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        This is the first book I’ve written from start to finish

        without my dog by my side, so this one is for her.

      

        

      
        To Orly, the greatest dog in the whole world.
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        * * *

      

      At the southern tip of the New Jersey cape, where the waters of the Atlantic Ocean meet the Delaware Bay, there stands a lighthouse which has been guiding mariners and providing a reassuring beacon for the people on land since 1859. The only time the light has fallen dark was during World War II.

      Prior to 1859, there were two other documented lighthouses in Cape May. The first, built in 1823, stood 88 feet above the water and was, of necessity, constructed on the shifting sands of the New Jersey coastal plain.

      Relentless high tides and years of pounding surf were responsible for the erosion of that light’s foundation. The 1823 lighthouse was thus dismantled in 1847 and its foundation bricks were moved to higher ground to provide a footing for a new lighthouse.

      The 1847 lighthouse did not last long. It was “rough and rudely built,” according to an 1851 inspection report, and its keeper was ill-supplied and untrained. As a result it, too, had to be dismantled. The replacement lighthouse was completed in 1859 and, at the time of this writing, has been standing for 164 years.

      Despite there being no official record of a lighthouse in Cape May prior to 1823, there is a good deal of compelling evidence to suggest that such a structure was indeed in operation years before that.

      First, maps from as early as 1744 show a light marker at Cape May (which was called “Cape Island” until the 1860s).

      Second, in 1785 the Pennsylvania Board of Wardens purchased land on Cape May for the "purpose of erecting a beacon thereon for the benefit of navigation." That site is believed to be in front of present-day Congress Hall.

      Third, in July of 1801, an advertisement appeared in a Philadelphia newspaper touting the beauty of the Jersey Cape and the accommodations and services available in Cape May. Among the descriptions of the enticing features in the growing resort area was the following statement: "[t]he situation is … in sight of the Lighthouse."

      Fourth, there is genealogical evidence that a birth was recorded in 1815 (or possibly 1817) "in a lighthouse at Cape May, New Jersey."

      And finally, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, was (and still is) a critical destination in maritime trade. Ships from New York, Boston, other parts of New England, and Great Britain would have had to sail into the Delaware Bay and up the Delaware River to reach Philadelphia. It is highly likely that there was a lighthouse in existence in or near Cape May to safely guide those ships through the Bay and up toward Philadelphia before 1823.

      It is in that lighthouse, long forgotten and officially undocumented, where this story takes place.
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      It's hard to believe each day has the same number of hours. Some days seem to run by as if hitched to a wild horse.

      Others, like Monday, the third day of September in the year of our Lord 1821, seem never to end.

      The sound of a wagon racing past my house woke me earlier than usual that morning, its wheels rattling loud enough to rouse the dead. I pulled the bedroom curtain aside to look out the window and was met with the sight of swaying trees, black against a graphite sky. The wind had strengthened overnight. The wagon was already out of sight.

      Sleep eluded me after that. I had been dreaming about Evelyn again and I knew from experience that the memory of her lovely face would permit me no further rest.

      I made myself coffee and sipped the bitter brew while I pulled on my woolen shirt and trousers.

      The last thing I did before heading out the back door was to pin on my badge, the only visible sign of my position in Cape Island. On days like this, when I was tired and in no mood for petty complaints from people in town, I contemplated not wearing the badge at all. But I always erred on the side of duty and fastened it to my shirt.

      I walked to the stable where I kept my horse, Aces. I fed and watered her, then led her outside to the grassy paddock where she would remain until evening. I usually took her along with me wherever I went, but she had been lame for several days and I was resting her.

      After mucking out the stable, I headed to work. Walking down Decatur Street in the dark, I saw no evidence of other folks who might be awake so early. Only me and that wagon driver, I supposed. Twice I had to hold onto my hat so it wouldn't blow off my head, so gusty was the wind. It felt good, though, after the hot summer we had endured. Before we knew it, there would be snow on the ground and it would be uncomfortably cold walking this early in the day. I was determined to enjoy the cool wind while I could.

      Still, wind like this meant weather was on its way, and it wasn’t uncommon for strong storms to crop up at this time of year. Once the sun rose, I planned to visit several farms where the elderly owners might welcome some assistance preparing for bad weather.

