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  The Leaky Kettle


  MOUNT DESERT ISLAND


  I held the offending container up to my eye with a frown. Yes, the old kettle had sprung a leak. Tarnation. I was the third generation to use it, so I couldn’t say it hadn’t done well by us. But I prided myself on my thrift and had hoped to get a few more years out of the elderly kettle before time took its final toll.


  I put the old kettle onto the kitchen table, filled a pot from the pump, and set it on the back burner of the wood stove to heat. Then I opened the window beside the sink, shivering as a cold breeze blew into my cozy haven.


  “Teddy, when is Pots and Pans Man coming?” I called to my husband, who was outside chopping wood in anticipation of the weather. Storm clouds were massing, and we expected snow to fly later in the day.


  “He should have been here by now,” Ted called back, setting down the axe and pulling out his handkerchief to wipe his forehead. “He usually comes through in September.”


  I knew that, of course, but wanted my husband’s confirmation. Pots and Pans Man was my third—or was it fourth?—cousin once removed. His branch of the family were
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  THE LEAKY KETTLE


  very successful peddlers who traveled to many communities with supplies and fancies. He’d been coming around to all the family houses up and down the coast since I was a little girl, and we always gave him a bed for the night when he reached Bar Harbor.


  “Did something happen to one of your pots, Sally?” Ted asked, coming to stand beside the open window.


  “The old kettle has a leak,” I said.


  “I can go to town and get a new one once I finish stacking the wood,” my husband offered.


  “You know we buy all our kitchen goods from Pots and Pans Man,” I said reproachfully. “He’s kin.”


  “Yes, dear, but he isn’t here,” Ted said patiently. “And with winter settling in, he may not be here until spring. That’s a long time to go without tea.”


  I frowned, tapping my fingers on the cold windowsill restlessly. “Do you think something happened to him?” I asked, lowering my voice. People were not always kind to peddlers. You heard stories.


  “I hope not,” Ted said, covering my chilly finger with his warm ones. “Frank is my favorite peddler-cousin-by-marriage. How about we make a deal? Let’s wait until Christmas Eve to get a new kettle. If Pots and Pans hasn’t arrived by then, I’ll get you one for Christmas. Will that do?”


  I thought about it for a moment, then nodded. “And I’ll write to my sister Betty in Portland and see if she has heard anything about Frank.”


  “That’s my girl,” Ted said approvingly. He kissed me through the opening and went back to cutting wood. I shut the window and went back to check the pot on the stove. There would be tea with lunch, even if the kettle was broken.


  Ted had refilled the indoor wood pile and set another stack of logs within easy reach of the back door by lunchtime. I roasted a small duck for our meal with fresh bread and drippings, which my husband devoured with enthusiasm. Then Ted bundled up and went to the barn to settle our livestock before the storm, while I put the duck bones with some herbs and root vegetables into a stock pot—courtesy of my cousin Frank—to make a broth. I stored the remaining leftovers in the cold cellar, though I could just as easily have left them on the back porch, since the outside temperature was below freezing.


  Around 2:00 p.m. the first snowflakes fell from the sky. The wind whisked them playfully here and there, before settling them on the ground. The fall had been unusually mild, but it looked like this snowstorm would stick.


  I paused for a moment to watch the snow, feeling as giddy as a youngster at the sight. And then I heard the jingle of a harness and a familiar clink-clank sound coming down our lane. Speak of the devil! If that wasn’t the sound of the Pots and Pans Man’s wagon, then I was a Christmas goose.


  I pulled on a shawl and stepped into the yard as Ted came eagerly out of the barn. “Well wife, this is a fine coincidence,” he called, heading toward the lane.


  “I call it Providence,” I retorted with a smile and a wave for the man navigating his team through the swirling snow and into our yard. The wagon was filled to the brim with pots and pans and kitchen utensils in every shape and size and material. Frank always stocked the best quality goods. He told me he had to sell the best or the most unusual in order to compete with the local merchants.


