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      “Why do people die?”

      I was leaning over the side of my tugboat Gorda watching the bubbles break the surface around a VHF antenna poking out of the tea-colored river water.

      I turned to look at the source of the question. The boy sitting on the tug’s aft deck held a Lego Luke Skywalker figure in one hand, a Lego Darth Vader in the other, both from the big set I had bought him a few months ago for his fifth birthday. He was making shooting noises, “Choo . . . choo . . . choo,” as the figures fought atop the black mountain that was actually the back of my sleeping dog Abaco.

      “Nestor, why don’t you ask B.J. about that when he surfaces from this dive?”

      I knew I was chickening out, but answering philosophical questions from this boy we’d raised together had always been B.J.’s department. From day one, B.J. excelled at the parenting thing. Me, not so much. Besides, it had been a while since I’d been far enough up the New River to get beyond the multimillion-dollar homes and the crowds of super yachts, and I wanted to enjoy the morning. While B.J. was diving on the wreck beneath my tug, I just wanted to listen to the quiet. With my elbows on the rail and my chin in my hands, I breathed in the swampy smell of decaying leaves. I used to play around here when I was a kid, and the smell really took me back.

      Nestor bashed the two action figures together, then brought them close to his eyes to examine them. “I wish Grams didn’t die,” he said.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but my throat constricted, and I coughed instead. Faith’s funeral had been more than six months ago, but the grief still caught me unawares. For most of my life I hadn’t even known I had a grandmother. Six short years of having her in my life had not been enough. I swallowed hard. “Me too,” I said.

      Hissing air from a scuba regulator indicated that I was about to be rescued from further probing on the topic.

      Nestor dropped his toys and pushed his butt into the air, then wobbled to his feet. He wasn’t quite as fast or as agile when he was strapped into his stiff yellow life jacket. Stepping up onto an overturned milk crate, he leaned over the bulwark and waved at B.J.’s head bobbing in the water.

      “It’s Bubba!” he shouted, waving both arms in the air.

      That had been Nestor’s first word. He was doing the adorable baby babbling thing and appeared to be speaking in his own language. Then somewhere around twenty months, I realized he was talking and “Buh-buh” was how Nestor referred to B.J. The name stuck.

      It seemed like such a short time ago, back when he’d been a sweet-smelling baby in my arms, totally dependent on us. After Catalina died, B.J. and I eventually came to terms with the idea that she’d wanted us to raise her son. Jeannie helped with the adoption paperwork, and we celebrated with champagne at Faith’s house the night he was legally ours. My grandmother became Grams to Nestor. They adored each other right up to the night she passed quietly in her sleep. She left me the Las Olas house and the sailboat, Annie. My life had felt out of control ever since.

      I joined Nestor at the rail of the tug and looked down at the Boston Whaler tied alongside. We both watched as B.J struggled out of his backpack while treading water. Once he extricated himself, he heaved his scuba tank and regulator over the rail into the dinghy.

      “How’s it going down there?” I asked.

      B.J. held up his hand, thumb and pinkie extended in the “hang loose” surfer greeting. “No problema. We’re ready to go.”  He grabbed the side of the boat and boosted himself out of the water. Droplets ran down his thick, dark arms. He climbed into the Whaler and sat on the wooden seat next to his gear. He brushed the water out of his eyes, and then ran his hands over his smooth black hair, wringing the moisture out.

      The county had hired me and Gorda, aka Sullivan Towing and Salvage, to raise a sunken powerboat in a channel off the south fork of the New River. No one had paid much attention to the abandoned derelict until last month, when a storm front pushed the wreck out into the channel. Then it became a hazard to navigation.

      “Excellent,” I said. “I’ll get the compressor set up.” I rested my elbows on the bulwark and my chin on my laced fingers. There was little I enjoyed more than watching B.J. in his swim trunks.

      B.J. stood up in the Whaler, and since the deck of my little forty-foot aluminum tugboat was only a couple of feet off the water, he was able to peer over the bulwark at Nestor.

      “I’m playing with Legos!” Nestor said. “Will you play with me, Bubba?”

      “Sure, buddy. Just let me talk to Seychelle for a minute.” He reached over the rail and ruffled the boy’s hair.

      B.J. stepped onto the rub rail, then hopped over the bulwark. I handed him a towel. “How big a boat do you reckon she is?”

      He lifted his bare shoulders and stared at the water. “Around thirty feet, I’d guess.” His gaze swung back to me. He smiled. “It’s an old eighties-vintage Sea Ray.”

      “All right.” I tugged my baseball cap down to shade my eyes. “That should make it easy.”

