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Synopsis

Jake Finnigan is already having the worst day of his
life when the corpse of notorious tabloid reporter Susan Crane is
found locked in the trunk of her car on the ferry where he works.
Worse still, though Crane is bound, gagged, and shot in the
forehead, her death is ruled a suicide. Convinced of a cover-up,
Jake finds himself entangled in the investigation, much to the
annoyance of his partner of nearly a decade, Sam O’Conner. As Jake
and Sam uncover more about the woman’s blackmailing schemes, the
list of suspects grows, and the couple find themselves skidding
unavoidably into the killer’s crosshairs.
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Chapter One

“You miserable, black-hearted old tub!” Jake Finnigan
muttered as the ferry Elwha dropped into a trough. The
three-hundred-eighty-two-foot vessel shimmed like a geriatric hula
girl, rattling and sending out a sharp bang! that
reverberated through the hull. He waited for the ferry to return to
center, but the Elwha hung on the roll instead, leaning to
port for a fraction of a second longer than it should have.
Grudgingly, she returned to an even keel, and he let out the breath
he’d unconsciously been holding.

He was already in his bunk, trying to read and not
contemplate the tempest outside as the ferry struggled through the
strait on its last trip of the evening headed to Friday Harbor. The
ferry gave another lurch, shudder and bang, righting itself
quicker. Moments later, the bobbing stopped, and he knew they must
have sailed into the protective waters of Thatcher Pass.

Sighing, he glanced at the clock. One hundred fifteen
hours, fifty-five minutes, and twenty-eight seconds, and Sam would
be home. If he’d realized six months was going to be so long, he’d
never have agreed to Sam running off to Australia, even if it did
hasten Sam’s Retire At Forty plan. The long days apart had been
unbearable, the phone bill astronomical, and his generally amiable
nature tarnished by what his captain called “a severe case of the
crabbies.”

“I’ll be so glad when Sam gets back and you are your
usual self,” said Captain Rhoda Trelawney the week prior.

He smiled at this now, setting aside the book and
feeling his stomach drop out as the Elwha plowed through the
heavy seas outside. Crabby, because he hadn’t seen his partner of
nearly ten years for six months. Many couples would have looked
forward to that break. Once again, Jake let the knowledge that he
was a lucky man wash over him, and with a contented smile, he shut
off the light and went to sleep.

*

Hours later, Jake gasped, sitting bolt upright. He
took a few deep breaths, shivering, his body sheathed in sweat. He
threw his sleeping bag open and sat on the edge of the bunk,
holding his head in his hands. When he had regained his composure,
he glanced over at his clock and saw it was just after four in the
morning. No point in trying to get back to sleep now, he knew, as
he’d have to be up in forty-five minutes to sail back to Arrow
Bay.

He went to the basin and ran the water until it was
warm, trying to push the images from his dream out of his head.
He’d never seen the crime photos, but his imagination was all too
vivid. He visualized the plastic sheeting, the shadowed figure
within, the plastic coming unfolded and catching a glimpse of the
pale blue lips…

“Knock it off,” he said aloud.

He washed his face and brushed his teeth, not wanting
to think of it, but the dream had brought it back to him in
Technicolor again. He wondered vaguely if it wasn’t an ill omen for
the day, and he quickly shoved the thought out of his head.

Thirteen years, and still unsolved. The homicide of
Christopher Nethercutt Aponte, Jake’s best friend from the first
grade until his death just before Jake graduated from high school,
had gone glacier-cold a decade before. A construction worker on his
way to a jobsite had discovered the body, but Jake had read about
it and thought about it so often that when he dreamed of Chris,
he was the one who found his friend dead and wrapped in
plastic on the beach near the old Port Jefferson Paper Mill.

An idea flitted through his head like a butterfly in
a sunbeam. He quickly pulled out his battered three-ring notebook
and pen and flipped through page after page of scribbles until he
found a blank sheet. For the next twenty minutes, he wrote
frenetically, getting every word and bit of dialog from his
head.

Sam had asked him many times why he hadn’t gotten a
laptop so he could get his ideas down more efficiently.

“By the time the damn thing boots up,” Jake had
replied, “I’ll have forgotten.”

“You?” Sam had asked, arching an eyebrow over his
glasses, stroking his bearded chin and looking overtly skeptical
and, as ever, like the twin of film director Kevin Smith. “Mr.
Eidetic Memory? Forget?”

“I remember what I see and hear, Sam, not what
phantom ideas float around in my head,” Jake had pointed out.

He looked up from the paper. Sam.

Glancing at the calendar, Jake bloomed into a smile.
Four days to go.

Four days.

Even now Sam must be making plans for his departure.
Jake could hardly wait. Crabby was now being replaced by
anticipation, and he knew he’d been walking around the ferry like
an idiot the last day, unable to keep from smiling.

Jake finished shaving and made a mental note to stop
at the bar for dinner on the way home. He suspected he’d need a
drink to wind down after working with Fred Phillips, the homophobic
relief mate who barely kept his contempt for Jake in check. In
return, Jake barely kept from flattening Phillips’s nose,
particularly as he suspected Phillips was pilfering his chocolate
cupcakes from his lunch each day.

He slipped into his bathrobe and went down the short
corridor to the crew bathroom. He took a quick shower and returned
to his room, dressing quickly and tidying up his bunk, stowing the
sleeping bag in his locker. He made his way up to the wheelhouse to
start the coffeepot. Glancing out the windows, he saw the sky
lighting up in the east though the sun would not rise for quite
some time, close to seven a.m. They would be departing Friday
Harbor in the usual gloom, although it looked as if the rain and
wind had stopped.

Once the coffee had sputtered to a halt, Jake poured
himself a cup and sat down at the computer desk at the back of the
wheelhouse, pulling out the latest Kent C. Spievens novel, The
Clock Struck Murder, wondering if his best friend and fellow
Spievens enthusiast, Rachel Parker, had read the book
yet.

Jake made a mental note to call Rachel and see if her
plans for traveling home to Washington for the holidays had
solidified yet. He knew something was up with her as she had
gotten flakey with her messages and had been difficult to get hold
of. Last time that had happened, her most recent relationship had
suddenly expired, as she had put it, “like milk just before the
pull date. You know, when it sometimes sneakily goes bad the day
before it is supposed to and you end up with a mouth full of sour
milk before you realize it.”

