need this charter.”




  “I’ll talk it up, Doc,” he said.




  “Don’t ever get married, Brandon.”




  “Not likely.”




  “If I only knew then what I know now.”




  Brandon remembered the nurse, from a certain angle looked like Christina Aguelera. The last straw for Mrs. Doc.




  “Hey, but if she wants to play rough, I can play that game. Her lawyer, smarmy son of a bitch, hope he doesn’t think I’m gonna roll over. I don’t get mad, Brandon, but I sure as hell get even. It’s the Irish in me. We know how to hold a grudge, let me tell you.”




  Doc’s eyes narrowed, glistened. The look of revenge. Second time that day.




  The afternoon went by in a blur. Ice machine (a broken hose), a tender with an outboard that wouldn’t start (screw fell out of the carburetor), the guy with the unpaid storage bill backing up to his boat with a pickup, starting to write a check, Brandon sending him off for cash.




  A complaint about loud partying on Absolut, Johnny promising to keep it down, the season off to its usual start. Clearing stuff out of the way of the Ericson, getting ready for the morning launch. A salesman looking for “the boss,” disappointed when Brandon said he was it.




  And finally, after six, up the wooden steps that led over the stern of Bay Witch, Brandon’s Cavalier cruiser. He turned back. Looked out at the yard, the owners coming and going, the gate now propped wide open with a dock cart.




  Security had included Doc Lynch’s yappy poodle, but the poodle had gone with the wife.




  Brandon climbed aboard, the boat rocking almost imperceptibly as he stepped into the cockpit. He went to the cabin door, opened it, stepped down and in. It was close and hot and he reached up to turn on the fan, rigged to suck air up through the bow hatch. He glanced at the cabinet, the door closed, an old Marlin rifle leaning inside.




  The gun had belonged to his grandfather, who he’d never known. Brandon had simply taken it from this grandmother’s attic with a box of old shells. He was thirteen, and he rode his bike out of town, the gun in its canvas bag tied to the cross bar, turning off when the woods seemed deep enough.




  Like most things, shooting a gun was something Brandon had learned on his own.




  Turning to the galley, he bent to take a beer from the refrigerator. Picked out a bottle of Geary’s ale, grabbed a book and flashlight off the berth, went back topsides, and walked up to bow. He sat in the canvas chair on the foredeck in the deepening dusk and took a long swallow, looking out across the shimmering water, now green against the sunset.




  Brandon opened the book to the marked page: Crime Scene Investigation: Chapter 4. There was a list, and Brandon’s eyes ran over it. “Establish the perimeters of the crime scene and document this location by crime scene photographs and sketches, including written documentation. . . . Reconstruct aspects of the crime in formulating the search. . . . Ascertain the legal basis for the search prior to any seizure of evidence. . . .”




  He flipped the page. The flashlight beam showed a picture of a man, the eyes covered with a black strip. Asphyxia due to drowning, the caption said, noting the foam coming out of the man’s mouth. Brandon flipped more pages. A woman on a bathroom floor, blood pooled under her head, eyes still staring, stabbed by her husband. A chapter heading on the top of the page: The Psychopathic Personality Stalker.




  Brandon closed the book. Stood and slipped down the ladder, and into the cabin. He opened the cabinet, took out the faded green canvas gun case. Slipping the rifle out, he ran his hand over the wooden stock. Reached and opened a locker over the settee bench and rummaged. Found a box of .22 shells. Sitting on the bench, he slid the rod from the magazine tube under the barrel. Dropped in 18 shells, counting them out one by one. Slid the rod back in.




  He looked at the cabinet, glanced back to the bow. Walked over and laid the gun carefully down on the narrow shelf beside his berth.




  The barrel was pointed toward the cabin door.




CHAPTER 5




  Word had gotten around that Criminology 203 was a gut, which was why, as Brandon looked around the classroom, he saw one guy sleeping, his head on his arm, mouth open, a girl with her phone on her lap tapping out a text, another guy with one earphone in, the iPod in his pocket.




  Brandon sat in the front, by the window. Next to him was the girl from Minnesota who wanted to be a writer. Mia, “after Mia Farrow.” When she’d said that during introductions the first day, nobody in class had known who Mia Farrow was except for Brandon, raised by a grandmother who drank wine and snored in front of old movies on TV. Professor Shurstein knew because he was old.