      I unlocked the door to the tiny, one-room building I used, in part, as a cell. On occasion I held people in there for a short time before arranging their transport up to the jail in Cape May Court House. Other times, I let menfolk from town spend the night in there if they needed to sleep off the effects of too much drink before returning home to their angry wives. And several times, when a husband had raised a particularly heavy hand to his wife, I had slept in the cell to allow the woman to stay in my home while she waited for her man’s ire to cool.

      There was no one in the cell at present, so I had the small room to myself. When I became the sheriff’s deputy three years before, I built a rough desk hewn from a downed tree and placed it next to the cell. Locks on the drawers kept my papers private. I sat behind the desk and unlocked the top drawer. The calendar I kept in there was blank for the day, which meant I had no duties to attend to on behalf of the sheriff or the court on that Monday morning. I leaned back in my chair and stared at the ceiling, my fingers intertwined behind my head. As long as I didn't have anything particular to do, I might as well wait for the sun to rise. I wished I could go back to sleep, if only for a short time.

      The worst thing, I knew, was to sit idle. When I had nothing else to engage my mind, my thoughts always drifted to Evelyn, the unborn child she was carrying when she died, and the house in Cape Henlopen, Delaware, where we planned to raise our family. Such musings made for long days.

      A hurried knock on the door mercifully interrupted the dark path my thoughts were beginning to take. "Come in." I leaned forward so all four feet of my chair were on the floor.

      The door flung open and a breathless man strode into the small room. It was Joseph Whitman, a farmer from the outskirts of town. "Deputy Moore, old Abe Bradford is drunk as can be out at my house. He showed up a short while ago. He's a mean one when he's drunk. My son's watching him so he doesn't hurt anyone until you and I can get back there."

      I was already on my feet and reaching for the key to lock the door behind me.

      “Can I ride with you? Aces is lame.”

      “Of course.”

      I hurried after Joseph and jumped onto his horse behind him. I was well acquainted with Abe Bradford's tendencies when he'd taken too much drink—rum was his beverage of choice.

      Joseph's horse was a fine, strong animal and he got us to the farm in less than fifteen minutes. Joseph tied him up while I started toward the house at a quick clip. Joseph caught up to me and we found his son watching over a snarling, cussing Abe Bradford around the back of the house. Abe's hands were tied to a post with thick rope. Joseph's son had a bloodied lip and his left eye was starting to purple and swell.

      “I had to tie him up after he hit me,” the young man said.

      "You all right?" Joseph asked him. He nodded.

      Joseph turned to Abe. “It’s a lucky thing the deputy is here or I’d have my hands right around your neck for striking my boy.” Then he spoke to me. "Deputy, what'll we do about this fella?"

      I instructed him to hook the wagon to his horse. When he had done that, we dragged the spitting mad fellow and hoisted him into the back of the wagon. Though his hands were still tied, I thought it best to tie his feet, too. I sat in the rear of the wagon with him while Joseph drove us back to the cell. He helped me haul Abe inside, where I untied Abe’s hands and feet, narrowly escaping injury from the violent kicking and fist-swinging that ensued. I slammed the cell door shut behind me and locked it with a metallic click. I exhaled deeply and thanked Joseph for his help. Before he returned to his farm, I made him promise he would fetch the doc to look at his son's injuries.

      Abe was still snapping at me after Joseph left. I didn’t reckon I needed that so early in the morning. I pointed my finger at him and said, "Abe, go to sleep. You can't leave here until you've sobered up. And depending on what the doc says about the injuries you caused to Joseph's boy, you may be going straight up to Cape May Court House to see the judge."

      I let Abe brood on that for a while as he quieted down. I made notes in my logbook about my trip out to Joseph’s house and by the time I finished my account, the sky had brightened. I left the small building and headed out on my patrol. I would attend to Abe after he had some sleep. I left the door to the office unlocked so one of my neighbors, Daniel, could look in on him.

      I was raising my hand to knock on Daniel’s door when I heard footsteps pounding. I glanced up and saw Titus Fuller running across the road in the distance. I knew it was him even from far away—he always wore a red homespun shirt his mama made for him. He waved to me enthusiastically.

