







Ocean of Death . . .

I just wanted to get back to the Amy Denise, my temporary home, and sleep. I pushed the dinghy into the tide, climbed in, and reached into the bottom for an oar to push off with. My hand grabbed pure air.

“What the . . . ?” Somebody had stolen both oars. The life jackets were gone as well.

I was too tired to cuss or care as I jerked the engine to life. The dinghy puttered faithfully against the choppy tide, until a heavy swell rocked the little boat violently—and the entire engine slid off of the stern into the ocean. Another wave hit the boat broadside, and suddenly I was in the water, gagging and flailing.

The water was very cold, and getting rougher. I treaded water and craned my neck to look for the Amy Denise. She was only a dim shape in the night. Determinedly, I struck out against the tide, and with the first overhand stroke, I knew my effort was doomed.

Engines don’t just fall off boats, I thought. Somebody had not wanted me to return safely to the Amy Denise. Somebody had not wanted me to keep asking questions.

Suddenly I knew who’d committed the murders. And I wouldn’t live to tell Geof about it, and the killer would go free . . .
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prologue


You wouldn’t believe some of the projects on which people want to spend money. For example, on my desk at the Port Frederick Civic Foundation there is a superbly persuasive piece of begging that appeals for funds to establish a Bilingual Academy of Latin Studies for Local Residents of Mexican-American Descent. A fine and highfalutin notion, right? Except that we are 1,000 miles north of the border, and the only Latino in town is the one who wrote the grant proposal, no other Mexicans ever having been stupid enough to leave that climate for this one. According to the grant application, the “project developer” is presently unemployed, but is willing to accept a sacrifice salary to become director of said academy.

Nay, José.

Then there’s the request for the many thousands of dollars it would take to levy and enforce a total trade embargo against the State of New York. This, mind you, is the State of Massachusetts.

Application denied.

My assistant director, Derek Jones, particularly likes the application that asks the Foundation to fund the construction of a “small but tasteful” massage parlor, complete with a movie theater for “short, tasteful” porno licks. All this, one assumes, for a clientele of short but tasteful men.

Close, but no cigarillo.

My favorite, however, is the one that proposes to send a dozen college students to every ski resort in the Adirondacks and the Rockies “in order to ascertain the scientific validity of the claim that it is more difficult to ski on ice than on powder.” The applicants—coincidentally a dozen fraternity brothers from the University of Virginia—envision a four-year project with expenses limited to economy airfares, cheap hotels and three-day lift tickets. (Students from more northern schools tend to request funding to study the differences among the sands of Florida beaches, Or was it tans?)

Applications also denied, but with regret.

Actually, we couldn’t fund such worthy causes even if we wanted to, which in the case of the massage parlor, Derek does. For one thing, our own charter limits us to charitable activities in Port Frederick, which knocks the skis out from under those enterprising young men from Virginia, And, as a private charitable foundation, we are also regulated—not to say hog-tied—by myriad laws that govern how we may accrue, invest and spend the millions of dollars that various donors have bequeathed over the years to this Foundation.

Most folks don’t know all that, however. So we get a constant flow of inappropriate applications from individuals and causes we can’t help. And that means that as director of the Foundation, I spend a lot of my time saying “no” to some perfectly nice and deserving people.

And to some perfect jerks.

One of whom appeared at our office that second stifling week of June, screaming holy bloody murder. It was a sadly appropriate and prophetic thing for him to do.



chapter
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He was seated by my desk waiting for me when I strolled into the office at 7:30 that morning. When I glimpsed him, I raised an accusing eyebrow at my secretary, Faye Basil. Ordinarily, she won’t allow strangers into my inner sanctum when I’m away, but has them wait under her watchful eyes instead.

“Morning, Faye.” I smiled forgivingly at her. I had awakened in a sunny summer mood which had not even wilted in the face of a day that was hot enough to pop corn.

Faye gulped, which seemed an odd reply.

I continued across the cheap, well-worn carpet to my equally cheaply furnished, well-worn office. (My bosses, the five trustees of the Foundation, occasionally make half-hearted attempts to persuade me to redecorate. I always refuse, to their collective relief, because every cent we spend on administrative expenses is a penny stolen from” the charities we support. And that’s why our office looks like a home for underprivileged MBAs.) The visitor, hearing my entrance, whirled to stare. Then he stood to face me. Suddenly, the cause of Faye’s uncharacteristic helplessness was startlingly apparent.