  Mia was already out of Colby, a graduate student. She was slight and blonde, attractive if not pretty, narrow face and prominent nose with a little bump. She and Brandon were the serious students, and after the first class she’s moved next to him, stayed there ever since. The other students were glad to have them to provide cover.




  The chapter du jour was “Crime and Punishment” and Shurstein was talking about the number of inmates in American prisons and how it kept going up and up. Suddenly he paused, ran his hand through gray Groucho Marx hair, and said, “Why?”




  The class looked up and froze, like rabbits hearing a rustle in the brush.




  “Why are there so many people behind bars?” the professor said. “Where do they all come from? Why can’t they obey the rules?”




  There was silence, students sitting stock still like they were camouflaged and any movement might give them away.




  “Drugs,” Mia said. “And laws that address the symptom but not the root cause of the problem.”




  “Which is?”




  “Hopelessness.” The other students looking at her, a gelled-hair guy rolling his eyes. “Their lives are dead ends.”




  “So, assuming that criminals are made and not born, and I think we can agree about that, the crack addict who mugs you on the street was not always a drug addict and a criminal. He wasn’t born bad. How do we intervene? How do we break the cycle?”




  “You can’t,” Brandon said. “We’re all the product of our experiences. Millions of people are already out there. Full of flaws, reproducing. You lock them up. You keep sticking your finger in the dike. Some learn from their mistakes. Mostly you deter enough people to keep society working.”




  “You’re saying ‘corrections’ is a misnomer, Mr. Blake?” the professor said.




  “Not all of them,” Brandon said. “But I ran into a guy yesterday. He’s in and out of jail. Robbery, burglary, assault. He’s inside right now. His family are mostly outlaws of one sort or another. He’s never gonna play by the rules. He just can’t. Isn’t in his DNA.”




  “He could reform himself,” Mia said. “Find religion or something. You read all the time about murderers, they find Jesus in prison, or Islam. Turns their whole lives around.”




  “Religious faith can be a powerful thing,” the professor said.




  Brandon smiled.




  “I don’t think so,” he said. “Not this time.”




  “How do you know?” Mia said. “How can you just write somebody off like that?”




  “You weren’t there,” Brandon said. “You didn’t look into his eyes.”




  As the clock on the wall ticked to 10:50, the students jumped up like the building was on fire. Shurstein shouted an assignment into the din of scraping chairs and retreated to his desk. As the crowd thinned, he motioned Brandon over. Mia stood by the door, waiting.




  “Mr. Blake.”




  Brandon nodded.




  “How many courses are you enrolled in?”




  “Just this one,” Brandon said. “I take one at a time.”




  “Why not more? You’re a very capable student. Why not full-time?”




  Brandon shrugged.




  “I work.”




  The professor took a step closer.




  “Wait a minute. Are you the one—”




  Shurstein glanced at Mia, back at Brandon.




  “—the one who pays cash,” he said.




  Brandon hesitated.




  “Something wrong with that?” he said.




  “No, not at all. And it’s none of my business, but if it’s financial, there’s assistance, you know.”




  “I don’t need any help,” Brandon said.




  Shurstein gave it another shot.




  “Loans, grants. That’s what they’re for.”




  “Thanks, but I pay as I go.”




  Shurstein looked at him like he was a museum specimen, a rare species.




  “I take it you’re on your own,” the professor said.




  Brandon shrugged, books on his hip.




  “I guess that explains why you’re more motivated than most.”




  “I don’t know. You’d have to ask them about their motivation.”




  “What do you do? For work?”




  “Work in a boatyard,” Brandon said.




  “And if you don’t mind me asking, how long does it take to come up with the money for a course.”




  “I worked for six months for this class. Saving on the side.”




  “Worth it?”




  “Yeah, except you coddle the deadbeats too much,” Brandon said. “They don’t do the work, I’d toss ’em.”




  “You’re a little tougher than me, I guess,” the professor said. “Like with your unsalvageable criminal. Acquaintance of yours?”




  “Briefly. He’s in jail.”




  “Maybe he’s being rehabilitated as we speak,” Shurstein said.




