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Prologue

The Amelia Celeste was born a lobster boat. An elegant lady, she ran a proud thirty-eight feet of mahogany and oak, from the graceful upward sweep of her bow, down her foredeck to the wheelhouse, and, on a straight and simple plane, back to her stern. True to the axiom that Maine lobstermen treat their boats with the same care as their wives, the Amelia Celeste had been doted on by Matthew Crane in much the way he had pampered the flesh-and-blood Amelia Celeste, to whom he had been married for forty years and on whose grave every Friday he continued to lay a dozen long-stem roses, even twelve long years after her death.

Matthew had the means. His grandfather had made a fortune logging, not only the vast forests of northern Maine but the islands in its gulf that bore trees rather than granite. He had built the family home on one of those evergreen islands, aptly named Big Sawyer. Two generations later, Crane descendants were equally represented among the fishermen and the artists who comprised the core of the island’s year-round residents.

Matthew was a fisherman, and for all his family money, remained a simple man at heart. His true delight, from the age of sixteen on, had been heading out at dawn to haul lobster traps from the fertile waters of Penobscot Bay. A purist, he continued to use wooden traps even when the rest of the local fleet had switched to ones made of wire mesh. Likewise, he would have died before trading in his wood-hulled boat for a newer fiberglass one, which would have been lighter and faster. Matthew didn’t need speed. He lived by the belief that life was about the “doing,” not the “done.” As for gaining a few miles to the gallon with a lighter boat, he felt that in a business where no two days were alike, where the seas could change in a matter of minutes and abruptly unbalance two men hauling loaded traps up over the starboard rail, the stability of the Amelia Celeste was worth gold. And then there was the noise. Wood was a natural insulater. Cruising in the Amelia Celeste was quiet as no fiberglass craft could be, and quiet meant you could hear the gulls, the cormorants, the wind, and the waves. Those things brought him calm.

Reliability, stability, and calm—good reasons why, when Matthew turned sixty-five and his arthritis worsened enough to make his hands useless in the trade, he fitted the vessel with a new engine and tanks, rebuilt the pilothouse with permanent sides to keep out the wind, polished the mahogany to an even higher sheen, installed a defogger on the center window and seating for passengers in the stern, and relaunched the Amelia Celeste as a ferry.

During the first few years of this incarnation, Matthew skippered her himself. He made three daily runs to the mainland—once early each morning, once around noon, and once at the end of the day. He didn’t carry cars; the ferry run by the State of Maine did that. Nor did he publish a schedule, because if an islander had a special need, Matthew would adjust his schedule to meet it. He charged a nominal fee, and was lax about collecting it. This wasn’t a job; it was a hobby. He simply wanted to be on the boat he loved, in the bay he loved, and if he made life easier for the local folk, particularly when the winter months imposed a craze-inducing isolation, so much the better.

On that Tuesday evening in early June, however, when the idyll went tragically awry, Matthew—to his deep regret—was not at the helm of the Amelia Celeste. She was being piloted by Greg Hornsby, a far younger cousin of his who had spent all of his own forty years on the water and was as skilled a fisherman as Matthew. No, there was no shortage of experience or skill. Nor was there a shortage of electronics. As a lobster boat, the Amelia Celeste had been equipped with multiband radios, fish finders, and radar. As a passenger-toting vessel, she had the latest in GPS navigational systems along with the rest, but none of it would help that day.

Riding low in the water as lobster boats did, the Amelia Celeste left Big Sawyer at six in the evening carrying the photographer, art director, models, and gear from a photo shoot done earlier on the town docks. The sun had come out for the shoot, along with a crowd of locals wanting to watch, but the water remained cold, as Atlantic waters did in June, and by late afternoon, the approach of a warm front brought in fog.

This was no problem. Fog was a frequent visitor to the region. The lobsterman who let fog keep him ashore was the lobsterman who couldn’t pay his bills.

Between the instruments at hand and Greg Hornsby’s familiarity with the route, the Amelia Celeste deftly skirted lobster buoys clustered in the shallows leading to inlets at nearby Little Sawyer, West Rock, and Hull Island. After taking on a single passenger at each pier, she settled into the channel at an easy twenty-two knots, aimed at the mainland some six miles away.

Fifteen minutes later, the Amelia Celeste docked at Rockland and her passengers disembarked with their gear. Eight others were waiting to board, dressed not in the black of that city crew, but in the flannel shirts and hooded sweatshirts, jeans, and work boots that any sane islander knew to wear until summer truly arrived. These eight all lived on Big Sawyer, which meant that Greg would have a nonstop trip home, and that pleased him immensely. Tuesday was ribs night at the Grill, and Greg loved ribs. On ribs night, the wife and kids were on their own. His buddies were saving a booth; he’d be joining them there as soon as he put the Amelia Celeste to bed.

He took two bags and a large box from Jeannie Walsh and stowed them under a bench while she stepped over the gunwale. Her husband, Evan, handed over several more bags and their one-year-old daughter before climbing aboard himself. Jeannie and Evan were sculptors; their bags held clay, glazes, and tools, and the box a new wheel, all purchased in Portland that day.

Grady Bartz and Dar Hutter, both in their late twenties, boarded with the ease of men bred on the water. Grady worked as dockman for Foss Fish and Lobster, the island’s buyer and dealer, and was returning from a day off, looking only slightly cleaner than usual. Dar clerked at the tackle and gear store; once in the boat, he reached back to haul in a crate filled with stock, set it by the wheelhouse wall, and moved down to the stern for a seat.

It was a wise move, because Todd Slokum was the next to board. Thin and pale, Todd was the antithesis of a seafaring man. Even after three years on the island, he still turned green on the ferry to and from. Local gossip had never quite gotten a handle on why he had come to Big Sawyer in the first place. The best anyone could say was that Zoe Ballard was a saint to employ him.

Now he stumbled over the gunwale, hit the deck on rubbery legs, and tripped toward the nearest bench as he darted awkward glances at the others already there.

Hutchinson Prine was only a tad more steady. A lifelong lobsterman, his aversion to talk hid a wealth of knowledge. Nearing seventy, he still fished every day, though as sternman now, with his son at the helm. Hutch wasn’t well. He had been in Portland seeing doctors. The scowl on his face said he didn’t like what they had told him.

“How’s it goin’?” Greg asked and got no answer. He reached for Hutch’s elbow, but the older man batted his hand away and boarded the Amelia Celeste on his own. His son Noah followed him aboard. Though Noah was taller, and even smarter and better-looking than his father, he was just as silent. His face, at that moment, was equally stony. But he did reach to untie the lines.

The Amelia Celeste was seconds shy of pulling away from the dock when a pleading cry came from the shore. “Wait! Please, wait!” A slender woman ran down the dock, struggling under the bulk of heavy bags that bounced against her body. “Don’t leave!” she cried beseechingly. “I’m coming! Please wait!”

