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CHAPTER ONE





Just after four fifteen on a Thursday morning in late April, Jeanette King was awakened from a dream by the insistent thrumming of a boat engine out on the reach. The whining drone was bouncing off the water, making it much louder than the boat’s distance might suggest, but at this hour there was no way to know; it was still wet and dark outside, an unforgiving fog covering the ground and creating an impenetrable barrier between the water and the stars. There had been a thrumming sound in her dream as well, but although she had only just awakened, she couldn’t remember what had caused it.


She flipped the switch of the lamp on the bedside table and knocked over the half-empty water glass she used to take her evening meds. Only water, she thought. It can dry by itself. The noise of the boat was constant but rising and lowering in volume and pitch as if the boat itself was circling something. Still a half hour until sunrise, she thought. Who the hell is out there?


Jeanette King lived on the reach, a mile-wide stretch of water that separated Caterpillar Island from the mainland; it opened at both ends into the Atlantic Ocean. Most of her friends in the community maintained old saltbox houses up by the road. Those houses had been built by lobstermen, who saw quite enough of the water every day. People from away built along the reach. She had moved into this place eight years earlier when the couple building it as a vacation home blew up their marriage just before the interior walls of the place had gone in. Building a house can do that to a marriage, she knew, though her own had imploded for its own reasons. Some nights she still missed it, but after it all fell apart, she found she couldn’t stay in the home where they had lived together as a family—it was too painful. In any case, this house was a bargain, and she had finished the cabinets and kitchen counters herself. She was used to doing things for herself. She threw on a sweatshirt and jeans, located a headlamp hanging in the mudroom, and pulled on a parka with a broken zipper. I should just call the cops, she thought, but by the time the local Caterpillar Island police wake up someone at the Coast Guard, whoever is out there could perish in the dark water. Anyhow, if you want things done right …


She shook her head, pulled on her mud boots, and clambered along the hall, catching herself in the mirror of the coatrack by the side door. Her short hair was tousled helter-skelter by the parka hood, a little more gray in it than she might have liked, framing a round face and large, gray eyes that still attracted the lobstermen on the island, but she’d had enough of lobstermen. The sweatshirt and the unzippable parka bulked around the rest of her, obscuring a slender frame she remained moderately proud of. But not dressed like this. You look like a walking hedgehog, she thought.


She let herself out and made her way down to the dock, which had taken three years to get permitted. The fog was merciless, and the unmown grass slippery, but she made it without falling, guided by the light she had posted at the end of the dock. She walked the length of the wooden planks, down the ladderlike stairway to the floating platform that rose and fell with the tide, and got herself into her dinghy. Once her own outboard started, she knew it would be harder to distinguish the location of the boat out on the water, if not impossible. She cast off and turned on the headlamp, which made her feel like a wayward coal miner lost at sea, casting her gaze from side to side. A miasma of gray-white sea smoke moved over the surface as if it were on its way somewhere; it obscured the inky water out ahead. Reluctantly, she cursed and shut off the engine, the better to hear and track the location of whatever was out there. She began to row toward the sound. It was never easy. Once they take your lymph nodes, she thought, you don’t want to be pulling oars anymore. But there wasn’t a lot of choice. Any sane woman, she thought, would have gone back to bed.


Then, just as light was beginning to dawn over the hills, she saw it. Even through the haze, even at a good distance, she saw it: a lobster boat turning away from her in a lazy arc and flashing its backside with its name painted in red: Jeanette. It was her own damn boat—or had been for as long as she’d been a married woman.


“Well,” she said to herself softly, “sign me up for an asshole.”


She kicked her engine into action again and began to chase the boat that she once co-owned with a man whom, she had to admit, she still cared about on her better days. If that man was on that boat, what was he doing plowing an endless circle in one hundred feet of water that was a notoriously bad fishing ground for lobsters? No one laid traps on this stretch of the reach. And if he wasn’t … she felt a knot in her belly start to tighten. Nothing to do but find out.


Less than a month earlier another lobster boat had been found derelict off Northport, with a respected fisherman named Tom Hinchcliffe trapped in the rigging of his own haul lines. He had been dead for a couple days, and it was likely mere chance that the boat had turned back to the harbor—he’d gone off to pull traps in deep water offshore. Speculation was that he’d either had a heart attack and, in collapsing, gotten hung up in his own lines, or that the attack had been brought on by the struggle to free himself once some mishap had thrust him into the rig as it brought up a trap. He had been on the ocean all his life, which might have explained his foolhardiness in heading out into deep water without a sternman to assist him.


This memory was stirring in Jeanette as she approached, but as the light began to brighten, she could see that the rigging was clean. The boat was clean—cleaner than it had been kept back in the day. She doubted she would find her ex-husband on board; he would not have stayed below while the boat turned an aimless, lazy circle through the chop. Still, she called for him as she approached.


“Simon, goddammit, if you’re on that boat, get up here and tell me what’s going on. You know I hate to miss my sleep.”


There was no response. She navigated through the fog and when she got close enough, she tossed the anchor line over the gunwale of the Jeanette, pulled the dinghy up close, and clambered from one boat to the other, tying up the dinghy in the process. Her heart was thumping uncharacteristically, but she couldn’t tell if it was exertion or fear that was driving it.


The boat was unmanned, the steering wheel tied off so that it would turn endlessly in a proscribed circle. She untied it and killed the engine. The sudden quiet was so profound that for a moment she just stood there. The birds weren’t even up yet. Then she looked around. The sight of the boat always triggered memories, but she fought them off, armed with the likely possibility that her ex-husband was dead or missing or had met with some kind of foul play and was in danger. It was not exactly a moment for agitating memories of a life that was long gone. Even blissful ones down in the hold. Where the hell was he? There was no sign of a note, or anything that might have indicated a violent struggle. The damn boat was just empty, rocking gently in the current. She examined the rigging, which seemed in place. The chrome-plated winch handles were accounted for, and none of them showed signs of blood or hair or any other human grotesquerie of the kind that are always present on TV when someone is bludgeoned with a winch handle. No one’s head had been beaten in.