Brandon looked at him, smiled.




  “What?” the professor said.




  “You put these people in jail so they can’t hurt anybody. Like a mean dog behind a fence.”




  Shurstein shook his head, peered through his big glasses.




  “Awfully hard for somebody your age.”




  “Nothing to do with hardness,” Brandon said. “I just don’t kid myself,” and he turned and walked away.




  

CHAPTER 6




  Mia and Brandon were on the sidewalk, other students all around them. Guys in football shirts, baseball hats on backwards. Girls in jeans, tank tops, tattoos showing at bare waists like bugs crawling out of their pants.




  Brandon tried not to stare—at Mia. Blonde hair, reddish in the sunlight. The nose with the bump, but a pretty sort of bump. Pale blue eyes that would mesmerize him if he let them.




  “Where’d you see this guy?” Mia said.




  “A funeral,” Brandon said. “They had a funeral and a fight broke out.”




  “A fight at a funeral?” she said.




  “I guess the family has some issues,” Brandon said.




  “Why do you get the good stuff and I’m stuck in a lab watching somebody get DNA out of piece of gum?”




  “Sometimes you get lucky,” Brandon said.




  “So tell me,” Mia said.




  “Tell you what?”




  “Come on, Brandon. Tell me what happened.”




  He did, as they stood on the sidewalk, the crowd of students dwindling to nothing, cars pulling away. Soon it was just the two of them, Brandon describing the old lady in the casket, the women fighting on the floor. Mia was smiling, rapt.




  And then Brandon got to the part about Joel Fuller, the chin on his shoulder, an eye for an eye.




  “Times ten?” Mia said. “What’s that mean?”




  “That he does to you ten times what you did to him.”




  “Scary.”




  “I don’t know about scary. Just sort of crazy. This look in his eye, like his mind doesn’t work the way a normal person’s does.”




  “God, I wish I had been there,” Mia said, her blue eyes glowing. Brandon smiled at her, wondering how many girls would want to see a brawl close-up.




  “Why?” he said.




  “It’s real life,” Mia said. “I mean, my life is boring. I have a nice mom and dad. I grew up in a big house. I went to a good college. The typical American family.”




  “Maybe not so typical.”




  “My dad’s a lawyer and my mom’s in human resources and my broth-er’s in med school. Dartmouth. Gonna be a cosmetic surgeon, get rich. My dad, he says it’s time for me to forget this writer stuff and get a job, but he doesn’t, like, disown me about it.”




  “Pays for your school?”




  “Which is great, but I don’t know. Nothing big happens. I need to see lives that have drama and conflict and, I don’t know, big moments, events that change people.”




  Brandon paused, said, “Careful what you wish for.”




  They walked up the street, stopped by a new red Saab. Mia opened the door, tossed her bag on the passenger seat and turned back to him.




  “Actually, I did have one change in my life,” she said.




  “What’s that?” Brandon said.




  “You know that boyfriend I had?” Brandon nodded.




  “I don’t any more,” she said, and she reached out and tapped his hand. “Want to get coffee or something?”




  “Have to get back,” Brandon said. “The owners get cranky if there’s nobody on duty for too long.”




  “I’ll come visit.”




  “Sure.”




  “I can finally see this boat of yours,” Mia said.




  “I’m around.”




  He looked at her, the eyes, the softness of her neck. A dangerous girl, the kind you fall in love with, the kind it hurts to lose.




  Or not. Who was he kidding? A few coffees at Starbucks. She gets the stories she needs, writes them into her novel. Flashes the eyes, full of promises, then gone. Back to Minnesota. Her lawyer dad, the big house in, where was it she said? White Bear Lake?




  Brandon would be left with the girls from the Old Port, like the last one, who, standing by the bar, had said over the din, “Boats are really, like, awesome. They’re, like, great places to, like, party.”




  Mia waved as she pulled away. Brandon started up the street to his truck, parked under a maple with pale late-spring leaves, translucent against the gray sky.




  Tossing his book on the duct-taped seat, he got into the truck, pumped the gas. The old Ford started with a puff of blue smoke, like a magic trick. Brandon checked the mirrors, looked behind him. Pulled out and, as he started down the street toward Back Cove, he checked again.