She wasn’t a local. Her jeans were very dark, her blouse very white, her blazer stylishly quilted. The sandals she wore wedged her higher than any islander in her right mind would be wedged, and as if that weren’t odd enough for the setting, fingernails and toenails were painted pale pink. Her hair was a dozen shades of blonde, fine and straight, blowing gently as she ran. She was simply made up, strikingly attractive, and married, to judge from the ring on her left hand. The large leather pouch that hung from her shoulder was of an ilk far softer than that worked by local artisans; same with a bulging backpack.

Big Sawyer often saw women like her, but not in early June, and rarely were they alone.

“I have to get out to Big Sawyer,” she begged, breathing hard, addressing Noah first, before realizing her error and turning to Greg. “I had my car reserved on the five o’clock ferry, but obviously I missed that. They said I could park back there at the end of the pier for a day or two. Can you take me to the island?”

“That depends on whether you have a place to stay,” Greg said, because he knew it was what everyone on board was wondering. “We don’t have resorts. Don’t even have a B and B.”

“Zoe Ballard’s my aunt. She’s expecting me.”

The words were magical. Noah took her bags and tossed them into the pilothouse. She passed him the backpack, then climbed aboard on her own, but when Evan Walsh rose to give her a seat, she shook her head, and, holding the rail that Matthew had installed when he had turned the Amelia Celeste into a ferry, worked her way along the narrow path to the bow.

Noah released the stern line and pushed against the piling of the pier. He said something short to his father, but if there was an answer, Greg didn’t catch it. As he edged up the throttle, Noah stalked past the wheelhouse. Stationing himself on the far side of the bow from Zoe Ballard’s niece, he folded his arms and stared into the fog.

Quiet and graceful for a boat that was broad in the stern, the Amelia Celeste slipped through the harbor at headway speed. Although two hours remained yet of daylight, the thick fog had drained the world of color. Only the occasional shadow of a boat at its mooring altered the pale gray, as did the clink of a hook the silence, but these were quickly absorbed by the mist. Once past the granite breakwater, the waves picked up and the radar came on, little green dots marking the spot where a boat, rock, or channel marker would be. Painted buoys bobbed under the fog, signaling traps on the ocean floor. The Amelia Celeste gave these as wide a berth as possible, throttling up to speed only when she was safely in the channel.

The chop was fair to middlin’, not overly taxing to the boat, even riding low as she was. In turn, she elicited little noise beyond the soft thrum of her engine, the steady rush of water as the point of the bow cut through the waves, and an occasional exchange of words in the stern. Nothing echoed. The fog had a muting effect, swallowing resonance with an open throat.

Far to starboard, a hum simmered in the thick soup before growing into the growl of a motor. In no time, it had grown louder and more commanding, belying the soundproofing of the fog, just as its owner meant it to do. That owner was Artie Jones, and he called his boat The Beast. Infamous in an area dominated by the boats of working fishermen, it was a long, sleek racer of the alpha-male type, whose aerodynamic purple body shot over the surface of the water driven by twin engines putting out a whopping 1,100 horses. It was capable of going seventy-five without effort, and from the rising thunder of those twin Mercs, it was approaching that now.

Noah shot Greg a What the hell? look.

Bewildered, Greg shrugged. The fog yielded no sign of another boat in the area, but his radar screen painted a different picture. It showed The Beast tracing a large arc, having sped from starboard to a point astern of them now, crossing through the last of the wake left by the Amelia Celeste and heading off to the north. The rumble of the racer’s engines faded into the fog.

One hand on a bronze spoke of the wheel and one on the throttle, Greg kept the Amelia Celeste aimed at the island. Dreaming of ribs, he forgot about Artie Jones until the sound of The Beast rose again. No mistaking the deep chain-saw growl that came from the monster engines in the tail. The racer was headed back their way. Radar confirmed it.

He picked up the handset of the VHF, which was preset to the channel the local boaters used. “What the hell are you doing, Artie?” he called, more in annoyance than anything else, because he didn’t care how macho it was, no man in his right mind would be playing chicken this way in the fog.

Artie didn’t answer. The roar of those twin engines increased.

Greg sounded his horn, though he knew it didn’t have a chance of being heard above the noise. His eyes went back and forth from the radar screen, which pinpointed the racer, to the GPS screen, which pinpointed the Amelia Celeste. It occurred to him that if he didn’t do something, the two boats would collide. For the life of him, though, he didn’t know what to do. Artie wasn’t behaving rationally. The radar screen showed him cutting through prime fishing grounds, plowing past buoys at a speed that was sure to be destroying the pot warp tied to hundreds of traps. If he was aiming at the Amelia Celeste, playing some kind of perverted game, he had the speed to follow wherever she turned.

“Artie, what the hell—throttle down and get out of the way!” he shouted, uncaring that he might alarm his passengers, because what with the way they were all staring wide-eyed into the fog in the direction of the oncoming howl, they were already highly alarmed.

He sounded the horn again and again, to no avail.

What to do, with the island barely a mile away, the responsibility of nine people in his hands, and Artie Jones a loose canon in his muscle boat, capable of calling on all those horses, shooting off like a bullet with his bow in the air, propelled who knew where in the fog at a speed faster than the Amelia Celeste could ever hope to move?

Studying the radar screen for a final few seconds, Greg tried to guess where The Beast would go based on where it had been and what it could do. Then he made a judgment call. Unable to outrun the powerful boat, he yanked back on his own throttle to let The Beast pass.

It would have worked, had The Beast continued along its established arc. What Greg couldn’t possibly have known, though, much less plugged into the equation, was that Artie had been hugging the wheel of his beloved machine at the moment his heart stopped and was slumped, frozen against it, unconscious at the end—but that at the same moment the Amelia Celeste made her defensive move, his lifeless body began to slide sideways, pulling the wheel along with it.

*  *  *

Matthew Crane knew what had happened the instant he heard the explosion. He had been in his usual spot on the deck of the Harbor Grill, nursing a whiskey while he waited for the Amelia Celeste to emerge from the fog and glide to the pier. His ear was trained to catch the drone of her engine, distant as it was at the mile point, and he hadn’t been able to miss The Beast. He had plotted its course in his mind’s eye, had foreseen bisecting paths and felt the same sense of dread he had known when his flesh-and-blood Amelia Celeste had been admitted to the hospital that final time. The horrific boom had barely died when he was hurrying down the steps and across the beach. Scrambling onto the dock, he ran waving and shouting toward the handful of men who had just returned from hauling traps, and who were themselves staring into the fog in alarm.

Those men set off within minutes, reaching the scene quickly enough to fish the first two survivors from the water before they were overcome by smoke from the fire or cold from the sea. The third survivor was picked up by another boat. None of the three suffered more than minor bruises, a true miracle given the fate of the rest.



Chapter 1

Julia Bechtel was airborne only as long as it might have taken had a large someone picked her up and heaved her high into the ocean. She went underwater in a stunned state, but she never lost her orientation. Even before her downward plunge slowed, she was clawing against the sea to propel herself back up. When her head broke the surface, she gasped for air. The waves rose around her, but she fought them. Focusing on that singular need to breathe, she used her arms and legs to create a rhythm matching that of the sea in an effort to keep herself afloat.