As she surveyed the deck, she became aware of the soft humming of the saltwater pump that fed the live well. The large rectangular tank that served as a holding pen for the day’s haul was directly in the center of the boat’s open deck and could hold about seven hundred fifty pounds of lobsters, kept alive and fresh by movement of the water that was pumped through it continuously from under the boat. Why would it be running before first light, when nothing would be in it?


She moved to the well and took hold of the lid. She began to lift it but the hydraulics took over and it rose and tilted toward the stern on its own. If she was lucky, she thought, she’d see nothing but water in the live well. Less lucky would be the presence of a human body, broken, folded, and crammed into the only space on the boat big enough to hide one. The lid, assisted by the little hydraulic cylinder at each corner, glided open at a tilt. She gasped, leaped backward, and snagged her foot in the anchor line. She grabbed onto the boat’s rail to keep from going over and stared down into the well. It was alive, but not with lobsters.


Thousands of baby eels swarmed and boiled in chaos in front of her, an aquatic perpetual motion machine, ugly and gasping and seeking—what? Escape? Food? Oxygen? Some kind of return to the open water? She stared down at them, each only a few inches long, translucent, and no thicker than a matchstick. They pulsed with the urge to survive and grow. They were repellent, but so fascinating in their passion for movement that she stood and stared, mesmerized. Elvers. What were they doing here, in a boat with no skipper? Curiosity quickly overcame her shock, and she dipped a finger into the water to try to pick one up. The tiny creatures slithered past, flattening up against it as a cat might against your calf—if you had a cat. She had no use for pets. She pulled her hand away and wiped the unctuous slime from her finger on the parka.


“God, I hate cats,” she said aloud to no one. But something shut her up and she cocked her head to the water. The grinding of an outboard motor. She looked up into the coming dawn to see a small Boston Whaler slapping its way across the water, heading directly for the Jeanette. She pushed down the top of the live well. There was enough light now to chase some of the fog, and she could make out a scruffy-looking young man at the wheel, wearing a brimmed and battered Red Sox cap. He was tearing through the water directly at her.


Now, for the first time, she felt fear in a profound sort of way that momentary panic does not approach. There was a lot she didn’t understand, but an able-bodied young man approaching the boat with purpose was likely to mean any number of bad things for a forty-nine-year-old woman who had no idea how the boat had gotten there, where its proper skipper was, and why anyone would have moved thousands of baby eels into the reach from whatever creeks they had been fished out of.


The young man pulled alongside and looked at her, tipping his head in a way that suggested uncertainty, but not fear.


“Mrs. King?” he said, betraying some confusion.


“Joey?” she asked in return. “Joey Pizio?”


It had been a long time. But the sight of him struck a melancholy chord. He had been one of Liam’s playmates, a long time ago—the lovable underdog who got everything wrong. She hadn’t seen him since Liam’s funeral almost a decade earlier, when he looked like a typical shaggy-haired high school kid in an ill-fitting Sunday church suit. But something had happened to him. He was sallow, his eyes unfocused, his body gaunt. And what was he doing here?


“You and Simon back together?” he asked, blinking.


“I wouldn’t go that far,” she said, not wanting to give anything away. There was nothing to be gained by answering questions until she had more answers herself. Just act like it’s your boat; it even has your name on it. Chase every other thought away, and especially the dark ones. “How are you, Joey?”


He tied the Whaler to a cleat on the port side of the Jeanette and tossed a cheap plastic tackle box onto the deck of the bigger boat.


“Can’t complain,” he said. “Who’d listen?”


He pulled himself aboard with too much effort for so young a man.


“You’re looking good,” he said. “Been a long time.”


“Maybe since the funeral,” she said. “I haven’t kept up with any of the boys.”


“Yes ma’am,” he said, nodding slowly. “Can’t say I blame you for that. I still miss him sometimes myself. Hard times. That, and then the cancer—I heard about that.”


“Thank you, Joey. I beat the cancer. I guess the other thing never goes away.”


For a moment they stood facing each other with nothing to say. Then he flipped the lid on the live well, looked at the elvers and closed it again.


“I didn’t know you were working for Simon,” she said.


“Working with him more like. I’d a thought he would have told you,” Joey said, “seeing as you’re out here, I mean.”


“Well, you know Simon,” she said after taking a breath. “The strong, silent type.”


“Don’t talk much if he don’t have to,” Joey agreed.


“Have you seen him around?” she asked as casually as she could.


“Thought I’d see him here. But here you are instead. It’ll be light soon—you should probably scoot. I’ll take it from here.”


“Where exactly?” she asked. His face clouded over with suspicion.


“Just pick ’em up and drop ’em off,” he said, giving up nothing. “That’s all I know. And all we’re supposed to know.”


She looked at him critically for a moment. Bleary dark eyes, pupils a little dilated, mud-colored hair that was still too long and unruly to stay inside the baseball cap, about a week’s worth of facial hair. Joey Pizio had gotten older, but didn’t seem to have grown up. She could still see a hint of the sweet, troubled kid he had once been.


“I hardly recognized you,” she lied, looking for an opening of some kind. “You’ve changed.”


Come on, Joey, she thought, hoping if she kept him talking, he’d share something that might explain what they were doing out there, bobbing in the reach.


“I don’t feel changed,” he said. “Course I’d be the last one to find out. Just doing my job. Earn a living not working too hard. Not in school anymore, if that’s what you mean.”


“I mean, what have you been up to?”