      “Air bags are set.  Don’t know how long it’s been down there, but the boat’s a mess.”

      “I’ll bet. Doesn’t take long in the swamp.”

      Nestor tapped me on the leg. “He promised he’d play with me, Seashell.”

      I brushed my fingers through his straight black hair and smiled at his nickname for me. “And he will, buddy. For a few minutes.”

      B.J. sat down cross-legged on the aft deck, and Nestor handed him a Lego figure.

      Looking at the two of them playing together, it would be easy to think that Nestor was B.J.’s biological son. B.J. was Samoan with a little Japanese, Filipino, and Hawaiian. Nestor’s parents came from the Dominican Republic and had ancestors from both Spain and Africa. It was curious how the Pacific Islander and the Caribbean boy had such similar hair and skin. I was the odd one out. While the sun bleached my hair and tanned my skin easily, I would never be the cocoa color of my boys.

      I turned around and got to work connecting the hoses to the air compressor and checking the big gasoline pump. By the time I was ready to start inflating the air bags, B.J. was tickling Nestor and attacking him with kisses. Abaco danced around them, yipping, her tail wagging. The air filled with uncontrolled giggles.

      B.J. froze. He stopped the tickle fest and drew in a deep, dramatic breath. “Are you ready to go to work, buddy?”

      Nestor giggled. “I don’t do work.”

      I poked him in the ribs with the toe of my black sea boot. “Yes, you do. You’re always a big help to me on Gorda.”

      “We all have to go back to work now,” B.J. said as he got to his feet. He grinned at me. “Have you got a captain’s hat for our skipper in training?”

      I pulled off my baseball cap and placed it on Nestor’s head. The brim rested on his nose.

      “No giggling,” B.J. said. “You’re a captain now.”

      Flicking a glance at the kid blinded by the cap, B.J. stepped closer to me and slipped one cool hand around the back of my neck, while the other slid down to the hem of my shorts. His fingers drew circles on the bare skin of my thigh. Then he kissed me.

      Nestor pushed up the hat. “Hey, you two! No kissing!” His little teeth seemed to glow against his teak-colored skin. “I’m the captain.”

      I pulled back from the kiss and put my hand over my mouth, feigning surprise. Then I dropped my hand. “You caught us,” I said.

      Nestor nodded and giggled. “I caught you again.”

      The kid was right. He’d certainly caught us kissing often enough.

      B.J. swung his legs over the bulwark, slid down into the Whaler, and began to suit up.

      I pointed my finger at Nestor. “I need you to flip the switch.”

      He jumped to his feet, knocking the hat to the deck. “I can do that!” he said, grabbing my hand. He pulled me across the aft deck to the compressor, and I made him work to get me there. It was a game, more like a ritual really. Together, we counted out loud, one, two, three, and he flipped the switch on the big motor. When the loud noise started, he grinned, pressed his palms against his ears, and danced on his tiptoes.

      “Look what you did!” I shouted over the roar of the compressor.

      He nodded, his eyes bright with excitement.

      When I checked the dinghy, B.J. was suited up and sitting on the gunwale. He gave me a salute, then splashed backward over the side. I ran my hand through Nestor’s hair again. “Hey, big guy—can you help me drag this hose across the deck?”

      “Okay,” he said. The look on his face was so serious that I had to struggle not to laugh. The hose weighed almost as much as he did.

      When we’d finished, I leaned down to get my mouth closer to his ear so I wouldn’t have to shout. “Thanks for the help, Captain. Now you can go play for a little while.”

      He nodded, his lips sucked in over his teeth in what passed for a very serious look.

      “You can help some more when the boat floats up to the surface.” He picked up the hat and plopped it back onto his head. Then he sat down next to Abaco. She thumped her tail on the aluminum deck.

      In the past year, B.J. had finally conceded that Nestor was old enough to go to work with me on Gorda, and I sure enjoyed the extra time with him. Not long after we adopted him, back when he was still just a tiny infant, we concluded that B.J. would be the stay-at-home guy and work on his custom furniture projects when he could, while Sullivan Towing and Salvage became our main source of income. That setup made sense because everyone who knew B.J. said he would make a great father. Me, on the other hand—I’m better with boats.

      We’d lucked out with the kid. He’d been a super-easy baby who had grown into a gentle, quiet boy who could easily amuse himself on the boat while I worked.

      I heard the compressor motor bog down as B.J. started to inflate the first of the air bags below. The top of the powerboat’s VHF antenna was all that protruded now, but the cabin roof was only about four feet below the surface. The first lift bag broke the surface a few minutes later.

