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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    Eagla Island 
 
    The Coffin Islands off the Coast of Maine 
 
      
 
    The rain fell in icy needles against her numb skin, causing her to tighten the hood around her soaking face. 
 
    The ocean roared beneath, its spray shooting up into the sky as the incoming storm pummeled the waves against the rocks below. 
 
    Cammie Farnsworth stood on the cliff, watching the black clouds roll towards her.  She’d lost track of time. Was it dusk? Was it night? She couldn’t tell anymore. Everything was dark, bleeding into itself.  
 
    She looked down at the roiling waters. Watched the angry foam leap up towards her. For a moment she wondered what it would feel like to take one step forward. Then another. Until there was no ground beneath her anymore. To feel herself falling through the air. To experience the black, frigid ocean plunge itself forcefully into her lungs. 
 
    The idea danced before her, just out of reach, beckoning to her. Part of her mind screamed against such a hideous idea. Yet, hiding within the indignation and disgust, there was a glimmer of a knowing – a sense that this might be the only way to stop the ravages of guilt and pain.  
 
    She leaned forward ever so slightly and stared down at the ferocious ocean. Somewhere in the waves, she saw a face.  She watched as the face smiled sadly at her before turning away and plunging down the side of a mountain, leaving a shattered body alongside her own shattered life.  
 
    “Oh God,” she mumbled under her breath as she pulled her mind away from the memory. But it was too late. Once again, she heard those last words that haunted her.  That wouldn’t let go. That made it hard to breathe whenever she remembered them. 
 
      
 
    Don’t forget me 
 
      
 
    The wind howled, barreling into her, almost knocking her down. Her hood ripped away from her head and billowed noisily behind her. 
 
    The rain storm had arrived.  
 
    The drops now turned to hammers as they beat against her face, lashing her cheeks with tendrils of soaking hair.  Above her, the sky suddenly ripped open with a bolt of lightning, closely followed by a roar of thunder. 
 
    She instinctively ducked as the skies lit up around her.  From somewhere behind where she stood, she could just make out her name called out.  Then it was gone. Whipped away by the violent winds. 
 
    She sighed. 
 
    She was not meant to die this day. 
 
    Cammie forced the hood forward and pulled it down over her rain drenched head.  She tied it under her chin with a double knot and turned to go. Then hesitated.  Everything seemed to be in slow motion these days. She didn’t know if she was up or down.  All she knew was that the depression she’d been suffering from for the last few weeks had taken such a hold on her, she was beginning to lose touch of who she was. 
 
    Not that it mattered. 
 
      
 
    Don’t forget me 
 
      
 
    “Cammie!” 
 
    The voice was closer now. She welcomed it while fighting against it at the same time. She wanted to be left alone. To work through her grief and anguish in her own way.  
 
    How’s that working for you? You’re only sinking deeper into such a dark place, you may never find your way out. 
 
    Cammie knew that was her fate if the owner of the voice wasn’t there.  Holding her, tying her to reality. Insisting the recent death was not her fault. As much as she rebelled against the incessant logic, it was her salvation.  
 
    It was time to leave.  The storm was intensifying. She looked out once more over the ocean. As she did, something caught the corner of her eye.  Jerking her head around, she gasped aloud, the sound snatched from her lips and flung out into the escalating winds.  
 
    She fought to keep her balance as she peered into the gathering gloom. Could she have imagined it?   
 
    No! She may be depressed, but she was not delusional. She knew what she’d seen. 
 
    The voice yelling her name drew closer. But her mind was elsewhere.  
 
    A familiar feeling arose – a feeling that felt good, yet frightening at the same time. It reminded her of what she’d lost. Of who she’d once been. And who she could become again.  
 
    Rather than turn towards the voice, she instead took a step off the edge of the cliff. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Twin Ponds, Maine 
 
      
 
    Deputy Rick Belleveau awoke with a start.  He instantly knew he wasn’t home, but for the life of him, he had no idea where he was.  He started to climb out of bed, only to fall back when his head threatened to explode. 
 
    He brushed his long black hair out of his face and stared up at the ceiling, uncomfortably swimming before his blurred vision.  His mouth was bone dry, his head pounded with an ungodly pain, and his stomach made ominously loud gurgling noises. Ever so slowly, as his vision cleared, bits and pieces of the night before made themselves known.   
 
    What the hell were you thinking? 
 
    Mumbling a curse under his acrid breath, he willed himself to get up, throw on his clothes and get out of there as quickly as possible.  The last thing he wanted was to see Evie.  Or was it Leila?  Crap, this was not good. 
 
    Smelling the aroma of sizzling bacon, which only increased his nausea, Rick was forced to move slowly and deliberately as he dressed as quickly as he could. Any sudden moves and he’d lose the battle to keep the contents of his stomach where they belonged. Slipping on his boots, he started for the bedroom door, only to pause when he realized he’d have to pass by whoever was making breakfast.  He looked around the room and his heart sank when he saw the only exit available to him was through the window. Thank God, the house was a one-story ranch, or he’d have to learn to fly in record time. He slid open the window and dropped down, just barely avoiding crashing into a row of rosebushes. The thorns, however, caught on his clothing. He cursed again at the sounds of tearing as he fought to disentangle himself from their sharp points.  
 
    With one last hard jerk, which left a long, ragged rip in his favorite jacket, Rick managed to finally get to his car. Driving away, he felt terrible for being such a louse, but the alternative was worse. Whoever he’d spent the night with was going to see the guilt and remorse in his eyes. They’d be hurt, which would lead to angry words, which would then lead to him saying something he’d regret.   
 
    As if he didn’t have enough regrets at the moment. 
 
    A few miles down the road, he pulled over.  Leaning his forehead against the steering wheel, he took long deep breaths to push away the nausea that was threatening to overtake him.  
 
    What was wrong with him? He’d never been much of a drinker. But last night, he’d started drinking with Evie, or Leila or whoever he’d been with and lost control. That frightened him. He was not a man who easily lost control.   
 
    It’s not my fault my life is a mess.  It’s Emmy’s fault.  And Cammie’s. 
 
    When he felt his stomach finally settle down, he pulled back onto the road.  Driving along with the forest trees zipping by on either side, his mind turned to the past week.  And how it had wrecked him. 
 
    He’d almost had a heart attack when he found Cammie’s badge and resignation letter on her desk.  His first thought was that he was screwed.  There was no way he could fill her shoes as county sheriff.  Nor did he want to.  He was very happy being the department’s number two guy.   
 
    Once the initial shock wore off, he had to admit he completely understood Cammie’s reason for resigning.  The day she quit was a day no one would ever forget. It was a day all who were there wished they could take back. But even as he understood her reasoning, the fact that he was now acting sheriff of Clarke County did not ease his concerns.  
 
    Thankfully, her resignation only lasted twenty-four hours.  She was too conscientious about her job to walk away. However, Jace and Doc, the two people who knew her the best, watched with mounting concern, as she struggled to carry on day after day. They tried to speak to her, but she ignored their advice, insisting she was fine.  Yet, the signs were there – the inability to eat or sleep, the sudden irritability, restlessness followed by long bouts of staring into space.  Finally, the two had no choice but to carry out an intervention at her cabin.  After an argument that turned heated over her ability to do her job, it was Doc who finally forced her to admit that she hadn’t given herself enough time to process the trauma she’d just been through.   
 
    “You need to get out of Twin Ponds for a little while.  A change of scenery, where you don’t need to be Sheriff Cammie Farnsworth, will go a long way to helping you regain your emotional balance.” 
 
    “I have just the place,” Jace added.  “I know how much you love the ocean. My aunt and uncle own a small hotel on one of the Coffin Islands. It’s the off season so we’ll have the place pretty much to ourselves. We’ll walk the beach every day and when we work up an appetite, we can enjoy Aunt Maud’s fantastic cooking.  The rooms are comfortable, and they overlook the sea.  Imagine lying in bed every night listening to the sounds of the waves. It’s the perfect place for R&R.” 
 
    “I can’t just traipse off,” Cammie responded.  “What about my responsibilities here?”  She looked at Jace.  “What about your responsibilities at the garage?  Or with the Night Hawks?  The season is about to start.  You can’t just leave the guys in the lurch.” 
 
    The Night Hawks was the county’s hockey team. Jace was its captain and highest scorer.   
 
    “I haven’t taken a vacation in years,” he answered.  “Nathaniel can handle oil changes and simple maintenance at the garage.  As for the Night Hawks, the guys have been leaning on me too much over the last few years.  Without me there, it’ll give them a chance to see what they can really do.”  He fixed her with a steady gaze.  “Besides, do you honestly think I’d pick hockey and auto repairs over you?”  
 
     “The same applies to the Sheriff’s Department,” Doc spoke up. “Emmy pretty much runs the place anyway.  And Rick is a fine officer.”  He lifted an exaggerated eyebrow.  “Maybe you’re afraid to leave because you don’t want to find out just how well Emmy and Rick can get along without you.”  She didn’t laugh.  Or crack a smile. He leaned forward and took her hands.  “All joking aside, I know how much Twin Ponds and your job means to you. Which is why neither Jace or I are making these recommendations lightly.  A few weeks out in the middle of the Atlantic, breathing in all that sea air and not worrying about this town will go a long way in helping you recover.  You went through a traumatic loss.  Allow your spirit the time it needs to heal.” 
 
    Cammie’s eyes watered, and she ducked her head. She didn’t have the stamina to fight them.  Especially when they were right.  Her emotions were all over the place.  And she was so exhausted from lack of sleep, she was slowly falling apart.  She did need time to heal. “Alright,” she whispered.  “I’ll go.” 
 
    When she told Rick of her plans, he was all for the trip.  He’d seen the toll the events of that day took on her.  He agreed a few weeks away was the best thing.  He continued to believe this until he watched them drive away. Suddenly the weight of trying to fill her shoes fell on his shoulders.  He felt vulnerable. And terrified.  What if something major came up? What if he had to deal with a situation he’d never faced before? Even if she was only a phone call away, she was still sitting on a rock in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. The only thing she could do was give advice.  Did he even dare call her?  She was going away precisely because she needed to disengage from her job in order to get better.  It wasn’t fair to expect her to hold his hand or babysit his decisions. 
 
    No matter which way he looked at it, if something came up out of the ordinary, he was screwed.  The whole town was screwed. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Then there was Emmy. 
 
    He squinted against the surge of pain in his head when he thought about the department’s receptionist/dispatcher.   
 
    Damn it, why had he gone on a bender last night?  Worse, why had he gone home with whoever he’d gone home with?  If Emmy found out, he was doubly screwed. 
 
    You should have thought of that last night, bro. 
 
    For the gazillionth time, he asked himself why he was so hellbent on sabotaging his relationship with the young woman. Emmy loved him. She’d been in love with him since joining the department almost three years before.  
 
    Rick wasn’t a man who indulged in much introspection.  He took things as they came without picking them apart or analyzing them to death.  That included his emotions. 
 
    Yet there were two events that made him realize he had feelings for Emmy.  The first occurred earlier in the year when he’d risked his own life to save hers.  The second was when he thought she was dating someone else. He’d been taken aback by the unexpected jealousy and anger that had him planning how he was going to tear her prospective boyfriend apart. The intensity of his feelings spooked him. He’d never felt anything like that for any of the hundreds of women he’d dated over the years. 
 
    That enough was a clue that, as much as he’d tried to convince himself that love was nothing more than cheesy sentiments on greeting cards, he did feel deeply for Emmy. 
 
    He’d actually gotten up the courage to tell her how much he cared, but the discovery of Cammie’s badge and resignation letter pushed all that aside. In the ensuing twenty-four hours, he’d been consumed with the terrifying thought that he was now stuck with a job he didn’t want.  Even when Cammie relented and decided to remain as sheriff, he still worried that she’d never completely pull herself out of her depression.  He’d seen the changes in her.  Declaring his feelings for Emmy was the furthest thing from his mind.  
 
    More excuses. If you think hard enough, you’ll come up with a thousand more. The truth, buddy boy, is that you’re an emotional coward. 
 
    Emmy had once accused him of that.  She was right. Last night was yet another attempt to run away from the truth. Well, no more. It was time to grow up. To stop denying what was right in front of his face. He’d go home, clean himself up, arrive at HQ and open up his heart to her.  It was the only way to salvage a life that was spiraling out of control.  And if there was one thing Rick hated, it was lack of control. 
 
    You better get used to it. You can’t control love.  You can only follow where it leads you. It makes you vulnerable and that’s scary.  But you can do this. You’ve got to do this.  Or you’re going to lose her forever. 
 
    With that sobering thought in mind, Rick arrived at his bungalow and turned off his vehicle.  He was climbing out when his cellphone chimed, telling him he had a text message.  He took it out of his pocket, saw who it was from and finally realized who he’d gone home with the night before.  
 
    Shit.  I’m really screwed now. 
 
      
 
    Emmy was usually the first one in the office. She’d switch on the lights, get the coffee brewing, turn on her computer and start checking off the list of things she needed to get done that day.  This morning, however, the usually industrious young woman sat quietly at her desk, sipping her coffee. The computer was still off, and her to-do list rested at the bottom of her bag. At least she’d turned on the lights and made the coffee. 
 
    She glanced about the silent office and sighed. Although at first glance everything was as it should be, there was still something missing. Whether it was the glue that held the place together, or whether it was a presence that made it fun to come to work every day, the fact that it was gone made it that much harder to show up.   
 
    No matter how hard Emmy tried to carry on with her duties and convince herself that her boss would soon be back, it was at moments like this that it all caved in, leaving her wondering if her life would ever be the same. The office just wasn’t the same without Cammie.  It would never be the same until she came back.   
 
    Which brought up another worry.  What would Cammie be like when she did return? Would she be the same self- deprecating, caring and dedicated officer she’d been before that horrible day? Or would she be the hollow-eyed shell of a once vibrant woman?  Emmy had seen that shell.  And it had left her rattled.    
 
    Could it be that the sheriff’s depression was catching? The boxes of Thanksgiving ornaments were still sitting near the picture window, waiting to replace the Halloween ornaments hanging on the orange colored holiday tree.   
 
    Emmy loved her collection of holiday trees. She had one for every major holiday and she looked forward to putting them up in the window that looked out over Main Street. In the past, the Thanksgiving ornaments would already be up, the tree twinkling with orange and white lights. However, she’d only managed to take out the boxes from the backroom before she fell back into her chair and stared morosely at them. She lacked the energy or the enthusiasm to decorate. What little energy she had was taken up with worrying about Cammie. 
 
    And Rick. 
 
    She knew he was terrified at the prospect of taking Cammie’s place. He refused to sit at her desk or go into her office. It was as though he’d made it a shrine – a place he was unworthy to enter.  He wasn’t sleeping, and he barely touched his lunch. Hoping to cheer him up, she brought in her home baked macaroons that were his favorites. To her dismay, he wouldn’t even look at them.  
 
    Thinking about Rick inevitably brought up the issue of their relationship.  If she could call it that. He’d insisted on talking to her about it, but finding Cammie’s resignation letter and badge had torpedoed that.  He had yet to broach it again, and she didn’t have the heart to broach it for him. Not when he was so obviously burdened with the prospect of stepping into the sheriff’s shoes. 
 
    She longed to pull him into her arms and tell him that he was an excellent officer. He was good at his job and everyone knew that. Yes, Cammie was more experienced in the seamier side of law enforcement, but he still had the capability of meeting any emergency with level headed professionalism.  He wasn’t in over his head despite what he thought.  But whether it was her own creeping depression, or the fear that now was not the time to be talking about such personal feelings, she remained uncharacteristically paralyzed.  Unable to move forward one way or the other. 
 
    She finished her coffee and glanced over at the tree.  Well, there was one thing she could move forward on.  In fact, she had to. If she didn’t put the Thanksgiving tree up, people would notice. And comment.  If there was one thing she was determined to do, it was to carry on business as usual.  No matter how much it hurt. 
 
    She stood up and started towards the window when the phone rang.   
 
    “Twin Ponds Police Department,” she said as she picked up the receiver.  She listened for a few moments, her heart sinking with each word.  “I’ll have Rick call you ASAP.” 
 
    She hung up and sighed again.  “We’re screwed,” she said aloud to the empty office. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Eagla Island 
 
      
 
    Violet Munson stood on the porch of the large American craftsman-type house that stood on a cliff overlooking the ocean.  The imposing blue structure had been built by her late husband’s grandfather back in 1955 who’d christened it Munson Cottage.  She’d always chuckled at the name.  Like the famous Vanderbilts of the 19th century who’d thought of their enormous mansions in Newport as cottages, Philip Munson had done the same.  His ‘cottage’ was the largest house on the island, easily dwarfing the humble homes of the local fishermen and their families.  If the old man had done it tongue in cheek, it was impossible to know now.  He’d died in 1984 at the age of 75, taking the joke, or lack thereof to the grave with him. 
 
    A cold wind blew across the wide lawn, causing her to pull the hood of her coat up over her short blonde hair.  She’d taken a break from packing and although the weather was frigid, it gave her a much-needed respite, not only from the moving boxes, but from the recollections that each piece she uncovered brought up. 
 
    Violet and her two sons had arrived on the island two weeks before – a trip she’d put off for as long as she could.  She knew it would be difficult. There were so many memories associated with the house and property – all the summers she and Edward and their children spent here, sitting on the wide veranda, sipping cocktails as the ocean breeze cooled them down after a day frolicking on the beach below. She would never forget the look of peace and contentment on Edward’s face as soon as they stepped off the ferry.  It was as though all the concerns and stress of his job melted away once he arrived.  
 
    Along with the happy memories came the reminiscences of the not so happy visits.  The ones she’d taken at the beginning of her marriage.  The ones when Philip Munson had still been alive. 
 
    He’d always been an eccentrically formidable character.  Emotionally remote, with an ice-blue stare that cut right through her, she’d learned early on to treat him with kid gloves. Perhaps because Edward was long accustomed to the old man’s mercurial temperament, he never seemed bothered by the maddening mood swings.  These days Phil probably would have been diagnosed as bipolar and given medication.  But in those days, she felt herself at the mercy of his unpredictable personality.  The old man could be charming and effusive.  He knew so much about so many things and when he held court, she was transfixed by his words. It was his rages, however, that were distressing.  His brow would darken for no apparent reason and he would fly into the most violent histrionics.  The family knew enough to scatter until the storm blew over. Then peace would reign again.  Thankfully, he spent hours in the dark room he'd built in the basement, developing the photographs that brought him a degree of fame.  The more time he spent down there, the freer the family was from his stressful outbursts.   
 
    Violet could never admit it to Edward, but she was relieved when Phil died. She would no longer need to walk on eggshells in his presence, nor stress herself keeping her children away from his temper tantrums. 
 
    On her first visit to Munson Cottage after his death, she was amazed at the change. Edward’s father had inherited the home and immediately set about modernizing it, changing out the furniture and giving both the exterior and interior a much-needed coat of paint.  Yet it was more than the new furniture and fresh paint that left Violet stunned.  It was the general feeling and aura of the house itself.  She hadn’t realized how Phil’s personality had acted as an oppressive blanket on their surroundings.  Now that he was gone, it was as though the house was filled with fresh clean air, making each room feel lighter.  Happier. Now it truly became a place of joy filled vacations and wonderful memories. 
 
    Then it all came crashing down. Two years before, Edward was diagnosed with lung cancer.  He’d insisted on spending last summer at the house.  Violet guessed he knew it would be his final summer at the place he’d loved so much.  She couldn’t blame him for wanting to savor every last moment.  When he finally passed away in September, he left Munson Cottage to her. 
 
     She wished he hadn’t. The legacy of his last summer were the sorrowful memories of Edward being ravaged from within.  Of the days and nights listening to him hack and cough and wheeze as he struggled to breathe.  The thought of returning to the house and reliving those horrible days and nights were too much. As much as she knew it would have wounded Edward, she made the decision to put the house on the market.  It was useless holding on to a property she had no desire visiting.  Her daughter didn’t want it.  As to her sons – 
 
    Violet heaved a heavy sigh. In another life perhaps, Andrew and Teddy would gladly have taken on the ownership of this grand old house.  They’d grown up on the bluff and beach below, spending entire days playing in the surf and sand. But now… 
 
    She shook her head sadly as another gust of wind blew up against her face. It had been a mistake to have her sons accompany her.  Once she’d made the decision to sell, she knew she’d have to make the melancholy journey back here to pack up those items and family heirlooms she wanted to keep.  Owing to the house’s size and the accumulation of over sixty years worth of Munson possessions, she’d planned on their help in going through everything and packing what they decided to keep.  
 
    Violet looked down the wide expanse of lawn that ended at the edge of the cliff.  Beyond was the sea.  She watched the sea gulls gliding in the wind, envying them their freedom to take off and fly away.   
 
    If only she could do the same. 
 
    Andrew and Teddy had always been competitive with each other. She never understood where it came from – she and Edward always tried to instill respect and a deep sense of family loyalty among their children.  Since arriving at the house, she noticed with growing dismay, an edge of nastiness to their sibling rivalry.  They were grown men in their 40’s.  Yet they were behaving like children. Every discussion, no matter how innocuous, always devolved into a shouting match, resulting in one or both stomping off.  She’d never seen them this way before and was at a loss on how to stop it. 
 
    It’s the house. 
 
    She glanced back over her shoulder and sighed again. 
 
    There was something different about the house. In a place where she’d always been soothed by the sound of the waves coming through her bedroom window, she now found herself unable to sleep. She spent every night since their arrival a week before tossing and turning.  In those moments when she was able to drift off, she was always abruptly awakened by a nightmare she could never remember. At first, she’d chalked it up to the unhappy memories of Edward’s last summer.  But slowly, she’d begun to realize it was something more.  There was an almost imperceptible sense of foreboding. Of a heaviness that settled upon her shoulders, crushing the breath from her lungs.   
 
    It was the same heaviness she’d felt when Phil Munson was alive.   
 
    She’d tried to laugh it off, telling herself it was just her imagination.  But maybe it wasn’t, after all.  There was definitely something off inside the house. And whatever that something was, it made her sons act out of character.   
 
    She was almost tempted to abandon the house with everything inside.  But there were items that belonged to Edward.  Paintings, books, papers that had meant so much to him.  She couldn’t leave them here.  She had no choice but to finish up as quickly as she could.  Then she could close the door behind her and never think about or experience this place again. 
 
    “Mrs. Munson?” 
 
    She gave a start and turned at the sound of the voice. A wrinkled, grizzled face covered with white whiskers looked back at her in concern. 
 
    Splash Mulroney was an islander whose family stretched back to the original settlers.  He was the third generation Mulroney to serve the Munson family as caretaker.  In her mind’s eye, she watched a memory come up of a six year old Teddy asking Splash how he acquired his nickname. 
 
    “Well, when I was about your age,” he answered in that distinctive sing-songy Maine accent, “my dad took me out fishing.  Now I don’t rightly remember what exactly happened, but somehow I ended up falling overboard.  As you can imagine, there was a huge splash when I fell in.  When we got home, he told my mother about it.  She laughed and laughed and started calling me Splash.  I’ve been called that ever since.” 
 
    Glancing at him now, it wasn’t the first time she realized that in all the years he’d taken care of the house and looked out for her children, she had no idea what his real name was.  She knew he was married to Molly, a short, chubby woman who occasionally cooked for them.  She’d heard – she couldn’t remember from who – that she was ill with breast cancer.  She recalled two daughters – Fanny and Charlotte who would come over and play with her children when they were all young.  She could easily recall all of that.  Yet, she couldn’t remember his given name.  
 
    “Molly made some extra peach cobbler.  Thought you and the boys would enjoy it.” 
 
    They’re not boys anymore.  They’re men. 
 
    Violet bit back the words.  Instead, she reached out and took the aluminum pan from his hands. 
 
    “That’s kind of you.  Please thank Molly for me.” 
 
    “I surely will.” 
 
    He hesitated. Violet felt a surge of irritation run through her.  Edward had always teased that Splash was sweet on her. She’d ignored it over the years, but now she was beginning to see that Edward hadn’t been joking. 
 
    Since arriving back on Eagla, the man had become a nuisance. He was forever interrupting them while they tried to work. She quickly came to regret asking him to be the liaison between her realtor and any potential buyers.   Knowing there wasn’t anyone who knew Munson Cottage and the property as well as Splash did, she’d hoped he would simply get the job done without bothering her with the details. Unfortunately, he was constantly stopping by, giving his opinion on how best to show off the house and asking what she considered inappropriate questions on what she planned to do once the house was sold. 
 
    Now here he was again, sneaking up on her and scaring her half to death. She swallowed her ire and forced a smile on her face.  “I’d better get back inside.” 
 
    “If there’s anything I can do –” 
 
    “We’ll manage,” she interjected curtly.  “Thank you.” 
 
    She turned on her heel and quickly entered the house. 
 
    She’d barely taken two steps when she felt as though she were moving through an oppressively heavy blanket. Before she could consider what it meant, she glanced into the living room and saw Andrew and Teddy sprawled on the couch and recliner.  The TV was on and by the shouts and whistles, she knew they were watching a football game.   
 
    Frustration turned to anger. 
 
    Along the walls were rows of frames that contained Phil Munson’s photographs. Despite his overbearing nature, he’d been a very talented photographer.  She’d spent countless hours studying the photos, taking in the beauty of the nature he’d found on the Coffin Islands. There was a quality to each that always caught her attention, causing her to see something different each time she stood before them. It was no wonder his work had been featured in prestigious magazines, giving rise to a cottage industry on the islands of offering his photographs for sale.  Edward never tired of bragging that every business in town, as well as many of the private houses, had a Munson photograph hanging on their wall. 
 
    She’d asked Andrew and Teddy to wrap them each in bubblewrap and pack them in one of the moving boxes.  That was two hours ago, and the pictures were still on the wall.  
 
    Her fingers curled around the pan of peach cobbler. Standing on the precipice of resentment and rage, she lifted the pan, ready to hurl it at them.  At the last moment, she managed to drag herself away from the edge.  The anger was still there, bubbling under the surface, but she refused to give into it.  She continued into the kitchen and placed the cobbler on the counter. 
 
    She then placed her hands on the cool marble and leaned back, lowering her head.  She took several breaths to calm her roiling emotions. 
 
    After a few more breaths, she felt the ire slowly loosen its grip.  She straightened and was in the process of putting the cobbler in the fridge when she felt a chill envelope her.  Goosebumps erupted up and down her arms as the hairs on the back of her neck stood up.  For a moment, she could swear there was someone standing over her, their frigid breath against her skin.  Before she could stop herself, she looked over her shoulder.  
 
    There was no one there. 
 
    Thoughts flooded her mind.  What was going on? Why was she suddenly so cold? What the hell was wrong with this house?  Before fear could set in, she heard voices raised in anger coming from the living room.  
 
    “What an asinine call!  Is that ref blind?” Teddy yelled. 
 
    “You’re the one who’s blind.  The guy was obviously holding.” 
 
    “You’re full of shit!  You can’t be that stupid.” 
 
    “Bite me, you moron.” 
 
    Something broke within Violet. A fury she’d never experienced before rushed through her. She whirled away from the fridge and slammed her hands loudly against the marbletop island. 
 
    “Shut up, both of you!”  she exploded.  “You can’t even take the damn pictures off the damn wall and put them in a damn box like I asked you to! You’re both completely worthless.” 
 
    She stomped across the room and up the stairs.  Reaching her bedroom, she slammed the door behind her, the echo reverberating throughout the house. 
 
    Her hands shook at the ferocity of her temper.  She paced restlessly, knowing that if she didn’t dissipate this rage, she’d throw something through the window.  
 
    As she calmed down, her fear and worry increased.  My God, what just happened?  She’d never reacted that way before. Edward had always admired her calm levelheaded- 
 
    ness.  She was always the one to diffuse a difficult situation.  Now she was creating them. 
 
    It had to be the memories. There was no other explanation.  They were creating havoc with her psyche, making her unable to sleep and get the rest she so desperately needed. 
 
    She sat down on the edge of the bed and made a deal with herself.  She’d originally planned to stay as long as it took to go through the contents of the house.  However, she’d give it one more week. Whatever she didn’t get to would become part of the sale.  
 
    Now that she had an end in sight, her fears slipped away.  However, it didn’t stop a headache from forming at the base of her skull.  As she went into the bathroom to get some aspirin, she failed to see the outline of a dark shadow move across her bed and disappear through the door.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jace screamed in horror as he saw Cammie go over the cliff.  He forced himself forward, fighting against the roaring winds pushing him backwards. 
 
    Please God, don’t let her be dead.  I beg you.  Don’t let her die. 
 
    Fighting back tears, he finally managed to get to the edge where he willed himself to look over.  His cries of terror turned to delirious relief when he saw a set of narrow stairs carved into the side of the cliff.  Below, he saw Cammie running onto the beach. 
 
    Dear God, what is she doing?  She’s not going to run into the water, is she? 
 
    “Cammie!” he yelled until he was hoarse.  But it was no use.  The wind was determined to rip his words away.  Gripping the slimy rock with his right hand, he gingerly made his way down the wet soaked stairs.  He wanted to bellow in frustration at the slow pace, but he’d already come close to losing his footing on the slippery stone.  If he went too fast, he’d topple off and risk serious injury. 
 
    Finally reaching the bottom, he took off running on the wet sand.  Once again, he felt thwarted. The faster he ran, the slower he seemed to go.  Thankfully, he saw she’d come to a stop just out of reach of the incoming waves.  She stood like a desolate sentry, looking out over the crashing, pounding ocean.  
 
    “My God, you just about gave me a heart attack!” he shouted as he came up and gathered the cold and shivering woman into his arms.  “What were you thinking? What are you doing down here?” 
 
    Cammie tried to answer, but her teeth were chattering so badly, she couldn’t speak.  Instead, she pointed towards the ocean.   
 
    Jace peered out to where she indicated.  All he saw were angry white and grey waves hurling themselves against the beach.  Rain pelted his face and stung his eyes, preventing him from seeing more than that. Whatever she’d seen was long gone. Worried that they’d both come down with pneumonia if they stayed out much longer in the driving rainstorm, he gently pulled her towards the stairs.  “It’s too windy out here,” he shouted when she resisted.  
 
    Cammie rubbed the rain from her eyes with the palms of her hands. Jace was right. There was nothing they could do. She leaned into him, suddenly feeling very tired.  
 
    By the time they reached the Paradise Cove Hotel, both were bedraggled and quaking from the frigid rain and buffeting winds. 
 
    “Goodness!” Maud Northcott exclaimed when she saw the two stumble into her kitchen.  “You’ll both catch your death if you don’t get out of those wet clothes immediately.” The stout woman immediately set to work. She stripped off their soaking rain slickers and laid them near the heater. She then shooed them up the back stairs to the first floor where they had a suite overlooking the ocean.  She bustled about stoking the fire in the large marble fireplace that took up part of the wall facing the king-sized bed.  Once she had the fire roaring, she turned back to the couple.   
 
    “Mercy,” she muttered under her breath when she saw Cammie fumbling to undo the buttons on her shirt with fingers that shook uncontrollably.  Glancing over, she saw her nephew was faring no better. After unbuttoning Cammie’s shirt, Maud hurried to the door.  “Glenn, get up here right now!” she shouted.  A few moments later, Jace’s uncle appeared at the door. 
 
    “Jace and Cammie were caught out in the storm.  They need help getting out of their soaking clothes. You take care of Jace while I get Cammie into the bathroom.” 
 
    A half hour later, Cammie and Jace were wrapped in thick wool blankets, sipping cups of warm chicken broth as they sat in front of the roaring fire.  Maud and Glenn were sitting on the edge of the bed watching them. Behind them, the rain bombarded the large picture windows, punctuated now and then with the mournful howling of the wind. 
 
    “What in heaven’s name made you go down to the beach on a day like today?” the older woman asked.  “You could have easily slipped on those steps and killed yourselves.” 
 
    Cammie had finally stopped shivering enough to speak.  Holding tightly to the hot mug of broth, she looked to Jace’s aunt and uncle.  “You need to call the authorities,” she said. 
 
    “Authorities?  Whatever for?” Glenn asked. 
 
    “There was a boat out there.” 
 
    “A boat?” he asked incredulously.  “In this weather?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What kind of boat was it?” 
 
    “I was too far away to see the make.  It was at least a seventeen-footer, with an outboard motor.” 
 
    “This is an island of experienced fishermen. No one in their right mind would go out in a storm like this,” he scoffed.  “Especially in a seventeen-footer. It would be swamped in no time.” He paused. “The only way a boat would be out there is if it broke loose from its moorings.” 
 
    Cammie shook her head.  “There was someone inside.  I know because I saw them throw a body overboard.” 
 
    All three Northcotts stared at her in disbelief.   
 
    “Babe, Uncle Glenn is right,” Jace finally spoke. “You saw those waves.  Any boat that went out there is probably underwater by now.”  
 
    “I know what I saw. I was standing at the cliff, watching the storm come in.  Just as it started to rain, I decided to head back. Something caught my eye and when I looked, I saw the boat slipping in and out among the waves.”  She saw the dubious expressions on their face.  “Look, I thought it was crazy too.  I kept looking to make sure it wasn’t a trick of the light.  That’s when I saw them heave something over the side.” She looked into Jace’s face.  “It was a body.” 
 
    “Honey, it was dark.  The ocean has a way of making us think we’re seeing things that really aren’t there,” Maud spoke up. 
 
    Cammie almost blurted out that she of all people knew a body when she saw one.  However, by mutual agreement, she and Jace had decided to keep secret what she did for a living. She hadn’t come to the island in any official capacity, and she was afraid that if they knew she was a police officer, it would make them ill at ease as it did many people when they were around law enforcement.   
 
    She closed her eyes and took a deep breath to calm herself.  “Please, just call the authorities.” 
 
    Opening her eyes, her heart sank when she saw them look at each other.  
 
     They think I’m nuts.  They’re convinced my depression has rattled my brain.  Now I’m imagining dead bodies everywhere. 
 
    She glanced at Jace and saw him trying to keep his face neutral, but she knew he was thinking the same thing too. It cut her to her core. 
 
    “I know what I saw,” she insisted stubbornly.  “If you don’t call the police, I will.” 
 
    “Things don’t run out here the way they do in Twin Ponds,” Glenn explained.  “After policing ourselves for generations, the islands finally hired a deputy six months ago.  He lives over on Sarke Island.  Ellis will never be able to get out here until the storm blows over which, according to the reports, should be around dawn. Nor can I, in good conscience, risk the lives of the locals by putting a call out. If there was a body dumped overboard, they’ve long since drowned.  And whoever did the dumping is probably at the bottom of the sea by now as well.” He swiftly cut off Cammie’s protest.  “I promise to call Ellis first thing in the morning.”   
 
    After bidding them good-night, the two left the room.   
 
    “They think I’m certifiable,” Cammie muttered after they’d gone. 
 
    “No, they don’t,” Jace answered half-heartedly.   
 
    She glanced at him.  “Yes, they do.  And so do you.” 
 
    “Cammie, please…” 
 
    She threw off her blanket and began to anxiously pace.  “I know I’ve been in a dark place these last few weeks, but I’m not crazy.” 
 
    “No one said you are.” 
 
    “I saw the looks on your faces. A blind man could read what you were thinking.  It doesn’t help that they don’t like me.” 
 
    His eyes bounced back and forth as he watched her.  “Babe, what are you talking about?” 
 
    “Your parents have made it clear how much they can’t stand me.  I’m sure they told Maud and Glenn what a terrible person I am.  I can just hear your father.”  She lowered her voice in a weak imitation of Mr. Northcott.  “Well, you know Glenn, she is seven years older than Jace.  She’s probably one of those cougars you read about who just wants to satisfy her unnatural sexual appetites with my son.” 
 
    Jace grinned.  “And there’s something wrong with that?”  He instantly swallowed his smile when he saw the glare in her eyes.   
 
    He stood up, shook off the blanket and stopped her mid-pace. Taking her in his arms, he held her tightly against his chest. “Sweetheart, I’m their only child.  In their eyes, no one will ever be good enough for me.”  He thought it best to leave out the fact that his parents did dislike Cammie, not only because she was older than he was, but because of what had happened the year before when Twin Ponds’ local boy turned hero Eli Kelley was found murdered. The investigation had swept Jace into the middle of an emotional nightmare that resulted in the fracturing of his and Cammie’s relationship.  It had taken months for them both to trust each other enough to give their relationship another try.  
 
    “If I thought Maud and Glenn would dislike you,” he continued,” I never would have suggested we come here.  They’d never be influenced by whatever Mom and Dad think or say because they haven’t spoken to each other in years.  They like you, Cammie, very much.  But what you said is not in their sphere of experience.” He pulled her away and met her gaze.  “If you say you saw a body dumped overboard, I believe you.  Glenn will call the police tomorrow and we’ll get to the bottom of it.  In the meantime, let’s climb into bed and watch the fire.  Even after two cups of broth, I’m still cold.  I could use a warm cuddle.” 
 
    Long after she’d fallen asleep, Jace remained lying next to her, staring into the flames.  He couldn’t shake the gnawing concern over what Cammie may or may not have seen.  If she did witness a body being thrown into the ocean, it was inevitable she would be swept up in the investigation. The deputy would need to question her. And knowing Cammie as well as he did, he knew her nosiness would know no bounds to uncover what really happened.  At the same time, was she really ready for that?  He knew she’d say yes. But he had his doubts. They’d only been on Eagla for a week.  As far as he was concerned, it was too soon for her to get involved in any kind of murder probe.   
 
    He’d spent the last seven days surreptitiously watching for any signs of PTSD.  Her emotions were still close to the surface; tears welling up at unexpected moments. When he saw them, he knew she was remembering.  At least, she was sleeping better.  Her last nightmare had been the day after they arrived.  The flashes of irritability were ebbing as well.  Yet, she was still walking an emotional tightrope. Anything that brought up recollections of what had happened, and she’d go over the edge. 
 
    Yet, no matter how hard he tried not to go there, there was the more frightening alternative.  Had Cammie actually seen a boat out on the ocean? Had she actually witnessed a body being thrown overboard? Or had her trauma manufactured the scene?  She was conscientious to a fault.  She thrived on being a responsible and dependable officer.  Although he hadn’t seen any signs of it yet, was she chafing at her inactivity?  Walking the beach every day didn’t hold a candle to being on the trail of a murderer.  Did she want and need to be involved in something like a criminal investigation to feel useful? To feel wanted? To feel that rush when the killer was finally apprehended?  
 
    Had she somehow invented the boat and the body to keep from being bored? 
 
    He watched the flames dance as the wood snapped against the glass pane.  Each scenario left a fear in his heart that refused to go away.  No matter how he looked at it, the conclusions weren’t good. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Eagla Island 
 
      
 
    It was the calm after the storm, Deputy Ellis Martin mused, as he swung his Boston Whaler towards the harbor at Paradise Cove. The sun was shining, the sea was tranquil.  It was hard to believe just twelve hours earlier, they’d been at the mercy of a violent, angry tempest.  Now, the only remnants of the gale were the large bands of seaweed floating atop the water. 
 
    He’d been halfway out the door to start his rounds that morning when he received a call from Glenn Northcott telling him his presence was needed.  He wouldn’t explain why, ending the phone call with the cryptic words, “My nephew’s girlfriend will fill you in once you get here.”  Having met Glenn and Maud several times, he knew them to be hard working, practical people. It had been an unusual phone call. But since taking up the position of deputy, he’d had no choice but to become accustomed to the unusual.   
 
    Ellis lived on Sarke Island, the largest of the four islands that made up the Coffins.  The second largest was Eagla, followed by the smaller island of Neddy Point where the lighthouse that had once guided the clipper ships going in and out of Portland was located.  All three were now major tourist destinations in the summer, filling to capacity between May and early September.  Once the last tourist boarded the ferry that would return them to the mainland, the Coffins settled down to a quiet existence, riding out the fierce winter storms that would batter their homes until the craziness of the tourist season began again the following spring.  
 
    The fourth island, Redemption, was the most remote of the four.  It stood alone in the Atlantic, uninhabited, shrouded in fog and rife with superstition. 
 
    When he’d first taken the job, Ellis spent his initial months exploring Sarke, Eagla and Neddy Point.  He tried to gain an understanding of the inhabitants, of what made them tick, hiking the coasts and interiors to get a feel for the island itself.  They each had their own unique feel and reputation; it was important that he understand each island’s character if he was going to succeed at his job.  This included poring over the few history books that spoke about the islands’ past. What he discovered gave him pause. And a few sleepless nights.  
 
    He'd taken this position because, quite frankly, he wanted a job that guaranteed quiet.  He’d been through enough in his last job, especially his final case.  He’d been so unsettled by what he’d experienced, it drove him to turn his back on a brilliant 20 year career. He thought this job would be just the thing he needed to regain his equilibrium.  However, after reading about the Coffin Islands, he wondered if he’d made a terrible mistake coming here. 
 
    Ellis throttled down the motor and eased alongside the dock. 
 
    He grabbed the rope, swung up onto the pier and tied the boat up securely.  Turning, he looked upon the small town of Paradise Cove. Like many seaside towns, there was a main thoroughfare that ran down the center of what was considered downtown.  The stores and restaurants were all located along Harbor Street, with little alleyways shooting off that led to tiny boutiques, overly priced art galleries and private cottages. The Paradise Cove Hotel stood atop a hill, giving it a panoramic view of the town and harbor, and the sea beyond.   
 
    There was a road that meandered up to the hotel.  He took off on foot. By the time he arrived, his bones were frozen through, despite wearing a heavy wool coat over his uniform.  The hotel itself was painted a light peach that helped it stand out.  A wide veranda ran along the length of the building.  In the summer it was filled with wicker chairs and tables and chattering summer visitors.  Now it was empty, awaiting the arrival of the snows that would soon descend.  
 
    Inside, the hardwood floors were covered with thick Oriental rugs. There was a sitting room to the left, with floor to ceiling windows where tea was served during summer afternoons.  On the other side was the library where guests were encouraged to pick a book to read during their stay.  In the center was the desk behind which hung the keys to each room.  Next to the desk was the staircase that led up to the guest rooms.  The hotel looked empty when he arrived. He went up to the desk and hit the bell.  A sharp ding reverberated throughout the establishment.  A few moments later, the six-foot, white-haired man, dressed in jeans and a dark blue Gansey sweater appeared. 
 
    “Hello, Glenn.  Good to see you,” Ellis said as the two men shook hands. 
 
    “Hey, Ellis.  How was the trip over?” 
 
    “Cold.” 
 
    The man laughed.  “Maud just put on a pot of coffee.  Or would you prefer some hot cocoa?  She makes a mean cup of hot chocolate.” 
 
    “Coffee will be fine, thanks.” 
 
    “Come into the kitchen.” 
 
    Following Glenn through the glass doors that led into the dining room, beyond which lay the kitchen, he asked, “It can’t be my good looks that made you call me out here.” 
 
    “Truth is, I’d prefer Cammie to tell you herself.  She was the one who insisted I call you.” 
 
    “Cammie?” 
 
    “My nephew’s girlfriend. They’re visiting from the mainland.” 
 
    It wasn’t often mainlanders visited the islands during the winter months. The two-hour sea crossing was usually rough, the weather frigidly damp and windy, with a cold that managed to seep into one’s very bones.  The lively tempo of the summer ground to a halt. Most of the restaurants and shops closed down. Whatever night life there was consisted of having a few beers at Fiske’s, the only pub on Harbor Street that stayed open year round.   
 
    For the locals, the off season was time to hunker down, go inward, recover from the summer traffic and gear themselves up for the following year’s tourist season. Ellis had yet to spend a winter on the Coffins, but he’d been warned that the enforced hibernation usually resulted in higher incidents of alcoholism, drug abuse and whatever else people used to get through the long, cold, tedious months.  
 
    He absently wondered why the Northcotts’ visitors chose such a time to visit. 
 
    Reaching the end of the dining room, Glenn swung open the door and they stepped into a large, bright kitchen.  In the center of the room was an enormous island where the food preparation took place.  Maud was seated at the corner of the island, peeling potatoes from a large bowl. 
 
    Unlike her husband, Maud stood about 5 feet 5 inches. Her grey hair was cut fashionably short and she wore a red apron over her jeans and sweater with the name Paradise Cove Hotel stitched on the front. She was slightly overweight, but that didn’t stop her from indulging her love of cooking.  It was well known throughout Eagla that she made the best meals and baked the most scrumptious desserts.  As usual, she had a plate of homemade chocolate chip cookies sitting on the counter near the coffee pot.  Ellis eyed the cookies.  He hadn’t had time for breakfast and he was famished.   
 
    “Ellis is frozen through,” Glenn announced.  “He could use a nice hot cup of coffee.” 
 
    “Of course.”  She stood up and bustled over to the counter where the coffee pot was.  “How are you?” she greeted. 
 
    “Can’t complain.” 
 
    She took down a mug from the cupboard, filled it with coffee and handed it to him.  “There’s milk and sugar over there if you need it.  And of course, you’ll have some cookies.” 
 
    “Of course,” he smiled. 
 
    He took a sip and almost groaned aloud in pleasure as he felt its warmth cascade through his cold body.  He quickly ate two cookies and wondered if he could get away with snatching a third. 
 
    “I’ll go fetch Cammie for you,” Glenn said.  After he’d gone, Ellis turned to Maud, who’d returned to peeling her potatoes. 
 
    “There seems to be a bit of a mystery about why I was called out. All Glenn would tell me is that he preferred Cammie to let me know why I’m here.” 
 
    She waved her hand at him.  “He’s right.  She is the best person to explain herself.” 
 