Bitter End, call Rachel, he wrote on the pad
in front of him, tearing off the sheet and slipping it into his
pocket. He looked up at hearing the sound of footsteps down the
corridor; either Captain Trelawney was up or First Mate Fred was.
He hoped it was the former and not the latter, as he didn’t want
his morning brought down just yet. Despite having been awakened by
the nightmare, he was feeling quite good.

He shook his head and returned his focus to the task
at hand, relieved when he saw Captain Rhoda Trelawney yawning as
she climbed the stairs into the wheelhouse.

“Ah, coffee,” she said.

“Mind the bite,” Jake replied, setting his book
down.

“I don’t know what plantation in hell this coffee
came from, but it’s horrible,” she said. “Who picked it out?”

“That would be Fred,” Jake said. “He likes his
coffee’s bitterness just slightly under sulfuric acid.”

Captain Trelawney, a slender woman of about sixty
with thick, brown hair cut in a wedge, shook her head and added
copious amounts of dried creamer to her cup before adding the
coffee. She took a sip and grimaced. “Yuck. Next time I’m
buying.”

“Well, we only have to wait until we get back to
Arrow Bay. Once the galley crew comes on, we can get some real
coffee,” Jake said.

“Hmm,” Trelawney replied skeptically. “What’s our
weather like for today?”

“Clear,” Jake said. “I haven’t checked the forecast
today, but as of last night, it was supposed to be okay until the
late afternoon,” he said, looking out the window, mooning.

“I will be so glad when Sam gets back,” Rhoda
Trelawney said, shaking her head. “You haven’t had your feet on the
ground all week.”

“Erm,” Jake said, shaking his head.

Rhoda chuckled. “It’s okay. It’s not like you’re not
doing your job or anything. It’s just your usual focus has gone all
fuzzy.”

“Speaking of not doing a job,” Jake said slowly,
“I’ve had another complaint about our favorite ordinary
seaman.”

“Sean?” Trelawney asked, taking Jake’s seat at the
computer after he vacated it for her. She brought up NOAA’s website
to check the weather forecast.

“Yeah,” Jake said. “Sally mentioned that the women’s
head looked like it hadn’t been touched all day yesterday.”

“She mention this to Fred?” Trelawney asked Jake.

“Twice,” Jake confirmed.

“I’ll have a word,” Captain Trelawney said. She
caught Jake’s expression and said, “Don’t worry; I won’t bring you
or Sally up.”

Jake smiled, and mouthed the words “thank you” just
as Fred entered the wheelhouse. As he went to pour himself another
cup of coffee, he suddenly realized it was indeed Daphne who’d
killed Lord Bettiscomb at Claxton Manor. The Craigganmore
Codwallops had always worn their jumpers inside out in the school
photo, ever since Giles Gnatworth had been accidentally killed by
lightning in the thunderstorm in 1919. It was supposed to have been
a way of warding off bad luck…

*

“Make it one-four-zero, Jake.”

“One-four-zero.” He made the course correction.
“Wind’s up a bit. We’ll at least avoid it tonight,” he said,
looking out over Ferryboat Channel as they approached the Arrow Bay
ferry terminal. The sky above was flawlessly blue, but heavy clouds
were building over Mount Baker. By evening, there would be rain.
The temperature was at fifty-six degrees, and the leaves of the
vine maples along the rocky shores of Enetai Island were already
ablaze in crimson.

“Don’t even mention it,” said Captain Trelawney. “If
we have another run of foul weather like we did last year, I’m
bidding off this watch. I’ve never seen so much green water on the
car deck in my life going through Haro Strait.”

“And we’re stuck with this old top-heavy tub,” said
Jake.

“You don’t care for the Elwha, do you Jake?”
Trelawney asked.

“No, I do not,” Jake readily agreed.

“Get that partner of yours to design us some new
boats,” Trelawney said, taking the tiller over from Jake as Fred
Phillips grunted. “Something you care to say, Fred?”

“Nothing,” he spat, looking disgustedly at Jake.

“You can go ahead and clear out, Jake,” said Captain
Trelawney as they were about to dock.

“Thanks, Captain. See you tomorrow afternoon,” Jake
said. He looked at Fred and said, “Have a great afternoon,
Fred.”

Fred said nothing. As soon as Jake slipped down the
steps, the Elwha’s engines reversed, and she shuddered to a
halt. As he made his way down the corridor, he heard Captain
Trelawney snap at Fred.

Jake gathered up his bag from the crew quarters and
made his way quickly through the ferry and onto the car deck. As
they had just returned from Sidney, British Columbia, via Friday
Harbor, he quickly cleared Customs and made his way to the staff
parking lot, where his electric blue Chrysler PT Cruiser waited for
him. Jake pulled out of the lot and sped up the road, heading into
Arrow Bay.

*

Jake turned up Dawson Road toward home after deciding
to skip going to the Bitter End. Since the nightmare woke him much
earlier than he normally would have gotten up, he was feeling sleep
deprived and decided to make an early night out of it. He’d make a
quick dinner, then soak in a hot bath before calling it a
night.

The narrow road climbed up a steep grade lined with
maples and cedar. Dawson Road finally leveled out and High Street,
so named because it was at the top of the hill, appeared at his
left. The blue and white trimmed house at 100 High Street was one
of two anomalies to the neighborhood in terms of architecture. The
next-to-last home built on High Street, it was the textbook
definition of American Craftsman bungalow: a peaked roof with a
gable one story above the front door. A wide porch ran the length
of the front of the house, supported by four columns. It was
considered a “one and a half story” in true bungalow fashion, with
two bedrooms and a full bath upstairs.

Every other house on the block had either Victorian
flourishes or, in the case of the Crenshaws across the street,
honest-to-goodness Greek-style columns as part of their
architecture.

The only other notable exception was the flat, boring
ranch-style house that was at number 98 High Street, owned by Leona
Weinberg. It had been built in the 1950s and was currently
suffering from the sour Mrs. Weinberg’s penchant for all things
Disney. The latest additions were the red shutters at every window,
a big heart cut out of the center of each panel. The lawn was
festooned with figurines of the seven dwarves, each on their own
little ceramic toadstool, although some lurked in the circle
surrounding the old apple tree, buried in the creeping myrtle.

Jake and Sam had bought the house on first look and
considered it a rescue; they soon discovered the front porch was
full of dry rot and the roof had leaked, ruining the sheetrock in
the ceiling of the master bedroom. Had they known about the roof
and the prune-faced Mrs. Weinberg, they might have reconsidered,
especially when they found out the previous owner had painted over
all the oak woodwork in thick coats of pink. Jake and Sam had spent
weeks stripping it all off, particularly in the kitchen which had
looked as if Pepto-Bismol had been slathered everywhere with great
gusto.