      The muddy, slimy sediment that glued the boat to the bottom of the swamp wouldn’t release her easily; it would take time to pull the boat loose. The day was already so hot that my hair was damp from the sweat that trickled down the back of my neck. I headed to the wheelhouse to get myself another hat. It was going to be a while before we’d get the boat close enough to the surface to pump her out, and in Florida, the sun can be murder.

      Over an hour later, the derelict boat’s cabin was visible, and my big gasoline pump with the three-inch hose was shooting out a steady stream like a firehose. It would be at least an hour before I’d be able to tow the wreck back to the marina. B.J. wanted to get back to put another coat of varnish on the Annie’s toe rails. Ever since I’d inherited the pretty sailboat from Grams, B.J. had been working to get her in shape for a trip to the Bahamas.

      “We’ll see you back at the house,” I called out to him as B.J. grabbed the starter cord on the Honda outboard. “Hope we won’t be too long.”

      The outboard caught, and he revved the throttle. “I’ll have a late lunch and a cold beer waiting for you.” He untied the boat and put her in gear.

      I touched two fingers to my brow and threw him a mock salute. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      Nestor stood on his milk crate and waved as the Whaler disappeared around the bend in the waterway. Once B.J. was out of sight, the little guy turned around, bent his knees, and jumped off the crate while making his “scary face.” He cracked up at his own antics, and I had to laugh with him.

      “Okay, back to work, buddy.”

      “I’m playing with Legos.”

      “I know, and that is your job. It’s very important work.”

      The May sun was high enough at that time of the morning that the familiar heat drove me to take cover in the shade alongside Gorda’s cabin. The sky was a cloudless Florida blue, and there was little breeze to ruffle the thick humid air. I slid my hand along the back of my neck and wiped the sweat off on my T-shirt. And yet, in spite of the infernal heat and the racket the pump was making, I reveled in the peace I always felt on the river.

      Overhead, an osprey circled around the boney fingers of a dead cyprus tree. She carried a fish in her claws, and as she approached a raggedy-looking nest at the top of the tree, I wondered if there might be chicks inside. Behind me I heard a splash as a fish jumped. Out here, it was difficult to imagine that we were only a few hundred yards away from glitzy, ditzy Lauderdale.

      The waterway we were anchored in was actually an offshoot of the New River that meandered through the wilds of Pond Apple Slough, a hundred or so acres of protected freshwater wetlands located smack in the middle of the urban jungle that is South Florida. Folks in my parents’ generation remembered hunting and fishing in the swamp. Today, with the raised concrete platform of Interstate 595 on the north and a landfill and airport to the west and east, it was amazing that any of the cyprus and pond apple trees remained. Over the last twenty years, a patchwork of government efforts had attempted to divert enough fresh water into the slough to keep it from dying off from saltwater intrusion—with moderate success.

      My brothers and I used to come out to the swamp in the plywood punts we built in our backyard back when we weren’t much older than Nestor. I was happy to see that, thanks to a wet spring, the remaining live cyprus trees were already showing the green fuzz of new growth.

      “Seashell?”

      I felt the small hand tap on my leg. I squatted down. “What is it, Nestor?”

      His big brown eyes stared up at me. Sometimes he resembled his father so much.

      “Is your mommy dead, too?”

      “Oh, kiddo, come here.” I sat down and pulled him onto my lap, kissing the top of his head. What an idiot I’d been to put him off earlier. I swallowed hard and had to cough several times before I could speak. Resting my chin on top of his head, I said, “My mommy died when I was little. Older than you, but still a kid.”

      “Were you sad?”

      “Oh, yeah.” I squeezed him tight. How could I explain it to him when I still didn’t understand it myself? My mother had chosen to die. “Nestor, I still miss her every day.”

      He fiddled with the straps on his life jacket. “I didn’t know my mommy.”

      I slid my hands under his arms and turned him so I could look into his face. “But I’ve told you lots of stories about your mommy, Catalina. And your daddy, Nestor, haven’t I?”

      He nodded.

      “You know they were both good friends of mine. You’ve seen their pictures. And B.J. and I were with your mommy when you were born. She loved you so much, and she told B.J. she wanted us to name you Nestor. She didn’t want to leave you.”

      “You were on a boat, and she died when I was born.”

      His voice sounded so matter of fact. I wondered if he really had any understanding of what death is. “That’s right. Giving birth to a baby is sometimes difficult. B.J. tried to save your mommy, Catalina, but he couldn’t. All the doctors told us later that nothing could have been done. It wasn’t anyone’s fault.”

      “Are you going to die?”