    Ellis frowned.  “Explain herself? What exactly do you mean by that?” 
 
    Maud kept her attention on the potatoes. “I don’t want you to get the wrong impression.  Cammie is a wonderful woman.  It’s just that she’s been…”  She paused in her peeling, her eyes cast downwards. “Something happened that caused our nephew Jace to bring her all the way out here.  I don’t know what it is; neither will tell us. But I gather it was traumatic enough that she needed a change of scenery in which to recover.” 
 
    Ellis didn’t know what to make of that.  “Are you saying that you and Glenn were not in agreement that I be called in?” 
 
    For the first time, Maud raised her eyes and looked at him.  “The truth is, we don’t know what to think.” 
 
    Her answer left him bewildered.  Were they trying to tell him, in a roundabout way, that their nephew’s girlfriend wasn’t all there mentally?  Had they sent for him simply to humor her? 
 
    He had no choice but to withhold judgment.  Until he met this Cammie and heard her story, he needed to remain open-minded, regardless of what Glenn and Maud believed. 
 
    He heard the sounds of footsteps coming down the backstairs. A moment later, Glenn appeared, closely followed by a tall woman and an even taller man. 
 
     “Cammie, Jace, this is Deputy Ellis Martin.  Ellis, this is Cammie Farnsworth and my nephew, Jace Northcott.”  
 
    Ellis stepped forward and shook Jace’s hand. He liked the handsome young man’s firm handshake and the way he looked Ellis in the eye without the usual nervous reaction people had when they met an officer of the law for the first time.  
 
    He wasn’t sure what to expect after Maud’s cryptic comment.  As he shook hands with Cammie, he did a quick assessment. She was attractive, with curly auburn hair tied back in a ponytail. She looked unusually thin beneath her fishermen’s sweater and there were dark circles under her hazel eyes. But her expression was sharply intelligent, and he was slightly surprised to realize that, as he studied her, she was in turn studying him. 
 
    “Thank you for coming out,” she said.  Like her boyfriend, her handshake was firm and no nonsense.  “Why don’t we sit down in the library? I’m sure Maud wouldn’t appreciate us being in her way.” 
 
    Before he had a chance to respond, she was already walking out the door.   
 
     A woman accustomed to being in charge. 
 
    He had no choice but to follow. Jace took up the rear. 
 
    The three silently walked through the dining room and lobby and into the wood paneled library.  Cammie sat down at the nearest table, with Jace taking a seat next to her. As soon as Ellis slid into the chair opposite her, she asked, “So, were you told I’m off my rocker?”  He glanced at her in surprise.  She chuckled. “I suppose if I were in Glenn and Maud’s shoes, I’d think I was nuts too.”  Her expression abruptly turned serious as she looked at him.  “But I’m not.” 
 
    Ellis sat back in his chair and quietly regarded her.  “I’ve been on this island for almost an hour and I still have no idea why I’m here.” 
 
    “I saw a murder being committed yesterday.”   
 
    Ellis frowned.  Hell, she really was delusional.  Here she was, telling him she’d seen a murder as calmly as if she were telling him she’d seen a seagull on the beach.  Any sane person would have been at the very least upset to witness the taking of a human life.  
 
    “A murder?” he asked slowly. 
 
    She nodded. “I was out on the bluff yesterday when the storm came in.  I saw a boat out beyond the surf.  It caught my attention because no one in their right mind should have been out there. I stood watching it for a few minutes and that’s when I saw a body being thrown overboard.” 
 
    Ellis’ eyes widened in astonishment. “Are you sure it wasn’t a lobster trap or a net they were either hauling in or throwing out? The sea has a way of playing tricks, especially in such bad weather.” 
 
    “How long have you been a deputy?” she asked. 
 
    He blinked at the sudden change in the conversation. Her tone wasn’t rude or offensive.  But her steady gaze and matter of fact manner intrigued him.  If she was truly delusional, she was doing a great job of hiding it.  “I’ve been on the job for six months.” 
 
    “And before that?” 
 
    “I was NCIS for fifteen years.” Naval Criminal Investigative Service.  He saw she was impressed.  “Is there a particular reason you needed to know that?” 
 
    For the first time, Jace broke into the discussion.  “Deputy Martin, Cammie is the elected Sheriff of Clarke County, Maine.” 
 
    Ellis managed to hide his surprise. “Your aunt and uncle neglected to tell me that.” 
 
    “It’s because they don’t know.” 
 
    Before Ellis could ask why, Cammie said, “I spent ten years in homicide in Seattle, three years as a private investigator in Boston and the last two years as Sheriff.  Jace and I aren’t telling you this in an effort to impress you with my credentials, or to try and take over your investigation.  We’re sharing this with you because it proves I know a body when I see one.” 
 
    As if he needed additional proof that what she was saying was the truth, she reached into her pocket and took out her ID.  Flipping it open, she showed him her badge. 
 
    “I guess you would,” he answered, realizing that his first impression of her had been spot on.  She was definitely a woman who was accustomed to being in charge. And to having her questions answered. 
 
    She is certainly not what I expected. 
 
    “However, I still don’t understand why you wouldn’t tell Maud and Glenn you’re a sheriff.” 
 
    “I’m not here in any official capacity,” she answered slowly.  “No sense making people nervous there’s a cop in town.” 
 
    Ellis knew there was more to it than that.  But he could find no justifiable reason to dig deeper.  Not yet anyway. 
 
    “So what happened after you saw the body thrown overboard?” he asked. 
 
    “I ran down to the beach, but the storm obstructed my view.  As you can imagine, the waves were the size of skyscrapers. I can’t tell you what direction the boat went in, or if it even reached land.  As for the body itself, I have no clue if it sank or drifted out to sea.” 
 
    Ellis looked at Jace.  “Did you see the boat or the disposal of the body?” 
 
    Jace shook his head.  “By the time I reached the cliff, Cammie was already running down to the beach.  I was too preoccupied getting down the narrow stairs without breaking my neck to notice much of anything.” 
 
    “May I ask why the two of you were out in such a ferocious storm in the first place?” 
 
    His question was directed at Cammie.  He watched her hands, folded on the table in front of her, visibly tighten.  “I thought I could get a walk in before the storm arrived.  I was wrong.” 
 
    Ellis didn’t need to ask Jace why he’d been out on the bluff as well. 
 
    You were keeping an eye on her. What happened back in Twin Ponds that would make an elected sheriff need someone to babysit her? More importantly, why would a law officer need to keep what she does a secret? 
 
    Ellis noticed Cammie watching him closely, almost waiting for him to scoff at her report.  So far, she was the only one to have seen the boat and the body being tossed into the ocean.  But there was something about her, something beneath the vulnerability she was trying so hard to hide that made him believe her 
 
     “Did you happen to notice if it was a man or a woman in the boat?” 
 
    Cammie shook her head.  “Impossible to tell.  They were dressed in a yellow slicker with the hood pulled down.” 
 
    “Do you remember any details about the boat itself?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I really don’t know much about boats. It looked to be your average pleasure craft.”  She paused. “I did notice that the person who dumped the body overboard didn’t seem to have too much trouble doing it.  The boat was being tossed about pretty violently, yet they didn’t need to stand to haul the body over the side.”  
 
    “So it was either a very strong man or woman.” 
 
    Cammie gave him a lopsided smile.  “That narrows it down, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “We’ve got fishermen of both sexes on these islands.  It’s not a job for the weak and feeble.”  He met her eye and matched her joking smile.  “So yes, it does narrow it down.” 
 
    Ellis took out his notebook and jotted down everything Cammie told him, including the time she saw the incident.  When he was done writing, he flipped shut the book and shoved it into his pocket. 
 
    “Whoever it was had to be pretty desperate to risk capsizing and drowning to dispose of a body,” he noted. “They probably assumed the risks were worth it. Lacking a corpse, it’s harder to pin the murder on the killer.” 
 
    “Would the body have been swept out to sea?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “Depends on the currents. I’ll cruise around the islands to see if it washed ashore.  There are still parts that remain uninhabited, so we can’t depend on the locals seeing anything if it came up in those areas.”  He paused, then asked, “You know I need to ask why the Northcott think you’re off your rocker.” 
 
    He watched as Jace reached over and covered her hand with his. 
 
    Cammie took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “I just finished an investigation that didn’t end well,” she answered in a tight voice.  She slowly raised her eyes until they met his. He saw the pain in her gaze.  He could only guess what the trauma Maud mentioned was. But he’d been in law enforcement long enough to know there was usually one case that got under your skin and wouldn’t let go.  In time, you learned to work around the agony. But you never forgot.  He’d had such a case himself.  It was why he was now deputy on a group of remote, godforsaken islands. 
 
    “Why do you want to know?” she continued. 
 
    “Because I don’t want to invite someone onto my boat to help me search if they’re crazy.” 
 
    Cammie blinked at him.  Then she unexpectedly threw her head back and laughed.   
 
    Before he could stop himself, Ellis thought, I think I’m going to enjoy working with her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rick’s hands shook when he pulled into John Graham’s driveway.  He wished he could chalk it up to still feeling a bit hung over from the night before.  The truth, however, was more ridiculous.  So ridiculous he didn’t even want to acknowledge it.  But it was there, staring him in the face.  The doubt drenched words needling him. 
 
    This is my first test as acting sheriff.  What if I blow it?  
 
    Emmy had called to tell him he was needed ASAP out at the Graham property.  All she knew was that John Graham had found something he needed Rick to see.  On the drive over, he’d tried to figure out what this something could be.  Maybe it was an old revolver found up in the attic.  Or maybe it was buried treasure, left by one of the original loggers who’d had their camp out this way. 
 
    Whatever it was, John was adamant that Rick get out there as quickly as he could. 
 
    He’d grown up with John and knew he was one of those men who wasn’t much of a talker.  When he did speak, people paid attention.  The fact that he was insisting Rick drive over as fast as he could didn’t give the deputy the warm and fuzzies.   
 
    Damn. Cammie wasn’t even gone a week and he was already facing the potential of investigating something that could very well be over his head.  He tried to calm himself with the knowledge that if he needed help, he could call in the Houlton authorities.  Or he could pick up the phone and contact Cammie. 
 
    Neither sat well with him. 
 
    Of course, it could be one of those situations where John thought it was worse than it was.  What was potentially explosive to a lay person could just be routine to a law enforcement officer.  Like finding an ancient revolver in the attic.  Or stumbling onto a pack of coyotes in your backyard sizing you up for breakfast. 
 
    Although John was far from the hysterical type, those last thoughts still managed to calm him down.  He pulled into the driveway of the dark red colored Cape Cod and shut off the engine.  As he climbed out of his vehicle, he saw the front door open and John step out. 
 
    John Graham was the same age as Rick.  He was shorter and chunkier than the deputy, his coloring showing his Irish roots. They’d gone to school together, but their paths diverged when John went on to a trade school to become an electrician, married his high school sweetheart and settled down as a father to three boys.  They saw each other around town and occasionally shared a beer at Zee’s Bar and Grille, but John’s life was as far away from Rick’s as the moon. 
 
    “Hey John,” Rick greeted as they shook hands.  “Got the message you needed me out here ASAP.  Everything okay?” 
 
    “You tell me,” John answered enigmatically.  Rick raised an eyebrow and was about to ask him to elaborate further when John turned and began to walk away.  “I think it’s best if you see it for yourself.” 
 
    Long accustomed to John’s abruptness, Rick followed him to the back of the house.  As soon as he arrived, he’d heard the incessant barking of the family dog coming from inside the house.  Now that he was entering the property, the beagle’s baying became more pronounced.  
 
    As they entered a gate that led into the backyard, Rick noticed the fenced in area strewn with toys, bicycles and scooters. They had to maneuver their way around the playthings as they walked across the grass.  
 
    “You don’t want to give me some kind of a clue?” Rick asked as he barely avoided tripping over a baseball glove. 
 
    “Nope.  Rather you see it without any input from me.” 
 
    John led them to the far corner of the property where an ancient, weather-beaten shed stood, precariously leaning to the right.  Rick hesitated at the threshold, convinced it would collapse on top of him once he stepped inside.  John though had no problem entering.  He pushed open the door and flicked on the switch.  The light was feeble, throwing off more shadows than illuminating the interior.  Rick stuck his head inside and looked about. 
 
    “You sure it’s safe to come in?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” Rick threw him a look. “What I want to show you is over here.” 
 
    “Maybe you can bring it out here.  The light’s better.” 
 
    “I don’t want the wife or kids to see it.” 
 
    Rick continued to hesitate.  Scanning the small, slightly claustrophobic area, he was disgusted to see spider webs hanging from the ceiling.  There were boxes neatly stacked in the far corner, but from what he could see, it looked as though they’d had been chewed on by God knows what kind of rodent.  If he had to guess, he’d say the last time the shed was cleaned out was just after the American Civil War.  
 
    Twin Ponds’ new acting sheriff hated rats, mice, dust and every insect known to man.  He especially hated spiders.  The last thing he wanted was to smudge his jacket with dirt or mouse droppings.  He especially didn’t want any spiders dropping down on him. Just the thought of all this dust staining his newly cleaned uniform, or having a spider skitter down his collar gave him the heebie jeebies.  Ready to tell John hell would freeze over before he took one step inside the dilapidated shack, he suddenly remembered why he couldn’t refuse. This was his first call as acting sheriff.  How was it going to look if he refused to get dust on his jacket? Or went ballistic because he stepped in mouse shit? Damn.  He had no choice but to suck it up. 
 
    Keeping a wary eye on the webs above his head, he willed himself to enter. 
 
     John was standing against the opposite wall.  At his feet Rick could just make out a hole in the dirt floor.  “This shed has been on the property since we bought the place. As you can tell, it’s in need of some major work.  My wife has been after me to get to it.  She’s afraid it’s going to collapse on one of the kids one of these days.  This morning I decided to take a look and see what needed to be done.  I removed a table that was here, and I found that the ground beneath it had caved in a bit. I was worried that maybe some snakes had made a nest.” 
 
    Rick’s eyes widened as he quickly scanned the floor around his feet.  “Did you find any?” he gulped. 
 
     “No.  But I found this.” 
 
    He reached up to a shelf where the table had once stood and took down a square metal box. He brought it under the lightbulb and placed it on the floor.   
 
    “Looks like a strong box,” Rick observed. 
 
    “That’s what I thought.”   
 
    The deputy took out a pair of latex gloves and slipped them on.  He then knelt down and carefully examined the box.   
 
    “There was a lock on it that I had to break,’ John continued.  He ruefully rubbed his chin.  “I hate to admit it, but I let my imagination get away from me.  I was convinced I’d found a box filled with cash, or stock certificates that would make me a rich man.” 
 
    “I thought you made good coin as an electrician.” 
 
    “I do.  But with three kids, it doesn’t hurt to have a bit more.” 
 
    “So, did you hit the lottery?” Rick joked.  He swallowed his chuckle when he saw the pained look on John’s face.   
 
    “Take a look for yourself.” 
 
    Puzzled, Rick withdrew the flashlight from his police belt and handed it to John.  “Do me a favor and shine the light on the box.  I can’t see squat in here.”  John flicked on the flashlight, sending much needed light to the box.  Rick lifted the top and peered inside.   His stomach clenched when he saw a pink baby blanket. He jerked his head up and stared at John. 
 
    “Go on,” the man whispered.  “There’s more.” 
 
    Rick’s mind raced with dozens of unthinkable possibilities.  Worse, he was again consumed by a mounting fear that he wouldn’t be able to handle what he was about to see. He didn’t have the stomach to deal with any kind of violence done to children, women or animals. What if what was in the box overwhelmed him? What if he couldn’t deal with it? 
 
    His first impulse was to slam the box shut.  He could always call in Forensics and have them open it. By the look on John’s face, he knew that whatever was beneath the blanket wasn’t going to be something as harmless as an old toy or a lost love letter. That would have been too easy.   
 
    He took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  He felt John’s gaze on him.  He felt the spiders’ beady little eyes watching him. He felt the weight of the job on his shoulders. He was the voice of authority here, whether he liked it or not. 
 
    He had to man up. 
 
    Forcing himself to act, he leaned forward and slowly peeled back the blanket. Beneath it, there lay what looked like a faded black piece of leather.  When Rick unwrapped that, he swallowed a gasp. 
 
    “Shit,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    “Now you know why I didn’t want you opening the box outside,” John said.  
 
    The two men stared down at a hatchet lying atop the leather.  Its blade was rusty.  But the dried blood and chunks of hair still clinging to the metal was unmistakable. 
 
    Later, Rick would be surprised at how part of his brain immediately shut off.  Thankfully, it was the part that was full of fear and doubt.  The professional police officer swooped in and took over.  
 
    “When did you find this?” he asked. 
 
    “This morning at about ten am.  As I said, when I pulled the table away, I saw the indent in the dirt floor.” 
 
     “You never noticed the indent before?” 
 
    John shook his head.  “Never had any reason to get beneath the table.  As soon as I saw what this was, I called you.” 
 
    Rick went over to the hole in the floor and peered into it.  “You didn’t find anything else?” 
 
    “As soon as I found this, I stopped digging.” 
 
    “Good.  I’m going to need to get the Forensics team out here.  You’ve owned this house how long?” 
 
    “Five years now.” 
 
    “Do you know who owned it before you?” 
 
    “It was in foreclosure when we bought it.  The bank will probably have all that information.” 
 
    “Have you noticed anyone near the shed?” 
 
    John shook his head.  “They’d have to jump the fence to get inside.  And as you can hear, Buster is an excellent watchdog.  If anyone tried to get in our yard, he’d definitely let us know.” 
 
    Rick carefully replaced the wrappings and shut the box. “Are you the only one who’s handled this?” 
 
    “Yeah. I haven’t even told Lori yet.” 
 
    “I need you to keep everyone out of the shed, including yourself.  That will make the Forensics team’s job easier.”  He stood up with the box in his hands.  “Your yard is going to be filled with men and women in white coveralls and masks over their faces.  If I were you, I’d tell Lori what’s going on.  The two of you may want to take the boys on an adventure until the team is done.  I’ll give you a call as soon as they pack up.” 
 
     “You think somebody murdered a baby on my property?”  
 
    Rick turned and looked at him.  “What makes you ask that?” 
 
    “There’s a bloody hatchet wrapped up in a baby blanket.  What else am I supposed to think?” 
 
    Rick automatically fell back on Cammie’s favorite response to questions they weren’t ready to answer.  “The investigation has only just begun.  As soon as I find out anything, I’ll let you know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: A picture containing clipart  Description generated with very high confidence] 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was yet another restless night tossing and turning in bed, watching the illuminated numbers on the clock crawl towards the hour. It was almost four in the morning before Violet finally fell asleep. When she stumbled out of bed a few hours later, her eyes felt gritty and her body heavy with exhaustion.  She willed herself into the bathroom where she took a cool shower in a desperate attempt to wake herself up.   
 
    The tepid water managed to revive her.  As she stepped out of the shower, she glanced at herself in the mirror and caught her breath in dismay.  Her eyes were bloodshot, her skin sallow and she looked as though she’d aged twenty years.   
 
    One more week.  Just one more week.  I owe it to Edward. 
 
    It became a mantra that she held onto for dear life. 
 
    After throwing on a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt, she reached for her blow dryer to dry her damp hair when she heard the sounds of raised voices coming from downstairs. 
 
    As the oldest, Teddy had always been bossy, but lately it seemed that no matter what he said, Andrew erupted in rage. Their arguments were escalating in hateful, violent words. She knew what was behind it and it broke her heart to realize she could no longer deny the truth.  
 
    Her baby was an alcoholic.  
 
    Andrew was spending every evening down at Fiske’s Pub, returning late at night reeking of booze. Recently, she’d been horrified to smell the liquor on him at the breakfast table.  
 
    It’s this damned house.  It’s killing him. 
 
    She’d thought many times of asking him to leave. But she couldn’t. Her request would be misinterpreted and blown completely out of proportion.  Although Violet and Edward never played favorites with their children, Andrew had somehow convinced himself that Teddy was the golden child. The drinking only exacerbated these feelings.   
 
    If you only knew the truth, Andrew. 
 
    But she couldn’t tell him.  She wouldn’t tell him. 
 
    Violet stared down at the blow dryer in her hand. Tears stung her eyes as she felt a wave of helplessness wash over her.   
 
    Suddenly, she heard the sounds of glass breaking.  With a cry, she jumped to her feet and hurried downstairs. 
 
    Chaos reigned in the kitchen.  Teddy stood at the sink with his hand under the running water while Andrew stood near the refrigerator.  Their faces were red with rage as they continued to shout at each other. 
 
    “I’m calling the police!” Teddy shouted.  “You assaulted me.  You’re insane!” 
 
    “Go on, call them.  They’ll see who the insane one is here.” 
 
    Violet felt her stomach lurch as she stared at the blood smeared all over the island.  
 
    “Oh my God,” she cried. 
 
    “Your son tried to kill me,” Teddy bellowed.  He held up his bleeding hand for her to see.  She ran to him and took his hand in hers.  The palm was badly cut, the blood streaming down his wrist and onto the shattered pieces of a glass that lay on the bottom of the sink.  
 
    “No, you asshole.  You tried to hurt yourself.” 
 
    “What happened?” Violet asked, fighting desperately not to give into hysterics.  Before Teddy could respond, Andrew interjected.  “The moron was once more telling me what I had to do today. When I told him to stuff it, he threw a glass at me.  I threw one back.  He tried to catch it and it shattered.” 
 
    “Andrew, call the doctor,” she ordered. “Teddy is going to need stitches.” 
 
    “Screw that.  I hope he bleeds to death.” 
 
    “CALL THE DOCTOR!” She screamed. 
 
    Her outburst brought Andrew up.  He glared at his brother before reluctantly leaving the room to do as she asked. 
 
    “He’s drunk again,” Teddy said once Andrew was gone.  “He’s spent every night since we got here at Fiske’s Pub getting shitfaced.  Now, it’s not even 10 am and he’s already plastered.”  Violet nodded, but said nothing.  Instead, she tried her best to staunch the bleeding.  “I can’t take him anymore.  I’m sorry Mom, but I need to leave.  I’m taking the ferry back this afternoon.” 
 
    She looked up at him, her eyes brimming with tears, “Teddy, please—” 
 
    “I know I promised to help, but it’s become impossible.”  He shook his head mournfully.  “I don’t know what’s going on.  Andrew is worse than I’ve ever seen him. I look at him and he goes off the deep end.” He met her eye. “It’s our fault, Mom.  We’ve both enabled him for too long.  I won’t do it anymore. That’s only to cause more arguments until something happens that we’re all going to regret.  I need to get out of here before that happens.” 
 
    “I know you’ve been under a great deal of stress lately—” she whispered. 
 
    Teddy sighed. “I thought I could make things better by coming here with you and Andrew, but it seems my presence has only made it worse.  Hopefully when I leave, he’ll calm down enough to help you finish what you came here to do.”  He glanced at her.  “If you can’t drive me down to the ferry, maybe I can get Splash…”   
 
    “I’ll do it.”  She slowly bought his injured hand up to her lips and gently kissed it.  Just as she’d done so many times when he was a child. One kiss on his injury and his pain would all go away.  If only she could turn back the clock and make it so again.  
 
    But it was impossible.  
 
     “I’m so sorry for everything,” she choked past the tears. 
 
     There was no response and she began to cry harder.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX  
 
      
 
    Redemption Island 
 
      
 
    Cammie stood next to Ellis in the cabin of the Boston Whaler as they slowly chugged along.  They’d driven around the perimeter of the three main islands and found nothing.  They were now on their way to Redemption Island. 
 
    With the sun sparkling on the surface of the water, and the spray dancing in the air as Ellis expertly cut through the swells, she wanted to forget everything and simply enjoy the moment. Being out on the ocean should have been an exhilarating experience, even if they were supposed to be looking for a corpse. However, the feeling of excitement was marred by the confrontation she’d had with Jace just before leaving the hotel.  
 
    “It’s too soon, Cam,” he remonstrated. “You came here to rest, not to get involved in another murder.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault I saw what I saw,” she shot back in anger.  Then realizing that her irritation was playing into his concern, she softened her tone.  “This isn’t my jurisdiction.  This is Deputy Martin’s case.” 
 
    “Then why are you going out on the boat with him?” 
 
    She met his eye.  “Because I’m sure he’d like to prove to Maud and Glenn as much as I’d like to that I’m not crazy.”  He had no comeback for that.  But she could see he was angry.  In an effort to diffuse the situation, she reached up and kissed him.  “Jace, think about it.  The guy used to be part of a team.  He’s accustomed to working with others.  Out here he’s alone. I’m sure he’s just looking to confer with another law enforcement officer. Bounce ideas back and forth the way I do with Rick and Emmy.  Besides, the sea air will do me good.”  He opened his mouth to protest, but she swiftly cut him off.  “Don’t smother me, Jace.  Please.  It’s just a boat ride.  I’ll be back in a few hours.” 
 
    She didn’t want to admit that she was already feeling a bit stir crazy.  They’d only been on Eagla a week, but there were only so many times she could go walking on the beach. She was starting to get on a first name basis with every grain of sand and every rock and seashell.  The invitation by Martin to help look for the body was a godsend.  Whether she was emotionally ready for it, only time would tell. 
 
    But she’d never know until she tried. 
 
    With her feet planted apart to absorb the rocking motion of the boat, Cammie deliberately pushed all that unpleasantness aside.  She was ready to concede that perhaps Jace did have a right to be concerned about her.  She hadn’t been Little Miss Sunshine for the past few weeks. But at that moment, with the blue ocean surrounding them, and the roar of the boat speeding through the water, she was beginning to catch a glimpse of her old self.  The darkness that had enveloped her seemed a million miles away. The hope that she’d turned a corner showed on her face. 
 
    She turned to Ellis and caught him watching her. She inwardly smiled when he abruptly ducked his head and turned his attention back out the windshield of the cabin 
 
    With his focus diverted, she took a moment to study him.  He stood a little over six feet and looked to be in his early forties.  His ramrod straight carriage spoke of a military background. His black hair was streaked with white and his grey eyes dancing back and forth across the ocean were sharp and intelligent.  She took note of a slight scar over his left cheek.  He was soft spoken, but she didn’t doubt he could be formidable when he needed to be. Instinct told her he was a loner.  Although he’d been pleasant so far, there was a remoteness about him, a sense that he kept people at arm’s length.  A man filled with secrets he wanted no one to discover. 
 
    She wondered again why such a man would leave a career with NCIS to take a position as the only law enforcement officer on a group of remote, isolated islands.   
 
    It was time to find out. 
 
     “How did you ever end up out here?” Cammie asked as nonchalantly as she could.  
 
    Ellis shrugged.  “I was ready for a quieter life.” 
 
    She laughed.  “You can’t get any quieter than this.  How does it all work anyway?  Do you report to someone, or are you the head honcho? Are there other deputies?  It can’t be easy patrolling four islands by yourself.” 
 
    He glanced at her.  “You thinking of going after my job?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m happy fighting off killer chipmunks and bad-tempered moose in Twin Ponds.” 
 
    “Where exactly is Twin Ponds anyway?” 
 
    “It’s smack dab in the middle of western Maine’s wilderness.” 
 
    “You must be part polar bear to survive those winters.” 
 
    “Pretty much. But there’s something about the virgin forests and the people who have chosen to make their home there that make me realize there’s nowhere else I’d rather be.  Maybe you’ll come to feel that way about the Coffins someday.”   
 
    He didn’t respond.  Instead, he said, “In answer to your question, I report to the Chief of Police in Portland. They used to have an officer come over from the mainland whenever there was trouble, but with a two hour ride each way, the locals decided to hire an onsite officer.” 
 
    “That’s got to be tough.  Clarke County is the smallest county in Maine, but I still have a full- time deputy and three part-timers.” 
 
    Ellis smiled.  “It’s actually not that bad. For centuries the islanders took care of policing themselves.  They still do to an extent. They know everyone, and they keep an eye on each other.” 
 
    “What changed?” 
 
    “The sudden influx of tourists.  It started about ten years ago when a magazine wrote an article praising the beauty of the islands. It put the Coffins on the map, so to speak.  Before you knew it, it became a popular travel destination.   Now you’ve got strangers showing up.  In the summer the population triples. With more people came more incidents. The locals quickly realized they needed professional help in policing their home.  According to the group who pushed to hire an officer, they didn’t want a repeat of what happened back in the 60’s.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “There was a rash of disappearances dating from the late 50’s up until 1970.  They were mainly teenagers of both sexes who vanished from the three main islands.  Many chose to believe they left for the mainland in search of a better life.  But there were others who thought otherwise.  It was the latter group, many of whom are still alive, that thought it was wiser to head off any trouble than, as one of them told me, shut the barn door after the horse has escaped.” 
 
    “Have there been any disappearances since 1970?” 
 
    “None that couldn’t be explained.  But the council formed to look at the proposal of hiring a police officer didn’t want to take any chances.  Especially since many of the locals now depend on tourist dollars to get them through the winter.  Kids disappearing isn’t good for business.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” she agreed.  “You handle the boat very well.  Did you learn how to do that while you were with NCIS?” 
 
    “Yes.  I served at the Northeast Field Office in Newport, Rhode Island. I kept a small boat there.” 
 
    “Newport isn’t too shabby.”  She laughed.  “Did a ghost from one of the Newport Mansions chase you out of town?” 
 
    He turned and gave her a direct look.  “I had a case that didn’t end well.”  Cammie’s laugh withered as she felt her face burn with embarrassment.  “We’re lucky it’s a calm sea today,” he continued as if she hadn’t said anything. “If Davy Jones’ locker, or Moby Dick didn’t claim your body, we should be able to see it.” 
 
    Cammie turned her attention back out the window. All she knew about NCIS was that they were involved in several facets of law enforcement, including cyber intelligence, counter terrorism and a host of other valuable services.  Which branch had he been part of?  What kind of case would make him turn his back on his career and squirrel himself away in the middle of the Atlantic?  Although on the surface, it appeared they’d been through similar experiences, there was a huge difference.  She knew she’d eventually return to Twin Ponds and take up her old life.  Ellis on the other hand, had completely changed his.  What happened to make him take such a drastic step?  
 
    There was no point in speculating because it was pretty obvious he was never going to tell her.  The door he guarded to his privacy had been slammed shut in her face and she saw he was determined to keep it that way.  
 
    She’d behave herself and stop probing.  For now, anyway. 
 
    “Do you know how the Coffins got their name?” she asked in an effort to disperse the lingering feelings of discomfort her questions had brought up. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I do. When I took the job, I thought it wise to educate myself on the place I was going to be living and working in.  Therefore, Sheriff Farnsworth, here is your history lesson for the day. The islands were first settled in the late 17th century by a group of Gaelic speaking Irish settlers.  Each island kept to itself, and there was no name yet to link them all together.  That changed in 1745 when a ship was hurled onto the rocks off Neddy Point Island during a furious nor’easter.  As it broke apart, its cargo was swept out to sea.  It wasn’t until days after the storm that it began to float ashore onto the different islands.” 
 
    “What was this cargo?” Cammie asked, feeling as though she were sitting around a campfire listening to ghost stories.  
 
    Ellis paused dramatically.  Then he whispered, “They were all coffins.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s pretty creepy.” 
 
    “What made it even creepier was that no one could understand why a ship traveling from England would need to bring coffins into the colonies in the first place. North America’s vast forests provided more than enough wood for coffins that were carved as needed and were rudimentary at best.  Since the ship and all its records were lost, they couldn’t discover who had ordered the coffins.  Or why.  It was then that the story grew darker.” 
 
    “As if it’s not dark already?” 
 
    Ellis chuckled.  “It was discovered that not all the coffins were empty.” 
 
    “If you tell me Dracula was in one of those coffins, I’m not speaking to you for the rest of the day.” 
 
    He laughed.  “No, there was no Dracula.  But there were a handful of bodies.  In fact, it’s because of those bodies that Paradise Cove got its name.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Many of the bodies landed on the beach where the harbor now stands.  At the sight of all those corpses washing ashore, someone with a macabre sense of humor remarked that the poor souls had reached a different sort of paradise than they could have ever imagined.  Somehow the name stuck.  The islands became the Coffin Islands and the beach became known as Paradise Cove.”  Cammie gave him a dubious look.  “I’m not making this stuff up. You can look it up for yourself. Here’s another tidbit you might find interesting. All the history books I read say that the islands are cursed.” 
 
    “Cursed?” she questioned. 
 
    “Yes.  Do you know what the word Eagla means?” 
 
    She shrugged.  “I always assumed it was a misspelling of eagle.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one who thinks that.  But in fact, Eagla is Irish Gaelic for fear.  No one knows why it was named that, but the Coffins have been shrouded for centuries in superstition and tales of supernatural occurrences.” 
 
    “You mean like ghosts? 
 
    “For starters.”   
 
    Cammie wasn’t sure how she felt about the supernatural.  After all, Twin Ponds was supposed to have been unofficially founded in 1692 by the real witches of Salem, Massachusetts.  And she had experienced some things that couldn’t be so easily explained away. She was saved from having to respond when Ellis swung the boat about and she saw the outline of Redemption Island off in the distance. 
 
    “So that’s Redemption, huh?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “A strange name for an island.” 
 
    “Not really.  In the early days of the settlement, those who broke the law were exiled to this island.  It’s the most remote, and it was thought that remoteness would give the criminals more than enough time to contemplate their wrong doings and find redemption for their sins.” 
 
    As the island grew nearer, Cammie saw how beautiful it was. Tall pines crowded together along the edge of the rocky coastline, while here and there she watched eagles soar above the treetops.  It all looked pristine and untouched, a perfect oasis of peace and tranquility. 
 
    Taking it all in, she was suddenly reminded of home.  Of the lush forests of Clarke County. Of the abundant wildlife that lived in those forests.  Of the pond she lived on. Of the land soon to be covered in white as the winter storms began to blow in from Canada. Before she could stop herself, an unexpected memory came up. The reminiscence of a day when those lush woods had been covered in snow and cold. A day when she’d almost died.  In fact, she would have died if it hadn’t been for - 
 
    The memory crashed into her. And triggered a bout of shaking she couldn’t stop. A scream bubbled up in her throat as the words that had haunted her for the past few weeks once again rushed up to torture and torment her.   
 
      
 
    Don’t forget me. 
 
      
 
    Oh God, oh God, oh God. She couldn’t let Ellis see her falling apart.  She had to get herself under control.  But nothing worked as the trembling grew worse.  Desperate, she blurted out the first thing that came to mind.  
 
    “I think I see something.”   
 
    Without waiting for a response, she dashed from the cabin.   Out on the deck, she wrapped her gloved hands around the railing and took in deep lungfuls of air. Tears stung her eyes which she angrily brushed away with the sleeve of her coat.  Damn it, Jace had been right.  Maybe it was too soon for her to be out here looking for a body.  She should have stayed in the hotel and spent the day walking up and down the beach.  At least then she’d be too exhausted to fall apart.   
 
    She felt the tendrils of darkness pulling her back in.  Crap, when was this going to end?   She gritted her teeth as she refused to go there. 
 
    She prayed Ellis wouldn’t come out on deck.  She’d be mortified if he saw the condition she was in.  She had to regain control. 
 
    Cammie felt his eyes on her through the windshield.  In an effort to look believable, she walked around the deck, leaning over the railing and pretending to peer at the waves.  She’d then turn back to him and shake her head.  She did this for almost five minutes. By the time she couldn’t deal with the frigid winds any longer, the shaking had stopped.  
 
     “Sorry, false alarm,” she forced herself to smile when she re-entered the cabin. 
 
    “I’m sure yesterday’s storm brought up tree limbs and other debris that can easily be mistaken for a floater,” he said as he swung the wheel around and brought the Whaler closer to shore. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll find anything?  It’s possible it’s already floated out to sea.  Or been eaten by predators. Or,” she added mirthlessly, “Maybe Glenn and Maud are right.  Maybe I am losing my marbles.” 
 
    Ellis looked at her.  “I believe you, Cammie.” 
 
    It was her turn now to duck her head.  She swiftly turned her face towards the island.   
 
    “Is it true Redemption is uninhabited?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “I wonder why.  That’s prime real estate out there.  You’d think someone would have snatched it up ages ago.” 
 
    Ellis slowed the Whaler down until they were just off shore.  “It wasn’t through lack of trying.”  To Cammie’s surprise, he idled down and shut off the motor.  “Now that we’re closer, take a good look and tell me if you sense anything.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow.  “Sense anything?” 
 
    “Humor me.” 
 
    She did as he asked and turned her attention back to the tiny beach.  With the boat gently bobbing up and down, she concentrated on not seeing the shoreline so much as feeling it.  She was reminded of her friend, the shaman Paul Langevin repeatedly telling her there was energy in everything.  She wasn’t sure this was what Ellis was alluding to.  But as Paul showed her, she closed her eyes and allowed her senses to open up.   
 
    Don’t judge.  Don’t push. Be present. Allow the energy to speak to you. 
 
    At first it was subtle. A tiny prickling running up and down her arms.  Soon, the prickling turned to a sense of unease.  As if something wasn’t quite right, though she couldn’t put her finger on just what that was.  She opened her eyes and looked at Ellis with a mix of puzzled wonderment. 
 
    “When I was first hired,” he explained, “I made it a point to spend time on each island.  To get to know, not only its inhabitants, but the feel and lay of the land.  I saved this one for last.  Knowing it was uninhabited, I’d planned to camp out for the night.” 
 
    “And?” she asked. 
 
    “I think you’re feeling why I couldn’t. It’s the same gut feeling you get when you know you’re walking into an ambush.  Or a situation is all wrong, but you can’t figure out why.  I did some digging and discovered that several businesses, as well as private multi-millionaires, have tried to buy the island over the years and develop it. They’d get as far as starting to clear the land.  Then the accidents would begin. Workers would get hurt.  The ships bringing in the building materials would sink.  Structures would collapse. Millions were spent trying to keep the project on schedule.  But no matter what they did or how much money they spent, they couldn’t control the escalating disasters.  Finally, facing bankruptcy, they each pulled out.”  
 
    “Are you trying to tell me the island is haunted?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “The rumor is that the island is inhabited by the spirits of those exiled colonists.  You see, the redemption of their souls involved making them fend for themselves.  It goes back to the English punishment of dunking.  Someone accused of witchcraft was thrown into the water.  If they sank, they were considered innocent.  If they floated, it was because they’d renounced baptism when they’d entered the Devil’s service. In this case, the colonists exiled here had to build their own shelters, catch their own food, fight for survival.  On an island that’s only six miles long, they had to compete for the limited resources with others who were already here.  The ones who didn’t die immediately were thought to have communed with darker forces to survive. Those who died soon after arriving were believed to have found redemption for their sins and taken straight to Heaven.” 
 
    Cammie caught her breath. “You mean, being exiled here was basically a death sentence?” 
 
    “It appears so. Many died from the elements, starvation or at the hands of each other.  This island was meant to be an example to what happened if you didn’t toe the line. A determent, if you will, in the harshest possible way. Of course, no one knows if the stories are true.  As you can imagine, the written record is pretty flimsy. Whether they ever returned or died out here, it became one more strange story in a host of strange stories that surround the Coffins.” 
 
    “Jeez,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    “The survival of a colony was dependent on everyone.  They couldn’t afford to have someone upset the order of things.” 
 
    “Yeah, but to throw a man out here with no means of survival.  That’s barbaric!” 
 
    “They would have seen it as sacrificing for the greater good.” 
 
    “The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few. Or the one.”   
 
    Ellis nodded.  “Profound wisdom.” 
 
    “Mr. Spock was both very profound and very wise.”  When he glanced at her, she added, “He says it in one of the Star Trek movies.”  Before he could respond, Cammie suddenly gasped. Leaning forward, she pointed to a spot just off shore. “Look over there. Do you see it?” 
 
    He followed to where she pointed and frowned.  “I think we may have found your floater.” 
 
    He quickly turned on the ignition and carefully maneuvered the boat towards the flesh colored mass bobbing up and down in the gentle waves.  Cammie went out on deck and leaned over the side.  “It’s right here!” she shouted as he brought the boat up alongside the body.  Ellis turned off the engine again, lowered the anchor and hurried up on deck.  He retrieved a grapple hook and after a few attempts, managed to hook it into the back of the orange sweater the victim was wearing.  He pulled it up and over the railing, the body flopping down at their feet.  Both he and Cammie stared at it in disbelief.  
 
    “Are you kidding me?” she asked rhetorically.  “It’s a damned mannequin.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rick sat at his desk, silently tapping his upper lip with his fingertip.  He’d been sitting that way since returning from the Graham property. Forensics had scoured, not only the shack, but the entire yard, but they’d found nothing more.  Part of him was relieved.  The very last thing he wanted was for them to uncover a body in John’s backyard.  He was also relieved that, upon closer inspection, the hatchet looked ancient. Not ancient as in colonial-era ancient, but certainly not from at least the last twenty years.  Just that summer, they’d solved a murder that taken place ten years before.  But Cammie was here to lead the investigation.  Now he felt very much alone.  At least he could take consolation that the hatchet pointed to something that happened a long time ago.  Heck, the blood and hair could very well be that of an animal.   
 
    Then why hide it in a strongbox and bury it in a shed? 
 
    Oh, shut up, he scolded that damned voice in his head that wouldn’t go away. For now, there was nothing he could do anyway.  Not until he received the report from Forensics telling him there was something to worry about.  
 
    Still, there was a niggling feeling in the pit of his stomach that the hatchet was just the beginning of something bigger.  Something he was going to find himself smack in the middle of.  Maybe Gran had some kind of mojo she could use that would turn him into Super Detective.  Without the cape of course. 
 
    “You want some coffee?” 
 
    He jerked his head up to see Emmy standing over him.  Her eyes betrayed her concern. It didn’t blow away the cobwebs of doubt and worry, but he felt a little better knowing he wasn’t in this alone.    
 
    “Actually, I could do with some hot cocoa.” 
 
    “With whipped cream?” 
 
    His eyes lit up.  “You brought whipped cream?” 
 
    “Of course. You can’t have a good cup of cocoa without whipped cream.” 
 
    As she bustled off to make him the cocoa, he returned to his brooding.  Or, as he liked to call it, contemplating the contemplatable.   
 
    Perhaps he was worrying about nothing.  The hatchet could be a gazillion years old.  Maybe the owner went all serial killer on some rabbits and didn’t want his kids to see the gory aftermath.  He shoved it into the strongbox to clean up later and forgot about it. Or maybe he started feeling guilty about offing the Easter bunny and hid it away. Out of sight, out of mind.   
 
    Whatever happened, Rick missed sitting down with Cammie and discussing it.  She had a way of instinctually knowing which clue to follow, which string to unravel to get to a conclusion that made sense.  Even when she was wrong along the way, she still managed to get the ending right. 
 
    Except for her last case.  No one saw that coming.  Not even her. 
 
    “You shouldn’t worry so much, you know,” Emmy said as she sat down in the chair next to his desk and placed the cup of steaming cocoa in front of him.  “If the hatchet was used in a murder, it could have happened eons ago.  Look how long it’s been and nobody’s ever figured out who really killed Charles Lindbergh’s baby, or the Black Dahlia, or even the Princes in the Tower.” 
 
    “Prince was in a tower?  Is that where he wrote Purple Rain?” 
 
    Emmy rolled her eyes.  “No, you dope. It has to do with King Richard III of England and the death of the real heir to the throne and – oh, never mind.  The point I’m trying to make is that not everything gets solved.”  She leaned forward.  “I’m not sure even the Sheriff could solve this if it turns out the murder happened a hundred years ago.” 
 
    He glanced at her.  “You’re just saying that to cheer me up.” 
 
    “I’m not!” she protested.  “I’m just telling you that it’s too early to give yourself a headache worrying about whether you can solve a case that we’re not sure is even a case yet.”  She stood up.  “And if it does turn out to be a case, you’re not a stupid person.  Everybody knows you were the brains behind Sheriff Bannon when he was in charge. And since Sheriff Farnsworth was voted in, you’ve been right at her elbow, helping her solve every case that’s come our way.  She really couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    “Now you’re exaggerating.” 
 
    Emmy pursed her lips.  “Am I? Think about what’s gone on the last few years while you’re drinking your cocoa.” 
 
    She turned on her heel and walked back to her desk.  Rick took a sip of the delicious cocoa and smiled.  Emmy knew how to mix the right amount of milk and chocolate to make a perfect cup.  Not too chocolaty, not too milky.  Perfection.  The whipped cream was the proverbial cherry on top. 
 
    “And another thing,” she called out from across the room.  “This is probably the only situation out of the ordinary you’re going to have to deal with until the Sheriff gets back anyway.  So if I were you, I’d chill.” 
 
    Her words made him feel better.  She was right.  He was getting his underwear in a twist over what could potentially be nothing.  He’d put all his worrying aside and wait for the Forensics report.   
 
    After all, what else could go wrong? 
 
      
 
    Two days later, Rick kicked himself for asking such a question.  He should have known better.  You never tempt the universe by asking that kind of question.  Now the Gods had repaid him for his stupidity.  
 
    He’d just come in from doing his rounds when Emmy told him Colin Haskell had called.  Colin was the head of the Forensics team and had been on site for the investigation on John Graham’s property.  Rick suddenly felt nervous as he slipped off his coat and hung it up on the coat rack. 
 
    “How did he sound?” he asked. 
 
    “Like he always sounds.  Like he’s got twenty-four hours’ worth of work that has to be completed in thirty minutes.” 
 
