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      Mishaps are like knives, that either serve us or cut us, as we grasp them by the blade or by the handle. —James Russell Lowell
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      No Massachusetts Grief Assistance Program, as described in the book, exists within the Massachusetts Office of the Chief Medical Examiner. But there, as well as across the U.S.,  numerous grief assistance programs work with homicide victims’ families and friends. I applaud them.

      While enormous research went into this book, please remember that Tally and the MGAP gang exist in a fictional world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Emma Who?

          

        

      

    

    
      Eight thirty a.m., and I was running late. My pumps clacked on the asphalt, as did Penny’s nails. Even on three legs, she loped ahead of me, always on guard, ever vigilant. The door to Boston’s Medical Examiner’s office swung open easily, and I barreled into a wall of wet, hot air.

      “Crap!” I said.

      Penny stood poised, instantly alert.

      “It’s okay, girl.” Not that it was. The Grief Shop’s air conditioner in its “public” areas—the Massachusetts Grief Assistance Program’s offices, Crime Scene Services offices, and the lobby—was on the fritz again. Backstage, where medical examiners slice corpses, and bodies wait patiently in refrigerated rooms and techs prep the remains of loved ones—those A/C units work beautifully. Since we had no A/C in MGAP on this unseasonably broiling June day, I could only hope that my coworkers and counselees were in exceptionally tolerant moods.

      Not likely.

      I tossed my backpack on the sofa in my office, zipped open the top of my Dunkin’ Donuts iced coffee, and took a sip. I had the medical examiner’s daily meeting at nine, a group of homicide family survivors at ten, and, as MGAP’s leader, a neverending pile of paperwork.

      “Hoy, Tal,” hollered Gert from MGAP’s central office. For all the years Gert and I had worked together, my chief assistant’s Brooklyn accent had not grown one whit softer nor had her colorful vocabulary become one ounce less flavorful. I was glad.

      “Who’s been in to check the A/C?” I asked.

      “You kiddin’ me?” She handed me a stack of phone slips. “Awl from yestaday aftanoon.”

      “Let’s just burn them, huh? You see Kranak yet?”

      She nodded, her platinum bangs bouncing. “Mr. Sergeant Grouch was in early. He’s got his team workin’ on some case that’s got a rod up his butt. I’d avoid him.”

      “Will do. I’ll soften him up later with a cheese pretzel.” I checked my watch. “I’ll be ready for the nines. No newbies at ten, right?”

      “Not today.”

      I retreated to my office, where I sifted through the stack of pink phone slips. I sucked on my iced coffee as I read each one.

      Harvester interview. Rip. Talk show, Harvester. Rip. Harvester book. With friggin’ photos, no less. Rip.

      The damned Harvester was still haunting me in more ways than I cared to think about. Months earlier, a killer had stalked Boston, taking body parts from exceptional women, and leaving broken homes and withered hearts. I’d helped stop the Harvester, and now the media were relentless.

      They demanded interviews. They bugged me for talk shows. They popped flashes in my face as they took photos of me and my loved ones. They wouldn’t leave me alone in trying to ferret out the real story. My boyfriend had found it too much, and so now we were back to being just friends. I couldn’t blame him. All because of the Harvester.

      I winnowed down the stack of two dozen to the three real messages. One was from a gal I’d counseled two years earlier, her husband a homicide. The second was from a fundraising organization, hoping MGAP, an organization I’d founded to counsel the loved ones of homicide victims, would contribute time and energy. Of late, I had little time or energy for anything but homicide counseling.

      There are fewer than forty of us in the United States. Homicide counseling has yet to make the top ten list of professions. But I like it; it brings meaning to my life. And I’m proud to be a member of this small fraternity.

      Penny clanked her dish. I refilled it with fresh water—she’s fussy—and got myself a Poland Springs from the fridge. Damn it was hot. For the millionth time, I wished my windows opened. There wasn’t a breath of fresh air in the place.

      I was tempted to check out an autopsy just for the chill.

      I picked up the third phone message, read it, and sat down hard. The slip was addressed to an Emma Blake. Whew. Gert had scrolled a huge purple question mark. No wonder. There was a name I hadn’t heard in years. In another life, before my nickname Tally had stuck, I was Emma. And Blake was my surname prior to a contentious marriage and an even more contentious divorce.

      “Gert, did you take this?” I waved the slip as I walked into the central office.

      “Yeah. Some guy. Low voice. Gruff. Breathless. He said to give it to Tally. ‘She’ll know,’ he said. So do ya?”

      “Do I what?”

      “Do ya know?”

      “I know the ‘who,’ but the ‘what’ is eluding me. He gave no hint of what he wanted?”

      She blew a purple bubble and sucked it back in. “Didn’t say. He definitely sounded not all there. I figured it was somethin’ to do with the Harvester.”

      My heart raced, and I nodded, aiming for cool. Gert knew something was up. We’d been through a lot together. She blew another bubble and went back to her paperwork.

      Emma Blake. I hadn’t heard that name for almost twenty years. Who would be calling her? And why?

      

      A week later. I went to court in support of a counselee whose parents had been slain in a drive-by and to dinner at my foster mothers’ home, one of whom happened to be the Chief Medical Examiner for Massachusetts. I counseled, flogged paperwork, and romped with Penny in the park.

      What I didn’t do was get a phone call from Mr. Breathless about Emma Blake.

      When it came, I was unprepared for it.

      

      I checked my watch for the tenth time. Crime Scene Services Sergeant Rob Kranak was supposed to call sixty minutes earlier with a forensic report on a headless torso found in the Charles River. So when the phone rang, I was a wee bit exasperated.

      “Rob, how come—”

      “Emmaaaaaaaaaaaa,” the voice said, drawing out the final ‘a.’

      “Who is this?”

      “It’s about your faaaather. He did not do what they say. You must come.”