“Doing what I’m doing now.” He looked around uneasily, like he didn’t want to be there much longer. “Mrs. King, it’s getting light soon. You need to let me go with the boat now. You know how it works.”


He pointed to her dinghy. She had no idea how anything worked. But Joey seemed to have his orders. Dutifully, Jeanette climbed over the side of the boat that had been named for her and into her much smaller one.


He untied her, handed her the anchor line she had used to hook the dinghy to the Jeanette, and then reached down to the deck for the tackle box, which he pitched into the dinghy.


“Simon’ll be expecting that,” he said.


“A tackle box?”


But Joey had already hit the starter on the big lobster boat, and it roared to life. He gunned it, plowing away to the south, dragging his Whaler behind, leaving her drifting in the reach.


For a few minutes Jeanette just sat as the little boat rolled in the chop. Joey Pizio. It seemed he hadn’t turned out well. But no one had ever thought he would. She had held out some hope.


Then she started her outboard and motored back to the dock.


Inside the house, she shed her gear, put on a robe and slippers, and took the tackle box into the kitchen, where the overhead light was strong. It was still early enough so that the house remained otherwise dark. She put the box on the counter and flipped open the latch. It wasa cheap plastic item, bright red, and without a lock. The top two trays contained light tackle—soft plastic jigs, split-shot sinkers in a plastic dispenser, and some hooks in a plastic sleeve—weekend flounder fisherman stuff from the Walmart, not the type of thing that would ever be used by anyone in the business. She lifted the two trays out and set them on the counter. Worthless junk. There hadn’t been any flounder in the reach since the 1980s. At the bottom of the box was a red leatherette pouch with a zipper running along one side. She unzipped it. Inside the pouch were four packets of twenty-dollar bills. Three were untouched; the band was torn on the last. Eight thousand, seven hundred dollars in crisp new twenty-dollar bills, and a fifty that looked to have been around for a while.


Jeanette King had never seen that much cash in one place at one time. The divorce had allowed her to buy the house, with a hefty mortgage, but it had been an uphill battle since the day she moved in. The alimony payments came and went but hiring a lawyer to look into it when they didn’t come was out of reach. She spent the better part of each week picking crabmeat and packing it in half-pint plastic tubs to sell to New York chefs and the local stores patronized by summer people. She built the crab shack too. It was up across the street on a spoon-shaped piece of land that had come with the house. The revenue barely covered the payments on the construction loan. On weekends she cut hair at a beauty salon called Bea’s Hive of Beauty in Brockton. When the summer people came, she waitressed at the Mariner’s Grille, dishing out lobster rolls and haddock-and-chips baskets to whatever tourist families made it this far north. The tips were good, and the waitress job had allowed her to buy a beaten-down Mister Softee ice cream truck at auction. She’d had it refurbished so that she could deliver the refrigerated crabmeat as well as product from other local shacks to Bangor International, where it was shipped to New York.


The work on the truck had been done by a jack-of-all-trades named Keith Fulbright, who was also building the house next door for some new summer people. He painted The Crab Lady in canary yellow across the side of the truck, so that was the name of the company. She was in debt to Keith too. Some days it seemed like she didn’t own anything outright but her clothes. Still, she was managing about as well as a lot of locals on the island, and better than many.


Now, sitting on the counter was enough cash to stop the overdue notices from arriving weekly. Not enough to get her whole—not nearly enough for that—but enough to stanch the bleeding. She dreamed of paying up and getting out, beginning something new, but she was never sure what. Probably nothing. In any case, there was nothing here but a down payment on what she already owed.


Something, though, moved down her spine as she stacked the bills back up again—an icy small voice that told her not to use it, not without thinking about it more. Most of it was too new. And then there were the eels. She shuddered at the memory of them—freakish, their outsized eyes, their bodies like molten glass, the slime of them that remained along her index finger when she tried to pick one up. Glass eels, some called them. She’d heard of the elver trade in Maine but had never been close to it. People talked about elvers in the same hushed voices they used to talk about black-market pain pills. And now it seemed her ex-husband, always a schemer, might be caught up in yet another bad idea.


Typical Simon. She put the money back in the leather pouch, turned on the coffee maker, which she always set up the night before, sat down, and called Simon on her cell phone. Straight to voicemail. She put the phone down and waited.













CHAPTER TWO





The most notable characteristic of the crab shack was the stench of long-dead seafood that saturated the air and was apparently impossible to purge. The women who worked there seemed inured to it and the place was otherwise clean and unremarkable. Four clapboard walls held a set of metal apron hooks, each of them marked by a trickle of rust on the white paint where the water got in during the winter. At one narrow end were stacked crates of whole cooked crabs, at the other were two oversize refrigerators: one for the whole crabs to be stored in, the other for the processed crabmeat. When both hummed with power simultaneously, the lights over the long steel table in the middle of the room would dim slightly, making the work slower. Next to a slop sink was a saltwater tank that could hold a mass of live crabs waiting for the steamer, which was out back. The table held a tower of half-pint-sized plastic tubs and lids that grew and fell as the workday went on. Three women were seated there, working silently when Jeanette walked in. She’d been up since the boat had awakened her and carried the bone-deep ache of sleeplessness through her whole body. No one commented on her late arrival—she owned the place.


She had started picking crabs after she and Simon had finalized the divorce, and she had gone into business for herself a year later, just about the time the market heated up. Maine rock crabs, which were prehistoric, were suddenly newly minted as peekytoes by some food industry genius and became the perfect protein for twenty-eight-dollar crab salads in Manhattan and for even more expensive mille-feuilles. Mainers were mystified but grateful. They had been calling the crabs picket toes for as far back as anyone could remember because of the small spike between each of their claws, but the name change had transformed them from an annoying nuisance that lobstermen pitched back into the sea into a gourmet delight. Not one diner in a hundred could taste the difference between a peekytoe and any other kind of crab, but the rechristening was a testament to the genius of marketing, even marketing that was not all that ingenious.