Her breath came in shallow gasps, along with a creeping awareness of what had happened. She heard in echo the sound of screams, an impact, and an explosion, all drawn from immediate memory. Pushing wet hair from her eyes, she looked around, trying to get her bearings. The waves were littered with pieces of wood, ejected from the boat just as she had been, but where the rest of the Amelia Celeste should have been there were now flames furiously devouring wood and God knew what else, and the line between black smoke and white fog was lost.

Instinct told her to move away from the fire, so she fought the tug of the waves and pulled herself backward. Her sandals were gone, as was her pocketbook, and when she felt the weight of the wet quilted blazer dragging her down, she slid her arms from that, too. She was trembling, though she didn’t know whether from cold or from shock. Fear hadn’t yet set in.

“Hey!” came a shout from the smoky haze, then a head appeared. It was the man who had been with her in the bow. He was swimming toward her. “Are you hurt?” he called loudly enough to be heard above the roar of the flames.

She didn’t think she was. Everything seemed to be working. “No,” she called back.

“Hold on to this,” he said as he pulled forward what he’d been towing. It was a long seat cushion, clearly buoyant. “I’m going back in.”

Grasping the cushion, Julia was about to ask if that was possible, when another staggering explosion came. She barely had time to take a breath when the man pulled her under to escape the falling debris. By the time they resurfaced, gasping and sputtering, treading water in the churn of the waves, the hail was done.

Going back in was a moot point, then. The flames were louder, the smoke more dense.

In obvious anguish, the man stared at the devastation. Seemingly as an afterthought, he tore his eyes from the smoke, looked around for the cushion, swam for it, towed it back. “Hold on,” he said, and when Julia complied, he dragged the cushion through the waves, farther away from the wreck. All the while he stared into the smoke and the flames.

Suddenly, he did an about-face in the water and turned those anguished eyes in the opposite direction. “Hey!” he screamed in desperation toward what Julia assumed was the shore. “Get out here! Hey! There are people who need help!”

Julia knew he wasn’t referring to himself or to her. They appeared to be unscathed, but there were all those others on the far side of the flames, who might have been hit by debris, knocked unconscious by the explosion, or burned by the fire.

Incredibly, the man began to swim toward the smoke.

“Don’t go!” Julia cried. She had visions of his disappearing and never being heard from again—or perhaps she just didn’t want to be left alone. The fog was thick, the fire close, and she had no idea how far they were from shore. For the first time then, with a marginal grasp of what had happened, she did feel fear. The ocean was a big place and she an infinitesimally tiny dot in its midst. Two dots were better than one.

He kept swimming. After a minute, though, he stopped. He bobbed in place, staring at the flames, before recalculating and swimming to the left of the fire, but the waves fought him there, pushing him back when he might have moved on. So he let himself be carried back to where she was and, once there, grabbed hold of the cushion.

“Did you see anyone else?” she asked. She was breathing hard, but nowhere near as hard as he was.

He shook his head, then twisted it back toward shore again. It was another minute before Julia heard what he had, and another minute after that before a boat emerged from the fog. A working lobster boat, it was smaller than the Amelia Celeste and nowhere near as polished, but Julia had never seen anything as welcome in her life.

In no time, she had been helped over the side and into the boat, wrapped in a blanket and settled in the small cabin under the bow. Once there, though, she began to shake in earnest, because not only were those sounds reverberating in her mind—screams, impact, explosion—but she could see it again: the sudden emergence of a huge purple point coming out of the fog, just high enough to start right over the side of the ferry, before crashing down in its midst.

Unable to sit still, Julia went back up to the deck, where she stood, dripping wet and trembling under the blanket, now with a hand at her mouth and her eyes on the fog. The smell of smoke was overwhelming; she raised the blanket over her nose to diffuse it.

The man who had been with her in the water was also aboard, but there was no blanket for him, no coddling. He and two others were leaning over the side, peering through the fog and smoke as the boat dodged its way along between pieces of wood, fiberglass, and miscellaneous other matter that Julia couldn’t identify. Some were burning, some were not.

The ghost of another search boat flickered briefly in the fog before heading in the opposite direction. When a third search boat appeared, it drew alongside, and the man who had been with her in the water climbed into it.

Julia didn’t ask questions, and he didn’t look back. He was clearly a local, known by the men in both boats, no doubt known by the rest who had been in the Amelia Celeste. He was worried.

Feeling a deep sense of dread, she watched the third boat pull away. She followed the sound of it, struggling to see through the fog, until her own boat turned away.

“We’re gonna get you in,” the captain explained as the boat picked up speed.

“You don’t have to,” she said quickly. “I’m okay. Shouldn’t we stay here and help with the search?” She felt a need to do that.

But the captain simply said, “I’ll drop you ashore and come back,” and sped on.

Chilled as the wind whipped through her wet hair, Julia took shelter in the wheelhouse, eyes on the front windshield, waiting for sign of land. Within minutes, a darkness materialized, a body of land rising from the water, with a serrated skyline rising high above it. Another minute, and the mist thinned to reveal a small fishing village built into a hillside.

The boat pulled up at the dock. Of the islanders already gathered there, one woman ran forward.

Zoe Ballard was Julia’s mother’s youngest sister, a late-in-life child, barely twelve years older than Julia. That closeness in age alone would have been enough to justify the bond Julia felt. More, though, Zoe was interesting and adventurous, irreverent, independent. She was everything Julia was not but admired nonetheless.

And now here she was, wearing a woven patchwork jacket and frayed jeans, her chestnut hair windblown, her features delicate like Julia’s, eyes filled with tears. But her arms were strong, helping Julia as she stumbled off the boat, then hugging her tightly for what seemed like forever. Julia didn’t complain. She couldn’t stop shaking. Zoe’s strength helped. She felt safe with her, safe on dry land, safe and alive—and suddenly terrified that others were not. She looked back at the boat in time to see it head out again.

That quickly, the crowd closed in, and the questions began.

“What happened?”

“How many were on the Amelia Celeste?”

“Have they pulled others from the water?”

Not knowing where to look, Julia focused on Zoe. “A boat hit us. There were six, seven, maybe eight others on the ferry.”

“Did you catch any names?” Zoe asked and Julia understood why. Ferries like the Amelia Celeste were casual things. Tickets weren’t booked ahead; there would be no list of passengers. Any information Julia could give would be a help to the islanders gathered there.

But she could only shake her head. The rest of her body continued to tremble. “I was in the bow. They were in the stern.”

She tried to picture the group she had seen when she boarded the boat, but the image was vague. Running down that dock, she had been distracted and tense after a harrowing seven-hour drive up from Manhattan. It should have been an easy drive—would have been, had she left when she had originally planned. But her husband had given her a raft of last-minute errands, treating her as usual like a maid, something she had come to sorely resent. Driving out of the city, she had wallowed in that resentment, mentally arguing with Monte as she didn’t dare do in person, venting a frustration that had been building for years. Add to that the growing realization that she was late enough to miss the ferry she was booked on, that she didn’t know if there was another ferry that day, and that she had no idea where she would spend the night if she didn’t get to the island, and her level of tension had risen. She had driven above the speed limit much of the way, a problem in and of itself. She didn’t drive often, least of all on the highway. What she had hoped would be a pleasant drive had turned into a white-knuckle experience.