      Geesh. This guy sounded like Tales from the Crypt. “What about my father? What are you talking about?”

      “Things in Winsworth are being stirred up. Bad things. And your father did not do it. Come. Or worse will happen. You must come.”

      “Who is—”

      Click.

      I dialed Star-69.

      Your last incoming call cannot be reached in this manner. Please try again.

      What the hell was going on?

      

      Another week passed. I went to a gallery opening with Gert. I visited the Canine Corps in Stoneham with Penny, who romped with her old pals. I ended a ten-month counseling session on a very good note. I did lots more stuff, too, but mostly I stewed about one thing: that phone call for Emma Blake.

      The caller knew me as Tally and as Emma. I chewed and chewed and chewed on that message. I saw no reason to return to Winsworth.

      Winsworth was nostalgia for me: sailing with Dad, climbing apple trees with my two gal pals, going to summer camp on the Winsworth River, earning gold stars in school, shushing down Union Street during a blizzard, pigging out on lobsters and steamers. A home unlike any other I’d had since, but one I left when I was twelve.

      Everything Winsworth related to my dad, and he was murdered in Boston three years after we moved from Maine. I even had him buried in Winsworth, but he was long dead. What “worse things” could possibly happen?

      Hell, I was a city girl, had lived in Boston for the past two decades. It was all I knew. The T, Newbury Street, Fenway. North End Italian festivals, Faneuil Hall, the Duck Boat tours. And the families of the dead. I knew those, too.

      Okay—so I fished out West occasionally. Took trips. Went on hikes.

      But that wasn’t living somewhere.

      “Right, Pens?” I said, stroking her neck. She lay sprawled on the couch in our apartment in the South End. “No point in going back. The call was from some nutcase or something. I have work here. Lots of it.”

      Hell, I hadn’t been to Winsworth in twenty-some-odd years. I missed it, sure, but the way you miss a dear old doll you had as a kid. It’s not something you want to play with as an adult, just remember with fondness.

      Right.

      The second time, Mr. Breathless found me at home.

      “They will dig up his grave. They will destroy—”

      “Who is this and what are you talking about?”

      “Emmmmaaaa. He is suffering. You must come. He will…”

      He hung up.

      “Dammit, Penny!”

      They will ‘dig up his grave.’ Geesh.

      Mr. Breathless sure knew how to press my buttons. What false accusations could people be making about my dad? And the thought of someone suffering… Yeah, this guy was a real button-pusher.

      I fixed myself a bourbon on ice and chose to put it from my mind. There were plenty of disturbed people out there. Mr. Breathless was just one of many.

      But the truth was, our house had burned. We had escaped town in a strange and hurried fashion in the middle of the night. Not that I remembered much of it. That was the first time we left “on the run,” so to speak. I shuddered. It wasn’t the last. Since Winsworth, or maybe because of it, things had soured for my dad. Life was never simple again.

      Absurd to go back, really. Why complicate it more?

      But with some things, you have no choice.

      I phoned Gert to tell her I was taking a little time off. She was expecting my call, and had everything in place.

      So I put in for a month's vacation, shocking all of Crime Scene Services, MGAP, and my foster mothers, I might add. I said I needed a rest after the Harvester, which wasn’t exactly a lie. I wanted to recharge my batteries, which was also sort of true. I longed for the sea. Absolutely.

      I only told Gert and Kranak the true motive behind my mission. They both agreed—I was nuts. I made sure I had complete and excellent coverage and gave my keys to Gert.

      “Cawl if you need me,” she said. “I’ll come help out. You’re practically going into the wilderness.”

      I chuckled. “Not really, Gertie. It’s just coastal Maine.”

      “Oh, yeah? That is the wilderness.”

      Kranak shoved his hands deep in his pockets and shook his head

      The following morning, Penny and I headed north for Winsworth, Maine.
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            Who Goes There?

          

        

      

    

    
      The movie let out around eleven. The night had thickened to a moist, almost-rain. Typical for June in Maine, but too noir-ish by half, especially after Scorsese’s dark drama. Too much time to think on the hour drive back to the cottage from Bangor to Winsworth.

      I’d been in Winsworth, Maine three days. In that time, I had rented a cottage on a bay in Surry and visited old haunts—restaurants, the library, the general store. Some places, like Mrs. Pedreira’s hardware store, were gone. Others had new owners. I checked out some new places, too, like the post office and Jeb’s Pub and the Stop and Shop. Every place I went, I used ‘Tally Whyte.’ I hadn’t lived there since I was twelve. No one would recognize me. I was comfortable in my anonymity. Yet I made a point of mentioning my dad’s name. Each time, I was met with blank stares.

      I scanned the microfiche in the library for events concerning my dad, but only found articles I’d read dozens of times over. I even Googled Dad, and, again, nothing.

      I visited the cemetery. Dad’s grave looked fine. No one had dug him up or written graffiti on his tombstone or ignited the tree shading the grave.

      I admit, I wasn’t ready to look up my old friends. I was hesitant. They hadn’t heard from me in some twenty-odd years. I doubted they’d greet me with open arms. Tomorrow was Monday. A good day to begin a journey down memory lane, one I expected would be a bumpy one.

      I still had no idea who Mr. Breathless was.

      One thing I had discovered was that “weather” in rural Maine could be violent and unpredictable. I hunkered in for the long ride home.

      I turned onto the Bangor Road, headed east, for Winsworth. Tried to find something cheerful on the radio. Twenty minutes later, rain cascaded across the windshield, and my mood was the least of my worries. My tires squealed as I rounded a curve. I was doing sixty. I eased my foot up.

      

      Wind slapped the trees, and water sheeted the road so that it glistened in my high-beams, the only light except for the yellow glow spilling from the occasional house. It was a Steven King kind of night.

      My sweaty palms greased the steering wheel. I leaned forward, counted the beats of the windshield wipers.

