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For Beth

THE WAY LIFE SHOULD BE



PROLOGUE


IT WAS THREE A.M. and anything was possible—all he needed was a little luck. At least that’s what Paul Stanwood tried to tell himself as he turned his Range Rover onto the wet, sandy road and its headlights bounced through the shadows and fir. He knew he shouldn’t be there. He just couldn’t help himself. 

When the Rover began to stall on the ruts, Stanwood downshifted to let the tires grab hold, which seemed to do the trick. He was nervous but kept going until a sign on a steel gate read: “Sullivan Park Closed at Dusk. Violators Will be Prosecuted to the Fullest Extent Allowed by Law.” 

Whatever that meant.

He wasn’t sure but was willing to take a chance, so he cut the ignition, got out, and began walking the footpath through the gently swaying spruce before reconsidering. He stopped and took a deep breath. The rot drifted up from the clam flats below and a full moon burned like a bare bulb off the dark water of Penobscot Bay. 

The park was at the end of a long peninsula, a tangle of rock, surf and pine that had once been a saltwater farm. Now it was just a road through the woods, a small, unpaved parking lot and an oddly out-of-place pay phone. Past the clearing where he stood, a few scattered picnic tables and a cinder-block bathhouse completed the scene—not much, really, given the recent sensation. Of course, there was the boat launch. 

“The only place in town to get off at low tide,” according to John Quinn, who’d come home to run his family’s newspaper. He said the park was an embarrassment and that grown men—no matter their sexual preference—should have a sense of decency. 

Quinn had no idea what was at stake. After being gone a decade, he was clueless about the changes taking place in their hometown. Paul planned to tell him as much, once he was sure of everything himself, though he’d been warned against it. He shook his head at the thought, when something cracked behind him. 

“Who’s there?” he asked.

Nobody answered.

For a moment he listened to the waves lap the granite shore, the whole time wondering if those had been his own steps echoing in the darkness. He stopped and spun around. Damn. He couldn’t believe how paranoid he’d become. He took another deep breath and tried to relax. Easy now, he told himself. The sun would be up in a few hours and everything would be safe and fresh with the new day. 

Keeping that in mind, Paul walked toward the bathhouse and stepped inside. The place was a mess. He could make out overturned benches and a cracked toilet. The urinals reeked and it was hard to believe the spot had become the object of such fierce debate. Men were being arrested. The cops were under fire. Neither side would listen to reason and somehow Paul was caught in the middle. What was he supposed to do? 

As he shuffled his sandals along the gritty concrete and lit a Camel, the flame shined briefly on a wall covered with crudely drawn slogans and promises that made him laugh out loud. The whole thing seemed suddenly absurd, and by the time he was halfway through the cigarette and beginning to relax, the gravelly sound of tires came from the road. 

A car door slammed and someone began walking his way.

“Helllloo!” Stanwood’s voice echoed off the low, flat ceiling.

“You alone?” came back.

“I was.”

The other voice hesitated. “I thought I saw someone else poking around.”

“That was just me, admiring the scenery.”

“Glad to hear it.” A figure appeared in the doorway. “I was hoping you’d be here.”

“I’m flattered,” Stanwood said once he recognized the voice. “But you’re the last person I’d expect to turn up in a place like this.” 

“I wish I could say the same about you.”

Stanwood ignored the shot and asked what he had in mind.

“A little surprise.” The man reached into his nylon Wind-breaker.

“So what’s that?”

“This?” The man flicked on a steel Maglite the size of a nightstick and stepped toward him. “Why, it’s the surprise.”

Stanwood held up his hands to shield his eyes from the glare. “Look—I’m not here for what you think.”

“Then what are you here for?”

He wasn’t sure. “To tell you the truth, this whole deal has become a little too complicated.”

“Maybe I can simplify things.” The man swung the Mag in a small, fast arc, catching Stanwood on the collarbone and sending him to the floor.

That knocked the wind out of him.

Stanwood forced himself to his hands and knees but the man swung again, connecting with the side of his skull and causing everything to blur. Stanwood rolled onto his back and tried to cover himself. The man swung a third time and shattered a forearm. Stanwood curled into the fetal position and tried to smother the pain. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered before another crack sent him under. 

“That’s right,” the man said, his breath heavy from the effort. “It’s time to go home to Jesus.”