    It was a perfect analogy to describe the disheveled man who seemed to operate at no less than two hundred miles per hour. 
 
    Rick sat down and stared at his phone.  When he heard Emmy gently clear her throat, he picked up the receiver and dialed. “Emmy said you called,” he replied when Colin came on the line. 
 
    “Yeah.  I’ve got some preliminary results on the contents of the strongbox.  The baby blanket was of a kind manufactured in the early 1930s. The piece of leather actually appears to have been cut from a jacket. There are some red and gold threads near what would have been the left breast pocket.  I’m thinking it’s what’s left of some sort of emblem, but I’m hoping the lab will be able to figure it out.  The box itself was clean.  We’re running tests to see if it can be dated.  Now, onto the pièce de résistance.  The hatchet was manufactured by a company out of Portland named Darwin Tools which went belly-up in 1949.  The hair and blood on the blade are human. We were lucky enough to extract DNA from both, but we won’t get those results in for a few weeks yet.” 
 
    “What you’re basically saying is that the hatchet was used to whack someone over the head with.” 
 
    There was a pause on the other end before Colin replied. “Actually, it appears that it was used to whack several someones over the head with.  We found different colored hair strands.” 
 
    Rick’s blood turned cold.  “Shit,” he muttered. 
 
    “We’ll know more in a few weeks.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how long the box has been in the ground?” 
 
    “According to the forensic archeologist, they estimate it was placed in the ground at least within the last 75 years.  If we go by the rest of the articles found in the box, you’re looking at a potential crime that was committed way before you or I were a twinkle in our parents’ eyes.”  Colin chuckled at his own joke.  “Speaking of solving old crimes, have you heard from Cammie at all?” 
 
     “Not since she left for the Coffin Islands.” 
 
    Colin sighed.  “I hope going to a place with such a disturbing name doesn’t prevent her from finding the rest she needs. If you talk to her, give her my best.”    
 
    Rick slowly hung up the phone and sat back in his chair with a thud.   
 
    “Bad news?” Emmy asked as she approached him. He shared the findings. When he was done, she gave him a confident look.  “If Colin’s dates are correct, you’ve got nothing to get upset about. Whoever used that hatchet is probably long dead by now.” 
 
    “Or alive with both feet practically in the grave.”  He chewed his fingernail as he looked at Emmy.  “What I don’t like is the possibility that it was used on more than one person.” 
 
    “That is pretty nasty.  But again, you’re fretting over something that took place a long time ago.” 
 
    Rick looked at her, aghast.  “Emmy, doesn’t it bother you that a couple of people were potentially cut up like firewood?” 
 
    “Of course it does! It’s just that –” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if it took place yesterday or a hundred years ago.  A murder is a murder.  We owe it to the victims to figure out who did this to them.  We owe it to their families, if they’re still around, to give them closure. Use your magic to research ownership of John’s property.  Go back as far as you can and work your way forward.  If the killer didn’t live in that house, I bet you they at least were familiar with it enough to bury the hatchet in the shed.”  He got up and strode over to the coat rack where he grabbed his coat. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Emmy asked. 
 
    “I know it’s a long shot, but I’m going to canvas the neighborhood and see if there’s anyone who was alive back in the 40’s and 50’s who can remember anything about that house. Wish me luck!” 
 
    Emmy grinned as she watched him leave.  The old Rick was back – determined, committed and on the scent like an experienced bloodhound. Whether he succeeded or not wasn’t important at the moment.  What was important was, now that he was fully engaged, his insecurities and worry about doing the job were forgotten.   
 
    Sheriff Farnsworth would be proud.   
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    Sheriff Farnsworth was feeling far from proud at that moment.  How could she have been so deceived?  She should have known something wasn’t right when she’d noticed how easily the ’body’ had been tossed overboard. 
 
    She was embarrassed.  And angry at herself.  “Do you know of any disgruntled clothing store owners who would want to murder their mannequin?” Cammie asked in a withering voice as she and Ellis stared down at the bedraggled figure at their feet.   
 
    “Don’t beat yourself up, Cammie.  There was a storm raging.  You were seeing something from a distance. Someone deliberately dressed the mannequin up in jeans and a sweater to make it look human.  It was an honest mistake.” 
 
    He glanced over to her and saw she was not convinced.   
 
    “Let’s look at this logically,” he said in an attempt to pull her out of her funk.  “It could have been a prank.  A kid on a dare to go out on a boat during a storm and throw a dummy overboard. Or it could have been someone caught in the storm who saw the mannequin in the water, thought the same thing you did and brought it on board only to realize their mistake. They then threw it back at the moment you happened to be standing on the bluff.” 
 
    “Why would they go through all the trouble of doing that?” 
 
    Ellis gave her a lopsided smile.  “You have to admit, it does look unnerving.” 
 
    Cammie glanced back down at the mannequin and had to agree.  To anyone not accustomed to seeing bodies, plastic or otherwise, the sight of the dummy dressed in jeans and a sweater, with its arms and legs splayed out did look pretty creepy.  It would be like sitting in a room with a clown doll staring you down. 
 
    Impossible. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll give you that.” 
 
    “There is another possibility.”  He turned his head and their eyes met.  “This could have been a dry run of some sort.  Perhaps to test how far the tides would carry a real body.” 
 
     “Or how far out to go to dump it so it never reaches shore,” she added.  “Whoever did this thought enough to dress the mannequin in jeans and sweater to see if that hampered its trajectory in some way.  All you need to do is find someone who wears jeans and sweatshirts and warn them they’re in danger.” 
 
    Her joke fell flat as Ellis slowly walked around the dummy, studying it quietly.  “You can’t remember anything else about the boat or the person dumping the mannequin overboard?” he suddenly asked. 
 
    “I’ve tried, but it was getting dark, and the waves were high.  Everything looked grey and washed out.  All I know is that it was an open boat with a motor and the person who did the dumping wore a yellow slicker with the hood pulled down.”   
 
    “Unfortunately, that doesn’t tell me whether they were a man or a woman.” 
 
    “From what you were telling me earlier, you’ve come to know these islands pretty well.  It can’t be that difficult to figure out who would even own a mannequin in the first place.” 
 
    “There are a few clothing stores on Eagla and Sarke.  Four to be exact.  One caters to children, one deals with outdoorsy clothes and equipment.  The other two are summer boutiques.” 
 
    “Then all you need to do is find out who has recently had a mannequin kidnapped.” 
 
    The two decided to keep their discovery quiet until the deputy had a chance to track down the store owners and see if they were missing any mannequins.  He also thought it prudent to speak to the ferry captain.  Not only did he transport passengers back and forth from the mainland once a week, he also brought the mail. If anyone ordered a mannequin, the size of the packaging would give it away. 
 
    The two officers remained silent on the way back to Eagla.  Cammie because she was lost in her thoughts regarding the mannequin, and Ellis because he was trying to figure his companion out. He’d seen her suddenly start to shake. He wasn’t surprised when she dashed out onto the deck in an effort to regain control. Having dealt with colleagues who’d gone through harrowing experiences in the line of duty, he recognized the symptoms of PTSD.  He didn’t believe Cammie’s were severe, but he knew she’d been through something that had shaken her to her core.  That was part of the reason he’d invited her along.  Despite her credentials, he needed to assess her reliability.  He wasn’t about to waste his time tracking down bodies that only existed in her traumatized mind. Thankfully, the mannequin proved she’d been correct in what she’d seen.  
 
    Then there was the other part of why he’d asked her along that he wasn’t quite ready to look at. He was accustomed to working alone.  He preferred it that way.  Yet, he found himself enjoying her company.  He liked the fact that her mind worked as quickly and efficiently as his in assessing the evidence before them. Conferring with her had been a very pleasurable change of pace for a man who savored his own solitude. 
 
    The two remained locked in their own train of thought.  When Ellis finally pulled up next to the pier in Paradise Cove, Cammie hopped out. 
 
    “I know I have no right to ask this, but if you could let me know your findings on the mannequin, I’d appreciate it.”  She started to pull out one of her business cards from her jeans pocket when he held his hand up. 
 
    “It’ll be easier if I just put your number into my cell.” 
 
    She waited until he withdrew his phone before she rattled off her number which he typed into his contact list. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Sheriff.  I’ll be more than happy to keep you informed.” 
 
    “Thank you, Deputy.” 
 
    “Please, call me Ellis.” 
 
    She smiled at him before walking away. 
 
    He watched her go. Then he reversed the motor and headed home. 
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    At approximately the same time Ellis was chugging back towards Sarke Island, Violet was parking the Land Rover at the larger pier where the ferry was docked.  She’d been trying not to cry on the trip over, but it was a losing battle.  She got out of the vehicle and quickly wiped her eyes with her gloves before walking to the back to help Teddy with his suitcase. 
 
    Lunch had been a silent affair.  Andrew was nowhere to be found, so at least she’d been spared any last-minute theatrics between the two men.  She and Teddy hadn’t said anything on the drive to the harbor.  She understood his decision while at the same time regretting it.  There was so much to say, but the words wouldn’t come. She felt the heat of his anger pouring off him. Why did Teddy have to be so difficult?  Why couldn’t he understand she had to stand firm? It was important to sell the house.  Once that was done… 
 
    Stony faced and silent, Teddy grabbed his suitcase.  “Thank you for driving me,” he replied in a tight voice. 
 
    “Teddy, are you sure you won’t reconsider?” she tried one last time. 
 
    “It’s not me who needs to reconsider.”  He leaned over and kissed her cheek.  “I sincerely hope now that I’m gone, Andrew will behave himself.  Let me know when you get back.” 
 
    Her vision blurred as she watched Teddy walk down the pier and up the gangplank, disappearing inside the ferry.  She stood for a few more moments, but the sharp cold ocean winds drove her inside the Land Rover.  Violet took a shuddering breath, then backed out of the space.  Driving back to Munson Cottage, she was broken hearted that he hadn’t turned to wave good-bye. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emmy sat back from her computer and rubbed her eyes.  She’d spent yesterday and part of the morning researching the ownership, not only of John Graham’s house, but of the surrounding houses.  Neither she nor Rick were surprised that his canvassing of the neighborhood where John lived yielded nothing.  The majority of the homes were owned by young couples with children.  The only old timer Rick found was an octogenarian living with his daughter.  Unfortunately, he was suffering from Alzheimer’s and couldn’t remember his name.  He did, however, remember Glenn Miller and spent the time Rick was there humming ‘In the Mood’. The deputy hoped it was just a song and not an announcement that he was horny. 
 
    During her exhaustive research, there was only one item that popped out at Emmy that merited further investigation.  Despite her efforts, she still hadn’t tracked down what she was looking for.  She thought it strange, but then again, this was over 50 years ago, way before one’s entire life was on the internet.   
 
    After printing out her findings, she decided the rest of the search was going to take some old- fashioned detective work, something she was sure Rick could handle.  And enjoy.  He was a natural charmer and schmoozer.  If there was anything to be uncovered by interviewing people, Rick would find it. 
 
    She heard a step behind her.  Turning her head, she saw Rick coming down the corridor.  He held a brown paper bag that he handed to her before taking off his coat.  
 
    “I stopped off at Zee’s to get us some lunch.  He had your favorite on the menu.” 
 
    “Cobb Salad with Salmon?” she asked as she eagerly opened the bag. 
 
    “You got it.  I bought one for myself as well.” 
 
    While Rick hung up his coat, Emmy grabbed two bottles of water from the small fridge that sat beneath the coffee machine.  The pair settled down at Rick’s desk to eat their salads.  As they ate, Emmy shared what she’d found so far. 
 
    “The Grahams’ house has been through ten owners since 1950.  The person who owned it from 1946 to 1958 was a man by the name of Jonathan Tuttle.  I found an article from the Twin Ponds Gazette that says he died in the house in February, 1958.  He was seventy-two years old and had been dead for two days before anyone noticed.  After that, the house was vacant for about a year before a newlywed couple bought it.” 
 
    “Probably at dirt cheap prices considering the old geezer kicked the bucket in the living room.” 
 
    “It was in the kitchen, actually.  The newlyweds were there for about seven years before they sold it to a young family with three kids.” 
 
    Rick took a bite of salmon and chewed thoughtfully.  “Did you get any more info on Tuttle?  If he was our hatchet killer, it’s sort of karmic justice that he died alone in the kitchen and wasn’t found for two days.” 
 
    “Sorry to burst your theory, but the Gazette article explained that Mr. Tuttle was partially deaf and in fragile health.  His wife had died in 1952, so the neighbors took turns looking in on him.” 
 
    “Whose ever turn it was, dropped the ball on that one.  I bet they felt guilty as all hell.  The only time they neglect to go over, the old man keels over.”  She gave him a stern look.  “Just sayin’.”  He harpooned a lettuce leaf and popped it into his mouth.  “Well, that pretty much rules out Tuttle as our murderer.  It takes strength to cleave someone in the head with a hatchet, not to mention several people.” 
 
    “I looked into the ownership of the surrounding homes.  The neighborhood was built in 1946. They were all basically starter homes for the GIs coming back from the war.  As their families grew, they moved on to larger houses. Or took advantage of better wages in Bangor, Augusta and other cities.” 
 
    “So it sounds like your search was a bust as well.” 
 
    “Not necessarily.  The house across the street from Mr. Graham caught my attention.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Because I can’t find any information in the database on its ownership. Every house in that neighborhood was sold through 1946 and ‘47.  I know the place existed because I managed to dig up the original plot plan that shows a house standing at 123 Fern Street in 1946.  But the first ownership records I found date to 1955.  It was bought by a man who worked at the high school as a history teacher.  His name was Arthur Jenkins and his family lived in the house until his death in 1975.” 
 
    “Maybe there was something wrong with the house.” 
 
    “1946 was the beginning of the baby boomer generation.  Contractors were building cookie cutter homes as fast as they could to keep up with the demands of all these babies being born.  Don’t you think it’s strange that the one house in the neighborhood that stood close to Mr. Graham’s is missing its ownership records?”  Rick gave her a strange look.  “What?” she asked defensively. 
 
    “Do you read history books before you go to bed at night?  You’re like a walking, talking Google homepage.” 
 
    Emmy didn’t know whether to feel complimented or offended.  After that remark, she wasn’t about to tell him that she actually did read history books before she went to bed. 
 
     “I tried to track down any descendants of Mr. Jensen to see if they know who he bought the house from, but his only son died in Canada a few years ago. The construction company that built it has long been out of business. I even tried checking the bank records, but there’s nothing.”  
 
    Rick took a sip of his water.  “Before we get all JFK conspiracy theoried-out, it could be something as simple as the information getting screwed up when it was uploaded to the internet.” 
 
    “I thought of that.  That’s why I called Edwina and told her you’d be stopping by after lunch to look at the original records.” 
 
    Rick threw her a horrified look.  “You called Edwina?” 
 
    “Of course I did.  She’s the custodian of all the town records going back to 1865 when the town was founded.”  She noticed the look of nervousness on his face.  “Why do you look like you just saw a spider race across your hand?” 
 
    Rick looked to his left and right.  He then leaned forward and whispered, “Don’t you know she’s a vampire?” 
 
    It was Emmy’s turn to look horrified.  “You are kidding, right?” 
 
    “Think about it. Have you ever seen that woman in the light of day?”  Emmy had to concede that she hadn’t.  “She arrives at her job before the sun comes up and leaves at night after the sun goes down.  She works in a dark, dust-filled basement that has no windows. She’s got the palest skin of any human being I’ve ever seen. If she isn’t a vampire, she should be.” 
 
    “Rick, the woman has no life.  Her entire existence is devoted to keeping those records in order.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m kidding. Kinda.”  Emmy rolled her eyes. “Okay, okay, she isn’t a vampire. But, she’s unfriendly, nasty and weird.  And those are her positive qualities.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re the best one to do this. If there’s anyone who could charm Edwina, that would be you.”   
 
    “Yippee,” he mumbled under his breath. 
 
      
 
    Town Hall was a one-story brick building where the different municipal offices that made up the running of Clarke County were located. Rather than drive, Rick, who both Cammie and Emmy were convinced was part Malamute, decided to brave the freezing temperatures and walk up Main Street towards the town offices.  His shoulder-length, raven black hair, bound in a pony tail to indicate he was on duty, bounced up and down against his parka as he strode along, waving to passersby and calling out greetings.  It was at times like this where he felt most at ease with himself; a man who knew where he belonged and was comfortable with that knowledge. He felt a sense of confidence grow with each step – a belief that maybe he really could be okay in his role as Acting Sheriff, notwithstanding Emmy shaming him into meeting with Edwina O’Neill. 
 
    He thought back to what Emmy said about his tenure under the previous sheriff. 
 
    Jessie Bannon had been a kind man with absolutely no imagination.  Nor any investigative skills to speak of.  It was Rick who always stepped up to solve the petty robberies, break up the fights, bring peace and order to a town that, like all towns, had its quirky citizens who couldn’t quite follow the straight and narrow.  In his initial fear and panic over Cammie’s self-imposed sabbatical, he’d forgotten that he’d been good at taking up the slack left by Bannon’s lackadaisical approach.  The man was happiest when he was fishing and seemed put out whenever he actually had to do his job.  Yet, Rick learned a great deal serving as his deputy, knowledge he’d put to good use under Cammie’s leadership. 
 
    Maybe Em was right.  Maybe he was being an idiot.  He knew this town like no other.  He knew its rhythms, its eccentricities.  It didn’t matter if the hatchet murders took place last year or fifty years ago.  He’d apply the same set of criteria he’d learned from Cammie.   
 
    A thought occurred to him that made him slow his step.  Was it possible that he’d leaned too heavily on Cammie?  Once she was voted in as sheriff, she actually became Sheriff.  She showed Clarke County what a real law enforcement officer was all about.  She had the experience and common sense to get the job done.  Just as he’d learned what he was capable of under Bannon, he’d grown exponentially under Cammie. She had enough confidence in his intelligence and dedication to make him an integral part of her team.  Now was the moment to step up to the plate and show the town, Cammie and, more importantly, himself that he could do this.   
 
    With this in mind, he arrived at Town Hall. Much of the town archives had been converted to electronic files, but the older files that went back to the beginnings of the town were still stored in rows of metal shelving.  He turned to his right and walked down the stone steps where Edwina O’Neill reigned supreme. 
 
    It was a joke between he and Cammie that Mayor Bill Barnes had been mayor in Twin Ponds since dinosaurs ruled the earth.  Edwina O’Neill ran a close second.  No one could remember a time when she wasn’t in charge of the town records.  Despite having reached retirement age, Rick knew the town fathers would have to physically pry her away from her desk.  Since nobody wanted to be exiled to a dark, windowless basement where no one ever ventured to, it was easy to see why she was still there. 
 
    Edwina’s desk sat at the bottom of the steps.  In order to get to the shelves that held the town’s files, you had to get past her.  Not an easy task when she guarded the records like a snarling Rottweiler. 
 
    “Hey, Edwina,” he greeted the overweight, 69-year-old. 
 
    She turned in her chair and glared at him.  Rick immediately flashed his irresistible, megawatt smile.  “I’m looking for some information and I thought I’d come to the expert.” The intensity in her eyes lessened a smidge. “There isn’t anyone I know who can find what I need as quickly and efficiently as you.” 
 
    This was the equivalent of throwing a steak to the Rottweiler. Her glare softened.  He took a step towards her and widened his smile.  “You are the best, Edwina.”  To his relief, he saw a slight blush bloom in her sallow cheeks.  “I need to know the ownership history of the house at 123 Fern Street.” 
 
    His heart stopped when he saw a frown form on her formidable brow.  Had he blown it somehow?  Had his charm backfired? 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not looking for information for 124 Fern Street?  That’s where John Graham found the hatchet, isn’t it?” 
 
    He inwardly sighed with relief at the same time as he realized that of course she would have heard about the hatchet. Not only had the sight of the Forensics team running around in their white coveralls given it away, but like many in Twin Ponds, gossiping was a second calling to Edwina.   
 
    “We’re checking all the houses in the neighborhood.  You can never be too thorough, you know.” 
 
    “All the records are on the internet.” 
 
    “Actually, 123 Fern Street isn’t.” 
 
    Her frown deepened.  “Are you sure you looked in the proper places?” 
 
    “We did. But, as you know, the internet can sometimes be unreliable.  That’s why you are so valuable.  Without you, this town would be lost.” 
 
    He was beginning to gag on his own smarminess.  But it was doing the trick. 
 
    Of course, it is.  Nobody ever talks to her.  Shit, nobody in their right mind would come down here to talk to her.  I’m probably the first person down those stairs in the last hundred years. 
 
    Her frown instantly disappeared, replaced by an almost girlish smile that made Rick inwardly recoil. Jeez, had he just created a monster?  “You’re too kind,” she gushed as she absently patted her salt and pepper hair.  “I should be able to find those for you, no problem.” 
 
    The things I do for this job, he thought as he watched her get up from behind her desk, indicating that he follow her.  Walking through the dimly lit maze of shelves that held storage boxes filled with the town’s history, he wondered which section held the files that everyone talked about but had never seen. 
 
    There had long been rumors that somewhere in this dungeon of long forgotten files, there was a box that contained the original source material on the true founders of Twin Ponds – the real witches of Salem, Massachusetts who fled the infamous trials of 1692.  Many of the townspeople considered it a legend, but he believed in its veracity.  His Native American and French-Canadian heritage opened him up to the possible existence of things that were not of this world.  He’d felt the energies of Crow Mountain, where the witches, both male and female, were supposed to have settled.  During Samhain, or Halloween as it was now known, there was something positively eerie about the area.  It was definitely not a night he would want to be out wandering alone through its dark forests. 
 
    Keeping his eye out for those files, he almost crashed into Edwina when she came to an abrupt halt.  He found himself standing before a tall metal shelf on which sat a set of boxes with dates written on them in black marker.  Using her fingertip, she traced the dates until she finally found the box she wanted. 
 
    “Ah, here we are. Real estate records from 1946 through 1949.” 
 
    She stepped aside, and Rick hauled the box down, praying it wouldn’t smudge his pristine uniform with dust.  To his surprise, it was dust-free.   
 
    “Wow, the box is pretty clean,” he said as he plopped it down on a nearby table. 
 
    “Of course, it is.  I inspect and dust every box twice a month.  You can never be too careful.  These files are important to our history and they cannot be left to rot or to become infested with silverfish or paper lice.” 
 
    “Lice?” he gulped as he stared down frantically at his clothing. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry, deputy.  There has never been one of those nasty little creatures since I’ve been in charge.” 
 
    Nevertheless, Rick made a note of getting his uniform dry cleaned as soon as possible. 
 
    Edwina took the top off the box and briskly flipped through the files.   
 
    “Hmmmm,” she said disapprovingly. 
 
    She went back to the shelf and asked Rick to take down another box.  Then another.  After a half hour, there were ten boxes piled up on the table, watched over by a very distressed looking Edwina. 
 
    She started back at the beginning of the first box and systematically went through each one.  Another half hour passed.  By this time, Rick was ready to forget the whole thing.  The air was hot and stuffy, his uniform was damp from sweat and he desperately ached to see the light of day.  
 
    Finally, even Edwina realized it was a losing battle.  She flipped back a damp grey curl and glanced at Rick.  “I am so sorry, deputy.  This has never happened before.” 
 
    “Let me guess.  The file is missing.” 
 
    She gave a mournful nod.  “I cannot imagine what could have happened to it.” 
 
    “Does anyone else have access to these files.” 
 
    “They most certainly do not.  I have the only key.  It was designed that way so people wouldn’t walk off or lose any valuable files.” 
 
    But it was obvious someone had.  Rick could almost believe it was her.  But the look of distress on her face made him veto that thought. 
 
    “It’s always possible someone misfiled the folder before I took over in 1979.  Yes, that’s the only plausible explanation.  Someone misfiled it before I started work here.  I will have to rectify that immediately.” 
 
    Rick threw a dubious look over the cavernous room.  “Um, if you’re going to do what I think you’re going to do, that could take years.” 
 
    There was a fanatical gleam in her eye that frightened him.  “I have no other choice,” she announced.  “Every one of these boxes must be inspected.  I will not have that kind of irresponsible messiness under my watch.” 
 
    To his shock, she immediately dove into the monumental task.   
 
    “Um, Edwina, I’ve got to go. Thanks for your help.  I really appreciate it,” he said.  But it was no use.  She was too focused on tracking down the file to pay him any attention. 
 
    Rick slowly backed away and made his way down the corridors.  He regretted upsetting her.  It was obvious she’d taken the missing file as a personal insult.  However, as he dashed up the stairs, it occurred to him that, thanks to his request, she now had job security for as long as it took her to go through every one of the gazillion boxes in her basement kingdom. 
 
    After taking several gulps of fresh air, he turned to his right and headed towards the Mayor’s office.  It wouldn’t feel right if he didn’t warn Barnes about what he’d unleashed downstairs. 
 
    He walked through the door labeled Mayor and found his secretary Cheryle sitting at her desk.  She’d taken over from the mayor’s previous secretary earlier that year who’d left Twin Ponds under a cloud of suspicion and gossip. Since getting the job, Cheryle had blossomed.   She’d gone from a meek, mousy type of individual to a confident woman.  Gone were the oversized glasses and frumpy dresses that she’d always hidden behind.  Now she wore sleek business suits, had her hair cut in the latest style and applied just enough make-up to light up her face.  She’d always had a sweet spot for Rick and smiled coquettishly when she saw him.   
 
    “Deputy Belleveau!  Or should I say, Sheriff Belleveau.”  She giggled.  “What can I do for you today?” 
 
    “I was hoping I could steal a few moments of the Mayor’s time.” 
 
    “Is it urgent?” 
 
    “Not really.  Just a little something that’s come up that I’d like his opinion on.” 
 
    “He’s meeting with Selectwoman Abbott right now. They should be wrapping up momentarily.”  
 
    She’d barely finished speaking when the door to the mayor’s office opened and a stout, full bosomed woman dressed in a fashionable blue suit and black heels stepped out. “I’ll get back to you with the details,” she said to the mayor.  She turned and saw Rick standing by Cheryle’s desk.  
 
    “Deputy Belleveau.  I hope you’re keeping our streets safe these days.” 
 
    “It’s in my job description,” he replied. 
 
    Her eyes darkened for a moment, not quite sure how to take his comment.  Deciding to let it go, she gave a nod of her head and passed by him. 
 
    “The mayor will see you now,” Cheryle spoke up. 
 
    Rick turned his attention back to her.  “Thanks, Cheryle.” 
 
    “By the way, how is the Sheriff doing?” 
 
    “Oh, she’s great.  Getting stronger and better every day.” 
 
    “Thank goodness.  I miss seeing her.  Not that you’re not doing a good job…” 
 
    He grinned.  “Don’t worry, Cheryle.  I miss her too.” 
 
    As he entered the mayor’s office, he shook off his dislike of the selectwoman.  Laurel Abbott was the latest in a long line of family members who’d served on Twin Pond’s Governing Council.  Although not as rich as Doc, the Abbotts were better off than most inhabitants in Clarke County.  Her much older husband was a retired District judge who spent his days perfecting his prized orchids in a greenhouse that was twice the size of Rick’s bungalow. He at least was approachable and down to earth.  Rick, however, found Mrs. Abbott snooty and arrogant.  He suspected she harbored a prejudice against him because he was part Native American, a fact that definitely kept her off his Christmas Card list. 
 
    He found the mayor seated behind his massive desk.   
 
    “So, deputy, what can I do for you?” he said in his booming voice. 
 
    “What do you know about 123 Fern Street?” 
 
    “Does this have anything to do with the hatchet found over there?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” He told him about Emmy’s discovery of the missing information on the internet, followed by the discovery of the missing file in the basement.  Barnes’ eyes widened in dismay when he finished. 
 
    “Good Lord, you mean to tell me Edwina couldn’t find the file?” 
 
    “Nope.  It’s completely gone.” 
 
    The mayor narrowed his eyes at the deputy.  “Do you realize what you’ve done?”  Before Rick could answer, he continued.  “She turns seventy next month.  That’s mandatory retirement age. I was finally going to be able to let her go.  But now, she’ll never leave. Not until she finds that damned file.” 
 
    “You could always stop paying her.” 
 
    “It won’t matter.  She’ll come in anyway. When she couldn’t find the file, she acted like it was a personal insult, didn’t she?”  Rick nodded. Barnes groaned. 
 
    “You could take away the key,” the deputy suggested. 
 
    Barnes fixed him with a sober look.  “Are you willing to be the one to wrestle the key away from her?”  Rick grimaced. “Exactly.  She’ll never vacate that basement until she finds that folder.” 
 
      “I’m really sorry, Mayor.  I was simply trying to find the missing information.” 
 
    “Why is it so imperative you find out who lived at 123 Fern Street?”  Rick outlined his and Emmy’s hypothesis.  “That’s not much to go on.” 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s strange that all the records that detail who bought the homes after they were built in 1946 are easily found except for that one house?  The one house, by the way, that happens to be across the street from the Grahams’ house where we found the bloody hatchet.” 
 
    “I suppose it is a bit out of the ordinary.”  He sat back in his chair.  “But why are you making such a fuss?  That hatchet could have been used on an animal for all we know.” 
 
    Rick met his eye.  “Actually, it wasn’t.  Forensics called yesterday.  It’s human hair.  In fact, they found traces of human hair from several victims.” 
 
    Barnes’ chair came forward so quickly, the deputy thought it would boomerang the mayor over his desk and onto the floor. 
 
    “What?” he gasped. 
 
    “That’s why we needed to find the file. Forensics said the hatchet was manufactured by a company that went out of business in 1949 and the baby blanket’s fibers date it to at least the late 1930s.  Emmy is tracking down all the owners in that neighborhood from 1946 to the present.  It may just be a waste of time – maybe none of them are the killers.  But without the information on 123 Fern Street, we can’t produce a complete picture.” 
 
    “I think you’re right, Deputy.  I think you and Emmy are wasting valuable time and assets. Even if you eventually find the missing information, you can’t possibly believe the killer is still alive.” 
 
    At that moment, Rick knew exactly what Barnes was implying. Part of him was aghast, while part of him knew this was typical Bill Barnes. 
 
    Twin Ponds had already suffered through the trauma of having a serial killer in their midst – the first serial killer in their history.  No one wanted a second serial killer to taint their town. Especially its mayor. 
 
    “My advice is that you let this go.” 
 
    “What about the victims?” Rick asked. “Don’t they deserve justice?” 
 
    “You don’t even know who the victims are.  At this point in time, you may never know who they are.”  Barnes took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “Look, I know how difficult it’s been for you to try and fill Cammie’s shoes.  What happened was – well – it was unfortunate and very painful, not only for her, but for the town as well.  My suggestion is that you forget about the hatchet and carry on as best you can until she gets back.” 
 
    Rick Belleveau was a man who rarely lost his temper. He’d always considered strong emotions getting in the way of diffusing a situation peacefully and calmly.  However, Barnes’ insinuation incensed him.  He slowly got to his feet and stared down at the rotund, florid faced man. 
 
    “I never wanted to be Acting Sheriff. In fact, if Cammie decided never to return, the last thing I would do is run to take her place.”  Rick placed both hands on the mayor’s desk and leaned forward.  “Just so we’re clear, I’m not conducting this investigation to prove anything to anyone, or to feed my ego.  I’m conducting this investigation because I owe it – the town owes it - to the victims who met their deaths at the end of that hatchet.  They deserve to have their killer found.  And I intend to do just that, regardless of what you say.” 
 
    “Now see here--” Barnes blustered. 
 
    “You want my badge? Ask for it and it’s yours.  But I’m not backing down.  Not until I figure out who owned the hatchet, who was killed with the hatchet, and why it was buried in John Graham’s shed.” 
 
     Without waiting for a response, Rick turned and let himself out of the office.  He stormed past Cheryle without saying good-bye and didn’t stop until he stood outside Town Hall.  There, he paused and took a deep breath.   
 
    “Screw you, Barnes,” he whispered under his breath.  He then whipped out his cell and dialed HQ. 
 
    “Twin Ponds Sheriff’s Department,” Emmy answered. 
 
    “I hope you have some more cocoa and whipped cream,” he said as he started down the street. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m a deputy on the edge.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie slowly trudged through the wet sand. With a light misty rain falling, Jace had opted to stay behind and help his uncle do maintenance on one of the hotel’s vehicles. Although she treasured his company, on this day she was glad to be by herself.  The mist created a fog-like condition that added an almost mystical aura to her surroundings.  The sounds of the waves were muffled behind a curtain of ethereal white, making her feel as though she were walking through a dream. 
 
    It was a good dream though. For the first time in weeks, she felt herself pulling away from the nightmare shroud that had enveloped her. Picking her way across the mounds of seaweed brought up by the recent storm, she pondered the reasons why she was finally seeing a light at the end of the long, dark tunnel. Part of it surely had to do with the discovery of the mannequin.  Once she and Ellis informed Glenn and Maud, she saw a marked difference in their behavior towards her.  Now they knew she wasn’t crazy.  
 
    The other part had to do with the investigation itself.  She’d unexpectedly found herself caught up in the thrill of the chase – the part of any case where she had to take the individual puzzle pieces and assemble them into a cohesive pattern to figure out what was going on.  After what had happened, she was afraid she’d never feel that excitement again.  But it was still there, pulsating just beneath the surface. 
 
    Slowly walking along the surf just far enough away to keep a wave from coming up and soaking her jeans, she found herself relishing the solitude and the eeriness of the barely discernible ocean and sand dunes that flitted in and out of the gray murkiness.  Her only companions were the seagulls as they swooped and cawed above her.  Littering the sand here and there were the remains of empty crab shells that once served as a meal for the large sea birds.   
 
    She took in deep breaths of the refreshing sea air and felt the wetness of the mist against her cheeks.  She was enjoying the unsettled weather and tried to be – as Paul Langevin would always tell her – in the moment.  Listening to the surf muted by the fog, she found herself thinking about Ellis Martin.  Working with him, trading ideas and theories made her think of the cases she’d worked on with Rick and Emmy. The most rewarding moments in each one of those investigations, besides apprehending the perpetrator, was sitting down with her staff and picking apart every clue, listening to their points of view and merging them with her own.  She loved nothing more than working with intelligent people who could think outside the box. Deputy Ellis Martin was definitely one of those people. 
 
    Her mind drifted towards the Twin Ponds Sheriff’s Department. A pique of guilt arose when she realized she hadn’t called Rick yet.  He hadn’t called either, but she hadn’t expected him to. No doubt he was reluctant to intrude upon, for want of a better word, her convalescence.  It was up to her to break the ice and pick up the phone. 
 
    Yet she hadn’t.  Was it because she didn’t want him thinking she was checking up on him? She knew Rick wasn’t completely comfortable being in the top job. She’d always had more confidence in him than he had in himself.  And should he stumble, sensible, competent Emmy was there to bolster him up. 
 
    Or was it because, despite feeling in the best mood she’d been in for weeks, there was still the knowing deep in her heart that perhaps she was being a little too optimistic about her recovery.  Less than twenty-four hours ago, she’d been reduced to a quivering mass of nerves on Ellis’ boat because she’d allowed a memory to slip through her defenses. 
 
    She paused and looked out over the barely discernible surf as it gently rolled in and out. 
 
    She couldn’t deny how much she missed home. It was out there somewhere, beyond the horizon, beckoning to her. She missed her cabin, she missed her office.  She missed Rick and Emmy and Doc.  She even missed the irascible Bill Barnes.  She longed to sit at Zee’s bar and stuff her face with one of his delectable burgers while listening to all the gossip he always managed to gather.  
 
    However, it wouldn’t be fair to Clarke County to come back a mess. She had to return knowing that even if she wasn’t 100% healed, she could at least get through the days and nights with her emotions and sanity intact. 
 
    Her thoughts were interrupted when she felt a buzzing in her pocket. Thinking it was Jace checking up on her whereabouts, she took off her glove and fished for the phone.  Looking at the display, she was surprised to see Ellis Martin’s name. 
 
    “Hello,” she answered. 
 
    “Cammie, this is Ellis.   I thought you’d like to know what I’ve discovered so far.  By the way, are you in some kind of wind tunnel?” 
 
    She laughed.  “I’m actually walking on the beach.” 
 
    “You have a thing for walking out in rainstorms, don’t you?  You must be part duck.” 
 
    She chuckled. “It may be raining where you are.  It’s only misting here.  Hold on while I get behind the sand dunes.  That should cut down on the noise.”  She scrambled up and over the sand dunes and sat down on the cold sand.  “How do I sound now?” 
 
    “Much better.  I checked out the shops on both Eagla and Sarke, but no one reports missing a mannequin.  I spoke to the captain of the ferry to see if he’d recently delivered any large packages to the islands and came up empty there as well.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re back to square one.” 
 
    “Not quite. One of the shopkeepers told me about a seamstress she hires during the summers to do alterations on the pricey dresses she sells. She lives on Eagla and her name is Elsie Bond. When I called her, she told me she keeps several mannequins in her backyard shed that she uses when she’s doing her modifications.  I had her check and sure enough, one was missing.” 
 
    “But she has no idea when it was stolen?” 
 
    “She knows they were all there at the end of October because she used them as costume props during Halloween.” 
 
    “That certainly fits into our timeline,” Cammie replied.  “The mannequin is stolen near October 31st and I see it being dumped overboard a few days later.”  She paused.  “Looks like it really was some kind of a teenage prank.” 
 
    “There’s also the other theory we came up with - that it was some sort of trial run on where the tides would take a body. Unfortunately, there’s nothing I can do until I actually have a body to work with.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.  In fact, I’m going to be positive and declare that the Case of the Washed-up Mannequin is officially closed.” 
 
    He laughed.  “I’m all for that.  By the way, thanks for your help yesterday.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything except pepper you with nosey questions. Once an investigator, always an investigator, I guess.”  She chuckled.  “I should actually be the one thanking you.  You were the only person on Eagla that took me seriously.” 
 
    “I take it Glenn and Maud are no longer waiting to call the white van to take you away.” 
 
    “On the contrary.  After you and I spoke to them, they’ve been falling all over themselves being nice to me.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” 
 
    They said their good-byes and hung up.  She climbed back over the sand dunes and continued her cold and slightly wet walk along the beach.  Once again, she felt that tiny spark of excitement bubbling up over the conclusion of a case. Despite her words to Ellis, she couldn’t completely dismiss his worry that the mannequin had been some sort of trial run, but who on the island would be marked for such a death? As he’d explained to her the day before, the islanders had spent centuries policing each other.  Even with his presence, she didn’t doubt they were still keeping an eye on their neighbors.  Now that summer was over, and the strangers were gone, they were back to living with people they knew.  Having lived in a small town for years, she was very much aware how much locals kept tabs on each other’s comings and goings. She didn’t doubt the Coffins were the same. That alone would make it extremely difficult to hide such a crime. 
 
    It was probably what they’d first suspected –  a kid on a dare throwing a mannequin out of a boat during a rainstorm.  Growing up as the offspring of fishermen, the teenagers could probably handle a boat in all kinds of weather with one hand tied behind their back. 
 
    Turning towards the hotel, her mind drifted once more to Twin Ponds. The only way she’d know if she was ready to return home was to dredge up the memories of what happened.  If she could think about it without falling apart, she’d be good to go. 
 
    Part of the process involved calling Rick after dinner. She’d catch up with him on what was going on, making sure to couch her reasons for calling in such a way that he wouldn’t think she didn’t trust him.  After that, she’d call Doc and actually discuss the reasons behind her trip to Eagla.  If she could get through that, she was sure Doc would give her the green light to return home.   
 
    She didn’t delude herself that it would be easy.  But the sooner she got this monkey off her back, the quicker she and Jace could return to their old lives in Twin Ponds.  
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    Violet felt her peace of mind slipping away.  She had yet to get a good night’s sleep, and it was taking a toll on her.   She was still upset Teddy had left.  And if she’d believed that with her eldest gone, Andrew would buckle down and assist in packing up the house, she’d quickly discovered how wrong she was. Andrew was disappearing for long stretches of time.  When he did decide to grace her with his presence, she felt she was sitting across from a stranger. It worried her that he looked as though he had the weight of the world on his shoulders.  He constantly looked haggard and washed out, and she wondered if he too was having trouble sleeping.  She’d always suspected he drank, but never to the extent she was witnessing since their arrival on the island. 
 
    When she passed by his room the other day and saw him getting dressed, she’d been horrified by how thin he was.  Already slender, it looked as though he’d lost an additional twenty pounds. Surely, it couldn’t be just the drinking that was making him look like a wraith? 
 
    She could no longer run away from the fact that all of this was her fault. The hard truth was that she’d spent years enabling him.  Unlike Teddy, who took over Edward’s financial consulting business, Andrew had always been a dreamer.  She’d quietly subsidized his lifestyle so he could pursue his desire of becoming a writer. He constantly regaled her with plot points and character profiles and little twists and turns he’d scribbled down on random pieces of paper.  She had yet to see the fruits of these ideas appear in a finished manuscript and tried her best to believe his creation of the next great American Novel was just around the corner. She couldn’t just abandon him.  He had no other means of support.  If she turned her back on him, he’d flounder. 
 
    But isn’t he doing that now? 
 
    She realized all she’d done was delude herself.  His writing career was built on a house of cards. Yet, she was too exhausted to think about it.  The only way she was going to get through the rest of the week was to focus on packing up what she could.  Once she returned home, she’d make a decision on Andrew.  She’d make a decision on a lot of things. 
 
    After showering, she threw on a pair of jeans and a thick woolen sweater. She padded downstairs to make the coffee.  Walking across the living room towards the kitchen, she slowed her step when she saw one of Phil’s framed photographs that had hung on the living room wall sitting on the counter near the coffeemaker.  Drawing closer, she picked it up and saw that it was a photograph of the house.  It was in black and white, captured in a moment when the fog was rolling in from the ocean.  It had always been one of her favorites, bringing forth memories of when the family had been united. Before Edward was taken from her. Before Andrew sank into alcoholism.  Before Teddy –  
 
    She deliberately veered her mind away. Her wistfulness at seeing the photo turned to frustration when she realized it was probably Andrew who had taken it down and left it on the kitchen counter.  Once again, he’d started something only to leave it half done.  Just like everything else in his life. 
 
    Violet clicked her tongue in disgust as she realized that, as usual, she was going to have to be the one to take down each photograph, wrap it in bubblewrap and put it in the moving box. In the meantime, she’d put it back up on the wall so she could keep all the photos together when it was time to pack them.  Hanging it on the nail, her eyes rested on the next photo, this one taken when she and Edward had first gotten married. Seeing his young handsome face, her heart shattered into a thousand pieces.  The pain hardened her resolve to carry through with her decision to get rid of this house.  It was time for another family to make their own memories here.  Hers were done and ready to be stored away. 
 
    She set about making the coffee and frying up some bacon and eggs, hoping she could coax Andrew to eat. When she was done, she walked to the foot of the stairs. 
 
    “Andrew!  Breakfast is ready!” 
 
    Preoccupied with whether she should begin with the basement or the attic after breakfast, she jumped in fright when she heard a crash.  Whirling around, she saw the photograph she’d just replaced on the wall lying on the floor, its glass front broken and the wooden frame missing a piece that had splintered off when it hit the hard surface.  “How in heavens’ name…?” she muttered to herself as she hurried to get the vacuum cleaner out before Andrew came downstairs barefoot and walked over the glass.  She was just finishing up when he appeared.  She stifled a gasp when she saw the condition he was in.  His khakis were wrinkled and stained, his shirt was ripped near the collar and his eyes looked sunken. 
 
    My God, he’s wasting away before my eyes. 
 
    “I thought we pay Splash to keep this place clean,” he said in a clear voice that belied his disheveled appearance. 
 
    “One of Phil’s pictures just fell off the wall.” 
 
    “Yeah? Which one?” 
 
    “The one you placed on the kitchen counter.” 
 
    He gave his mother a quizzical look.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    She picked up the photograph, now missing the glass and handed it to him. “I found this on the counter when I came down to make the coffee.” 
 
    He glanced at it and handed it back.  “Sorry Mom, but I didn’t take it off the wall.  Maybe Teddy left it there before he abandoned us to do all the work.” 
 
    She swallowed a retort. “Well, it doesn’t matter.  I’m making us some eggs and bacon.” 
 
    “Great.  I’m starved.” 
 
    As he went into the kitchen to get a cup of coffee, Violet looked down at the photograph in her hand.  Suddenly, she felt an icy chill run down her spine.  “Do you feel cold?” she asked. 
 
    “Nope.”  Andrew glanced at her.  “Maybe you’re coming down with something.  It’s just like Teddy to take off when you need him the most.” 
 
    “Let’s not talk about that,” she said firmly.  She placed the picture on a nearby table and returned the vacuum to the closet.  She was sure the cold she’d felt was from one of the uninsulated windows. Another reason to sell this house.  Let the next owner pay for sealing the place against the cold winter winds. 
 
    Violet went into the kitchen to finish preparing breakfast. As she passed Andrew, she caught a whiff of the unmistakable smell of liquor.  Depression overcame her, and it was all she could do to get through breakfast without screaming out her pain and exasperation.  
 
    An hour later, Violet was standing in the middle of the attic.  Over the years the space had become a catch-all for the items they didn’t need, but never got around to tossing.  She knew there were years’ worth of things up there, going back to the time of Phil.  
 
    “Oh my,” she murmured as she found herself staring at endless piles of boxes under the eaves.  This was going to take forever. The sooner she tackled it, the sooner she could get done.  Especially since the sweater she’d put on that morning wasn’t keeping her warm against the chill in the unheated room.  
 