He was a force of nature, rising.

The man was enormous, easily six foot nine, with the furious beady eyes of a grizzly. He was like the old joke; Where does a 300-pound gorilla sit? . . . Anywhere he wants.

“Are you Jennifer Cain?” he roared at me.

It was like being stopped dead in one’s tracks by a gust of wind. I clung to the edge of Faye’s desk for psychic, if not physical, balance.

“Yes, I am.”

“Who the hell do you think you are!”

Actually, I thought we’d already established that, but I didn’t say so. Instead, I decided the safest course was to consider it a rhetorical question, and I countered, “Who are you?”

“Ansen Reich,” he snarled.

“Oh,” I said slowly, in the tone with which one might greet an auditor from the IRS. My morning no longer seemed so bright and cheerful. An uneasy silence settled over the office while he let the unpleasant news of his identity sink into my consciousness. Like Faye, I gulped.

Then I tried a placating smile.

“Mr. Reich, please try to . . .”

“You shut up!” The pencils on Faye’s desk quivered, as did her lower lip. “I’ve had it with your lying crap. You’re gonna listen to me this time, girl, and you’re gonna listen good.”

“Now you wait just one minute!” I bellowed back at him, thus bringing to a close the most sensitive and intelligent moments of our interview. “Mr. Reich, I am truly sorry for you and your family, but I am sick of your abusive phone calls . . .”

“Wait a minute?” He lurched toward me so I felt an overwhelming urge to step back. “You want me to wait a minute like my Philly did? Wait a minute, wait an hour, wait four hours? And nobody answers the goddamn telephone at the goddamn suicide center because you haven’t paid the goddamn telephone bill . . .”

Faye made an anguished sound.

“Mr. Reich,” I protested, “you know that isn’t true . . .”

“Don’t you dish out that crap no more, lady. That telephone bill didn’t get paid on time and you’re the stupid broad who didn’t pay it. And that’s why the phone company shut off service, and that’s why my Philly couldn’t get-help when he needed it, and that’s why he strung himself up from those I-beams. And if you think I’m gonna let you forget what this outfit done to my boy, you got another . . .”

“Mr. Reich, be quiet!”

I hadn’t known I had the volume in me.

It must have surprised him, too, because he was rendered speechless long enough for me to slide in a few angry words of my own.

“Mr. Reich, I have explained to you that we are not the, funding agency for the suicide center. It is located over the town boundary, and we are not allowed, to fund anything outside Port Frederick. I have also explained to you more than once that we didn’t even know their phone was being cut off until it had already happened, and that we were going to help them if we had to take the money from our own pockets, but that . . .”

“Bull! They told me you didn’t get down to the phone company on time . . .”

“Well, no, but . . .”

“. . . got all the money in the world for every pissant minority, but you can’t spare a few measly bucks to pay a measly phone bill that could of saved the life of one white boy. You’re so busy with your precious harbor reconstruction, spending millions on goddamn cutesy cafés when there’s young kids killing themselves because they can’t get help when they need it. Too busy struttin’ around the docks, ain’t you, shellin’ out dough for paint and crap? Got no money to help my boy! And now he’s dead! And I’m telling you girl, I hold you personally responsible . . .”

“That’s not fair.”

“Tell it to the judge, girl.”

“Does that mean you’re going to sue us, Mr. Reich?” If he called me girl, lady or broad one more time, I was going to knock off his top nine inches. Sure I was. “On what grounds, exactly?”

“Sue you?” He cracked an ugly grin. “Hell no, I don’t have the money for that, and you know it. You got the big-buck lawyers, not me.” His grin grew wider and uglier. “But I got something else that’s important to you, don’t I? I got some power you can’t fight, girl.”

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

He laughed, in a manner of speaking.

“Don’t you? Well, you come on down to the docks tomorrow, lady. You just mosey on down to your precious groundbreaking ceremony!”

“What?” I was bewildered by his references to Liberty Harbor, the waterfront renovation on which the Foundation had sunk several hundred thousand dollars and the town had sunk its hopes for economic revival. Bewildered, and suddenly nervous.

He shoved past me and thundered out the door before I got my wits sufficiently together to press him for answers.