The only good thing had been her luck in finding the Amelia Celeste ready to leave.

Lucked out? Well, perhaps. She was alive and well. But others?

“Her arm’s bleeding,” said a man who emerged from the crowd. He didn’t appear to be out of his thirties, though he carried an air of mature confidence. “Can I check her out?”

Julia was startled to see the blood on the underside of her forearm.

“He’s a doctor,” Zoe explained quietly. Stepping out of her clogs, she knelt to put them on Julia’s feet.

Julia put a hand on her shoulder for balance. “Won’t a Band-Aid do?” she asked, because she didn’t want to leave the dock.

“His clinic’s right around the corner,” Zoe said as she straightened. Sliding an arm around Julia’s waist, she guided her away.

“Now you have no shoes.”

“I have socks,” Zoe said, keeping her moving until a large man wearing a khaki uniform stepped in their path.

“I have to talk with her,” he said.

“Not now,” Zoe replied, clearly unintimidated.

“Something happened out there. I’m opening an investigation.”

“Not now, John,” Zoe repeated. “She hasn’t stopped trembling. She’s likely in shock. Jake is taking a look, then I’m taking her home.”

Julia whispered, “I want to stay here.”

Zoe ignored her.

The police chief stepped aside.

With Zoe holding her on the left and the doctor close on her right, Julia was ushered down the dock. When they turned onto Main Street, she saw little of it. Island store, tackle and gear shop, offices for newspaper, postal service, and police—all passed in a blur. She was barely over the threshold of the small clinic, though, when she balked. Something was starting to feel familiar—the same thing she was running from, the sense that she didn’t have a mind of her own.

“I am not going home right now,” she told Zoe. She kept her voice low, just as her aunt had done with the police chief, but there was no doubting her determination.

“You need to dry off and warm up,” Zoe said, albeit with greater deference.

“I need to be down on the dock,” Julia insisted, and something about the sureness in her voice must have registered, because Zoe gave in.

“Okay, then. Give me my clogs. While Jake checks you out, I’ll drive back to the house for dry clothes.”

Only then did it strike Julia that she had none of her own. No clothes. No shoes, no socks. No makeup. No books, no camera equipment. All of the things that she had so carefully gathered—been putting aside for months, if the truth were told—for her two weeks on the island were gone. Same with her pocketbook, which meant she had no driver’s license, no credit card, no money. She had no cell phone, no picture of Molly that she kept in her wallet, no dog-eared photos that dated back to her own teenaged years and had been the object of so many dreams. Nor, it dawned on her, did she have any of those other personal papers that she had so painstakingly gathered.

She was grappling with the realization of all that when Zoe slipped out the door. By the time she returned, twenty minutes had passed, and Julia had been judged in fine health aside from the jagged tear on her arm, which the doctor stitched.

“A week for the stitches,” she heard him tell Zoe, while she pulled on the dry clothing Zoe had brought. “The shaking will stop. I offered her a sedative, but she refused it. She’s apt to feel bruised all over by morning. Call me if there’s pain.”

Julia zipped the jeans, pulled a T-shirt and sweater on carefully over her bandaged arm, then wool socks and sneakers, and a fleece jacket, appreciating the warmth with each layer. She used Zoe’s blow-dryer for a minute, brushed out her hair, and pulled on a baseball cap that said Foss Fish and Lobster. Then she joined the others in the front room.

“I’m ready,” she said quietly, and was grateful when—rather than tell her how pale she was, that she needed food, a hot bath, and sleep more than she needed to return to the dock—Zoe simply nodded.

The three retraced their steps. The mist over the harbor had thinned some, and the visibility was improved, but what had been gained was being quickly consumed by dusk. Enough light remained to show Julia a maze of side docks meandering off the main. Empty slips, along with a dearth of lobster boats at harbor moorings, suggested that the entire local fleet had joined the search. As Julia approached, another pulled away from its dinghy and motored toward open water with its running lights on, spotlights blazing from the wheelhouse roof.

The dock itself was lit by tall torches and crowded with people. The town had come out en masse, a throng of worried faces, watchful eyes, and joined hands.

Holding Julia by the arm, Zoe waded right in. “What’s the word?”

“Not good,” said a woman with a cell phone in her hand. “Rescue boats have come from the mainland. Emergency vehicles are waiting on that end.” She stopped short, but the look in her eyes went farther.

“What are they expecting?” Julia asked, needing confirmation.

“Burns,” the woman said, but again stopped short.

Julia closed her eyes for only a second, but it was enough to be right back out there with the others in the ferry, enough to see that purple boat burst out of the fog, enough to hear the screams and feel the impact, enough to be thrown by the explosion. Body parts. That was what the woman hadn’t said, and suddenly Julia glimpsed the scope of the horror.

Trembling head to toe, she wrapped her arms around herself and turned to the water, though there was little to see and even less to hear: the roar of flames, the rumble of rescue vessels, the sirens were gone. Except for the occasional low talk over a cell phone or radio transmitter, she heard precious little other than the waves that slapped pilings under the pier, rocked boats at their moorings, and broke resoundingly against granite boulders that lined the outer shore.

Behind Julia, the conversation went on in hushed tones, muted by a fear that was heavy and stark. Glancing over the crowd, she could have picked those closest to the missing. They were at the center of each small group. By contrast, a gray-haired man stood alone at the very end of the dock. His hands were anchored in the pockets of a worn brown jacket that hung over loose corduroy pants.

“Matthew Crane,” Zoe said, following her gaze. “The Amelia Celeste is his. He’s probably wishing he’d been at the helm himself, instead of Greg. Greg has a young family.”

Julia was trying to absorb that information when the woman with the cell phone said on a note of accusation, “It was Artie Jones’s racer. They’re picking up purple debris.”

Again Zoe explained to Julia, “Artie’s up from Portsmouth. He has a house down on the shaft. You remember.”

Julia did. Big Sawyer was shaped like an ax. It was broadest and most densely populated at its head, which included the harbor, near the flat of the blade, the fishing village, which climbed the wooded hill, and, at the back of the head, viewing open ocean, the artists’ homes. The shaft, extending off to the southeast, was long and narrow. Seasonal residents lived there, putting a certain distance between the lavishness of their homes and boats and the down-to-earth functionality of the locals. The arrangement suited both groups just fine.

“Artie made it big in the Internet boom,” Zoe went on, “and if he suffered when the whole thing went bust, you’d never know it. His house is huge. No expense was spared.” She caught a breath. “If it was The Beast, Artie was the one at the helm. No one else drives that boat. He’s out there, too.”

“Is his family here?” Julia asked softly.