    She pulled out the first box.  Knowing she’d never be able to see the contents in the weak light thrown off by the lone lightbulb that hung from the ceiling, she grabbed the corners and dragged it across the floor towards the window where sunlight streamed in. She repeated the process with several more boxes.  By the time she was done, she was already feeling warmer from the exertion.  Returning to the first box, she took off the lid.  Her hand flew to her mouth as she stared down in disbelief and horror. 
 
    There, atop a pile of old toys was the photograph of the house in the fog. The glass front was missing, and the wooden frame was splintered in the exact spot as the photo that, only an hour before, had fallen off the living room wall.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rick climbed into his vehicle feeling slightly defeated.  It had been a long shot that he’d find any information on 123 Fern Street by talking to its owners, but as Cammie had often told him, it didn’t hurt to try.  As expected however, they knew nothing about the history of the house.  They’d been there for fifteen years and only knew it had been built in 1946.  
 
    As Rick started to pull away from the curb, he paused.  He’d seen the house countless times, but he’d never noticed how different it looked from all the other houses in the small community.  Except for color, they all pretty much looked the same – the similar cookie cutter construction Emmy explained had been used after the Second World War to quickly create homes for the returning soldiers. Yet 123 Fern Street had, at one time in its past, been noticeably altered.  It was much larger than the other homes, with a glass enclosed addition built in the back.  The front porch had been widened and a dormer put in upstairs to expand the bedrooms.  It suddenly occurred to Rick that if these changes were made after the house was built, there had to be construction permits and architectural plans filed with the town.   
 
    He immediately turned his car around and headed back to HQ. 
 
      
 
    “Will you stop breathing down my neck?  I’m looking as fast as I can,” Emmy scolded as he stood directly over her while she worked at her computer trying to find the pertinent information. 
 
    “I can’t believe I never noticed it before.” 
 
    “That’s because you never needed to notice it before.  Ah, here’s something.” 
 
    Rick immediately grabbed his chair and rolled it next to her.  Emmy inwardly sighed.  If he sat any closer, he’d be in her lap.  Which wouldn’t be such a bad thing. 
 
    “Here are the original blueprints for the area.”  She expanded the photograph and slowly moved her mouse over it.  “Looks like some of the houses were slightly bigger than the others, but they’re all basically the same, including 123 Fern.” 
 
    “Then one of the owners expanded it.  Maybe it’s the person who lived there before 1955.”  He looked at her.  “We need to find those papers.” 
 
     “Rick, the addition to 123 Fern could have been done at any time, not necessarily during the years that are missing.” 
 
     “I know that.  But if they were done before 1955 and the permits have also disappeared, it points to someone deliberately erasing any trace of their ownership. There’s no reason for that except to cover up their proximity to where the hatchet was buried. I smell a rat and it ain’t pretty.” 
 
    “Okay.  Please return to your desk and let me work in peace.  Better yet, go out on your rounds.  The sooner I track down what we need on the computer, the better the chances are that you won’t need to return to see Edwina.” 
 
    Rick jumped out of his chair, grabbed his coat and flew out of HQ.  Emmy laughed, then turned back to her desktop. 
 
      
 
    After walking up and down Main Street, Rick climbed into his car and slowly drove down the back streets that made up the suburbs of Twin Ponds. Although the temperatures were hovering near freezing, the sun was bright, and the sky was a crystalline blue.  Alone, soaking up the warmth from the heater, his mind instantly reverted back to 123 Fern and the mystery surrounding its missing records. Maybe he was just spinning his wheels.  Maybe the lost real estate files meant nothing.  Maybe it had absolutely no connection to the bloody hatchet.   
 
    Maybe the Tooth Fairy really does exist. 
 
    Yet, mixed with his instinct was a fear that maybe he was fixating on this too much in an effort to prove to himself that if there truly was a mystery, he could readily solve it.  He’d show the world – and himself - he was every bit as good as Cammie. 
 
    It was a truth he didn’t feel comfortable confronting. 
 
    Is my ego really that big? Or am I that pathetically insecure? 
 
    He sighed.  There was no point going over it until Emmy finished her digging.  As an accomplished hacker, if there was any chance of finding the records online, she’d do it.  In the meantime, in an effort to let it go, he flipped on the radio, raised it to ear shattering decibels and sang along with Beyoncé. 
 
    An hour later, he was turning back towards HQ when the radio went off. He instantly snatched up the receiver.  
 
    “Em, what did you find?” 
 
    “I’m still searching.  But I got a call from the construction manager at what used to be the old Taylor mansion.  He wants you to get down to the construction site.” 
 
    “He find a bloody hatchet too?” Rick joked. 
 
    “It’s worse. He says they found a skeleton while getting the ground ready to pour the foundation.  I’ve already called Doc.  He’s on his way over there now.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Rick echoed.   
 
    Unfortunately, Emmy had already hung up.  Replacing the radio, he shook his head to himself. Jeez, the Universe was really overdoing it in presenting situations where he’d have to prove his worth as Acting Sheriff.   He glanced up at the sky. “I mean this in the nicest possible way, but cut it out already.” 
 
    He breathed a sigh of relief when there was no response. He dutifully turned the car around and started towards the edge of the town where the Taylor mansion had once stood. 
 
    The turreted Victorian mansion, named after the family who built it shortly after the end of the Civil War, had made their fortune logging in the extensive Maine wilderness surrounding Twin Ponds. No one knew much about them, except that a few years after moving in, they suddenly lost everything, including their home. The bad luck that surrounded them remained with the house long after their departure.   
 
    Over the intervening years, families came, and families went. The only similarity between them all was the short amount of time they stayed.  It was never more than six months.  They disappeared as quickly as they’d appeared. After a while, the families stopped coming.  The house fell into disrepair, an eyesore at the end of the cul-de-sac.  Over the decades, a neighborhood grew up around the Taylor Mansion, though the builders seemed to know to leave a large barrier between the new homes and the malevolent structure. Rumors spread about what really lurked within the walls of the decrepit Victorian.  But they were only rumors. 
 
    Until Halloween night in 1954 when rumor became reality. Five teenagers – three girls and two boys - dared each other to enter the house. They’d heard the eerie stories, but convinced themselves that was all they were – stories to scare cowards on dark autumn and winter nights.  They were different though.  They weren’t cowards and they’d prove it.  The group waited until midnight on All Hallows Eve, when the veil between the living and dead was supposed to be at its thinnest.  They entered the house through a back window.  They stepped inside the discarded, abandoned house.   
 
    And were never seen again. 
 
    Their disappearance was never solved.  It became a footnote in the ghostly and inexplicable legends of New England.   
 
    Then last summer, the house was bought by an entrepreneurial quartet who planned to open it as a haunted house attraction.  They spent months repairing the old Victorian and adding features that were sure to terrify their perspective customers. 
 
    Their plans succeeded with horrific results.  Shortly after opening to enthusiastic crowds who paid to explore the house they’d heard so much about and be scared out of their wits while doing so, one of the new owners was found murdered in the attic.  
 
    After Cammie and Rick solved the case, Doc bought the property. Determined to rid Twin Ponds of the pall cast by the eerie house, he immediately ordered that it be torn down.  During the demolition, the crew made a ghastly discovery in the basement.  Within the brick walls, they found the remains of five skeletons, wearing remnants of clothes worn during the 1950s. 
 
    The five teenagers had finally been found. 
 
    Who murdered them and why they’d been killed still remained a mystery.  Now, the crew had found yet another skeleton on the property. 
 
    It seemed the evil of the house was not yet ready to relinquish its malignant hold.  
 
    Pulling up to the now open field, Rick noticed how silent the site was. Instead of the usual hustle and bustle of a noisy construction site, men were quietly leaning up against the machinery, or gathered in little groups, their eyes all watching him arrive.  Over by a huge rectangle dug into the ground, he saw Doc’s white coroner’s van. 
 
    The old, unnerving house was completely gone.  In its place would be a recreation center. During the day, while the kids were in school, it would serve as a senior center.  In the afternoons, it would be a gathering place for kids to play sports and games.  Several evenings a week, workshops would take place for adults. Doc, who had taken Cammie’s advice to have the site blessed by the local shaman Paul Langevin before any building took place, was still deciding on a name for his center.  He wasn’t amused when Cammie came up with the Westerfield Home for Wayward Wanderers. 
 
    As Rick got out of his vehicle, Stan Murphy, the overweight foreman, came up.  They’d already met when the skeletons in the wall were discovered. 
 
    “Your receptionist said the sheriff is away,” he said as he shook Rick’s hand. 
 
    “She is.  I’m in charge ‘til she gets backs.” 
 
    “Well, I hope you can handle what we found.” 
 
    They walked through the site and stopped before the large excavated rectangle.  Rick looked down and his heart sank.  There, in perfect view was a skeleton lying on its back.  Silently examining it was Doc. 
 
    “No one has touched it after one of my men uncovered it with the excavator.” 
 
    “Can I speak to the man who found it?” 
 
    “Sure.”  He turned and yelled, “Hey Will, come on over here.”  A young man, with dark brown hair and a mustache came up.  “The deputy here wants to ask you some questions.” 
 
    “Tell me exactly what you were doing when you found the skeleton.” 
 
    “I was running the excavator when I saw something poking out from the ground.  I got a shovel from one of the guys and started digging.  That’s when I saw the skull.”  
 
     “I called a halt and phoned your office,” the foreman added. 
 
    Rick felt the crew’s eyes on him. If he’d ever doubted he was truly in charge, their expectant looks told him otherwise.   
 
    He carefully climbed down into the hole and walked up to Doc. 
 
    “Fancy meeting you here,” he half joked as he watched the man, clad in his forensics coveralls, glance up at him. 
 
    “I’m beginning to wonder just what kind of town I decided to settle into.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’m having a strong feeling of déjà vu.  Wasn’t I examining a skeleton in the woods just a few months ago?” 
 
    It was an investigation that had reached into the highest levels of political power in Clarke County, almost derailing Mayor Barnes’ life and career. 
 
    Rick glumly nodded.  “Have you been able to discover what happened to him or her?” 
 
    “A picture is starting to take shape, but I’d prefer to wait until I get him into the lab.” 
 
    “Him?” 
 
    Doc nodded.  “I’m pretty sure we’re looking at the skeleton of a Caucasian man between the ages of 30 and 40.  Whatever clothes he wore have long since disintegrated.  I may find something when we move the bones.” 
 
    “I’d better call Forensics and get them out here.” 
 
    “Already done.  As soon as I arrived and saw our friend here, I alerted them.” 
 
    Rick was stung. It was always Cammie who called in Forensics. Had Doc done that because he was convinced Rick was in over his head? 
 
    He had no choice but to swallow his ire.  “I’ll leave you to it then.”  Turning on his heel, he climbed out of the hole and sought out Will.  “Tell me again what exactly happened,” he practically barked at the hapless man. 
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    It had been a long day, made longer by the discovery of the photo in the attic.  Violet still didn’t know what to make of it.  Her only explanation was that somehow, Andrew had placed it up there.  He’d left the breakfast table before her and gone upstairs. Maybe he’d intended on going through the attic, but with the alcohol pickling his brain, he hadn’t followed through.  Nothing else made sense.  
 
    She finally called it quits around 6 pm.  She hadn’t seen Andrew for hours and when she checked outside, she saw that the dark green coupe he’d insisted on bringing over with them on the ferry was gone.  
 
    Once again, she felt a dark depression settle over her shoulders.  Her body ached all over, she was mentally and physically drained and she felt as though she’d barely made a dent in the packing. She had to find some way to relax or she’d go mad. 
 
    She fixed herself a sandwich, poured a glass of wine and sat down in her favorite recliner to read the latest best-selling romance.  Little by little, she felt the tension ooze out of her as she lost herself in the story of love found and love lost. 
 
    It was close to nine pm when she dozed off in the chair.  Her spirit sighed with relief as she fell deeper and deeper into desperately needed sleep. 
 
    Suddenly, her peacefulness was shattered when a loud bang ripped into her nap.  She uttered a strangled cry as she abruptly woke up, her heart hammering in her chest at the violent sound. 
 
    “Dear God--!” she cried as she looked around in fear.  A moment later, she noticed the front door standing wide open and Andrew striding towards her.  She recoiled against the chair as she saw the wildness in his eyes.  His face was gaunt and unshaven.  He looked insane. 
 
    He came up and pointed a shaking finger at her. 
 
    “You are not selling this house,” he bellowed, the spit hitting her on the cheeks. 
 
    “You know I have to,” she whispered. 
 
    “I will kill you before I allow you to sell this house.  MY HOUSE!” 
 
    She shrieked as he came at her.  She tried to evade him, but he blocked her from jumping out of the chair.  His hands tightened around her throat as she flailed beneath him.    
 
    Her terrified eyes met his as she struggled to scream.  Then just as abruptly as the attack began, it ended.  Andrew took a step back, his face contorted in horror and disgust. 
 
    “Jesus Christ…” he muttered.  Then he collapsed onto the floor. 
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    After helping Maud clean up after supper, Cammie retired to her room to call Rick.  She told Jace what she was going to do and swallowed her frustration when she saw the look of concern on his face.  It only hardened her determination to get better quickly. She couldn’t bear his mothering, though once she calmed down, she knew if the roles were reversed, she’d be behaving towards him in the exact same way.  
 
    She entered the bedroom, got the fire started in the fireplace, plumped up her pillows against the headboard and dialed Rick on her cell.    
 
    “Hey Cam,” he answered after the third ring. 
 
    “Hey.  Just calling to see how everyone is doing.” 
 
    “Missing us?” 
 
    She chuckled.  “More than you’ll ever know.  It’s not that Eagla Island isn’t relaxing or peaceful, it’s just that—” 
 
    “You’re bored out of your friggin’ mind.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “Well, it’s good to see you haven’t lost your police radar.  I was actually going to call you later tonight.” 
 
    “Oh?  What’s up?” 
 
    He told her everything that had been going on, including the discovery of the skeleton at the old Taylor property that morning. 
 
    “Jeez, was our town built on some ancient burial site?” she exclaimed. 
 
    “That’s pretty much what Doc said.  He’s beginning to regret his decision to move here.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?  Now that he’s had a taste of it, he can’t ever live without the town’s love and respect. They practically have him up on a pedestal.”  Rick laughed.  “What was Doc’s conclusions?” 
 
    “He wouldn’t give me any particulars yet.  Only that the body is a Caucasian male between 30-40 years old.” 
 
    “What are your thoughts?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.  Was the skeleton somehow related to the discovery of those five teenagers?  Is the hatchet a part of it? Why are the records from 123 Fern Street missing from 1946 through 1955?  Do those records have anything to do with the disappearance of the teenagers?  They vanished in 1954, right at the tail end of the years the lost records cover.” 
 
    “Were you able to figure out where the latest skeleton was found in proximity to the mansion’s basement where we found the teenagers’ remains?” 
 
     “Looks like it was buried in what was once the garden in the back of the house.”  Rick took a breath and let it out slowly.  “I asked Forensics to go over the entire area.  To rule out the possibility that the Taylor property was used as a dumping ground by a serial killer.  My hands are tied until Colin presents his results.  Or until Emmy tracks down the lost files. Of course, the fact that they’re missing may mean nothing. But I dunno…it doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    Cammie felt the burden of these discoveries lying heavily on his shoulders.  She furiously tried to think of a way to frame the question she wanted to ask, but there was no delicate way to say it.  She took a deep breath. 
 
    “Rick, if you need me, I can be back by tomorrow night.  However, I have every confidence that you can handle this.  You’re an excellent officer.  I couldn’t have closed the cases we have without your valuable input. I want you to know that.” 
 
    There was a long pause on the phone and she mentally kicked herself for having offended him.  Just as she was about to apologize, he said, “Thanks, Cam, I appreciate that.  But there’s nothing you can do.  There’s nothing I can do.  Not until we get the forensic results.” 
 
    They switched topics and Rick shared the latest gossip circulating among the locals. When she hung up, she rested her head back and closed her eyes for a moment.  Then she dialed Doc.  
 
    “Rick just told me what’s going on,” she said. “I’m debating whether I should come back.” 
 
    “Have you had any more PTSD-related incidents?” She hesitated.  “Your silence just answered that question.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that bad.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.  Besides, if you were to run back here, what exactly could you do that Rick isn’t doing?  He handled today just as well as you would have.”  He softened his tone.  “I know you think you’re chucking your responsibilities, but until the results come back, not only from my examination of the skeleton, but from Colin and his crew, you’re better off staying where you are.  That is, unless Jace’s relatives are driving you mad.  Then I say come back to the mainland and catch a flight to the Bahamas instead.” 
 
    “I think the only way to know if I’m getting better is to talk about what happened.” 
 
    “Are you ready to do that?” 
 
    She took a long pause.  Then she nodded.  “I need to know.” 
 
    “Alright then.  Tell me all about that day.” 
 
    She spent two hours on the phone with Doc.  When she was done, she was so emotionally distraught that she quickly ran a hot bath in the jetted tub and submerged herself in the water in an attempt to stop the violent shaking.  Jace came in, saw her face and quickly undressed.  He then climbed in next to her and held her tightly as she broke out in choking sobs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was time to leave. 
 
    Andrew had quickly regained consciousness.  She helped him upstairs where he spent part of the night lying on his bed with his head in her lap, crying pitifully.  When he finally drifted off to sleep, she gently disengaged herself and went back downstairs.  She reheated the coffee and poured herself a larger than usual cup. 
 
    As dawn broke over the horizon, she decided to check the basement. She knew there was a box down there that held several family photo albums.  Once she found it, she would pack them up, then call Splash and have him arrange transport for her and Andrew back to the mainland.   
 
    It was obvious they couldn’t stay here any longer. Teddy had been right to leave. The house was killing them.   With the exception of the photo albums, there was nothing in this house worth risking their physical health and state of mind over. 
 
    She hated herself for not leaving with Teddy.  Rather than argue with him, she and Andrew should have accompanied him. It might have spared her youngest son from tumbling further down a rabbit hole of drunkenness and despair. 
 
    Violet sighed.  What was the point of beating herself up?  She’d finally made the decision to leave, that was the important thing.   She had just enough time to go downstairs and pack up the photos while Andrew was still asleep.  Then she’d pack up their suitcases and get as far away from this cottage and Eagla Island as possible. 
 
    She finished her coffee and tied her hair back in an elastic.  The stairs to the basement were through a door in the kitchen.  She switched on the light and made her way down the cold stone steps.  Reaching the bottom, she shivered. There was an ungodly chill that seeped right into her bones. Rather than waste time going upstairs to grab another sweater, she decided to carry on. The frigid air would egg her on to finish quickly.  
 
    Looking about, she was glad to see packing boxes leaning up against the wall.  All she had to do was find the albums within the five cartons that were piled up in the far corner, transfer them to the new boxes, seal them and get back upstairs where she’d call Splash to arrange what she quickly realized was their escape. 
 
    She started towards the boxes when she slowed her step.  To her right was a room that no one had ever been allowed to enter. It was Phil’s darkroom where he spent hours developing the photographs he’d taken of the Coffins. 
 
    Never having been inside, her curiosity was piqued.  Were his cameras still there?  Were there any photographs on the old metal shelfs that he’d left behind? It would only take five minutes to check. Then she’d get to the task at hand.  
 
    Violet turned the knob. As far as she knew, no one had entered this room since Phil’s death.  Edward had considered it as some sort of shrine to his grandfather while her children were never interested in photography.  It was strange to think that she would be the first person to step inside Phil’s sanctum sanctorum since his passing in 1984. 
 
    She opened the door, reached in, and turned on the switch.  She was surprised to see the room flood with red light.  It took a few moments for her eyes to adjust, but when they did, she saw a rope hanging along the back of the windowless room with various clothespins.  This must have been where he hung up his photos to dry after immersing them in the development chemicals. 
 
    To her amazement, she saw a stack of photos sitting on the corner of the metal shelf. She hurried over and gathered them up.  Turning, she set them down on the long wooden table Phil had once used to place the pans with the various fluids he needed to develop his photographs.  She blew the dust off the top photo and gently flipped each one over. They were shots of nature and they bore the unmistakable stamp of Phil’s eye and composition. She gasped when she realized she had a goldmine in front of her. It was probable these had never been published before.  She could make a small fortune selling the rights to a stack of Phil Munson originals. 
 
    Excitement grew as she searched the room for more photographs.  She found nothing, but she didn’t care. The stack she’d found was enough to fetch a great deal of money.  
 
    Violet gathered the photos in her hands and started from the room.  Halfway across, she felt a chill abruptly run down her spine. She stopped and looked around.  She had the uncanny feeling that Phil was about to storm into the room and rage at her for violating his private space. 
 
    “Nonsense,” she scoffed aloud.  “He’s been gone for 34 years. It’s just your lack of sleep catching up to you.” 
 
    She started forward again. Suddenly, she felt herself hurtling forward. The photographs flew out of her hands and pain shot up her legs as her knees smashed against the dirt floor.  She quickly looked behind, wondering what she’d tripped over.  She saw nothing.  
 
    I could swear I was pushed. 
 
    But that was impossible.  She was the only one down here.   
 
    Violet slowly and painfully got to her feet.  She looked down and clicked her tongue when she noticed the left knee of her jeans was torn.   
 
    “Damn it, I can’t wait to get off this accursed island,” she seethed as she went to retrieve the photographs that were strewn about the floor. As she bent down to pick up the last photo that had landed behind the door, she noticed one of the bricks hanging half out of the wall.   
 
    Lovely.  Just what she needed – a crumbling foundation. She leaned over and gently pulled it out. To her surprise, she saw the strings to what appeared to be a bag fall out of the hole.  She placed her hand inside and pulled out what was indeed a large velvet bag. Holding it in her hand, it felt as though it contained cylinders of some kind. 
 
    Or perhaps more photographs. 
 
    Her irritation instantly disappeared. Grabbing the bag and the photographs she’d dropped, she hurried upstairs where she put her treasure trove down on the kitchen counter.  She quickly undid the string and opened the bag.  She shrieked in glee when she saw that the cylinders were indeed more photographs. 
 
    Oh my God, I’ve hit the jackpot!    
 
    She slowly unrolled what turned out to be five photographs in total.  Her excitement instantly shriveled, and bile arose in her throat as she stared at each one, her mind refusing to acknowledge what she was seeing.  With a cry of disgust, she shoved them back into the bag with trembling hands. She then turned and barely made it to the sink before she vomited up her breakfast. 
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    The Forensics team carefully combed the property, searching for more skeletons or anything that might point to who the remains found belonged to.  After doing his rounds, Rick went down and silently watched the technicians work. He prayed they’d find nothing more.  Like Doc and Cammie, he was beginning to worry that the town was somehow sitting on a cache of undiscovered bones.  He was grateful when the report came back that the area was clear.  
 
    As he watched the team pack up their equipment, his cellphone rang.  Looking at the display, he saw it was Doc. 
 
    “I’ve finished my exam.  Drop by when you get a chance.” 
 
    Rick set the world’s speeding record.  Although he was on the other side of town when he received the phone call, he managed to get to Doc’s house in fifteen minutes.  He jumped out of his car and flew around to the back of the luxurious log cabin where Doc had his lab, nicknamed the Crypt by the locals. 
 
    Hurrying along, he was reminded of the many times he and Cammie had walked this path to hear Doc pronounce his diagnosis on their latest case.  He didn’t have the same close relationship to the doctor that Cammie had.  Nor had he completely forgiven Doc for calling Forensics when the skeleton was discovered.  Still, he had a deep respect for the man and hoped that whatever he’d found would break the investigation wide open.     
 
    He walked into the Crypt to find Doc dressed in his lab coat, standing over the skeleton that was lying on the autopsy table.  The short, bespectacled man turned a surprised owlish green eye towards the deputy. 
 
    “Did you break the time/space continuum?  I just called you a quarter of an hour ago.” 
 
    Rick shrugged.  “I was anxious to hear what you had to say.” 
 
    “I suppose you were.”  Doc beckoned him over to the table.  “My conclusion stands that we’re looking at a man between the ages of 30 and 40.  He was in excellent health when he died. No broken bones, no fractures.” 
 
    “Were you able to find out how he died?” Rick asked. 
 
    Doc gave Rick a magnifying glass and crooked his finger.  “Take a look at this.”  He pointed to the long leg bone.  “What do you see?” 
 
    Rick bent over and looked where Doc indicated.  “It looks like nicks.” 
 
    “Exactly.  Now look over here.”  He moved to the top of the skeleton where he turned it over and pointed to the shoulder blades.   
 
    “I see the same nicks,” Rick announced. 
 
    “They’re also on the humerus, or as the layperson would call it, the upper arm.” 
 
    “So what are you saying?” 
 
    “Those nicks were done when the victim was still alive.  In other words, he was attacked with either an axe or a hatchet.”  Rick’s eyes widened in surprise.  “Exactly.  I’ve already informed Colin.  I’ll be sending the bones to his lab to have them check the hatchet against the nick marks.” 
 
     “Could you tell how long this skeleton was in the ground?” Rick asked. 
 
    “I may be multi-talented, but forensic anthropology is not in my CV. However, this may help you in determining a possible date for when he was killed.” 
 
    Doc reached over to a table and grabbed a small evidence bag.  He handed it to Rick.  “It’s a tie-clip. I found it buried beneath the bones. Take a look at it.”  Rick held the magnifying glass over the bag.  There was a figure of a black bear in the center of the clip. “I looked it up and it’s from the University of Maine. Now turn it over.”   
 
    Rick did and could just make out a date.  “Looks like it says 5/25/1936.”  He looked up at Doc.  “What do you think it means?” 
 
    Doc took back the bag and the magnifying glass.  “If you hypothesize that the bones belong to a forty-year old man, then it’s possible to postulate that he graduated from the University of Maine in 1937.  He would have been twenty-two, the right age to be either leaving university or going on to study for a masters.” 
 
    Rick whistled under his breath.  “Whoa,” he murmured. 
 
    “There’s something else,” Doc replied as he went to a nearby file cabinet and withdrew a file.  He took it back to his desk and beckoned Rick over.  Opening the file, he took out a handful of 8 x 11 photos and laid them out on his desk.   “These are photos I took during the examination of the five teenagers found in the wall of the Taylor mansion last month. Each picture represents one of the teenagers.” 
 
    Rick caught his breath. “They all have nicks on their bones.” 
 
    “Very good.  I’d say you pass Go and collect your hundred dollars.” 
 
    “Holy crap, Doc.  This suggests that the person who murdered that man over there is probably the same one who killed the teenagers.  It’s the same modus operandi.” 
 
    “And it looks as though the hatchet found on John Graham’s property is more than likely the murder weapon. The only thing left to do is to discover who was on the other end of the hatchet.”  
 
    “Unless the murderer calls me from their nursing home, I’m not sure how I can figure that out.  Whoever did this is either dead or so old, I’d be surprised if they remember who they are, much less why they killed someone a gazillion years ago.” 
 
    Doc chuckled.  “Not everyone who reaches old age becomes senile.  Your grandmother is a perfect example.” 
 
    The deputy looked abashed.  “Yeah, that’s true.  Now I really need to find those missing real estate files.  It’s looking more and more that whoever lived there may have been responsible for killing six people.” 
 
    Doc gave him a friendly slap on the back.  “I’m sure you’ll figure this out.  Cammie has always had complete confidence in you.  She doesn’t respect someone unless they deserve it, you know.  Nor is she usually wrong when it comes to judging people.” 
 
    That made Rick feel good.  He was still grinning when he and Emmy later sat down in HQ and went over the case. 
 
    “Wow, this is amazing,” Emmy exclaimed.  “You might actually be able to solve a murder that’s been hanging over this town for 64 years!” 
 
    “I don’t have a name for the murderer yet.” 
 
    “That will come.  I’ll start looking in the database to see if there were any reports of a man missing in the early 1950s who fits Doc’s criteria.”  She turned to go back to her desk when she suddenly and impulsively threw her arms around Rick’s neck.  “I’m so proud of you, Rick. This should help you see that you’re just as good an investigator as Sheriff Farnsworth,” she smiled as she let him go and skipped back to her desk. 
 
    Rick started to protest when he paused.  He hadn’t actually solved the case yet, but it did show he was on the right track. 
 
    He sat back in his chair.  He really would be a hero if he could solve this case and banish away the shadows of the 1954 murders.  They might even have a parade down Main Street for him.  Wouldn’t that be something? 
 
    “How about dinner tonight at Zee’s?” he suddenly asked Emmy.  “I feel like splurging.” 
 
    She looked up from her computer and smiled warmly at him.  “I’d like that,” she said before she lowered her head and turned her attention back to the screen. 
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    Violet was paralyzed with shock and revulsion. She’d shoved the velvet bag in the space between the dishwasher and refrigerator, covering it with a broom before grabbing her coat and fleeing outside. Walking in a daze, she brought herself up when she found herself approaching the edge of the cliff.  Below her, the waves roared as they flung themselves against the rocks that only become visible during low tide.  She’d hoped the cold wind coming up from the ocean would clear her head. She needed to think, but any rational thought was drowned out by the hysteria running through her mind.   
 
    My God, what do I do? I can’t think straight. Every time I think of those horrible pictures – 
 
    She shoved her knuckle into her mouth and closed her eyes against the tears that blurred her vision.   
 
    I need help.  I can’t manage this alone. 
 
    She took out her cell phone and stared down at it.  She loathed having to involve someone else, but she felt so beaten down, so helpless in the face of something so monstrous, she had no choice. With trembling fingers, she searched through her contact list until she found the number she was looking for.  She hit dial and prayed fervently it would be picked up.  When it was, she dispensed with any greeting.  Instead, she blurted out, “I’m so sorry to bother you, but I need your help.  I have no one else to turn to.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
     Cammie sat before the large picture window in the library.  Below her was a beautiful view of the harbor, the town and the ocean beyond.  Instead of admiring the vista however, she had her nose buried in the computer Glenn had set up for hers and Jace’s use.  Guessing they’d find the almost comatose pace of life on Eagla during the winter months too confining, he placed this lifeline to the outside world in one of the more private spots in the hotel for them to enjoy.  
 
    A steady rain was falling, making it impossible to take her daily walk with Jace down on the beach.  She’d awakened that morning, still emotionally hung over from the night before.  It was all she could do to throw the covers off and climb out of bed. Yet, she knew it would be worse if she remained curled up in a fetal position, waiting to be swallowed up whole by hopelessness and melancholia.  There was no escaping the fact that she obviously wasn’t ready to return to Twin Ponds just yet. 
 
    Doc said it would take a while.  I have to stop competing with myself.  This isn’t the Get Well Fast Olympics.   
 
    She threw on some clothes, made herself eat breakfast, then looked around for something to do. Jace was once more in the garage helping Glenn with one of the cars, so she was alone with way too much time on her hands.  She tried to read, but her concentration kept wavering.   Restless and bored out of her mind, she was willing to risk coming down with pneumonia just to get out of the hotel.   
 
    It was then that she walked into the library and spied the computer.  Of course! She could while away the hours surfing the internet.  She sat down, turned it on and caught up with world news. When that became too depressing, she went onto the Hollywood gossip sites.  Overdosing on the narcissistic vacuity of Tinsel Town, she drummed her fingers on the table, trying to figure out what she could look up next.  It was then she remembered the spooky stories Ellis told her about the Coffin Islands.   
 
    She lacked Emmy’s skill at finding whatever was needed on the internet, but after clicking on several websites, she finally stumbled upon a blog written by a teenager from Sarke Island who considered herself a fledging reporter.  The last entry was three months ago, but she went into detail about an arrest Martin had made involving a fisherman threatening the life of another fisherman. 
 
      
 
    Dad told me Ewan Marris was up in arms tonight and threatening Chris Parker’s life because he thought Chris was stealing his lobster pots. As if.  Chris would never do something stupid like that.  It’s like an unwritten law that you NEVER touch another fisherman’s lobster pots.  Anyway, that new deputy the islands hired – Ellis Martin (what kind of a name is Ellis anyway?) showed up and in Clint Eastwood style calmed everything down.  Dad was impressed by what he called ‘the guy’s calm authority’. I saw him once and I have to admit, he is a bit of a babe magnet.  One of those tall, dark and handsome types, even if he is kinda ancient. 
 
      
 
    Cammie laughed out loud when she finished reading the last part of the blog.  She wasn’t sure if she’d categorize Ellis as tall, dark and handsome, or even as a babe magnet, but he certainly did have a quiet authority about him – a man who was accustomed to being in charge and didn’t mind the weight of responsibility that position entailed. 
 
    The story reignited her curiosity about the deputy. She immediately started searching the social media sites. To her dismay, she found nothing except his picture under the Coffin Islands municipal website. It reiterated what she already knew – that he’d been a member of NCIS for twenty years, along with a phone number where he could be reached. 
 
    Further surfing elicited nothing more. She sat back in her chair and ruefully rubbed her cheek with the back of her hand.  Jeez, she must be beyond bored to waste over an hour looking up a man she’d probably never see again. 
 
    She heard a step and turned to see Jace enter the room.  He was bundled up in his coat, hat and scarf. 
 
    “The rain’s finally stopped. I finished up with Uncle Glenn and Aunt Maud says lunch won’t be ready for another hour.  Feel like a walk on the beach?”  
 
    “Sounds great.  I’ll just grab my coat and hat.” 
 
    Jumping out of her chair, she swept past Jace and ran upstairs. 
 
    He wandered around the library waiting for her return.  Noticing the computer was on, he went over and sat down.  He was about to click on Google to check up on the Boston Bruins game scores when he noticed the search bar at the top of the screen.  On it was the name of Ellis Martin.  His brow furrowed. 
 
    Why was Cammie looking up the deputy’s name?   
 
    He felt a flash of jealousy course through him. Everyone knew Cammie was nosy.  Even she knew she was nosy, though she tried her best to convince everyone it was a necessary part of her job.   The last time he’d felt this jealous was when her first boyfriend, the famous hockey player Eli Kelley came back to town last year.  At the time he’d believed she was ready to dump him and return to Eli.  That was a nightmare he never wanted to live through again. 
 
    Yet he couldn’t shake the unease at seeing Martin’s name in the search bar. Was it just a natural curiosity about a fellow police officer? The last thing either of them ever expected was to become caught up in a police investigation.  He’d deliberately picked these remote islands to shield her from all that. Thankfully it had turned out to be nothing.  Just a kid pulling a dangerous prank. 
 
    So why is she looking this guy up?  
 
    When she came downstairs, wrapped in her thick coat, scarf and hat squashed down over her hair, he had no choice but to let it go.  Still, despite his determination to not go there, it dogged his every step, following the two closely as they walked along the beach together.  
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    Dinner went exactly the way Emmy had always hoped a dinner date with Rick would go. Even if it wasn’t technically a dinner date, it still felt like one to her.  They sat in one of the corner booths where the light was dim, and they had a bit of privacy. The conversation flowed with no awkward pauses, and she was both surprised and a little disappointed when she glanced at her watch and saw that two hours had flown by.  She wanted the evening to last forever. Although they’d worked together for over three years, she was still amazed at how easily they finished each other’s sentences. They were so on the same wavelength, it was spooky. 
 
     The best part was that Rick didn’t seem to be in any hurry to end the evening. As far as she could tell, there were no women beyond the doors of Zee’s waiting for him to show up.  He wasn’t constantly sneaking peeks at his watch, wondering when the best time was to make his escape.  He was the most relaxed she’d seen him in since the whole mess with the Sheriff happened. 
 
    If this is a dream, I never want to wake up. 
 
    They lingered over their desserts as the topic of their latest investigation inevitably came up.  
 
    “I have a good feeling we’re going to figure out who the man buried at the Taylor mansion was,” Emmy said as she and Rick shared Zee’s delicious Moose Mousse.   
 
    “I sure hope so. This would certainly be easier to solve if his death took place within the last year.  These really old cases are tough.  Witnesses are dead.  Evidence is either non-existent or so degraded, it’s useless.  The town itself has changed in over sixty years.  I’ll be amazed if we figure out who the murderer was.” 
 
    Nervous that Rick would slide back into self-doubt and ruin the light, almost intimate mood in their booth, she impulsively reached out with her hand and placed it over his.  “I know you can solve this, Rick.  You’ve got the talent and the brains.  You want to bring justice to those victims. If the murderer is still alive, it means they were able to live a long life, something they denied to those six people. You won’t rest until you figure it out.   And you will, just you wait.  A clue is going to pop up that will break this case wide open.” 
 
    Rick looked up and met her eye.  They smiled warmly at each other. Rick moved his fingers until they intertwined with hers.  “You’ve always been my best cheerleader,” he said. 
 
    The warmth of his skin against hers sent a chill through her belly.  Was it possible?  Were they about to have a breakthrough in whatever they had – friendship? Working relationship?  
 
    She held her breath, her heart hammering against her chest. 
 
    “Anything else I can get you?” 
 
    The spell was broken as Zee came up and placed the bill on the table.  Rick quickly withdrew his hand and grabbed the check.  “I don’t think so.”  He took out his wallet and pulled out some cash.   “It’s probably time we call it a night. Who knows what tomorrow will bring.” 
 
     “Hopefully not another skeleton or hatchet,” Emmy teased. 
 
    They put on their coats and left the warmth of the restaurant to step out into the cold night. Although a little miffed at Zee’s bad timing, Emmy felt as though they’d turned a corner.  It might have been a tiny corner, but it was a corner nevertheless.  They’d connected in a way they’d never done before. 
 
    It was a start. 
 
    They started back towards HQ where their vehicles were parked when Emmy stopped.  “I need to stop off at the Grocery Emporium.  I just remembered I need to pick up some milk for Mom’s coffee in the morning.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “That’s okay.  You look tired.  You go on home. I’ll just be a minute.”  She saw the look of concern on his face.  Oh yeah, they’d definitely turned a corner.  She chuckled.  “Really Rick, we don’t live in Chicago or Manhattan.  I’ll be perfectly safe.” 
 
    “Alright.  See you in the morning.” 
 
    She watched him walk down the street before turning and hurrying over to the Grocery Emporium.  She quickly grabbed what she needed and made her way to the check-out counter. 
 
    Lars Landry, the proud owner of the Emporium was a large, ginger haired man.  He spent his days catering to his customers while keeping one eye glued to the TV he kept near the register.  It was always tuned to a crime show.  The upshot of Lars’ obsession with these programs was that he now considered himself an expert on criminal investigation.  Emmy had hoped she could get in and out quickly, but as soon as he saw her, the look on his face told her she was doomed. 
 
    “I have some theories about the skeleton I’d like to pass by you.” 
 
    She couldn’t risk banishment from the Emporium by refusing to hear any of his cockamamie theories. Not if she ever wanted to grab a container of milk, a bag of Twinkies, or anything else she or her mother might need.  Offending him meant a ninety-minute drive to the nearest supermarket. She inwardly sighed. 
 
    “Sure, what have you got.” 
 
    An hour later, Emmy finally managed to extricate herself from Lars.  Damn, she should have let Rick come with her.  If nothing else, she could have used his revolver to hit Lars over the head with. Especially when the man concluded that it was the Mafia who’d killed the teenagers and the man.  “Had to be. There’s no other explanation.  Here’s why--” 
 
    “Goodness.  It’s almost ten o’clock. Mom is going to be worried sick.  I’ve really got to go.” 
 
    “You’ll tell Rick what we talked about, right?  It will save him a lot of time and legwork.” 
 
    “Sure, sure.” 
 
    She grabbed the milk and tried her best not to run through the front door.  Once outside, she took a deep breath and let it out slowly. 
 
    “A little information is a dangerous thing,” she muttered aloud to herself as she crossed the street and headed towards her car.  
 
    She pushed Lars and his crazy ideas out of her head and thought back to the magical evening. She sighed in contentment as she went over the night, almost giggling when she thought about how wonderful it felt to feel Rick’s fingers intertwined with hers. 
 
    Lost in thoughts of love, she made it to her car.  She opened the back door, put the milk on the floor, then closed it.  She was about to open the driver’s side when she suddenly felt a prickling on the back of her neck.   
 
    Someone was watching her. 
 
    Rather than waste time looking around and running the risk of having someone grab her, she flung open the door and jumped inside, slamming and locking the door after her.  It was then she glanced around the empty parking lot that sat behind HQ.   
 
    When Cammie took over as Sheriff, one of the first things she did was install large halogen lights in the parking lot to illuminate the normally dark area.  There were still spots that remained in shadow and it was here that Emmy peered.  She saw nothing.  But the feeling persisted.   
 
    She took her cell phone out of her bag and placed it on the seat next to her.  If she saw any headlights following her, she’d immediately call Rick. 
 
    Pulling out of the parking lot, she kept an eye on the rearview mirror, breathing a deep sigh of relief when she made it home without incident.  She opened the garage door with the remote and parked inside.  She didn’t get out of her vehicle until she pressed the button and watched the garage door close behind her. 
 
    It had to be Lars and his stupid theories that had gotten her so spooked.   
 
    From now on, I buy whatever I need during the day when he’s busy with other customers.  
 
     She grabbed her cell phone, her bag and the milk and let herself into the house, making sure to lock the door behind her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning Rick was already seated at his desk when Emmy came in.  “You must be some kind of a lightweight.  We left Zee’s at nine and you still came in late,” he teased. 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  “I got ambushed by Lars.”  She told him about the man’s theories.   
 
    Rick threw his head back and laughed uproariously.  “The Mafia?  That’s a good one.” 
 
    “I didn’t get out of there until ten.” 
 
    “You deserve combat pay for that.  I’ll bring it up with the mayor the next time I see him.” 
 
    Emmy chuckled.  It was well known throughout Clarke County that Mayor Barnes was the epitome of the tight wad politician. If it wasn’t for Cammie, they’d still be earning the same wages paid to the previous sheriff and his staff. 
 
    The young woman thought it best to keep her fears about being watched to herself.  It made no sense why someone would be watching her.  She and Rick certainly hadn’t uncovered anything that could prove detrimental to a potential suspect.  They didn’t even have the name of the skeleton.   
 
    As she’d done the night before, she chalked up her experience to getting spooked by Lars.  Pushing it out of her mind, she made a cup of coffee and sat down at her desk. A few minutes later, all was forgotten as she searched the internet for any information on missing men from the early 1950s.  “If I don’t find anything by lunchtime, I’ll go see Edwina.  I know they have the old police files in the basement of town hall.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do that?  The woman probably hasn’t slept since I left trying to find that missing file.”  
 
    “I’ll take my chances.” 
 
    The phone rang, and Emmy picked it up.  “Twin Ponds Sheriff’s Department,” she answered. She listened for a few moments, then said, “He’s right here. I’ll transfer you over to him.”  She looked over to Rick.  “It’s Colin Haskell.” 
 
    A moment later, the phone rang on Rick’s desk.  “Hey Colin, how’s it going?” 
 
    “Not bad. Still enjoying being the head honcho?” 
 
    “Let’s just say I’ll be happy when Cammie returns.” 
 
    “You know what they say. Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown.” 
 
    “Huh?” Rick asked. 
 
    “Never mind.  I’ve got some news that you’re going to find interesting.  In fact, I guarantee you it may just be the thing to bring Cammie back. There’s no way that woman will be able to resist checking this out.”  Rick unconsciously sat up in his chair as he heard the rustling of paper on the other end.  “We received the results from the hair samples taken from the hatchet.  They were able to find strands belonging to at least five different people – three females and two males. They were all Caucasian.  There were no traces of hair dye and they all came from the scalp of the victims.  Now, if you need any more proof of who these victims were, I now turn to the DNA results.  If you remember, we were able to extract DNA from the teeth of the skeletons found in the wall in the Taylor Mansion.  That DNA matches the DNA found on the hatchet.” 
 
    “Yowza,” Rick whispered. 
 
    “Yowza indeed, my friend. Your friend found the weapon used to kill those teenagers.  We’re still working on the samples sent by Doc from the latest skeleton you found, but after matching the nick marks on the bones to the blade of the hatchet, I’d say you’re looking at a sixth victim of the infamous hatchet.  After examining the soil where the skeleton was found, we conclude that he was buried within the time period those five teenagers disappeared.  The tie clip Doc uncovered is the icing on the cake, so to speak.  It narrows the time line to no later than the 1950s.  Further clues that we’re looking at the right time frame are the traces of red, green and blue thread on the leather jacket that was used to wrap the hatchet in.  It looks as though they may have been part of an emblem that adorned the front left pocket.  There’s no way of knowing what the emblem was.  Could have been military for all we know.” 
 
    “Military as in World War II military?” 
 
    “Or the Korean War.  If I remember my history, that conflict ended in 1953.  Your killer may very well have been a military man or belonged to some sort of organization that gave out jacket patches.”  Colin chuckled.  “Or maybe he was a member of the Hell’s Angels.” 
 
    “That’s going to be impossible to trace whatever emblem it might have been without more,” Rick frowned. 
 
    “I’m just here to report on the findings.  We can do a lot of things these days, but we’re not miracle workers.”   
 
    Rick hung up.  On a hunch, he dialed his grandmother. 
 
    “Hey Gran, I’ve got a question for you. Do you remember when the Taylor mansion got the reputation of being haunted?” 
 
    “The rumors have been around almost from the moment the Taylors lost the property.  I remember my grandmother telling me they supposedly sought the help of someone who knew how to work with the darkness.  They made promises they should never have made in order to keep their money and position.  It didn’t help.  They left, but the darkness remained.  Naturally, the stories of what lurked inside the house grew worse when those teenagers disappeared.  Until you and Cammie found the bones, no one knew what had happened to them.  However, it wasn’t long after they vanished that people started reported seeing the silhouette of teenagers in the upstairs windows.  When the police were called to investigate, they always came up empty.” 
 