      “Me?” I pulled his head into the hollow of my neck and hugged the little body bundled up in my arms. “Oh Nestor.” I rocked us both back and forth like I used to when he was a baby. How could I explain it when I’d promised I wouldn’t lie to him? “Everybody dies eventually, kiddo, it’s the circle of life. Grams almost lived to be a hundred years old, though. I plan to be around for a very long time, too.” I kissed him on the cheek, then pressed my lips against his neck and blew a raspberry.

      “Stop it!” He giggled and squirmed in my arms.

      “I am not going to leave you alone.”

      He wiggled loose and turned to face me. “That’s good,” he said with such a terribly serious look on his face. “Promise?”

      I squeezed him tight. “Sure. I promise.”
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      An hour later, I pulled on my neoprene gloves. The Sea Ray was almost sitting on her lines. She didn’t appear to be holed, but water was coming in somewhere since the pump was still working hard.

      “You stay here on Gorda and take care of Abaco, okay Nestor?” In fact, I knew the dog would be keeping an eye on him.

      He didn’t even look up from his toys. “Okay.”

      The Sea Ray’s deck was still lower than my tug’s deck, and I wouldn’t be able to watch Nestor as I worked. I always worried when he was out of my sight. “Okay, it will just take me a minute to pull the air bags onto Gorda and tie a line on the bow of this wreck. Just call out if you need me for anything, you hear?”

      “Okay,” he said, squinting into the sun to look at me this time.

      I gave him a thumbs-up and swung my legs over the bulwark. This was not my favorite part of salvage work. I dropped down into the muck and water that still sloshed around on the decks of the powerboat. What a mess. The glass in the boat’s windscreen was broken, and the upholstered bench seat at the helm looked like an algae garden. To make matters worse, the stench of rotting organic matter was neither faint nor quaint down on the little boat’s deck. I pinched my nose and tried to concentrate on breathing through my mouth. In addition to the rotten egg swamp smell, there was a rancid, sweetish odor wafting up from the cabin. No doubt, it was filled with barnacles, dying fish, and crabs.

      I collected the lift bags attached to the bow and stern first, and I pushed the PVC-coated fabric onto my tug’s foredeck, smearing stinky mud onto the clean aluminum decks. I leaned over the bulwark and called out to Nestor to tell him to make sure he stayed out of the mud. He nodded and went back to his Legos. I’d wash Gorda down when I got back to the dock at the house.

      The bag inside the boat’s cuddy cabin didn’t budge when I first yanked on it. The bags were designed like hot air balloons with open bottoms. B.J. had managed to twist the bag into the cabin between the little settee and the galley countertop. The bag’s opening was at the bottom so the air wouldn’t spill out the sides.

      I pushed down on the top, trying to squish the fabric into a ball. It took everything I had not to gag on the fetid fumes, but after some grunting and heaving on my part, the bag finally started to slide out. It should have been easy once I had most of the PVC fabric out of the cabin, but the bag’s opening snagged on something.

      I squatted and peered down the steps that led into the cabin. The water was still pretty deep in there, so I reached down and lifted a corner of the bag to see what was holding it back. When I did, a concentrated blast of the stench hit me in the face. I swallowed hard, fighting my gag reflex. Whatever was holding on to the bag was still underwater.

      I knelt gingerly on the slimy deck and reached down into the muck. My fingers slid up against something hard. I slid my hand sideways in the muck. It was long and round, like maybe a pipe or a bar. I tried to pull it free, but it was jammed on something, and the open mouth of the air bag was caught on the other end of it. My chin was already in the water, my butt up in the air, but I still couldn’t reach the end of the bar to free the fabric.

      I stood up and examined the situation with my hands on my hips. In another hour or so, the pump would have cleared most of the water out of the cabin, and I would be able to reach in there without getting my head wet. But I really didn’t want to wait. I’d bid this job low, and it had already taken longer than I’d intended. I took off my hat and pushed my hair out of my face. Just the thought of putting my face into that water was enough to make me gag, but it was either that or wait. Just take a deep breath and go under, I told myself.

      I pushed the fabric at the bottom of the steps aside so I could stand in the deeper water down there. I got down on my knees again, then eased my body into the water until I was almost lying on my side. The putrid water flooded into my boots and gloves and soaked my clothes. My fingers grasped the end of the bar nearest to me.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I told myself not to think about what kind of critters might be slithering around in the gross mud. I plunged my head into the murky water as I reached for the other end of the bar deep under the lift bag. My gloves slipped on the surface, so I ran my hand up and down it a few times to rub off some of the slime. I gripped it hard and tried to wiggle it. It held fast. I kept working at it until there was a little give. Then, after a few more seconds, I felt it break loose, and the bar came away in my hand.

