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  PROLOGUE


  “DID YOU GET IT?” he whispered into the phone.


  “Yes.”


  Relief washed over him. He smiled to himself, feeling one step closer.


  “Richard?”


  “I’m sorry. Vicki, you have no idea what this means to me.”


  “When will I see you?”


  “Tonight. I’ll call you later and we’ll celebrate.”


  “Richard,” she said softly, “I love you.”


  Again, he was silent for a moment. Then he said, “I love you, too,” and hung up the phone.


  She slowly replaced the receiver and lay back on her bed. Meeting Richard had been the best thing that ever happened to her.


  * * *


  He looked at the phone as if it were a dying friend to whom he had just said a final goodbye. Daniel took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. He hated what he had done, but it had all been necessary. Vicki was sweet, and it had been so easy to deceive her. For that, he felt a twinge of guilt. But it was nothing like the guilt he still felt over what he had done to Max. Of all the women he had used over the years, all the women he had professed a deep and profound love to, she had been the only one he truly had feelings for. But the fantasy of happily ever after had ended in Belize.


  The moment he had first seen the black boat, he knew that they had been discovered. There had been no doubt in his mind that it would only be a matter of time before his employer would have them both killed. Max first, just because she was with him. Her death would be used to amplify his pain before his own death. That’s the way his employer worked. His only hope had been to fake his own death, abandon Max, and disappear. He hated that he had been forced to deceive her that way, but it was the only solution. It had all gone perfectly until Jack had showed up and seen him boarding the plane.


  Now the only way he could ensure Max’s safety was to bring his employer down. Vicki was making that possibility closer to becoming a reality.


  * * *


  Richard and Vicki had dinner that night at their favorite little restaurant. She gave him the disc and they talked about how fate had brought them together. When he took her home and they kissed goodnight, she said how much she was looking forward to their life together. Only he knew this would be the last kiss.


  * * *


  “I have a job for you,” the voice on the phone said.


  “Yes.”


  “That girl in my office. You need to have a conversation with her.”


  His heart rate quickened. His soulless eyes seemed to brighten, and something between a grin and a grimace came over his face. “Talk to me.”


  “We have video surveillance in the office. She doesn’t know. She took a call. After, when she thought she was alone, she went into my office. I don’t keep cameras in there. I don’t want a record of any meetings I hold in private. She came out a short while later, and the look on her face told me what I needed to know. I need you to find out what she took and get it back.”


  His knife flicked open and he admired its blade as he listened. “Done.”


  * * *


  Later that night, sitting alone, Daniel took the disc from his pocket. As he turned it over and over in his hands, he thought about his plan and smiled. Vicki had done better than he had expected. He sat back and allowed himself a moment of self-congratulation. Women were so easy for him to manipulate. No one from his past knew that he was alive, and now with this disc as an insurance policy against his boss, he could truly be free.


  * * *


  The next morning, Daniel left his room expecting to quietly disappear. But the headline screamed at him from inside the newspaper box on the street corner. WOMAN TORTURED AND MURDERED. He stopped and stared at it through the glass. The grime on the door made it hard to read, but soon waves of nausea and panic coursed through his body. “Vicki Blackbriar, a receptionist in a small mid-town …” His hands began to shake. Frantic, he groped in his pocket for quarters. He dropped one of the coins as he tried to push it into the slot, ignoring it as it rolled into the gutter. He forced another into the slot and heard the catch release. Daniel yanked the door open, took a paper, and then without even looking at it, turned and fled as the door slammed shut. He had to get somewhere more private than the street corner to read what he prayed wasn’t true. As he walked away he already knew what he had to do.


  


  CHAPTER 1


  SEVERAL MONTHS HAD PASSED since Jack and Max’s return to Rye from Belize. According to the calendar it was spring, but you wouldn’t know it save for the fact that the snow had finally melted. The sun hadn’t pierced the gray overcast sky in what seemed like forever. The east wind was relentless. Hats, gloves, coats, it didn’t matter―that cold, penetrating wind made it impossible to feel warm.


  Jack had just returned from a run. Even when running during the winter, he was always able to warm up. Not today. He didn’t even take time to catch his breath before he went inside.