“Oh, Jenny,” Faye whispered. She was near tears. At fifty, and widowed for five years with three teenage boys to support, Faye still found time and heart enough to volunteer one night a week at the suicide center which the sixteen-year-old Reich boy had not been able to reach the night he killed himself. It was she who’d immediately directed the center to me for emergency aid when she learned of their fiscal crisis. She said shakily, “If only I’d known sooner, maybe we could have saved that child.”

“It’s not your fault,” I said gently, and took one of her hands to pat. With my free hand, I thumbed through her Rolodex for a mobile phone number and, on a hunch, dialed it.

“Shattuck!” the builder and general contractor at Liberty Harbor shouted into the phone in his Cadillac, over the din of construction at the waterfront. Official groundbreaking might still be one day away, but work had begun a month ago.

“Goose!” I yelled back at him, so that Faye looked up, startled. “It’s Jenny Cain.”

“I remember you! Tall, blond, beautiful, missing!”

“All right.” I smiled. “I’ve been busy.”

“So tell him you have other fish to fry,” said my favorite sixty-year-old unregenerate flirt. “I, for one, heat up nice and tasty.”

“I’ll bet you do, since you certainly are fresh as they come.”

He chuckled. “What can I do for you, Miss Jenny?”

“Do you have a man by the name of Reich working for you?”

“Sure! Little squirt, about five-two?”

“That’s the one.” My heart began to sink even before Goose tied the final rock to it. “What’s he do for you?”

“Construction foreman.”

“Oh.” It was worse than I thought. I knew all too well that a good foreman could bring a job in under deadline, on budget; while a bad foreman could . . . “What’s the word on him, Goose?”

“World-class jackass,” he informed me in, his own inimitable style, “but a hell of a fine foreman, in his way. Why?”

“I understand his son committed suicide a couple of days ago . . .” Beside me, Faye blew her nose; I gave her hand another pat.

“Right.” Goose lowered the boom of his voice a moment. “Poor guy’s been goofy since then, but he’ll come out of it.”

“Glad to hear it.” I debated whether to discuss my encounter with Reich, but decided to give him the benefit of the doubt in deference to his grief. Now that he’d let off steam, he’d probably calm down. There was no reason for me to cause him to lose his job when he’d already lost his son. But just to be safe, I added, “Will you have guards out there tonight, Goose?”

“Will I have what? Where?”

I breathed in, then belted out; “Guards! On the project!”

“Of course,” he boomed back. “What kind of question is that? What do you want?”

“My God, Goose, I’ll tell you, I’ll tell you . . .”

“Oh sorry, Jenny, I was yelling at someone else. Listen, they need me, I’ve got to go.”

“Wait a minute, Goose! Everything’s okay out there?”

“Pieceacake!” I removed the phone a safe distance from my wounded ear. “If I were thirty years younger, and Jenny loved me, the world would be my oyster.”

“You’re full of fishy metaphors today, Goose.”

“What?”

“Never mind!” I yelled back. “See you tomorrow at the groundbreaking! Good-bye!”

I don’t know how he felt when he hung up, but I was exhausted. I hadn’t been yelled at so much in one day since the last time I saw my sister. The call had accomplished one good deed, however: Faye was smiling, if faintly.

While she dabbed at her face with a tissue, I whirled her Rolodex again to call the eight other people who were, with Goose and me, members of the advisory committee for Liberty Harbor. We were ex officio in the extreme, having gravitated to the committee because of our interests in the project. As mere advisors with no legal authority, we might have been an object lesson in civic futility, but we had real influence thanks to the essential goodwill and business savvy of the private developers. They listened to our suggestions and acted on most of them. In return, we tried to be reasonable. The reward for all concerned, thus far, was an undertaking that was proceeding with remarkable ease. Ansen Reich was the first bubble on that smooth surface. I moved to pop it before it grew to explosive size.

Briefly, I told each committee member what had transpired in my office, including Reich’s threat about having some power we couldn’t fight, but excluding his name.

“I’m as sympathetic to his problems as the next person,” was the typical response, with variations on the theme of: “But you don’t have to take that kind of personal abuse, Jenny. Why, I’d have thrown the bum out on his ear.”

“You and the Green Bay Packers,” I replied to each of them. “The man is seven feet tall if he’s an inch. Works construction. Eats nails.”

I told them what I intended to do about the situation—which was basically nothing—and asked if they had suggestions.

They didn’t.