The pickers—mostly the wives of lobstermen—suffered from backaches and an array of tiny cuts on their hands, but they gossiped and labored, heads down, like factory workers, tearing apart the little bastards up and down the coast. Two of the women who worked alongside Jeanette were married to lobstermen. Patsy Hinchcliffe, a large, thick-fingered woman, could still pick faster than anyone on the island, and cleaner too. She was Jeanette’s first hire, and still the best. Patsy had been asked by a top-line New York chef to sign her personal tubs of crabmeat so that he could be sure of having the cleanest ones with the most fully preserved lumps of claw meat. This left her satisfied that she had achieved all that could be achieved. Amelia Boyer was older than Jeanette by twenty-five years, but she was still a beauty. Her white hair was cut short, and she had high cheekbones, blue eyes, and pale, unmarked skin. Her husband was still out on the water, even though he was looking at seventy-five. He had installed indoor plumbing to celebrate their tenth anniversary. She’d shared the story with the ladies on approaching their fiftieth.


“That must have been such a nice upgrade when it happened,” Jeanette said.


“Heavens no! It was disgusting. Having a bowel movement in a room next to the kitchen! Can you imagine? But it’s like anything.” Amelia sighed. “You get used to it.”


Patsy and Amelia were compelled by certain desires that their husbands either couldn’t afford to satisfy or had no interest in—a Caribbean cruise, money for their kids’ college tuition, a comfortable retirement. Their men didn’t seem to understand any of these things. They understood trucks and boats, chain saws and deer rifles.


Jeanette had found the third woman a few months ago, smoking a cigarette in front of Bea’s Hive of Beauty. Lottie Pride was tiny and dark haired with olive skin and a voice that had something shrill behind it; she never raised her voice, but Jeanette thought she always seemed ready for an argument. She worked two days a week in an otherwise vacant office above the hair salon, which seemed to have no name or announced purpose. The rest of the week she’d been unemployed, living on food stamps and gumption. Jeanette liked her, liked her disagreeability and her deadly earnestness, and her unapologetic need for smoking breaks. She had absolutely no sense of humor, which was somehow endearing. She looked to be in her thirties and claimed to be Passamaquoddy. Jeanette was just glad to have played a role in getting her off government assistance.


Jeanette lifted a mound of crabs from a corner of the room with a metal snow shovel and dumped them onto the table. Then she took her seat with the other three, placing her cell phone on the table, face up. Ring, you bastard, she thought.


“Jeanette, you seen my knife?” Patsy asked. They used short, curved knives, shaped like a bird’s beak, with white plastic handles to pick the crabmeat. Patsy preferred one that had been sharpened so many times it had become wire thin. The handle had been partially melted when it had been left too close to the coil on the electric stove. She was partial to it.


“Just use one of the ones in the drawer. I just got some more. They’re all the same, Patsy.”


“You know that’s my lucky knife,” Patsy said, looking emotionally struck. Then she looked up from her work long enough to take in Jeanette. “You look like you been on a bender,” she said. “You all right?”


“Cramps,” Jeanette lied. “You know. Kept me up all night.”


“Thank God those days are over,” said Amelia Boyer. “Three M’s. First the monthlies, then the menopause. Don’t pay to be a woman.”


“That’s two,” Patsy said.


“Morgue comes next. Some folks don’t want to grow old—I’m just grateful I’m past the first two.” She went back to work.


“I can’t wait,” said Lottie.


“You don’t know,” said Patsy.


“I’m ready to be done with this part,” Lottie replied evenly. “I’m not making babies in this world anyway. There’s plenty too many already. No more cramps every month and having to sit in the moon tent during the sweat. You all don’t have to do that.”


“Nobody said you had to either,” Patsy said, winking at Jeanette.


“I say so.”


“The change,” Patsy said grimly, looking back down at the carapace in her hands. “Something else to look forward to.”


“Oh, it’s grand,” said Amelia. “And just when you think you had your last time, you get one standing in the checkout line at the Walmart, you have to deal with it, and you feel like you’re thirteen again. And then one day it really is done, and no man ever looks at you again. That’s the part I don’t like.”


Jeanette stayed silent, regretting bringing up the topic. She was facing fifty, and not happy about it. Any of it. But that’s how conversation ran in the crab shack. She cracked the claws off a crab, plunged her razor-sharp paring knife between the crab’s eyes, and pried the head and abdomen away from the rest. Then she asked, as innocently as she could manage, “Any of you ladies know anything about the eel trade? I was reading an article …” She let her voice trail off. It was a carefully rehearsed speech, brief as it was.


“Elvers? You should know—you’re in the seafood business,” Amelia Boyer said. “We’re already halfway through the season.”


“I do crabs. I don’t do eels,” Jeanette responded, a little defensively.


“Elvers,” said Lottie. “Just another fishery that should be ours.”


“Here we go,” Patsy replied, looking to heaven.


“Native people would run a sustainable fishery. And with everybody craving sushi—you think there’s money in lobsters? The real money is in elvers.”


“How’s that?” Jeanette asked.


“Don’t encourage her,” Patsy said. Amelia Boyer sucked in her perfect cheeks and snapped the lid on a tub of crabmeat.


“Twenty-five hundred dollars a pound,” Lottie continued, “and there are about fifteen hundred of them in a pound …”


Jeanette glanced down at the cell phone; $2,500 a pound of anything would certainly be of interest to Simon.


“Worth a fortune, sure,” Patsy chimed in. “But creepy looking—like a million see-through snakes in a barrel.”


“I never saw them,” Jeanette lied again, hoping it wouldn’t come back to haunt her.