      I slid out from under the lift bag and surfaced, blowing out the breath I’d been holding. I jumped to my feet and using the only dry part of one sleeve, I tried to wipe some of the muck off my face. I climbed up the steps into the sunshine and was about to throw the bar onto the deck when I stopped mid throw. Wet fabric dangled off the end, and the thing I was holding wasn’t a bar.

      It was a bone.
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      The small head popped up above the bulwark. “Seashell, can we go home now?”

      I dropped the bone into the last of the water that sloshed around on the powerboat’s aft deck, then looked at my hand. My glove was covered in brownish-black slime. It looked like decomposing meat. Crap! This had to happen when Nestor was with me? How in the hell was I going to  keep this from him?

      I turned to face him and forced myself to smile. “Not just yet, honey. I’ve still got work to do. Play with your Legos for a few more minutes while I finish up here.”

      “Okay.” He disappeared back down onto the tugboat’s deck.

      I took a deep breath and looked down at the fabric that floated on the surface. Even though it was covered in filth, the flowery pattern was still visible.

      I walked over and nudged at the bone with the toe of my rubber boot. That thing was longer than my forearm. What kind of animal that big would be on a boat? A Great Dane? No. There was only one I could think of. Damn.

      For five years I’d managed to stay away from this kind of thing. Once Nestor came into my life, I didn’t want to have anything more to do with the police or dead bodies. I stopped working the Mayday calls and my towing business evolved away from salvage. I kept my nose out of other people’s business—no more being a lifeguard, a rescuer, a salvager. I made a nice income towing super yachts up the New River to the boatyards and occasionally raising small boats that had sunk at the dock. I hadn’t had a single reason to speak to a law enforcement officer in years, and I’d grown to like it that way.

      But I couldn’t ignore this.

      The pump hose started to buck and squirm on deck as it sucked air. I took a deep breath and pulled the rest of the lift bag out of the cabin, shoving it onto Gorda’s foredeck with the others. Then I dragged the hose to the cabin and stuck it into the brown water below. The noise from the pump evened out again and the stream of water resumed.

      Nestor’s head popped up over the bulwark again, and he rested his head on his elbow. “I’m hungry, Seashell. Are you done?” he asked.

      “Not yet, kiddo.” I leaned out over the stern to see if I could identify the boat, but there was no name painted on it. The gelcoat on the hull looked like it had originally been some yellowish color.

      I climbed back aboard Gorda and swallowed hard again when I looked at my glove. I told Nestor, “Don’t come near me. I’m really dirty.”

      He giggled and wrinkled his nose. “You’re stinky,” he said.

      “Thanks.” I made a face at him, then I took off my gloves and stashed them on top of the wheelhouse. I reached for the mic on the VHF radio, then stopped.

      I’d resisted getting a cell phone longer than most, but that was something else that had changed when we’d adopted Nestor. Still, I rarely used the thing. The VHF remained my go-to method of communication, but today I didn’t want to use that open party line. I grabbed my phone off the helm station, walked up onto the foredeck and dialed 911. I hoped the noise of the pump would drown out my words.

      The operator clearly wasn’t a boat person. She wanted me to give her a street address. She didn’t get it when I told her that wasn’t possible, but I could give her a latitude and longitude. I was pretty sure I was in Dania waters, and that would mean the Broward sheriff’s jurisdiction. They had a marine patrol boat. Finally, I convinced the operator to relay my exact words to the deputy in the boat. He responded by saying he would be on scene within twenty minutes, and he sent strict instructions to turn off the pump. Under no circumstance was I to go onto the boat again.

      From that, I figured it was someone who knew me—at least by reputation.

      When I shut down the pump, the quiet was very welcome. I was considering calling B.J. when I heard Nestor call my name.

      “Can we go home now?” He looked up at me with hope shining in his eyes.

      “I’m afraid not. You’ve been a really good boy, kiddo, and I know this is taking longer than usual, but there’s a policeman coming to check the boat.”

      “Why?”

      I’d been expecting the question, but I still hadn’t decided what I was going to say. I’d always told myself not to lie to the kid, but I hadn’t exactly anticipated a situation like this.

      I decided to go with the most truthful version I could. “I found something on the boat, and the policeman needs to check it out.”

      “Why?”

      I leaned my elbows on the bulwark and looked down at the derelict boat’s deck. The sound of splashing water was coming from inside the cuddy cabin. Not good.

      I held a finger up, listening. “Wait, Nestor. Hold that thought. There’s something wrong with the boat. I’ll be right back.”

      He looked a little confused, but he was used to following orders on the boat. “Okay.”