The house had become a real home, though, once the
work had been completed. They finished out the kitchen with a
butcher’s block table and uncovered the floor’s original hexagonal
white ceramic tile. The pink paint had protected the old oak
kitchen cabinets, which they refinished. They’d painted the dining
room walls sage and pulled up the carpet, restoring the oak
hardwood. The table, like all the other furniture in the home, was
Mission style.

Upon completion, they’d invited in all the neighbors
for an open house, including Mrs. Weinberg, who had refused. They’d
been relieved to find that only Mrs. Weinberg seemed to have any
kind of an issue with them, and they’d actually formed friendly
relationships with everyone on the block, including Mr. and Mrs.
Simonton on the other side at 102, who Jake and Sam discovered just
before buying the house were aging nudists.

It was home, he thought. Nudist neighbors and
all. He pulled into the driveway and parked in front of the
detached garage, not bothering to put the car in. He got out and
slammed the door, looking at the building. He knew it still needed
work. The mother-in-law apartment Sam had turned into a makeshift
office needed to be restored to a proper guest apartment, and the
basement still had to be finished. They’d planned to do the work
before Sam left for Australia, but they’d run out of time.

Jake stepped onto the porch and grabbed the mail from
the box, rattling the key into the deadbolt, and flipping the
tumblers over. He opened the door and kicked it shut behind him
just as the answering machine beeped off. A large ginger cat the
size of a small dog wrapped itself around his legs, nearly tripping
him. Dorothy loved to do that when her food dish was empty. He
kneeled down and scratched her ears absently before walking over to
the small table near the foot of the stairs and hitting the
playback button on the phone and message machine.

“Jake, it’s Alex. Give me a call when you can.”

I wonder what Alex wants, he thought.

Alexander Blackburn III was an enigmatic figure in
Jake and Sam’s life. While Jake considered Alex a friend, Sam had
always been cool to the man for reasons Jake was not entirely sure
of.

Alex was a Blackburn of the Blackburn family,
the prominent Seattle clan that had roots or, as Alex called them,
“tentacles,” in the city as far back as the early days of the
twentieth century. They had made their fortune in logging and
mining in California, Washington, and Oregon, and at one time owned
good portions of land in all three states. The family had
splintered in recent years over issues on how to manage the company
assets, with one side pro-environmental and the other decidedly
less so.

Alex, up until he had been in his mid-twenties, had
been in the “rape the environment camp,” as he put it, until
meeting the renowned environmentalist David LeSeur. Much to the
chagrin of the elder Alexander Blackburn, Alex had gone back to
school to study environmental science and had spent a great deal of
time researching the diverse ecosystem in Washington State,
culminating with his book Down the Dark Shaft. The highly
critical study on the history of mining in Washington State and the
disastrous aftereffects it had wrought included misdeeds from his
own family. They excommunicated Alex as a result.

Jake and Sam had met Alex at a reading of this book
they went to one evening as a break from all the overtime Jake had
been working. Both had been struck by Blackburn, an incredibly
handsome man who always looked like he’d just stepped out of the
pages of GQ. As he read passionately from his book, he
seemed to radiate a smooth sexuality with the slightest of glances
and nuances to his melodic voice. The couple had noticed how
Blackburn’s mere presence in any room turned heads. His undeniable
charisma was wrapped up in his lithe movements and open
masculinity. It was impossible not to be drawn to him. He
smiled easily and openly, his blue eyes sparkling with mirth and
slight mischievousness. His loose, combed-back curly brown hair and
perpetual two weeks of beard growth gave him a rugged quality,
though he always dressed in spotless tailored suits of gray, black,
or blue.

After the reading, they’d bumped into one another
several times, forming an unlikely friendship. Jake found Alex’s
company enjoyable, as he was thoughtful and intelligent, and Alex
for his part seemed to enjoy Jake and Sam’s candor and openness,
though Jake was far more open than Sam, who still maintained a cool
distance years later.

“You don’t entirely trust him, do you?” Jake had
asked one day as they were walking some trails in the Mount Baker
National Forest shortly before Sam left for Australia.

“Not entirely, no.”

“Why?”

“Alex is too guarded,” Sam had said. “He knows oodles
about you, and to some degree about me, but what do we know about
him? Other than he’s one of the Blackburns and that he
doesn’t get along with dear old Dad too well. Which isn’t
surprising. I’ve seen the guy on TV, and he’s an asshole.”

The assessment of Alexander Blackburn II had
surprised Jake. Sam seldom, if ever, swore, and he never
used an expletive to describe another human being, including the
ex-boyfriend who had physically abused him.

Jake made a mental note to call Alex back, flipping
through the mail while walking through the dining room and into the
kitchen. He snapped on the overhead light and set the mail down on
the table, appraising his flock: the gray-haired Sophia sat
expectantly next to her bowl while her daughter, the ginger
Dorothy, washed her face and pretended to be above the whole issue.
Barnaby, the beagle, had just come barreling in from outside
through the dog flap and was also sitting next to his food dish,
tail thumping on the floor.

“You could have at least said hello,” Jake scolded,
and the dog tore across the tile floor from the pantry, all but
jumping up into Jake’s arms. Jake held him for a moment while
Barnaby licked his face before he put him down and filled up the
food dishes.

The cats and dog fed and ignoring him, Jake left the
mail on the table and clomped down the stairs into the basement.
Stopping at the laundry room, he stripped off his uniform, tossed
it in the laundry basket, and slipped into his workout clothing.
Outside of the laundry room section, the finished half of the
basement acted as an office for Jake and a makeshift gym. Over the
years, he and Sam acquired better equipment than the Arrow Bay
YMCA, and he could come down and exercise in the dead of night if
he felt like it—which he often did if he was unable to sleep or was
particularly stressed about something.

Though tired from his lack of sleep, Jake never
missed a workout. For the next two hours he ran through his
routine. Soaked through with sweat and feeling exhausted, he went
back upstairs to the kitchen and shut the lights off in the
basement, cooling down with a Gatorade while finishing flipping
through the rest of the mail. He made a face when he saw that his
old high school first fling, Tony Graham, had made the cover of
Men’s Fitness, complete in bodybuilder pose and goofy
grin.