  An eye for an eye, times ten.




  

CHAPTER 7




  Portland District Court was full, a dozen inmates from the jail in the dock. Defendants were in the rows of seats, families in the courtroom, little kids and wives and girlfriends coming to support Daddy as he stood before the judge, an attractive fortyish woman just appointed to the bench.




  She flipped through stacks of files, looked a bit confused. A lawyer rose from the seats, tall and rumpled, running a hand through his hair. He came through the gate, plunked a battered briefcase on the defense table, motioned to the row of inmates. The bailiff looked to the prosecutor, a harried young woman, hair tied back, and said, “Ready?”




  Joel Fuller got up from his seat. He walked to the defense table as the traffic-case people watched, wondering if his orange suit meant he was a murderer or something.




  “Joel W. Fuller,” the judge said.




  “Mister Fuller is here, your honor,” the rumpled lawyer said.




  “This is a petition for release?” the judge said.




  “Yes, your honor,” Fuller’s lawyer said. “Mister Fuller has completed four-fifths of a five-month sentence. He is eligible for release.”




  The judge tossed folders aside, finally opened one, flipped through a stack of documents.




  “I see you’re a regular, Mr. Fuller. And last time was for—”




  “Criminal threatening, your honor,” the prosecutor said, finding it just in time. “The defendant threatened to burn someone’s house down if they didn’t pay him for a four-wheeler.”




  “Which was stolen,” the judge said, still looking at the papers.




  “The defendant wasn’t aware of that,” the defense attorney said. “And he had no intention of burning anyone’s house. It was just talk. Hyper-bole, your honor, if you will. Street talk. That whole case was a series of misunderstandings.”




  “It’s been a whole lot of misunderstandings,” the judge said.




  “There are extenuating circumstances,” the defense attorney said. “Now my client just wants to go home and start over. He has obligations he needs to assume. There’s been a death in the family.”




  “Your honor,” the prosecutor said, “Mister Fuller was released just yesterday to attend his grandmother’s funeral. A brawl broke out.”




  “I fail to see how Mister Fuller can be held responsible for that,” the defense lawyer said. “He was in shackles, deputies on both sides of him. It isn’t his fault—”




  If his family is hopelessly dysfunctional, the judge thought.




  “The original sentence was—” she said.




  “Five years in jail, all but six months suspended,” the prosecutor said.




  “He’s done almost four months,” the judge said.




  The prosecutor waved a pen. “And we feel that if you get a furlough for a family emergency and it turns into a brawl that takes a half-dozen officers to break up, then that’s not a reason to send you home early.”




  “Are you worried about the defendant’s safety, counselor?” the judge said.




  “No, your honor. Mister Fuller is more than able to take care of himself. His record, your honor—assault, criminal mischief, criminal threatening, threatening with a firearm, theft, negotiating a worthless instrument—”




  “Those cases have been adjudicated, your honor,” the defense lawyer said. “We’re here to talk about this case.”




  “But your honor, this case is just the latest in—“




  “He paid for those. We’re here to—“




  “Okay. Just stop it,” the judge said. “Both of you.”




  She looked at Fuller, sitting at the table, hands folded in front of him like a schoolboy eager to clap the erasers.




  “Mister Fuller,” the judge said.




  He stood, put his hands behind him.




  “Your honor,” he said. “Ma’am.”




  “Why should I not keep you in for the full duration of your sentence?”




  “Well, your honor,” Fuller said. “I can see why you might not think I deserve any sort of special consideration. But I have been in counseling in the correctional center, and I’ve been talking with the minister, Reverend Bill? I mean, your honor, I know that record doesn’t look too good, but I kind of got off on the wrong foot. My father was abusive, then my stepfather. As the counselor explained to me, I’ve been conditioned to lash out when confronted by adversity.”




  “You weren’t lashing out at this memorial service?”




  “Your honor, I walked into the middle of something I wasn’t aware of. I been away, your honor. If I’d known there was this trouble brewing, I promise you I would not have asked to attend that service.”




  “Who died?”




  “Gramma Daley,” Fuller said. “She was a dear, dear old lady. Gramma Dailey was very good to me, at a time when I really needed someone solid in my life. The only thing I’m glad of is she didn’t live to see that disgraceful exhibition.”