“And you think eels are ugly,” Patsy said. “The men who trap them are worse. That’s some unsavory types. Monsters, really.”


Jeanette blanched. Monsters.


“They do a good business though,” Lottie said, “killing the fishery.”


“The ones that survive and grow up are okay eating if you don’t have to look at them. My dad used to catch them with worms in the Bagaduce,” Patsy said. “They got no balls, I hear, nor wombs neither. No one knows how they get born.”


“Show me a fish with balls,” Lottie responded. “All we know is when it comes time to breed, have a big orgy in the Sargasso Sea and then die. Four thousand miles from here. The current brings the babies back to us.”


Patsy Hinchcliffe snorted. “Long way to go to get laid.”


Amelia Boyer laughed out loud, a sound Jeanette wasn’t sure she had ever heard before. “I do not like talking about the change of life.” She snorted. “But eel sex is worse.”


“How do you know all this?” Jeanette asked Lottie.


Patsy Hinchcliffe sighed, and signed the top of a crab tub, sliding it down to Jeanette’s end of the table.


“I’m an advocate for indigenous fishing rights,” Lottie said. “I have to know everything. White people fish for them, Koreans buy and grow them, but the Creator knows it is our fishery.”


Jeanette was on point of asking for more, but a quick scowl from Patsy Hinchcliffe silenced her. Just pick crab. She looked down at the table where her cell phone lay inert among the dead crab bodies. Ring, she commanded in her head once more, but the phone refused to cooperate. Bad phone service in the shack, she thought. Maybe there’ll be a message.


The tubs of crabmeat piled up and Jeanette carried them to the refrigerator. Eleven dollars each, wholesale. And elvers were $2,500 a pound.













THE CRAB
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Where the stony creek met the reach it was edged with a mat of tangled seaweed, and the hollow heads of it bobbed on the surface, following the tide up, up toward its fully extended breaking point, skate eggs clinging, larval shrimp snapping here and there, sleeping life waiting to be dispersed into a ready-made nursery of nooks and crannies, protection from those larger, and, at the same time, food for those that could find a way in.


A crab scuttled across the pebbled bottom, hovering, grabbing, and pulling itself along. The seaweed slid past its shell, while small shrimp flipped themselves out of its path. Its suspicious pendulum eyes, like the burnt end of a short piece of fishing line, reached to see in every direction. With the legs of a dancer, it seemed to steer its own shell along, always level, its face folded, tucked in, as though waiting to stretch out when the time was right. It was never right.


For a moment the crab rested. A herring swam too close; claws snapped open, the body tilted back, and the claws traced the path of the herring like an antiaircraft gun following the path of a plane. The herring veered into deeper water and disappeared into the shadowy haze of the creek, which, as the tide rose, flowed upstream. For a long moment the crab remained still. Then the claws relaxed, the shell tilted back down, and the eyes extended and looked about. The crab resumed its march.


The sharp edges of the shadows on the seafloor began to soften, as if a cloud was passing between the water and the sun. The crab slowed. Then, at once, the shadow was all around—the crab tipped back again, jabbing its open claws upward. But there was nothing to aim at. It was surrounded by blackness. A cloud of wriggling eels, each skinnier than one of the crab’s legs, and not much longer, snaked up the creek. They seemed a never-ending wave. The water was so thick with them, they blackened the crab’s sky. The crab turned to one side, then the other, jabbing and snapping. There were too many to see any one of them. A little eel, its eye almost as big as its head, brushed against the crab’s shell as it flashed by, followed by another, and another. The crab spun left and right, pointing defiant claws at the endless swarm until one side of it slipped off a piece of blue stone, and it flipped over entirely, coming to rest where the stone met the gravel bottom. It was upside down.


It tucked its crab claws into its body, and lay there, still, like an hors d’oeuvre. Only its eyes, peering on their awestruck sticks, moved, watching the river of eels flow above it. And then, as quickly as they had arrived, they were gone, up the stream with the rising tide, toward slower waters, undercut banks, pools, and an unseen lily pond at the head of the creek. Those that found a still spot would call it home, at least for a time, and for the luckiest of them, for the better part of a decade. Once they had passed, light shone on the bottom again, and on the crab’s bright belly. It waved its legs, reaching for something to pull itself over. Its front leg caught a piece of the blue stone and slowly the crab levered its way over and settled upright.


It paused and looked in all directions before tiptoeing out of the water onto the dry sand. On land, newly bound by gravity, its hovering ceased. The crab marched sideways, looking around, at first in a rush, then more tentatively. Being on land was dangerous. A double-dashed track in the sand spread behind it and melted away where it met the water.


The crab picked its way along the base of a blue stone ledge, which rose sharply out of the sand. Its eyestalks searched the open area in front. When it passed under a shadow, the crab paused.


The shadow shifted suddenly, and the crab flinched, but that was all it had time to do. A man’s shoe came down hard on the crab. The carapace broke into three pieces; greasy brown intestines and feathery gray gills smeared into the sand.


Its legs twitched, its claws extended upward and pinched three times, first quickly, then slowly. And then they closed, and they did not pinch anymore.


The shoe was a wingtip made of burnished full-grain leather with leather soles. The man wearing the shoe also wore a tweed suit and a blue oxford shirt. He was modest in height but fit looking—an athletically built man. He had been sitting on the rock ledge surveying the creek bed when he noticed the crab leaving the water. When he saw the crab work its way toward him along the edge of the stone, the man had slowly raised his leg, and waited, motionless, holding his foot suspended.


The skin on the man’s face was pulled taut, like a mask made of scar tissue. His eyes peered out as though from behind the face. After the man stopped holding his foot suspended, when he heard the crack and the squish, he smiled, and breathed out satisfaction, as though a deep need had been met. But it was not a normal smile. His facial muscles were functional, but their effect was somehow blunted, so the smile appeared only half accomplished. Still, in his eyes, the man looked happy.