He swung again and the light went out.
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QUINN SNATCHED THE PHONE on the first ring.

“John, it’s Ginny Sewell.”

He groaned, fell back onto his bed and waited for her to continue. He was used to calls at odd hours, but this was a little early, even for Ginny. “Well, what is it?” he asked when nothing else followed.

“It’s Sarah,” she finally managed.

“Is she all right?”

“No,” Ginny said. “She’s not.”

Sarah was the police reporter at the Stone Harbor Pilot and Ginny was her mother. Since she was sobbing at the other end of the line, Quinn thought the worst—that her daughter had been in a horrible accident rushing to a crime scene or fire.

“Tell me what happened,” he said slowly but firmly.

“She—she—she’s been arrested.”

Quinn relaxed. “That’s it?”

“What do you mean, that’s it?” Ginny couldn’t believe his attitude.

“You made it sound like she was dead.”

“Don’t yell at me!” Ginny shouted.

“I’m not yelling at you!” he said, though suddenly he realized he may have been. He had a temper and his heart was still racing from being jarred awake so early on a Sunday morning. The glowing numbers on his alarm clock read 6:00 a.m.

He took a deep breath as Ginny blew her nose into the receiver and tried to compose herself. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t know who else to call.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Quinn said. “You just scared me. That’s all.”

“Well, I’m scared, too.”

“I bet.” During the next awkward moment, Quinn looked around the bedroom. His wife, Maria, was on the other side of the sheets, lying perfectly still in the early morning light, which could mean only one thing: she was pissed.

“John, you still there?” Ginny asked.

“Yeah. I was just thinking.”

“About what?”

“Nothing important” was probably the wrong thing to say. By then it didn’t matter. Anything he said could—and would—be used against him. He knew by the way his wife’s whole body was stiffening beside him. “So what did Sarah do?” he asked Ginny.

“They charged her with disturbin a crime scene,” she said. “At Sullivan Park. It happened an hour ago.”

“Jesus.” Quinn could just imagine the call they’d answered. The park was the biggest pickup spot on the Maine coast and had been making headlines all summer. In the past month alone, twenty-three men had been charged with public lewdness as part of a police crackdown. Despite the arrests, they kept coming, up and down Route 1, from Belfast to Bath. Tourists, locals, it didn’t matter.

“Don’t you have anythin’ else to say?” Ginny asked.

“I hope she was wearing rubber gloves.”

“That isn’t funny.”

“I know.” The full effect was beginning to hit him. “And I’m not laughing.”

Neither was Ginny. “The police chief says she’ll have a criminal record!”

“Oh, he’s just trying to scare her. Trust me.”

“He’s serious!” she sobbed.

“Calm down. I’ll be right there.” Quinn hung up and shook his head.

“Where are you going?” his wife asked.

“The police station.” He smiled and ran his hand along her soft, bare shoulder and down her arm. “But don’t worry—this won’t take long.”

Maria turned on her side, away from him. “It’s them again, isn’t it?”

He didn’t answer as he got up and pulled on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt. He couldn’t just leave one of his reporters in jail, especially when she was only doing her job. It wasn’t her fault she usually beat the cops on calls and they were tired of being embarrassed. Given her crap salary and the hours she worked, driving down to the station was the least Quinn could do. He was probably going to stop by the office later that morning anyway, which would make his wife just as mad. With the way things had been going, he really didn’t have a choice.

Besides, no matter how much of a pain Sarah could be, he admired her. She was twenty-two and had worked her way up from part-time librarian to news clerk to reporter. She had real passion. She was always in a rush, always carrying a handheld scanner and always running down fires and accidents and random police calls. The only drawback was she didn’t have a license and her mother had to drive her everywhere.

The whole arrangement may have sounded strange to the uninitiated, but Ginny had a lot of time on her hands and didn’t mind waiting around in her ancient Lincoln Continental, scoping out men, reading the racing form or working on a romance novel that had occupied her free time, on and off, for the past five years. That’s how long she’d been on disability after ruining her wrists stitching moccasins at a local factory.

Driving in, Quinn went right past the place. Now converted into an outlet store, the building’s brick exterior had been painted, polished and given newfound charm. As he descended into the lower part of town, the streets were quiet and empty, save the occasional shriek of a gull, with block after block of wooden frame homes, brick sidewalks and cluttered storefronts stacked on a waterfront dating to the seventeenth century.