  “Which you weren’t part of?”




  “Except for ducking, your honor.”




  There were chuckles from the audience and the judge pounded her gavel. She looked down at the documents strewn on the blotter in front of her. Sighed.




  “Some people might say you’re a lost cause, Mister Fuller,” she said.




  “My client knows that, your honor,” the rumpled lawyer said. “But he’s very much committed to his counseling. It’s like he’s seeing himself for the first time, without the haze of alcohol and—”




  “Okay,” the judge said. “But you screw up, Mr. Fuller, you’re coming back to serve the whole five years, you understand?”




  Fuller nodded, looked somber.




  “He does, your honor,” the lawyer said.




  The prosecutor leaned forward on her hands. “With all due respect, your honor, I don’t think—”




  “That’s it,” the judge said. “The petition for release is granted. Process him asap and send him home.”




  “Thank you, your honor,” Fuller said, smiling gently. “I won’t disappoint you.”




  The judge was gathering up the papers, stuffing them back in Joel Full-er’s folder. He was led away from the defense table, back to the row of inmates. He sat back in his chair.




  The inmate next to him muttered, “What a crock of shit.” He snorted, smothered a laugh. The bailiff looked over.




  Fuller put his hand over his mouth and whispered, barely moving his lips. “You make one more fucking sound and I’ll find where you live. While you and your lame-ass family is sleeping, I will burn your goddamn house down.”




  The inmate went silent. Fuller looked over at the judge and smiled.




  “I swear to God,” he said, like a ventriloquist, his smile firmly in place.




  

CHAPTER 8




  Brandon sat in a folding chair on the after deck, watching the Portland skyline emerge, red lights blinking atop the bank towers, lights glittering on the harbor.




  The ferry to Nova Scotia was back, the terminal floodlights illuminating the cars lined up for loading. An oil barge slid out of the harbor, pushed by a rumbling tugboat. Cabin lights bobbed on boats at their moorings, like torches carried by some unruly mob. When the breeze shifted, cool and damp from the northeast, Brandon heard voices from the boats across the water. From the main section of the marina, a big cruiser owned by a guy who worked in Portland at Merrill-Lynch, he heard music. Bob Marley.




  A half-hour gone by, he tried again.




  Brandon clicked the flashlight on. The book fell open to a chapter titled, “Estimating Time of Death.” Brandon flipped the pages, the flashlight beam illuminating photographs of dead bodies, images from nightmares: A skull with long black hair, the body in a bathtub. A hand clutching a gun. A woman recovered from a lake, her arms outstretched, saying “Save me,” but rigor mortis had set in.




  Brandon closed the book. Looked out at the boatyard and listened. There was a clink, a chain rattle. The gate opening out by the road. He looked at his watch. Nine forty-five.




  He tensed. Waited. Peered into the deepening darkness, then heard footsteps. A noise like someone had stumbled, then a pale figure coming out of the shadows and gliding down the ramp to the dock like a ghost.




  Brandon eased out of the chair, opened the door to the companionway, the path to the cabinet with the gun.




  Waited. The figure kept coming, across the yard, down the ramp, moving his way on the float.




  “Hey,” Mia said, emerging from the darkness.




  “Hey yourself,” Brandon said.




  “I was driving around. Procrastinating. Anything but reading about seizure of evidence.” She was on the steps now, and said, “Do I have to ask permission to come aboard?”




  “I’ll get my captain’s hat,” Brandon said.




  Mia climbed over the rail, stood in front of him awkwardly, slim and blonde, small but with that electric presence, a twitching of energy. She saw the book on the chair.




  “Making me feel guilty.”




  Brandon shrugged, smiled. “Just getting to it, really. Hey, take the chair.”




  “You only have one?”




  Brandon looked around the cockpit. “Yeah, I guess.”




  “So you don’t entertain regularly?”




  She said it not as a judgment, but as a question. It was the first thing he’d noticed about her. She always had another question.




  “Not exactly Donald Trump’s yacht,” he said. “But it’s home.”




  “Cool. But where do you go in the winter?”




  “Right here. You wrap the whole thing up, plastic on this wooden frame.”