He looked up at the sound of the rain, which had
started in earnest a half hour earlier and was coming down hard
now, sounding like popcorn hitting the tin lid of a pan. Hungry,
and figuring no one was around to be offended by his sweat-stained
clothes, he opened a can of Chunky sirloin burger soup and tipped
it into a pot, turning the flame on low under it. He grabbed a bag
of Doritos out of the cupboard and popped them open, eating a
handful while flipping open the Seattle Times that had been
in with the mail and pulling out the section for the New
York Times crossword he hadn’t had a chance to get to at
work. He had it more than half finished by the time his soup was
hot. He ate it right out of the pot, not wanting to dirty a dish,
and after chugging down nearly a quart of milk, he finished off his
meal with two packages of cupcakes.

Finished with dinner, he went back down to the
basement long enough to peel off his workout clothes and toss them
into the laundry. He crept back upstairs naked, darted through the
house and made his way upstairs to the master bedroom. The bed
wasn’t made, and the blue comforter was half on the floor. Dorothy
was fast asleep in the middle of the bed. Sophia watched him with
her large amber eyes from Barnaby’s basket in the corner next to
the television. Barnaby trotted along behind Jake, ignoring the
gray Maine Coon interloper in his basket, instead jumping on the
bed and budging up next to Dorothy, who let out a “Murrrph?” and
stretched, snuggling up next to the beagle.

“Leave room enough for me, you two,” said Jake. “I
plan on getting into bed myself soon.” Jake stepped back into the
hall, headed into the bathroom.

Jake closed the door behind him, reaching over to
turn on the porcelain tap and let the water heat up. He dropped the
rubber stopper in the claw-foot tub. The tile of the floor was teal
and black, cleaned to four-star hotel standard. The tile ran
halfway up the wall then broke into crisp white paint. Jake had
always felt white conveyed cleanliness in a bathroom, something he
figured he’d picked up from his grandmother, a former nurse.

He surveyed himself in the mirror. He needed to
shave, as always, but wouldn’t worry about it until just before his
shift tomorrow afternoon. He had a body many men would kill for—not
muscle-bound, but toned, with rock-hard pectorals and a washboard
stomach, defined leg and thigh muscles and bulging biceps. He was
coated with a fine layer of jet-black hair that ran from chest down
to his pubic bone. He shrugged, sticking his tongue out at himself.
He suspected anymore he was addicted to working out as much as he
was Ho Hos and pizza. As the two had achieved something akin to a
Zen balance with one another, he didn’t worry about it.

The funny thing was he hadn’t set out to get the body
he had. It had just happened while he worked out the anger
and depression over Chris’s murder. Three years later, after the
workouts and weightlifting had become a habit, he’d caught a look
at himself in the mirror one day and had been astonished. He could
hardly believe what he had accomplished.

Once established, Jake found he loved the freedom of
being able to eat what he wanted. People who didn’t know him were
aghast at his dietary habits—McDonald’s, pizzas, and gallons of
chocolate milk. No one knew he worked out for no less than two
hours every day, or that he obsessed over his cholesterol. Jake
also made sure his blood sugar levels were good, too. His doctor
had warned him he would likely have to alter his horrible diet as
he moved through his thirties, but for now the workouts were
keeping him in balance.

He slipped farther into the hot water, shutting off
the taps with his toes. Dorothy pushed open the door and looked at
him with some interest for a moment or two, then padded back out.
The combo of the workout and the hot water was making him
sleepy.

The phone next to the tub rang, making him jump and
slosh water out of the tub.

He leaned over the side of the tub and grabbed the
receiver. “Hello?”

“Are you in the tub again?”

“Alex,” he said drowsily. “I was going to call you
back.”

“I called you back instead. Rough day at the office?
Whatshername bugging you again? The one that never shuts up? June,
I think.”

“She’s on another crew, thank God.” He paused. “How’d
you know I was in the tub?”

“I heard the slosh when you picked up the phone. And
it always sounds like you’re calling from a cavern when you’re in
the bathroom.”

“Ah.”

“I’m just passing Mount Burlington and was wondering
if I could stop by.”

“Not tonight, Alex. I’m getting into bed after my
bath.”

“Nice signal, you right bastard! I hope you get
hemorrhoids!” yelled Alex uncharacteristically. Normally he was the
picture of calmness.

“What?” Jake asked, chuckling.

“Oh, some jerk just cut me off. And I just bought
this car. That’s what I wanted to show you.”

“Ah. New car? You mean you finally got rid of that
old rust bucket you were driving?” Jake asked, somewhat
incuriously. Even with all the money he had, Alex continued to pour
money into the first car he’d ever owned, a dowager of a Mercedes
Benz.

“Had to. The Mercedes got totaled.”

“Alex, why the hell didn’t you call me? Were you
hurt?”

“It just happened today. That’s why I’ve got the new
car. I am calling. And no. I wasn’t in the car at the
time.”

“Well that’s good,” Jake said, relieved. “What
happened?”

“Oh, a Seattle DOT dump truck rolled into it.”

“What?”

“That was what I said. Actually I think I said
something like, ‘Well, that doesn’t happen every day now, does it?’
Or something. But yes, it squashed the Black Beauty flat.”

“Jesus, Alex, you could have been killed!”

“Oh, I doubt it,” he said pausing for a moment. “You
sure you don’t want to see my car?”

“Tonight, I don’t think I could give it the oohs and
ahhs it deserves.” He thought a moment. “What is it, anyway?”

“Oh, that completely impractical Jaguar I had my eye
on.”

“Ah. Color?”

“Pacific Blue,” he replied. “It had a nice ring to
it. Almost poetic. ‘Her eyes, Monsignor, / Are so blue that they
put lovely little blue reflections / On everything that she looks
at / Such as a wall / Or the moon / Or my heart.’”

“Who wrote that?” asked Jake.

“Joyce Kilmer. You know, the fellow who went on about
the tree.”

“Right. Tell you what, Alex, how about having an
early breakfast after I hit the pool? Say about nine, if you’re up
that early?” said Jake, knowing that Alex tended to be up very late
working out of his home office, though exactly what work he did,
Jake wasn’t entirely sure.

“How about I join you at the pool?” Alex said. “I
could use a good swim. Or maybe a steam. The Y still have a steam
room?”

“They do.”

“Sounds good,” he said. Jake heard a pause, followed
by the honk of the horn. “There are a bunch of idiots on the road
tonight.”

“I’m sure,” he said, yawning.

“Get out of that tub already before you fall asleep
and drown. I’ll see you tomorrow morning about seven thirty at the
pool. Then be prepared to ooh and ahh. This is the first car I’ve
ever bought, you know.”