But when the man examined his shoe and saw the crab’s hepatopancreas smeared, mustard yellow, on the deep brown leather, the smile disappeared, and he cursed quietly. He kicked some sand onto the crab carcass in disgust and took a long drink of watery iced coffee from a plastic Dunkin’ Donuts cup through a straw, until it gurgled empty. He threw the cup into the creek and began walking up the bank. He stopped and wiped his shoe on a clump of sea lavender until he was satisfied that the mustard taint was mostly gone. He shook his head as he walked.


There were two cars and an old ice cream truck that had been repainted in the little parking area. All three had license plates with images of lobsters on them. The man passed them by and ambled down the road for fifty yards or so, where a turnout provided good cover for his own car. He unlocked it with an electric key fob, opened the door, and pulled a wet nap out of a dispenser on the dashboard. He balanced himself on one leg, leaning against the side of the car as he wiped the remains of the crab’s insides from his shoe. The license plate on the car had a little red barn on it, not a lobster. Instead of Vacationland, it read America’s Dairyland. A plastic shopping bag with a Home Depot logo sat on the passenger seat. He got into the car, fastened his seat belt, and drove away.


On the bank of the creek, two flies buzzed over the crab, and a gull approached, with its head cocked to the side, holding one foot up, then the other. Its beak tugged at the torn carcass of the crab. A breeze blew the clear plastic cup with the pink and orange letters into the water, where it bobbed slowly inland and caught on a branch. The sea lavender’s leaves were torn and bruised dark, with bits of yellow smeared on them. They quivered in the breeze.


The tide continued to rise.













CHAPTER THREE





The women finished the day’s allotment at four, cleaned up the place until almost five, hosing down everything, which helped with the smell. They carried contractor bags of shells and guts to the side of the road to be picked up by the organic farm on Cape Herrington to use as fertilizer and said their goodbyes.


Caterpillar Island was shaped like its namesake, twenty-eight miles long and about five miles across in the widest spots, but the road Jeanette was driving on ran by a dozen inlets and coves that usually slowed her down as she took time to gaze out at the smaller rock islands that dotted the water, the boats and the landscape—clamming beaches at low tide that all but disappeared when high water came in, and sea grapes and beach peas tangling with each other along the side of the road above the gravel on the beach. Now that it was almost May they’d be starting to bud out, but spring crawled along at a snail’s pace this far north. You could watch it inch forward day by day. She looked forward to it, the stately tempo of it.


The place had never been densely populated, but here and there she noticed new construction; the increase in out-of-staters, people from away, was relatively recent. Now that southern Maine had begun to seem like a suburb of Boston, second-home people were beginning to turn up with increasing frequency, like the couple building next door. The second-home people had money to burn, though where they got it from was a mystery. For people on the island, work was work. If a job wasn’t in the Bible—fisherman, carpenter, farmer—it wasn’t really a job. An investment banker, folks supposed, must be like a moneylender. But a management consultant? Must be some sort of prostitute. Those were in the Bible too.


Usually it took Jeanette a half hour to drive from the crab shack to the lobster co-op where Simon’s boat was moored, but today she raced, her Subaru wagon keeping pace with her unquiet mind.


Simon. The man who had insisted that she was an artist and brought home whatever flotsam and jetsam he could collect when he was out pulling traps—lobster buoys that had come loose from their traplines, busted Styrofoam coolers that had fallen from some tourist cruise—surely she could paint them up with little island scenes and sell them to the increasing number of “citiots,” as he called them. Pull in some extra cash in the process. She didn’t know whether to be flattered or humiliated and was both. Simon, who had invented the lobster skylight—something for the wealthiest and most exclusive new homes: put a skylight aquarium in your living room and fill it with live lobsters so you could watch them as you enjoyed your martinis or whatever it was you drank at cocktail time. He had even built one, as a model, hoisted it up to the roof of their home, and watched as the lobsters gradually baked in the sunlight until they all floated upside down and began to stink. He was not a practical man. But he had a million entertaining ideas, and most often she was grateful to be married to a lobsterman who was actually interested in having fun, crazy as the ideas often were.


His disdain for his actual profession—his father had been a lobsterman and what else was he supposed to do—and his dreams of glory had made him an endearing husband, at least for a time.


At five forty-five P.M., Jeanette stared down at the moorings surrounding the lobster co-op from a bluff above the harbor. She stood by the driver’s seat of the Subaru, trying to find the Jeanette. It was not at its mooring. She got back in the car, slipped it into gear, and headed down to the dock. That idiot Billy Willig, the wide-eyed dockmaster, was no help.


“Dunno,” he said in response to her question about when the boat had last come in. “She’s not here now, then sometimes she is. Yesterday, maybe. If Simon was here today, I sure didn’t see him.”


“What about your brother Kenny?” she asked. “Wasn’t he Simon’s sternman?”


“Simon fired him. Said he couldn’t see paying a sternman seventeen cents on the dollar when he could do the work himself.”


“That’s Simon,” Jeanette replied. “Thinks he’s being strategic when he’s just being cheap.”


“It’s you who said it,” Billy replied.


Back in the car she headed off to the west, homeward bound, growing progressively unnerved. And it annoyed her that the idea of seeing the boat, the hope of seeing it, fired a flash of memory from the days when she was young. She had sometimes served as her husband’s volunteer sternman.


“Well, you’ve got the stern for the job,” he said sometimes. Then he would slap her gently on the ass and off they’d go. Corny but sweet. A vanished world. What had he ever done in the end but break her heart, steal away their only child, and escape into the silence of guilt? She was ready for an end to the nostalgia and the deep sadness it always brought with it as an unwelcome guest.