Boats of every size filled the harbor, from Boston whalers and dories to the hulls of navy destroyers and the three historic schooners that tied up each summer at the maritime museum. It was a picturesque setting, one that made him feel like he was driving through a postcard, until he got to the police station and noticed television crews set up for a long siege on the front walk. Quinn cringed at the image viewers were getting at home, since one of the talking heads was already going at it.

“… and in a bizarre side note to this sensational story, a reporter has been arrested for …” The reporter paused, as though he couldn’t quite remember. His cameraman mouthed the rest of the sentence and TV Boy delivered the line “disturbing a crime scene,” as though the hitch had been deliberate.

Quinn couldn’t wait for this to be over. The last thing Sarah needed was for her arrest to be blown even further out of proportion. He got out of his car and slammed the door.

Ginny was waiting in a bulging red dress, pacing and smoking frantically. She was a short, busty woman in her early forties and her face was flush with makeup and concern. “John, thank God you’re here!” she said breathlessly as she clicked up the stairs in her high heels beside him. “We’ll see what they have to say now.”

He stopped halfway. “Maybe you better wait here.”

“I’ve been waitin’ more than an hour and don’t think I should have to wait any longer.”

“You’re probably right,” he said. “But let me handle this.”

She crossed her arms and sighed.

He put a hand on her fleshy shoulder. “So tell me everything that happened,” he said. “From the beginning.”

“I guess it all started with Anthony Perkins.”

“The actor?”

“Of course,” she said, as if that were the numbest question she’d ever heard. “Just as he was stabbin’ his first victim on the late, late show, a call came across the scanner about Sullivan Park. Since it’s only a half mile from the trailer—if you go the back way—we took off. We were the first ones there and Sarah went right in.”

“You let her go in alone?”

“I left the headlights on,” Ginny insisted. “And the next thing I knew there was sirens and policemen and Sarah was under arrest.”

He waited for Ginny to continue but she didn’t.

“Then what happened?” he asked.

“I went home and changed outta my bathrobe,” she said slyly, as if to tease him.

“Well, that explains it.” Quinn wasn’t fazed. He knew the Sewells had their own way of operating and let it go at that. He told her to wish him luck, then went inside.

The station was packed. A couple of powdered and puffed TV reporters milled about in suit jackets, ties and shorts, trying to act casual yet keeping a respectful distance from the department’s two detectives, who along with a handful of patrolmen worked the phones. Every one of them was yakking, until they saw Quinn. He knew something serious had happened at the park when they all looked away rather than making eye contact.

That wasn’t a problem with the chief. When Quinn stepped into his office and pulled up a chair, Al Sears sat staring behind his desk, 220 hard pounds on a square-shouldered, six-foot frame. He was tan and wore faded jeans and a tight red polo shirt. Despite the casual attire, he still had his blond flattop, a chip on his shoulder and a Glock 9 mm clipped to his belt.

Sears tried to look right through Quinn, something that usually worked with teenage delinquents but came across as silly to a grown man who was just as big, especially when that grown man had known him since the third grade. “Alvah,” Quinn said in greeting.

The chief nodded and waited for Quinn to get to the point.

“Any particular reason you locked up Sarah?” Quinn asked.

Sears looked down at a report on his desk, then back at Quinn in his Bob Marley T-shirt, as though he couldn’t decide which deserved more attention.

“Well?” Quinn pressed.

“She mucked up a crime scene,” Sears finally answered.

“Can you be a little more specific?”

“It’s a felony.”

“It sounds like a stretch.”

“I don’t care what it sounds like,” Sears said. “I put her tight little ass in jail and that’s the end of it.”

Quinn figured that was unlikely, given Sears’s reputation with women. “Does her ‘tight little ass’ have anything to do with this?” he asked.

“I doubt it.”

“Well, that’s all you ever seem to think about.” Quinn rolled the chair back from the desk to make himself more comfortable. “So does that mean I have to pay to get a lawyer out of bed on a Sunday morning?”

“Could be.”

“Alvah, be reasonable.”

“I have been.” Sears hated to be called Alvah, a name only Quinn still used, now that the chief’s mother was dead and buried.

For his part, Quinn couldn’t believe what was happening.

“You think this whole thing’s funny, don’t you?” Sears asked.