The consensus, in fact, was neatly summarized by the president of our local realtors’ board.

“I think,” Ted Sullivan said in his mild, pleasant way, “that you are making a sandbar out of a single grain of sand, Jenny.”

This town, as you may have gathered, is unfortunately addicted to watery figures of speech. It comes from living too close, for too long, to an ocean.

“Good,” I said with satisfaction to Faye when my calling was completed. “Now if red graffiti appears on the dock tomorrow, they can all share the blame with me.”

“Small comfort,” she said.

“Is better than no comfort at all.”

Then I walked into my own office to make the additional call that would clear my conscience of Ansen Reich and his threats against the project. This time, I closed the door and dialed the number from memory.

“Sure, Jen,” Police Detective Geoffrey Bushfield said when he heard my story. “I’ll have the boys drive by the site more often than usual tonight. But Reich sounds like a classic bully to me, all bluff and bluster.”

“Compounded by real grief, however.”

“So do you want me to flash my badge at him?”

“I don’t think that’s necessary.”

“I don’t either, but I’ll run him through the computer just to see what comes up on him.” Then in a considerably less businesslike tone of voice, he said, “I’ve managed to manipulate the duty roster for this weekend, Jen, so I’ll be off tomorrow night. You want to take the boat out, or not?”

“Oh yes.” I sighed in a manner that is commonly known as heartfelt. “Think of it, Geof. No phones, no beepers, no walkie-talkies, no Foundation, no crimes. Just you and me and the deep blue sea.”

A hearty chuckle came through the phone.

“Well eat lobster ’til the butter runs down our chins,” I continued, warming to my theme. “And we’ll drink wine and ride the waves. And we’ll have that talk, Geof, okay? We’ll talk all night if you want to.”

“I don’t want to.”

“What?”

“Talk all night.”

“Oh.” I smiled at the phone.

When I hung up that time, I felt sure I’d taken every reasonable precaution against the unreasonable rage of Ansen Reich. Now I could look forward to the groundbreaking the next day, and to our mini-vacation on Saturday night, in a relaxed frame of mind. There was nothing to worry about, nothing at all.
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“You see, Jennifer?” said my fellow committeeman, Webster Helms, when the groundbreaking ceremony went off without a hitch the next day. The mall architect’s hair was fiery under the noonday sun. “There was nothing to worry about after all, now was there?”

He all but pinched my cheek and said, “There, there.”

“No, Webster,” I said.

Having settled that to his satisfaction, the thin little man wheeled briskly away from me to spread his smugness, like gooey jam, elsewhere among the committee. I muttered to his straight, retreating back, “May all your freckles connect.”

Beside me on the old, rotting pier, Hardy Eberhardt chuckled. “If all Web’s freckles connect,” the black man said, “he’ll be able to qualify for minority contracts.”

“Well, don’t you say it, too,” I said crossly. In my black linen summer suit I was sweating to an extent that is not recommended for the female who wishes to Dress for Success. “I’ve heard i told you so’ from every other member of the committee, including your wife.”

“Would I suggest your mysterious threatening man was but a puff of smoke?” Hardy grinned. “Why, heavens no, Jenny, I’d never be so insufferable as to intimate a thing like that.”

“Oh, go jump in the bay,” I suggested.

“I’d love to.” He tugged at his starched shirt collar, then loosened his old school tie a quarter inch. We were killing time while the local news crews set up for group photos of the committee on the pier. Picturesque, I suppose. On three sides of us, the water of the bay winked invitingly; on the shore in front of us, Goose Shattuck’s trucks and cranes were Saturday-idle. The contractor himself could be heard causing some innocent victim to go stone deaf behind us. A motley crowd had gathered ashore to watch their civic leaders baste and burn. Or maybe they were relatives: only a mother would stand out in this heat to watch her child get his picture taken. “Lord,” said Hardy Eberhardt, “it’s hot as a church social in Georgia on the Fourth of July.”

“I guess you’d know, Reverend.”

“I guess you wouldn’t, Jennifer.” He smiled.

I smiled back at the pastor of the First Church of the Risen Christ, this son of sharecroppers who was a graduate of the Yale School of Divinity. Tall, clean-featured and fortyish, Hardy was Port Frederick’s Jesse Jackson, with a cultivated dash of Arthur Ashe. It was a potent package. I said to the magnetic minister, “One of these days I might surprise you and show up in my Sunday best for one of your famous hellfire-’n-brimstones.”