Jake chuckled. “I know, Alex. See you tomorrow. Good
night.”

“’Night, kiddo,” replied Alex, ringing off.

Jake sighed, replacing the receiver. He slid back
into the tub, enjoying the all-encompassing embrace of the hot
water around him. He listened to the sound of the wind quicken
outside as it swirled over the eaves, creating a restless, nearly
inaudible moan that made him slip farther into the water. The
furnace kicked on with a dull whoosh. The blind in the window above
him began to tap against the frame of the window ever so slightly,
an insistent click like a fingernail on a tabletop. The scent of
Irish Spring drifted languidly around him, a clean evergreen smell
that reminded him of wind blowing through the foothills of the
Cascade Mountains.

Spring was a whole season and a half away. It was
November now, the Indian summer faded away. The rain wouldn’t start
in earnest until mid-month. Jake had never liked November. It
tended to be very gray and wet, the colors of October long diluted
by the incessant tumble of water. He tried to make sure the flower
boxes on the front porch constantly had some sort of color in them
for the winter, a spark of cheerfulness in an otherwise gray and
dreary season in the Pacific Northwest. Usually he waited until
November to actually get the dwarf iris, primroses, or winter
pansies—anything with a splash of color. He wondered briefly if
he’d have time in the morning to run out to Professor Mills’s place
to get something to brighten the porch up for Sam’s arrival.

Jake popped the plug out of the tub with his right
big toe and stood up, drying himself off with a soft, fresh
terrycloth towel. He tossed the towel into the hamper and padded
across the hall into the bedroom, sliding under the chilly cotton
sheets of the king-sized bed they had shoehorned into the room. He
looked over at Barnaby, who had reclaimed his basket; Dorothy and
Sophia had moved to the foot of the bed, curled up into a slate and
orange ball.

He hopped out of bed and ran downstairs. He picked up
The Clock Struck Murder and ran back up the steps, flopping
into bed and earning a disapproving glance from Dorothy. Sophia
remained blissfully unaware Jake had even gotten out of bed.

Jake was happy to discover that Claypoole had in fact
remembered the infamous 1919 death of Gnatworth, for once outfoxing
his intrepid assistant. When confronted with the evidence, Daphne
flew into a rage and attacked Claypoole with a tea cozy, which,
Claypoole found rather belatedly, still had the teapot in it. He
would recover from his concussion by the next book, The
Mysterious Ashtray. Despite all of Jake’s assertions that
Spievens was losing his touch, it was already reserved at the Arrow
Bay Public Library.

Having finished the book, Jake snapped off the light,
listening to the rain on the roof. A few disjointed shadows drifted
across the ceiling, cast by the fingers of the street lamp half a
block down. Jake listened as the furnace sighed into life again and
was thinking about Sam when he drifted off to sleep, where he
dreamt not of finding the body of Chris Aponte, but of being chased
down a narrow corridor by a gigantic purple tea cozy.


Chapter Two

“You look tired,” Alex noted as the waitress came by
to refill his coffee cup.

“I didn’t sleep particularly well,” Jake admitted,
thinking back on the dreams of the giant man-eating tea cozy.

Alex had insisted on having breakfast at Judith
Anne’s Kitchen, a hole-in-the-wall establishment housed in a
converted Thirties gable front house just off Central Avenue.
Judith Anne specialized in homemade food and baked goods. Alex had
ordered buckwheat pancakes and a side of fruit; Jake had chicken
fried steak, eggs, home fries and a buttermilk biscuit smothered in
gravy which he washed down with two cups of coffee and a large
glass of tomato juice.

“I don’t know how you do it,” Alex observed for about
the ten thousandth time since meeting Jake years before.

“You know perfectly well how I do it, Alex. I
exercise two hours a day, seven days a week, and weight train four
days a week. That’s how. Besides, you’re not in such bad shape, you
know.”

“Not bad for forty-one,” he admitted. “But I’m one of
the weird ones that likes to row and bicycle.” He took another bite
of pancake and said, “How does Sam like Australia?”

Jake paused for a moment, thinking. “I’m not sure if
loathed is too strong a word,” Jake said. “He said he was
getting up early to get his walk in before it got too hot. Sam does
not like heat. His mother sent him all sorts of tourist
stuff to go see, but after finding out how much he disliked it
there, he threw himself into work.”

“His mother owns the pottery studio in town, doesn’t
she?” Alex asked, adding a drop more maple syrup to his
pancakes.

“And teaches at Considine,” Jake said, referring to
the private university just outside of Arrow Bay.

Alex grinned. “How does she fit in with the rest of
the staff?”

Jake knew what Alex was getting at. Considine had a
reputation of being one of the most liberal colleges in the
country, known for attracting radical professors. Some of them were
very legitimate scholars and some more dubious, like Dr. Pinkie
Switcher, a psychologist recognized for her expertise in human
sexuality, which included publishing lengthy tomes on her own
exploits.

“She’s one of the more down-to-earth ones,” Jake
said, although he knew Evelyn O’Conner did have some wild
ideas about spirituality and the subject of ghosts.

“You get along with her?”

“Evelyn?” Jake asked. “Like a house on fire. She’s
considered me a son-in-law since Sam and I first got together.”

Alex chuckled. “I’ve certainly never seen two people
more suited to one another.”

“Well, we happened to find one another at the right
time,” Jake admitted.

“I’m an old-fashioned believer in fate. I don’t think
it was any accident your foot found that patch of ice that day,”
said Alex, having heard the story of Jake and Sam’s first meeting a
time or two.

“Does your belief in fate extend to yourself?” Jake
asked.

Alex looked at his coffee cup thoughtfully for a
moment. He took a sip and said, “I think so. Just not right now.
I’m still…well, nursing old wounds a bit, I guess.” He shrugged.
“I’ve done enough playing the field in my time. I’m too old to do
that now.”

“I’m a serial monogamist,” Jake admitted. “Before
Sam, I can count the number of partners I’ve had without resorting
to counting toes or limbs or other appendages.” He thought for a
moment. “Okay, one toe. There was that Marine I met at a
particular low point in my life…”

“Not long after the famous football player abruptly
ended your relationship, right?”

“He wasn’t famous then,” Jake said. “You know far too
much about me.”

Alex laughed. “Only what you’ve told me. Although I
have noticed you’ve been out of sorts ever since Sam left for
Australia.”

“It was like losing my arm,” Jake admitted. “Although
I think the time apart has been good for us.”

“How so?”