“No,” answered the woman. “They don’t move up until the kids finish school. Artie comes alone to open the house and put The Beast in the water.” She looked past them. A boat had come in and was approaching the dock, drawing the crowd. “There’s the Willa B. Looks like she has someone.” She set off.

That someone, Zoe told Julia as soon as she made the identity, was Kim Colella. She was standing on her own steam and appeared to be unhurt. Wrapped in a large towel with her hair soaked and her head bowed, she looked to Julia to be little more than a child, but when, in a voice tinged with horror, she said just that, Zoe was quick to correct her.

“Kimmie’s twenty-one and tends bar at the Grill. Life hasn’t been easy for her. She was raised by her mother and grandmother. They’re two tough ladies.”

Julia felt a tug of protectiveness, not only because her own daughter was close to Kimmie’s age, but because Kimmie Colella didn’t look tough at all. Her chin stayed low as she was helped from the boat to the dock, and when a barrage of questions hit her, she recoiled. Huddled into herself, she let the doctor guide her away.

The boat that had delivered her was already heading back out. “How long can they search?” Julia asked, because it was fully dark now.

“Awhile. They have floodlights.”

Julia had been frightened enough out there in daylight; she couldn’t begin to imagine the terror of being in the water at night. Moving closer to Zoe, she tucked her hands in the pockets of the fleece jacket. “Maybe other survivors have been taken to the mainland?”

Zoe’s eyes were understanding, but she didn’t offer easy comfort. “We’d know,” she said gently, even apologetically. “Someone would’ve called. Are you sure I can’t take you home?”

“I’m sure.”

“Does your arm hurt?”

“No.” But she didn’t think she would notice if it did. The emerging horror dwarfed aches and pains.

“Want something to eat from the Grill?”

“I don’t think I can eat.”

“Coffee, then?”

Julia gave in on that, though she didn’t drink much. She had adrenaline enough in her body without caffeine, but the warmth of the cup in her hands did feel good. As time passed, though, that warmth faded, along with the hope that others would be brought in alive. And still she resisted when Zoe would have taken her home. She wouldn’t be able to sleep, not with the weight of grief on her chest—and not with the rest of the townsfolk still on the docks. As long as they stayed and waited, she had to as well. She had been on that boat. She might not know the names of these islanders, but she was one of them on this night.

By eleven, the fog had dispersed, and the mood of the crowd lifted with the hope that survivors would be more easily spotted. By midnight, though, when no good news was radioed back from the boats, that hope waned. By one in the morning, those on the dock stood in silent huddles.

Shortly thereafter, word came back that the Coast Guard had called off the search for the night and would return with divers in the morning—but still the local fleet kept at it. By two, however, even they began to return. One boat after another slipped into the harbor, their engines rumbling in exhaustion. The faces of the men who climbed back on the dock were pale and drawn in the flickering light of the torches; they had little to say and simply shook their heads.

Julia searched until she saw the man who had helped her right after the accident, the man from the Amelia Celeste. Zoe identified him as Noah Prine. Though he hoisted himself to the dock now with the others, the depth of the pain on his face set him apart. He didn’t look around, didn’t acknowledge any of those who had been waiting there all night, and they, in turn, gave him wide berth as he strode along the planking and off into the night.

“He was with his father,” Zoe explained softly. “Hutch is still missing.”

Julia was horrified. She could only begin to imagine what Noah was feeling, fearing that his father was dead but not knowing for sure. Her own father was still alive, as were her mother and her brothers. And her daughter.

“I need a phone, Zoe,” she said, feeling a dire need, right then, right there, to hear Molly’s voice. The girl was a culinary student, normally studying in Rhode Island, but now doing a summer apprenticeship in Paris. It would be morning there. If Molly had worked the night before, she might still be sleeping, and under normal circumstances, Julia would have waited. But what had happened—and what she felt—were far from normal.

Zoe produced a cell phone, and Julia quickly punched in the number of Molly’s global phone. As it rang, she moved away from the others on the dock. It seemed forever before a groggy voice that Julia knew well said, “Mom?”

Julia felt such a swell of emotion that she began to cry. “Oh, baby,” she gasped in a choked voice that, quite naturally, terrified her daughter.

Sounding instantly awake, Molly asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I’m fine,” Julia sobbed softly, “but it’s a miracle.”

The story spilled out in a handful of sentences, to which Molly injected “Omigod” with rising frequency and fear. When Julia finally paused, her daughter said with a mix of disbelief and awe, “Omigod! Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I am, but there are others who aren’t. I’m sorry to wake you”—she was crying again, though less wrenchingly now—“but with something like this, you need to talk to people like your own daughter. Email doesn’t do it. You need to hear a voice.”

“I’m glad you called. Omigod. Mom, that’s just so awful! Here I am, pissed off that the chef at the restaurant won’t give me the time of day, and there you are dealing with life and death. When’ll they know about the others?”

“The morning, maybe.”

“That’s so bad. And you—you’ve been looking forward to this for months. It was supposed to be your vacation. Are you going right home?”

The question startled Julia. “No,” she said. Odd, but there wasn’t a doubt in her mind. She couldn’t list her reasons, because her thoughts were too disordered. But leaving wasn’t an option. “I’ll be at Zoe’s. You have her number.”

“Are you sure you want to be there after all this?”

“I’m sure.”

“Do you want me to come?”

“No. You have a job. You need the experience.”

“Is Dad coming?”

Julia was startled for a second time. In all that had gone on, she hadn’t once thought about Monte, which was odd, too. Or perhaps it wasn’t. Monte had no place here on the island. She had visited Big Sawyer three other times since her marriage, and he had opted out each time. Nor had he shown any interest in coming this time. She was sure that he had made other plans for these two weeks, well beyond those he had shared with her; she was as sure of that as she was that she couldn’t leave the island and race back home.

Unable to explain all this to Molly, she hedged. “Honestly, I don’t know. We’ll probably talk about it in the morning.”

“Let me know?” Molly asked and rushed on. “Email me later. And call again whenever you want. I love you, Mom.”

“Me, too, baby, me, too.”

*  *  *

Alone, Noah Prine tromped down Main Street, turned left onto Spruce, and began the short climb up the hillside to the house he shared with his dad. It was a fisherman’s cottage in a neighborhood of other fishermen’s cottages, clapboards weathered gray by the salt air, blue shutters in need of paint—always in need of paint, because the wind was abusive to everything, and boats and buoys came first. It wasn’t a big place, a fraction as large as the monstrosity Artie Jones owned down on the shaft, but it was honestly come by, the product of years of hard work, and it was paid for in full.

He bet Artie’s place wasn’t. He bet there were hefty mortgages on both the house and The Beast. He bet that the guy didn’t have an ounce of insurance either, because guys like that didn’t think past the moment. What that meant was that if eight people turned out to be dead, all the lawsuits in the world wouldn’t produce enough money to adequately compensate two orphaned Walsh kids, Greg Hornsby’s wife and kids, Dar Hutter’s fiancée, Grady Bartz’s parents, and whomever Todd Slokum might have left in the world.