  “Son of a bitch,” he mumbled to himself as he opened the door and climbed the steps to his apartment.


  As he took the final step and stood in his doorway, he nearly tripped as Cat tangled herself up in his legs.


  “Rrowh.”


  Jack dropped his gloves and hat on the floor and bent down to scratch her head. A sweat ball dripped off his forehead and landed on her head. She skittered away, clearly offended.


  “Well, hello to you too.” She stopped, sat, and gave him that look of curious contempt that only cats who have trained their owners properly can give. Then she began to groom herself.


  The warmth of his apartment and the simple fact that he was out of the wind made his cheeks feel as though they were burning, so he held his cold hands against them for relief. For a moment he was tempted to go back downstairs and stand outside, but then a chill went through him. His wet clothes were making him cold. Stripping off his jacket he dropped it on the floor. He kicked jacket, gloves, and hat into the corner and pulled off his wet shirt.


  Jack paused and looked out the window, over the salt marshes. The marsh grass was being pummeled by the wind. The tide was high and he could see the wind gusts pulsing across the surface of the marshes like the beacon of a lighthouse sweeping over the sea. He shivered again. A hot shower and a cup of tea would do the trick, then he would go over to Ben’s, have a bite to eat, and wait for Max to get out of work. Cat had moved to a chair and watched as he put the teapot on the stove and entered the bathroom. He didn’t hear the phone ring.


  * * *


  Even though Ben’s was just a short walk from his place, he decided to drive over. When he had passed Ben’s at the end of his run, the parking lot had been nearly empty. Now there were still only a few cars in the lot, and he recognized several as belonging to regulars. He pulled his coat close and hurried in. The wind pushed the door closed behind him, sending a blast of cold air down the entry hall announcing his arrival. Patti peeked around the corner and flashed a smile. Then, with a wave, she disappeared back into the bar.


  When Jack turned the corner into the bar, Max looked up and seeing him, smiled. Standing by the bar, Patti was busy placing drinks on a tray as fast as Max made them. When she set down the last drink, Patti turned to Jack and asked, “Were you really out running?” Before he could answer, she turned back to Max. “Runners are such idiots. I just don’t get it―Dave’s the same way. I’m surprised they didn’t run together today.” Patti’s natural exuberance often made her conversations seem like a monologue.


  Max just nodded silently. She knew that to do otherwise was a wasted effort. As Patti picked up her tray of drinks and turned to go, Max looked at Jack again, rolled her eyes, and smiled. He understood perfectly. Max then turned and went out back to pour him a draft while he took a seat.


  Max smiled as she filled the glass. Her thoughts began to drift. To say that the past year and a half had been tumultuous would be an understatement. Her aunt had been murdered, Max herself had been kidnapped, and then rescued by Jack. She had inherited a huge diamond, then had a torrid affair with Daniel, which took her all the way to Belize. There, Daniel had disappeared, leaving her stranded with his boat, and, yes, once again Jack had rescued her. Jack. He was always there for her. And now her life was beginning to return to normal, if there was ever such a thing. Even though she and Jack were not actually living together, they did seem to spend each night together either at her place or his. She had had enough excitement and was content with things as they were right now.


  Leo, Ralphie, and Paulie had been at the bar since the beginning of her shift at four. It was now six. As she returned to the bar with Jack’s beer, Ralphie’s voice rang out.


  “Max, isn’t that right?”


  “Isn’t what right?” she said, turning toward the boys as she placed the beer in front of Jack. She hadn’t been paying any attention to their conversation so she could only imagine.


  Ralphie, oblivious to the fact that Jack was at the bar nodded toward Paulie and said, “Paulie here was saying that that Daniel guy isn’t really dead. He said that Daniel faked his death, and that if Jack hadn’t showed up, you might have disappeared also.”


  Her shoulders tightened. Those events had been the topic of bar conversations for months. It was easy in a town as small as Rye Harbor, and Leo, Ralphie, and Paulie had thrived on it. She hated it when their conversations went in this direction. It brought back too many memories, some wonderful and some too disturbing. She stared at Ralphie in silence, took a deep breath, and held it.