She inhaled deeply and turned off the road—the turn she had made for so many years—and made her way to the house she and Simon had shared from the day they married. It had been Simon’s parents’ house before that—a nondescript Maine saltbox with a flower garden she had kept in front and an inflatable swimming pool in the backyard during the short summer season. The pool had come down in the fall before Liam died and never been seen again—she had no idea what Simon had done with it. The end of good times.


The place looked abandoned. But she stopped to look at the yard. Simon’s lobster traps were neatly stacked on the lawn four high. They should have been on the ocean bottom baited with bags of bunker and herring. He was not lobstering.


Nor was he at home. The house was locked up and the shades drawn. She walked around to the back but that door, too, was dead bolted. No lights were on and it was coming on dusk. Rattled, she returned to the car and headed home.


⁂


As she turned into her driveway, she saw that a bright red Ford Mustang had beaten her to the only real parking space in front of her porch, so she stopped the car by the side of the road and got out.


Two men were seated on a little rusted wrought iron bench that ran along the porch wall outside her front door. One she recognized instantly—it was Joey Pizio. The man next to him was older, more broadly built, with a neatly trimmed beard and wraparound polarized shades. She had seen him before, around the lobster co-op, where he had started working a few years before, but she had never met him. He stood as she climbed the three steps to the porch. Joey stayed where he was.


“Jeanette King?” he said. “I believe you have something that belongs to us.” His voice was lacquered.


Jeanette took a breath. Her heart began to pound again, and her mouth was suddenly dry. She had managed to keep her composure with Joey on the boat, but now there were two of them.


The older one held out his hand.


“Bennett Tyson,” he said. “May we?” He gestured to the front door.


“I don’t think so,” she said. It was barely a croak. Who knew if he was armed or simply far stronger than she was. Beating up women was hardly an unknown phenomenon in her world, but generally it was a domestic matter. This was something different. Maybe he understood that, maybe not. He had introduced himself freely, which made it seem that he was looking for results, but perhaps not trouble.


“Bennett Tyson,” she said, letting him know that she’d heard the name clearly. “That doesn’t give me much to go on. Not the chicken family?”


Tyson smiled. “I’m a friend of your ex-husband,” he said. “And I think you know my associate, Joey.”


“I’ve known Joey since he was four. I hadn’t seen him in a while.” Joey looked down at his feet and squirmed. She wanted to help him. But she was in no position to, with his boss leaning on her. Maybe Joey was the only thing keeping her safe right now. She assessed the situation. Bennett wanted the money, but it seemed persuasion was his first line of attack. For now. Just put your hand up and ask, she told herself, like school. What can you lose?


“And what subject are we discussing?” There was a little more timbre in her voice and a little less open breath.


“Joey here made a mistake,” Tyson said smoothly. “Simple mistake. He was supposed to meet your husband early this morning, but he met you instead, that’s all. Then he made a couple assumptions he shouldn’t have made, and the result is—well, you know what the result is. Joey’s young, and sometimes things happen.”


Joey looked at his feet, staring down hard as if something might crawl out of his shoes. What kind of a mess had he gotten himself into? He was off-balance and waiting for this to be over. She was waiting for the same thing. But not by giving back the money. Not now.


“Let’s just say mistakes were made,” she said. “I might be the beneficiary.”


Bennett Tyson opened his mouth to speak, but Jeanette wasn’t finished. She suspected that he thought her an innocent bystander in whatever game he was playing, and likely to be a compliant and uninformed one. But it didn’t have to be that way. It was her front porch.


“Here’s my question,” she said. “If you’re using my ex-husband’s boat, how are you using my ex-husband?”


Tyson looked at her silently.


“What business is it of yours? Who says I’m using him for anything?” Tyson’s voice had a new edge. He took a step toward her.


“Don’t talk to her that way,” said Joey, still seated, looking down. Just this side of sulking.


“You can look at me, Joey. We’ve known each other a long time.”


Joey reluctantly looked up, shoulders slumped, his face holding a blank stare. Shame or resentment? Maybe both.


“The boat has my name on it,” she said to Tyson. “And the man owes me lots of back alimony. Good enough?”


“That’s between you and him. But we pay him, not you. What he does with it is his business.”


Against her better judgment, Jeanette was beginning to enjoy herself.


“I pick crabs,” she said. “That’s my business. But I’m not a fool. There wasn’t but eight thousand, seven hundred and fifty dollars in the tackle box, and there must have been over ten pounds of elvers in the live well. Eighty-seven fifty makes my ex-husband some kind of delivery boy or something.”


“Ten K,” Tyson said. “There was ten.”


“Not the way I counted it,” Jeanette said.


Tyson took a deep breath, calculating. Then he turned to Joey, who had shrunk back into the decaying back support of the bench.


“That’s interesting,” he said to Joey.


Joey waited as long as he could.


“They’s gonna repossess my truck,” he said bleakly. “It was a short-term thing, I swear. A week. Two at the most. It was between me and Simon.”


Jeanette’s heart sank to her feet. Joey was in enough trouble without her volunteering how much money was in the tackle box. She’d just made it worse and for no reason.


“Hell,” said Tyson. “I don’t know what made you think you could keep up payments on that truck to begin with. Ma’am, can we go in the house and get the money? What’s left of it, I mean.”


Jeanette shook her head sadly, like Bennett was a little boy who’d peed in his pants.


“Men don’t understand,” she said. “They think a house is someplace you sleep, someplace you eat. Women don’t see it that way. To a woman—at least to this woman—a house is a fortress to be guarded. It’s the definition of who I am. The walls, the wallpaper, every chair and table, every dinner plate, the hooked rugs—it’s not to be violated. I am my house.”