  Ted pulled open the barn doors and signaled Frank to drive the wagon inside. When Frank put on the brake and swung out of the driver’s seat, Ted shook his hand enthusiastically. “We nearly gave up on you, Cousin Pots and Pans,” he said jovially. “You are very late!”


  I stepped forward to give my cousin a peck on the cheek. He was pale and far too thin, almost skeletal. There were dark rings around his eyes, which had sunk deep into his skull. Lines edged his cheeks and mouth. I thought perhaps it was illness that had kept him so long from our door.


  “I will get supper started while you settle the horses,” I told Frank. “You can have the spare room for however long you are in the area.” He thanked me, and I left the two men to care for the horses trotting through the rapidly accumulating snow to my warm kitchen.


  Sometime later, I heard the men stomping snow off on the threshold, and opened the door to let them in. I glanced around the twilight yard and saw a familiar set of footprints in snow that was already several inches deep. The prints led from the barn to the house, and I recognized the pattern from Ted’s worn work boots. That was odd, I thought suddenly. There was only one set of footprints, not two. Pots and Pans Man must have walked directly behind my husband, matching his stride exactly, to avoid making marks in the snow. But why bother? I shivered uncertainly.


  “Shut the door, Sally love,” Ted called as he hung up the coats. “You’re letting in the cold.”


  I promptly forgot the small mystery, bustling inside to tend to our guest and hear the latest gossip from down the coast. Dinner was beans and brown bread, and Frank ate every last bite, which he needed, given his skeletal frame. If I turned my head to one side, I could almost see the lantern shining right through him. The effect made my skin crawl, so I returned my attention to the conversation.


  “Ted tells me you need a new kettle,” Cousin Pots and Pans said with a grin. “I told you that last year, but you wouldn’t listen to me.”


  “I got another full year out of that kettle, thank you very much,” I said primly.


  The men laughed. “My wife is very thrifty, as you well know,” Ted boasted.


  “And she is a good cousin and a good customer,” Frank said. “I thank you, cousin, for treating me so kindly all these years.”


  His smile was so sweet that I forgave his teasing and got him another cup of tea. I laid out an apple pie I’d been saving for dessert and sat in front of the fire talking about this and that until it was nine o’clock, time for bed. The snow had stopped by the time Ted showed my cousin to the spare room I’d made up for his visit, and we went to our own room to sleep.


  I was up at first light and knocked on the door to the spare room to awaken Cousin Pots and Pans on my way downstairs. He didn’t answer, which was strange. Frank was a light sleeper. He must be very tired from his long trip, I decided.


  I went downstairs and got a brisk fire going in the stove. I had the coffee ready by the time Ted appeared in the kitchen. “Where is Frank?” I asked, giving him a good morning kiss. “I knocked on his door earlier. He should be up.”


  “I knocked too, but he didn’t answer,” Ted replied. “Maybe he went out to feed the horses.”


  “Seems a might early for that,” I said, hurrying to open the front door. The snow outside was pristine, not a mark to be seen, from man or creature. Ted’s solo footprints from last night were filled in completely by the heavy snowfall.


  “He must still be sleeping,” Ted said, staring at the pristine snow gleaming in the dawn light. He ascended to the room at the top of the stairs and knocked loudly with both fists on the door, calling for Frank.


  I followed him upstairs, my heart pounding with something akin to dread. Frank should have heard us knocking. He always answered right away. This silence was disturbing. I remembered his thin, almost skeletal face with the dark circles, the way the light seemed to shine through him when I glanced at him from the side. Had my cousin died during the night?


  Ted received no answer and neither of us heard a sound from inside the room. My husband glanced questioningly at me, and I nodded. We respected Frank’s privacy, but we needed to make sure he was all right. Since he was my kin, I stepped forward and turned the knob.


  The door opened easily, and we both peered inside, expecting to see a still figure huddled under the bedclothes, his satchel on the chair where he’d placed it the night before. But the room was empty. The bed had not been slept in; the covers were smooth and carefully creased in the fancy way my mother taught me long ago. There was no satchel, the chamber pot was clean, and the wash basin was empty, though I’d given Frank a pitcher to take upstairs with him. Even the rag rug was clean and straight on the floor.