  “Like a cocoon,” Mia said.




  They both stood. Mia looked around. Brandon looked at her, then away.




  “Kind of retro, huh?”




  “Yeah, well, it’s old. Early sixties. They built pretty boats back then. Want a beer?”




  Mia grinned, her eyes pale, shining even in the darkness.




  “Sure.”




  Brandon went down into the cabin, came back with two bottles of Geary’s ale. Mia had moved to the side of the boat, was peering around the cabin toward the bow. He opened the beers with the opener on his Leatherman, handed her one.




  They touched bottles.




  Sipped.




  “Does it have a name?”




  “She’s called Bay Witch.”




  “It’s a girl boat?”




  “They all are. Tradition.”




  “Is it Bay Witch like Bay Watch? Pamela Anderson and all that?”




  “No, the person who named it—” He paused, then recovered, smiled. “—she just thought it was a good name, I guess.”




  “So it was a woman who named it?”




  “Yeah.”




  Another pause, this one longer, and Mia noted it, filed it away.




  “If you want to know, it’s a Chris-Craft Cavalier, thirty-five foot. Chevy powered, single screw, a small V-8. If you care about that stuff.”




  “Kind of like a floating camper,” Mia said. “We had one when I was really little. My dad towed it all over the country with this big Suburban. All the places he said we had to see. He had a list. Yellowstone and the Grand Canyon.”




  “I’d like to see that,” Brandon said. “Read a book about the first guy to go through on a boat. Powell.”




  “It’s amazing,” Mia said. “Makes you feel really, really small. Kind of like the ocean.”




  She drank again and Brandon watched, thought she was almost beautiful in the dusky light. Short blonde hair glinting, that glitter in her eyes. Silver earrings that swung like the things hypnotists waved in front of you.




  He looked away and Mia walked over to the helm and touched the wheel. Jiggled it back and forth and looked toward the stern, to see if something might move.




  “You’re from around here, right?” she said.




  “Two miles, by boat.”




  She touched the throttle, the wheel again.




  “So did you bring your boat here and then get the job?”




  “The boat was here. It was in the family.”




  “Really. Was it your grandfather’s or something?”




  “Or something,” Brandon said. “Now it’s mine.”




  “That’s so neat.”




  “If you worked on it you might not think so. It’s old and it’s wood—a lot of maintenance.”




  “Like what?”




  Always questions.




  “Topsides, needs varnishing, painting, polishing. Last year, me and Sam, he’s the old guy who owns the marina. He’s in Florida, had a stroke, but he knows boats. We hauled it and redid the bottom. Actually, I did it, he told me what to do. Replaced some planks, painted it, did some refastening.”




  “Huh.”




  She had turned back toward him. She took a couple of steps and bent to look down the hatchway to the cabin. “That’s where you sleep?”




  “Right.”




  “Can I see?”




  Brandon hesitated, the cabin his private world.




  “You can say no,” Mia said.




  “It’s fine, let me turn on the light.”




  He led the way and she followed. She stumbled on the way down the steps, put her hand on his back. The touch electric.




  Brandon turned the lamp on by the vee berth, and stood in the center of the cabin, his head nearly touching the ceiling Mia surveyed the berth the built-in shelves filled with books, an acoustic guitar in a beat-up case, the lid open.




  “You play?”




  “Some. Not very well.”




  She ran her hand over the neat writing desk that folded down from the paneling, eyed the plaid curtains over the windows.




  “Oh, those are so cute,” she said. “Did your mom make them for you or something?”




  Brandon tried not to darken, saw her eyes catch something. She was always watching.




  “No. I made them myself.”




  “You’re kidding me. You sew?”




  “You learn to do a lot of things yourself on a boat like this. Otherwise you go broke paying people.”




  She turned. Opened and closed the cabinets. Ran her hands over the gleaming galley counter, the spices and condiments in their rack.




  “No TV?”




  “No.”




  “Internet?”




  “Wireless, from two boats down.”




  “Really.”




  Mia’s eyes kept sweeping the cabin, her mouth frozen in a half-smile. She noted the beat-up laptop. An old iPod.




  She picked it up.




  “May I?”




  Brandon shrugged.