“It’s unusual, to say the least.” Quinn stood up and leaned on the desk. “My God, you spent the whole summer bullying those poor bastards and now you have to bully Sarah.”

“I’m not bullyin’anyone,” Sears said. “She brought this on herself.”

Quinn raised an eyebrow but didn’t respond.

“And I s’pose you’re an expert on this sorta thing,” Sears said.

“I didn’t say that,” Quinn insisted, though he’d spent three years as a cop reporter at the Miami Herald and knew a thing or two about crime.

“Well, this isn’t Miami,” Sears said, as if reading his mind.

“I’ll say.” Quinn smiled and walked over to scan a wall lined with yellowed newspaper clippings of Sears as the school D.A.R.E. officer, as coach of a championship Little League team, as the most recent inductee into the Stone Harbor High School Football Hall of Fame. In addition, every stripe and medal he’d ever earned was framed and mounted, including a front-page Pilot story announcing his promotion to chief. But the spot of honor was reserved for the game ball from a 17—16 homecoming win over Westbrook.

“Now, if you’re through gawkin’,” Sears said, “I have work to do.”

Quinn picked the football off the tee, tossed it in the air and caught it with a smack. “Well, it must be pretty important if it got you in here on a Sunday morning,” Quinn said. “Especially when there’s a favorable marine forecast.”

Sears stopped what he was doing and turned to angrily face Quinn. “It just so happens a prominent member of this community was found beaten to death.” Sears stepped forward and got a hand on his precious ball, which only caused Quinn to tighten his grip. “And I’m not gonna put up with any crap, no matter what cocksuckah got popped.”

Quinn let go and watched Sears stumble backward a few steps. “Who’s dead?”

Sears quickly regained his footing and stood back up to his full height. “The name isn’t being released till the family’s been notified,” he said as he carefully set the football back in place.

“Come on!”

Sears hesitated. “Sure you can handle it?”

“Yes, I can handle it.”

“Okay, then. Paul Stanwood was beaten to a bloody pulp in the Sullivan Park bathhouse. We found what was left a him this mornin’.”

Quinn couldn’t handle it. He felt like a granite block had fallen on his chest, and the only thing he could do was slump in the chair and stare at the ceiling as tears came and he struggled to make sense of it all. Paul was his best friend. How could he be dead? They’d just spoken the day before.

And what was he doing in Sullivan Park? He was married, had two children and was straight as an arrow. For God’s sake, he’d been a jock and an Eagle Scout and legend had it he’d lost his virginity to their French teacher, Miss Racette, in ninth grade.

But Sullivan Park?

“So why was he there?” Quinn finally asked.

“That’s not a question I’m prepared to answer on behalf of the deceased.”

“Well, you better say something.”

“I don’t know,” Sears said as the very beginning of a smile began to form on his face. “Seems like I already said too much.”

“This isn’t funny.”

“I know it has to be tough.” Sears reached for a pack of cigarettes on his desk and offered one to Quinn.

“I don’t smoke.”

“Relax.”

“Don’t tell me to relax!”

“I won’t tell you again,” Sears warned.

“You’re twisting this all around.” Quinn stood back up. “Paul was on the board of selectmen. I’m sure he was just checking out the situation.”

“At three o’clock in the mornin’?”

Christ. The small-town speculation had already begun. “It’s a homicide,” Quinn said, “not an inquisition.”

“It’s a fact a life,” Sears said. “So get used to it.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I’m afraid I do.” Then Sears laughed like it was Christmas morning. “And for the sake of his wife and children, we’re lucky we didn’t find a dick up his ass.”

“You know that isn’t true!”

“Do I?” Sears asked. “I’m just looking for answers and don’t want to make any assumptions.”

Quinn stepped toward him and squared his shoulders. “I’m warning you, you sick son of a bitch. One more crack about Paul and I’ll put you through that wall.” Instead, Quinn kicked his chair across the tiled floor into the steel desk, where it crashed and tumbled over.

“That’s enough.” Actually, it was more than enough. Sears walked over and cracked the door. “Sergeant!” he called into the hall.

A woman in uniform stepped inside. “Yes, Chief?”

“Did you hear what this man just said?”

“Sure—everyone did.”

“That’s what I thought,” Sears said. “Arrest him for threatenin’ a police officah.”

“Right, Chief.”

Sears went back to the file cabinet, took out a folder and sat back down at his desk as though Quinn were already gone.