  “So what do you think?” Ralphie asked again.


  Before Max could respond, another voice broke the silence. “Ralphie.” Only one word, but the tone said, “I think that this conversation is over. Can’t you see that she doesn’t want to discuss this?” It was Jack. She exhaled in relief. Her eyes regained their warmth, and the tension went out of her shoulders.


  Leo, Ralphie and Paulie looked at Jack in unison, their faces frozen in embarrassment, as only now they truly became conscious of his presence. Leo looked down into his beer and mumbled, “Hi Jack.” Paulie was the next to regain some composure and did his best to act as if nothing was going on. Ralphie, face flushed, tried to make the best of it by changing the subject. “Hey Jack. How’ve you been? Isn’t this weather something.”


  “Yeah, it sure is miserable out. What’s going on?”


  “Aw, nothing, we were just getting ready to leave.” As if on cue, all three stood, reached into their pockets, and began to pull out bills and coins. They said goodbye and quickly shuffled out, leaving behind a pile of money on the bar and a relieved Max.


  Max turned toward Jack and smiled. Then she moved from behind the bar and sidled up to Jack. As she leaned over his shoulder, she whispered, “Thank you.” Then she gave him a soft kiss on the ear.


  Before Jack could react, Patti’s voice filled the room. “Will you two cut it out. Some of us have to work around here.” Then, pointing at Max’s printer she added, “Drinks.”


  Max blushed. She hadn’t heard the printer’s chikka-chikka-chunk. She pulled away and returned behind the bar, still smiling.


  While Max tore off the slip and began to make the drinks, Jack turned toward Patti.


  Because she was Max’s best friend, Jack knew that her waitress gig was just a way for her to earn some money while she pursued her passion for photography. Patti had always dreamed of shooting weddings and babies, but after the incident with the dead body last winter, she was now called whenever one of the local police departments needed a crime scene photographed. It was a start, and she was finally being paid to take pictures. That same incident had led to her meeting Dave, one of Jack’s running buddies.


  “Hey, Patti. Will Dave be around for a run tomorrow?”


  “Probably. Give him a call.” She placed two Margaritas on her tray and headed for the dining room.


  Finally caught up with orders, Max placed another beer in front of him.


  “So, what are you up to tonight?” she asked.


  “Nothing really. I thought I might get a bite to eat and hang out here and watch you work.” With a grin he added, “Then I thought I might take you home and …”


  Before he could finish his sentence, the phone rang and Max turned to answer it. “Hold that thought; I want to hear more.” She grinned as she walked to the phone. Jack took a sip of his beer and watched her. He loved the way she moved, so fluid and natural. If she knew he was watching, there was a little something extra that made him crazy. It was subtle and he couldn’t describe it, but it was there, and he loved it. He watched as she picked up the phone, said the standard greeting, paused, and hung up. She turned slowly back toward Jack with a more pensive look on her face.


  “Wrong number?” asked Jack.


  “No, there was no one there. That’s the third time that has happened tonight. It’s beginning to annoy me.”


  “Well, you know the phones around here. They’re always doing something weird.”


  “I know, but this seemed different.”


  He ate some food and had another beer. Before long it was closing time.


  “Jack, will you take the trash out for me while I finish up here?”


  “Sure.”


  As he stepped out onto the loading dock the wind cut through him, like a sharp knife, despite his armor of beer and food. The constant roar of the ocean was driven by the east wind as it crashed against the shore. It created a strong bass line that was punctuated by a higher pitched whine as the wind whipped through the bare trees around Ben’s. The few remaining leaves on nearby bushes added the last percussive element. The total effect was chilling.


  Shivering, Jack lifted the dumpster cover. The wind immediately pulled it from his hand and flipped it open. “Shit,” he mumbled as he dropped the trash in the container. Then he climbed off the loading dock to flip the cover back into place. Beyond the bubble of light that enveloped the loading dock, all was black. Jack paused and looked out into the void. Whether it was a sound, a movement, or just a feeling, he wasn’t sure, but something made him pause and stare. His eyes and ears strained to penetrate the darkness, and he cocked his head in an attempt to hear through nature’s din. Nothing. He stood there for a few moments. Finally, he decided that he was just being foolish, and went back in.