  “He left?” Ted asked in amazement. “When? How? We would have seen his footprints in the snow.”


  He turned abruptly and ran down the stairs and out to the barn. I grabbed his coat and my shawl and followed him. As I hurried along, I noticed that my footprints never quite tracked with those of my husband, although we were going the same way. And I remembered, with a shiver, the single set of tracks in the snow when the men came into the house last evening.


  Ted was standing in the barn, staring around in shock when I arrived. Horse and wagon were gone. No pots and pans, no horse droppings in the stalls, and the number of hay bales stacked against the wall was the same as it had been before Frank arrived.


  My husband was pale and shaking when he turned to me. “I don’t understand,” he said, wringing his hands. “We opened a hay bale for Frank’s horse and put him in the stall there. But the hay bale we used is stacked right there.” He pointed with a trembling finger. “I remember it because it was the last bale with a reddish twist through the twine. The rest have a blue twist.”


  I drew in a deep breath, remembering how the lantern light seemed to shine through my cousin during the evening meal. “I think that something happened to Cousin Frank since his last visit,” I said shakily. “I think his . . . his spirit came to say goodbye.”


  My big strong husband fainted.


  We received a letter and a package from my sister in Portland a few days before Christmas. In the letter, Betty told us that Cousin Frank, the Pots and Pans Man, had been robbed and murdered on a stretch of road between Freeport and Brunswick. His body was found in the bushes beside the road, along with a couple of pots and pans that had fallen from the wagon when the thieves drove away with his horse and wagon.


  I read the final portion of the letter aloud: “Cousin Frank usually overwintered here in Portland. He left a present for you at my house last spring before he set out on his rounds. He said you would be wanting it later this year, and I should send it to you for Christmas. I told him he could give it to you when he visited Mount Desert Island, but he said it would be better if it came from me. I think he had a premonition that this summer would be his last trip.”


  Ted’s eyes widened, and he urged me to open the package. I think we both knew what was inside. A moment later, the string was cut, the brown paper carefully folded back, and a gleaming kettle graced the center of the table. A small card written in Frank’s hand said: “I thank you, cousin, for treating me so kindly all these years.”


  Rest in peace, Frank.
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  The Watcher


  APPLEDORE


  His health was failing that summer of 1826. He felt in his bones that he would not live much longer. His family, less resigned to fate than he, endeavored to bring him back to health by sending him to stay with a fisherman and his family on Star Island, which was part of the Isles of Shoals.


  Summer slowly turned to autumn, and the solitude of the islands brought some solace to him. Watching the sun rise over the ocean, hearing the endless sound of the waves and the calling of birds, helped reconcile him to the immortality of the soul. It was autumn, and the mornings were remote and still. Strength slowly returned to his body, and he began to take short walks and even to sail a small boat around the islands.


  One afternoon he rowed over to the island of Appledore for a stroll. The island was uninhabited and had been so ever since Maine taxes were assessed for the island township in the 1680s. The independent Shoalers, forty families strong, had decided they would rather live in New Hampshire than pay Maine taxes, so they had dismantled their homes and moved to Star Island. He chuckled to himself at the thought.
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  THE WATCHER


  His wanderings took him out onto a long, low point backed by cliffs. He faced east, gazing across the sea. Suddenly he became aware of a woman standing but a few feet away. He had no notion from whence she came. He had heard no footsteps, seen no movement. She wore a dark cape, and her fair hair spilled over her shoulders. Her face was beautiful, but wan, and her blue eyes were fixed on the distance.


  She must, he decided, be waiting for a fishing boat. Or perhaps she had a tryst here with a lover. He stood in silence, not wishing to disturb her reverie. At length, when no boat appeared in the distance, he said: “Do you see anything of him?”