Money certainly couldn’t bring back his dad—not that Noah was convinced he was gone. Hutch had spent his whole life on the water and had done his share of time in the drink. He had survived storms that might have killed another man—and besides, it wasn’t like it was the middle of winter, with water almost at the freezing point. This was June. Hutch could do it. A night in the sea might even slow the growth of cancer in his blood.

The problem, of course, even beyond that of the initial crash and whatever those mammoth propellers had chewed, was the explosion. Who knew what damage it had done? Noah would be out there still searching if he had floodlights on the Leila Sue. Radar alone wouldn’t have helped, not in the chop. He would go out again at first light. In the meantime, he didn’t know what to do with himself.

He turned in and went up the short path. His mother’s lilacs were in bloom. He could smell them as he went past, though he couldn’t make them out in the dark. There wasn’t even a light on out front, because he and his father had planned to be back well before nightfall. Noah had intended to cook the bass that had come up in a lobster trap the day before. Hutch loved bass, and, sensing that their day at the hospital would be a disaster, Noah had wanted to please him.

Noah hadn’t had a clue what the real disaster would be. He had always seen the island as safe and low-key and familiar. Yes, death came. They had been through it with his mom three years before, but not with this kind of violence, not with this kind of . . . stupidity, this kind of preventability.

Bursting with anger, he opened the door, and a forty-pound creature raced past him and out into the small yard. “Lucas,” he said with a mixture of dismay and guilt, anger draining instantly away. He had forgotten about the dog, shut in all day. Like the bass he had intended to cook for Hutch, he had planned to be back for Lucas, too. Leaving the front door ajar so that the dog could return, he went inside.

The emptiness was overwhelming. He put his hands on his hips and hung his head. After a moment, he raised it and pushed a hand through his hair. What to do? he asked himself. Was Hutch dead or alive? He just didn’t know. No one knew anything for sure. How could they know without proof? He felt the need to talk to someone, but whom could he call? Most everyone who meant anything to Hutch was here on the island.

Ian ought to be told. Noah went to the phone. He lifted the receiver, punched out the number, but hung up before the call could go through. Ian was his son, seventeen years old and difficult. Noah had trouble communicating with him in the best of times. He didn’t know what to say now.

Still in the dark, he went down the hall to the bathroom, stripped off clothes that had dried stiff with salt, and turned on the shower. One hand high on the wall and the other limp by his side, he let the water course over his head, though he barely felt its heat or its pulse on his skin. He scrubbed every inch of himself to erase the smell of fish, a habit that was unnecessary today, since he hadn’t been fishing. He was going through the usual motions—come home, shower, put on dry clothes, fix something to eat.

He got on the dry clothes, still without lights, but wasn’t up for eating, and knew enough not to even try to sleep. Lying in the dark, with his mind having nowhere to go but back on the water, he found himself staring down at the sneaker of a one-year-old child. No, he couldn’t do that. But he had two hours to live through, before he went back out in the boat, back to the search. Not knowing what else to do, he did the one thing he did best.

Grabbing an anorak from the coat tree, he went out the door. Lucas was beside him—a surprising comfort—before he reached the end of the walk and raced on ahead, while Noah strode back down the hill to the small shack by the water’s edge where he kept his traps. He had already set several hundred, mostly in the warmer water of the shallows, because this was June, and the shallows were where lobsters would hide before molting. Come July, once the molt was done, they would move to the shelter of deeper water to let their new shells harden. The traps he set now would head in that direction.

Most were ready to go, stacked in eights from floor to ceiling. Over the winter, he had repaired those in need of attention, but there were a few last casualties, victims of marauding seals, hidden rocks, or plain old wear and tear. His wire mesh traps were more hardy than the old wooden ones, but they weren’t invincible.

He set to repairing them now, working by the light of an old oil lamp, because there was no electricity in the shed. He didn’t mind the smell of the oil, or that of fish or ocean air. Or that of fresh paint, drying on buoys that hung in bunches from the rafters. Or that of old gloves that had handled their share of fish bait. These scents were part of his history, part of who he was.

He worked on the wire with his pliers, twisting one piece around another to close a gap, reattach the netting inside, or repair a door. He replaced hog rings and attached trap tags. When he finished with one trap, he went on to the next, then the next. By the time he was done, he had a tall stack of traps ready to go, as well as a sore back. But the two hours were nearly up. He could see it in the whisper of light that came through the window, could feel it in bones that screamed to him, Get on out there now, man, right now!

He blew out the oil lamp, left the shed, and, with Lucas still full of energy, running every which way ahead, he set off for the harbor. Lights were on up the hillside; Noah could pick the homes where they had probably been on all night. Those people would be down on the dock soon, resuming the vigil while they waited for word. Until then, the gulls had free access, swooping through the predawn light to perch on pilings, deck rails, and wheelhouse roofs, sitting statue-still, then setting off with a cry.

He reached the Grill. Inside its door, his thermos was filled with hot coffee and waiting in its usual spot alongside those of the other lobstermen. This time, though, the owner of the Grill was waiting too.

Rick Greene was a man with a large body, a large mind, and a large heart. He had single-handedly turned the Harbor Grill into a destination eatery; come summer, day-trippers planned expeditions to the island around lunches of mussel salad, lobster chowder, or curried cod, all fresher than they would find anywhere else.

Now he pressed a bag into Noah’s hand. “You gotta have food.”

Noah stared at the bag. He wasn’t surprised by the gesture, but he was by his own need for it. For a man who prided himself on being self-sufficient and independent, he was touched. The heaviness he felt inside was eased, if only briefly, by the sense of another person sharing the weight.

“Did you sleep any?” Rick asked.

“Nah,” Noah said and raised bleak eyes to search the harbor. “Anyone else here yet?”

“The Trapper John left ten minutes ago, and they aren’t heading out to haul traps.”

Noah was relieved. The more boats joined the search, the better the odds.

“Maybe you shouldn’t go out alone,” Rick said.

Noah smiled sadly. “Lucas’ll have to do, since I don’t seem to have my sternman.” That would’ve been Hutch.

Pain crossed Rick’s face. “What can I do?”

Noah looked out at the sea. The waves were tipped with the same shade of lilac as his mom’s beloved shrubs, a new day rising, though with a sense of dread. “Not a helluva lot,” he said, feeling the kind of despair he hadn’t yet allowed himself to feel, but exhaustion did that—poked holes where holes wouldn’t normally be. “I’ll go out looking again. Could be we missed something. Could be we misjudged the area. Could be there’s a whole crew of them hanging on to a piece of the hull.”

“Let me know,” Rick said kindly. “You need anything, radio it in.”

Noah tucked the bag under his arm, hooked his fingers around the thermos lid, and set off down the dock. The planks underfoot were damp as usual, but the harbor chop wasn’t bad. The Leila Sue rocked gently in her slip, flanked by lobster boats of different sizes and states of repair. Each had a buoy pegged to the wheelhouse roof. Noah’s was bright blue with two orange stripes. These were his colors, registered with the state, marked on his lobstering license, and repeated on every one of the hundreds of buoys he attached to his traps. Blue-orange-orange—originally his father’s colors, for the past ten years his own.