    “If the house had such a nasty reputation, why did those kids go in there in the first place?” 
 
    “Because when have you ever known a smart teenager?”  She chuckled.  “For whatever reason, going inside the mansion became an initiation into adulthood.  If you were able to spend more than an hour within its walls, you were considered the bravest of the brave.” 
 
    “Did you try?” Rick asked with a smile in his voice. 
 
    She sniffed.  “I never had to prove anything to anyone.”  It was true.  Gran was a full-blooded Abenaki who had abilities that both astonished and creeped him out.  He could very well see her not needing to step inside that house to prove herself.  “Of course no one ever could. Those who would talk about it – and not many did – claimed they heard the sounds of crying.  Of pain and torment.  They saw moving shadows.  One swore he witnessed seeing a man appear on the stairs with no eyes.  I’m glad Doc decided to tear that place down.  And he was smart to have Paul bless the ground.  If not, the evil would have continued.”  Rick wasn’t convinced yet it had ever stopped.  “Why are you asking?” 
 
    “Just curious…” 
 
    “It’s about the hatchet and the skeleton you found, isn’t it?” 
 
     “Sorry Gran, I can’t divulge that yet.” 
 
    She snorted.  “That’s alright.  I already know they’re connected.  Not only with the skeleton, but with those poor teenagers as well.”  Her voice grew serious.  “Their spirits are still in torment, Rick.  They scream for justice.  Their deaths were so unnecessary.” 
 
    “Aren’t all deaths unnecessary?” 
 
    “Not when Spirit decides a debt needs to be paid.” 
 
    He frowned.  He had no idea what she was talking about.  “Spirit didn’t happen to tell you who killed these people?” 
 
    She laughed.  “I’m sorry but I can’t divulge that yet.”  She hung up before Rick could respond. 
 
    “Sometimes I wish Gran was just a normal, crochety old lady,” he muttered under his breath before he too hung up.  He turned in his chair and told Emmy about the DNA.  “I’d better call Cammie and let her know what’s going on.” 
 
    He dialed her cell and when she answered, he shared Colin’s conversation, followed by what his grandmother had just told him. 
 
     “I never told you this, but during that investigation, I went into the house on my own.  I heard the sounds of girls giggling and someone going up and down the stairs.”  
 
    “Come on!” he scoffed. 
 
    “I know it sounds crazy.  But I was alone.  And I know what I heard.”  She paused.  “When Jace and I were standing in line to go through the haunted house before we discovered the body, he told me pretty much what your Gran did.  Kids were always daring each other to go inside.  It was Halloween night – the perfect time to prove you weren’t a weenie by going into a haunted house.” 
 
    “We know all that,” Rick interjected. 
 
    “Yes, but now that we have confirmation that the hatchet used on the skeleton was also used on the teenagers, let’s take it one step further.  We know they went into the house on a lark.  What if it was a case of being at the wrong place at the wrong time?  What if they saw the murderer killing the man whose skeleton was found, or…” 
 
     “They saw the murderer burying the body,” Rick finished for her. “And worse, the murderer saw them.” 
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    Violet returned to the cottage frozen through, but with a purpose. 
 
    She would burn the pictures.  
 
    However, she needed to check to make sure Andrew was still asleep.  She couldn’t allow him to come downstairs and see what she was doing; he’d never let up until he discovered why she was burning original Phil Munson photographs. 
 
    She shivered again as she let herself into the house. The term Phil Munson originals would never mean the same ever again.  Those children, the monstrous poses. 
 
    Violet shook her head, willing herself to tear the images out of her mind.  She took off her coat and threw it over a nearby recliner.  She then grabbed a large ashtray that once belonged to Phil.  She recalled with disgust his evening habit of sitting on the porch smoking one of those awful smelling cigars.  It seemed appropriate to use his ashtray to destroy his abomination.   
 
    It was now used as a candy dish.  She emptied out the caramels onto the kitchen counter, then placed the ashtray and a lighter she dug out from one of the drawers near the sink. After checking on Andrew, she’d retrieve the photos, open the window to get rid of the smoke and burn the evidence that could destroy her family. Then she’d call Splash and get the hell off this island. 
 
    It was the only way. 
 
    After setting everything up, she went upstairs and pressed her ear against Andrew’s bedroom door.  She’d left him sprawled across his bed, lost in a deep sleep.  Hearing nothing, she slowly turned the knob and pushed open the door, mindful not to make any noise that might awaken him. She poked her head in. 
 
    The bed was in disarray, the blankets tossed about as though he’d done battle with them. Perhaps he had and lost because Andrew was gone. 
 
    Violet sucked in her breath.  The memory of the night before pushed its way forward, clutching her heart with fear.   
 
    What if he’d had another episode of that terrifying madness that gripped him last night? What if he hurt himself?  Dear God, what if he hurt someone else? 
 
    With her thoughts in disarray, Violet flew downstairs, grabbed her coat and left the house, desperate to find him before he did something she would never be able to fix. 
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    Andrew awoke with a start.  He opened his eyes but couldn’t see through the fog in his brain. Fear shot through him as he realized he was disoriented. Where the hell was he?   
 
    He moved his head and groaned aloud as his head split with pain.  His mouth was dry, and a hacking cough burned his chest.  Nauseous, he rested his head back down and prayed he wouldn’t throw up.  His fingers felt ice cold as they gripped the blanket.  It was then he realized that what he held in his hand wasn’t a blanket.  It was sand.     
 
    Slowly and carefully he rolled onto his back and found himself staring up at a gray, cloudy sky.  For the first time he felt a chilly dampness seeping through his jeans, causing him to shiver with cold. 
 
    As his senses came back into focus, he heard the sounds of the ocean pounding against the shore.  
 
    On the verge of panicking, Andrew forced himself to sit up.  The world spun around him and it took all his effort not to vomit.  Without moving his head, his eyes flickered back and forth.  It took a few moments, but it finally dawned on him where he was. 
 
    Which made the panic set in even more. 
 
    He had no idea how he’d ended up on the beach below the Munson cottage.  He gulped when he realized that if he’d walked a few steps further, he would have gone into the sea and possibly drowned.  He’d never been a strong swimmer.  When he was ten years old, he became caught in a riptide not far from where he now sat.  He’d paddled furiously, but the tide was too strong.  He tried calling out to his family, oblivious to his danger as they sat on the beach, but his throat, raw from the salty water he’d swallowed, prevented him from being heard. The waves started to swamp him, pulling him down into their black depths. It was his father who finally realized what was happening and managed to save him. The experience left a scar on his psyche that never completely left him.  The thought of those breakers finishing what they’d started so many years before left him sick to his stomach.  He cradled his head in his hands, forcing himself to try and remember anything that might explain how he ended up here. 
 
    Snatches of images sputtered through his brain – seated at the bar in Fiske’s, chatting up the waitress.  He had a vague memory of leaving with someone.  Was it a woman? Was it one of the locals who’d offered to drive him home? A face danced in and out of the edge of his conscious mind, but it remained just out of reach. After that, it was all a blank. 
 
    He passed a trembling hand over his mouth as a terrifying thought occurred to him. Had someone put something in his drink, driven him out to the beach and dumped him here, hoping high tide would do the rest? 
 
    Had someone tried to kill him? 
 
    Shaking with cold, his wet clothes clinging to his skin, he tried to stand, but fell back down.  He’d never felt anything like this before.  Jeez, maybe he had been drugged after all. But why?  Why would someone want to do that to him? 
 
    It hurt too much to figure it out. The sky merged with the sand as it spun around him, making him nauseous again.  If he had any chance of avoiding pneumonia or worse, having whoever dumped him here return to make sure they succeeded, Andrew slowly and methodically crawled along the beach until he reached the cliff wall.  There, he leaned against the rock as he pulled himself to his feet.  
 
    Concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other, he focused on making it to the house.  With each step, he grew more certain that he’d been drugged. He’d had more hangovers than he cared to admit to, but none of them were like this.  He felt as though he wasn’t quite in his body, even as it shook uncontrollably from the cold.   
 
    He hauled himself up the metal stairs, stopping every few steps to catch his breath. His misery was compounded when it started to drizzle, and the wind picked up.  God, how he hated that damp, bone numbing cold that came up off the ocean.  How did people live here year-round? Always cold, always wet, always surrounded by fog and mist.  When he got home, he was booking himself a flight to the warmest place he could find.  
 
    After what seemed like hours, Andrew finally made it to the cottage. Anxious not to face the almost certain censure of his mother if she saw him in this condition, he managed to sneak around the back of the house, slip in through the kitchen door and sneak upstairs to his room.  He breathed a sigh of relief as he shut the door behind him.  It took a few moments to make his frozen fingers work well enough to fumble out of his clothes.  He managed to get his shirt off, but he fell back on the bed as he tried his best to peel off his soaking jeans.   
 
    Yanking them off as hard as he could in angry frustration, a piece of paper fluttered onto the floor.  He picked it up and glanced at the writing.   
 
    It was a receipt from Fiske’s.  Its owner, Keith Larson was a gravelly voiced, beefy built man who allowed Andrew to keep a running tab which he made sure to pay off at the end of every week. The receipt showed that he’d spent close to $200.00 on liquor the night before.  It wasn’t the amount that worried him – that was his typical bar tab.  It was what was on the bottom.  Keith was scrupulously honest, making sure Andrew always signed the bar tab at the end of the evening.  He saw his name scribbled on the receipt.  What worried him was that the signature wasn’t in his handwriting.   
 
    “Damn it,” he whispered under his breath.   
 
    What the hell happened last night?  
 
    It wasn’t unusual for him to buy everyone a round of drinks. But he couldn’t abide being taken advantage of.  He needed to get to the bottom of this.  First things first, however.  He had to take a hot shower that would hopefully clear his still muddled mind and warm his frigid body. 
 
    The scalding shower worked.  By the time he threw on a dry pair of clothes, he was no longer shaking and the fogginess in his brain was gone.  
 
    He sat down on the edge of his bed, grabbed his cellphone from the nightstand and dialed Fiske’s.  Keith answered the phone. 
 
    “Hey Keith, it’s Andrew Munson.” 
 
    There was a palpable coldness on the other end of the line.  “What do you want?” Keith asked. 
 
    Andrew was taken aback.  In all the years he’d been going to Fiske’s, he’d always gotten along with Keith. 
 
    “I’m calling about last night,” he replied. 
 
    “Andrew, I make it a policy never to pass judgment on my customers.  If I did, I wouldn’t have any.  But I think it best if you never come back here again.” 
 
    “Why?  What happened?” 
 
    “Are you trying to tell me you don’t remember?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”  He heard the doubt seeping through the phone.  “I swear to you, Keith.  I remember arriving there at six pm and ordering my usual vodka and tonic.  The next thing I remember, I’m waking up this morning on the beach beneath the family house.”  Andrew took a shuddering breath and forced himself to ask, “I think I was drugged.  I think somebody put something in my drink.  I vaguely remember leaving with someone, but I can’t remember who it is.  I’m hoping you could tell me.” 
 
    “You left with nobody.  I know because I ordered you out of the bar and walked you to your car to make sure you left.  As for someone slipping you a mickey…”  He snorted.  “The only ones in last night were the locals.  They’d have no reason to spike your drink.” 
 
    Andrew stood up and crossed to the window.  He looked out as his heart began to beat faster.  “What happened?” he whispered.  “I need to know.” 
 
    There was a pause, then a deep sigh.  “About an hour after you arrived, you suddenly started ordering single malt whiskey.”  Andrew felt sick.  He hated single malt whiskey. It always made him queasy and he never touched it.  “A change came over you.  You became belligerent and insulting.  You frightened Mags.” Mags was the middle-aged waitress who’d worked at Fiske’s for years.  She was one of those women who’d seen it all and didn’t frighten easily.  In fact, she was the one who usually did the frightening. 
 
    “What did I do?” 
 
    “It wasn’t what you did, it’s how you changed.  Your voice became deeper.  Your face didn’t look like your face.  You became a real-life version of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.  You spooked her, man.  You spooked all of us.  For what’s it’s worth, my advice to you is to get help.  Don’t ever touch a drop of whiskey again and get yourself enrolled in Alcoholics Anonymous. You were fortunate someone didn’t take a swing at you last night to shut you up. You were whaling away on everyone.  Next time you may not be so lucky.”  
 
    “Keith, did I sign off on the bar tab last night?” 
 
    “Of course, you did.  Are you accusing me of signing it?” 
 
    “No, no.  It’s just that—” 
 
    “Get some help, Andrew. I mean it.” 
 
    Andrew flinched as Keith slammed down the phone.  He watched the rain drops weave a path along the windowpane as he began to shake again. This time the cold had nothing to do with it.  He tried his best to remember the night before, but he couldn’t.  It was a complete blank.  He snatched up the receipt and stared at his signature. Damn it, if he was as drunk as Keith said, his handwriting should be a mess.  But it wasn’t.  The signature was written in an old fashioned cursive flow that he hadn’t seen except in history books.   
 
    Andrew pulled a trembling hand through his hair.  He sank down at the edge of the bed and tried once more to remember something – anything.  He stared down at the phone in his hand as his mind worked furiously to bring up anything that could help him recall the night before.  Through the frenzied thoughts, one stood out.  One that made his blood run bold.   
 
    He held up his cell.  He never went anywhere without it.  It was a running joke in the family that he was surgically attached to his phone.   
 
    So why did I leave it here last night? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
     
 
    Taking advantage of the fact that everyone in Clarke County knew about the hatchet and the skeleton, Rick called Doug MacMunn, the owner and editor of the Twin Ponds Gazette and asked that he write an article asking for information on any men between the ages of 40 and 50 who might have gone missing in the late 1940s up until 1955.   
 
    It succeeded too well.  The phones started ringing off the hook as suggestions poured in.  He had to call in the part-time deputies to help follow up on all information received, including one from the ninety-year old, self-proclaimed witch of Twin Ponds, Cora Cameron, who insisted the skeleton was what was left of a certain Mel Walker after an alien probe gone bad. It was Emmy who discovered that when Cora and Mel were teenagers, he’d left her for another girl.    
 
    “Jeez, can that woman carry a grudge, or what?” Rick said when Emmy shared her findings. 
 
    During his rounds, the deputy was bombarded with questions, but there was nothing he could, or would divulge.  Some of the townspeople were upset he wouldn’t spill the beans, but, as he tried to explain, it was standard operating procedure. “I don’t want to give out any information that may prove to be wrong.  Don’t worry, as soon as we get some concrete facts, I’ll be sure to let everyone know.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure he was believed, but it was all he had.   
 
    However, it didn’t stop the phones at HQ from persistently ringing. Finally, he couldn’t take it anymore and jumped out of his chair.  
 
    “I’ve got to get out of here before I develop tinnitus from these damned phones. I’m gonna grab some lunch at Zee’s.  You want anything?” 
 
    “I brought a sandwich.  Thanks anyway.” 
 
    “Hank should be here soon.  If it gets too crazy, just ignore the calls until he shows up.”  
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    He slipped out the back door and chuckled when he remembered how Cammie had once been forced to sneak through the back streets in order to avoid the townspeople when Eli Kelley was murdered the year before.  He’d laughed at what he’d considered her theatrics, but now he understood her reasoning.  He took it one step further and called Zee’s to order the pastrami on sour dough ahead of time.  He planned to sneak into the Bar and Grille through the back door, grab the lunch and leave again like a phantom. 
 
    James Bond would be proud. 
 
    He was practically salivating when he arrived at Zee’s.  Being Acting Sheriff was hard work and he was ravenous.  He found Zee in the kitchen waiting for him. In his hand, he held a bag containing Rick’s lunch. 
 
    “Thanks, Zee,” he said as he went to grab it.  However, Zee snatched it out of his grasp. 
 
    “Hold on there.  I need to talk to you.” 
 
    Rick moaned.  “Are you honestly holding my lunch hostage to get information about the hatchet and the skeleton?  I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to –” 
 
    “Save the police mumbo jumbo,” Zee said.  “The fact is, I may be able to help you identify the skeleton.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah.  So sit down and hear me out.”  The two sat in the kitchen as the large round man who bore an uncanny resemblance to Santa Claus kept the bag just out of reach.  “I saw the article in the Gazette and it got me thinking.   As you may remember, my dad ran this place before I inherited it.  When I read the article, I recalled Dad talking about a man by the name of Miles Mynter.  He’d been a soldier during WWII and came back a changed man.  Before the war, he was happy go lucky.  In fact, Dad always said Miles reminded him of a young Jimmy Stewart.  However, whatever he saw over in Europe affected him so much that when he returned home, he was no longer the carefree easygoing young man.  He was angry and bitter and forever picking fights with people. During town meetings, Miles picked apart the selectmen.  He enjoyed tearing them a new one in front of the whole town.  It became a spectator sport to see what Miles was going to come up with next to insult them.  Sometimes what he said was spot on.  But mostly, he just liked to stir up trouble for the sake of trouble.  He loved nothing more than to humiliate the mayor and his council.” 
 
    “So why do you think this might be our victim?” Rick asked, hungrily eying the paper  bag that Zee had put on the table behind him. 
 
    “Miles may have been a major SOB, but he was an excellent architect.  Everyone agreed he was worth putting up with because of his beautiful and practical designs.  Dad wanted to put in  the poolroom out back.  He asked Miles to come down to the Bar and Grille to discuss the plans.  Now Miles was a stickler for meetings. He always turned up earlier than scheduled. Dad was here an hour before the meeting was to take place, but Miles never showed up. In fact, no one ever saw Miles again.  I remember Mom and Dad discussing it occasionally when I was growing up.  Dad jokingly referred to Miles as Twin Ponds’ version of D.B. Cooper, the guy who jumped out of a plane in 1971 and was never seen again.” 
 
    “Did the police investigate his disappearance?” Rick asked, calculating the level of difficulty in tackling Zee to the ground and grabbing his lunch. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure they must have.  But to be honest, Miles was just as hard on the police as he was on the selectmen. I wouldn’t be surprised if the sheriff at the time didn’t over exert himself looking for him.” 
 
    Rick stood up and reached for the bag.  “Well, that’s very interesting, Zee—” 
 
    “I’m not done yet,” the big man said as he once again pulled the bag away from Rick’s reach.  “The reason I’m thinking Miles may be your skeleton is because he owned one of those starter homes three doors down from the Graham house.  That’s three doors down from where you found the hatchet.  I know he disappeared sometime in the early 1950s.” 
 
    “Wow, Zee, that’s great information.  I’ll have Emmy check into it as soon as I get back to HQ.” He made a grab for the bag and this time he nailed it.   
 
    Returning to the office, he told Emmy what Zee had disclosed.   
 
    “Gosh, wouldn’t it be great if Mr. Mynter is our victim.” She immediately picked up the phone and dialed.  “Hi Mr. MacMunn, this is Emmy Madachuck.  I was hoping you could look in your records for any stories the Gazette may have published on a man named Miles Mynter. He was an architect who disappeared sometime in the early 1950s.  Thanks!”  She hung up and walked across to the front door where she grabbed her coat from the coat rack.  “While Mr. MacMunn is looking that up, I’m going to see Edwina.  I couldn’t find anything on the computer.” 
 
    “Be careful.  She’s in manic mode.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
     After she’d left, Rick dove into his lunch and devoured it in record time.  Popping open the small bag of chips Zee had thrown in, he thought about Miles Mynter.  If the skeleton did prove to be Miles, it was probably one of the hundreds of people he ticked off that did him in.  It would be difficult discovering who that needle in the haystack was, but he was close.  He could feel it.  Once again, he envisioned himself sitting in an open convertible, waving at the crowds gathered to cheer on the hero who’d solve their version of the crime of the century. Why, he might even get a mention when the history of Twin Ponds was written. His name would be enshrined in the history books for his children and his children’s children to marvel at. 
 
    The phone rang, breaking into his wonderful daydream.  Beaming from ear to ear at the thought of the town declaring the day he solved the crime Rick Belleveau Day, he picked up the receiver. 
 
    “Forget Mel Walker,” Cora’s voice rang out.  “I just did an Unveil the Truth spell.  Always tells me what I want to know. Your skeleton belongs to Brophy Wallis.  He was a time traveler I met back in 1975. The boy was always jumping time.  I told him to cut it out, but you know how it is.  He loved the adrenaline rush of skipping through the centuries.  He must have gotten stuck in one of those cosmic doorways and whammo – instant skeleton.” 
 
    “You don’t happen to have a disappearing spell, do you?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Rick sighed.  “Oh, just wishful thinking.” 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Emmy returned with a handful of files in her arms.   
 
    “How did you survive Edwina’s hysteria?” he asked as he helped her pile the folders on her desk. 
 
    “Easy.  I told her it wasn’t her fault the file went missing.  It was, in all probability, taken by the killer to hide his or her tracks.” 
 
    “She believed you?” 
 
    Emmy raised an eyebrow.  “Of course, she believed me.  It makes perfect sense.”  She took off her coat and hung it up.  “Besides, even if it didn’t, I had to do something.  The poor woman looks as though she hasn’t slept in weeks.  She’s taken the disappearance of the file very seriously. I think my words managed to calm her down.”, 
 
    She sat at her desk and opened up the first file.  “The sheriff at the time of Mr. Mynter’s disappearance was Otis O’Day.  Contrary to what Zee said, he and his men did try their best to find Mr. Mynter.  They interviewed everyone he knew, including all his neighbors and the board of selectmen, but they got nowhere.  The investigation is still open as a matter of fact.  It’s all in here if you want to take a look.”  She placed the file aside and picked up another one.  “This one contains twenty-five complaints lodged against Mr. Mynter.”  Emmy shook her head to herself.  “He really wasn’t the nicest of people.  He called the then mayor a corrupt midget while accusing one of the selectmen of being a liar and a hypocrite.” 
 
    “Corrupt midget?” 
 
    “Uh huh.”  She withdrew a third file and removed an old photo which she held up for Rick to see.  It showed two men, dressed in 1950s era suits looking into the camera. “The short man on the left is Mayor Clemson.” 
 
    “He looks tiny next to the other guy.” 
 
    “Edwina says the second gentleman was the town vet.  He stood close to six feet.”  
 
    She replaced the photo and went back to the second file.  “One of Mynter’s neighbors wanted him arrested for harassment.  While cutting down a tree on their property, they accidentally lopped off a branch from a tree on Mr. Mynter’s property.  Although it was just a branch and didn’t threaten the health of the tree in any way, he went nuts.  He began to bombard them with nasty letter and phone calls, telling them he was going to sue them for everything they had.  Eventually he calmed down, but not before making a complete nuisance of himself.  They weren’t the only ones either who suffered from his temper.”  
 
    “Wow, this Mynter was a piece of work, wasn’t he?” 
 
    “You know, I’m not saying his behavior was right, but I found some clippings in the sheriff’s police file that said he spent the last two years of the war as a prisoner of the Germans.  Didn’t Zee say he came back a completely changed man?” Rick nodded.  “I can only imagine what he went through in the prisoner of war camp.” 
 
    “It still didn’t give him the right to bully and insult everyone he came in contact with.” 
 
     “I guess not.  Anyway, Edwina is letting me keep the files for as long as we need them.”   
 
    While Emmy spent the rest of the afternoon with her nose buried in the files, Rick continued to field phone calls that came in regarding any missing persons.  Finally, they managed to slow down to a trickle.  Even Cora had run out of men to suggest.  
 
    When he arrived home later that evening, he felt good about the day’s events. If Zee’s information panned out, that was one huge piece of the puzzle solved.  Of course, it still remained to be seen if, after all this time, they could piece together who the murderer was, but at least Miles Mynter could be laid to rest with a name above his gravestone. 
 
    Rick looked at the clock and saw that it was only eight pm.  He wondered if he should call Cammie and share this information with her.  Although he knew he didn’t need to, it would prove that he was on top of this.  He also missed talking to her about a case.  He was curious to see what her perspective would be. He reached over to grab his cell when it suddenly rang.  Looking at the display, he saw it was Emmy.   
 
    “Hey Em, what’s the latest and greatest you’ve come up with so far?” 
 
    “Actually, I’m not calling about the files.” Her voice sounded strained. He immediately sat up.  “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “I shouldn’t bother you this late…” 
 
    “Tell me!” he practically yelled at her. 
 
    “When I got home, Mom said she found an envelope in the mailbox that had my name typed on the front. Thank goodness, she decided not to open it.”  
 
    “Why? What did it say?” 
 
    “Leave well enough alone or you’ll join that skeleton in the ground.” 
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     A steady rain pelted Splash’s slicker, increasing the pain in his head he’d awakened with that morning. With each step in the puddle-riddled field, the pain throbbed, keeping pace with the mud splashing up against his Wellingtons.  Since climbing out of bed, he’d struggled with a deep sense of dread.  He couldn’t quite put his finger on why he felt this way.  He wasn’t given to premonitions of doom and gloom.  But as he puttered about in the barn, the feeling wouldn’t go away.  If anything, it intensified.   
 
    He called his two children, who now lived on the mainland, to make sure they were okay. At the sound of their voices, he instantly knew they weren’t the reason for his unease. He went into the house to check on his wife. Molly was sitting curled up in a chair near the roaring fireplace, quietly knitting.   
 
    She’d been diagnosed with breast cancer six months before.  She was a fighter, but lately he’d seen the fight slowly fade from her eyes.  Fear gripped him when he thought about life without her, but having lived with it for the past month, he knew her condition had nothing to do with the dread deep in the pit of his belly. 
 
    He stepped outside onto the tiny porch and looked about.  The house and barn were situated atop a tiny patch of land surrounded by wetlands. In the distance lay the ocean. He watched the rain come down in sheets of water.  Soon, this would be snow.  Time to start his second job of plowing out the town and a list of customers he’d built up over the years.  It didn’t pay much, but it gave him drinking money to be spent down at Fiske’s.  
 
    Looking across the tall reeds bending in unison to the cold breeze, he could just make out the Munson Cottage sitting atop its bluff.   He suddenly felt the dread in the pit of his stomach intensify as he thought about Violet Munson sitting up there all alone.  Teddy was gone, and Andrew was either at Fiske’s, or passed out in his room. 
 
    What a disaster her sons were.  Unreliable, with no sense of responsibility. Perhaps it was better he’d been born without a silver spoon in his mouth to keep he and his children from being like them.  Everything he and Molly had, they’d earned by the sweat of their brow.  
 
    Yet his thoughts softened when he thought about Violet. The truth was, he’d always felt more than he should for Violet Munson.  It was ridiculous, of course.  She was so far above him in social status, it was like spitting into the wind.  She consistently treated him with a detached politeness and she always would.  But that didn’t stop him from thinking about her in ways he shouldn’t.  He remembered watching how old Man Munson treated her.  It was how her sons treated her now – with absolutely no respect.  Maybe that was the genesis of his feelings for her. She tried so hard to please them all, yet it never seemed to be enough.  
 
    He’d also spent the years observing her relationship with Edward. It was the complete opposite.  He’d been so needy. So clingy. Then he’d gotten sick and the neediness became worse. She’d had no choice but to sacrifice her life to nurse him, especially near the end.   
 
    The anxiety increased. It had to be Violet Munson that was causing his stomach to clench so tightly.  He needed to go over to the Munson Cottage and make sure everything was alright.  He didn’t know what he’d use as an excuse, but he was sure he’d think of something by the time he arrived. 
 
    Walking along the dirt lane that meandered across the bluff towards the cottage, the trepidation grew worse.  So much so that he felt suffocated by it. He looked at the house and it suddenly became clear why he was so frightened. Something was going to happen to Violet.  And he was the only one who could save her. 
 
      
 
    Violet spent the morning and part of the afternoon searching all over town after finding his green coupe gone. She’d driven every road on the island.  She’d swallowed her disgust and entered Fiske’s. 
 
    Andrew was nowhere to be found. 
 
    Her anger at his disappearance quickly turned to fear.  If he experienced another attack like last night’s, he could be lying somewhere hurt or unconscious.  She loathed calling in the police, but it was getting to a point where she had no choice.  She needed to find her son. 
 
     Her fear turned to fury when she arrived back at the cottage.  It was Phil Munson’s fault this was happening.  Him and those horrifying photographs.  Why couldn’t she have left well enough alone? Why had she gone into that darkroom?  If she’d stuck to her plan, she would have heard Andrew leave and been able to stop him.  They’d now be on their way home on the ferry, free from this cursed house.  Instead, he was out there somewhere.  Alone, hurt. 
 
    Mad. 
 
    A Bible quote from her childhood suddenly came to mind.  It was something her father said when President John F. Kennedy was assassinated. 
 
    “The iniquity of the fathers will be visited upon the children and the children’s children, to the third and the fourth generation.” 
 
    At the time, she’d had no idea what he meant.   
 
    Now she did. 
 
    It was Phil’s evil that was destroying her family.   
 
    Violet thought of her late husband.  What would he say to her discovery?  He’d idolized his grandfather.  To come face to face with the hard truth that Phil Munson was a vile monster – she took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  It would have killed Edward.  But not before he’d destroyed the evidence. She could just hear his voice explaining his actions. 
 
    We know what he is, but no one else needs to.  The secret must remain with us. 
 
    It fell to her to keep that secret.   
 
    Could she do that?  Would she do that? 
 
    Violet closed her eyes and violently shook her head in an attempt to dislodge the disturbing pictures from her own mind.  But it was no use.  Somehow, she’d lived her life ignorant of what Phil was.  Of what he’d been capable of.  She’d never had a clue, an inkling to his depravity.   
 
    Those poor children. Innocent.  Posed to reflect that innocence.  Yet… 
 
    She thought about her own children and wanted to retch. 
 
    If she called the police and revealed the photographs, they would never be kept under wraps.  The world would quickly learn what Phil Munson was. They’d revel in the family’s shame.  Eat up the juicy scandal.  The thought of it all made her sick. 
 
    She pulled into the driveway and turned off the engine.  She sat for a moment, her heart heavy with dread and worry.  She had to find Andrew.  She had to dispose of the photographs. 
 
    She had to get off this island. 
 
    She climbed out of the Land Rover.  And heard her name called.  Turning, her irritation flared when she saw it was Splash. 
 
    Dear God, not now.  
 
    He was an excellent caretaker.  There wasn’t anyone on Eagla who knew their property as well as he did.  They’d never needed to worry about Munson Cottage as long as he was in charge of its care.  But knowing how he felt about her made her skin crawl. Thank God she was selling the place.  Once it was sold, she’d never need to see or deal with him again.  
 
    With her emotions close to breaking point, she wanted Splash to disappear.   
 
    “Hello Mrs. Munson,” he greeted as he came up. 
 
    “You haven’t seen Andrew, have you?” She hated asking him, but it was imperative she find her son.  
 
    “Sorry, I can’t say that I have.” 
 
    She nodded and tried to walk past him.  To her surprise, he stepped in her way.  “Look, I know this is going to sound weird, but is everything alright?” 
 
    A shot of fear ran down her spine. Did he somehow know about the photographs?  Had he witnessed Andrew’s mad behavior?  “Why do you ask?” she demanded. 
 
    “I got up this morning with a bad feeling.  I can’t explain it.  I came over to make sure you were okay.” 
 
    She inwardly breathed a sigh of relief.  The secret was still safe. “I’m perfectly fine.  Now please get out of my way.  It’s raining, and I’d like to go inside.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mrs. Munson, but I don’t usually get feelings like this.  I know it has nothing to do with Andrew.  I’m sure he’ll show up.  It’s you I’m worried about.  I keep feeling that something is going to happen to you.”  He reached out and laid a hand on her upper arm.  
 
    Violet’s reaction was swift.  Her lack of sleep, her sick worry and her anger all came together in a massive explosion.  She jerked her arm away and glared at him. “Don’t you ever touch me,” she seethed. 
 
    He stared at her in disbelief.  “I didn’t mean anything…I just—” 
 
    “Are you so stupid that you think I’ve never noticed how you’ve looked at me over the years?”  He sputtered as he took a step backwards. “And now here you are, taking advantage of my grief.  Telling me some half assed story about something happening to me. Why? So I’ll reach out to you for help? You are the last person on earth I’d ever turn to for anything. You disgust me. I want you off my property right now and I never want you to come back.” 
 
    Splash’s face turned red.  “Mrs. Munson…” 
 
    “Get out!” she screamed.  “Get out before I have you dragged off for trespassing!  You’re fired as of this moment. I’ll have Teddy send you a check for whatever we owe you.” 
 
    Shaking with rage, she reached out with her hands and physically shoved him out of her way.  He tripped backwards and fell into a mud puddle as she ran into the house.  
 
    With his jeans smeared and soaking with wet dirt, Splash slowly got to his feet.  His shock at her words quickly turned to anger. His concern for her shriveled under her contempt for him.  How dare she treat him as though he were something she’d scraped off her shoe?  He’d been a loyal employee, always looking after this place even better than he looked after his own.  There were times he’d neglected his own family in order to be at the Munsons’ beck and call.  And now she was firing him? Just like that? 
 
    His family needed the money he earned. Especially Molly. By firing him, Violet was condemning his wife to an early death. The thought enraged him.   He opened and closed his fists before turning away.  If she thought he was going to disappear quietly, she was very much mistaken.  No one treated Splash Mulroney like a dog.  He would get even.  And he knew exactly how to do it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m coming over there,” Rick said as he grabbed his coat and headed out the door. 
 
    “Don’t.  If you show up, it’s only going to upset Mom.” 
 
    “I don’t care.  Someone threatened you.  I need to make sure you’re okay.” 
 
     “I’m sure whoever did this just left the letter in order to scare me.  I secured it and will send it off to the lab in the morning.”  She paused.  “Rick, honestly, you know how Mom is.  I don’t want you frightening her.” 
 
    Mrs. Madachuck was a woman Rick wasn’t particularly fond of.  Ever since her husband died several years before, she clung to Emmy like a tick on a dog.  She was overly dramatic and narcissistic.  It was a miracle she allowed Emmy out of her sight long enough for the young woman to have a job.  He was worried about Emmy, but at the same time, he knew she was right.  If he came over and the old woman got a whiff of what was going on, she’d (a) go into hysterics, (b) insist that Emmy quit working at HQ and (c) go into more hysterics. 
 
    “Alright.  But at least make sure your doors are locked.” 
 
    “Sure.  Look, I’m sorry I called you.  I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
    Rick held his temper.  “Emmy, you were threatened.  I’d be more pissed if you hadn’t told me.” 
 
    He hung up and left the cottage.  There was no way he wasn’t going over there to check out the surroundings.  He’d just make like a ninja.  Emmy and Mrs. Madachuck would never know he was there. 
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    Violet sat in the living room, listening to the ticking of the clock as the pendulum swung back and forth in the clock case.  She’d been sitting this way for two hours, staring into space as each passing hour chimed.  Finally, she roused herself to turn on the lamp against the growing darkness of night. Then she fell back into her silent reverie. 
 
    If she’d thought she could leave the cottage and Eagla forever that day, fate obviously had other plans.  After her emotional confrontation with Splash, she’d changed into dry clothes, then gone out again in search of Andrew.  She promised herself if she couldn’t find him this time, she’d call the deputy and report her son missing. 
 
    After an hour of searching, she saw his green coupe speeding towards the cottage.  She turned around and followed him home.  Knowing that screaming at him would do no good, she kept a tight rein on her emotions as she got out of the Land Rover and met him in the driveway.  Still, she couldn’t completely swallow her anger. Because of Andrew’s irresponsibility, they’d been unable to finally get away from this place.  Yet, any words of remonstration died away as she looked into his eyes.   
 
    Who was this man? 
 
    In that moment, the Andrew she knew and loved was gone, replaced by a gaze so full of hate and malice she didn’t know what to say or do.  He glowered at her, almost daring her to say something.  Instinct told her to remain silent.  Smirking, he entered the house and went straight upstairs. 
 
    Violet stood outside, her body shaking from the encounter.  Then she followed him inside. 
 
    A half hour later she heard his step on the stair.  She looked up expectantly and saw he had his coat on. “I’m going out,” he announced.  “Call Splash and have him take a look at the water heater.  I barely had any hot water for my shower.” 
 
    “I fired Splash today.” 
 
    He frowned in displeasure. “Why would you do that?”  The voice was low.  Deadly.  It was a voice she’d never heard Andrew use before. 
 
    She told him what happened.  “It’s better this way.  As soon as we get home tomorrow, I’ll ask the realtor to find someone else on the island who can serve as a liaison.” 
 
    “We have two more days before the ferry shows up.” 
 
    “I’m arranging for someone to take us to the mainland tomorrow morning. There’s nothing more to be done here.” 
 
    He laughed harshly.  “We still have half the house to get through.” 
 
    “I don’t care.  We’re getting out of here tomorrow.”  She cringed when she saw the expression on his face.  
 
     “I’m not leaving.” 
 
    “Andrew, please—” 
 
    “If you want to go, be my guest. But I decide when I leave.  And it’s not tomorrow. Good-bye, Mother.” 
 
    He flung open the door and disappeared into the night. A few moments later she heard the roar of his engine as he sped away.  Violet slowly crossed to the door and closed it.  She leaned her forehead against the wood and expelled the breath she’d been holding.  He’d never called her ‘Mother’ before.  Nor had he ever had such cold detachment in his voice.  It was over.  Her beloved son was gone. 
 
    “Good-bye,” she whispered in a tear-filled voice. 
 
    An hour later, she sat in Edward’s recliner.  Next to her on the end table was the lighter and ashtray. She was now convinced the contents of the velvet bag had visited its evil upon her family.  She was ready to burn the damn photographs and forget they ever existed.  But she was held back by one thought that wouldn’t release its grip on her conscience. 
 
    What if those were your children? 
 
    The thought paralyzed her. They were so innocent. If she burned the photographs, they would never know closure.   
 
    What if those were your children? Wouldn’t you want to know the truth? Can you live with yourself condemning those families to living with the burden of what that monster did to their children? Undressing…exposing… 
 
    A sob caught in her throat as she turned her head and spied a framed photo not far from where she sat. It was of Edward and herself and the children when they were young.  They were standing on the front porch of the Munson Cottage, waving and smiling into the camera. 
 
    I can’t do this. I’m so sorry Edward, but I can’t keep this secret. As a mother, I have to do the right thing. 
 
    Violet reached into her jeans pocket and took out both her cell and a piece of paper with a phone number she’d jotted down earlier in the day.  Having made the decision to leave tomorrow with or without Andrew, she’d call the deputy and ask him to come over either that night or early the next morning. She’d give him the photographs and be done with it. 
 
    Her fingers shook as she brought up the keypad on her cell.  She pressed down the first number.  Then the second.  As she paused to check the paper for the third number, the door to the cottage suddenly flew open.  She jumped in fright, the cell tumbling from her hand and onto the floor.  
 
    She hadn’t heard the wind, but it howled into the house, throwing itself against her face. Springing out of the chair, Violet hurried to the door.  She grabbed the doorknob to push it closed when the wind abruptly stopped. Perplexed by both the door abruptly flying open and the wind dying down, her bewilderment turned to panic when she felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. It was the same feeling she’d gotten in the basement.  Where she’d discovered the nightmare. 
 
    She wasn’t alone. 
 
    Someone was standing behind her. 
 
    She stood paralyzed, unable to move.  Her heart hammered in her ears and her knees weakened.  Her eyes scanned the foyer looking for a weapon, anything to defend herself with.  On the table was a lamp.  If she could move quickly and grab it – 
 
    It had to be fast.  Violet gathered her courage, then leapt forward.  She managed to curl her hand around the base of the lamp.  She tore it out of the socket and turned around. 
 
    “NO!” 
 
    Violet screamed as the voice rushed at her.  And a face.   
 
    Dear God, it can’t be.  
 
    “You never should have fired me the way you did,” he yelled before grabbing the front of her sweatshirt.   
 
    “You bastard!” she shrieked.  She swung the lamp before her like a baseball bat.  The shade flew off as the bulb exploded against the side of his arm, cutting the skin and spraying blood into the air   He staggered backwards, bellowing in pain. 
 
    Overcome with panic, Violet turned and ran out into the night.  Consumed by the primal urge to survive, she ran blindly, her only thought to get as far away as she possibly could from the house and the man inside.  
 
    It wasn’t long before Violet’s body seized up. Her chest exploded in agonizing pain as she tried desperately to catch her breath.  She was out of shape and lacked the stamina to keep going.  But he was back there somewhere.  Ready to kill her. 
 
    She pushed herself forward. 
 
    The sound of the pounding waves caused her to skid to a stop.  Damn it, she’d gone the wrong way!  Instead of running towards the road where she might have been able to flag someone down, she’d instead headed towards the cliff.   
 
    She was trapped. 
 
    Her mind teetered on the hysterical. No, wait.  There was a path here somewhere.  It led down and through the marshes. On the other side was the road.   
 
    If she could find the path, she could get to the road.  
 
    Violet tried to move forward, but her legs were like rubber. Her chest hurt so much, she found it difficult to breathe. She tried to calm her racing heart.  She looked back towards the house and realized she was alone. He hadn’t come after her. 
 
    She must have disabled him when she hit him with the lamp.  
 
    She felt a spark of hope. 
 
    As her breathing slowed, the cold crept in.  She’d run out without a coat and the night temperatures were below freezing.  She reached into her jeans pockets to call for help before remembering she’d dropped her cell when the door blew open. 
 
    Despair welled up. She was alone.  And defenseless.  And in danger of freezing to death.  All she had left were her wits.  And the urge to survive. 
 
    Surrounded by a night sky made darker by overcast clouds, Violet forced herself to walk on.  At first, she was frantic to find the path.  Then she recognized that even if she couldn’t find it, she could still hide out among the reeds. They were so thick, he’d never find her.  She just had to reach them. 
 
    Forcing the hysteria down, she continued walking.  She couldn’t see where she was going, but, unless he had a flashlight, he was as helpless as she was.  She just had to keep ahead of him and reach the marshes.  She pushed aside the realization that she might freeze to death in the icy water.  She’d worry about that later. Right now, she had to stay focused. Her only hopes of survival lay in hiding away from him. 
 
    Her body grew increasingly numb from the cold, but she pushed herself to keep going. She felt as though she’d been walking for hours.  Yet, there was still no sign of him.   
 
    Maybe he gave up. 
 
    The thought that he’d decided to let her go gave Violet added courage.  However, the courage faded away when she heard the sounds of the ocean growing louder again.  She came to an abrupt halt as the horror of what she’d done sank in. 
 
    She hadn’t walked towards the marshes.  Somehow, in the dark, she’d become disoriented. 
 
    She was right back where she’d started. 
 
    Terror seized her.   
 
    All rational thought disappeared as Violet ran blindly through the darkness. A wind came up, blowing against her face.  She struggled to keep moving against the chilly gusts.  Her strength ebbed as her exhausted legs stumbled beneath her.  Tears froze against her cheeks. 
 
    Then she took a wrong step.  She cried out as her ankle twisted and she sprawled to the ground.  She immediately tried to scramble to her feet, but it was too late. A pair of ice cold hands grabbed her by the middle and jerked her up.  Violet frantically begged for her life as she fell apart.  Fighting against the iron grip, the last of her strength ebbed away.  
 
    “Why?  Why are you doing this?” she screamed. 
 
    “Because you wouldn’t listen.” 
 
    The last thing Violet heard as she was propelled through the air was the sound of chilling laughter.  It grew fainter until it stopped altogether when she hit the ocean-soaked rocks below. 
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    Cammie had gotten to the point where she’d walked the beach at Paradise Cove so many times, she was on a first name basis with the seaweed and sand.  Equally bored, Jace discovered a beach further up the coast that had caves carved into the cliff wall. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll find one that’s haunted,” he joked.  “According to Aunt Maud, some of the coffins from the shipwreck ended up in those caves.” 
 
    Cammie looked forward to meeting a ghost if only to break up the monotony. 
 
    They borrowed one of the hotel’s vehicles and drove the forty-five minutes to the parking area atop the cliff.  The sun was out for a change, but as soon as they reached the bottom of the metal stairway, the wind from the surf cancelled out any warmth.  Thankfully, the two had bundled up and they basked in the sunshine as they walked down the beach hand in hand.  
 
     “How did your aunt and uncle end up out here anyway?”  Cammie asked as she watched the waves ebb and flow in their eternal rhythm. 
 
    “They found out about the Coffins years before it became popular and fell in love with the place. They vacationed here every July, staying at the hotel they ended up buying when the owners decided to retire. I’d always wanted to visit, but…”  
 
    Cammie smiled.  “But your father would have had a fit if you went to visit the brother he hates.” 
 
    Jace shrugged.  “Dad doesn’t hate Glenn.  He just—” 
 
    “Dislikes him? Despises him? Disrespects him?” 
 
    Jace threw her a pointed look.  “Behave yourself.” 
 
    “Let’s face it, Jace.  When your dad doesn’t like someone, he doesn’t go out of his way to hide it.” 
 
    She knew because Harold Northcott didn’t like her.  At all. 
 
    “Okay, he can be a little ornery.”  She raised an eyebrow.  “Alright.  He can be very ornery.” 
 
    “What happened between the two of them?” 
 
    “To be honest, I don’t really know.  When I was a kid, I remember us all visiting Glenn and Maud on a farm they owned outside Portsmouth.  Then all of a sudden, the visits stopped, and their names were never mentioned again.” 
 
    “Hmmmm.  Sounds like a mystery worth solving.” 
 