“I want a lawyer,” Quinn said.

“Sure,” Sears said absently before adding as an afterthought, “If you want, I’ll even call a good psychiatrist.”

That’s when Quinn was led out of the office under the glare of the TV cameras.
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“AND THEN YOU KICKED a chair,” his wife said.

“I guess.”

“You guess?” She was standing with her hands on her hips and her dark eyebrows arched over a pair of Ray-Bans. “What do you mean, you guess? Are you telling me you can’t remember?”

Quinn wasn’t sure what he was telling her.

“Is that all you have to say for yourself?” she pressed.

He didn’t answer. Hell, he didn’t even know how she’d heard. She just showed up outside the police station after he’d finally been released. Quinn had no idea his name had been blasted across the Bangor and Portland television stations after nearly getting involved in a scuffle with the police chief over the investigation into the homicide of an “as yet unnamed” local businessman.

“Well, how are you going to explain this?” she asked.

That was a very good question, one Quinn hadn’t begun to consider as they stood on a sidewalk filled with joggers, dog walkers, couples out for bagels and a newspaper. “I was mad,” he finally said. “He was baiting me.”

“And you took it. Just like that.”

Not exactly, Quinn started to say before reconsidering. A few doors down, an older crowd filed into the First Parish Church, which stood like an exclamation point on the town common. Beneath the wooden Gothic structure, the styles of the faithful hadn’t changed in his lifetime: pastels, pearls and hats for the ladies; oxford shirts, khakis and blue blazers for the gentlemen. Of course, several had traded their penny loafers for sneakers.

Quinn eyed his wife, who would never be confused with one of the blue-hairs in her tiny white capris and short green top. He took a deep breath and tried to explain: “Things were a little more complicated than you think.”

“Were they?” she asked, pulling off her glasses.

“Yes.”

A dour-looking woman with a Scotty dog frowned at them for talking so loudly, though others slowed to hear more.

“He called Paul a fag!” Quinn told them all.

“I’m sure he’ll get over it.”

“I don’t think so,” Quinn said slowly, for emphasis, and that’s when it hit him. “My God, you don’t know,” he said in a much lower voice.

“Know what?” Maria asked, even more loudly than before.

He held her arms in his hands and looked into her brown eyes. “They found Paul a couple hours ago in Sullivan Park,” he whispered. “Beaten to death.”

She blinked hard as her face fell flat in disbelief. “He was what?”

“He’s dead,” Quinn said. “Somebody killed him.”

“But why would anyone want to hurt Paul?” she asked in a barely audible voice.

Quinn had no idea. His friend was always sticking up for others and it was hard to imagine him a victim, especially under the apparent circumstances. “None of it makes any sense.”

“Not at all.” She dropped to the curb, slouched forward and put a hand over her face to hide her tears. Not Paul. He was the guy who was always grinning. The guy who would do anything for you. The guy who never said a bad word about anyone.

Quinn put an arm around her and she leaned into him. The same thoughts had been running, over and over, in his own mind.

“Does Lizz know?” she asked.

“They were trying to notify the family. She has to know by now.” And she had to be devastated.

“That poor woman,” she said.

“Those poor kids.”

Maria began to cry softly and he continued to hold her. She’d always liked Paul. He’d been the best man at their wedding, and years later, when they finally moved to Stone Harbor, both Paul and Lizz Stanwood went out of their way to make her feel at home among the Maine natives. That wasn’t easy, considering Maria was dark and Cuban and living in a state that was 99.9 percent white, but they managed to pull it off. The Stanwoods had a way with people.

That’s what made Paul’s death so hard to believe.

“Everybody loved him,” Maria said.

“I know,” Quinn said. “Everybody did.”

As she buried her face in his neck, Quinn slowly caressed her back. She was a tough little woman but she let everything out. Her chest rose and fell with each sob, and he wished there were a way to protect her from the pain they both felt.

He didn’t know what else to say.

That was never a problem with Maria, and after a bit she pulled back from him, wiped her eyes with a tissue from her purse and stood up. “Lizz shouldn’t be alone,” she said, and that was that. “I have to get over there.”

“What about Jack?”

“I left him with Mrs. Adams.” She was a neighbor.

Their six-year-old presented another problem. “So what are we going to tell him?” Quinn asked, dreading the thought.

“Do we have to say anything?”