      The BSO Marine Patrol guy had said twenty minutes, but I’d believe that when his boat was in sight. The report of a bone wasn’t exactly a “lights and siren” kind of call, and I’d be damned if I’d let the Sea Ray sink again despite my “under no circumstances” instructions.

      I grabbed my gloves, hopped over the bulwark, and stepped onto the muddy deck again. I stuck my head into the forward cabin to listen. A couple of crabs skittered off into the corners, and the stench was god-awful now with the water pumped out. Mounds of mud-covered clothes, plastic bags, and cans were stuffed under the table and all over the floor, adding new variations to the stench.

      The splashing noise was coming from the engine room under the aft deck. The entrance was probably under the steps into the cabin. I found the screen door latches on either side of the stairs and pulled the stairs away. Inside the compartment was a small diesel engine. The noise was coming from the starboard side. I leaned into the compartment. It looked like the black hose from the through-hull fitting had pulled loose from the raw water strainer. Gray-colored water spewed out the end of the hose. I knelt in the water again and reached over the top of the engine.

      My fingers followed the hose down into the rising water. I found the handle on the through-hull fitting. It was one of those Marelon ball valves, and with a good push, I was able to turn the handle. The water slowed to a trickle, then stopped.

      From that angle, my belly resting on top of the engine, I could see the back of the strainer. A rusty hose clamp was still wrapped around a short piece of black hose on the strainer intake.

      The hose hadn’t pulled free from the strainer. It had been cut.

      I backed out of the engine compartment and nearly tripped when my boot knocked against something hard in the sludge. I steadied myself, hand on the little galley table, as I looked down to see what it was.

      I barely recognized the noise that came out of my mouth as my own voice.

      Half-buried in the folds of filthy cloth was a human skull, only one black eye socket visible above the gray water.

      I climbed out of there as fast as I could by stepping on top of the engine, not bothering to replace the steps. Once out on deck, I bent over, hands on my thighs, and filled my lungs with air. I shuddered in spite of the sunshine. From the corner of my eye, I could see the flowery cloth lying in the mud. I squeezed my eyes shut, but I still saw what was now a negative image of that eye socket poking out of the water. I pressed my knuckles against my eyelids.

      “Seashell?”

      I opened my eyes and tried to steady my voice. “Yes, honey?”

      He was standing on top of his box, pointing at something on the other side of the tug. “Look.”

      A white T-top speedboat with the BSO star insignia on the hull came flying round the curve in the mangrove-lined channel. The officer behind the strata glass windows was wearing wraparound shades, but I recognized the sharp angular jaw and the buzz cut. Skip Robinson. He was shaking his head as he brought the boat down off a plane just off the stern of my tug. My tug and the Sea Ray knocked together as we rolled in his wake.

      I filled my lungs again with the fetid air, then straightened up, threw a leg over Gorda’s bulwark and climbed aboard. I pulled off the gloves and rested a hand on Nestor’s shoulder. “It’s okay,” I said wanting to believe it was true. Then I walked aft to greet Skip.

      He scowled at me as he tossed me a line. “I thought I told you to stay off the boat, Sullivan.”

      “Yeah, I know. Happy to see you too, Skip.” I walked forward and looped the line around a bollard.

      Skip passed me his stern line. “It’s been awhile. Gorda’s still looking good. You haven’t changed much, either. Still don’t know how to follow orders.”

      I sighed. “Listen, Skip. I wasn’t going to let her sink—again. I heard water, and I’d just spent all morning bringing her up and pumping her out.”

      Skip pointed with his thumb. “Who’s your partner there?”

      I put my hands on the boy’s shoulders. “This is Nestor. He’s my co-captain.”

      Skip hopped aboard the tug and stuck out his hand. “Nice to meet you, Nestor. I’ve heard about you.”

      The boy’s little fingers disappeared in Skip’s big grip. “Are you a policeman?”

      “I’m a deputy sheriff with the Broward Sheriff’s Office.” He tapped his badge.

      Nestor looked up at me as though to confirm this, then he turned back to Skip. “Do you have a gun?”

      Skip nodded. “Sure do.” The big man turned sideways so Nestor could see the holster on his hip.

      The kid eyed the gun in awe. “Do you shoot bad guys?”

      “Mostly I catch them and put them in jail.”

      Nestor nodded. “That’s good. I don’t like guns.”

      Skip patted the boy’s head. “You’re a smart boy.” He put his forefinger to the bridge of his nose and pushed his shades down. Looking over the top of the dark lenses, he flashed me a smart-ass grin. “I’m not so sure about your mommy here, though.”