      A waterfall of mud splattered my windshield, the blare of a horn, then a minivan vrooming past me.

      “Christmas!” I screeched. “Who the fu....”

      I inhaled deep breaths. The van was still in the wrong lane, zooming forward. Suddenly, it swerved back into my lane—too fast—and did a 360. It was facing me—oh, hell!—and began hydroplaning across the road right in front of me. Sonofabitch!

      I yanked my wheel to the left, my 4-Runner fishtailing and me screaming “shitshitshit” as I pounded the brakes.

      

      I rested my head on the steering wheel, taking hard breaths, calming down. I was fine. In one piece. Everything was cool.

      I lifted my head and peered through the driving rain. The minivan lay canted half on its side in a shallow ditch. Damn. I hoped the idiot had been wearing his seatbelt.

      I grabbed my flashlight and slipped my pepper spray into my jacket pocket before I left the truck. I wished Penny was with me.

      “Hey?” I called as I ran toward the van.

      My flashlight caught a man slithering from the van’s window. I stopped short. He was waving his fist, mouthing words I couldn’t hear as rivers of rain streamed off his billcap.

      He hit the road hard, hands first, then slowly uncurled—a tall, skinny guy, with a bushy beard framing a mouth taut with anger.

      He jabbed the air with his finger aimed right at me. “You stupid woman! It’s all your friggin’ fault!” He staggered toward me.

      “You’re okay and so am I,” I said, using my most soothing psychologist tones.

      “Li’ hell I’m okay,” he replied in a slurred voice. “If you hadn’t been crawlin’ along like a snail, none of this...”

      “I’ll call a tow truck.” I backed toward my 4-Runner. The wind was screaming now, slapping our faces with rainwater. His eyes glinted with a feral light, and I was afraid.

      “Th’ hell you will!”

      He lunged, grabbed my arm, twirled me around. I raised the pepper spray at his face. “Don’t!”

      He jerked away from me, but my threat had nothing to do with it. His body twitched as if he were in the throws of some seizure. He raised his hands to his cover his face.

      I had no idea what was causing it, but I couldn’t leave him there.

      His hands slumped at his sides. “Where’s my van?”

      I paused a beat. He’d relaxed, his seizure done. “Over there.”

      “Oh. Oh, yeah.” The rage, the rasping fury, had vanished, leaving a soft, tentative voice. “I need a lift.”

      The thought of sharing the cab of my truck with this stranger was not a comfortable one. “Let me call a tow truck. I’ll wait with you.”

      The man trembled. “Take forever for them to get here.”

      “I’m sorry, but you just threatened me. I really can’t give you a lift.”

      “I need a ride,” he whispered, his hands balled into fists.

      “I can’t. I’m sorry.” I reached for the door of my truck.

      He exploded past me and jumped into my front seat.

      “What the hell are...?”

      He floored it, door flapping, engine screeching.

      “Oh, shit.” I watched my 4-Runner’s taillights vanish over the hill.

      

      Minutes later, I was still berating myself for leaving my keys and cell phone in the truck when I heard the vroom of a car speeding down the highway.

      I backpedaled off the road and watched in shock as my 4-Runner’s lights crowned the hill, did a neat U-turn, and parked next to the broken van.

      “Like I said, Miss, I real...real...really need that lift.” The stranger jumped down from my truck.

      I took the keys dangling from his long, bony fingers. I was probably nuts myself, but.... “You convinced me. Let’s go.”

      Instead of climbing back in, he jogged over to his van and crawled up into the front seat. He finally stumbled back out with a huge dog draped across his arms. The dog was almost as long as the guy. Its bared teeth were long, too, as was its bandaged leg. I thought of Penny, at home, sleeping cozily on her bed.

      My heart squeezed. “What happened?”

      The guy didn’t hear or wouldn’t answer. Whatever. I pushed open the passenger door, cautious still, but terribly anxious about the dog. The stranger eased himself and his dog onto the seat. Blood oozed from the dog’s damp bandages. The man let out a sob and buried his face in the dog’s wiry wet fur.

      I gunned it toward Winsworth.

      The dank, coppery smell of blood and fear reminded me of The Grief Shop. Strange how much I missed the place and my friends.

      The dog let out a pitiful howl. “I wish you’d told me you had a hurt pup.”

      “And if I ha’,” he said, slurring his words. “You’d’ve give... given us a ride? Yeah, sure.”

      “Probably. Yes. I wouldn’t have been so afraid.”

      He grinned, a perfect Crest smile. “I got my ride, didn’t I?”

      “That you did. What’s your name?”

      “Roy Orbison.” He spat it out like a challenge.

      I rolled my eyes. The guy seemed drunk, yet… “I’m Tally Whyte. You in the mood to tell me what happened?”

      He stroked the dog’s muzzle. ”Leg-hold trap.”

      “Geesh. Any idea who set it?”

      The man ignored me, and I listened to the dog’s soft whimpers as we sped down the road.

      The dog’s bandage continued to seep blood, and though the heat was cranked up high, he constantly shivered. The stranger speared me with haunted, fearful eyes. “Go faster,” he mouthed.

      I pushed the 4-Runner to seventy. Easy to picture Penny draped across my lap, leeching blood and fading from life. I scratched the pup’s ears. “I’m so sorry he’s hurt.”

      “She’s a girl dog, stupid!” He rubbed the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. “Sor...sorry.”

      The lights grew more frequent. The outskirts of Winsworth, thank God. The dog was either sleeping or passed out. Almost there. The bandage was soaked in blood.

      “Where’s my van?” asked the stranger. “Where is it?”

      “Um, you left it on the Bangor Road. Remember?”

      “Oh.”

      Slurred words, trembling, memory issues. Alcohol? PCP? Illness? Psychosis? No time to analyze him now.