Bennett Tyson looked befuddled and took a half step back—just far enough for her to lift the front door latch, turn, and slip inside—the door was never locked. Now she secured the dead bolt from the inside, leaving Bennett Tyson standing outdoors, with Joey slumping beside him. She stood still, barely breathing. She couldn’t imagine why she had said any of what she said, what had compelled her. That it allowed her to get inside and safely lock the door seemed even stranger. Then her brain, the part of it that was used to being in charge, came unfrozen. She ran to the side door that led out to the creek and dead bolted it as well. She looked through the glass panel in the door but there was no sign that Bennett Tyson had scrambled to the other entrance of the house.


She moved quickly back to the front door, feeling more trapped by her house than safe in it. Looking out the window she saw Tyson and Joey Pizio at the side of the red Mustang. Tyson shoved Joey against the side of the car, leaned down, and said something, but she couldn’t hear what it was. Then he pushed Joey away. Hard. Joey stumbled a few steps, seemed like he would fall, and then caught his balance. Tyson got into the car, slammed the door, and revved the engine. The Mustang screeched as it sped up the driveway, spitting pebbles and sand at Joey from its rear wheels.


Joey started walking up the drive. Jeanette opened the door.


“Joey, wait.” He waved her off and kept walking. She took a step toward him, but something stopped her. “Jesus, Joey,” she said softly. “Get away from that guy.”


She went to the kitchen. The leather pouch and the tackle box were sitting on the counter where she’d left them. She reached inside the pouch; it was empty. The money was already gone.













CHAPTER FOUR





She stood, dumbfounded, staring into the empty pouch. Who? But there was no time to think. There were two additional doors to the house including a sloped steel cellar door in the basement. Jeanette poured a quick Beefeater and tonic to calm her nerves and circled the perimeter of the ground floor, rechecking the back and side doors, and then descended to the basement. She was closing the hasp on the padlock that would keep the cellar door secure when it occurred to her that she was not actually sure where the keys were located. It had been years since she’d needed them. As she climbed the unfinished cellar stairs the doorbell rang. She froze.


Feeling her pulse rate rise, she edged up to the front door. But neither of the men had come back. Instead, Lottie Pride stood outside, smoking.


Jeanette fumbled with the lock and finally opened the door. Lottie flicked at the glowing end of the cigarette with her thumb and forefinger, sending it onto the grass, where it fizzled out. She placed the remaining half carefully in the pocket of her flannel shirt.


“All locked up?” she asked. “Can we talk?”


“You could have smoked,” Jeanette said, letting her in. “Or have a drink? There’s only gin and tonic.”


“Alcohol hasn’t been good to the tribes,” Lottie said. She reached into the pocket and pulled out the remains of the cigarette, which she re-lit from Jeanette’s gas stove.


“I saw the two men,” she said.


Jeanette moved to the counter and poured herself another gin and tonic, sweeping aside the pouch and tackle box as casually as possible. Her head was just beginning to buzz from the first drink, which seemed to have gone down quickly.


“They were here for a while, waiting for you,” Lottie said. “I saw them from the crab shack. You come in this morning looking like a sleepless night, you ask about the elver trade, and then there’s a red Mustang in your driveway. Then the two men. I got worried for you.”


“I appreciate it,” said Jeanette, motioning them into a couple chairs. “I don’t really have that—someone to worry for me.”


“You got me off relief,” Lottie said. “It’s the least I owe you. Ashtray?”


Jeanette rose quickly and brought Lottie a chipped saucer.


“It’s just the eels,” Lottie said. “It’s a bad business, and you don’t want to get mixed up in it.”


“What makes you think I’m mixed up in it?” Jeanette asked, realizing, as she said it, that she was surely mixed up in it, though she didn’t know how.


“I don’t know. The Mustang—I know who that guy is—he’s an aggregator. Without a license.”


“What does that mean?” Jeanette asked. “An aggregator?”


“Look,” Lottie said, “there’s a legally licensed elver business here. A guy named Tommy B. Donovan basically runs it—all the licensed eelers work for him. They call him the Eel King. He aggregates their catch. But then there’s all these unlicensed guys on the margins. Eeling in small creeks, keeping out of sight, selling a few ounces here and there—it’s a job for pill junkies and the unemployable. The guy in the Mustang buys their catch—aggregates all these little bits and pieces—ships it off to Korea.”


“Ah,” Jeanette said. “So that’s it. In springtime, people make a mess in my creek. And if I see lights down there, I go and throw them out. They always just seem like they’re drinking beer and catching bait. They leave a hell of a lot of garbage on the banks of the creek. Sometimes I even clean it up.”


“Small-time guys,” Lottie said, “They get forty or fifty, maybe a few hundred, sell ’em to an aggregator. He buys them for cash, bundles them, and handles the business end. Used to be a free-for-all. It’s regulated now since the new governor. Maybe that’ll change things. I doubt it.”


“I worked on her campaign,” Jeanette said. “To get rid of Lester Birdwell. He was ruining the state and lining his pockets. The worst governor ever.”


Lottie stabbed out the cigarette.


“Let’s not overdo it,” she said. “We’ve had two governors who only lasted a day each. I’m no fan of this new one either. She hasn’t even returned our calls. The settlers—the white people—are grandfathered in. And the black market takes the rest.”


Jeanette looked at her, amused.


“So you’re telling me to stay out of the elver business, but you should go into it,” she said.


“Not me personally. It’s just that with all these new regulations and changes you’d think she’d recognize the tribes. I mean, every time there’s a transaction you have to swipe a card and let the state know about it. You’re supposed to have limits, only fish in season. Some people do—the big-time guys. We would if they’d give Native folks licenses. But not to this guy with the Mustang. He’s a bad guy. A black market guy. I’d stay away.”


“I didn’t go looking for him,” Jeanette said.


“None of my business,” Lottie said. “I just felt like I should give you a heads-up.”


Jeanette nodded, and for a moment they sat in silence.
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