      Nestor ignored the comment. He reached down and picked up the Lego creation he’d been working on, and I decided not to rise to the bait.

      Then, without taking his eyes off the blocks, Nestor said, “Seashell’s not my mommy. My mommy was Catalina. She’s dead.”

      Skip looked at me and raised his eyebrows.

      The kid chattered on. “My daddy was named Nestor. He’s dead, too.”

      Still looking at me, Skip shook his head. Then he knelt in front of the boy and said, “I knew your daddy. He was a good man.”

      Nestor sat down and started to search for another block. “Yup,” he said. “And that’s why I’m a good boy.”

      Skip barked out a laugh. Then he stood and walked across to the side of the tug where the Sea Ray was tied up. “I can’t say as I understand your parenting methods, Sullivan, but I can’t argue with the results—seems like a great kid.”

      I bent my head in acknowledgment. “Not sure I can take the credit for it, but he is an amazing little guy.”

      Skip lifted his chin toward the large bone lying on the muddy deck. “So that’s what you got me out here for?”

      “There’s more in the cabin.”

      Skip jumped down onto the derelict boat’s deck and walked forward. “What a stink,” he said as he wiped his nose on the back of his hand. Skip was several inches past six feet, and he had to bend over to peer into the dark cuddy cabin. He pushed his sunglasses up on top of his crew-cut and his head disappeared through the companionway hatch. “Ah, shit.”

      “Pretty much what I said. I found it when I went to shut off the raw water intake.”

      The deputy turned to me with those raised eyebrows again.

      “Yeah,” I said. “The hose was cut.”

      He started for the stern.

      “And there’s no name on the transom or the bow. I checked.”

      Skip glanced in Nestor’s direction. The boy was still engrossed in his blocks. “I’ll make the call from my boat.”

      “Good idea. Thanks.”

      He climbed back aboard Gorda and crossed to the BSO Marine Patrol boat. From the dash next to the wheel, he picked up a notebook. He checked his watch and wrote several notes before pulling a cell phone out of his pocket.

      The boats were not far enough apart, and I didn’t want Nestor to hear any of that conversation. I stepped into the wheelhouse and grabbed Nestor’s backpack. Inside was water, juice, and snacks.

      “You still hungry?” I asked as I washed my hands with the water from the bottle and dried them on a towel. Then I sat on the deck next to him and pulled out some grapes, Goldfish crackers and apple juice.

      He nodded, then made a face at me. “You’re still stinky.”

      I flashed him a shocked look and said, “Really? I didn’t know that.”

      Nestor giggled as I hoped he would. He popped a couple of the crackers in his mouth and said, “Does the sheriff want a snack, too?”

      “He might. But he’s on the phone right now.”

      “Why?”

      I set the crackers and the grapes out on a napkin. “There’s a problem with the boat that sank.”

      He spoke through a mouthful of cheesy crackers. “What problem?”

      I touched his nose. “Don’t talk with your mouth full.” How could I explain this to him? “You know that book you have about dinosaurs?”

      Looking up at me with those eager, intelligent eyes, he nodded. “Yeah. The stegosaurus is my favorite dinosaur.”

      “I know.” I popped a grape into my mouth and chewed as I struggled to find just the right words. “That book explains how scientists find bones sometimes, and they try to figure out whose bones they are.”

      “They dug up stegosaurus bones.”

      “Right. Well, I found some bones on this boat, and we’re going to try to figure out whose bones they are.”

      His eyes grew round. “Dinosaur bones?”

      I passed him another bottle of water, but he rested the bottle between his crossed legs waiting for my answer. “Well, I don’t think they’re dinosaur bones. See, we don’t know yet what kind of bones they are, but some scientists are going to look at them and try to find out what they are. That’s what the sheriff is calling about.”

      “Are you going to help them, Seashell?”

      I shook my head and forced a laugh. “No, no, I don’t do that.”

      Maybe someday I would be able to tell him about the things I had done before I had a child to take care of. Perhaps, when he was older, I might be able to tell him the story about the bad man who had murdered his father, and how his mother had asked me to help her find justice.

      “Why not?”

      “It’s not my job, kiddo.” It never had been my job, but back then I salvaged lives as well as boats.

      He took a long drink of water, then handed me back the bottle. When he turned back to his Legos, he said, “I think you should help them. You’re good at finding stuff out.”

      I looked across at Skip. Oh Nestor, I thought, if you only knew.
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      Skip returned with a digital camera in his hands. “I’m going to shoot a few photos, then they want us to take the boat to the dock at the Marina Road Boatyard. The investigator from the ME’s office and the BSO crime scene unit will meet us there.”