Lowering himself to the deck of the Leila Sue seconds before Lucas leaped aboard, he stowed the food in the wheelhouse, then got the engine going. He didn’t look at the yellow oilskins that hung from hooks, one for Hutch and one for him. His jeans and sweatshirt would do today. And his Patriots hat. He reached for that and pulled it on. He and Hutch shared their love for the team, and, killer though that had been at times, the wait was worth it. That first Super Bowl season had been something. And the Snow Bowl against the Raiders two weeks before the big game? That had been something! It had been a good day. Driving down to the game that day, he and Hutch hadn’t argued a bit, a rare and memorable thing.

Noah untied his lines fore and aft, then gave the Leila Sue enough gas to back her out of the slip and turn her. Throttling up, he headed out, but he saw little of the harbor boats, the buoy field, or, passing the lighthouse, the rocks that the gulls made white, now shaded the palest pink with the dawn light. Nor did he see the lime-grape-lime buoys that were out farther, in waters traditionally fished by Big Sawyer lobstermen, because he couldn’t begin to think of the gear war that loomed. The Leila Sue might have been in forward, but his thoughts remained in reverse.

No, he and Hutch hadn’t argued going to Foxborough that day in the snow, but they sure had bickered yesterday. Hutch had criticized Noah’s driving, his choice of a tuna sandwich in the cafeteria, his inability to answer the questions that—Noah countered—Hutch should have asked the doctor himself. They had bickered about how to negotiate traffic leaving the hospital, about waiting in the toll line rather than producing exact change, about radio stations, about refilling the gas tank of the borrowed truck. By the time they had returned the truck and were boarding the Amelia Celeste, Noah had had it. When Hutch grumbled that he didn’t want to sit after he had been doing nothing but sitting all day long and that he would stand in the bow during the ride to the island, Noah had balked.

“Sit,” he’d ordered his father in no uncertain terms. “I need air.” He had held up a hand in warning and reinforced it with a warning look. Stay there! it said. Don’t argue! Gimme a friggin’ break! He’d remained where he was long enough to make sure Hutch understood, then marched up to the bow. And so he lived through the crash.

Guided now by the GPS, he pointed the Leila Sue toward the spot that had been the focus of the search the night before. Other boats would be searching, as would the Coast Guard. With a little help . . . a little luck . . . a miracle . . .

Lucas settled in against his leg, nearly sitting on his foot, looking up, and Noah allowed himself a moment’s distraction. He had rescued the dog from euthanization three years before, and hadn’t once regretted it. Lucas was a retriever, and a handsome guy at that. His coat was red, with white markings on his nose, his bib, and the tips of his feet. He had a feathered tail that wagged constantly. And freckles. And gentle eyes. And undying love. How could he not save a dog like that, even if it had meant arguments with his father ever since?

No place for that dog on this boat, Hutch had argued. Dog like that has to run. Why’d you think no one else wanted him? Dog like that’ll exhaust you. You watch. You’ll see.

What Noah had seen was that Lucas could run himself ragged around the island, but was good as gold on the boat. Not that Hutch ever admitted that.

Noah stroked the dog’s head and scratched his ears, but his father’s voice filled his mind. Straightening, he held the boat steady at twenty knots and kept his eyes peeled. As soon as his radar picked up the bleeps of other boats near the site, though, he turned off. He couldn’t go there. Just couldn’t. The best he could do was circle the perimeter and wait for word on the radio. He didn’t remind himself that the search had gone on for seven hours the night before, that the nature of the debris picked up then did not bode well, or that even before turning in for the night, the Coast Guard had begun talking about recovery rather than rescue. He didn’t remind himself of any of those things because they only made him feel heartsick and empty—empty and helpless—helpless and angry—angry and confused. And there he stayed at the end of the list, with anger and confusion foremost in his thoughts.

He was a lobsterman. Lobstermen knew that they couldn’t control the wind or the waves any more than they could control where lobsters chose to crawl on the ocean floor or what bait they decided to take. But there were certain givens, and Noah loved those. He loved the freshness of the morning air, loved heading out with a boat full of bait and a belly full of breakfast. He loved pulling up a trap that held a breeder loaded with eggs, loved notching her tail and setting her gently back in the sea. He loved knowing that she would drop many thousands of lobster larvae and that in six or seven years he would pull up some of those very same lobsters, now big enough for keeping. He loved knowing that he had some control, however small, over the preservation of the species.

He had no control over people like Artie Jones, though. He had no understanding of people like Artie Jones, and his anger grew as he approached the site of the crash. Artie Jones was a hotshot. Infinitely worse than rogue lobstermen planting lime-grape-lime buoys where they shouldn’t be, Artie bombed around in The Beast, polluting the air with its roar, adding its wake to the rock of the sea. That said, he wasn’t suicidal. He might be an irresponsible, arrogant cad, but he wasn’t a maniac.

So why in the hell had he done what he’d done?

*  *  *

The one person who might have given them a clue wasn’t saying a word about what had happened—not to the fishermen who had pulled her from the sea, nor to the other searchers, the police chief, the doctor, or, with the rising sun now, the families gathering again on the dock, waiting for word. She wasn’t talking to friends or to her boss, and certainly not to her mother or grandmother. She wasn’t talking, period. For all intents and purposes, the accident had stolen her voice and rendered her mute.



Chapter 2

Zoe Ballard lived in a farmhouse that had been built by an original Crane with the stones he had taken from his field when he cleared it for his sheep to graze. In recent years, she had updated the electrical and plumbing systems, but where insulation was concerned, the stone was wonderfully effective: the house needed nothing more than a woodstove in winter and open windows in summer. Zoe had lived through three hurricanes in the house, and though she had lost tiles from the roof, the wind had barely penetrated the walls.

Julia had always found the farmhouse comfortably warm both in temperature and atmosphere. The furniture was large and cushiony, the colors leaning toward earth tones, with accents of yellow and red. Woven throws were everywhere, along with an assortment of spinning wheels and baskets filled with new-spun yarn, because that was what Zoe did—raise Angora rabbits, pluck their fur, spin it and dye it. She supported herself by selling prime pluck to weavers, spun yarn to knitters, and rabbits themselves to off-island buyers.

Julia was in one of two guest rooms in the house. It had a big double bed topped with a huge comforter of goose down, and before slipping under it in the wee hours of the morning, she had taken a long, hot bath. Though her bandaged arm stayed out of the water, the rest of her was submerged, so, technically, she was warm. But a chill remained; all it took was a burst of memory to start her shivering again.

She slept poorly, waking every little while to one of those bursts. It helped when she left a lamp on; then she didn’t have quite the disorientation she suffered waking in utter dark. Once dawn came, she felt better. Even then, though, she didn’t sleep for more than half an hour at a stretch. Well beyond the sting of her arm, her whole body had started to ache. The reminder of what had happened was therefore instant each time she awoke. Trying to ignore it, she looked at her watch, turned over, pulled the comforter up to her ears, and lay wide-eyed until exhaustion finally claimed her again.