“Well, I never want to feel like I’m taking Sam for
granted,” Jake said thoughtfully. “Since he’s been gone, I’ve
appreciated him all the more.”

“From anyone else, Jake, I’d say they were being
incredibly sappy. You are not sappy in the least, however,” he
said, taking a bite of pancake. “You’re one of the most truthful
and sincere people I know. In my line of work, you’ve no idea how
refreshing that is.”

“I don’t suppose you’ll tell me what you’re up to?”
Jake asked.

Alex flashed him a Mona Lisa smile. “Eventually.”

Jake took a sip of his tomato juice, deciding not to
push it. “I’m just glad things will be getting back to normal.”

“Not too normal, I hope. It’s been pretty dull around
here lately.”

“I dunno,” said Jake, taking another bite of the
buttermilk biscuit. He stopped. “It has, hasn’t it?”

“Not always a bad thing, mind you,” Alex pointed out.
“How’s your writing going?”

“Frustrating,” Jake admitted. “I just don’t have
enough time to stick with it. It’s going in fits and starts, and I
can’t help but feel it’s horribly disjointed.”

“Aren’t you leaving your job when Sam gets back? You
must be able to survive off of one income by now.”

“That’s been the plan all along.” He shrugged. “I’m
having a hard time adjusting to the idea.”

“I’m sorry,” Alex said. “It’s really none of my
business.”

“No, I appreciate you asking, really. Sam’s not a
writer. You are, so you know what it’s like.”

“One book,” Alex quickly pointed out. “And I haven’t
written anything since.”

“You understand about the time, though,” Jake said,
knowing Alex always had two or three things on the burner at
once.

“True,” he said, glancing at his watch. “What were
you up to the rest of the morning?”

“Running up to Professor Mills’s place to get some
plants to spruce up the porch for Sam’s return,” Jake said.

“The old gent who lives up in the hills past
Concrete?” Alex said, eyes gleaming.

“Yes,” Jake said, not trusting the look in Alex’s
eye. “Why?”

“How about we drop your car off at your place and I
drive,” Alex said. “It’ll give you a chance to ooh and ahh
appropriately.”

*

The clouds had burned away, leaving the wet highway a
ribbon of mirror in the sunlight. Highway 22 dropped from four
lanes to two as they approached Mount Burlington, causing Alex to
downshift. He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, seeming
impatient with having to slow the Jaguar down. They drove in
silence for the next few miles, Jake mulling over what Alex had
said. Finally he let his thoughts drift away as he saw the sunlight
glint off the water-soaked boughs of the evergreens that lined the
roadway. The city of Sedro-Woolley breezed past as they worked
their way into steadily more rural countryside. Alex sped up as
they started up the North Cascades Highway. Jake began clutching
his seat.

He was surprised at the way Alex was driving, but he
supposed Alex was now appreciating new machinery that didn’t
require creeping along carefully. Although Jake would have
preferred Alex not to drive like a bat out of Hades, the
tires squealing around corners as they made their way into the
hills.

Alex slowed slightly as they reached Glacier Meadows,
and Jake relaxed somewhat. A few miles away, tucked in behind the
towering evergreens and Big Leaf maples on the sunny slope of a
Cascade Range foothill, stood a moderate-sized greenhouse owned by
a retired engineer from the University of Washington. Professor
Mills, who had once been a teacher of Sam’s, now spent his
retirement working in his greenhouse. The plants he grew were
mainly for his own interest, but he did sell some specialty flowers
and plants to friends and former students, the proceeds of which he
donated to local food banks.

Professor Mills focused on hybrid orchids and
flowering evergreen shrubs but like Jake, he enjoyed keeping
flowers and color in the yard year round. Finding plants to
brighten up the porch would likely be no challenge.

The blue Jaguar squealed around another corner,
making Jake clamp down on the underside of his seat even
harder.

“You’ve been fairly quiet,” said Alex.

“Have I been? Sorry. I get quiet when I’m trying to
remember the words to the Act of Contrition.”

“Act of Contrition?”

“I figure I should have my bases covered for when
this bird takes flight,” he said.

Alex shot Jake a sideways glance. “Ha ha. I can’t
help it if you drive like Grandma Moses.”

“A much maligned woman,” said Jake, closing his eyes
as they rounded another hairpin turn. “I also might add that her
driving habits led her to live to a ripe old age, whereas speed
demons such as you and say, oh, James Dean, tend to end up with the
short end of the pretzel.”

Alex laughed. “You are just too droll for words this
morning.”

“Fear of ending up in a twisted mass of metal
sharpens my wit,” Jake said. “Turn right just past the red
mailbox.”

Alex turned off the highway and down a narrow paved
drive. The trees abruptly fell away, revealing a sun-drenched
meadow high up the side of a foothill. To the left, the greenhouse
glittered in the light, and directly behind it was a small
clapboard farm house.

“How did he end up here?” Alex asked, pulling the
Jaguar to a stop.

“Inherited it, I think,” Jake replied, hazy on the
subject. “His wife passed away or something, and it was her
family’s property.”

“Odd place for a greenhouse,” Alex noted as they got
out of the car.

“Lots of sun on this slope, though,” Jake pointed
out. “Faces southeast.”

They started down the narrow path to the greenhouse.
It curved down a small slope, then went up sharply. Jake breathed
in deeply the scent of damp Douglas fir and Western hemlock boughs
that drifted in the breeze. The rain of the evening before was
rapidly becoming a memory. The sun had completely burned through
the clouds, the autumn sky now clear and so flawlessly blue it
looked as if it had been painted in.

The rhododendrons lining the path were still draped
with evaporating moisture, each droplet of water becoming a
glinting jewel in the sunlight before winking out as the leaves
dried. Jake took in the scenery, enjoying every breath of mountain
air, the scent of moss and distant wood smoke lingering in his
palate. A Steller’s jay squawked loudly as it flew overhead; the
sound of the Skagit River gurgling its way down the valley could be
heard in the distance. Jake shunned organized religion. He found
spirituality in settings like the deep woods with only the sounds
and smells of the natural world around him. If God existed, he
felt, surely it was in places like this.

Looking like a Victorian space ship, the greenhouse
glinted in the sun. A weathered WELCOME sign hung on the door,
indicating that the professor was somewhere inside.

Jake hauled the glass door to the greenhouse open.
The building exhaled a warm breath of air, smelling fragrantly of
topsoil, copper pipes, and leafy foliage. He breathed deeply again,
enjoying the earthy scent. Professor Mills popped out from behind a
clump of fragrant hydrangeas wearing his usual neat gray suit with
a purple ascot and looking like a frazzled blossom himself.