      Titus, along with his younger brother and sister and their parents, were slaves living on a farm just outside of town. A New Jersey law enacted in 1804 decreed that although slave parents wouldn’t be freed, any child born into slavery after the date the law was enacted would be free in a certain number of years. Under the law, Titus and his brother would be free when they reached the age of twenty-five, and his sister the age of twenty-one. I knew the siblings were all born after 1804, but I didn’t know their precise ages. I often wondered how many more years they would have to wait. No matter the number of years, it was too long.

      I returned Titus’s wave with a broad smile as Daniel opened his door and invited me inside. I asked him to take Abe some food and water later in the morning. I paid him to do that on occasion—it helped me because I didn’t have to prepare extra food for people in the cell and it helped Daniel because he appreciated the small amount of money I gave him.

      Besides that, I trusted him. I had even provided him with a key to the cell in case of emergency. After speaking with him, I visited several farms to help the older farmers stable their livestock and remove debris from around their houses. I went home for a quick dinner at noontime, then returned to the cell to see if Abe was ready to go home.

      He was sleeping soundly, snoring like a contented sow, so I figured I’d let him rest a while longer. It couldn’t hurt, and his wife would thank me for making sure he was cold sober before sending him home. I left the building and looked skyward. Clouds the color of slate scudded by. The wind was strengthening and weather was barrelling in, so I made haste and headed toward the lighthouse. I hadn’t visited the lighthouse keeper and his family in several weeks.
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      Henry Brewster had been the lighthouse keeper for years, long before I arrived in New Jersey. He was approximately forty years of age, with a short stature, a wide nose, and a raspy voice that sounded as if he had caught a chill standing too long in the rain. I knew him to be hard-working and serious.

      His wife, Abigail, was a winsome and fetching woman who, I suspected, had known wealth at one time. She spoke with a refinement that seemed out of place in Henry’s home, and whenever I saw her there was a book nearby. She always had a kind word for me. The last time I saw her, though, only a week earlier when I had chanced to meet her in the general store, she looked wan and tired. Her face was thinner than I remembered, but when I asked after her health, she would only say she had been feeling slightly unwell for a few days. She assured me she was much improved. A woman of lesser breeding might have regaled me with repellent details, but not Abigail.

      Henry and Abigail had a son, Jeremiah, who had grown up at his father’s side, learning the job of lighthouse keeping. I was fond of Jeremiah. He was a young man of curiosity and intelligence, and like his mother, he always had a kind word for me. The same could not be said for everyone in Cape Island.

      It was early afternoon by the time I reached the lighthouse. The wind increased in strength during the time it took me to walk the few miles from town. I cast my eyes across the vast Delaware Bay where it joined forces with the mighty Atlantic Ocean. Whitecaps tumbled on the water, a telltale sign of bad weather moving toward the cape. Great gusts of wind blew in from the south, forcing sand from the nearby dune to eddy in the air. I shielded my eyes with my hand. The sea grasses at my feet bowed and dipped, their heads craning toward the north. Thick mists of water whipped over the small bluff cradling the foundation of the lighthouse and cottage. A piece of seaweed, still bright green and slick with salt water, assailed my face and slid down my cheek to land on the ground and somersault away. Seagulls wheeled in the sky overhead, rushing inland from the open sea. I was old enough to recall the Great Storm of 1806—it had started in much the same way, though I'd experienced it from the other side of the Delaware Bay. Hard to believe fifteen years had passed since that awful storm.

      I walked up the sandy path leading to the Brewsters’ cottage and knocked heavily on the solid wooden door. I waited for several moments, then knocked again. There had to be someone inside—Henry would surely be preparing for the coming storm. The original staircase to the top of the light was outside the tower, but after the small wooden keeper’s cottage was added to the structure, a new circular staircase had been built inside the tower so the keeper wouldn’t have to go out-of-doors to reach the light. Perhaps the family was working in the tower.

      After an eternity, I heard a voice on the other side of the door. I had to strain my ears to hear over the wind.

      "Who's there?"

      "It's me, Deputy Moore."

      An iron bar scraped against the door, which swung open on well-oiled hinges. Jeremiah stood before me, his giant frame filling the doorway. I knew him to be approximately twenty years of age, but his large size and grizzled beard made him seem older. His long, dark hair was disheveled.

      "Good afternoon, Jeremiah."

      The young man nodded, his piercing blue eyes scanning the sky. “Afternoon.”

      "I've come to see if you and your father need any help to prepare for the storm. I’ll be glad to lend a hand if necessary."