      I sped past the YMCA, bore left at the fork, and hit a red light at the corner of Main and Grand. Lights blazed all around us, and up ahead lay Grand Street’s store upon store of outlets, fast food joints, mini-malls, and amusements. Beyond that the road led to Mt. Desert Island and Acadia National Park.

      “Which way to the vet?”

      “Take Grand. My vet’s down the street.”

      We zoomed past Katahdin Mountain Sports, Beal’s Realty, Union Trust bank, Piper’s Restaurant, a couple of strip malls, and an L.L. Bean outlet. Where the hell was the dammed vet?

      “She was just lying there...” His voice was pitiful.

      The light at the shopping center snagged me, and I braked hard.

      Fingertips covering his mouth, he shook his head like an animal ridding itself of a coat of rain. “She was on that big, flat stone. With that knife sticking into her stomach. And it pinned her to the rock. Pinned her. And there were claw marks, and...”

      “I thought she was in a leg-hold trap,” I said.

      “Not her!” he spat. “The woman, stupid. The woman on the rock with all the blood.”

      What the hell…?

      A car honked, and I jumped. The light was green. I pressed the gas. Up ahead, just past the Jones’ Jeep/Chrysler fork in the road, a neon sign flashed the letters VET. Finally.

      “The woman on the rock with all the blood,” I said. “Was she dead, hurt? What happened to her?”

      He didn’t answer.

      I careened into the vet’s empty parking lot. “Are you sure she had a knife sticking out of her?”

      “Yes ! That woman never liked my dog. Never.” He hefted himself and his dog out of the truck.

      “Wait a minute!” I ran around the truck. “What about the hurt woman? Where did you see her?”

      A tremor rippled his body. Then another. “Wha’ woman?”

      “The woman with the knife!”

      “A woman had a knife?”

      “Geesh! You just said you saw a woman with a knife in her. On a stone?”

      A porch light flicked on.

      His eyebrows shot up. “Are you crazy? I’ve gotta get my dog to the vet, lady. Go home. Get some rest. It looks like you could use it.”

      

      Twenty minutes later, I knelt beside Penny, my nose buried in her fur. I was glad she was safe. If the stranger’s dog lost its leg, it could be worse. Penny did just fine on three legs. I let her out for a trot, poured a finger of bourbon, then dialed the police.

      “Winsworth Police,” the dispatcher announced, pronouncing it Wins-wuth.

      I reported the van on the Bangor Road, paused, then... “I gave a lift to the guy in the van. Um, he told me a pretty weird story.”

      The dispatcher sighed. “Ayuh?”

      I recounted the stranger’s woman-on-the-rock-with-the-knife tale, realizing how lame I sounded. “Have there been any reported injuries like that? Or missing persons or....”

      “Ma’am, it’s been a quiet night. What was the guy’s name?”

      I cleared my throat. “Roy Orbison. I know. I know. It wasn’t real, but I let it pass.”

      He chuckled. “Sounds like you been shined on, ma’am.”

      “Yes, except I heard some truth in his voice. Are you sure no one’s missing?”

      “Shortie LeJeune went missing, oh, maybe three months ago now, but we suspect he’s—”

      “A woman. The stranger talked about a woman.”

      He inhaled. “Nope suh. Not a one.”

      I reviewed the stranger’s slurred words, his disconnect with reality. The injured woman could have been in a movie he’d seen or a book he’d read. “I don’t know if it was real or not, but I thought I should call.”

      “Woman shouldn’t pick up men on the Bangor Road.”

      “True. Maybe you should have an officer give me a call.”

      “Yup suh. I’ll run it by Officer DeLong when he gets in.”

      

      DeLong never called, and I wasn’t surprised. There are plenty of real crimes out there to keep cops busy, even in a small town like Winsworth. Nonetheless, I wrote down everything the stranger had said.

      

      The following morning, as I reached for the phone to call Winsworth vet to see how the pup was doing, it rang. On the other end was Rob Kranak, my buddy from OCME.

      Talking to Kranak, a crime scene services sergeant, took my mind off the injured dog, and suddenly it was noon.

      The crunch of gravel signaled the cable guy’s arrival. Kranak and I said our goodbyes, and I left the cable man to hook up the cable and my new modem. The cottage’s owner had scheduled the set-up before I rented the place. I thought it was a great idea. Tough doing Internet research on Winsworth and my dad with a dial-up.

      I went out onto the screened porch that overlooked a postcard-pretty Maine cove. Time to call a couple of my old gal pals, start asking them some questions about my dad. One of them might know something about current doings that would implicate Dad, which would mean progress on why Mr. Breathless had called me.

      But I was reluctant, mostly because I feared doors slammed in my face or, even worse, indifference from people I remembered with immense fondness. We had, after all, left town in the middle of the night.

      Stalling, I jotted some notes for a paper I was presenting on homicide counseling, made more notes for my fall class at Northeastern. I finished up with work around one and dialed the Winsworth vet.

      The recorded message said Dr. Dowling’s hours were eight until one on Mondays. My watch read ten after. I was bummed.

      I made some lunch and ate it out on the deck of the cottage—a “camp” in Maine parlance—in the Adirondack chair, Penny beside me. While I ate, I watched a little family of cormorants bob around the inlet.

      I’d better keep it simple for a few more days, as well as distant as Tally Whyte. I could still learn stuff. A smart plan.

      Or was I chickening out?

      Reluctant to shrinky-dink myself, I turned my thoughts to last night’s stranger.

      He was troubled, obviously. Schizophrenia, degenerative dementia, bipolar disorder, an assortment of pharmaceuticals or booze, any of those things, and others, could precipitate the behavior he’d exhibited the previous evening. His stuttering could be from a variety of conditions, too. I shook my head. No point in pursuing it without more information.

      I peered inside. The cable man was still struggling with the set-up.