“Hello, Professor Mills,” said Jake, shaking hands
with the dapper man.

“Hello, hello, Jake! How are you? And who is this?”
he asked in a slightly wheezy voice. Professor Mills had always
reminded Jake of an asthmatic seagull.

“I’m fine, and this is my friend, Alex
Blackburn.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Alex said, shaking hands with
the man, momentarily taken aback by the strength of the handshake
from the seemingly wispy little man.

“Of the Seattle Blackburns?” Professor Mills asked,
one eyebrow cocked northward.

“Yes, but don’t tell anyone,” Alex said with a
grin.

“Alexander Blackburn the Third, by any chance?” Mills
asked.

“Yes sir,” Alex said.

“I read your book,” he said with a nod. “I found it
very enlightening.” He turned his attention back to Jake. “And now
that I have deemed your companion suitable, what can I do for you?”
he said with a wink.

“Sam is due back in a few days, and I thought I’d
spruce up the planter boxes on the front porch. It’s looking a bit
bedraggled out there.”

“Mm, as young Sam will undoubtedly look after that
flight from Australia,” Professor Mills said knowingly. “I’ve done
that a time or two in my day. Dreadfully long trip.”

“Wouldn’t know,” Jake said, having never been in a
plane in his life. “But I’ll take your word for it,” he said,
looking around for Alex, who had disappeared.

“Over here,” Professor Mills called.

Jake went around a table covered with row after row
of iris and found Alex and Professor Mills standing in front of a
small work table where a single plant stood in a large ceramic pot.
Alex was staring at the flower intently, receiving pleased looks
from Professor Mills.

“That is the latest one I’ve submitted to the
society,” Mills said proudly. “It ought to set them on their
collective ear.”

Jake looked at the delicate flower of the orchid. It
was nearly pearlescent, with light touches of lavender and a dark
plum center the shape of a starburst.

“It’s stunning,” Alex said, breathing in its delicate
scent.

“The summation of many years’ work,” Professor Mills
said, smiling. “I’ve decided on calling it Minerva’s Slipper, after
my housekeeper. Although she says her slippers have been mauled by
the dog and don’t look anything at all like this.”

“This looks like it would complement the shapely foot
of a woman nicely,” Alex said, smiling.

Jake suspected that Professor Mills and the cleaning
lady, a rather elegant looking lady in her mid-fifties, were more
than just friends. He’d seen them a time or two on the “pickle
fork,” or the forward outside deck of one of the ferries on the way
to Friday Harbor, holding hands and looking rather chummy.

“Just load up on what you need. There’s some winter
iris over there and a host of other things in beds six and seven.
Take as much as you’d like. I’ll be in the back repotting some
cuttings.”

Twenty minutes later, Jake emerged with a basket full
of primroses and blue fescue and some cheerful-looking irises and
kales that would make his front porch boxes look livelier than the
dead flowers currently residing in them. He would plant the fescues
on the patch of lawn in the front yard where he was planning a
fountain; the kale, he suspected, would end up along the driveway.
Alex picked out some orchids and was loading them into the back of
the Jaguar when Professor Mills came out, carrying a pot nearly as
large as he was with a scarlet Japanese maple in it.

“Here,” he said, handing the pot over to Jake.
“That’s for Sam,” he said, smiling.

Jake was slightly taken aback by the weight and was
surprised Mills had been able to lift it.

“Oh dear, I’m not sure it’ll fit in your trunk,”
Mills said.

“Backseat,” Alex said. “We’ll belt it in.”

“Alex, that upholstery is leather, isn’t it?” Jake
asked.

Alex shrugged. “Yes. No big deal.”

“I have a plastic bag we can put on the seat,”
Professor Mills said, dashing back to the house.

“Wiry little guy, isn’t he?” Alex asked as Jake set
the pot down. “That must weigh seventy pounds or more.”

Professor Mills returned, smiling broadly, and with a
black Hefty bag in his hands. Jake carefully lowered the small tree
into the bag and they eased it into the backseat of the Jaguar,
putting the seat belt around the base of the pot.

“Thank you, Professor, but at least let me pay you
for it,” said Jake.

“Think nothing of it,” he said, smiling, turning
wistfully toward the greenhouse. “Besides, I need to get rid of
some of this stuff. I’ve sold the place finally.”

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” said Alex, genuinely
disappointed.

“Well, it was time, I’m afraid. I’m getting on, and I
just need the comforts of town. It’s fine being up here by yourself
when you’re younger, but you know it always snows up here even when
there’s nothing in the lowlands and, well…you just can’t be too
careful when you live by yourself.”

“Have you decided where you’re going to relocate?”
Jake asked.

“Oh yes!” said the sinewy little man. “Based on the
glowing things Sam has reported to me, I’ve purchased a small home
in Arrow Bay. Even has a little greenhouse in the back so I can
continue puttering away until they’re ready to plant me!”

“Well, we look forward to having you as a neighbor,”
said Jake. “We’ll have to have you over when Sam gets back.”

They bade Professor Mills good-bye then climbed into
the Jaguar. Alex started the luxury car and raced down the
mountainside, the engine rumbling pleasantly as they sped through
Glacier Meadows and barreled down to Concrete, kicking up gold
maple leaves from the speedily drying pavement.

Just after they’d zoomed past Concrete, Jake asked
Alex to stop and turn down a nearly overgrown logging road that
disappeared into the thicket of crimson vine maple and sodden bows
of cedar.

“You want me to turn down there?” Alex asked
skeptically.

“If you don’t mind. I’ve been meaning to show you
this for a while,” Jake said.

Guiding the Jaguar carefully down the rutted road,
Alex announced they would be walking when the fallen trunk of an
alder blocked their path. Jake and Alex stepped out of the car and
into the oppressive copse, the sound of rushing water several yards
in front of them. The road narrowed to little more than a path, and
then abruptly the trees broke into a clearing on the riverbank.

Rising out of the river were the decaying remains of
a long-forgotten ferryboat. The vessel’s
one-hundred-fifty-five-foot length lay buried in the mud up to the
car deck. The superstructure, once painted white, now was bare and
weathered gray. A rusty lifeboat davit stretched out over the port
side, holding only air. The windows were mostly broken, moss
streaked along the few intact panes along the passenger cabin.
Ferns sprung out of the promenade deck, and the forward part of the
cabin had caved in.