      Jeremiah made a gruff noise. I blinked in surprise—this ungracious young man before me wasn’t the good-natured person I had grown accustomed to.

      "Mind if I come in? Get out of this wind?"

      Jeremiah seemed to consider the request, then took one step backward and inclined his head toward the living area behind him.

      "Thank you." I stomped my boots on the planks outside the door before stepping through the low entryway. I ducked my head reflexively. That was one thing I didn't like about coming out here to the lighthouse—the ceilings and doorways were so low that a man of my height feared he might bang his head by standing up straight. It was a wonder Jeremiah wasn’t always nursing an injury to his head. The young man was taller than I.

      Jeremiah closed the door with a loud thump and brought the iron bar down over the latch. He preceded me into the parlor of the small dwelling, then disappeared into his tiny bedroom tucked under the tower staircase. The parlor was typically quite dim, but that day it was even darker—I could see from where I stood that the kitchen shutter was closed, and I suspected the shutters outside the bedroom and stairway windows were, too. Normally they stayed open to let in the light and the breeze, but with the storm brewing over the water, either Jeremiah or Henry must have gone out-of-doors earlier to secure them over the windows. A small amount of gray daylight filtered down the stairway from the tower.

      Several oil lamps in the parlor burned with a cozy glow, but the room was warm and stuffy. I took off my coat and hung it on a peg on the wall. I turned around and gave a start when I saw a figure leaning against the doorway of the main bedroom.

      “Abigail? Is that you? Are you ill?”

      Henry’s wife swallowed audibly and lifted a limp hand in greeting. “Hello, Deputy. I am a bit unwell, but I should think … I’ll feel better before long. Would you care to sit down? I’m afraid …” She took a deep breath. “I’m afraid I’m not much of a hostess right now.”

      “Don’t fret about me, Abigail. You need to get off your feet.”

      I moved toward her. The poor woman needed help. I was about to call out to Jeremiah for assistance when he emerged from his bedroom.

      “Jeremiah, please help me. Your mother is ill.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “I want you to help me make her comfortable.”

      The young man came over to stand beside Abigail. I took one of her arms and instructed Jeremiah to take the other. “Over here,” I said, gesturing with my head toward the fireplace, but Abigail let out a sound of protest.

      “Please, I’d like to … lie down in my room.”

      I could see her a bit better now that I was standing so close to her. I caught my breath at the change in her aspect. In contrast to her thin, pallid appearance at the general store, her entire body was swollen—her fingers like sausages, her neck lumpy and thick.

      Jeremiah’s eyes met mine in the dimness. I had a feeling I knew what he was thinking—it was improper for me to accompany his mother into her bedroom. Nevertheless, I moved with small steps in that direction. Under the circumstances, her health was more important than propriety.

      He acquiesced and helped me lead her to the side of the bed. An oil lamp sat on the bedside table, its flame low and meager. I let go of Abigail’s arm and watched as Jeremiah helped her lie back against the feather pillows. She groaned as she shifted onto her side.

      Jeremiah followed me from the room. In the doorway, I turned around and glanced at the ailing woman again. I nodded my head toward the other side of the parlor, indicating I wanted to talk to Jeremiah privately. A moment later I faced him and asked in a low voice, "She’s gotten much worse since I saw her last. Should I fetch the doctor?"

      "Says she don't want the doctor."

      “But—”

      I was interrupted by a terrific clattering noise from the kitchen. I am not typically a man who scares easily, but the sound gave me a start. I wondered what caused it—if I knew Henry Brewster, the man would not set foot in the kitchen to prepare a meal, no matter how sick his wife was. It had to be someone else.

      A woman appeared in the kitchen doorway. It was Deborah Archer, who lived on a farm up the road. I had forgotten the Brewsters paid Deborah and her husband, Kit, to deliver supplies to the lighthouse every week.

      “I dropped a kettle,” she said.

      "Hello, Deborah." I dipped my chin toward her.

      "Good afternoon,” she said crisply.

      "With the storm brewing, I wanted to check on Henry and his family, see if they need my help for anything."

      "Kit and I have brought all their supplies and Kit’s helping Henry now. You needn't have come all this way."