“Of course we do. Would you rather he heard it somewhere else?”

“I’d rather he didn’t hear it at all,” she said. “He’s a little boy. He shouldn’t have to hear any of this. I thought that’s why we moved here—so he could have a chance to be a little boy.”

“I’ll talk to him.”

“Right now, as upset as you are?”

“Soon,” Quinn said, and left it at that.

She hesitated a moment but didn’t ask the next question, since she already knew where he’d be. Instead, she kissed him on the cheek and held his shoulder a moment longer. “I’ll meet you at home.”

THEN THERE WAS SARAH. Quinn still hadn’t seen the young reporter, so he decided to check on her, since the office was only a few blocks from the station and on the way. The Stone Harbor Pilot occupied a long, narrow brick building—three stories tall and stained by time—that Quinn’s great-grandfather had built in 1895, before television or radio, let alone the Internet. The Pilot anchored Front Street, or at least the two sagging buildings on either side: the Book Corner and the Laughing Gull Bar, whose sign offered the promise of “free beer tomorrow.”

The original wooden newspaper building had burned during a terrible fire—along with much of the waterfront. The running joke was that it had been the last time the Pilot had done anything interesting. It’s also when brick became the downtown building material of choice.

The Wellsen House across the street had been a restaurant and bar since the 1920s; Bliley’s Newsstand, the Magic Muffin Bakery and Povich’s Men’s Store had stood nearly as long. Then there was the First National Bank on the corner. Built in 1929 of granite and marble, it opened the day before the stock market crashed, which was what being uppity in Stone Harbor got you.

Quinn often wondered how he ended up in the town where he’d been born and raised and spent his first eighteen years waiting to leave. Back then the place seemed boring. With the whole world to see, it drove him nuts to be stuck in a cold, empty corner of his own country. But after the University of Miami and a dozen years among misfits and losers at English-language newspapers throughout the Caribbean and Central America, he’d grown to appreciate Stone Harbor.

Now that he’d returned, older and wiser, he liked the fact that nothing much ever happened—or at least never had before today. With that in mind, he hopped the curb with his beat-up Volvo wagon, parked on the sidewalk, then took the steps three at a time. Once inside, he passed the mahogany front counter and went up the wide stairway that was punctuated by historic front pages:

“Peary Reaches Pole”

“Chase-Smith Blasts McCarthy”

“Kennedy Dead”

“Sox Lift Curse—Win Series”

At the top of the stairs, “Bush Wins” and “Bush Finally Wins” and “Bush Wins Again!” hung three in a row, the father and son with the Kennebunkport connection each flashing crooked grins. Quinn imagined the next day’s front page and saw his friend, smiling in a shot from better days, along with another picture of the Sullivan Park bathhouse, surrounded by crime scene tape and cops.

As he continued on, his steps echoed on the bare landing and a voice called out, “Is that you, John?”

He looked down and saw Blythe McMichael, the paper’s ancient society editor. Stooped from decades spent hunched over a typewriter, she still managed to project an understated authority in her calf-length floral dress, white hair and the round, thick glasses that seemed to magnify and expose the smallest details in anything she examined. In addition, she was the only employee who never had a problem speaking her mind in Quinn’s presence, since she was also his aunt.

“Well, have you cooled off yet?” Blythe asked in that all too familiar, patient but slightly scolding tone. “Because from what I saw on television, you were pretty hot.”

“Sure—I’m like ice.” He looked at his feet as he spoke.

“You don’t sound like ice.”

“Well, to tell you the truth, I don’t really feel like ice.”

Quinn could see tears magnified behind her heavy lenses and on her wrinkled cheeks. She reached out with small, fragile hands that felt weightless in his. As she slowly shook her head, everything he’d tried to block out for the past few hours washed over him—the hurt, the anger, the confusion—and he just let go with a flood of his own tears. He had nothing to hide from Blythe, who knew him better than anyone.

“I came as soon as Seth called me,” she said, referring to his cousin, the newspaper’s general manager. “I’m so sorry.”

“I know. Everybody is. The early consensus is that he was a helluva guy. Only someone, for some reason, decided to bash his brains in.”

That image hung in their minds and no amount of grief or regret could undo the harsh reality.

ONCE QUINN REGAINED HIS composure, they walked together into the second-floor newsroom, with its rows of desks, cubicles and his glass-walled office. Sarah had a phone cradled on her shoulder and was typing notes into a computer while a TV blared.