      After last night’s storm, the day was warm and clear. In a few hours, it would cool off enough for a test of my new 4-weight Sage rod in the pond across the street. I’d only catch sunfish, and maybe a small bass or two, but I’d pretend they were wily trout.

      Later. I located the owner of the cemetery where my father rested. The same guy owned the local funeral home, which made things convenient. He agreed to meet with me on Thursday. If someone had been snooping around my dad’s grave, I wanted to know about it. Then I scheduled a meeting on Friday with a Bangor private detective. Maybe she could learn things that had so far eluded me.

      Gert called from work, and I answered her rote questions about the paperwork with ease. When she finished, I asked her to hop on the Web and see if she found any missing persons from the previous evening in Downeast Maine.

      While I waited for Gert, I watched a kid carrying a bucket and a rake thread her way through the rocks to the beach, preparing to dig clams. I spied a small Maine Friendship sloop heeled in the wind near the mouth of the inlet.

      The bellbuoy clanged, swaying in the wake of a passing lobster boat at the cove’s narrow entrance. Through the leafy screen of beech, oak, and birch, I watched a pair of seals pull themselves onto a large, flat rock, a fish flapping in one’s mouth. The scene was so bucolic, it was almost scary. Gert would surely be horrified.

      “Gert?” I said.

      “Almost done.”

      I kept an ear cocked for the paperboy’s bike on my gravel driveway. I’d started the biweekly paper, and it might have something about a woman on a stone.

      “Tal?” Gert said. “I’m not seeing anything. You into somethin’ up there?”

      “I hope not.”

      “You’re supposed ta be lookin’ around for ya father’s stuff. Rememba?”

      “Believe me, I remember. Thanks.”

      The paper thumped against the front door.

      “Gotta go,” I said. “I’ll talk to you later.”

      I  snapped open the Winsworth Journal. There had been a “fracas” last night at the Oyster Bar. Some teens had “borrowed” a car and crashed it into a fence, no serious injuries. The rain had caused a farmer to slip and break his leg in the mud. But no missing person, no woman with a knife in her, no nothing to get my antennae twitching.

      “So, waddya think, Pen? Fishing?”

      She perked her ears, wagged her tail. She knew what I was talking about. I fetched my rod, and Penny and I crossed the road, walked down a small wooded path, and arrived at a sweet fishy pond. When I needed to clear my head, a good thing to do was go fishing.

      I cast, let the fly float for a sec, then twitch, twitch, twitch, strip it in. Cast again. Penny snored beside me in the late-afternoon June sun.

      The rhythmic motion allowed me to focus, not on hurt dogs or disturbed men or women with knives in their bellies, but rather on why I was here in the first place. According to Mr. Breathless, ‘things’ had been stirred up. Someone was trashing my dad’s name. People could get hurt.

      My dad had been my world for many, many years. I owed him.

      It was time.

      Emotionally risky or not, I had to contact my old friends. Now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Old Friends

          

        

      

    

    
      Back at the camp, I looked up Carmen Pedreira’s name in the phone book and found her address. She either hadn’t married or kept her own name. A cool breeze blew off the water, so I shrugged into a sweater, loaded Penny into the truck, and headed for town.

      I drove over the Winsworth River bridge, turned left up State, and then right onto Gray Street. Number seventy-four had a minivan in the drive and a pink bike on the lawn.

      I parked out front, tapped the steering wheel with my fingertips. I sighed. “Whaddya think, Pens?”

      She didn’t answer. Typical. But she lapped my face. I hugged her. “Yeah, I’m a chicken. Got to do it. She was my best bud.”

      I stepped from the truck and in seconds was knocking at the door.

      A thirtysomething woman opened it and smiled. She was blond, like me, but with straight hair. I was shocked Carmen had bleached her Titian hair. Or maybe it had just darkened, and …

      “Hi,” I said. “Um, Carmen?”

      The woman uttered a girlish, high-pitched giggle. “You’re looking for Carmen? She doesn’t live here anymore. “

      Thank heavens. I couldn’t handle that giggle. “Can you tell me where she’s moved to?”

      She shrugged. “Don’t know. Somewhere quiet after the fracas she got in.”

      “Fracas?”

      She giggled again. “Sorry. That’s all I know.” She gently shut the door.

      Well, now what?

      

      I could go home and Google her. But I was starving and had yet to visit our favorite restaurant, Piper’s. It was still in working order. I wondered if it was still great.

      I walked through the front door and grinned. Nothing had changed. Nope suh.

      Still paneled in mellow pine, its walls were hung with fishing nets and giant lobster claws and sailing prints. The air smelled of boiled lobster, fried clams, pancakes, and the strawberry/rhubarb pie that was a Piper’s specialty. Piper’s was noisy from tables jammed with tourists and locals.

      A vivid memory of Dad and me seated at a booth, Dad telling me about this great place he dreamed of, Trenton-by-the-Sea. How it would make our fortune. How he’d get me a horse and …

      “Please follow me.”

      The hostess seated me at another booth, and I ordered the boiled lobster dinner with all the fixings. A tall, beehived waitress sprinted from table to table, and I ate slowly, savoring each rich bite of lobster and corn-on-the-cob and Johnny Cake and homemade slaw. I dipped the last bit of lobster into the drawn butter and signaled the waitress for the check.

      “Here you go,” said DeeDee the waitress.

      “Thanks. Top off my Diet Coke, would you?”

      “You’re gonna OD on caffeine.” She grinned as she went to fetch it.

      The hostess notched her head DeeDee’s way, and detoured over to an elderly woman leaning on a walker. The hostess slid the woman’s suitcase beneath the booth next to mine.

      “You sit right here, ma’am,” DeeDee said, patting the seat.

      The woman’s parchment face pleated into a smile. “Thank you, Dee.”

      A wisp of recognition tickled me.