“You’d cause a sensation,” he said wryly. “We don’t have all that many brothers and sisters whose ancestors came over on the boat from Sweden.”

“I’ll bet you don’t.” I laughed. “But you and Mary could recruit them if you set your minds to it.” It was Hardy and his wife, as leaders of the local black community, who had lobbied for construction jobs and a fair share of space in the new mall for minority businesses. They’d even pushed through the name, Liberty Harbor, to symbolize the transformation of this harbor, where slave ship once were built, into a site of economic opportunity for our citizens of every color. (This town not having been nicknamed “Poor Fred” for nothing!) “I do believe the two of you could sell sand to Sudan, so it should be no problem for you to convince a few Swedes that we originally descended from African tribes.”

Hardy’s belly laugh was deep and infectious enough to attract attention. A photographer from the Port Frederick Times turned to snap us.

“That’ll make a nice black-and-white glossy,” I said. But Hardy didn’t laugh this time.

“Now I’ve done it.” His eyes narrowed. “Get your picture in the paper with me and you’ll get real threats, for sure.”

“You’re kidding.” I peered more closely into those intense brown eyes. “You’re not kidding?”

“People!” A few feet away, Mary Eberhardt clapped her hands twice. “They’re ready for us! Let’s get this show on the road!”

“My wife,” Hardy said, a fond smile playing on his lips, “always wanted to be a cheerleader. I tell her that being a minister’s wife amounts to the same thing, but she is not convinced.”

We ambled toward centerstage on the pier where the eight other members’ of our committee were gathering, prodded by gentle shoves from Mary Eberhardt. In her soft pink summer dress and her straw hat with pink ribbons, she looked less like a cheerleader than like Mary of nursery-rhyme fame, herding her lazy sheep. “Here, Webster,” she commanded. “Not there, Jenny, back here beside Goose.”

“Yes, Mary,” I said.

“Yes, dear.” Her husband smiled.

In friendly confusion, the ten of us assumed stiff, false poses under the noonday sun, our backs to the bay, our faces toward the spectators. Behind them, low hills rose steeply to the highway from which we heard a barely perceptible hum. I watched idly as a green pickup truck turned from the highway onto the cul-de-sac that was a lover’s leap in my day. On this day, a couple of cars were already parked there, although probably for curiosity’s sake, not for romance. Through years of neglect, the waterfront had become too derelict, too smelly for romance. As I stood on the pier, gazing up into the sun, I mused dreamily that with the renovation, the old lover’s leap might once again become the spot where whole new generations of horny teenagers would come of age in the back seat of Chevys. Or was it Toyotas now?

“You’d think I’d outgrow these damn things,” muttered the man on my left, snapping me out of my reverie. It was seventy-eight-year-old Jack Fenton, chairman of the ’board of First City Bank, which was a major lender to the project He was also a trustee of the Foundation, which made him one of my bosses. This day, his usual good humor seemed to be melting; even his seersucker suit drooped. He added to no one in particular, “I’m certainly old enough to know better.”

Nobody answered him. We were too hot.

As the tallest woman, I stood in back between Jack Fenton and Goose Shattuck, with the Reverend Hardy Eberhardt on the far side of Goose and Ted Sullivan, the realtor, on the other side of Jack. Up front, there was Mary Eberhardt; the little redheaded architect, Webster Helms; our mayor, Barbara Schneider; and Pierre and Brigitte Latour, aka Pete and Betty Tower to us locals. The Towers—or Latours—were building a French café beside the old lobster pound which lay between the hills and the bay. Our mayor stood where she always stands, on the far right side of things, directly opposite Hardy Eberhardt. When I saw their positions, I smiled to myself at the unconscious symbolism of it all.

“Where’s your maniac, Jenny?” the mayor inquired sweetly, as we all put on our civic smiles. Some of the others broke into laughter at Jenny’s paranoia. Adding insult to injury, the mayor looked cool and immaculate in polished cotton. She said, “Maybe you’ll be good enough to point him out to us, so we can duck his can of spray paint?”

“May all your children be Democrats, Barbara,” I replied.

“Bite your tongue!” the mayor said.

Beside me, Goose boomed, “What maniac?”