Two odd things stuck out: the smokestack was painted
in a fresh coat of crimson, and the name had also recently been
touched up along her crew cabin planking: R O S A R I O.
Under that, in the same red as the smokestack were the words KEEP
OUT!

“My God!” Alex breathed. “How did she end up here?”
he asked as Jake stepped over a half-wrecked wooden gate onto a
rickety gangplank.

“The state sold her a few months after they took over
from privately owned Black Ball in 1951.”

“Just like that?”

“Well, she was a small, single-ended, all-wood ferry
that could only hold thirty-three cars even back then,” Jake said,
walking along the promenade deck. Ferns and lichen covered the
surface, and he could hear the steady drip of water. “She was used
as a cannery for years, then when they were done with her, she got
towed up here to be used as a fishing camp. When that didn’t work
out, she just got left here.” He paused, looking at the slightly
open door leading down into the cabin. “Arden?” he shouted.

“Who’s Arden?” Alex asked.

“The old hermit who lives on her,” Jake said. “Sam
and I found him out here the first time we came across the old
girl. He was going to chase us off until I told him I worked for
the ferries and was interested in her history.” Jake looked up over
the top of the cabin at the smokestack and frowned. “There’s no
smoke. I wonder if he’s here?”

“Are you sure it’s safe?” Alex asked. “Well, more to
the point, that this Arden fellow is safe?”

“He’s in his sixties if he’s a day, Alex,” Jake said.
“Though it’s odd he’s not here. He’s been here the better part of
ten years as far as I know. He stumbled across the boat while
fishing and he just…moved in. He’d taken the section of the boat
that was the most undamaged—amidships on the starboard side,” Jake
said, pointing, “and set up a home there. He cut into the
smokestack casing and made a firebox to heat the place and made
some repairs and improvements to the boat, including keeping the
smokestack freshly painted.”

“Why’d he do that?” Alex asked.

Jake shrugged. “I’ve no idea. I mean, he knew it was
hopeless. For some reason, he always wanted that stack bright
red.”

“Do many people know about this place?” Alex
asked.

“The locals do. Beyond that, I doubt it. This place
is pretty forgotten, and Arden chases all the kids away.”

Arden told Jake and Sam he was considering leaving
the place last winter. Last time they had seen him, Arden had
gifted most of the last of the Rosario’s historic treasures
to Jake and Sam: her name boards, her compass and telegraph, and
her starboard navigation light. He’d given Jake all her brass
signage and her mast lights to Sam.

“Something isn’t right,” Jake said, stepping into the
small foyer at the head of the stairs. He started down, Alex right
behind him. “Fourteen, four, and two,” he said.

“Fourteen, four, and two,” Alex repeated. “And that
is?”

“The steps to avoid so as not to fall through
them.”

“Handy to know,” Alex said. “Counting up from the
bottom?”

“Er, yeah,” Jake said. As he started down them, he
noticed that stair number two had been smashed through, a gaping
hole that had taken out most of the third stair with it. “Careful
here, there’s some damage,” he said.

“What a gift for understatement you have,” said Alex
dryly from behind him. “You remind me of Marilyn Quayle when she
toured San Francisco after the earthquake. That, Jacob, is a
crater.”

“Well, it is a pretty good-sized hole,” Jake
admitted, treading carefully down the rest of the stairs.

Inside the musty cabin, dust motes danced in the
shadowy light filtering through the cedar boughs. The slate gray
tile was peeling up from the floor, which groaned uneasily as Jake
put his weight on it. Moving forward, he peered through a gently
arched doorway where a startled crow burst into furious flight
through a collapsed section of the dining room ceiling. Jake knew
that section had not been open to the sky the last time he’d
visited. Stepping carefully around to the starboard side of the
passenger cabin, Jake inched his way to the partitioned section
amidships where Arden had made his home. The doorway, knocked
together from part of the mahogany paneling that had peeled away
from the dining room bulkheads, leaned ominously outward. Poking
his nose in, Jake noticed the absence of the neatly stacked cases
of Mountain Dew and Stagg chili. The coffeepot was gone, and the
bunk was empty of all blankets.

“He’s gone,” Jake said, a bit wistfully.

“Someone has been here, though,” Alex observed,
pointing to a collection of cigarette butts on the floor.

Jake looked around the little room, eyes lighting on
the section in the wall that had been cut out for the firebox. A
few ashes lingered in the makeshift hearth, with a half-charred
piece of wood next to them. Bordering the firebox was an old apple
crate with a few pieces of notebook paper and a gutted candle.

“Not Arden. He didn’t smoke.” Jake glanced around
again, detecting some strange, sweet smell in the air. He glanced
at the floor, where heavy boot tread could be seen. Crouching down,
he inspected the tread closer, frowning. He tapped one with his
finger. “These aren’t Arden’s.”

“How can you tell?”

“Arden’s a little guy. Tiny feet. These are a size
ten or eleven, I’d estimate.” He looked over to the wall next to
the broken cot where the old hermit had once slept. A calendar had
not been flipped over from September to October. “He left sometime
in the last two months would be my guess,” said Jake.

“Would he just…leave like that?” asked Alex.

Jake shrugged, rising. He pointed toward the forward
part of the vessel, which was largely caved in. “That wasn’t there
last time I was here, just at the start of June. I can’t say for
sure when it collapsed, but probably last month, maybe late August.
Arden probably got scared he was going to go right through the
deck,” said Jake, listening to the sound of water running below
them.

“Can’t say I blame him,” Alex admitted.

“Someone has been here. You’re right about
that.” said Jake, looking aft. He walked carefully over to the port
side of the vessel. “Look here, Alex.”

Alex furrowed his brow as he joined Jake. Near the
aft end of the vessel, one of the large passenger windows that had
been intact had been smashed out, a crude gangplank made up from
boards likely pulled from the side of the ferry laid flat on the
sill.

“Stern is closest to land here,” Jake said. “Not more
than four feet,” he continued, walking toward the plank across the
room as the floor gave an uncomfortable groan.

“Jake, be careful!” Alex shouted.

“No worries, Size Eleven made it across,” he said,
noting the tracks cut a path across the dust. This made him
uncomfortable: the rains had only started within the last week
after a record dry October. Whoever had size eleven shoes had been
here recently. The absence of beer bottles or any drug
paraphernalia led Jake to deduce it wasn’t kids looking for a quiet
place to get drunk or stoned and have sex. The tracks were in a
straight line to where the ferry had once been used as a habitat.
Whoever had come in was
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