      “You’re off to England, right, Mrs. Lakeland?” DeeDee said as she scribbled the woman’s order.

      “That I am.”

      Mrs. Lakeland.... A warm, cozy feeling rippled from my heart outward. Same sharp chin. Same short hairdo crowned by a widow’s peak. Same voice. Except now dewlaps hung from her chin, her hair was pure white, and her voice quivered with age.

      She’d been hard and fair and loving. An outstanding teacher and a friend.

      Snapping brown eyes peered up from her novel and caught me staring. I pretended to fiddle with a speck on the table.

      DeeDee topped off my soda, and then delivered Mrs. Lakeland’s scrambled eggs . I watched her dig in.

      What if she didn’t remember me? I’d feel like an idiot. Oh, what the hell. “Mrs. Lakeland?” I tried to smile as I stood beside her booth. I was so damned nervous.

      Her fork hovered mid-air. “Yes?”

      “Mind if I join you for a sec? I had you in school.”

      She beamed as she pointed to the seat across from her. “How nice.”

      I slid into the booth. “My name’s Tally Whyte. I haven’t lived here for a long time, but I had you in fifth grade.”

      Her smile drooped. “I’m afraid I...”

      I smiled. “Of course, you don’t. It was twenty-two years ago. Tally’s a nickname. Whyte’s my ex-husband’s name. You knew me as Emma. Emma Blake.”

      “Oh…. Yes... Yes, of course. Emma.”

      I beamed. It felt great to reconnect.

      Except Mrs. Lakeland wasn’t smiling. In fact, she’d cut her eyes from mine and was dabbing her lips with her napkin.

      “It was such a long time ago,” I said, plunging on, eager for her smile to return. “But you introduced me to Anne Frank. I loved it. Carmen sure hated it, didn’t she? And remember how it made Annie cry? How are they? Carmen and Annie? What are they...”

      Mrs. Lakeland carefully laid her napkin on the table and raised her eyes. They were as cold and hard as black ice. Ignoring me, she waved a hand. “I’ll take the check now, Dee.”

      “But...” I said.

      She tucked her book in her purse and lifted herself to her feet.

      “Mrs. Lakeland, I...”

      She turned from me and smiled at the hostess, who was helping her on with her coat. She examined the bill, then placed a ten on the table. “No change.”

      I lifted my hand to her elbow, intending to help her, wondering why she’d turned from sweetness to acid.

      She held up her hand. “Don’t, Emma. Just don’t.”

      “Mrs. Lakeland, what—”

      “You don’t want to know about him. What he did to us all. You really do not.”

      She moved her walker forward, toward the door.

      I stumbled backward, propelled by the revulsion I saw in her eyes.

      

      The drive home was fast and contemplative, with Penny’s heavy head resting on my thigh. The him had to be my dad. Had to. Her feelings made no sense—Mrs. Lakeland hadn’t known my dad—yet they had to be connected with Mr. Breathless’ phone call. What had Mrs. Lakeland said? You don’t want to know about him What he did to us all.

      What had Dad done? And why had the lovable and loving Mrs. Lakeland had turned into a messenger of hatred?

      

      The following morning, I awakened with the same thought: what could my dad have done that would have kept Mrs. Lakeland’s hatred alive for more than twenty years? The vitriol she’d spat was fresh and intense, so intense I wasn’t about to look up Carmen. Not until I knew what was going on.

      As Mr. Breathless had implied, something must be taking place in the “now” to nourish that anger. That “something” had prompted Mr. Breathless to call to me in Boston. He was warning me. About what, exactly?

      I fed Penny, showered, and again surfed the Web for my dad’s name. Nothing appeared. Nothing.

      I did the same for Mrs. Lakeland, but all I found were articles relating to her teaching. I scanned the titles, but none seemed to apply.

      The crunch of peagravel on my driveway jerked me from the computer. I walked outside just as a blue boat of a Pontiac pulled up. Trouble had driven into my dooryard.

      It was a cop. I’d lay money on it.

      

      The guy inside the Pontiac wore a brown Stetson. Since it wasn’t the Marlboro Man, I figured he was from the county Sheriff’s department. He unfolded himself from the car and walked over.

      Penny sat beside me, ears perked forward, not hostile, just alert. I was curious. Cops I could handle, even those who hid their eyes behind silvered aviator glasses.

      “Ma’am.” The officer nodded as he reached me.

      I’m 5’ 10”, but I was forced to look up a good six inches to the officer’s lushly mustached lips. Crap. He reminded me a little of my former boyfriend. Sigh. Talk about baggage.

      “Okay if I give her a pet?” He looked at Penny.

      “Sure.”

      He scooched down and stroked Penny between her ears. He scratched her stump, and she let him. Interesting. I’d swear I heard her purr.

      “Nice dog.” He stood. “Three legs. A shepherd, huh. Belgian? With the K-9 Corps?”

      “Czech. And she was with the Corps before someone blew her back leg off. How can I help you, Officer...?”

      “Cunningham. Sheriff Hank Cunningham.”

      Whoa. I removed my sunglasses to get a better peek. It was little Henry Cunningham, all right. Not that he looked much like the love-struck pest who’d pursued me in grades five through seven, the carrot-top with the squeaky voice.

      Little Henry had evolved into a beefy 6’4”, auburn-haired, deep-voiced man wearing a cloak of authority tinged with weariness. He had a slight Buddha belly, and his bushy mustache almost qualified as handle-bar style.

      I never would have recognized him. And thank God he hadn’t recognized me, either, given Mrs. Lakeland’ glacial greeting. I would know why Mrs. Lakeland had reacted in such a toxic way before I said “yo” to my old friends.

      “I presume you’re not here to sell me tickets to the policeman’s ball,” I said

      His lips twitched. “Couple nights ago, you called our police dispatcher, Ms. Whyte. Correct?”

      “Guilty as charged, Sheriff.”