Ginny was nowhere in sight.

Quinn figured she must have suddenly found religion, since it was Sunday, the track was closed and she had plenty to pray about.

When Sarah noticed them she pointed toward the laser printer, and Quinn walked over and picked up her story.


CHAIRMAN FOUND DEAD IN PARK HAD BEEN AT ODDS WITH POLICE CHIEF

BY SARAH SEWELL

Pilot Staff

The chairman of the town’s Board of Selectmen was beaten to death early yesterday at Sullivan Park—10 days after accusing police of harassing gay men there.

Paul Stanwood, 37, died from multiple blows to the head with a blunt instrument, according to Georges County Coroner Earl Canby. The body was discovered at 3:35 a.m. in the Sullivan Park bathhouse after an anonymous 911 call alerted police to the scene.

Chief Al Sears refused to say if there were any suspects. He did, however, warn the public to stay out of the park after hours. “Maybe this will serve as a wake-up call to those who didn’t think that place posed a threat to public safety.”

His department had been ordered by the Town Board to stop making arrests following a controversial crackdown on gay activity there. Before last weekend, Sears had undercover officers in the park 24 hours a day.

Since May, two dozen arrests have been made on charges ranging from public lewdness to sodomy.

The crackdown drew 300 residents to a board meeting June 3. That’s when Stanwood, the board’s chairman, in a blistering exchange with Sears, questioned the need for the arrests.

The chief called him a “meddling pantywaist.”

“I’ll have your badge before this is over,” Stanwood responded.

A fellow selectman speculated Stanwood, the married father of two, was in the park to get the views of the men who frequented it.

“It’s unfortunate, but that’s just the kind of thing he would do,” said Selectman Bryan Bowen-Smythe, a political rival and frequent critic. “Even though he meant well, he didn’t always listen to reason.”

In a related matter, a Pilot reporter arrived at the scene shortly after the call went out from the dispatcher and was held briefly by police. Editor and Publisher John Quinn was also detained after threatening the chief.

No charges were filed.

“Everyone’s a little too worked up,” District Attorney Jeff McKenna said. “They just need some time to cool off.”



Quinn looked from the copy to Sarah and considered her carefully: she was just a kid, really, in a tank top, bell-bottoms and flip-flops, with her brown hair yanked into a ponytail at the side of her head.

“I couldn’t believe what I saw,” she said quietly.

He stepped toward her. “You actually saw him?”

She turned away, as though trying to escape both the memory and the question. “I saw what was left of him. It was so bad I didn’t know who he was till I heard at the station. But that took at least an hour.”

Quinn felt like vomiting, but he was still a journalist and the questions kept coming. “How’d they ID him?”

“His wallet was still in his back pocket.”

“Any money in it?” he asked.

“Four hundred dollars.”

That surprised him. “I guess that rules out robbery.”

“It rules out anything that makes sense,” she said, sobbing. “John, it was the worst thing I’ve ever seen.”

Quinn wasn’t surprised. Sarah was a scanner hound who rolled on every call that came and went, but a homicide was something completely new for her—and the local cops who had to investigate it.

“They think it was someone who hated gays,” she said, nearly swallowing the words as she struggled to get them out. “I mean, who else could it have been?”

“Paul wasn’t gay.”

“Whoever killed him didn’t know that,” Blythe said. She had a hand on Sarah’s back and stood between her and Quinn.

“Well, I know it,” Quinn said, his voice rising.

Blythe gave him a subtle tilt of her head to let him know his shouting was the last thing the kid needed to hear.

“I didn’t mean anything,” Sarah explained.

“I know,” Quinn said quietly as his aunt glared at him. “I’m sorry,” he added, as much for Blythe’s benefit as Sarah’s. Then he walked to the window and looked down on the street below. Scores of tourists were poking about, sticking their heads in the small shops and complaining that half the businesses hadn’t opened yet, though it was already eleven o’clock.

“Just look at them,” Quinn said. Making fun of visitors was a local obsession. They asked odd questions and took pictures of the strangest things: stacks of wire lobster pots, the sign at McGary’s Drugstore, Danny Thibitout’s old Ford truck. Why not? Quinn thought. It was a beautiful day. The sun was over the hills that edged the harbor, the sky was blue as far as the eye could see and it didn’t matter to them that his friend was dead. Those people were on vacation, for chrissake, coming to a quiet coastal town to get away from it all.