    “The mannequin whet your extreme nosiness?”  She harrumphed. Jace threw his arm around her shoulder and kissed her temple.  “You lucked out, babe. You found the one job that allows you to be legally nosy.” 
 
    She laughed.  “I like that.  Legally nosy.” 
 
    “How are you doing?” he asked, concern replacing his playful tone. 
 
    She sighed. “Well, you saw what happened a few nights ago…but I do feel as though I made it over a hurdle.  A teeny-weeny hurdle, but a hurdle nevertheless.”  
 
    “We’ll stay here for as long as you need to.” 
 
    She stopped and looked up at him.  “Are you sure?  The Night Hawks are probably burning me in effigy even as we speak for taking you away. As for the garage, every person in Twin Ponds needing an oil change will be after my blood. By the time we get back, you’re going to have a stadium of cars waiting for you. I won’t see you again until next Spring.” 
 
     “They’ll get over it.  No one is indispensable.  Even me.” They began walking again.  “To tell you the truth, these past few weeks have really allowed me to get to know Glenn and Maud.  I don’t know what happened between them and Mom and Dad, but they haven’t let that affect the awesome way they’ve treated you and me. I’ve especially enjoyed helping Glenn around the hotel. We’ve bonded in a way I didn’t expect.” 
 
     “I suppose you could say there’s been two healings taking place here.  My healing with what happened and yours with your family.” 
 
    He bent down and kissed her deeply.  “You’re right.” 
 
    With their arms around each other, they continued down the beach.  They’d gone about half a mile when Cammie slowed her step. 
 
    “Shoot, don’t tell me those teenagers have stolen another mannequin.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Jace asked. 
 
    “Look.”  She pointed to a pile of boulders that showed they were at the end of the beach.  Lying across the top nearest to the cliffside was what looked like a mannequin wedged between two of the larger rocks.  
 
    “I know there isn’t much to do around here during the winter, but it’s creepy to take mannequins, dress them up and throw them into the ocean or onto the beaches as if they were real bodies,” Jace replied as he took in the sight. 
 
    Cammie stared at the mannequin as a wave came up and hit the mannequin’s arm.  She gasped aloud when she saw the hand sway back and forth in the foam. 
 
    “Shit!” She exclaimed as she pulled away from Jace and ran across the sand.   
 
    “Cammie, wait up!” he called out as he ran behind her. She stopped when she reached the rocks.  “What’s the matter?”  
 
    “That’s a real body,” she panted. 
 
    “How do you know?”  
 
    “Look at the way the arm and wrist are moving when the water hits it.  A mannequin doesn’t have that mobility.” 
 
    The tide was coming in, stopping them both from scrambling onto the rocks.  Getting as close as they could without risking being pummeled onto the boulders or swept out to sea, they saw for the first time the hideously unnatural position of the woman’s broken body. 
 
    “We’ve got to get her off those rocks before the tide takes her,” Cammie exclaimed.   
 
    “Don’t even think about climbing out there,” Jace warned.  “She’s already dead.  And I have no intention of having you join her.” 
 
    “There must be people on this island who’d know what to do. Call Glenn and tell him what’s going on.  I’ll call Deputy Martin and inform him.” 
 
    Jace watched as she took out her cell from her coat pocket and made the call.  His mouth settled into a grim line before he took out his phone and dialed his uncle. 
 
    Cammie was proven right.  Within fifteen minutes, a group of men showed up, led by Glenn. Using ropes and a human daisy chain, they managed to secure the body and bring her off the rocks. They gently laid her down on a tarp that had been laid out on the sand, well away from the rising tides. A hush fell over the group as they looked down at what remained of a woman they all recognized.  
 
    During the rescue mission, Cammie kept Ellis apprised of what was happening. 
 
    “Do you need me to describe the injuries?” she asked. 
 
    “That would be helpful.  It might tell me whether it was an accident or deliberate.” 
 
     As soon as she’d called to tell him about the body, Ellis hurriedly threw on his coat and ran down to the dock where he kept his boat.  He was now speeding towards Eagla, his phone pressed to his ear with one hand while he steered with the other.  He listened as Cammie politely asked the men to move so she could get to the body.  The phone then went silent, the only sounds the winds echoing down the line. 
 
     “Hello? Cammie?  Are you still there?” 
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    Her voice sounded strange.  “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “I know her.  I know the victim.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Her name was Violet Munson,” Cammie explained.  “She and her son Andrew lived in Twin Ponds until last month when they moved to Presque Isle. Her husband passed away in September. I heard she wanted to downsize, as well as needing a complete change of scenery. I knew the Munsons had a summer home, but I didn’t realize it was on Eagla.  Nor did I know she was here.” 
 
    “I’m putting into the harbor now.  I should be there shortly.” 
 
    “I’ll keep the scene secured until you arrive,” she said before hanging up. 
 
    “What a tragedy,” Glenn said as he came up beside Cammie. 
 
    “Did you know her?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “Everyone on the island knew the Munsons.  It’s hard not to miss their huge house on the bluff above, or her son Andrew down at Fiske’s.” 
 
    “That’s the local watering hole, right?”  Glenn nodded.  “Was Andrew a heavy drinker?” 
 
    “He pretty much has a stool at the bar with his name on it.” 
 
    “Do you know why she was here?  Or when she arrived?” 
 
    “Eagla is like the small town you’re from,” Glenn replied.  “There isn’t much that escapes people’s attention.  The scuttlebutt was that she and her sons were here to pack up the house and get it ready to be sold.  I suppose the memories of happier times when her husband was alive were too much for her.  Or at least that’s what we guessed.  Mrs. Munson wasn’t one to share her private thoughts, or what she was doing in her life.” 
 
    “Then how do you know about the house sale?” 
 
    “Their caretaker is Splash Mulroney.  His family has lived on the island for generations. When he’s had a few beers at Fiske’s, his discretion goes out the window.  I heard he was both bragging that Mrs. Munson had enough confidence to make him the point man between the realtor and the family while at the same time, he was worried because he was losing a sizeable chunk of his income.  I think he was hoping whoever bought the house would keep him on to look after it during the off season.” 
 
    “Do you know when they showed up?” 
 
    “They came in on the ferry a week before you and Jace arrived.”  
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to know if there was any trouble between Mrs. Munson and anyone on the island? Or maybe within the family because she was selling the family summer home?”  
 
    Glenn gave her a curious look.  “You sure are curious about all of this, aren’t you?” 
 
    Cammie mentally kicked herself.  She’d forgotten that Maud and Glenn had no idea what she did for a living.  She wondered if she should say anything.  However, if Ellis asked her to assist in anyway, it was better the Northcotts understand why. She therefore took Glenn’s arm and walked him far enough away from the men milling about nearby to ensure privacy.  “I probably should have said something earlier. I thought it would be easier to keep what I do under wraps.  Sometimes, it makes people uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Why? You some sort of spy or something?” he jested. 
 
    “Actually, I’m the sheriff of Clarke County.” 
 
    “You? A sheriff?” he laughed.  He swallowed his laughter when he saw the serious expression on her face.  “You’re not kidding, are you?” 
 
    “Afraid not.  I’m sorry, Glenn. I didn’t do it to hurt you or Maud.  As I said, some people get weirded out in the presence of a law enforcement officer. I was meeting you for the first time and I didn’t want it to become the elephant in the room.” 
 
    She held her breath, wondering if he’d be offended.  They’d been very kind to her; she’d hate to have the relationship she’d built up with them ruined because she’d opted to be discreet about her profession.  Considering how much Jace’s parents loathed her, she wanted to have at least one decent relationship with a Northcott relative. “Well,” he finally said, “it’s a good thing I hid my stash of marijuana then.” 
 
    Cammie blinked, then breathed a sigh of relief when he broke out in laughter. 
 
    “It’s alright, Cammie. The last time I smoked was back in college.  It made me throw up.” 
 
    “Deputy Martin should be here momentarily,” she said. “He’s going to need everyone’s contact information in case he needs to ask you all some questions.”   
 
    “I can start pulling that list together.”  He leaned over and whispered.  “Your secret is safe with me.  I’ll just tell the guys you watch a lot of cop shows on TV.  That’s how you know about contact lists and all.” 
 
    “That works,” she agreed. 
 
    As Glenn walked off, she sidled up next to Jace and told him about her conversation with his uncle.  “He thought I was joking,” she chuckled. 
 
    “When you’re out of uniform, you don’t look like a cop.” 
 
    She looked up at him, her eyes twinkling with mischievous humor.  “Yeah? What do I look like?” 
 
    He threw his arm around her and drew her close. “Like someone who wants to be a cop,” he teased. 
 
    When Ellis finally arrived, he was accompanied by a man of average height.  He had thick blonde hair and brown eyes.  “This is Dr. Greg Rhys,” Ellis explained as they approached the body.  “He’s the local doctor.” 
 
    They shook hands as they introduced themselves.   
 
    “I moved to Eagla to get away from all this.”  Seeing Cammie’s quizzical look, he grinned.  “I was county coroner in New Hampshire before I realized I was spending too much time with dead bodies instead of live bodies like my wife and kids.” 
 
    “How long have you been on Eagla?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “About a year now.  Long enough to get to know everyone on the island.  Including this poor woman.” 
 
    He knelt down and began a cursory examination.  Cammie turned her attention back to Ellis while pointing towards the men.  “I had Glenn get everyone’s contact info.  They did a tremendous job removing Violet’s body from the rocks before the tide came in.” 
 
    “Great.  I’ll go grab that list now and see what they have to say.”  As Ellis made his way to the group, Jace squeezed Cammie’s arm.  “I can feel you champing at the bit.  Don’t forget babe, this isn’t your case. Or your jurisdiction.” 
 
    “I know.  Old habits die hard, I guess.” 
 
    It did kill her not to be questioning the men, but she’d seen what a good officer Ellis Martin was.  She was sure he was asking the same questions she’d ask, and putting together the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle in the same order she would. 
 
    Still, she felt like a dog whose favorite bone had been taken away. Unless she could find a way to sidle over there and pretend she wasn’t eavesdropping, she had no choice but to look away and try to ignore it all. 
 
    A cold breeze blew up and she burrowed against Jace.  Now that she was standing around without anything to do, she felt the cold wiggle its way past her protective clothing.  She pulled the scarf up past her nose so only her eyes were visible.  Jace felt her shivering. 
 
    “Maybe we should go.  There’s nothing more we can do here and you’re cold.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, you and I discovered the body.  I’m sure Ellis will have questions for us.” 
 
      He raised an eyebrow.  Since when were Cammie and Martin on a first name basis? First, she’d looked up the dude on the computer.  Now they were buddy buddy.  He felt the jealousy burning in the pit of his stomach.  He tried not to glare as Ellis rejoined them. 
 
    “What do you think, Dr. Rhys?” he asked the doctor. 
 
     “I saw no bruises or contusions other than those I’d expect to see from such a high fall.  I don’t smell alcohol on her, but that doesn’t preclude the possibility that she may have a history of drug use that impaired her judgment.” 
 
    “Any idea when time of death occurred?” 
 
    Rhys glanced at Ellis.  “I can only give you a ball park figure.” 
 
    “Take your best shot.” 
 
    By the sour look on his face, it was obvious that was the last thing the doctor wanted to do.  However, with Ellis giving him an expectant look, he had no choice.  “You’ll notice the stiffness in the upper body which usually occurs twelve hours after death.” He pulled up the pants leg and pointed to the reddened skin in the lower portion of her legs.  “Livor Mortis shows she was lying on the rocks for at least 10 to 12 hours. Taking into account the cold temperatures last night, as well as the fact that this obviously happened during low tide or else she’d be out to be sea right now, I’d estimate she died between ten pm and two am.  But don’t quote me on that.” 
 
    “Were you ever called to attend her or her family?” Ellis asked. 
 
    Greg nodded.  “Her late husband spent last summer at Munson Cottage, which is right above us.  I’d be called in occasionally when he was having a bad night.”  He glanced down at Violet.  “If she did start medicating herself, I can’t say I blame her.  Edward died a painfully slow, tragic death. She was completely devoted to him.  To see someone you love waste away like that…”  He looked at Ellis.  “Mind you, that’s just conjecture on my part.  I never saw anything to indicate that.  But we never know what goes on in the privacy of one’s home, do we?” 
 
    “I’ll need you to perform an autopsy to rule out any possible foul play.” 
 
    Greg narrowed his eyes.  “You think she was murdered?” 
 
    “Too early to say.  But we need to be certain.”  The doctor grimly nodded.  “After you’re done, is there a place the body can be kept until arrangements can be made?” 
 
    “Of course.  I keep a freezer in the back of my clinic where the bodies of those who die during the winter are kept until spring when they can be buried.” 
 
    Just like Doc, Cammie thought.  An image of the cantankerous doctor filled her mind’s eye.   If this was her case, he’d be bitching and moaning about the cold wind, the messy sand getting into his clothes and shoes, and the terrible inconvenience of carrying the body up a flight of metal stairs to his waiting van.  He’d be totally insufferable. 
 
    God, how she missed him. 
 
    She followed the three men as Jace and Ellis assisted Rhys in bagging the body.  Between the trio, they managed to get Violet’s remains up the steps and into the doctor’s station wagon.     
 
    As he drove away, Ellis turned to Cammie. “Glenn informed me that Mrs. Munson’s eldest son Teddy left Eagla last week.  Do you mind accompanying me to their cottage? If her other son Andrew is up there, the sight of a familiar face may help ease the shock.” 
 
    “No problem.”  She walked over to Jace and told him where she was going.  When she saw the look on his face, she said, “You know Andrew was always a bit of a momma’s boy. The news of Violet’s death is going to hit him hard, especially if it comes from a complete stranger.”  She gave him a quick kiss.  “I’m just helping out, that’s all.  I’ll be alright.” 
 
    He watched Cammie and Ellis drive off.  For someone who was such a good investigator, she’d completely misread his disapproval.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t difficult to find Munson Cottage.  It was the only house on the bluff.  And it was so huge, to call it a cottage seemed the height of arrogance. 
 
    They drove down the long driveway and stopped in front of the garage where Violet’s Land Rover was still parked.  Parked on the other side away from the house was a seventeen-foot pleasure craft.   
 
    “At this time of year, boats like this are usually taken out of the water and winterized,” Ellis explained. 
 
    “Maybe Andrew or Teddy liked to fish,” Cammie suggested. 
 
    “Does it look like the boat you saw?” 
 
    “It’s about the same size.  But I can’t be sure.” 
 
    They got out of the vehicle and approached it.  They looked inside, but saw nothing out of the ordinary.  When they turned towards the house, they saw for the first time the front door standing wide open.    
 
    The two exchanged concerned glances as they cautiously approached.  The first sight that greeted them when they entered the house was the broken lamp on the floor.  There were drops of blood near the shattered remains of the light bulb and the lampshade itself, lying a few feet away, was crushed inwards.   
 
    “Andrew?” Cammie called out. “It’s Sheriff Cammie Farnsworth. Are you here?”  There was no response.  
 
    “Why don’t you take the upstairs?” Ellis suggested.  “I’ll check out the first floor and the basement.” The two officers separated.   
 
    Slowly walking about, the deputy noted the empty ashtray and lighter sitting on the end table next to the armchair. He frowned.  The lighter was long and unwieldly, not what one would normally use to light a cigarette.  Yet he saw no signs of smoking.  No butts, no packages, nothing to indicate that Mrs. Munson and her family were smokers. Poking around, he spied a cell phone just behind the chair.  Its front was shattered.  Nearby was a paperback romance lying upside down. 
 
     There were a few moving boxes stacked near the fireplace with the names of the rooms they’d been taken from written in black magic marker on the front. 
 
    After finding nothing more of interest, he checked out the kitchen, then headed towards the basement.  He turned on the light switch and started down the cold stone steps. He’d just reached the bottom when he came to a stop.  
 
    His arms and the back of his head abruptly prickled with goosebumps.  
 
    Something was here that didn’t belong.   
 
    A memory came rushing at him, a memory so strong it took his breath away.  He savagely shoved it back to the recesses of his mind. He had no time to think about that now.  Later, when he was alone, he’d give it its proper attention.  But not now. 
 
    He pushed himself forward.  Making his way around the basement, he was unable to shake the growing heaviness in his chest.  He unclipped the flashlight from his police belt and shone it into the darker corners where the dim light from the lightbulb didn’t reach. The area looked empty. But he knew it wasn’t. 
 
    He entered the old darkroom and felt as though he’d walked into a thick, gelatinous mass of dense energy.   There was a malevolence lurking within this room that was palpable. Smothering.  
 
    Damn it, I came to these islands to put all that behind me. 
 
    He heard footsteps on the stairs.  A moment later, Cammie poked her head in.  “The house is clear.”  She stepped inside and he watched as her eyes widened slightly as they roamed the room. 
 
    She feels it too, he thought to himself.   
 
    “I’d heard one of the Munsons was a photographer. I think it was Violet’s great grandfather-in-law. Some of his work appeared in magazines. And there are a row of photos up in the living room that I’m assuming are his. This must be where he worked.”  She looked around her.  “Jeez, this place is weird.  There’s not much in here, but I feel as though I’m intruding somehow.”  She glanced at him and gave an embarrassed smile.  “Silly, huh?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “I felt the same thing too.” 
 
    They poked around.  It was Ellis who spotted the brick lying on the ground and the hole in the wall.  He and Cammie knelt down beside it.   
 
    “I wonder what was in there?” she asked. 
 
    “Could it be Violet’s children hid stuff in there when they were growing up?” he asked. “Their own version of pirate treasure?  Maybe Andrew or Teddy remembered their stash and brought it upstairs to pack as a childhood keepsake.” 
 
    “It’s possible.”  She glanced at him with a smile on her face.  “Did you have your own stash of buried pirate treasure?” 
 
    He grinned.  “Of course.  No self-respecting rowdy kid would be caught dead without his super secret cache of priceless objects.” 
 
    They left the darkroom and went over to the boxes where they quickly found the photo albums.  Ellis removed one and he and Cammie flipped through it.  They paused at one that showed a very young Edward on the porch of the cottage speaking to a much older, white haired gentleman. 
 
    “The man on the left is Violet’s husband, Edward.”  Cammie explained.  “He’s the one who died in September.  The other must be his great grandfather.  What was his name again?  Oh yeah, it was Philip.” 
 
     “Philip looks downright frightening, doesn’t he?” Ellis asked. 
 
    “He does, doesn’t he?  Not exactly someone you’d want to piss off.” 
 
    There were few photos that featured Phil.  In the ones that did, he wore the same cold, harsh expression.   
 
    “They must have walked on eggshells around him,” Ellis mused.  “In each photograph, he looks as though he’s swallowed a lemon.” 
 
    They replaced the photo album in the box and made their way upstairs, both grateful to get away from the overly oppressive feeling.  Ellis showed Cammie the broken cell phone, the overturned book, and the items on the end table. 
 
    “I need to get Forensics in from the mainland.  Right now, it looks to me as though Mrs. Munson was sitting in the chair when she was surprised.  She may have been so startled, she dropped her cell phone and book.  Whatever it was that frightened her made her fear enough for her safety that she used the lamp as some sort of weapon.” 
 
     “What makes you think it was Violet sitting in the chair?” she teased. 
 
    He pointed to the book, its cover filled with hearts and a couple with their arms around each other.  “What do you think?” 
 
    She laughed.  “Okay, it was probably Violet. I just can’t figure out the ashtray and lighter though.  Even if they were smokers, I’m not seeing any cigarette packs or butts.”  Cammie abruptly dashed outside.  She returned in a few moments.  “I checked around the front.  No butts or ashtrays out there.” 
 
    “Perhaps she was expecting a guest who did smoke.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t they bring their own lighter? And when you consider that her husband died of lung cancer, I’m not sure Violet would be keen to have anyone smoking around her.” 
 
    Ellis nodded.  “Good point.” 
 
    “Did you happen to notice the clothes Violet was wearing when we found her?” 
 
     “I did. They were very similar to the ones we found on the mannequin.”  He gave her a slight smile.  “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 
 
    “Only if you believe the mannequin was a test to see where Violet’s body would end up if she fell into the water instead of the rocks.”   
 
    He nodded.  “I think we need to check the cliff.” 
 
    They secured the house and started off across the lawn.  “What was the weather like last night?” he asked. 
 
    “Cold and overcast.” 
 
    “So the night was dark?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “We have a woman who goes for a walk along a steep cliff on a cold, dark night wearing only a light sweatshirt.  It doesn’t make any sense, does it?” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t. The property is large.  Why the cliffs?” 
 
    “I’m not liking what I’m seeing so far,” Ellis said grimly.  “A woman who seems to have been frightened enough to run out into the night without a coat or flashlight and ends up at the bottom of a cliff.” 
 
    Cammie shivered. And it wasn’t from the cold.  
 
    The two officers continued along the path cut into the dead grass.  There were several pairs of footprints in the dirt, making it impossible to tell who they belonged to. They crested a slight hill and saw the ocean laid out before them as far as the eye could see. They also saw something else that caused their blood to run cold. 
 
    “Shit,” the two officers muttered simultaneously before they broke out into a run.    
 
    Approaching the cliff, they saw a body lying motionless on the ground.  Fearing the worst, Ellis knelt down, rolled the body onto its back and checked for vital signs.   “It’s Andrew, Violet’s son,” Cammie said when she saw who it was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    Two days had passed since Mrs. Madachuck found the note in their mailbox. Emmy had it immediately delivered to Forensics.  They were now awaiting the results of DNA tests.  
 
    Rather than be frightened, it only strengthened the young woman’s resolve to continue tracking down all she could find on Miles Mynter.  After receiving the disappointing news about the lack of fingerprint evidence on the letter, Emmy drove to Judge Drury’s home. She obtained a signed court order requesting the Department of Defense to release all medical records, including dental, in order to identify a missing person they believed to be Miles Mynter.  After getting the order, she then spent the morning on the phone going through the inevitable red tape before she was finally able to connect to someone who would help her.  
 
    “His file should be here the day after tomorrow,” she told Rick when she finally hung up.  “As soon as we get it, I’ll send it off to Colin to see if there’s a match.” 
 
    She looked at the clock and was astonished that she’d been on the phone all morning.  It was now close to noon-time.  No wonder she was hungry. 
 
    She was about to get up to retrieve her ham and cheese sandwich from the fridge when the front door opened and Doug MacMunn entered.  The editor of the Twin Ponds Gazette held a purple manila folder under his arm. 
 
    “I copied what I found so far on Miles Mynter.  I’m still looking because it seems the articles written about a few months after he vanished were misfiled.  I’m sure they’re in the storeroom somewhere.  His antics with the townspeople and the board of selectmen made for great headlines. His disappearance was the talk of the town for at least six months.” 
 
    Emmy came up to the counter that separated the entrance to HQ and where she and Rick had their desks.  “That’s great, Mr. MacMunn,” she said as she took the file.  “We really appreciate your help.” 
 
    “You can pay me back by letting me know as soon as you find out if the skeleton really is that of Mynter’s.  Although I’m sure the people who knew him are long gone, the mystery of his disappearance has entered the canon of legend around here, right next to the death of those teenagers.” 
 
    “You’ll definitely get the exclusive,” Rick promised, allowing himself a moment to imagine a picture of his handsome, smiling face gracing the front page of the next edition of the Gazette. 
 
    Emmy’s hunger was forgotten as she and Rick sat together at his desk and flipped through the articles.  They quickly found a large black and white photograph of Mynter staring back at them. The two were finally able to look upon the face of the man who may have lain buried in the ground for over 60 years.   
 
    “He looks to be around the same height as the skeleton,” Rick said. “Looks pretty smarmy though, doesn’t he? Kind of an arrogant know-it-all.”  
 
    Emmy had to agree.  The face looking at the camera was not pleasant.  Rather than a smile, it was more of a sneer.  And his eyes were devoid of any warmth and friendliness. 
 
    “Definitely not the kind of guy you’d want to get on the wrong side of,” she murmured. 
 
    “Shit, from what you were telling me, the entire town was on his wrong side.  Look at this article.  He actually picked a fight with a 79 year old woman because she let her dog pee on the edge of his property.  Not on his grass, but on the road up next to it.  He makes Ebenezer Scrooge look like a cupcake.” 
 
    Emmy turned a surprised eye to him.  “You’ve read ‘The Christmas Carol’?” 
 
    “Hell no.  I watch the Mr. Magoo version on TV every year.”  He skimmed the articles until he found the first that mentioned the disappearance.  “This backs up what Zee said.  Mynter was supposed to meet up with Mr. Zevon on the morning of October 31st, 1954, but he never showed.  According to this, the last time he was seen was on the evening of October 30th at approximately 6:30 pm when he stopped off at Lucinda’s Grocery Store.” 
 
    “That must have been what was here before the Emporium.” 
 
    “It says he purchased some milk, cereal, bread, a box of pasta and a package of ground beef.  He said good-bye to the grocery clerk and left the store.  After that, he fell off the face of the earth.”  His eyes suddenly widened.  “Whoa.  Does the date he disappeared mean anything to you?” 
 
    Emmy caught her breath.  “It’s the day before the teenagers vanished!” 
 
    “Exactly. Wow, even from a gazillion miles away, Cammie nailed it.  She wondered if those kids were killed because they saw something they weren’t supposed to see.”  Their gazes met.  “They must have seen Mynter being buried.” 
 
    Emmy suddenly jumped out of her chair and hurried over to the files Edwina had lent her.  She quickly went through them and found what she was looking for.  She hurried back with a piece of paper and her steno pad in her hand.  “This is Chief O’Day’s report, detailing how they went over Mynter’s house the day after his disappearance was reported.  It says here they went to his home at 129 Fern Street.” 
 
    “That’s next door to John Graham’s house.” 
 
    “And it’s two houses over from 123 Fern Street – the house whose property taxes are missing.” 
 
    She opened the steno pad and flicked through the pages until she found what she needed.  “I was just finishing up going through the police file and jotting down the highlights of the interviews O’Day did with the neighbors.  The only interview I couldn’t find was with the owner of 123 Fern.”  Rick sat back in his chair as his jaw dropped in astonishment.  “You were right, Rick.  Whoever lived at 123 Fern has to be our killer.  Or at the very least knew exactly what was going on and tried to erase their presence.” 
 
    “Who would have access to all these records?” he wondered aloud. 
 
    Emmy plopped down in the chair.  “Whoever it was also had access to the Gazette files.  Mr. MacMunn mentioned he couldn’t find the articles that spoke about Mynter’s disappearance three months after it happened.” 
 
    “Because he or she was mentioned in those articles.  It’s the only explanation that makes sense.”  He drummed the desk with his fingers.  “But if the Gazette fingered this person as someone of interest, why aren’t they in the police file?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Rick leaned his chin on his palm as he went over it in his head.  “Wait a minute,” he suddenly said.  “Doesn’t the county have a census every five years?” 
 
    “You know, I think it does.” 
 
    “They’ve been doing the census since forever.  There has to be one for the years we’re looking for.  We need to find those records.”   
 
    “You know what that means, don’t you?” Emmy asked. 
 
    He shook his head mournfully.  “Another trip to Edwina’s crypt.” 
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    “He’s alive,” Ellis said as he felt Andrew’s pulse.  
 
    “I’ve never seen him look so awful,” Cammie frowned as she took in the man’s sunken features.  “He looks as though he’s seen the other side of hell.  Look at his clothes.  They’re completely soaked through.” 
 
    “He’s been out here for at least a few hours. Do you know what his relationship was like with his mother?” 
 
    “He’s always been a momma’s boy.  He’s in his early 40s, and still lives at home.  When Violet moved to Presque Isle, he went with her.” 
 
    “He didn’t have a job?” 
 
    Cammie shrugged.  “He says he’s a writer, but no one has ever seen any of his work. Glenn told me he likes to drink down at Fiske’s.  That the local pub in Paradise Cove. I never saw any signs of that back in Twin Ponds, but the family kept pretty much to themselves.” 
 
    “Do you know anything about her other son Teddy?” 
 
    “Yes. He’s the oldest. He took over his father’s financial consulting firm when Edward became ill.  He lives in Houlton, which is about two hours east of Twin Ponds.”  
 
    Ellis turned his attention back to Andrew. The man’s face was ashen, but he had no cuts or bruises on his scalp.  Pulling up the man’s sleeves, he frowned when he saw a gash along the inside of his arm.  It was caked with blood and looked suspiciously like a wound left behind by a thrown lamp.    
 
    He gently slapped Andrew’s face a few times.  Just when he thought he’d have to resort to stronger measures, the man’s eyelids fluttered. 
 
    “Where am I?” he muttered half coherently as he tried to sit up.  He looked about him and noticed Ellis for the first time.  “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m Deputy Ellis Martin.  Can you tell me your name?” 
 
    Andrew shook his head and groaned.  “I’m whoever you want me to be.” 
 
    “I need you to answer the question.” 
 
    Ellis’ tone was quiet, but the authority was unmistakable. Andrew glanced at him. “I’m Andrew Munson.” 
 
    “Where were you last night, Mr. Munson?” 
 
    “Why do you want to know?” 
 
    “Hello, Andrew.”  He jerked his head towards Cammie and moaned aloud when pain exploded behind his eyes.  “Do you remember me?” 
 
    For the first time, fear showed in Andrew’s eyes.  “Sheriff Farnsworth? What’s going on?  What are you doing here?” 
 
    “It’s a long story.” 
 
    Andrew looked down and noticed for the first time he was soaked through. He frantically looked about and saw where he was. Oh God, it had happened again.  He’d blacked out.  Rather than ending up on the beach, this time he was on the cliff.  The thought that he could have so easily tumbled over the edge terrified him.  The horror showed on his face.   
 
    “I’m going to ask you again,” Ellis spoke up.  “Where were you last night?” 
 
    “I’m freezing.  Please, let me at least change my clothes.”  
 
    Cammie jerked her head and she and Ellis moved away.  “If you want, I can go back to the cottage, grab some clothes and a blanket and bring your car over while you continue to question him.” 
 
    Ellis hesitated.  Throughout his career, he was accustomed to working alone.  He preferred it that way.  It was this certainty of working solo that first attracted him to the job in the Coffins.  To his surprise, he found himself willing, for the first time in his life, to concede to Cammie’s request to help.  What surprised him even more was that he liked the idea of working with her.   
 
    He fished out the keys and gave them to her.  “Thanks.  I appreciate it.” 
 
    “No problem.  You’d do the same for me.” 
 
    She jogged down the path towards the cottage while Ellis took off his coat and draped it over Andrew’s shoulders.   
 
    “Alright Andrew.  Let’s try this one more time.  What did you do last night?” 
 
    “Why are you asking me these questions?  I haven’t done anything wrong.” 
 
    “Do you remember last night?” 
 
    Andrew thought furiously.  He honestly didn’t recall what he’d done, but it had to be what he always did.  Notwithstanding Keith’s warning to never return to Fiske’s, he must have gone anyway.  Where else would he go?  
 
    He gave a nervous laugh.  “I must have had a bit too much to drink at Fiske’s.  If you ask my mother, she’ll probably be able to tell you where I was.” 
 
    “What time did you leave the cottage to go to Fiske’s last night?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  Around 7 maybe?” 
 
     “How long were you at Fiske’s?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I don’t pay attention to time when I’m drinking.” 
 
     “Do you recall at least how you ended up here at the cliff?”  
 
     “Look, just what the hell is going on here?” Andrew demanded.  “You’re treating me as if I’ve done something wrong.” 
 
    Ellis gave him a somber, even look.  “Your mother’s body was found at the bottom of this cliff a few hours ago. That’s what this is all about, Mr. Munson.  And the sooner you remember where you were last night, the easier it will be on all of us.” 
 
    Andrew stared at him slack jawed.  “That’s impossible,” he whispered. 
 
    “Sheriff Farnsworth found her body.” 
 
    “And you think I killed my mother?” Andrew asked in horror. 
 
    “That’s what I need to find out.” 
 
    Andrew shook his head from side to side.  “I had no reason to kill her!  I loved her!  If you want to find her murderer, I suggest you talk to Splash Mulroney.  He argued with Mom yesterday afternoon.  In fact, he was so belligerent, she fired him.” 
 
    “Did you witness the argument?” 
 
    “No.  She told me about it.  But she was very upset.”  He took a shuddering breath.  “Where is my mother now?” 
 
    “She’s at Dr. Rhys’.” 
 
    “I need to see her!” he said as he struggled to get to his feet.  Ellis put a hand on his shoulder and pushed him back down onto the ground. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Mr. Munson.” 
 
    “Why not?” he demanded, his eyes red and brimming with tears. 
 
    “She landed on the rocks,” was all Ellis said.  Andrew uttered a sobbing breath and shoved his knuckles into his mouth as he bowed his head and began to sob. 
 
    “Try to remember where you were last night,” he quietly urged, but it was no use.  Andrew was beyond coherent thought.  Ellis whipped out his cell and called Rhys.  “Could you meet me at the Paradise Cove Hotel?  I’ve got Andrew Munson here and he’s hysterical.  I’m going to need you to administer a sedative.”  He next called Glenn and asked if he could book a room for the night.  “It’s for Andrew Munson.  It’s just for one night.”  Thankfully Glenn didn’t ask for any more information.  As he hung up, he heard the sounds of a car approaching.  Thank God Cammie had arrived.  He was freezing, and he needed his coat back. 
 
      
 
    When they arrived at the hotel, Rhys was waiting for them.  Maud showed them to a room overlooking the back lawn while the doctor administered the sedative.  It didn’t take long for Andrew to fall into unconsciousness.   
 
    The group then assembled in the library.  Maud brought in the urn of coffee and they were soon sitting around the large table with a steaming cup in their hands.   
 
    “What can you tell me about the Munson family?” Ellis asked as he took out his notebook and began to jot down what he was told. 
 
    It was Maud who answered.  “They’ve been coming to the islands for generations.  It was Phil Munson, Andrew’s great grandfather who bought the land and built the house. He lived there full time until his death in 1984.  His son and grandson only visited during the summers.” 
 
    “Was he the photographer?” Cammie asked.   
 
    Glenn nodded.  “If you walk around town, you’ll find some of his photos hanging in most of the shops. In fact, we have one here ourselves.”  He stood up and left the room.  A few moments later, he returned holding an 11 x 10 frame.  He handed it to Ellis. 
 
    “He had an eye for the beauty of the islands,” Glenn said as Ellis and Cammie looked down on a snow-covered beach.  The sun was midway on the horizon.  Its rays caught the ice on the sand and gave off a luminous sparkle. 
 
    “That’s really good,” Cammie said as she studied the photo. 
 
    “It’s his photos that helped spark attention to the Coffins.  An industry grew up here around his work. Some people love him for bringing much needed tourist dollars to the islands, while others despise him for ruining the quiet and solitude.” 
 
    “Did they hate him enough to take it out on Violet Munson?” Ellis asked. 
 
    Glenn and Maud shook their heads.  “They grumble about it, but I can’t imagine they’d turn their grumbles into murder.  Besides, he’s been dead a long time.  Why would they suddenly take it out on Violet?  Especially since she was selling the cottage and leaving Eagla for good?” 
 
    “What was your impression of Violet?” Ellis asked the doctor. 
 
    “Quietly efficient.  She was completely devoted to her husband and did all she could to ease his pain.” 
 
    Maud continued.  “She always presented herself as a regal lady who kept pretty much to herself.  She was what I would call, distantly polite. She’d arrive with her late husband and children in July, stay for two weeks, then leave. I suppose you could say it’s in keeping with the family’s behavior.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The town gossips will tell you that the Munsons have always kept to themselves, starting with Philip Munson.  The only one who broke the mold of standoffishness was Edward.  He was always friendly and enjoyed interacting with the locals.  His wife however, never came into town.” 
 
     “Who bought the groceries?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “Oh, that was Splash.  When Phil died, his family became the caretakers of the property.  In fact, he’s the third generation to look after the cottage.” 
 
    “How did Mrs. Munson get along with Splash?” 
 
    Glenn shrugged.  “Alright, I guess.  He did his job and she paid him for it. I never had the impression that they were friends.  He was her employee.” 
 
    “Andrew said Mrs. Munson got into an argument with Splash yesterday and fired him.” 
 
    Maud and Glenn exchanged surprised looks.  “That’s news to us,” Maud said slowly. “When I went to visit Molly a few days ago, she told me Splash was in charge of dealing with the realtors.  He was to be present when any showings were scheduled.  If she really did fire him, I have no idea who she would have asked to take his place.  No one knew or took better care of that house than Splash did.” 
 
    “Do you visit Molly often?” 
 
    “She’s got the cancer, deputy.  I go over at least once a week with food or just to keep her company.” 
 
    “What did you think of Andrew and Teddy?”  Maud’s mouth settled into a thin line.  “It’s alright, Mrs. Northcott.  Please tell me your honest opinion.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “Andrew is an alcoholic while Teddy is arrogant and cold.  I swear he has ice in his veins.” 
 
    “I have to agree with Maud,” Glenn spoke up.  “Both suffer from a deep sense of entitlement.  I honestly don’t know where they get it from because their father was a compassionate, responsible man.  When Hurricane Irene blew through in 2011, Eagla sustained heavy damage.  Edward took it upon himself to help raise the funds necessary to help out the families most impacted by the storm.”  Glenn shook his head to himself. “It was a great loss to the community when he passed away.” 
 
     “Andrew was part of our hockey team for a while,” Jace spoke up.  “He told me he was a writer.  He was working on a book about small town life and would share some of his ideas with me.” 
 
    “Did he ever publish it?” Ellis asked. 
 
    “He went down to New York City about five years ago to discuss the book with several publishers.  Or at least that’s what he said. I don’t know what happened down there, but when he came back a year later, he wasn’t the same guy.  He’d begun drinking by then.  Occasionally I’d run into him at Zee’s –” 
 
    “That’s our center of town life,” Cammie interjected when she saw Ellis’ quizzical look.  “Everyone stops off there at one point or another to grab a bite to eat, play some pool or relax with a beer.” 
 
    “We had a few of those in Newport,” Ellis smiled. 
 
    “Anyway,” Jace continued.  “Whenever I ran into him, he’d tell me about the impending success of his novel and how it was going to be turned into a movie.  After a while, I wondered if he honestly believed it was going to happen, or he had to keep the fantasy going to save face somehow. I invited him back on the team.  He always promised to stop by the club house, but he never did.” 
 
     “Was he a belligerent drunk?” 
 
    Once again Maud and Glenn exchanged glances.  “I heard there was an incident at Fiske’s night before last.  You should probably talk to Keith Larson.  He’s the owner.  He could tell you more about it than I could.” 
 
    Ellis turned to Glenn. “What is your opinion of Splash Mulroney?” 
 
    “He’s a good man,” Glenn answered.  “Ever since Molly got sick, he’s been hitting the bottle more than usual, but I suppose that’s to be expected. They’ve been married for forty years; she’s the one who’s always held everything together. Despite his drinking, though, he’s dependable. That’s why the Munsons have always relied on him and that’s why it’s hard to understand why Mrs. Munson would fire him.” 
 
    “Did Violet or any of her sons have any kind of run-in with anyone who would want to hurt her?” Ellis asked. 
 
    The Northcotts and Dr. Rhys shook their heads.  “It’s as much a mystery to us as it is to you, deputy.” 
 
    Ellis asked a few more questions, then excused himself.  Cammie followed him out into the hallway and handed him a piece of paper. 
 
    “What’s that?” he asked. 
 
    “The phone number for Violet’s daughter.” He nodded and shoved it in his pocket.  “So, what do you think?” she asked. 
 
    “You saw the gash on Andrew’s arm.  The wound was recent.”  
 
    “You think it’s from the lamp?” 
 
    “That would be my guess.  Forensics should be out here within the hour.” He sighed. “This is looking more like a murder investigation than a case of a tragic accident.” 
 
    “I agree.”  Cammie glanced up the stairs.  “I’ll keep an eye on Andrew while you do your thing.  I know the doctor gave him a large enough sedative to knock him out, but…” she shrugged. 
 
    Ellis smiled.  “We can’t help being suspicious, can we?” 
 
    She laughed.  “It’s the nature of the beast.” 
 
      
 
    While Andrew slept, Ellis set about trying to establish a timeline for the man’s whereabouts the night before. He had just enough time to walk over to Fiske’s before the Forensics team were due to arrive. 
 
    Walking down the hill, he placed a call to the Coffin Islands Ferry Company. 
 
    After identifying himself, he said, “I need to speak to the captain of the ferry that left Eagla last Thursday,” he said to the receptionist. 
 
    “That would be Harvey.  He’s not on again until next week.” 
 
    “Then I’ll need a number where I can reach him.” 
 
    There was a hesitation on the other end of the line.  Ellis once more identified himself.  When he was given the number, he hung up from the company and dialed Harvey’s number.  It rang for several moments, but there was no answer.  He left a message and entered Fiske’s. 
 
    When Ellis first became deputy, he made a point of visiting all the shop and bar owners on the three islands to do what he termed a ‘meet and greet’.  It was important they know he was there to assist rather than interfere.  Fiske’s was no different.   
 
    The establishment was in keeping with a rustic bar that dripped with nautical ambience.  It was paneled in dark wood with life jackets, buoys and fishing nets adorning the walls.  Here and there Ellis saw scenic photographs of the islands that he guessed were taken by Phil Munson. 
 
    It was mid-afternoon.  If there was anything that resembled a noontime rush during the off season, it was long over.  A trio of elderly fishermen crowded one end of the bar. They looked up when Ellis entered and watched him as he took a seat at the other end of the bar.   
 
    Keith detached himself from the group and came over.  
 
    “Hello, Ellis. You must be here about Mrs. Munson.” 
 
    Ellis inwardly smiled.  Although he’d grown up in the suburbs of Boston, since taking this job, he’d learned very quickly how little towns worked.  It didn’t surprise him that Violet’s death had already made the rounds. 
 
    “What can you tell me about her?” 
 
    “I only met her yesterday when she came in looking for Andrew.” 
 
    “Andrew Munson?” 
 
    Keith nodded.  “She didn’t say it in so many words, but I guessed he’d gone on one of his benders and didn’t make it home the night before.”  He leaned forward.  “People are saying she was helped off the cliff, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Ellis’ face remained neutral.  “Why would they say that?” 
 
    “She hated heights.  Would never go near the edge.  Of course, it could just be rumor.  There’s not much to do around here in the winters except make up stories and gossip about your neighbors.” 
 
    “You said you guessed Andrew had gone on one of his benders. Did he have a lot of those?” 
 
    Keith chuckled.  “There were many a night I had to toss him out so I could close up.” 
 
    “Was he here last night?” 
 
    “He wouldn’t dare show his face around here anymore.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Keith told him about the incident where Andrew had become violent.  “Had he ever been that way before?” 
 
    “Never.  I don’t know what got into him that night. I’ve had my share of dealing with disorderly drunks, but I have to admit, he frightened me that night.  It was as though he was somebody else.  I know that sounds odd, but he had a look on his face that still gives me the shudders.  I don’t know if all that drinking finally pickled his brain, but I wasn’t about to risk my bar or my regulars to figure it out.  I ordered him never to come back here again.”  The big man spread his massive hands on the bar.  “And when I give an order, it’s usually obeyed.” 
 
    Ellis turned to the group of men seated at the far end of the bar.  “Were any of you here the night Andrew became violent?” 
 
    They all nodded.  “It’s just like Keith described,” one of them spoke up. “Ain’t never seen him like that before.  He’s usually one who likes to order drinks on the house for us.  But that night…” the man shook his head.  “It’s as if the devil himself took over Andrew.”  His friends agreed. 
 
    “How long has Andrew been visiting Fiske’s?” 
 
    Keith rubbed his chin with his fingers as he thought back.  “Ever since he reached drinking age, which is over twenty years ago.  He’s not an islander, so I’d only see him when he and his family came over for their summer visits – usually in July.” 
 
    “Have you noticed a recent change in his drinking habits?” 
 
    “He always liked his liquor, but now that you mention it, I’ve never seen him drink as much as he did this last time.”  He shrugged.  “Maybe he was depressed because his mother was selling the cottage.  I know he was upset when she sold the house in Maine and bought what he called a rat hole in another town.  I think he was hoping she’d fork up the bucks and settle them in Bar Harbor.” 
 
    “Did he ever talk about his relationship with his mother?” 
 
    “Not really.  Whenever he bitched about anyone, it was always about his brother Teddy.  He resented him because he thought as the oldest, Teddy was given everything.  From where I sat, it looked the opposite to me. I don’t know Teddy – he’s not a drinker so he had no reason to come in here.  But I heard he’s a hard worker.  He doesn’t live off the family teat, unlike Andrew.” 
 
    “What is your opinion of Andrew?” 
 
    Keith met Ellis’ eye.  “He’s a man who’s made it an artform of feeling sorry for himself.  It was pathetic, to be honest with you.  The majority of people on this island would love to have had the advantages he did.  Instead, he spent his time pissing away the family money while trying to convince everyone he was about to create God’s gift to literature.”  He snorted in derision. 
 
    Ellis turned back to the men at the bar.  “Did any of you see Andrew Munson last night?” 
 
    One of the men nodded. “Not sure it was Andrew I saw.  But just as I was passing by the Munson place last night, I saw headlights speeding down their driveway and pull onto the road.  Didn’t even slow down.  I had to swerve to avoid getting hit.” 
 
    “What time was this?” Ellis asked. 
 
    “About ten o’clock.  I was on my way home from here.” 
 
    “Did you happen to see what kind of car it was?” 
 