      "Part of the job." I smiled at her, but her countenance remained impassive. Dressed in a gray day gown with an ivory homespun pocket tied around her waist, she was thin and angular. Wisps of graying hair escaped the cap she wore. I knew she and Abigail shared a friendship borne of necessity, being the only two women this far out on the cape.

      I looked over my shoulder. "Are they up in the tower?"

      Deborah nodded.

      Jeremiah was still standing in the parlor, listening to us talk. I turned toward him. "May I go upstairs and talk to your father and Kit?"

      "Do what suits you."

      I wanted to ask Jeremiah what was troubling him, but that would have to wait. I needed to make sure Henry had everything he needed in advance of the storm. I'd been up to the top of the lighthouse before. It was a heady experience—I could see miles in every direction. Today it would be interesting to see the storm approaching over the water from such a height.

      But I had climbed only as far as the first of four landings on the steep, circular wooden staircase leading to the tower before men's voices reached me. Henry and Kit were headed down. I retreated and waited for them in the parlor.

      Kit reached the bottom first. "Hello, George," he greeted me. Never did a man’s voice suit his physical appearance so aptly. Kit was tall and rugged, with a deep, booming voice and an enviable head of dark brown hair. “What brings you out this way?"

      "Hello, gentlemen. Henry, I came out to see if there’s anything I can do to help you and the family with this storm coming. No telling how strong it’ll get."

      "Thank you, Deputy,” Henry said. “Kit and Deborah brought sufficient provisions for the next week and we’re battened down. Care for any coffee? I think Deborah made some."

      "I believe I will."

      Deborah emerged from the kitchen a minute or two later with a tray of tin coffee cups, a steaming pitcher, and a small jug of molasses. She set the tray down on the table where the Brewsters ate their meals and poured coffee into each cup. She passed them out to the men, including Jeremiah, who accepted his with a murmur of thanks. He added a hefty portion of molasses and took the coffee to his bedroom.

      I gestured toward the main bedroom and spoke to Henry in a low voice. "I saw Abigail a week ago and she said she was feeling better. I’m sorry she’s ill again."

      Henry shook his head. "She felt better for a few days, but she’s been sick again since Friday last. She's been back and forth to the privy a thousand times if she's been once."

      "Jeremiah says she doesn't want the doc to come out."

      "Naw. She says she'll feel better ‘afore long. I b'lieve she's prob’ly right. She's been using the privy less and less since yesterday morning." Henry paused. "Will you excuse me, George? I need to run up to the tower."

      "Certainly."

      I spoke briefly with Kit while I finished my coffee. "I need to head back to town before the storm hits. You and Deborah ought to be getting back home, too."

      Deborah spoke up. "The deputy’s right. It looks to be quite a storm."

      The sound of retching coming from the bedroom interrupted us. Deborah and Kit and I exchanged glances. I looked toward the stairs, hoping to hear Henry’s footsteps descending, but he was still up in the tower. I considered shouting for him, but as I moved toward the stairway, the retching became worse. It sounded as if Abigail was being torn apart.

      I turned away from the stairs and went to stand in the bedroom doorway. I paused only a moment before saying anything. It wasn’t my place to attend to Abigail, but I was concerned for her. From what little I knew of her, I suspected she had a delicate constitution.

      She groaned.

      "You all right, Abigail?"

      "I'm fine, Deputy.” She inhaled noisily and retched again. “No need to … worry about me." Abigail's words were followed by strident gagging and wet gurgling. It lasted for several long moments, then she could be heard taking deep breaths. It was a worrying sound.

      "Maybe I should send the doc around," I suggested. "He can head out directly after the storm moves through."

      "Don't trouble yourself or the doc … it’s just a bit of sour stomach …" Her frail, shaky voice wavered as she breathed deeply between words.

      "If you say so." I intended to call on the doctor on my way back to town whether she wanted me to or not. If Abigail had indeed been sick like this for several days and refused to consult with the physician, then it was up to someone else to make sure it got done. I didn’t like to see a woman suffer.

      I retrieved my coat and stuffed my arms into it. I was eager to get out of the hot, airless cottage. "You all take care in this storm. Looks like it'll be a big one." I was reaching for the iron latch on the door when a shout rang from the lighthouse tower.
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      "Boat!"