  * * *


  As the door closed behind Jack, a man dressed all in black stepped out from behind a tree across the street. Close-set, piercing, dark eyes stared out from under the black watch cap that covered his short, cropped hair. In an effort to ward off the cold east wind, he had pulled up the collar of a well-worn pea coat as high as possible. The shadows, made by the collar, hid all facial features but his aquiline nose and an old scar on his weathered cheek.


  The stranger wore black leather gloves, so thin that they fit his hands like a second skin. Not made for warmth, they were perfect in his line of work. He reached into the left- side pocket of his jacket and felt the handle of his knife. He smiled to himself, reassured that it was there. It was a custom made, double action, front-opening knife as the literature described it. A switchblade. Carbon fiber and titanium made it exceptionally light. The case was matt black, as was the 3.5 inch double-edged blade, which was as sharp as a razor. It was certainly not made for peeling apples, although it could.


  He reached into the right-side pocket of his coat and took out a nearly empty package of cigarettes. He shook the packet until its only cigarette appeared. He removed it with his lips and crumpled the pack, which he slid back into his pocket. While fishing through his other pockets for matches, he scanned the area to make sure no one was around. He found the matches, and satisfied that he was alone, lit the cigarette, carefully shielding the flame from the wind and anyone’s sight. It was a trick he had learned many years ago in another life, where survival was dependent on being invisible. Holding it so that the red, glowing tip remained invisible, he took a long drag, held it in to maximize the effect, and then exhaled. “Fuck,” he murmured to himself. Tonight the smell of the smoke didn’t concern him because the wind was strong and blowing away from any potential threats. It was cold and he needed it. He wished that he could just do his job and be done with it, but his employer wouldn’t let him, at least not yet. He could only watch.


  


  CHAPTER 2


  THE SUN HAD BEEN up for maybe an hour and Max was still sleeping. Since first light Jack had been wide awake, lying there, next to her, perfectly still, listening to her sleep and thinking about the day. Finally, he decided to get up and start the day. Coffee first. He carefully slid out from under the covers, being careful not to disturb her. His body reacted to the one-two punch of the cool air hitting his skin and the even colder floor shocking his feet. He shivered and broke out in goose bumps. He looked down at Max. Her red hair was spread across the pillow, and her skin was as soft and smooth as the finest velvet. The barest hint of a smile on her lips had replaced all of the stresses and worries of the previous day, and to Jack she looked like a sleeping angel. While one arm remained under the covers, the other lay raised above her head on the pillow, which allowed the flannel sheets to slip down far enough to expose her bare shoulders. He studied the soft curves of her body, which were further softened by the flannel sheets. He was tempted to crawl back into bed until Cat nixed that idea by rubbing against his leg and talking to him.


  “Mwrowh,” her voice broke the silence.


  “Shhh.” Jack shushed Cat and left the bedside. Once outside the bedroom, he quietly pulled the door shut while Cat dashed ahead and then returned to dance around his feet. She had a way of insisting in the nicest way that she wanted to go out. Before giving in to her, Jack started his cup of coffee in the microwave then visited the head. The beep, beep of the microwave signaled that the coffee was done, and Cat raced for the stairs.


  “Okay, okay. I’m coming,” Jack muttered, as he followed her down the stairs. Cat shot down ahead of him and began circling in front of the door, anticipating freedom. Behind her, Jack descended with more care so he wouldn’t spill his coffee. As soon as he opened the door, she raced out into the yard, flopped down, and began rolling around on the ground in a rapture of pure joy. Jack watched and smiled.


  It was warmer outside than in. The long dark winter had been made even longer by a late spring, but today all that changed. The world seemed to have finally caught up with the calendar. Color was everywhere. New leaves were popping out on the trees and bushes. Crocuses and daffodils were beginning to force their way up from under the remains of last year’s gardens. The air seemed fresher and cleaner than it had in a long time. The sun on his face reminded him of the time he and Max had spent in Belize. It seemed a lifetime ago, even though it had only been a few months. As he stood there feeling the warmth on his face, he took a deep breath, and closed his eyes, enjoying the smells of this perfect spring morning. The bouquet of new grass, dirt, budding flowers all brought together by the warm spring air was intoxicating. The moment was broken by a familiar voice calling out, “Jack.”