    “It’s not hard to miss.  Munson likes to zip around in that little green coupe of his.  In fact, that’s how we know he’s on the island.  He always brings it over on the ferry and takes it back to the mainland when he leaves. It’s his pride and joy. I can’t say for sure he was driving it last night, but it was definitely the coupe.” 
 
    “Did you see the direction the car was headed in?” 
 
    “East towards town.” 
 
    Ellis turned back to Keith.  “Is Mags around?  I’d like to ask her some questions.” 
 
    “During the off season, it’s pretty quiet here between lunch and dinner.  She goes to her daughter’s place to help take care of the grandkids before she returns, usually around five.”  Keith wrote down a phone number and handed it to Keith.  “That’s her cell.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  He turned his face away so the men wouldn’t hear him.  “When was the last time you saw Splash Mulroney?” 
 
    “He was here last night.  He was upset Mrs. Munson fired him and came here to drink away his sorrows.” 
 
    “Did he say why she fired him?” 
 
    Keith shook his head.  “He had no idea.  He was just as shocked as we all were.” 
 
    “Do you remember what time he left?” 
 
    “I think it was close to 10 pm.  He said he had to go home and make sure Molly took her medicine.”  Keith gave him a stern look.  “I can tell you right now Splash had nothing to do with what happened to Mrs. Munson.  He’s just not capable of that kind of violence.” 
 
    Ellis said nothing.  He took out his business cards and handed them around. “If any of you think of anything that might be helpful, call me.” 
 
    “You think Andrew killed his mother?” one of the fishermen asked. 
 
    “I can’t answer that yet.”  He paused, then asked, “Do you think he’s capable of it?” 
 
    The men looked at each other.  “If a man gets drunk enough, there’s no telling what he’s capable of.” 
 
    After thanking them for their help, Ellis left the bar.  He blinked a few times to readjust from the semi-dark establishment to the bright sunshine.  Since he was already in town, he decided to visit the few stores that remained open during the winter months on the off chance they’d seen Andrew the day before.  After that, he’d call Mags and see what she had to say. 
 
    Walking up the slightly steep street towards the grocery store, it suddenly occurred to him that he hadn’t seen Andrew’s green coupe when he’d pulled up to the Munson Cottage.  Nor had he seen it anywhere near the cliff where they found him.   
 
    If he’d crashed it, it was almost certain the news would have made its way around the island as quickly as the discovery of Violet’s body.   
 
    So where was it? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    A wet misty fog swirled around Emmy as she left her house and set out on the wooded road with her little toy poodle Augie trotting beside her.  She’d spent the night tossing and turning as details of the case danced in her tired brain. When the clock display clicked to 6 am, she knew trying to get any more sleep was fruitless. She got up, took her shower and dressed in jeans and the new thick Icelandic sweater she’d just finished knitting the week before.   
 
    “Come on, Augie.  Let’s use this time to get a good walk in.” 
 
    His tiny face peeked out from beneath the blankets on her bed.  He looked at the clock, then at her.  He gave her a look that told her she was insane before burrowing back within the folds of the warm covers.   
 
    Emmy left the bedroom, returning with a bag of treats.  “These are your favorites,” she sang as she held one of the sausage-like pieces under his nose.  With some additional coaxing, he finally took one.  Then another. She managed to get him to crawl out from beneath the blankets before she swooped him up and took him to the front door where she put on his favorite purple and cream striped Burberry coat.  She threw on her parka and hat, attached Augie’s harness and opened the door. 
 
    The cold, misty fog hit them both in the face. Augie growled as he gave her the stink eye.  “Don’t be such a baby,” she scolded as she dragged him outside. He continued to growl in protest. “Tell you what, we’ll just go down the street and come right back, okay?” 
 
    He looked at her determined face.  He wasn’t going to win this battle; not when his human seemed to think she needed this walk.  Or believed he’d actually enjoy getting his paws wet in this ungodly weather. As if.  
 
    Augie sighed.  The sooner she got this walk out of her system, the sooner he could be back cuddled up beneath the warm blankets. With a regal nod of his head, he allowed her to take him for his walk. 
 
    Visibility was low, but it was too early to worry about oncoming cars.  Instead, picking her way along the damp dirt road, her mind drifted to the day before.  The discovery that Miles Mynter could be their victim was monumental.  She felt they were close to solving this case; she knew Rick felt it too.   
 
    Being so preoccupied with going through both the newspaper articles and the files she’d borrowed from Edwina, she now had time to reflect on how wonderful it felt to be working so closely with Rick.  Although she’d helped out on other cases with the sheriff and deputy, this was the first time it was just the two of them.  She loved the way he included her on everything, relying on her judgment and listening to her opinions.  
 
    Let’s face it.  We make a pretty good team. 
 
    The thought filled her heart. “I feel we’re getting closer emotionally,” she said to Augie.  “His confidence in being acting sheriff has grown so much these last few weeks.  It’s only a matter of time before that confidence carries over to him and me.”  She gave the dog a giddy smile.  “Maybe we’ll finally become a real couple.” 
 
    For three years he’d pretty much ignored her existence, preferring to think of her as a little sister than as dating material.  She’d watched while he went through the revolving door of girlfriends.  But since the incident last year when he’d saved her life, the pretense of regarding her as a sibling slowly began to fall away.  The only remaining obstacle was his fear of commitment.  She longed to know what it was that made him so afraid of dedicating himself to one woman.  It was more than just the typical fear of getting emotionally involved.  Instinct told her he’d been hurt.  No, he’d been shredded at some point in his past and was petrified of opening up his heart again.  She’d tried to show him she was different from all the girls he’d dated.  There were times she thought she’d made headway as she watched him take baby steps towards something more serious with her.  Then he’d realized what he was doing and scamper away.   
 
    However, with him in charge, he’d begun to rely on her in ways he hadn’t done before.  Maybe the fear was melting in his heart.  If they could solve this case, he’d realize how much he needed her, not only in the office, but in his private life as well.  Their dinners and lunches together made her feel they were on the same wavelength.  Jeez, they were even finishing each other’s sentences. 
 
    “There’s a big change coming, Augie,” she said aloud again.  “I can feel it in my bones.” 
 
    The first thing she needed to do when she went into the office that day was to track down the census records.  Rick was right.  Somewhere there had to be reports of who lived at 123 Fern Street in 1954.  She’d take one for the team and venture back to Edwina’s basement empire.  Hopefully her suggestion that someone had stolen the file before she took over the job soothed the woman’s frazzled nerves.  To make sure her second visit would not cause Edwina any further stress, Emmy decided to stop off at the bakery and buy her a lobster tail pastry.  The delicacy, filled with delicious vanilla custard and drizzled with chocolate would calm anyone down.  In fact, at the thought of such a tasty treat, Emmy made up her mind to buy two more – one for herself and one she’d surprise Rick with. 
 
    She grinned as she thought about how proud the sheriff would be if they were able to solve a crime that had remained unsolved for so long.  If the skeleton was that of Miles Mynter, his death had to be part of what happened to the teenagers.  The timing and the location of his bones were too close for it to be otherwise.   
 
    Emmy felt the excitement growing within.  This had to be what the sheriff felt when she was getting close to solving a case.  You could almost taste it.  Wow, what a rush it was to finally place that last piece of the puzzle in place and see it all make sense. Gosh, she was so lucky to have a job that made her feel this way.  It made her mother’s constant whining about finding a less dangerous career easier to put up with.  
 
    Lost in thoughts of the case and of the exhilaration she and Rick would share when they solved it, she failed to notice the fog growing thicker.  The sun had long ago given up trying to peek through the curtain of white.  The surrounding trees resembled foreboding shapes peering out at the young woman and the tiny dog as they trudged along. 
 
    It was Augie’s sharp barking that brought Emmy out of her daydreams.  She stopped and looked around, trying to get her bearings.  She wasn’t sure how far she’d walked, but for a moment, she couldn’t tell where she was.  Her heart beat faster as she realized she was lost. 
 
    “No, that’s crazy,” she said as she squinted into the fog.  “I haven’t taken any turns.  And the road’s been fairly straight.”  She looked at the ground behind her and smiled.  “I’ll just follow my footprints back.  We’ll be home in no time.  And you’ll be back under your cozy blankets.” 
 
    Augie continued to yip. It was then she realized he was shivering. He looked up at her with his most pathetic look that he knew never failed to get him what he wanted. 
 
    “Oh Augie, I’m so sorry!” she exclaimed as she scooped him up into her arms.  “I’m such a space cadet.  I didn’t realize you were getting wet.  We’re going home right now where I’ll put your bed in front of the fireplace.  You’ll be warm in no time.” 
 
    She unwound her scarf from around her neck and wrapped him in it.  Hugging him to her chest, she turned around and started towards home. Augie burrowed against her. 
 
    Score! 
 
    From far off she heard a droning that she couldn’t quite recognize.  Nor could she see anything through the fog.  She shrugged her shoulders and kept walking.   
 
    Emmy cooed to Augie and was happy to see that her warm scarf had stopped his shivering.  She began to sing aloud to him as she plodded along, thinking about the large hot chocolate she was going to make to warm her own cold limbs once she got home. 
 
    Suddenly Augie began to bark again.  She tried to shush him, but he was in no mood to be shushed.  If anything, his barking became sharper.  More frantic.  It was then Emmy noticed the droning sound, which had sounded so muffled moments before, growing louder.  It took her a moment to realize that what she was hearing were the sounds of a car engine.  Afraid she wouldn’t be seen through the white mist, she pressed herself along the farthest edge of the road.  Unfortunately, a ditch filled with mud and a channel of water ran alongside her.  Beyond that was the woods.   
 
    Hugging Augie closer to her chest, she hugged the road, thankful that she’d at least been smart enough to wear her red parka.  No one driving in this pea soup could fail to spy the bright color. The sounds of the engine grew nearer.  She hugged Augie closer.  She noticed a whine to the engine she hadn’t heard before. 
 
    It grew nearer. 
 
    Suddenly, the headlights broke through the fog.  She stopped and watched the car approach.  It slowed down as it appeared to see her.  Emmy lifted her arm and waved.  She knew everyone who lived on this road.  It was probably someone on their way to work.  Whoever it was would more than likely stop and offer her a ride home.  Even with a hat on her head, she must still look like a bedraggled mess. 
 
    The car approached slowly.  She waved again.  She couldn’t make out what kind of car it was or who was driving.  All she saw were the headlights beaming at her. 
 
    Before her mind could fully register what was happening, the car abruptly jerked forward as it sped up.  She watched in horror as it came towards her. 
 
    Her thoughts raced in disbelief. This couldn’t be happening. This wasn’t real.  They really weren’t going to hit her. It made no sense. 
 
    Leave well enough alone or you’ll join that skeleton in the ground 
 
    Oh my God! It was the person who’d sent her the threatening note! 
 
    Emmy ripped Augie from beneath her parka and threw him into the woods in an effort to save him.  She then scrambled desperately over the ditch to escape the speeding car. She managed to get one leg over the streaming water when her other foot slid slideways in the thick mud, sending her into a splayed freefall.  In the next moment, she felt the impact of the car against her right side.  The fog met the ground with a hard thud. Then everything went black. 
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    Ellis tried several times to reach Mags, but there was no answer.  He decided to go to the address Keith had given him.  But first, he needed to interview Splash Mulroney and find out why Violet felt it necessary to fire someone who’d served the family faithfully for over 30 years.  More importantly, he wanted to hear how Splash felt about being let go.  Right now, all fingers pointed to Andrew as Violet’s killer.  But as Ellis had learned long ago during his law enforcement career, not everything was as it seemed. 
 
    I learned that the hard way the last year I was at Newport. 
 
    Picking up his phone, he dialed Dr. Rhys.  “Did you finish Mrs. Munson’s autopsy?” 
 
    “Good afternoon to you too.” 
 
    Ellis chuckled.  “Sorry about that.  I get fixated sometimes.” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I did finish the autopsy.  And you have a right to be fixated.  I’m afraid this was no accident.” 
 
    “What did you find to reach that conclusion?” 
 
    “There are bruises around her waist that indicate she was grabbed by a pretty strong person.  The depths and contours of the wounds tell me she was thrown down that cliff with exceptional force. I wouldn’t expect to see the types of cuts and marks I did if she’d just slipped and toppled over.” 
 
    “The rumor is that she was terrified of heights.” 
 
    “If that’s true, all the more reason to rule out her accidentally tumbling off the edge. My estimated time of death still stands.  Mrs. Munson met her demise between 10 pm and 2 am.” 
 
    “Thanks Doctor Rhys.” He hung up and thoughtfully continued towards his car.  
 
    He met with Cammie and filled her in on what he’d discovered so far.  Getting directions from Glenn, he set out to find Splash’s house.  Forty minutes later, he pulled into the driveway of a gray, weather worn two story house that lay on the edge of a large area of marshland.  Beyond the reeds, he saw the ocean.  
 
    It was a beautiful spot.  It was also very desolate.  There was a car parked in front of an equally weatherbeaten barn. He stepped out of his car and started towards the front door when it opened and a woman stepped outside. 
 
    She wore a thick home knitted sweater and her iron grey hair was cut short.  Her face was sallow, but her eyes regarded him with a quiet intelligence.  This had to be Molly, Splash’s wife. 
 
    He raised his hand in greeting as he approached. 
 
     “I’m Deputy Ellis Martin,” he said as he put his hand out.  “You must be Molly Mulroney.” 
 
    She looked him up and down.  “So you’re the man we’re paying to keep us safe,” she said in a voice that wasn’t unfriendly.  But wasn’t warm either. 
 
    “Yes I am.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re here to talk about Mrs. Munson.” 
 
    “I have a few questions to ask you.  I’d also like to speak to your husband.” 
 
    “I don’t know where Splash is.  He was gone when I got up this morning.” 
 
    “Does he often do that?” he asked. 
 
    “Sometimes.  Come on in.  I’ve got a pot on if you’d like some coffee.  Thank God I was just finishing up bundling the last of the shrubs when the ocean winds started picking up. I just don’t have the stamina like I used to when those winds start to blow.  At this time of year, they seem to go right through you.” 
 
    They entered, and Ellis was immediately bathed in a comforting warmth.  The wood stove was burning, throwing off a welcoming heat.  His eyes were drawn to the far wall.  Someone had built a floor to ceiling bookcase which was filled with all sorts of volumes.  He took a peek and saw history books, books on boats, how-to knitting manuals and a shelf devoted to murder mysteries.  Instinct told him the majority of the books belonged to Molly. 
 
    To the right lay the small kitchen. Before him was a sliding glass door beyond which he saw the fruits of Molly’s labor.  Standing sentry against the back of the small yard were shrubs bound up in burlap to protect them from the harsh winter winds. 
 
    She went into the kitchen where she took down two mugs from the cabinet.  The house had the feel of being lived in and cared for.  On the walls were the usual family photos, showing two girls in various stages of growing up. Scattered throughout the living room were cozy afghans that he knew Molly had knitted, adding to the deep sense of comfortability that attracted him.   
 
    “Do you take milk and sugar?” 
 
    “Just black.”  She poured out the coffee and handed it to him.  “Thank you,” he said as he took a sip. 
 
    “I know what you’re going to ask me,” she said knowingly as she passed him.  She went into the living room and sat in a recliner that was obviously hers.  There was a basket next to it filled with balls of yarn and knitting needles.  On the table next to the chair was a book lying face down.  He was bemused to see it was a history of the English Tudor dynasty. She saw his glance and smiled. 
 
    “Someone once said you can travel the world in a glass of wine.  Well, I don’t know about the wine part, but I’ve been to some amazing places through the pages of a book.” 
 
    She slipped off her boots and rested her feet, clad in thick homemade woolen socks on the ottoman.  She rested her head against the back of the chair and closed her tired eyes. 
 
    Ellis sat down on the couch opposite her and watched the woman.  He glanced out the window again at the covered shrubs and knew at that moment she wouldn’t be there in the spring to remove the burlap.  The thought saddened him deeply.   
 
    With her eyes still closed, she said, “You want to know why that woman fired my husband and if he was angry enough to throw her off the cliff.” 
 
    “What makes you think she was thrown off the cliff?” 
 
    “Because Violet Munson was terrified of heights.  In all the years she visited, she never once stepped foot anywhere near the cliff edge. No, that woman was tossed over like a discarded banana peel.” 
 
    He was surprised by the sudden venom in her voice.  His feelings were confirmed when she added, “Not that I blame Splash if he was stupid enough to pitch her onto the rocks.”  She opened her eyes and laughed when she saw the deputy’s face.  “Didn’t think it was that easy to shock a police officer. It’s amazing what cancer will do to you.  It gives you courage you never knew you had to say anything you want.”  She took a sip of her coffee.  Wrapping her fingers around the mug, she leaned forward.  “I’m dying, deputy, so I don’t have the time or the desire to bullshit.  I never liked the Munson family.  They treated Splash as though he existed solely to make their lives comfortable. Of course, he didn’t help matters any. They snapped their fingers and he came running, night or day like a trained seal.  Didn’t matter the time.  They needed something, he was there.  It’s a miracle we managed to squeeze in enough private time to have children.  I should have known when I married him though.  He’s the third generation of Mulroneys to serve that family.  His grandfather worked for Phil Munson.  He’s the one who built the Munson cottage.”  She snorted.  “Don’t you love the pretension?  Cottage, my ass.  My house can easily fit into that cottage and then some. Who do they think they are? Those robber barons of the Gilded Age who built huge monstrosities and called them cottages?”  She shook her head.  “Just like his grandfather and father before him, Splash took it as some kind of badge of honor that the mighty Munsons depended on him so much.  He couldn’t or wouldn’t see that they never cared about him.  If Splash hadn’t been around, they would have easily hired someone else.  Jobs are scarce around here in the winter.  Anybody would have jumped at the chance to make money to go over and check up on the house every once in a while.”  
 
    “Did the Munsons pay well?” 
 
     She barked out a contemptuous laugh.  “Can’t you tell by the lap of luxury we live in?”  She took another sip of coffee.  “I worked for many years as a teacher to make ends meet.  I had to give it up once I got sick.  Now we’ll need to figure out a Plan B.”  She looked around the living room, her nose wrinkled in disgust.  “Mrs. Munson finally showed Splash how valuable he was to them, didn’t she?  After sacrificing his family for thirty-five years, she suddenly fires him.  Just like that.  With no explanation and no severance pay.  See you later and don’t let the door hit you on the way out.  It devastated him, deputy.  To have worked for them for so long and to be treated in such a cold manner.  It’s a sin, that’s what it is.” 
 
    “Do you know why she fired him?” 
 
    “Splash told me she had a hair across her ass when he went over there.  He didn’t know what set her off, but he guessed it was her son Andrew.”  She harrumphed.  “What a useless waste of space he is.” 
 
    Molly told him the story he’d already heard from Keith regarding Andrew’s behavior at Fiske’s a few nights before.  “Splash was at the wrong place at the wrong time.  She needed someone to vent her anger over.  Heaven forbid she should direct her disgust at the person who deserved it.  I’ll be honest, deputy.  I didn’t like Violet Munson, but not even someone as ungrateful as she was should have died the way she did. Yet, at the same time, I’m thankful that whatever time I have left in this life won’t be used up having to deal with that family ever again.” 
 
     “Where was Splash last night?” 
 
    “He came home, told me what happened and took off to Fiske’s to drown his sorrows.” 
 
    “What time did he return home?” 
 
    “Had to be around eleven.  He knows how forgetful I’ve become since the chemo treatments and always makes sure he’s here to give me my medication at eleven thirty.”   
 
    “What time did you go to bed?” 
 
    Molly eyed him steadily.  “Splash had nothing to do with what happened to Mrs. Munson.  He may be many things, but he’s not a murderer.”  
 
    “Please answer my question.” 
 
    She hesitated. “I went to bed at 11:45.” 
 
    “Did Splash join you?” 
 
    For the first time, Ellis noted a look of fear dart across Molly’s features.  She lowered her eyes and picked at her sweater. “Whenever Splash gets upset, he goes out to the barn where he tinkers on his boat.  It’s his form of meditation.  After what happened, I’m sure that’s where he went.” 
 
    “But you can’t be certain?” 
 
    She refused to answer.   
 
    He drained his coffee mug and stood up.  Taking a business card out of his pocket, he placed it on the small table beside her.  “This is my number.  Have Splash call me as soon as he shows up.” 
 
    He placed the mug in the kitchen sink.  As he did so, he looked out the window again and saw the large barn she’d referred to. What caught his eye however, was the tarp peeking out from behind the building. The edge had come undone and was snapping noisily in the wind.   
 
    He came back into the living room and was about to say good-bye to Molly when he saw her dozing in the chair.  The interview had taken a lot out of her and she’d fallen into an exhausted sleep.  He removed the afghan from the back of the couch and lightly draped it over her before he quietly let himself out. Rather than leave, he instead walked towards the barn and the tarp. With his instincts humming, he grabbed the flapping corner and pulled it back.  
 
    There in the bright glare of the sunlight was the tail end of a small green coupe that perfectly matched the description of Andrew’s car.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    The alarm clock shrilled for a few seconds before it was picked up and hurled across the room.  It hit the far wall and fell silent when it crashed onto the bureau.   
 
    Rick rolled over. It couldn’t be time to get up already.  He felt as though he’d fallen asleep only twenty minutes ago.  Maybe he had.  He’d spent the night wide awake as he pieced together the information he and Emmy had uncovered so far. He’d gone over the paperwork so many times, he could recite them from memory.  
 
    But now he was paying for his nightly mental exertions. He was exhausted, and his eyelids began to close. If he gave in, he’d fall asleep again.  He needed to get going.  One way or another, today was the day he and Emmy were going to get even closer to finding out what happened to Mynter and the teenagers.   
 
    He stumbled into the shower and turned on the water full blast. Somewhere between washing his hair and lathering his body, he suddenly felt an anxiety deep in his belly.  It reminded him of the times he’d done something he shouldn’t have and knew he was about to get called out on it.  He frantically went over the day before, wondering if he’d pissed someone off, or missed a crucial clue somewhere along the way. 
 
    The answer to both questions was no.  He wasn’t prone to these feelings coming out of nowhere.  There had to be a reason for it. 
 
     He shrugged it off and finished his shower.  However, after shaving and throwing on his uniform, the anxiety had only increased.  He glanced out the window and for the first time noticed the thick fog.  He wasn’t sure what one had to do with the other, but as he looked out over the white haze, the anxiety grew deeper. 
 
    “This blows,” he muttered as he grabbed his parka and headed out the door.  He started to call his grandmother, only to remember she’d gone to visit one of her daughters in Caribou.  He dialed his great aunt and discovered Gran was asleep and everyone was fine.  It wasn’t until he hung up after speaking to yet another cousin that he recalled the threatening note Emmy had received. 
 
    Was that causing his uneasiness?  Was it possible she’d received another? 
 
    He tried to scoff at his apprehension, but he couldn’t shake it. Glancing at the clock, he saw it was close to 8 am.  Knowing Emmy would be up, he dialed her cell.  It rang several times before it went into voice mail. 
 
    “Hey Em, it’s Rick.  It’s nothing important but call me when you get this message.”  He then called HQ on the off chance she’d gone into work early, but it went straight to the answering service. He clicked off and wondered if he should just drive over to her house.  It wasn’t too far out of his way.  
 
    Heading out in her direction, he was confident he could come up with an excuse for visiting so early that would mollify Mrs. Madachuck.  As far as he knew, there wasn’t a woman alive who was completely immune to his megawatt charms, including Cammie.   
 
    The fog was thicker out where the Madachucks lived.  Blinded by the white curtain, he had no choice but to drive at a crawl as the opaque mist cut down sharply on visibility.  In the distance, he thought he heard what sounded like the sharp barking of a dog.  It was muffled by the fog, but it nevertheless caught his attention.  He rolled down the window to hear better. Edging closer in the direction it was coming from, he noticed the barking had turned frantic. His heart stopped when he realized it sounded exactly like Augie.   
 
    The slow pace he was forced to maintain had him jumping out of his skin, but he couldn’t risk having an accident or plowing into someone. Shit, he’d never seen fog this thick before. He cocked his ear. The barking now sounded as if it was coming from just ahead.  Squinting through the windshield, he thought he saw a flash of red appear through the mist.  
 
    Ready to tear his hair out if he had to drive any slower, Rick pulled over, turned on his hazards and continued on foot. A few moments later, a dark little bundle of purple and white erupted from the fog and ran at him. 
 
    “Augie!” he exclaimed as the dog launched itself into his arms.  He barked in Rick’s face before jumping out of his grasp and hurrying over to the flash of red the deputy had seen.   
 
    “Oh no, oh no, oh no,” Rick moaned as he saw what the red was.  Emmy lay sprawled across the ditch, the muddy water running up and around her torso, soaking her coat and jeans. Kneeling down, he gently ran his hand along her ice-cold cheek. “Emmy, Emmy…” he said, but there was no reply.  He pushed his fingers past her scarf and cried out in relief when he felt a pulse along the side of her throat.   
 
    Emmy was on the chubby side and it took Rick several minutes of struggling to get her up and into his arms.  He let out his breath as he stumbled under her weight.  He turned to walk back to his car and cursed when he realized he couldn’t see it through the fog.  
 
     “Crap!” he yelled out in frustration. Augie danced near his ankles, barking up at him.  “Okay, we need to calm down.”  He looked at the dog.  “Make like Lassie and go find my car.  There’s a filet mignon in your future if you lead me to it.” 
 
    Augie blinked at him.  Then took up the challenge.  He ran back and forth several times with Rick close behind until the deputy finally spied the blinking hazard lights.   “You rock, Augie!” he panted as the little dog took a victory lap around the car.  
 
    Rick leaned the unconscious woman up against the vehicle while he got the back door open.  He then lifted her up one last time and managed to lay her out on the backseat, where he collapsed on top of her.  “Shit girl, no more macaroons for you.” 
 
    He caught his breath, then lifted himself up and out of the backseat.  He went to the trunk where he took out a blanket which he laid over her.  Augie jumped in and burrowed against her shoulder, his butt peeking out from beneath the blanket. 
 
    Once he was in the front seat, Rick whipped out his cell and called Doc. 
 
    “I’m on my way in.  Emmy’s been hurt.” 
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    “Why is Andrew Munson’s car hidden behind your barn?” 
 
    Ellis was seated once more in the Mulroneys’ living room.  Across from him was Splash.  Molly remained in the kitchen, sitting on a stool and silently watching the proceedings.  Ellis noted the surprise on her face at the mention of Munson’s car on their property.  
 
    After discovering the coupe, he’d run the plates and saw it was registered in Andrew’s name.  He returned to his car and sat quietly, digesting everything he’d been told so far that afternoon.  Just as he was about to pull out, Splash arrived home. His clothing was rumpled, his eyes were swollen and bloodshot and it looked as though he hadn’t slept in days. As soon as he stepped out of his vehicle, Ellis stepped out of his and asked to speak to him.  Now they were all gathered in the Mulroney living room.  
 
    “I wasn’t hiding his car,” Splash answered defensively. 
 
    ‘Then why is it under the tarp behind the barn?” 
 
    “I was protecting it from the wind.” 
 
    “Why?  Do you believe Andrew won’t be coming back for it any time soon?” 
 
    Splash nervously licked his lips.  “Look, I didn’t steal the car if that’s what you’re getting at.” 
 
    “Then why do you have it?” 
 
    “I found it.” 
 
    Ellis raised an eyebrow.  “You found it?  Like a lost mitten or a misplaced key?” 
 
    Splash glared at him.  “I’m telling you I found the damned thing.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “I was on my way home from Fiske’s last night when I saw it sitting just before the turn off to Bluff Road.  It’s no secret how much Andrew likes to drink. I thought maybe he’d passed out on the front seat, so I pulled over to take a look.  He wasn’t there, but the keys were in the ignition.  I didn’t want any of the local kids getting any ideas about taking it for a joyride, so I decided to drive it home and keep it for him here.” 
 
    “What time did you find Andrew’s vehicle?” 
 
    “Had to be around 10:30 or thereabouts.” 
 
    “Walk me through yesterday, Splash.” 
 
    He rubbed his whiskers with the palm of his hand. “I got up around eight am and puttered around the house.  I then went over to the Munsons to see if they needed anything.” 
 
    “Did you often do that?” 
 
    “Sometimes.” Splash then recounted what occurred between him and Violet, making sure to leave out the anxiety he’d felt when he’d awakened yesterday morning.  He didn’t understand it himself and didn’t think the deputy or Molly would either.  When he was done, he looked at Ellis.  “I left Fiske’s around ten, found Andrew’s car, and drove it home.  After putting the tarp on it, I came in and told Molly what happened.  I made sure she took her meds and when she went to bed, I tried to forget about the day by watching TV.  But I couldn’t relax.  So I went into the barn to work on my boat.  That’s about the only thing that really relaxes me these days.  I was out for a couple of hours.  Then I came in and went to bed.” 
 
     “How did you retrieve your truck?”  Splash gave him a quizzical look.  “If you drove Munson’s car here, you must have left your truck behind. How did you get it back?” 
 
    “I walked over this morning.  That’s what I was doing when you came by looking for me.” 
 
    “How far a walk is it?” 
 
    “About 30 minutes or so.”  He paused. “Deputy, I swear to you, I had nothing to do with Mrs. Munson’s death.  I was upset she fired me, but I would never hurt her.  I –”  He abruptly stopped speaking.  Ellis looked up and caught the blush rising on Splash’s neck.  He glanced into the kitchen and saw Molly’s face harden.  It told him everything.  He closed the notebook and stood up.  “Don’t leave the island.  In the meantime, if there’s anything else you think may be relevant to this investigation, don’t hesitate to contact me.  Your wife has my number.” 
 
    He started to turn away when he abruptly turned back.  “Would you mind pulling up your sleeves?” he suddenly asked. Splash stared at him in bewilderment.  “Just do as I ask.” 
 
    The man slowly pulled up his right sleeve.  Ellis took his arm and moved it back and forth.  There was nothing on it.  “Now the other.”  The left sleeve slowly came up.  Ellis again took it and turned it over.  A long red angry-looking gash greeted him. “What happened?” he asked somberly. 
 
    “I got it last night when I was working on my boat.  I accidentally cut myself on a piece of loose metal.”   
 
    Ellis let go of Splash’s arm.  “Please show me the metal.” 
 
    “I can’t.  I tossed it into the marsh.”  He shrugged.  “It was the icing on a lousy day.  I lost my temper and pitched it into the water.” 
 
    Ellis’ eyes bored into Splash’s.  “You didn’t find the coupe, did you Splash?  You knew how much the car meant to Andrew.  You wanted to stick it to Violet through her son.  So you took the car and hid it beneath the tarp where you figured no one would find it.” Splash averted his eyes, unwilling to respond. “As I said, don’t leave the island,” he said shortly.  Then he turned and left. 
 
    He stood on the porch and looked out over the marsh that surrounded the home. Was Splash telling the truth?  Was the metal he’d supposedly cut himself on out there somewhere?  Was it simple coincidence that he sustained a gash on his arm the same night Violet Munson hurled a lamp at someone?   
 
    His gut told him his last statement regarding the coupe was correct. Angry at his firing, Splash retaliated by taking the car and hiding it behind his barn.  As caretaker, he would have had access to house and vehicle keys. Yet, what did he expect to do once the car was noticed missing?  Had he not thought that far ahead? 
 
    Did it point to a man who reacted thoughtlessly in the heat of the moment? 
 
    As Ellis headed towards his car, his thoughts unexpectedly went to Molly. To her life spent on a tiny piece of land surrounded by the tides.  To the countless nights she’d spent visiting faraway lands through the pages of books, because she couldn’t afford to go there in person.  To confronting the one fear each human being would ultimate have to confront – their own mortality.  
 
    And of loving a man who was in love with someone else. 
 
    It’s a fine line between love and hate. Did Splash cross that line when his love was cruelly thrown back in his face? 
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    Doc managed to wash the mud and grit from Emmy’s face and hair after removing her wet clothing.  After getting her into a hospital gown, he and Rick laid her down in one of his bedrooms.  A few minutes later, she regained consciousness.  
 
    “Do you remember what happened?” Rick asked. 
 
    She stared up at him in confusion.  Then, the memory of the car crashed into her consciousness. 
 
    “My mother--!” She exclaimed as she tried to sit up.  Doc immediately put his hand on her shoulder and gently pushed her back down onto the bed. 
 
    “Don’t worry.  She doesn’t know anything.” 
 
    “Augie?” she asked. 
 
    “He’s right here.”  Rick opened his coat and she saw the little dog curled up against his chest.  At the sight of his human, Augie jumped down on the bed and cuddled up against her.  “He led me to you.  The fog was so thick I had to depend on his barking to let me know where you were.” 
 
    “How did you know I was hurt?” 
 
    Rick opened his mouth, then quickly closed it.  He honestly didn’t know.  He never believed he had any of Gran’s other worldly powers, but now that he thought about it, they did share the same blood.  Maybe he had inherited a bit of her ‘woo-woo’ abilities. 
 
    “I just had a feeling something wasn’t right,” he finally said.  Doc eyed him quietly.  He shrugged.  
 
    “Gosh, I feel as though I’ve been hit by a truck,” Emmy grimaced as she shifted her weight. 
 
    “Were you?” Rick asked, anger flashing through his dark eyes. 
 
    “Oh no.  Nothing like that.  I think it was a car.  I guess they didn’t see me in the fog.” 
 
    “So you believe it was an accident?” Doc asked.  Rick had filled him in on the discovery of the threatening note.  Like the deputy, he doubted what happened to her was a coincidence. 
 
    Emmy thought back.  She remembered Augie’s frantic barking.  She recalled the headlights aimed right for her.  Her eyes widened as she looked at Doc.  “Actually, no.  I don’t think it was an accident.  I think whoever it was tried to deliberately run me over.”  She told them what happened.  “If it wasn’t for Augie, I probably wouldn’t have noticed until it was too late.  He saved my life. Again.” 
 
    Augustus, nicknamed Augie, had come into Emmy’s life when he’d saved her from a killer who’d threatened to take her as a hostage to escape Cammie and Rick.  In honor of the little dog’s bravery, the sheriff made him the Twin Ponds Sheriff’s Department mascot and allowed him to have his own little bed beneath Emmy’s desk.  
 
    “Did you see what kind of vehicle it was?” Rick questioned. 
 
    She shook her head.  “It was too foggy.  All I saw were headlights coming straight for me.  I tried to get over the ditch, but whoever it was managed to sideswipe me enough to send me sprawling to the ground where I must have hit my head.” 
 
    “You thankfully have no broken bones, but you’re covered in bruises.  Your thighs took the worst of the fall. I put ice packs on your legs.  I know they’re uncomfortable, but they’ll help with the muscle swelling,” Doc explained.  “Are you dizzy?”  She shook her head. “Nauseous?”  Once again, she shook her head.  “Is your vision blurry?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do you have any ringing in your eyes?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Although you don’t have signs of a concussion, you’ll need to be watched for the next twenty-four hours. I can’t give you any painkillers for the bruising until then.  The best I can prescribe is Tylenol.” He stood up.  “I don’t have anything on my schedule, so I can sit with you during the day.  Is there someone you can call who can come over tonight?” 
 
    “I can’t stay here.  If my mother finds out what happened –" 
 
    Doc understood. He’d already dealt with Mrs. Madachuck’s suffocating overprotectiveness.  If she discovered her only daughter was hurt once again, she’d hound Emmy until the young woman quit her job.  “I’m not a proponent of lying to one’s parent, but in this case, I’ll gladly make an exception.” 
 
    “Don’t you have any girlfriends you can pretend you’re spending the night with?” Rick suggested. 
 
    “Well, there is JoAnn.  She’s part of my knitting group.  I could ask her to cover for me.” 
 
    “Perfect.  Doc will sit with you during the day.  I’ll take over the night shift. Will that work, Doc?” 
 
    Doc looked from one to the other.  “Yes, it does.” 
 
    “Cool.”  Rick stood up.  “I’d better get to HQ.  If anything comes up, or if you remember anything else, you call me ASAP.  Okay?” 
 
    Emmy nodded.  Rick let himself out of the room.  Doc watched him go, then turned back to her.  “He’s turning into quite a good sheriff.  Just don’t tell Cammie I said that.” 
 
    The young woman smiled.  “I won’t.” 
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    Cammie sat quietly in the library, her eyes glued to the computer.  With Ellis off conducting his interviews, Andrew still sedated and Jace working with his uncle, she took advantage of the quiet to follow up on something Ellis had told her that day they were on his boat. She hadn’t thought about the story he’d shared about how he came to be deputy on the Coffins until she saw him again that day. 
 
      
 
    There was a rash of disappearances dating from the late 50’s to 1970.  They were mainly teenagers of both sexes who vanished from the three main islands.  Many chose to believe they left for the mainland in search of a better life.  But there were others who thought otherwise.   
 
      
 
    The clock chimed five o’clock, bringing Cammie out of her deep concentration.  She was shocked to see she’d been engrossed in her search for over three hours.  She was about to shut the computer when she heard voices coming from the foyer.  A few moments later, Jace and Glenn appeared.  They were both covered in car oil and grease. 
 
    “Have you seen Maud?” Glenn asked.  “She usually calls us in for supper by now, but she’s not in the kitchen.” 
 
    “She might be checking up on Andrew.  I’ll go check.” 
 
    The older man shook his head.  “Oh wait.  I just remembered she said something about visiting Molly Mulroney. She must have gotten delayed.”  He turned to Jace.  “We’d better get out of these clothes and cleaned up before Maud gets back.  If she sees us walking through the hotel like this, she’ll blow a gasket.” 
 
    The two went upstairs and Cammie turned her attention back to the computer.  She turned it off and shut it down, her mind going over what she’d uncovered.  There hadn’t been much, but what she did find made for interesting reading.  Six young people between the ages of eighteen and twenty-one had disappeared over the course of twelve years. With opportunities scarce on the islands, it was speculated they’d left for the mainland to look for jobs.  But if one read between the lines – and Cammie did – the assumption of really happened to them was darker.  The disappearances occurred during a time before the islands became a tourist destination. Without mention of any mainlanders being present when the six vanished, it meant that if they had in fact never left the islands, their murderer must have been a local. 
 
    A terrifying thought when one considered the islanders were stuck with each other on several pieces of rock in the middle of a wide, expansive ocean.  Because of this, they were dependent on each other for survival.  For companionship.  For assistance. 
 
    Was it possible one of those they depended on was a killer? Worse yet, had they uncovered the murderer and dispatched him or her with their own brand of justice?   
 
    Cammie jumped when she heard a bellow from upstairs.  She dashed out of the library and was heading upstairs when she saw Glenn appear on the upstairs landing.  “Hurry!  Oh my God.  I think Maud is dead!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    Cammie took the stairs two at a time.  Her stomach fell when she followed Glenn, not into his bedroom, but into the room where Andrew was supposedly sleeping. Her worst fear was confirmed when she saw the empty bed. Maud lay sprawled on the floor nearby. Her face was covered with blood from a gash on her temple. Cammie immediately fell to her knees and felt for a pulse. 
 
    “She’s not dead, Glenn.  Quick, call Dr. Rhys.” 
 
    While Glenn ran down the hall to place the call, Cammie whipped out her phone and dialed Ellis.  
 
    “Come on!” she urged as the phone rang.  When it went into voice mail, she left a message detailing what had occurred.   
 
    “Rhys will be here in ten minutes,” Glenn said as he came into the bedroom.  He had a wet dishcloth in his hand which he used to gently wipe the blood from Maud’s face. 
 
    He was pale and his hand visibly shook. Cammie placed her hand over his.  “She’s going to be alright, Glenn.  Her pulse is strong.  I’ve left a message for Deputy Martin.” She stood up and started from the room.    
 
    “Where are you going?” Glenn asked. 
 
    “To find Andrew.” 
 
    Cammie dashed into the room she shared with Jace to grab her coat. Hearing the shower running, she realized the poor guy had no idea what had happened to his aunt. She started towards the bathroom to let him know when she changed her mind.  It wouldn’t just be what Andrew did to Maud that would upset him.  If he suspected Cammie was going after Munson, he’d sit on her if he had to, to keep her from going. She couldn’t allow that to happen.  Grabbing her coat and gun, she left the room, praying he’d understand.  
 
    Once she was in the SUV, she continued to try and reach Ellis. Each call went into voice mail.  Finally, she gave up and shoved the phone into her pocket.  Pressing her foot on the gas, she sped down the road towards Munson Cottage. 
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    Ellis walked out of the last house facing Lighthouse Beach that lay near the center of town.  He’d tracked down Mags and in between trying to keep her focused on his questions amidst two screaming toddlers who demanded her attention, she backed up what Keith told him. 
 
     “Andrew is probably one of the most easygoing drunks I’ve ever dealt with. But that night…I’ve never been frightened of anyone in my life and I’ve seen some doozies.  But there was something about that boy…it wasn’t him, that’s all I can say.  I can’t rightly explain what I mean.  But it just wasn’t him.” 
 
    He had two viable suspects in the murder of Violet Munson.  Neither had suitable explanations for where they were during the time Violet was hurled from the cliff.   Both Andrew and Splash had gashes on their arms.  Both were capable of manhandling the woman, leaving the bruises Dr. Rhys found on her waist.  He looked out over the ocean and noticed a storm scuttling across the sky towards Eagla. The horizon was dark, and he estimated it would hit the island within the next fifteen minutes.  
 
    Depending on the ferocity of the storm, he may need to get a room at the hotel for the night.  The thought of spending an evening in Cammie’s company sent a smile to his face.  Which promptly disappeared when a thought occurred to him. 
 
    Was it possible both Andrew and Splash were responsible for Violet’s death?   
 
    Splash had an obvious motive – not only revenge for sacking him, but for jeopardizing Molly’s treatment.  Without a steady income, where were they going to come up with the funds to continue her chemo?  
 
    Andrew’s was murkier, but not impossible to uncover.  He took out his cell, intent on calling headquarters on the mainland to ask for help in researching the Munson’s financial background.  To his surprise, he found he had no service.   
 
    He got into his car and drove to the center of Paradise Cove where his cell phone suddenly dinged.  He looked at the display and immediately called back the number.  His stomach tightened as he listened to the words on the other end.  “Damn it,” he seethed.  He hung up only to hear another ding. This phone call made him curse under his breath.  The mainland had been hit by the storm he’d noticed coming his way, delaying the arrival of the Forensics team.  As he hung up, he heard a third ding. He held up his phone and saw missed several calls.  They were all from Cammie. 
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    Cammie shut the engine off and stared out the window at Munson Cottage.  Sure enough, one of the hotel’s vehicles was parked in the driveway.   
 
    She got out of the SUV and noticed for the first time the black clouds racing towards shore.  She saw no signs that the Forensics team had been there, and she wondered if the storm had delayed their arrival. If that was true, no wonder Andrew had chosen to return, if only to grab a change of clothes and supplies before trying to find a way to get back to the mainland without being seen.  
 
    The sheriff was slightly surprised to find the grounds undisturbed.  If this was Twin Ponds, there’d be a thousand footprints around the house, with neighbors gawking at the scene of a crime.  However, here on Eagla Island, it was as if the townspeople didn’t want to acknowledge that anything out of the ordinary had taken place.  Rather than pick apart any morsel of information they could find, they instead turned their backs on it.   
 
    Ostriching, that’s what they call it.  Stick your head in the ground like an ostrich and refuse to admit that anything you don’t like has taken place.   
 
    Just like those articles she’d read that afternoon.  The islanders had ostriched until one too many young people disappeared.  Then maybe, just maybe, they took matters into their own hands. 
 
    The police tape she and Ellis had put up in the front of the cottage was still intact.  Walking around the back, she saw it ripped down from the kitchen door.  Slightly surprised that Andrew had been so obvious, she pushed the door open and stepped inside.  As soon as she did, she felt the change in the atmosphere.  Although it was cold outside, it was as though she’d walked into a freezer.  She pulled her coat closer about her as she moved further into the kitchen.   
 
    Cammie quietly looked about her.  It wasn’t the frigidity of the air that made it feel as though something was way off.  There was an oppressiveness hanging in the air.  It was what she’d felt when she’d gone into the basement the last time she’d been here.  Only now it was denser.  Darker. Malevolent fingers creeping up her spine, threatening to suffocate her.  If she were a weaker person, she’d turn around and escape.  But she couldn’t.  Wouldn’t. Andrew was in here.  She could feel it.  And she was bound and determined to find him.   
 
    Her eyes roamed the kitchen, trying to see if anything had been moved since she’d been there with Ellis. Nothing caught her eye, but that didn’t mean Andrew wasn’t in the house.  She took another step, then stopped.  Earlier that morning, she’d opened the dishwasher, only to find it empty.  She now wondered if he’d come back, gotten something to eat, then placed the items in the dishwasher to hide his presence, never suspecting she’d already looked inside the appliance?   
 
    Cammie leaned over and started to pull the door open.  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the broom wedged between the dishwasher and refrigerator lurch forward.  She managed to grab it before it crashed to the floor.  She breathed a sigh of relief as she laid it down to avoid a mishap that would alert Andrew someone was in the house. As she straightened, she saw what looked like the strings of a bag peeking out from where the broom had stood.  She pulled it out and saw that it was an old, slightly worn velvet bag.  Perplexed by her strange find, she opened it up and saw it contained photos.  She took them out.  Then clapped her hand over her mouth when she saw what they were. A creaking sound from the staircase caused her to shove the pictures into the pouch and zip them up in the inside pocket of her parka.    
 
    She withdrew her pistol and slowly made her way into the living room.  She immediately noticed someone had been in the house. The overturned romance book was sitting on the end table and the shattered lamp was gone.    
 