      Jeremiah burst from the room below the stairs at his father’s call. I had never seen him move with such urgency. He leapt toward the door, but turned around as Henry came into view, trundling down the stairs on his short legs. Henry shouted, “There's a boat broken apart out there. Sailors in the water. I'll need all hands. Jeremiah, you get rope from the barn. Kit and George, come with me. Be quick." He grabbed a spyglass from a shelf next to the door and bolted outside. Jeremiah, Kit, and I followed.

      Henry ran full tilt around the cottage before disappearing from sight. The strength of the wind didn’t seem to slow him down in the slightest. Jeremiah raced toward the large outbuilding behind the lighthouse. When Kit and I had descended the shallow bluff and caught up to Henry, he was standing on the shore, scanning the water with the spyglass pressed to his right eye. The sky had grown darker and the wind howled with biblical force. The water heaved angrily, the waves rising and falling to impossible crests and troughs. The storm had strengthened by a surprising degree even since I arrived at the lighthouse.

      "There they are," Henry shouted, pointing slightly to the southeast. I squinted, trying to follow his finger.

      "I see them," Kit yelled. He grabbed my shoulder. "There." He pointed in the same direction as Henry.

      I caught a glimpse of a piece of wood sticking straight up out of the waves, but it disappeared as soon as I tried to focus on it. "Is that part of the boat?" I yelled. A gust of wind roared off the water, threatening to topple us into each other. I stood with my feet wide and anchored my heels into the sand to stay upright.

      Kit nodded grimly. "Henry, what do you want us to do?" he yelled.

      Henry motioned for us to step closer to him. He shouted so we could hear him above the noise from the wind and the waves. A moment later Jeremiah appeared at a loping run around the corner of the cottage carrying a thick, coiled rope in his arms. The full force of the wind must have hit him hard, because he stopped abruptly and staggered a moment before putting his head down and barrelling toward us.

      "We can't take the lifeboat out. It'll be more a hindrance than a help." Henry's bushy brows furrowed. "I saw at least three people. I'll tie the rope around my waist and swim out to reach them."

      Kit wore a dark frown as he looked down at Henry. "That's foolish, Henry. You'll drown as sure as I'm standing here."

      "Just do what I tell you to do!" Henry roared. Kit looked taken aback. Henry pointed to Jeremiah. "Hand me the end of the rope." Jeremiah fumbled for the end of the rope and thrust it at Henry, who quickly tied it around his waist, securing it with a tight knot. He faced us. "I'm going out there. Kit, tie the other end of this rope to that iron ring." He pointed to a large iron ring stuck into the outer wall of the cottage. Jeremiah heaved the coil toward Kit, who found the other end of the rope and ran toward the ring.

      "God's teeth, hurry!" Henry barked. "Jeremiah, go back to the barn and bring all the rope you can find. One of you’ll have to get into the water if I can't get to everyone out there."

      Jeremiah turned and ran to do his father’s bidding. Henry tore off his boots and threw his spyglass to the ground. As soon as Kit tied the rope to the ring, Henry didn't waste a moment before running headlong toward the violent water. He plunged in, his knees high-stepping until the water was too deep to walk. Kit and I watched as he dived under the waves, then emerged several feet away, his muscular arms powering through the rising and falling surf. Every few moments he would stop and splutter as the briny water hit him full force in the face. Henry was remarkably strong. He continued plowing his way forward, stopping briefly several times to look around. Whenever a sailor’s head or limb was visible above the surface of the water, he would continue swimming in that direction. There seemed no end to the length of that rope.

      Two of the sailors seemed to have recovered their wits—they lifted up their arms weakly and attempted to swim toward Henry. Waves thundered and wind howled as Henry reached them. His legs must have been churning with profound stamina under the surface of the water, because he was able to stay in the same place without being bandied about. He gestured toward the shoreline and shouted something to the men, then scanned the water again.

      The two men took hold of the rope that trailed away from Henry's waist. Hand over hand, they inched their way toward us while Henry continued to tread water, sweeping his gaze over the dark, seething expanse.

      From the shore, I could just make out the third man. He disappeared under the water several times. Henry couldn't have seen him because the waves around him were too high.

      Jeremiah had returned with armloads of rope. "I'm going out there," I yelled to him and Kit. Jeremiah tossed one end of a rope to me and handed Kit the other end. Kit ran to secure it to the iron ring. I dashed into the churning surf, but as I got closer to the two swimmers approaching shore, they let go of Henry's rope and made grasping motions at me. One man grabbed my left arm while the other took hold of my right. They must have thought the water was shallower than it was. I started sinking. I kicked mightily, trying to get my head above water and shouting at them to let go, but drowning men are desperate souls. They will clutch at anything nearby. I took in great gulps of salty water as the waves closed over my head several times.