      He nodded. “Thought it was you.”

      “Pardon?”

      “I took your two-day seminar, oh, about four years ago at Northeastern. The one on working with homicide victims’ families.”

      Geesh. It was like old home week. “I hope you found it worthwhile.”

      “That I did. So tell me about this fella you picked up on the Bangor Road.”

      I shifted gears. “Have you found a—”

      “Dead woman?” he said. “No, thank God. But I’d like to hear your story nonetheless.”

      I notched my head. “C’mon. I’ll fix you some iced tea and tell you the tale.”

      Hank took a seat at the scarred kitchen table while I refilled Penny’s water bowl and fixed us some iced tea. He removed his sunglasses. The navy eyes were as I remembered, except they were old, too old for a man of 34. I couldn’t help wondering why.

      We sipped tea as I told Hank Cunningham about events on the Bangor Road and driving the stranger and his dog to the vet’s. He took notes in a little flip pad and asked quite a few pointed questions, including ones about the dog’s injury.

      “You’re a psychologist, as well as a homicide counselor.”

      I nodded.

      “How would you assess the guy?”

      “That’s a tough one, since he’s not a patient. I never like making snap judgments.”

      He leaned forward. “Just give me your impressions then.”

      “Hallucinations? Maybe. Drug induced? Maybe that, too. He’d segue in and out of connecting with the present, with reality. He got hostile, threatening. He took my truck. Nervy. Schizophrenic? I’d say no. Bipolar? Possibly. Although I sensed something else at work there, too. He had a pronounced stutter at times. And then he’d lose it. What you really want to know is if the woman with the knife in her was real.”

      “Yes.”

      “At first I believed she was. His disjointed ramblings felt real. But on reflection, the answer’s not so simple. He could have seen that scene in a movie, on TV, read it in a book.”

      He exhaled, and I realized he’d been holding his breath.

      “You know him, don’t you?” I said.

      He grinned. “Roy Orbison? He’s dead.”

      And at that moment I knew that Hank Cunningham had a whole second agenda about the stranger on the Bangor Road. Hank did know him. And Hank was afraid, not of him, but for him.

      “Thanks, Ms. Whyte, for the info and the tea.” Hank stood. He ran his paw through his long crew cut, so it looked like so much rust-colored wheat tossed by a storm. “I’ll be in touch.”

      Funny, but I knew he would be.

      

      The following morning, I finally got a hold of the vet.

      “Dowling’s Vet Clinic. How can I help you?” The voice was female, chipper and crisply British.

      “I’d like to check on a dog brought in around midnight Sunday. She was hurt quite badly, and I want to make sure she’s okay.”

      “Not your dog, I take it.”

      “No. I gave the owner a lift to the vet’s.”

      “The owner’s name is...?”

      “Um, I don’t have it.”

      “Really? Do you have the dog’s name? I can search that way.”

      “No, I don’t. But I can describe her. She was immense. Square-jawed. Bony, even. She was wet, but her coat was long and wiry. Maybe you’d check the time? I mean, how many dogs could have had emergencies Sunday night?”

      “Not too many, I suspect. Let me try.” Computer keys clicking, then... “Here she is. Dr. Dowling saw her at 12:40 Monday morning.”

      “Will she be okay?” I asked.

      “Yes. So it seems. From Dr. Dowling’s notes, she had a pretty nasty leg break and some blood loss. The doctor set her leg and gave her some meds, including antibiotics.”

      “Does it give her name or that of the man who brought her in?”

      “Hold a second. Hum. Not that I can see. Quite unusual. Dr. Dowling is very thorough. All it says was that the man paid in cash. The animal couldn’t be a regular, or Dr. Dowling would have pulled up the dog’s record to add this latest visit. Ah, but here we go. Dr. Dowling does describe the dog.” She chuckled. “Yes, of course. An Irish Wolfhound. A purebred, by all appearances. Interesting.”

      “Sure. I’ve seen pictures of them. And they are huge.”

      “And sweet as can be. The only one I’ve ever heard of hereabouts belongs to Sheriff Cunningham.”
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      Penny and I went for a sail around the cove in the little Blue Jay that came with the cottage. I needed to think. I was ticked-off at Hank Cunningham. I suspected he knew not only the type of dog I’d driven to the vet, but the dog’s owner as well.

      Winsworth always was a closed, sometimes claustrophobic kind of town. That was its strength and its bane. Hank knew the man with the dog, and he was protecting him for whatever reason he deemed necessary. That reason made for some interesting mind-surfing.

      While we sailed, I downed a tuna sandwich with a Diet Coke. Penny paddled around the cove for a bit. For an hour, no more, I would leave all problems on shore. The wind was soft against the sails. I tossed some bread to our cormorant family. I read. And I dozed. It was that kind of day.

      When I looked up, a tall figure in a brown Stetson was staring at me from the pebbly beach.

      I came about and sailed for shore.

      

      His bushy mustache was pulled down in a frown. Hands on hips, he stood watching as I clipped the boat to its mooring. I waded ashore. Penny beat me and made a fuss over the sheriff.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you owned an Irish Wolfhound, Sheriff?” I said. “One like the dog I brought into town the other night.”

      He hitched his thumbs around his belt. “Because my Charm’s dead, is why.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Me, too. Got a minute?”

      “Why do I sense you’ll need more than that?”

      “Cause you’re smart.” He shifted his stance and removed his sunglasses.

      Dread climbed from my gut to my throat, choking me. “You found the woman.”

      He nodded, his eyes straight ahead, focused not on me, but inward on some personal horizon.

      “I’m taking a break from homicide counseling, Sheriff. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

      “Yes.”

      We walked toward the cottage.

      “I don’t think...” I said. “I need to mentally give it a rest, if you know what I mean. How about I give you some names. Good people down in Boston.”

      “I did some research. I know about The Harvester who killed those women in Boston…and about you.”