    It had to be Andrew. 
 
    She approached the stairs where she saw a bathroom tucked between the wall and the landing.  She calculated the sound she’d heard had come from this direction.  The bathroom door was partly open.  Was he standing behind it?  
 
    “Come out Andrew,” she said.  “I know you’re in there.”  There was no response.  “I am armed and will shoot if you don’t come out right now.” 
 
    Still no response.  Cammie took a deep breath and let it out slowly, mentally and physically preparing herself to storm the bathroom.   
 
    The next few moments occurred in a blur.  As she took a step towards the bathroom, a closet that was under the stairs suddenly burst open and a figure flew at her.  Before she could respond, she was shoved violently against the wall.  Her revolver skidded across the floor as she fell backwards.  She scrambled to get up, only to fall again when she felt a sharp blow against her temple.  The room blinked out as she lost consciousness.  
 
      
 
    Cammie awoke with a moan.  She had a splitting headache and her face felt wet.  Touching her cheek with her fingers, she saw they were smeared with blood.  Slowly, she remembered what happened – a memory that made her angry for allowing herself to be taken by surprise. 
 
    Shaking her head gently to clear her vision, she noticed she was lying on a dirt floor, bathed in red light.  She looked about and immediately recognized she was in the dark room.  Using the wall as leverage, she forced herself up to a standing position.  She walked across the room and tried the door. 
 
    It was locked. 
 
    She was trapped.   
 
    Her eyes roamed the room, trying to find some possible means of escape.  Unfortunately, the red light was dim and distorting.  If she had any hopes of discovering a way out, she’d have to walk up to the walls and feel her way around.  She started to make her way around the table that sat in the middle of the room when she suddenly tripped and was thrown forward onto the floor.  
 
    “What the hell—” she exclaimed when she landed on her hands and knees.  She waited for a moment to catch her breath, then, leaning against the table, managed to get to her feet.  She looked down to see what she’d tripped over and gasped aloud. 
 
    This can’t be right. 
 
    She took out her phone.  It had no bars, but she wasn’t looking to make a phone call.  Instead, she turned on the flashlight and aimed the light in front of her. 
 
    “Shit,” she murmured. 
 
    It was Andrew.  And he was dead.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    Cammie shone the flashlight over his body and saw blood congealing on his chest.  Kneeling down, she pulled up his shirt.  She sat back on her heels, shocked to see he’d been shot in the chest.   
 
    It made no sense. 
 
    Continuing her examination, she was perplexed to see what looked like mortar dust all over the dead man’s hands.  What had he been doing before he was killed?  Did the mortar dust have something to do with his death?  Yet what could it be?  Why would Splash shoot him and dump him in the basement? 
 
    As she sat on the floor next to the corpse, it suddenly occurred to her that the two must have worked together to get rid of Violet.  She’d seen cases where one criminal turned on the other for many reasons, including the need to keep the other quiet.  Is that what happened here?  Had Andrew grown remorseful over killing his mother and was about to spill the beans?  Had Splash killed him to keep their secret safe?   
 
    Yet why had he dumped Andrew in such a visible place?  It was high tide outside.  A storm was coming in. He could have easily taken Andrew out in the same boat he’d used for the mannequin and dumped the body further out to sea.  The gale force winds and rain would have done the rest.  
 
    Had there been an argument? Had Splash lost his temper and shot Andrew? Had he then panicked and dumped the body in the dark room? 
 
    But why the dark room?  What was down here to lure the two murderers? Or, she wondered, was it possible she and Ellis were wrong? Had Andrew been innocent all along? Had he asked to meet Splash down here to confront him?  He knew about the argument between his mother and the caretaker. Had he put two and two together? Was he planning to avenge Violet’s death in some way only to find out – too late - how deluded he’d been that he could singlehandedly apprehend the murder?  
 
    Whatever happened, Cammie knew that it was only a matter of time before Splash came back.  She had to find a way out.  Thank God she’d left messages telling Ellis where she was going. If she could stay alive long enough, he’d show up and stop the unthinkable from happening.  
 
    She stood up and slowly walked around the room, using the flashlight to help her search for some way out.  She ran her hand along the brick wall, remembering the mortar dust on Andrew’s fingers.  Was it possible there was another door that couldn’t be seen with the naked eye? Had he been trying to find it when time ran out for him? 
 
     It was slight, but it gave her a ray of hope.  She now hurried her step, flashing the light as she went along the wall, looking for any place where the bricks had been moved or dug out. She caught her breath when she saw the hole near the bottom of the far wall.  Scrambling onto her hands and knees, she pulled on the bricks. One gave way.  Then another.  She shoved her fingers inside, but instead of coming up against more bricks, she touched what felt like a box.  She pulled it out and saw that it was an old cigar box.  She was about to toss it aside when it occurred to her it might contain a key. She flung it open.  And recoiled in horror.  
 
    “Jesus,” she said aloud. 
 
    At that moment, she heard footsteps outside the door.  She shoved the box back into the wall and pushed a brick in front of it. A moment later, the door opened, and a figure stood in the doorway.  As he walked within the light of the bulb, Cammie’s eyes widened in surprise. 
 
    “Jesus,” she repeated. 
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    Ellis threw his phone down angrily on the seat next to him.  He’d been trying to reach Cammie for the past half hour, but it kept going to voicemail.  He felt fear snaking down his back.  Something was wrong.  He could feel it.  He could taste it.  She was in danger. 
 
    He slammed his foot on the gas and careened down the road, oblivious to his own danger as the car bounced back and forth along the one lane highway.  Suddenly his phone rang and he grabbed it. 
 
    “Deputy, it’s Molly Mulroney.  I’ve got you on speaker phone.” 
 
    “I’m here too, deputy,” Splash echoed.  “We called to tell you the green coupe is missing.” 
 
      
 
    “You just can’t keep your nose out of things no matter where you are,” Teddy replied as he stepped inside the dark room.  In his hand, pointed at her, was Cammie’s revolver.   
 
    Quickly recovering from her shock over her’s and Ellis’ miscalculation, she replied in a calm voice, “Why did you kill her, Teddy?  Why did you kill your own mother?” 
 
    “I had to, Sheriff.  She was about to betray the family.” 
 
    “Is that what you call it?  Betraying the family?” 
 
    “Of course.  That information has stayed within the family all these years and will continue to remain within the family.” 
 
    “What information?” 
 
    She flinched when she saw a light in his eyes – was it madness? – flare before he blinked it away. 
 
    “Don’t bullshit me, Sheriff.” 
 
    “What about Andrew? Why did he have to die?” 
 
    “Because he had no backbone. He was told what to do, but as usual, he was unable to follow through. It’s humiliating to admit we shared the same blood.  It fell to me to carry it out.” 
 
    Cammie’s mind raced, trying to decipher what Teddy was telling her.  Was Andrew supposed to murder Violet?  Is that why he was dead?  Because he couldn’t do it? 
 
    “It’s not that easy, Teddy.  Both your mother and brother are dead.  Their deaths will be investigated.  Your family will be investigated.  It will all come out.” 
 
    “No, it won’t.  You’re going to give me the velvet bag you have in your parka and the box you shoved back into the wall.  Once I make those disappear, there will be no more proof.  Your body will be taken far out to sea where no one will ever find you.” 
 
    Cammie’s heart raced.  How the hell did he know about the velvet bag and cigar box? Had he somehow been watching her? 
 
    “If nothing else, you’ll be arrested for murder. It won’t be hard to find out you were never on Thursday’s ferry.” 
 
    Teddy walked further into the room.  “Let me worry about that.” 
 
    “You won’t get away with it.” 
 
    He laughed, and Cammie felt her head swim.  What the hell was going on here? Was it the poor lighting? Was it the blow to her head? Had Teddy’s face suddenly changed?  
 
    She blinked her eyes and whatever she’d seen – or thought she’d seen – was gone.  Only Teddy remained.  A very dangerous and delusional Teddy. 
 
    Cammie thought fast.  She had to survive, not only for her own sake, but for what was in the cigar box and in her parka pocket. 
 
    “You know, I think you’re right,” she suddenly said.  “I can perfectly understand why you did what you did.” 
 
    He lifted a surprised eyebrow.  “Is that right?” 
 
    “Sure. Your family’s reputation has always meant everything to you.  Certainly more than to your brother and sister.  Definitely more than to your mother.  People look up to the Munsons in Twin Ponds.  I’m sure it’s no different here.  I can see where you’d do everything in your power to protect your good name.” 
 
    “I think you can understand that,” he said softly.  “There are things in your past that you’ve never spoken of.  Even when Eli Kelley was murdered, you made sure to keep your own secrets hidden.” 
 
    “Exactly.”  She smiled at him.  “So I get it.  I really do.” 
 
      
 
    From the road, Ellis saw the two vehicles with the Paradise Cove Hotel logo parked in front of the house. He parked a short distance away and continued on foot. He saw the broken police tape near the kitchen door. Withdrawing his pistol, he cautiously entered.   
 
    The darkness and oppression that Cammie had felt now descended upon him.  He had the strangest feeling that he needed to get out.  That someone didn’t want him here.  He ignored the feelings as he checked out the kitchen. He saw the broom lying on the floor, hoping to God it didn’t mean anything. Turning into the living room, he saw a painting that had been hanging up on the wall that morning now lying on the rug.  Swiveling his head, the door to the basement stood open.  He took a deep breath and let it out.  Then started forward. 
 
      
 
    “You might be able to get away with killing your mother and brother.  But if you kill a law enforcement officer, you will have every cop up and down the Eastern Seaboard on your ass.  They won’t rest until they catch you.” 
 
    “So what am I supposed to do?  Let you go just like that?” 
 
    “You can let me go, then we can talk about it.” 
 
    Teddy laughed, his voice echoing throughout the room.  “You’re a lot more amusing than I ever imagined, Sheriff Farnsworth. It’s too bad we won’t have time to enjoy each other’s sense of humor.” 
 
    Cammie heard a faint sound from somewhere behind Teddy.  It could have been a mouse.  Or it could be the cavalry. Whatever it was, she noticed Teddy hadn’t heard it.  She had to keep it that way.  
 
    “You know Teddy, that trick with the mannequin was pretty good.  You really had me convinced I’d seen a corpse tossed into the water.  What I don’t understand though is, if you went through all that trouble and danger to see if it would float ashore, why did you end up throwing your mother off a cliff?” 
 
    “It was her fault, as usual.  We were going to take a nice boat ride – just she and I – where unfortunately, she’d meet with a terrible accident and end up overboard. Unfortunately, she found what she found, and I had to act fast.” 
 
    Cammie frowned.  “Wait a minute. You were planning on killing her before she betrayed the family?” 
 
    Teddy shook his head.  “There were two betrayals, you idiot.  The first occurred when she pulled the family’s financial accounts out of my firm. The firm my grandfather started.  The firm my father built up.” 
 
    “You made some bad investments, huh?” 
 
    “Everyone makes mistakes.  But she wouldn’t see that.  She refused to see how her actions would destroy the family’s reputation – my reputation.  I still might have been able to change her mind.  But it was the ultimate betrayal that left me no choice.” 
 
    Cammie kept her eyes on Teddy, but she saw a shadow flit behind him.   
 
    It was now or never. 
 
    She opened her fingers and watched as her phone fell to the floor.  “Oh, sorry,” she said as she bent down to pick it up.  In one swift movement, she rolled under the table and came up behind the body of Andrew Munson. 
 
      
 
    Ellis crept down the basement steps, following the sound of voices.  The door to the darkroom was open and he saw a shadow moving back and forth in the dim red light.  He heard Cammie speaking to someone; the phone call with the ferry captain led him to guess who she was speaking to.  
 
    “I was getting ready to pull away from the dock when I saw him climb over the barrier and run down the gangplank,” the man explained to him less than an hour ago.  “Moron.  He could have fallen into the water.  If it had been summer, I guarantee you I would have had him arrested for endangering himself and the ship.” 
 
    Now as Ellis eased his way towards the door, he quickly went through several scenarios. He had to get Cammie out of there alive.  He would settle for nothing less. 
 
    He peered around the corner of the door and saw that Teddy had his back to him.  He stifled a gasp when he spied Cammie standing by the table.  She was covered in blood, droplets falling onto the front of her parka from a gash in her forehead.  A powerful anger welled up inside.  He wanted nothing more than to destroy Teddy Munson for hurting her.  It took all his training to push down his emotions.  If he was going to rescue Cammie, he needed to keep a level head.  
 
     He watched as she continued to engage Teddy in conversation.  Suddenly, she dropped her phone.  In a fluid motion, she rolled under the table, keeping what looked like a dark bundle between herself and Teddy.  He quickly understood what she’d done. He stepped into the doorway, his gun extended and pointed at Teddy. 
 
     “Put your weapon down NOW!” Ellis shouted.   
 
    “Well played sheriff,” the murderer growled as he glowered at Cammie.   
 
    Her blood turned cold.  It wasn’t Teddy’s voice. 
 
    He slowly turned around until he was facing Ellis.  “I’m not telling you a second time,” Ellis yelled.  “Throw your gun on the floor.”  
 
    Teddy continued to silently watch Ellis.  The basement grew quiet. The only sounds came from the three as they inhaled and exhaled.  Each waited for the other to make a move.  Cammie angrily brushed aside the blood from her eyes as it continued to drip down from the cut on her temple.  She felt helpless.  If her gun was used to kill Ellis, she’d never forgive herself.  She had to do something. 
 
    But what? 
 
    She looked down at the corpse in front of her.  And made her decision. 
 
    “Andrew’s alive!” she shouted. 
 
      
 
    Christ, what was she doing? Ellis thought frantically.  Then it all became crystal clear.   
 
    Teddy pivoted on his heel as he raised the gun to shoot Cammie. Or Andrew.  It didn’t matter.  What mattered is that she’d distracted him enough to allow Ellis to get off a clean shot. He fired and watched as the bullet hit its target.  Teddy’s neck exploded in blood. Cammie’s gun flew from his hand as he fell to the floor. While Ellis hurried to him, Cammie ran towards her gun and grabbed it.  The deputy felt her at his elbow as he knelt down beside Teddy.  
 
    As his life ebbed away, a cold grin tugged at his mouth.  Both Cammie and Ellis caught their breath as they both witnessed the change in his face.  For a split second, it was no longer Teddy’s face.  It was that of an old man’s, his features dark and menacing.  It was a face they both recognized from the photo album they’d studied in what felt like a thousand years ago. He glared malevolently at them, the hate chilling the two officers. Then Teddy gurgled, blood foaming around his mouth.  The evil face vanished instantly when he gave one last breath and died.  
 
    “Are you alright?” Ellis said as he took in the blood smeared over Cammie’s face and parka. It took all his efforts not to grab her and pull her into his arms in relief and joy that she was alive. “Did he hurt you?” 
 
    She grinned.  “I have a pretty hard head.”   
 
    “Is Andrew--?”  She shook her head.  “I only heard bits and pieces of the conversation.  What did he mean when he talked about Violet’s ultimate betrayal?” 
 
    “It’s best if I show you.’ 
 
    She went to the wall where she removed the brick and withdrew the cigar box. She then unzipped the inner pocket of her parka and took out the velvet bag, handing both to Ellis. He wordlessly opened them and took out the photos.  Using the flashlight on his cellphone, he shone the light on them.  And paled at what he saw.  
 
    “My God,” he whispered. 
 
    There were several color photographs in the cigar box. They showed corpses in several posed positions, each staring lifelessly up at the lens. One of the women and two of the men were nude while the others were dressed in blood-soaked clothing.  “This afternoon before we discovered that Andrew was missing, I did some research regarding the disappearances you’d mentioned when we were on the boat. I think these are pictures of those missing people.” 
 
    She then pointed to the five photographs that had been in the velvet bag.  These too were of corpses.  The pictures were older and the four that showed the bodies of five teenagers were not as elaborately posed as those in the cigar box.  “As you can see, the clothes they’re wearing look like they’re from the fifties.”  She took the last photograph and held it in her hand.  “This man is older than the teenagers by about twenty years.  But his clothes also look like from they’re from the same era.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea who they are?” 
 
    She nodded. Then explained the 1954 disappearance of the five teenagers.  “We found their skeletons last month. Another set of bones was found just two weeks ago in the same location.  I’ve been in communication with my deputy and I think this last photograph is of the man whose remains were just discovered.” 
 
    Ellis snapped his head up.  “Are you telling me the same person is responsible for all of these atrocities?” 
 
    “I do. Bear with me while I try to make sense of all this. If I understand his ramblings correctly, Teddy was planning on getting rid of his mother all along.  Now it makes sense why she sold the big house in Twin Ponds and moved to a much smaller home.  She wasn’t downsizing.  She just didn’t have the money anymore to sustain her lifestyle because of Teddy’s mismanagement of the family money.  She was only trying to save what was left by withdrawing all the accounts from Teddy’s control.  But he didn’t see it that way.  He saw her actions as some kind of betrayal.  Somewhere along the way, he enlisted Andrew to help him kill her.  But he couldn’t or wouldn’t.  So Teddy killed them both.” 
 
    “But what about these photographs?” 
 
    “Violet must have found them when she was packing up the house. That’s where the second betrayal he mentioned comes into play.  She must have been planning to call you to give you these photographs.” She met Ellis’ eye.  “I believe Philip Munson was a serial killer. He killed six people in Twin Ponds and six people on the Coffin Islands. These photographs were his trophies.” 
 
      
 
    It was dark by the time Cammie and Ellis left Munson cottage.  The dark clouds had turned out to be a snow squall that blew through, leaving a covering of snow and downed branches in its wake.  Cammie stood on the porch and looked out over the pristine white.  It looked so pure and peaceful out here, while behind her, the house held itself in darkness and evil.  
 
    While Ellis called Glenn to let them know everything was alright, followed by a call to Rhys to pick up the bodies, Cammie tried her best to wash the blood off her face and hands.  By this time, her forehead was no longer bleeding.  She did, however, decide to ditch her parka before going back to the hotel.  She didn’t want to give the Northcotts a heart attack by showing up with all that blood on either her or her coat.  Nor did she want to enflame Jace’s temper, which she was sure was already smoldering, by making such a ghastly appearance.  
 
    After Ellis finished with his phone calls, she asked to borrow his cell, since hers had smashed when she dropped it to the floor.  The first person she contacted was Jace.  The second was Rick.  
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    Rick hung up his cell and looked at Emmy.  He’d been sitting with her for the past hour, relieving Doc so he could make dinner.  
 
    “I’ll be back,” he said as he stood up. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I was informed of some interesting information today.  I didn’t want to say anything until it came together.  Cammie’s phone call just now tied it all up in a nice, red bow.”  His black eyes flared with intensity.  “I’m off to arrest the person who tried to kill you.” 
 
    Emmy gasped.  Not only by his words, but by the expression in his gaze. He’d never looked that way before. His eyes were deadly. And frightening.  
 
    Rick walked to the door and opened it.  He paused.  She watched in bewilderment as he did a sudden about face and strode back to her.  To her shock, he grabbed her face and kissed her hard. “Nobody messes with my woman,” he announced.  He then turned and left. 
 
    Emmy’s mouth fell open as the feel of his lips on hers left a delicious tingle. She broke out in a wide grin.  “Yahoo!” she exclaimed.  Augie peeked out from the blanket and woofed in agreement. 
 
      
 
    Rick pulled up to the large house that lay outside of town.  He got out of his car and stomped over to the Denali that was parked in front of the garage.  He looked at the passenger side door and saw a wide dent in the frame. Taking out his cell, he took several photographs. He then went to the front door where he rang the doorbell incessantly until it was answered. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” Laurel Abbott yelled at him when the door swung open. 
 
    Rick didn’t answer.  Instead, he swept past her into the foyer which enraged her even more.  “How dare you come into my home?” 
 
    “People like you amaze me,” he said scathingly.  “You think nothing of hurting and maiming in order to keep your precious reputation intact.”  He watched the color drain from her face.  “You picked the wrong woman to try and intimidate.  And you certainly picked the wrong woman to try and run over with your fancy ass car.” 
 
    “I – I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she sputtered. 
 
    “I saw the dent in your passenger side door.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean –” 
 
    “I know about the photographs, Lauren. I know what your great grandfather did. I know that your mother called to tell you what she found. Phone records show she placed a call to you that lasted twenty minutes the day before she died.  Did you spend those twenty minutes trying to convince her to destroy the pictures? When she refused, did you panic and decide to go after Emmy to keep her from digging further into who killed those teenagers and Miles Mynter? Is your reputation so important to you that you’d kill to maintain it?  Just like Teddy? You’re both cut from the same cloth, aren’t you?  He murdered his own mother and brother.  You tried to murder an innocent young woman.  You two must have inherited your psychopathic tendencies from dear old grand grandpapa.”  
 
    “What you’re saying is outrageous!  Get the hell out of my house before I call the mayor!” 
 
    “Since you’re so into your family’s character, let me fill you in on their illustrious past. Miles Mynter humiliated your great grandfather one too many times,” Rick continued, oblivious to her threats.  “Did you know Phil was a special target of Miles?  He loved tearing him apart at the town meetings.”  Rick decided to take a gamble to see how Laurel would react.  “Did you know Miles and Phil lived on the same road?  Miles lived at 127 Fern Street.  Phil lived at 123 Fern.  Since they were practically neighbors, God only knows what else Miles did to stick it to great grandpapa.”  He inwardly smiled when he saw the expression on Laurel’s face, confirming his suspicions that 123 Fern Street had once belonged to Philip Munson.  
 
    “Unfortunately, Miles didn’t know what he was dealing with,” he continued.  “At some point he crossed the line and paid for it with his life. Now here is where it gets really diabolical. Phil thought he’d be clever by disposing of the body in the one place no one would ever think to look.  What better dumping ground than a haunted mansion on Halloween night? Unfortunately, five teenagers picked the wrong night to test their courage.  Instead of imagining monsters at the Taylor mansion, they stumbled onto a real-life monster. He took the lives of five young people because they saw something they weren’t supposed to see. They saw Selectman Phil Munson burying a body in the garden behind the Taylor Mansion.  That’s six people dead at the hands of great grandpapa. After that carnage, he probably thought it was time to get out of town.  But he didn’t just slip away into the night.  Oh no.  He made sure to hide the murder weapon in a shed belonging to a feeble, deaf old man who’d never hear Phil stomping around in his backyard.” 
 
    “The stress of your new responsibilities has unhinged you, deputy,” she sneered. 
 
    He ignored her.  “Philip Munson was the first in your family to become a selectman, wasn’t he?  It could only be someone in that kind of position who’d be able to remove his interview with the police, the tax files that showed he lived at 123 Fern Street, as well as the Twin Ponds Gazette articles that naturally would have spoken about one of their selectmen leaving town. Going to Eagla fit his purpose, didn’t it?  It was the perfect place where he could begin a new life.  The islands were isolated enough that they’d never hear about the missing teenagers or Mynter. And that’s where the story should have ended.  Phil should have lived happily ever after, never losing any sleep over what he’d left behind. But he couldn’t help himself, could he?  He loved killing, didn’t he?  He loved the power. He loved the thrill. He took photographs of his victims, so he could relive that power over and over again. He was a monster, Laurel.  And you’re no better.  You’re under arrest for attempted murder.” 
 
    “That dent doesn’t prove anything.” 
 
    “It doesn’t.  But you never should have licked the envelope you left in Emmy’s mailbox.”  He shook his finger at her.  “Tsk, tsk, tsk.  Don’t you know how easy it is to extract DNA from saliva? I thought you’d be smarter than that.”  He leaned forward.  “Your family is toast in this town, Laurel. In fact, I’m going to make sure you’re toast in the entire United States. Once those photographs are published and everyone finds out what your great grandfather did, not to mention the horror of Teddy murdering his own mother and brother, there won’t be any reputation to be proud of anymore.” 
 
     Laurel roared in rage as Rick gleefully cuffed her.  He couldn’t remember ever enjoying reading someone their rights as much as he enjoyed reading Laurel hers. 
 
    When he returned to Doc’s later that evening, he was beaming from ear to ear.  Both Doc and Emmy sat in shocked fascination as he went over the events, carefully connecting all the dots. 
 
    “You’re a hero!” Emmy gushed.  “Wow, the town really may have a parade for you after all!” 
 
    “I was just doing my job. Which I wouldn’t have been able to do without your help.” 
 
    He took her hand and brought it up to his lips, which made Emmy blush and Doc inwardly thank the heavens that Rick had finally seen the light. 
 
    “You’re one helluva detective, Rick,” he said. “And so are you, Em. Cammie and the entire town will be very proud of what the two of you accomplished.  Maybe now the legacy of the Taylor Mansion will finally be put to rest once and for all.” 
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    “Are you sure you’re ready to go back?” Jace asked as he and Cammie sat on the pier waiting for the ferry to arrive.  “Maud and Glenn are so upset we’re leaving, they couldn’t even come down here to see us off.” 
 
    “I’m going to miss them too.  They were so kind to me.  But this whole situation made me realize how much I miss being a cop. It’s in my blood, Jace.  I’m more than ready to go home.”  She leaned over and kissed him.  “Thank you for being there every step of the way with me.” 
 
    “You dope.  Where else would I be?” 
 
    She chuckled.  The sound of a car door slamming caught their attention.  They looked up to see Ellis walking down the pier towards them.   Jace unconsciously stiffened as Cammie stood up and met the officer halfway on the platform. 
 
    Ellis had struggled with the decision to come out to the ferry.  He hadn’t forgotten the rage that threatened to overtake him when he’d seen the blood on Cammie.  It wasn’t often he let his emotions take over and it had frightened him to the point that he thought it best to leave well enough alone.  But as the clock ticked towards the time the ferry would be arriving, he knew he’d hate himself more if he didn’t go.  He had to see her one last time, even if it was only to say good-bye. 
 
    He stood on the pier now, the woman he’d come to see standing before him.  Her forehead was bandaged, and she looked remarkably self-composed for someone who’d come close to dying the day before. 
 
    “I came to wish you a bon voyage,” Ellis said.  “And to say thank you.  I don’t think I would have solved this without your help.” 
 
    “Not true.  You’re an excellent officer.  You would have solved it.” 
 
    “Forensics is at the Munson house now.  I’ll be here a couple more days wrapping things up.” 
 
    “We never have to mention it again,” she started slowly.  “But we know what we saw, didn’t we? We saw the face of Philip Munson take over Teddy’s just before he died.  Right?” 
 
    Ellis paused for a long time.  Then he nodded. 
 
    “I’ve been struggling to make sense of it all.  No matter how many times I try to look at it from different angles, I keep coming back to the same conclusion.  It was Phil, wasn’t it?  I know how bizarre that sounds, but somehow, someway, his evil transcended his death.  His darkness got into Teddy and Andrew, making them behave in ways they wouldn’t have.”  She sighed. “Or maybe it was always there, lurking deep inside.  It just needed Phil’s malevolence to awaken it.” 
 
    She waited for confirmation.  But the look on his face told her she’d never get it.  It wasn’t an expression of disbelief or skepticism at what she knew to be an unbelievable ending to a horrific investigation.  Rather, it was an expression that told her he believed every word she said.  But couldn’t, or wouldn’t admit to it. 
 
    Their eyes met.  The deputy struggled to hide his emotions, but it was impossible.  For a man accustomed to keeping his inner life away from prying eyes, he now found it difficult to conceal himself behind his usually impenetrable mask.   
 
    Maybe it’s because you don’t want to.  Maybe it’s because you finally want someone to see the real you. 
 
    Cammie saw his feelings. She felt them in her heart. They were bare and achingly real.  If Jace wasn’t in her life…if she didn’t love him as much as she did…if the circumstances were different…   
 
    “Thank you, Ellis.  You helped me realize that it’s time to go home and become Sheriff Cammie Farnsworth again.” 
 
    She stuck her hand out.  He shook it.  He held onto it until she gently pulled away.  She then turned and returned to Jace where she sat down next to him and rested her chin on his shoulder.   
 
    Yes, she was going home.  Not only to Twin Ponds, but to the woman she’d once was and would become again. 
 
    Ellis watched the couple for a moment longer before he turned away and walked back to his car. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie, Jace, Doc and Zee stood on the shores of Waban Pond. Tomorrow was Thanksgiving.  They each had many things to be thankful for, including the friendship of the man they’d come out on this chilly day to pay their respects to.   
 
    Because he had no family, Cammie had taken possession of Dancing Harry’s remains.  She’d had the body cremated and the ashes placed in a silver urn.  She knew how much Harry abhorred funerals.  He never attended any, convinced they were more for the living than for the dead.  He’d once told her, long ago, in another life before the character of Dancing Harry existed, that when he died, he wanted nothing more than to dance away across the water like the birds he so loved. She tried her best to honor his wishes, and asked Paul Langevin, the local shaman, to do a small ceremony on the shores of the beautiful body of water. 
 
    The weather had been unsettled leading up to today. They’d already seen their first snowflakes of the winter season, and the morning dawned grey and overcast. It wasn’t until they began to listen to Paul’s words that the sun broke through the clouds and shone down upon the water. The winds that usually blew up from the pond died down, making it a perfect day to honor his memory. 
 
    “We do not judge the life of this man. Just as we make our choices, so did he. He tried the best he could to rectify what he considered the mistakes he’d made along his path.  And in the end, even as he stumbled, he never forgot the love he bore for this town, for its people and especially for Cammie.  Flawed as he was, we honor his humanness.  May Creator take his spirit to that place of peace and love. May he find there what he could not find here.” 
 
    Cammie came forward with the urn and watched as Paul lit a bundle of sage and sweetgrass.  Using a feather, he gently brushed the smoke over the urn as he murmured a prayer under his breath.  “Walk in love and light, friend,” he said when he was done. 
 
    She took the urn and walked up to each participant who bowed their heads and recited their own prayers.  She then said a prayer of her own, the words unable to capture the emotions in her heart. She approached the shoreline and closed her eyes, feeling the sun upon her face.  When she was ready, she opened her eyes and took the lid off the urn.  As she tipped it over, a small breeze came up, carrying the ashes wafting up and across the water.  Just as he’d wanted, she watched Harry fly across the water in one final dance before settling down upon the surface where they disappeared beneath. 
 
    “I’ll never forget you,” Cammie whispered. 
 
    As she spoke the words, she felt her heart fill with a love so deep, so pure, it left her breathless.  Whether the feeling came from Harry or from somewhere else, she didn’t know.  But with it came a catharsis.  Just as Harry had tried the best he could, so had she.  A burden lifted from her shoulders as she realized, in a moment of stark clarity, she hadn’t been at fault that terrible day.  What happened was something she couldn’t have prevented.   
 
    “It is what it is.” 
 
    Cammie turned to find Paul at her elbow.  Her eyes filled with tears. 
 
    “Yes, It is what it is,” she repeated. 
 
      
 
    T H E   E N D 
 
      
 
      
 
    AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
      
 
    Thank you once again for taking this trip with Cammie, Jace and the rest of the gang.  I am continually humbled by your support and encouraging words.   
 
    Despite there being over 4,600 islands off the coast of Maine, the Coffin Islands are fictional.  However, the idea for the Coffins came to me when I read about some of the ghostly paranormal stories that surround some of the real islands, including the infamous Smuttynose (or Isle of Shoals) murders that took place in 1873.  Or the ghost ship that supposedly haunts Casco Bay. 
 
    As you can probably tell, I love ghost/paranormal stories. I had such fun bringing in supernatural elements to this story, as well as my free novella Murder to Die For, which is available for download on my website www.btlordwriter.com 
 
    The novella first mentions the murder of the five teenagers back in 1954 that featured in this latest Twin Ponds mystery.  You don’t need to read it to follow what happens here, but it’s a freebie and we all love freebies! 
 
    Because I enjoy reading and writing paranormals, I am SO excited to announce that Deputy Ellis Martin and the Coffin Islands will be featured in their own series.  Don’t worry, I’m not abandoning Cammie and Twin Ponds.  She’s been through a lot lately, and I think she and Jace can use a well-deserved rest.  My plan is to alternate between both series – one Twin Ponds Mystery, followed by a Coffin Islands Paranormal Mystery, then back to Twin Ponds and so on.  I hope you enjoy Ellis and his adventures as much as you’ve enjoyed Cammie’s.  
 
    In the meantime, please feel free to like my Facebook page https://www.facebook.com/BTLordWriter/ 
 
    And my Bookbub page: 
 
    https://www.bookbub.com/authors/b-t-lord 
 
    If you haven’t already, you can sign up for my newsletter through my website. I promise to only send out emails when I have a new book, or special offer coming out. 
 
    If you like these books, please think about leaving a review on Amazon.  Your reviews help others find their way to Twin Ponds and the Coffin Islands.  Thanks so much! 
 
    And now, without further ado, here is a preview of the first Coffin Islands Paranormal Mystery, The Man in the Snow. 
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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sarke Island, part of 
 
    The Coffin Islands off the coast of Maine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Winter had finally come to Sarke Island. 
 
    Leona Fenwick pushed aside the lace curtains and looked out at the snow.  It had started six hours earlier as a light dusting. Now it was falling at a thicker pace, creating almost white-out conditions whenever the wind blew up. 
 
    The microwave dinged, and Leona let the curtain fall back in place.  She padded to the kitchen in her stocking feet and set about making herself a nice warm cup of tea.  In weather like this, she liked nothing better than to curl up in front of the wood stove and sip her cardamom cinnamon tea while reading the newest New York Times bestseller.  
 
    Looking about her, she once again felt validated in her push to get her new home finished before the snows fell.  Leona was a woman who knew what she wanted, when she wanted and allowed no one to get in her way.  She ignored the workers’ warnings that they’d never get her modular home up according to her time table.  She especially ignored the warnings she’d received from the locals over the location she’d picked to construct her new home.  They couldn’t possibly understand that, after living for the past forty years in a closet that passed for an apartment in Manhattan, this location and house was her dream.  A dream she wouldn’t permit anyone to keep from being realized. 
 
    She stood at the granite counter and poured a packet of raw stevia into her steeping tea.  She thought back to the arguments she’d had with her neighbors over her decision to take down a grove of old growth trees in order to have a pond constructed.  
 
    “You don’t know what you’ll be unleashing,” she’d been told.  “There are things in those woods that shouldn’t be disturbed.” 
 
    She’d laughed in their faces.  This was her property, and if she wanted to tear down every damned tree on her seven acres, she’d do it.  No ridiculous superstition was going to prevent her from turning her vision into reality. 
 
    It didn’t matter that her vision materialized only last year when she’d randomly flipped through a magazine in her dentist’s office and come across an article on the Coffin Islands.  There were four isles that made up the Coffins; Sarke was the largest and it was the photographs of the beautiful, almost primeval forest in the interior of the island that mesmerized her.  Was it possible that such a tranquil oasis existed just two hours off the coast of Portland, Maine? 
 
    She was so taken with the article that she stuffed the magazine inside her pocketbook when no one was looking.  Shortly afterwards, her father passed away, leaving her enough of an inheritance that she could sell her art gallery. As far as she was concerned, the sudden bequest was a sign to her to escape the rat race and retire to a peaceful, bucolic location.  Sarke fit the bill perfectly. 
 
    Leona took a sip of tea and smiled.  It had been a nightmare badgering the men to get the house completed, but in the end, it was worth it.  While the snows fiercely blew outside, inside her cozy home, she was warm and comfortable. Surrounded by her favorite artwork and books, she’d finally found a little piece of paradise. 
 
    She padded back across the huge open concept room and grabbed her hardcover.  The wind came up, setting off the lovely sound of the wind chimes she’d set up on her porch.  She glanced out the window one more time, looking up at the increasingly heavy snow fall.  Thankfully she had a man who would come by when the storm was over and plow her out.  She’d also been smart enough to have a generator rigged up to a switch that would allow her to keep her electricity in case it went out.  All she needed to do was ride out the storm ensconced in her snug cocoon. 
 
    She started to turn away when a movement caught her eye.  Looking down the small incline at the back of her house that led towards the pond, she scowled.   
 
    “That’s impossible,” she said aloud to herself as she squinted though the glass. 
 
    On the other side of the frozen water, near where she’d put a bench was what looked suspiciously like a snowman peeking out from the trees.  It was the red scarf tied around its neck that grabbed her attention.  
 
    That was strange.  She didn’t remember seeing it there earlier.  Then again, she hadn’t exactly been looking for a snowman each time she’d peeked outside to gauge the intensity of the storm. 
 
    Her temper immediately ignited. She’d posted No Trespassing signs up everywhere. How dare the local kids think they could come onto her land and build a wretched snowman?  Especially when there were hundreds of acres elsewhere they could choose to build one on. 
 
    They’re trying to scare me.  They need me to believe their nonsense about this land being cursed. 
 
    It wasn’t happening.  She didn’t scare easily. Living in Manhattan all those years made her confident she could deal with a bunch of rowdy kids. Whoever built the snowman had to still be out there.  And she intended to let them know, in no uncertain terms, that she would not allow trespassing on her property. 
 
    Putting her tea down on a nearby end table, Leona stomped over to the backdoor where she threw on her hat, coat and gloves. Shoving her feet into a pair of boots, she let herself out onto the back porch.  She was immediately assaulted by the driving wind and snow. Yet, her anger remained implacable.  If she didn’t put a stop to this now, they’d think they could come onto her land whenever they wanted, disrespecting her and her home.  
 
    She carefully pushed her way through the snow that had accumulated on the back stairs.  Unable to see where the last step was, she continually felt with the toe of her boot to make sure she was on solid ground.  Once she was sure she was at the bottom, she waded through the drifts that reached up past her knees.  
 
    She stopped once when the wind blew up, sending tiny needles of cold snow against her cheeks and down the back of her coat.  Her discomfort only egged on her resentment.  If it wasn’t for these damned kids ignoring the law, she’d be inside her warm house, drinking a soothing cup of tea and losing herself in the pages of her book.  Instead she was tramping along in knee-high snow during the middle of a violent snowstorm. 
 
    It took Leona several minutes to awkwardly make her way towards the pond.  Once she arrived, she pursed her half-frozen lips in frustration. 
 
    The snowman was gone. 
 
    Had she imagined it? 
 
    Her eyes scanned the white landscape as she tried to decide what to do.  She could always head back to the shelter of her house, or she could loop around the pond and see what was going on.  It had to be locals having fun at her expense.  The sooner she put a stop to this, the sooner they’d realize she was not a woman to be trifled with.  Once she made that clear, they’d leave her and her property alone. 
 
    Leona pushed herself through the snow.  Her muscles ached with exertion as she struggled to walk.  She stopped to catch her breath and looked out to the other side of the pond. 
 
    There it is again! 
 
    “Get off my land right now before I call the police!” she shouted.  The snowman stood perfectly still, blending in with the snow, the edges of his shape blurring together with the falling wall of white. 
 
    They stood staring at each other across the small body of frozen water.  Then it disappeared again behind a gust of wind driven snow. 
 
    This only fueled her fury.  Without thinking, Leona forced herself forward, ignoring the cold, the snow, the numbness in her toes and face.  She was going to have it out with whoever was here.  Then she was going to call the police and have them arrest this trespasser. 
 
    She reached the spot where the snowman had been.  She looked around, shielding her eyes from the snow with her gloved hand. 
 
    “What kind of a coward are you?” she screamed.  “You can’t come out here and face me?” 
 
    Her eyes roamed the woods.  Still she saw nothing.  She looked back and noticed the trail she’d made through the accumulating snow to reach this spot.  She turned to where she’d seen the figure.  For the first time she realized there was no trail where the snowman had been standing.  No bootprints, no disturbance of the snow. Nothing. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    Had she honestly imagined seeing the snowman? Had the storm somehow created some kind of an optical illusion? 
 
    The wind pummeled against her as she stood in the ever-growing pile of snow.   
 
    Well, hadn’t that been a ridiculous adventure? All that work of trudging through a snowstorm only to find out it was all a waste of time.  It was a trick of the storm.  Nothing more. 
 
    She needed to head back.  She was exhausted, she could no longer feel her extremities, and she still needed to dig into whatever reserves of energy she had left to trudge through the snow to get to the porch.    
 
    Leona turned and started retracing her steps through the trail she’d forged.  She came to an abrupt stop when she saw the snowman standing just where the trail looped around the pond.   
 
    It was closer.   
 
    The wind died down enough for her to see it fully for the first time. Her heart pounded when she realized it wasn’t a snowman.  Nor was it local kids playing a prank. 
 
    It was a man, dressed in white fur, his face hidden within a hood. 
 
    She blinked. 
 
    He was gone. 
 
    Oh my God.  Were the locals right? Is this land cursed? 
 
    Fear set in. Leona turned and plowed her way in the opposite direction, her arms flailing as she struggled to make her way through the ever deepening snow. It was falling heavier now, blinding her, weighing her down.  Her breath was ragged and painful. She fought to ignore it. She had to make it around the pond.  She didn’t know how or why, but if she could get past the pond, she’d be safe.  That whoever was out there wouldn’t follow her. The pond was the boundary he would not cross. 
 
    Leona’s tears froze to her cheeks as she came around the far side of the pond.  She could just make out the porch and the path she’d made earlier.  Just a little further and she’d be alright.  Once she was inside, she’d call the police and insist they come out there to investigate.  
 
    The wind came up in a roar, howling in her ears.  The trees bent and swayed beneath its fury. Suddenly, an excruciating cold shot through her chest. Frigidness spread throughout her body.  She tried to force herself to keep going, to get around the pond and safety, but her body refused to move any further.  It crumpled in on itself and she found herself falling to the ground like a broken rag doll. Leona struggled to breathe as the cold within her spread throughout her lungs.   
 
    A shadow fell over her.  She looked up and tried to scream, but the relentless cold was in her throat.  No sound escaped, not even a whimper. 
 
    Her thoughts raced in a thousand different directions, trying to make sense of the nonsensical.  One thought stood out from the others, hammering at her. 
 
    Oh God, the stories were true.  They were actually true! 
 
    A face bent down over hers, blending in and out of the snow.  She tried to beg for her life, to beg for forgiveness, to promise she would tear down her house and never return.   
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    Leona saw the white settle upon her, suffocating her until there was no breath left. 
 
    The last thing she saw was the hideous grin until that too blended in with the falling snow. 
 
      
 
    A few days later, Joss and Cheryl Simmons were driving down the road towards the small school where they were teachers.  After days of intermittent snow fall and warming temperatures, the sun was now out, almost blinding them as it shone against the white snow.   
 
    They were running late, a fact that left Cheryl in an irritated state.  She hated being late for school – she taught fifth grade English and always liked to be in the classroom before the bell in case some of the students needed to speak to her. She’d developed a rapport with her kids, and it wasn’t unusual for them to pop in just before class to talk about an assignment.  There was one girl in particular who Cheryl had her eye on.  She knew the youngster was having a hard time with her parents’ divorce and she’d reached out several times.  She had a feeling she was finally getting through the girl’s hard exterior that she knew hid a hurting heart.  Her instincts told her the girl would be seeking her out, which added to her frustration at being late. 
 
    It was Joss’s fault.  He’d forgotten to set the alarm the night before.  Now they were risking their SUV going off the snow packed road in order to get to work on time. 
 
    Along the road they travelled lay a huge pond.  Cheryl never tired of looking at its serene beauty, no matter the season.  Despite her exasperation, she turned in her seat and looked across Joss to take it in.  It was then she saw it. 
 
    “Joss, look!” she exclaimed.  He slowed down and gazed out his window. 
 
    “Oh gosh,” he murmured.  He immediately pulled over. 
 
    A Canadian goose flapped its wings furiously, desperate to tear its feet free from the ice where it had become trapped.  
 
    “We have to do something!” Cheryl insisted. 
 
    They were both animal lovers. Joss didn’t need his wife’s prompting to jump out of the SUV and run around to the back. 
 
    Cheryl joined him just as he took out a towel and a chainsaw.   
 
    “You’re going to need to put the towel over the goose while I cut away the ice,” he ordered.  “Be careful.  They can be very dangerous, and we don’t want to stress it any more than we have to.” 
 
    The two carefully made their way over the ice as the goose began to squawk even louder.  Cheryl managed to get the towel around its body and head, holding on for dear life as the goose fought against her. 
 
    “Hurry!” she called out.  “I don’t know how much longer I can hold on!” 
 
    Joss immediately got the chainsaw going and began to cut into the ice.  Despite the loud, jarring noise, Cheryl cooed to the bird and managed to calm it somewhat.  Watching her husband work, all thought of getting to school on time was forgotten as she prayed they’d get the bird to the vet in time to save it.  
 
    Suddenly Joss cried out in fright.  He backed up so quickly, the chainsaw flew out of his hands as he lost his footing on the ice and fell backwards. 
 
    “Oh my Lord!” he bellowed. 
 
    “What is it?  What’s happened?” Cheryl shouted. 
 
    “There’s – there’s a face under the ice!” 
 
    “That’s impossible.” 
 
    He got up, turned off the chainsaw and came over to his wife.  “Take a look for yourself while I hold the bird.” 
 
    Cheryl looked into his eyes and saw the tension and dismay. Still convinced he was imagining things, they switched places.  She stepped slowly towards the spot where he’d been working.  Brushing away the shaved ice brought up by the chainsaw, she peered down. The teacher swallowed the scream as she clapped her gloved hand over her mouth. At that moment, Cheryl wished she’d never doubted her husband.  
 
    The face of a woman lay just beneath the surface, her lifeless eyes staring up through the cracked ice. It was her features though that would haunt Cheryl for the rest of her life.  Her expression was frozen into a grotesque contortion of fear and horror.  
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