“John?” Sarah asked, puzzled by his sudden silence.

He told her to relax, which was silly. Sarah never relaxed and never slowed down. At times she made him feel guilty. He owned the place, but she was the one on the clock, 24-7. She reminded Quinn of himself years earlier. Back then he’d been full of idealism. He didn’t know what he was full of these days.

“Have you ever covered anything like this?” she asked.

“Never with anybody I knew.”

She turned and started back toward her desk, then stopped, as if she sensed he wanted to ask another question.

He held up the printout of her story. “So why’d you use my name and not yours?”

“Channel Two already had it,” she said. “I didn’t want anyone to think we were covering something up.”

“We aren’t covering anything up,” he said slowly, annoyed by the implication.

“So I can leave it in?”

“Fine.”

“At least they haven’t identified Paul yet.” Sarah tossed her head toward the tube. Instead of a news break, the picture showed the regular Sunday morning fare: candlepin bowling.

“Any idea where the police are going with this?” Blythe asked.

“They’re calling it a hate crime,” Sarah said.

“What crime isn’t?” Quinn wanted to know. He could never figure out the concept—one of many things he and Paul had argued about in recent weeks. They hadn’t agreed on the police crackdown in the park or Quinn’s handling of the news stories that followed. They’d bickered back and forth over the most foolish things, like whether to publish the names of the men accused of public indecency or if it was the selectmen’s role to get involved with something as sleazy as an illicit pickup spot. And this was the end result?

It didn’t help when Sarah said she was working on a sidebar on gay bashing. “That’s all the cops were talking about. They said it showed why he made such a big deal about the park.”

That set Quinn off. His face reddened and suddenly he was standing up. “Look, Paul was a lot of things … an idealist … a politician … a putz. But he wasn’t gay, all right? He was just a do-gooder who was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Now he’s dead. End of story.”

“John, it’s part of the story,” Blythe said calmly. “That’s what makes the most sense. Your friend was killed and you’re upset. If this were someone you didn’t know, you’d say we needed to write about it.”

He thought about that. “You’re right.”

“So why does it bother you so much?” she asked.

“Because it isn’t true,” Quinn said. “Jesus, is that so hard to understand?”

Blythe wasn’t sure.

Neither was Quinn. But no matter how he felt, they had to run the story. Adding to the mix, a prominent local artist and activist, Danny Sloan, kept insisting the beating death was the latest in a string of attacks targeting gays. He’d called the paper three times that morning before reaching Sarah and had probably called anyone else who would listen.

Sarah played the tape of the interview for them. In it, Sloan claimed that in the past month, a gay shipbuilder had been savagely wounded at Stone Harbor Shipyard and a gay Wellsen College student had his Audi sprayed with threatening graffiti. And finally, three dogs had been poisoned and their lesbian owners warned to leave a north-end neighborhood. Sloan said those and a half dozen other incidents had been reported to the Stone Harbor police over the summer and ignored. He found it equally troubling that the public wasn’t made aware of the problem through the media—especially the local paper.

“How can people protect themselves when they don’t even know they’re in danger?” he’d asked. “The cops can deny it all they want, but everyone knows Paul Stanwood was killed because of his support of our community. He stood up for us and look where it got him.”

Quinn, Sarah and Blythe hashed over his theory; none of them had an answer.

“How else can you explain the fact that a string of attacks hasn’t generated a single arrest?” Sarah asked.

“The Stone Harbor cops have always been pretty incompetent,” Quinn said.

Blythe considered this before adding that maybe they wanted it to come across that way.

Quinn looked oddly at her.

“I don’t know, John,” she said wearily, sounding every one of her seventy-five years. “I honestly don’t know what to make of any of this. I just wanted to see how you were holding up. Call me later if you need to talk.”

After Blythe left and Sarah filled Quinn in on the rest of the details, he decided to make a few calls of his own, which was usually the way things started when he stopped in the office for a few minutes.

HE GOT HOME AT eight o’clock that night.

Maria and Jack were curled on the couch watching the Disney Channel—a safe bet, given the circumstances. Her eyes were red and swollen and she looked exhausted. Jack just stared at the television until he realized his father was home, then turned and smiled cautiously.
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