      Finally I could no longer tell which way was up and which down. I could not see daylight. My body tumbled in the rough sea as if I had no will of my own. There was no breath left in me. I felt my muscles loosen. I heard myself crying out weakly, "Help!" as I sank deeper into the sea.

      Then something exploded in the water next to me, dragging me into the air. I spluttered and choked, shocked to find Jeremiah's arm around my chest. The two men who had been grasping my arms were several yards away.

      I looked behind me. Kit, too, was in the water now, running clumsily toward the two men, who were close enough to shore to be standing on the sea floor.

      "Jeremiah! I'm all right! Go help your father." Now that no one was trying to climb my limbs to avoid a watery grave, I was able to catch my breath and twist my body toward shore. Jeremiah didn't need to be told twice. He immediately let go of me and cut through the water with strong, sure strokes toward Henry.

      I was soon stumbling through the swells at the shoreline. Kit was attempting to haul both shipwrecked sailors out of the water.

      All I wanted was to lie down on the sand and rest, but I couldn't do that. I was the sheriff’s deputy. It was my job to help. I tripped toward Kit and grabbed one man's arms while Kit grabbed the other's. Together, we struggled and huffed as we pulled their drenched bodies to safety.

      As soon as the men were out of the water and lying facedown on the stretch of sand separating the sea from the base of the bluff, I turned back to locate Henry and Jeremiah. To my great relief, they had reached the third sailor. With one arm Henry held the sailor across the chest, so the man could lie on his back and catch his breath. With the other arm, he cleaved through the angry water. Jeremiah swam alongside them. I knew he would be able to take over if Henry exhausted himself or the man became wild with panic, as his fellow crewmen had done.

      As soon as they were close to shore, I charged back into the water. When I was only a yard from Henry, I reached for the sailor just as Henry let go of him. Jeremiah floundered onto the wet sand, then immediately turned around to help his father. He was so much taller than Henry that he practically lifted him right out of the water. I pulled the third sailor to safety away from the pounding surf.

      Once on land, the man fell to his knees and crawled forward, finally collapsing in a heap. His companions were still panting. They both looked up at the third sailor and let their heads fall onto the sand again.

      I finally disgorged the salt water I had taken in and turned toward the rest of the group, wiping the back of my hand across my mouth.

      “Was there anyone else in the boat?” I asked.

      The first two sailors shouted “no” in unison while the third shook his head as if it were made of cast iron.

      "We need to get indoors," I yelled into the wind. One fat raindrop pelted my face. The first two sailors struggled to their knees while I pulled on the arms of the third sailor to help him stand. As I did so, Henry, who had been kneeling next to me, gazed closely at the first two men whose lives he had saved. He inhaled sharply. Jeremiah walked forward and stood next to his father. He stared at the third sailor blankly, then turned to the other two and spit an oath too rude to repeat. He and Henry exchanged a look of utter dismay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I did not have time to wonder why Henry and Jeremiah seemed aghast at recognizing two of the men they had rescued. We all needed to get inside as quickly as possible. Talking among ourselves was nearly impossible as we made our way up to the cottage, so we used our energy to lean into the wind rather than to speak. The raindrops fell harder and faster, stinging my face.

      I was acquainted with the two sailors. Otto Schuhmacher farmed a small plot of land a few miles distant from Cape Island. He was shorter than I, thin and wiry, a coarse man. I knew him to be quick to anger. He had the weathered skin of someone who spent his life working out-of-doors. His hair, which was the color of wet sand, was always unkempt and his hoary beard was customarily filthy. He was about forty years of age, at least ten years older than I.

      Otto's cousin, August Schuhmacher, ran the smithy in Cold Spring, not far from Cape Island. He was barely tolerated among the folks on the cape due to frequent complaints that he thought it good fun to instigate fights. It was my understanding that the cousins, who were about the same age, had come to the cape with their families when they were children. They hailed from hardy German stock who had traveled to the area from parts north in Pennsylvania. With his tall, lanky frame, August looked nothing like his cousin. He wore
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