  She fixed melancholy blue eyes upon him and said: “He will come again.” She turned away and walked out of sight around a jutting rock. Amazed, he took a few steps after her. But when he reached the rock, she had disappeared. His skin prickled with superstitious fear, for he could see no place where she could have hidden, or any reason for her to do so. He suddenly wished himself safe in his quarters on Star Island and beat a hasty retreat to his boat.


  Back in his room, he thought perhaps the woman had been a dream, or an illusion brought about by his illness. She haunted his thoughts. The rest of the day, he gazed anxiously into the face of each of the women he saw on Star Island, hoping to see the woman he had met on Appledore. But there was none who resembled her. And when he described her to his hostess, she said she had never heard of her.


  The next day the wind blew up a gale. He knew he should not go out in such weather, but he was haunted by the memory of the disappearing woman and was driven to return to Appledore to verify or deny her existence. Ignoring the warning of the fisherman, he sailed his small boat across the furious waves and found shelter in a cove on the leeward side of the island. He made his way to the point, but found it buried under a rolling sea. As he stood in the fierce wind, he heard a voice call over the waves: “He will come again.” And then, as close as a breath, a low laugh sounded beside him. He whirled in terror, but there was no one there.


  Obsessed with a desire to meet the woman again, he began visiting the island every day. As he stood on the point, often the golden-haired woman stood with him. His first terror gone, he noticed details about her now. The shells were not crushed beneath her feet. The wind never ruffled her hair. Her garments never rustled as she moved. And her attitude was one of deep stillness. Always, whether she spoke or stood in silence, he could sense her words: “He will come again.”


  He was shaky, jittery at all times now. The fisherman and his family were worried by his sudden nervous condition. But he could not seem to refrain from visiting the island with its ghost.


  Then one evening as he stood on the western shore of Appledore, gazing at the sunset, the woman appeared beside him. As they watched the boats unfurl their white sails and depart for the night’s fishing from the cove of Star Island, he turned to look at his companion. Just for a moment, in the light of sunset, the blue eyes softened and he could see the warmth and humanity that she had once possessed. The sight alarmed him as her presence never had. She had once been as human as he. What tragedy had tied her to this island, never to rest? The terror, held in check for many days, overwhelmed him and he ran away, vowing never to come again to Appledore or look upon its ghost.


  Unbeknownst to him, the old fisherman, concerned for his health, had delayed his fishing that night in order to discover where his guest kept going. Upon his return from Appledore, the fisherman met him on the dock on Star Island. They walked together for a few moments in silence. Then the fisherman quietly told him the story of the Watcher.


  Captain Teach, better known as Blackbeard, had once terrorized these waters. One of his comrades, a pirate called Captain Scot, had brought this fair lady to the Isles of Shoals. It was said that immense treasure had been buried by Blackbeard on Lunging Island, but Scot had buried his treasure separately and had made his lover swear that she would guard the treasure from all comers until he returned, be it until the Day of Judgment. Departing on a voyage to plunder, slash, and slay, Captain Scot was accidentally killed when a powder magazine blew up, leaving the woman alone to guard his treasure until the end of time.


  “She is still there,” said the fisherman. “Watching.”


  They both looked across the water at Appledore. The ghost’s words rang once more through the man’s mind: “He will come again.” He wondered if she knew that her pirate lover was lost to her forever. He sighed, and his companion clapped a hand on his arm.


  “Let’s go home,” said the fisherman. The man nodded. They turned away from the ghost of the past and headed for the warmth and light of home.
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  The Special


  JACKMAN


  I watched the wind blowing large chunks of ice across several areas of open water in the pond as I sipped my afternoon tea. Early spring was a bittersweet time for me. It was break-up season, which meant that ice fishing was over until next year. I’d taken down the fishing shanty at the first signs of thaw. No need to endanger myself or anyone else on thinning ice when we’d be out fishing on clear waters in a matter of weeks.


  “The ice looks so pretty,” my wife declared, handing me a cooled muffin from the sideboard. “The wind sweeps it into patterns and piles that melt together and then harden overnight.”