  “My brother says looking at somebody’s iPod is like going through their desk. I just think it’s interesting seeing what people listen to.”




  She spun the wheel.




  “Huh. Old rap. Public Enemy? Rage Against the Machine? Angry music, Brandon. I thought you’d be more mellow.”




  Brandon smiled. Mia put the iPod down on the little table.




  “God, you’re neat. Can you come over to my apartment?”




  “You have to be neat on a boat, it’s such a small space.”




  “What do you cook?”




  “Stew. Curry. Pasta.”




  “Really. And all these books? What are they? All history?”




  “A lot of ’em. ”




  “No novels?”




  “I like things that have really happened. Things that are real.”




  “Not my made-up stories, huh?” She picked up a book, flipped the pages. It was a history of Portland.




  “You know the city burned twice?” Brandon said. “The British shelled it during the Revolution. Then Americans burned it again during the Civil War. Fourth of July. Party got out of hand.”




  “Huh,” Mia said. “So you sit down here and read. It’s so cozy. The little refrigerator, the stove. Do you go out on voyages?”




  It was an odd way of putting it, and Brandon smiled.




  “Once in a while,” he said.




  She turned her back to him, and Brandon let his eyes run over her, head to toe, quickly, a stolen glance.




  “My ex-boyfriend, he was into boats, too,” she said. “He teaches sailing back home, crews on big sailboats. They race on the Great Lakes and stuff. And we have a ski boat on the lake at home. Do you water ski?”




  Brandon shook his head, felt his mood sour, a black cloud, made it pass. Mia started for the hatchway, said, “Can I walk up on the top part?”




  He would have said yes, but when he caught up she was already up on the sidedeck, easing along, one hand on the rail. Brandon followed. On the foredeck, she looked down through the cracked hatch, light spilling up, illuminating her face. She turned away, looked out at the Portland skyline, the lights of the harbor, the sheen on the water glistening like a black mirage.




  “Beautiful. You have friends around here, Brandon?”




  “I did. Two went away to school. One’s in prison. Oxycontin.”




  “Huh,” Mia said. “That’s not very many.”




  “I don’t like to need people too much,” Brandon said, looking at the water.




  “Why?”




  “You don’t really want to know.”




  She smiled.




  “Sure, I do.”




  “If you don’t need people, you can’t be disappointed by them.”




  “You’ve been disappointed?”




  Brandon shrugged. “No big deal. People just make a lot of promises they can’t keep. Say things and then they don’t deliver. Not a problem, unless you believe them in the first place.”




  They stood a couple of feet apart, the boat moving almost imperceptibly under their weight. Lights glided by in the darkness and the subject changed.




  “It’s like the boat’s breathing,” Mia said. She sipped her beer, stepped to the rail, and looked over. Came back.




  “Your parents, what do they think of you living on a boat?” she said.




  “They don’t,” Brandon said.




  “They don’t care?” Mia said.




  Brandon hesitated. Drank more beer and lowered the bottle, looked out at the glittering lights of the skyline.




  “No,” he said. “I never had a father. My mom, she died.”




  Mia frowned, put her hand on top of his.




  “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”




  No,” he said. “It’s a logical question.”




  Brandon looked at her, the tenderness in her eyes. Mia turned and moved to the bow, standing in the darkness now, just out of reach of the soft yellow light streaming up through the hatch. The cool May night was falling, the smell of salt and sea rising from the low-tide mud.




  “So,” Mia said, facing him, suddenly awkward. “You’re all alone here?”




  “Yeah.”




  “Nobody else? I mean, you’re not seeing someone?”




  She grinned. “Sorry if I’m direct. It just saves a lot of time, you know?”




  Brandon smiled, shook his head. “Not for quite a while. She found somebody a little more, I don’t know, normal.”




  “I think you’re way better than normal.”




  “Likewise.” Brandon grinned. “I’m just kind of a loner, I guess.”




  “Me, too. When you’re alone is the only time you can really think about things. It’s what bugged me about school. All these people, all the time. Where’d you go to high school?”

OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png
East

BOOKS-MAGAZINE-ONLINE
www downeast com





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
GERRY BOYLE

PORT CITY

SHAKE
DUWN

A Brandon Blake Mystery






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
Povwn East