Shortly after seven, the phone rang. Though it was distant and quickly answered, she awoke with the first ring and lay staring at the pine beams above, wondering who was calling, what they were saying, whether Zoe would be coming to get her. She didn’t move, didn’t want to be reminded of the stiffness that had come from her time in the sea or of the tension that still gripped her.

She waited long enough to assume that the caller wasn’t Monte, before dozing off again. She awoke again soon after, though, when another call came. Another followed that. And still Zoe didn’t come for her. Slipping out of bed, she wrapped herself in the chenille robe that was draped on a spinning wheel in the corner and, moving gingerly, went down the hall to the kitchen.

The sight of Zoe was a comfort. Totally unadorned, she wore a sweater and jeans and, at fifty-two, was more fit than many women half her age. Standing barefoot in a kitchen filled with light wood, aged ceramic, and an assortment of art created by her friends, she was the real thing.

She was at an open window, looking out over the meadow. Fog moved gently through the trees, dissipating even as Julia watched.

“No, I will not wake her up,” Zoe was saying into the phone. “She doesn’t need that.” Glancing behind her, she saw Julia but didn’t miss a beat. “No, Alex. She’s been through a trauma. Any idiot would know that. Does she need to spell it out for the press? Hey, I hafta go. See you later?” She ended the call and raised her brows. “Do you mind?”

“No. No. I don’t want to talk with the press.” Julia could barely deal on her own with what had happened, much less discuss it with someone else—and for public consumption? She didn’t think so. “How did they know to call here?”

“Alex Brier is local. He saw you on the dock last night and knew you were mine, but others will be coming around. I asked him to ward them off. How’d you sleep?”

Julia answered her with a telling look.

Reaching out, Zoe tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear in much the way Julia’s mother had done when Julia had been very, very young. It was a gesture of affection of the kind that Janet had neither the time nor inclination to show now.

“Did the phone wake you?”

“The phone, my mind, daylight.” Julia wrapped her arms around Zoe and hugged her before dropping into one of the chairs that circled the table. “Sorry. My legs feel strange.” She spread her hands over the table, which, like the chairs, was made of oak. She had paid a fortune back home in New York for a set with a distressed finish similar to the kind these had—the only difference being that the marks here were from love and use.

“Achy?” Zoe asked, reaching for the teakettle. “How’s the arm?”

“Sore.”

“Do you want something for it?”

“No. Who were the other calls?”

Zoe busied herself filling the kettle with water. “A couple of friends here, just askin’ about you.”

She was a tad too casual for Julia’s mood. “There’s word on the search, isn’t there?”

“Not much.”

“Zoe.”

Zoe lit the gas under the teakettle. When she turned, her expression was grave. “They’ve found bodies.”

Julia put her fingertips to her forehead and pressed hard. Dropping her hand, she looked at Zoe again. “Any survivors yet?”

“No. But they haven’t given up hope.”

“Oh, Zoe,” Julia chided quietly, because they both knew that if searchers had reached the point of recovering bodies, they would have already spotted survivors. The day was clear. Sunlight spilled across the kitchen floor, warming the wood under Julia’s bare feet. “That’s what’s drawing the media, isn’t it?”

Zoe looked tormented. “Yes. We think there may be nine people gone.”

“Nine? I hadn’t thought so many.”

“Eight from the Amelia Celeste, plus Artie Jones. We’re still pretty much going on who was supposed to show up here and hasn’t.” Her eyes saddened. “One of them is the fellow who helps me in the barn. His name is Todd Slokum. He’s twenty-three, five-ten or so, dark-haired, a little awkward. Do you remember seeing someone like that?”

Julia searched her memory, trying to separate out individuals from the cluster in the stern of the Amelia Celeste, but the group was as amorphous in the light of day as it had been the night before. “I don’t remember. I’m sorry. There was a cabin between me and the people in the stern. Do you know for sure that Todd was on the ferry?”

“No. I know that he was on the mainland yesterday. He’s usually here by seven. It’s almost eight now.”

“Have you called him?”

“He doesn’t have a phone. The guy’s kind of a lost soul. He’s been with me for three years now, because he just doesn’t know what else to do or where to go, and he’s one of the best workers I’ve had. Once I show him what to do, he’s compulsive about doing it right. He loves the rabbits. That’s why he always comes to work so early. He loves it when he first walks in and they start butting against their cages to get his attention. They’re his friends. He doesn’t seem able to make others.”

Julia held out a hand, which Zoe came and took. “I’m so sorry.”

“So is it worse,” Zoe asked, eyes haunted, “when someone who is all alone dies, or when someone dies and leaves family and friends? I don’t know.”

One of the things Julia had always loved about Zoe was her honesty. Given what Julia had been through herself the night before, another person might have tried to shield her from grim talk. But Zoe was right out there; what you saw was what you got. Unfortunately, that kind of forthrightness—and independence—hadn’t sat well with her family, which was why, from early adulthood, Zoe had been branded a rebel and distanced from the rest. The ill will remained. Julia’s mother, Janet, hadn’t even spoken more than a sentence or two to Julia since she had said she was visiting Zoe. The occasional drop-in with Molly along was one thing; two weeks alone with Zoe was something else entirely.

Feeling a swell of love, Julia rose and wrapped her arms around her aunt. The answering hug said Zoe needed it as much as she did this time.

Finally, Zoe set her back, searched her face, and smiled. “What do you do with the years, Julia? The world ages, and you look every bit as beautiful at forty as you did at twenty.”

“Look who’s talking,” Julia replied. “I live and breathe makeup, moisturizer, and sunscreen, and here you are, going with the bare basics and still looking younger than me.” It was an argument they’d had before. “I love your hair.” In the light of day now, she could see that its natural chestnut color was shot with bits of blonde.

Zoe seemed pleased, if self-conscious. “I did it for you. I didn’t want to look like your island hick of an aunt. I knew you’d arrive looking gorgeous.” She paused, then added, “Gorgeous, but tired.” And the gravity returned. “Physically, is there anything hurting you other than the legs and the arm?”

Julia actually felt like she had been hit by a truck. But she wasn’t about to complain. “I’m alive. How can I gripe about aches and pains?” With that reminder, her stomach turned over. “Does anyone know why the purple boat plowed into us?”

“Not yet. They just recovered Artie’s body. The medical examiner will do an autopsy.”

“Do you think he was drunk?”

“Don’t know.”

“How many others have they found?”

“Three. The captain of the Amelia Celeste, my friend Evan Walsh, and Grady Bartz, who is a dockman for the local lobster buyer.”

Julia put her head to Zoe’s shoulder, but brought it back up quickly. “Noah Prine’s father?”

“Not yet.”

“Noah and I were the only ones in the bow. Everyone in the stern died, except for that girl.”

“Kimmie.”

“Yes.”

The phone rang. Julia looked at it with dread. Zoe picked it up, seeming as unsettled as Julia by the prospect of who might be on the other end of the line.
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