I pretended not to hear him, an act which I will admit requires some pretty heavy pretending. I still had no desire to besmirch Reich’s name with his employer, especially since Reich had come up clean in the police computer, the only record he had being a distinguished military one. So I let my attention be snagged by the sun as it glinted off the windshield of the green pickup truck on top of the hill Instead of stopping at lover’s leap to admire the view, it was coming on straight, giving a momentary impression that it would dive off the top of the hill into the filthy old lobster pound directly below. It didn’t, of course; it merely turned onto the temporary dirt road that served as a shortcut to the highway for the construction crews.

“Smile!” a photographer commanded, fatuously.

“Move closer together!” yelled another one.

“No!” we yelled back, the committee being for once in unison.

Cameras began to whir and click.

In the unrelenting heat, I began to feel queasy. Thinking it might refresh me, I glanced down at the water through the cracks in the floor of the old pier. Immediately, I was mesmerized by the waves that licked the wood beneath our feet. So lost in a stupor was I that I barely heard Mary Eberhardt’s small, sharp voice.

“Isn’t he coming kind of fast?” was all she said.

I looked up, in that odd moment of frozen silence, to see the green pickup hurtling at high speed down the steep construction path, straight toward the very pier on which we stood.

“Oh, my God,” the mayor exclaimed.

“Run!” Ted Sullivan yelled. Then, “Run! Run!”

“Where?” we screamed.

Indeed, there was nowhere to run, our sole route of escape being right in the path of the truck. Already, the spectators on the shore had scattered, screaming, as the truck roared through them. Now they stared in horrified fascination at their civic leaders as we stood like bowling pins at the end of a long, rickety, wooden alley.

“Oh!” Betty Tower screamed.

The truck was so close by now that we could hear its tires strike rocks and sand. Then they hit the wood on the edge of the pier with a terrible splintering sound, I stared directly into the cab of the truck and saw clearly a giant of a man. His eyes were wide, his mouth an open scream, Ms hands fastened fanatically on the wheel.

“Jump!” I screamed, in concert with several others. “Jump! Now!”

I dived headfirst off the left side of the pier, while camera crews and committee members leaped like a tossed salad into the water on either side.

When I surfaced, I was gagging on oily, lukewarm seawater. In my linen suit, I treaded water with my committee members and the members of the press. We could only watch helplessly, horror-stricken, as Ansen Reich sped off the end of the pier into seventy-five feet of saltwater.
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I saw Detective Geoffrey Bushfield a little earlier than planned that Saturday. He arrived at the harbor, accompanied by a screaming fleet of police cars and firetrucks. Soon, an ambulance was parked on the construction path down which Reich had rushed to his death. For all the good the ambulance could do, they might as well have sent a taxi.

Soon, too, I was arguing with the detective, who was beginning to look as if he’d like to send me home in a taxi.

“But Geof,” I entreated, “you once told me that you catch more criminals by the application of common sense than by the application of criminology. So don’t give me this baloney about regulations.”

He observed me dryly, in more ways than one, from a safe distance.

As I squeezed a hank of my hair, like a towel, with both hands, I said, “I want to go with you when you tell Reich’s wife. Your common sense ought to tell you that’s a good idea.”

He sighed, so that his broad shoulders moved within the confines of his well-tailored jacket.

“I seem to be testifying against myself,” he said irritably, “Look, if I’m going to break the rules, at least give me some justification for the benefit of my so-called superiors.” I knew I’d won the argument then, which was no surprise since the man had been breaking one rule or another most of his life.

“I’m the one who knows why he did it,” I pointed out in a reasonable tone of voice. I picked up my shoes from the ground and let the remaining water trickle out the heels. “And I was an eyewitness to his death, so I can give his wife a firsthand account if she wants it.”

“You were not an eyewitness to his death,” Geof said, in the same tone of voice in which people say, “Will you please not crack your knuckles?” “You were an eyewitness only to his coming down the pier toward you. Nobody but the fishies actually saw him die.”

“Fishies?”

He started to laugh first, followed quickly by me.

“Geof,” I said then, in a softer tone, “I really want to go. It’s important to me. I feel responsible for . . .”

“Talk about baloney,” he interrupted, and shook a long finger at me. “I know you, Jennifer Cain, and if there’s a load of guilt to haul, you’ll pack it up and carry it away on your shoulders, even if it doesn’t belong to you . . .”

“Geof!”

His young partner, Ailey Mason, trotted up. He was panting in the heat.