      “Okay.” I glanced over at Nestor.  “Let’s just do whatever we can to keep the details to ourselves.”

      Skip nodded. “Of course.”

      I reached for a coiled line hanging on the bulkhead. “Am I allowed aboard to rig my towlines?”

      Skip pointed the little camera at the derelict boat and clicked several times. Then he turned to look at me.  He wasn’t smiling. “I guess. Just don’t go into the cabin.”

      “You don’t need to worry about that.”

      Nestor’s hand tapped the back of my calf. “Are we going home now?”

      I glanced at Skip. From the look on his face, I reckoned we were headed for the usual bureaucratic nightmare once we got to the dock. Just because it had been years since I’d dealt with cops, that didn’t mean things had gotten any better.

      “We’re going to tow this boat to a marina, Nestor. After that we’ll go back to the house.”

      “Okay,” he said drawing the word out as though he carried the weight of the world on his little shoulders.

      We were underway in less than ten minutes.

      South Florida is home to some of the biggest boat builders and boatyards in the entire United States. From Derecktor to Denison and Broward to Roscioli, Fort Lauderdale yards were building and repairing super yachts from all over the world. But if those boatyards were grand dames, the Marina Road Boatyard was the frumpy cousin with a “great personality.” It was fitting that the yard was located under a highway bridge on the border of a swamp.

      That’s why when Gorda approached, I was surprised to see a gleaming white, eighty-plus-foot Burger motor yacht tied to their outside face dock. The name Prince of Peace was painted on the stern in ornate gold letters.

      Skip told me to tie my tug to the twenty feet of dock off the stern of the big yacht. I pulled the Sea Ray forward and tied it along Gorda’s starboard side. When I approached the dock, one of the boatyard guys came out to take my lines.

      Just as I gave the engine a squirt ahead to work off the spring line, the big yacht’s sliding glass door opened and a tall, blond man ducked under the opening and stepped out onto the deck. The guy must have been at least six foot four, and his shoulders rounded a bit forward like he was accustomed to having to slouch.

      As I stepped out onto the side deck and tossed a dock line to the yard crew, the blond man watched me from the shadows of his aft deck. Once the dock lines were snugged and I’d shut down the engine, I walked back up to the bow to greet my new neighbor.

      When he stepped out into the sunlight, he smiled, revealing a gleaming set of perfectly straight teeth. His two front teeth appeared a bit long, giving him a bit of a beaver-like look, but the effect was somehow charming.

      I smiled back and nodded at him, but he had already turned away. After he disappeared back inside, I saw him watching us through the glass.

      Abaco strolled up to the foredeck and licked my hand. I turned away from the big yacht, knelt, and scratched my dog’s ears. I whispered, “I guess he doesn’t want to socialize with us working stiffs.” She wagged her tail in agreement.

      Even before my lines were tight, a group of plainclothes techs appeared on the dock carrying bags and cameras. Skip had tied up the marine patrol boat on the inside of the face dock. He now stood chatting with the crime scene team. The Sea Ray was still rafted up to the outside of Gorda. Damn. It looked like they expected me to stick around for a while.

      When a guy in a gray suit came walking down the dock, I saw Skip turn his face away. “Shit,” he said. He looked like somebody had just told him to eat dog poo.

      The new guy walked up and shook Skip’s hand. Suit Guy was clearly aware of Skip’s antipathy, but his attitude showed he didn’t care. I liked that, but I might have been influenced by the fact that Suit Guy was undeniably hot. The blue-black ink of a tribal tattoo curled up the side of his neck above his white collar, and his head was covered with soft black curls. His Costa del Mar shades didn’t completely hide the laugh lines at the corners of his eyes.

      After exchanging words, they marched over to where I sat on Gorda’s bulwark. I thought of how I must look in my muddy shorts and T-shirt with my wet, straggly hair poking out from under my baseball cap. So much for first impressions.

      “Seychelle, this is Detective Busco.” Skip turned to the detective and explained, “Seychelle owns Sullivan Towing and Salvage. This is her tugboat, Gorda. She’s the one who raised this wreck this morning and made the call when she found the bones.”

      The detective looked down at Nestor. “Are you the deckhand here?”

      Nestor reached for the hat on the deck next to him and placed it on his head. “I’m the co-captain,” he said.

      “Excuse me, Captain, sir.” Busco smiled and took off the glasses. “Nice boat,” he said as he looked around the deck. “I’ve seen it on the river. You don’t see many little tugboats built in unpainted aluminum like this. She’s a beauty.”

      With his square hairline and broad nose, he looked exotic, like
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