      I held the porch door for him and slammed it behind me. “See, horrible as that was, it’s not why I’m up here.”

      “Didn’t think it was, actually.”

      “Forget it. This isn’t about me, but some poor family whose just lost a daughter or sister or wife.”

      He laid a hand on my shoulder. “These people need you.”

      His hand was warm and heavy and sparked a jumble of feelings I chose to ignore. I shoved my hands into my back pockets. “I don’t think my counseling them is for the best, Sheriff.”

      His lips thinned to a white line. “They’re good folks, Ms. Whyte. Things like this don’t happen much in Winsworth.”

      Now he was ticking me off. How long had this elected official been playing sheriff? “Murder happens all the time.”

      “That it does. But not some bastard ripping Ms. Beal’s gut open with some kind of combat knife.”

      I hitched my hip against the sink, steadied myself, pretended I was getting some water, anything, as if I didn’t feel blind with fear. Plenty of Beals lived in Hancock County. Tons of them, in fact. But...

      I shouldn’t do it, not even if the victim was an old friend.

      I left him standing in my kitchen, staring after me, as I walked out onto the deck.

      The breeze was cool and gentle, like a lover’s hesitant caress. I spied two seagulls dive-bombing some clams. Zoom—down the clams would plummet from the seagulls’ mouths, smashing onto the rocks. Then the gulls would swoop down and pluck the meat from inside the broken shells.

      Zoom. Zoom.

      “You’ve done this for a long time, right?” His voice was soft in my ear.

      “Long before it was considered a profession.”

      “So you’re an old pro at it.”

      “Old pros need R&R, too.”

      “The family’s not coping so well. They just found out late last night, and... It would be a good thing to help them.”

      Of course it would.

      “Simply put,” he continued. “ I can’t see you refusing.”

      Neither could I.

      As I changed my clothes, I figuratively climbed into my professional garb. Up here in Maine, it wasn’t a perfect fit, but it was the only outfit of its kind I owned.

      

      We took Hank’s boat of a car, and unlike other cop cars I’d ridden in, it was pin neat. He drove toward town—lumbered might be a better word—at a pace that would rival a blind eighty-year-old.

      “I’d like to know the particulars about how you found the victim,” I said. “The modus operandi, how the family learned of the death, their reactions, how the ID went. I’ll meet them and assess how they’re doing. That’s all I’ll agree to.”

      Hank nodded. Then, “So what happened Sunday night on the Bangor Road?”

      His voice was calm, conversational. But I heard the weight of the real question behind all that calmness. I paused. He waited. I knew I’d lose the game, so I didn’t bother playing.

      I told him again about picking up the stranger and his injured dog.

      “So who was the guy with the dog?” I asked as we finally reached the outskirts of Winsworth.

      Hank chewed the end of his mustache and said nothing.

      “You know him, don’t you?” I said.

      “Maybe. Fella named Andrew Jones has a Wolfie. Can’t recall the dog’s name, though.”

      Damn, but he was lying to me. I wanted to call him on it, but I was more interested in the reason behind the lie. I played it out. “Is this Jones a friend of yours.”

      “In a sense.”

      “He was pretty specific about the knife and all. He could be involved.”

      “Doubt it. But I’ll check it out. Thanks for the info.”

      He’d just circled the wagons, and I sure as heck wasn’t inside. Who was this Andrew Jones he was shielding? Three nights earlier I’d met a stranger, and he’d been right about a horrific homicide. What didn’t the sheriff want me to know about Jones and his involvement in the woman’s death?

      “When did you find her?” I asked.

      “Late last night.”

      “Didn’t anyone miss her? Work? Her family? Her boyfriend?”

      “People at work thought she was down at a conference in Boston. She’s single, lives alone and speaks with her family every few days or so. No boyfriend, or so they say.”

      “I need to know the particulars of her death.” That knowledge—paper cuts to my soul—was essential to my counseling the family.

      We crossed the bridge over the swiftly flowing Winsworth River. As Hank turned right onto River Street, he gave me as much as he claimed to know.

      Two men, out to the Penasquam Quarry to haul stones, had found her late yesterday. The quarry wasn’t used much anymore, according to Hank, so he wasn’t surprised that the body went undiscovered for so long. Ms. Beal hadn’t been seen for two nights, not since she’d left her radio station around 7 p.m. Sunday night.

      I’d picked up Jones a little after eleven that night.

      “Even with the rain,” Hank said, “there was still plenty of blood at the scene because the body was sheltered under a big, old oak tree. Most, if not all of the blood, was the victim’s —she’d bled out from multiple stab wounds.”

      Multiple stab wounds. Just like my dad. The years dissolved, and I was again chilled by that image, an almost-friend I knew far too well.

      “Ms. Whyte?” said Hank.

      “Oh, um, sorry.” We were climbing Elm Street, away from the river. Hank turned left onto Grand, and—geesh. I knew exactly where we were going, and it was bad. “Please continue,” I said.

      “The ME’s got sometime Sunday night as the time of death.”

      Again it meshed with Jones’ commentary about the woman on the rock. “Was a knife protruding from her belly?”

      “No sign of the murder weapon.”

      That didn’t fit, but... “Shit.”

      “Pardon, ma’am?” Hank said.

      “Uh, nothing, Sheriff.” Hank had turned off Grand Street onto Beals Avenue, where Annie Beal had lived twenty-some years ago.

      Beal is a common name in Winsworth. I really didn’t want to imagine that the murdered Ms. Beal was my childhood pal, Annie, the sweetest and gentlest of my childhood friends.

      At this point, I was afraid to ask Hank the victim’s first name, and he sure hadn’t offered it. The victim couldn’t be Annie.

      We pulled into the dooryard of the gray Cape Cod I’d visited hundreds of times.

      Of course, it was Annie Beal’s house.
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