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  Dampness, biting and without mercy, trickled down the back of his neck. He raised his coat collar to fend it off. Too late. Its icy fingers already invaded his skin, his bones, his very core.


  Street lamps stood along the wooden pedestrian bridge like a row of inanimate guards. A chilling mist, too cowardly to turn to rain, muted their light. A conspiracy between that mist and his cataracts created a vista of blurred halos against the black of night.


  He staggered a short way along the bridge, eyes cast down to watch his footing on the uneven, slippery wooden planks. Stopping beneath one of the tall, glistening black metal lamps, he gazed down at the small harbor below. The street lamps—but nothing more—reflected in the impenetrably dark water.


  Oil and toxic chemicals polluted that frigid harbor. Rickety, poorly maintained fishing boats dominated the wharf, and no one in town gave a shit about spending money to clean it up. The stench of diesel and creosote hung heavy in the air.


  The whole town stank of rot. As did his soul.


  He’d kept his secret for years. No one alive knew what really happened that day. No one had deprived him of the spoils of his acts. Whatever remorse he’d felt at the time had been tucked away so thoroughly he couldn’t recall it at all.


  But that emotional wall had been breached and was crumbling from the terrible weight of its burden. Now the vile poison of guilt began to seep like a thick, gangrenous slime. He could almost feel it forcing its way out of his very pores, spreading onto his skin.


  He felt every bit as odious as the water below that slapped its filth against the docks.


  Unexpected movement at the periphery of his vision startled him out of his reverie. He turned his head and spotted someone walking in his direction on the other side of the road. Angry, he clutched the rail so tightly his knuckles screamed in arthritic pain. He’d purposely chosen to come late at night to be alone. He silently cursed the approaching stranger.


  Now he’d have to decide quickly.


  A YEAR AGO


  Eileen Maroni saw her life as a series of really great breaks and really shitty breaks. Her luck never ran lukewarm. Like right now, for instance. That drug deal back in Arizona had gone south, landing her in the can for a while as an accessory. But, on the other hand, she was out now, and thanks to a little bit of forethought on her part, she had a nice little pile of cash to fall back on that she’d managed to hide away.


  Now she just had to think of how to use it to set herself up and not risk another stint again. A stable life where she could just mind her own business and make a living seemed attractive, now that she’d hit her mid-forties. But with her record, traditional employment would prove elusive. Besides, she just wasn’t the office-girl type.


  Smiling to herself, she drove up the California coast in her RAV4. The car didn’t attract unwanted attention, and it had enough space to let her take what she needed on the road. The back contained her most essential belongings; what didn’t fit sat in storage back in Arizona for now.


  “Take it easy, Beau.” Eileen gently fended off the dog’s insistent attempts to lick her face while she was driving. Beau had won her heart the minute she’d laid eyes on him at the pound, and they’d become best road buddies since setting off from Arizona together. She thought his name was a stupid one for a dog, but it was what he was used to, and who was she to rock his world with a name change at his age? She figured they were two of a kind, both ex-jailbirds. “Stay in the backseat, you.”


  A sign ahead announced the speed limit had dropped to 45, and Eileen complied. No sense needlessly attracting a cop. She’d had her fill of them, that’s for sure.


  Two things happened when she hit the edge of town. The speed limit fell to 30, and the sun disappeared behind a cloak of cloud cover, taking all its warmth with it. Rust gnawed at the edges of the metal sign that put a name to the gloomy place.


  Cromwell Bay.


  She grunted. Not a very picturesque-sounding name for a place on the coast. Once she entered the town and saw what it had to offer, she decided the name suited it admirably.


  Cromwell Bay appeared to be a tough little working town on the waterfront, about as far from being a tourist trap as Eileen could imagine. No yachts or playtime boats for those with money to burn. Instead, the bay featured a ramshackle assemblage of stained-looking docks beside which some ugly old fishing trawlers sat bobbing in the water. That was the view on her left.


  On her right stood a row of run-down houses. Weeds grew tall through cracks in the sidewalks and driveways. Roofs hung in tatters, gutters
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