  “It’s also dangerous,” I pointed out before taking my first delicious bite. Mmm. Lemon with dried blueberries. Not as good as fresh ones, but I loved that my wife extended the season all winter by drying several batches of wild fruit for use all year. “Floating packs of ice can damage piers and pilings. We lost part of our dock to a mini-iceberg last year, remember?”


  “I do. I helped you fix it,” she said crisply. “I still think it’s pretty!”


  “I do too,” I said placatingly. The missus was always right in our home.
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  THE SPECIAL


  I finished my muffin and got ready for work. I had a position as a fireman on a freight train run for the Bangor and Aroostook Railroad and was currently working the evening shift. Our run took us from Jackman down to Greenville on an arm of the railroad owned by the Canadian Pacific. They ran a line from Montreal over to Saint John, New Brunswick, taking a shortcut through the United States since it was the fastest route from point A to point B. The Bangor and Aroostook Railroad had received permission to use a portion of this track for our freight, as long as every run was properly scheduled to avoid the CP trains. No one wanted any costly or life-threatening train accidents.


  As soon as I arrived at the station, I got the engine’s firebox loaded up with coal. By the time the freight cars were attached, the engine cab was nice and cozy. I settled in with the engineer to enjoy the ride, which we’d done half a hundred times or more this year. The snow was mostly gone, the tracks clear of ice, so there was nothing to worry about. We could relax and enjoy our routine run down to Greenville.


  The engineer and I were discussing a large trout he had caught out on the ice as the steam train made its way up a long slope on the southeast side of Moosehead Lake. The engineer was interrupted mid-sentence by the wail of a train whistle piercing the chill night air. It must be a passing westbound train hailing us, as was the tradition on this remote line.


  We both looked out of the window, startled by the noise. I’d checked the schedule before we left the station. There were no westbound trains scheduled at this hour. The engineer leaned out of the side window, gazing down the double tracks.


  “It must be an unscheduled special,” the engineer called to me. “But I can’t see the train’s headlight. It should be visible by now.” He ducked his head back inside to navigate a gentle curve in the rail, then risked a quick glance back as the train straightened. He swore suddenly. “It’s behind us.”


  I turned and gasped when I saw another train’s headlight following us on the track. It was moving at high speed, the light shining ever brighter as the train drew near.


  “It’s going to rear-end us,” I warned the engineer. “We need to increase our speed.”


  “Telegraph the switch operator,” the engineer said, his voice tight. “I’m going to pull off at the next siding and let them go past.”


  I put the telegraph through, then started shoveling more coal into the firebox as the engineer poured on the speed. But the special was still outpacing us, the beams of its headlight pouring around either side of our freight cars.


  “What idiot . . . scheduled a special . . . during a well-established freight run?” I panted as I shoveled.


  “I don’t know,” the engineer roared back over the sound of the approaching locomotive. “But I will have words with that son-of-a-gun after this! If he doesn’t slow down, he’s going to run us off the tracks.”


  The engineer was keeping us just ahead of the special, but it was touch and go. The next available siding was just before the bridge over the river. If the operator hadn’t reached the switchman, the special would rear-end us and both trains might skid off the tracks into the ravine.


  The engineer braked for the switch, and the locomotive screeched and bucked as he turned us into the siding just before the bridge. We slid to a halt and watched in anger as the special roared past us on the main line. To my amazement, it only had two cars—the engine and the tender.


  “What in tarnation?” the engineer shouted. “That drunken fool must be taking a joy ride!”


  I just stared at the passing train, my mind frozen with astonishment. “What fool are you talking about?” I asked, my voice calmer than my nerves. “There’s nobody in the engine.”


  The engineer’s eyes widened. Then he swore and collapsed against the window, his face dripping with sweat.


  At that moment, the switchman came running up, face pale and eyes wide. “Thank God you stopped,” he shouted. “But how did you know to stop here? There wasn’t any time to notify you. It just happened!”


  I swung down out of the engine to meet him. “Notify us of what?” I asked.


  “The bridge just collapsed,” the switchman exclaimed. “A large ice floe jammed up against the
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