“Geof,” he said, “the divers have found the truck.”

“How soon before they pull him out?”

“Soon.”

“All right. I’ll wait to get official confirmation that he’s dead before I leave for his house.”

“Before we leave,” I corrected him sweetly.

Mason glanced at Geof, then at me. His eyes traveled from my hair, which lay in strings on my shoulders, down my sodden suit to which unnamable green things clung, to my stockinged feet.

“What did you use for bait, Geof?” he said.

“Mason!” Geof growled, so that the young policeman took off running again, back toward the pier to watch the salvage operation.

“Sorry, Jenny.”

But I was smiling, for once having found Ailey Mason amusing. I did, after all, look like something Jacques Cousteau had not only dredged up, but would most likely throw back. I was grateful to Mason for leavening this sad afternoon with a moment of malicious wit. But when I thought once again of the widow who waited, unknowing, my smile disappeared.

“So when do we leave, Geof?” I said quietly.

Behind his sunglasses, his brown eyes looked at something grim, over my head. Suddenly, I heard shouts and splashing.

“Now,” the detective said.

The house was a basic ranch, a style that is more indigenous to the Midwest than to our eastern, coast, and out of place among the Cape Cods that lined the block. Because it stretched out longer on its lot than they did, it looked larger than its peers. As had its owner. It had an air of good repair and new paint, as if Reich had applied his construction skills at home. The house was yellow, of a shade too far-gone into mustard for beauty; the window-frames, shutters and front door were brown. Not, I suspected, a popular house with the neighbors.

“Ready?” Geof removed the key from the ignition of the police sedan. He looked at me as I tried to repair myself in the broken shard of mirror on the back side of the sun visor. I looked like a drowned rat that had dried, then applied lipstick and mascara. He said, “Are you sure you want to do this, Jenny? There’s no guarantee that she will like you any better than he did, you know. If you think he was nuts, you may find she sets a whole new standard of hysteria.”

“That happens?”

He shot me a look that said he knew I was stalling.

“Of course it happens,” he said patiently, “especially if they didn’t get along. Show me a wife who hates her husband when he’s alive, and I’ll show you wailing and gnashing of teeth when he dies.”

“Maybe she loved him.”

“Then it will be worse, in a different way. Those are the ones I hate, the ones where you’re bringing real pain, and they try to be so brave so you won’t feel bad about it. Jesus!” He stuffed the keys in his coat pocket. “And don’t forget it was her son, too.”

“I haven’t forgotten, Geof.”

“Yeah.” He shook his head, then looked out the window away from me. “What an incredibly stupid thing for me to say. I’m sorry, Jen. I don’t know what the hell’s wrong with me today, I’m as irritable as a crab with an itch.”

“It’s the weather,” I said charitably. “Besides, just so long as one of us is always right.”

Still looking out the window, he grinned.

I shot a last glance at the mirror, gave it up as a lost cause, and flipped up the visor. By one of those mutual silent accords into which we often fell, Geof and I opened our respective doors and got out of the car, meeting on the curb in front of the Reich house. Side by side, we walked reluctantly up the cement step to the ugly brown door. Most of the neighbors’ steps and walks were handlaid stones.

“You introduce me, all right?” I said. I was nervous. “I’ll chime in with my story whenever it seems appropriate.”

“Right.” He glanced down at me. “You have, I’ve noticed, a highly developed sense of the appropriate moment.”

“Good breeding,” I said shakily, “shows.”

He spanned the back of my neck with his hard right hand and squeezed, briefly, gently. With his other hand, he rang the doorbell.

“Yes?” said the woman who answered the door. She was Hera to Reich’s Zeus, a thick, handsome pole of a woman who could obviously hurl thunderbolts of her own. “Yes, what is it?”

“Are you Annie Reich, Mrs. Ansen Reich?” Geof asked. As a rookie, he’d told the wrong woman her husband was dead. It was the man’s aunt, or something, whose real husband was in intensive care somewhere with a coronary. By the time things got straight, the aunt had fainted, the real wife had threatened to murder Geof, and his captain had wondered loudly and profanely if G. Bushfield was really cut out for police work. Since then, he always checked to see if the person to whom he was giving the news was the person to whom the news belonged.

This woman nodded affirmatively.

Annie and Ansen, I thought then; names for a cute little couple with button noses, not these Germanic giants.
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