  He looked around and saw Courtney, his sometime boss, current landlord, and longtime friend walking toward him. Courtney owned Ben’s, and his apartment was upstairs in an old barn behind her cottage, and directly above his workshop.


  “Mornin’ Court.”


  “Hey, Jack.”


  “What are you doing up so early?” To Courtney, 8:00 A.M. was practically dawn, and he couldn’t resist the gentle tease.


  “Very funny. Can’t a girl get up early once in a while?”


  “Of course you can. What’s up?”


  “Can I ask you something?”


  “Sure.”


  “How come people don’t close the dumpster back up after putting stuff in it? Last night, I got back late. Ben’s was already closed, but as I drove past, I saw that the dumpster cover was open.”


  “It was open? I took the last trash out for Max, and I know it was closed.”


  She looked at him, “Oh … Well, it wasn’t. Could the wind have blown it open?”


  “I doubt that.”


  “No matter, it was open. I don’t know, maybe it was that bitch who lives up the road. She likes to use my dumpsters for her trash.”


  “Possibly.”


  “Anyway, that’s not what I wanted to ask you. I stopped and closed the cover, and then, as I was getting in my car, I saw a car parked across the street in the far corner of the lot.”


  “So? People leave cars there all the time.”


  “I know, and I probably wouldn’t have even noticed it except the interior light came on as a guy started to get into the car. When he saw me looking his way, he quickly shut the door like he didn’t want to be seen.”


  “So. It was cold and windy. I’m sure there are a million reasons for that.”


  “But it still creeped me out.”


  “Court. Had you been drinking?”


  “No,” she protested. Then she paused and said, “I was out, but I wasn’t drunk if that’s what you’re asking.”


  “Not at all. It’s just that sometimes your imagination is a little overactive.”


  “Jerk.”


  “I’m just saying.”


  “Did you notice anyone there when you went home after closing?”


  Jack studied her carefully, not quite understanding what her point was. “No, I didn’t. Court. It was dark out. You had been out, and it was late. A car was in the back lot. So what? I really think it was nothing. If it happens again, call the cops.”


  “But I’m sure I’ve seen that car before.”


  “What kind of car was it?”


  “I don’t know. Small, foreign, a sedan, dark color.”


  “Court, you’ve just described probably any one of a thousand cars in the seacoast.”


  She wouldn’t stop. “Recently I was downtown and I’m sure I saw it then.”


  “Court …”


  She cut him off, “Maybe … No. Jack, listen. I was driving into Portsmouth. I was at the lights by the Rusty Nail heading to Market Square. It was parked right in front of the Nail. It wasn’t the car that caught my attention; it was the driver. His face. He just looked evil, not like a pervert, more like a predator. He looked like a hawk that had just spied dinner. His eyes were close-set, cold, and piercing, and his nose was prominent, not clown funny large, more evil looking, and his hair, really short. He was staring in my direction, not at me, but near me, and I don’t think he saw me staring at him because he was so intent on something else. I turned to see who or what he was staring at and didn’t see anything. Then, the light changed and I had to go. As I drove through the intersection toward him, he saw me looking at him and quickly turned away. That’s when I actually looked at the car, just in case.”


  “Court. I’m sure there is nothing to worry about. I think that it’s all just your imagination,” said Jack. He was trying not to sound patronizing.


  Clearly it wasn’t working. Court’s look said, “You bastard, when he chops me up into little pieces, you’ll be sorry. You’ll see.”


  Before Jack could say anything else, a voice behind them broke the silence. “What a beautiful day. What are the two of you talking about?”


  Both Jack and Courtney jumped a little. Their conversation had been so intense that they hadn’t heard Max coming up from behind. Trying to not sound guilty, they both spoke at once, which only made it more obvious that they were up to something. “Oh nothing,” they replied in two-part harmony.


  “I don’t believe you. What’s up?”


  “Really Max, nothing is up. We were just talking about what a beautiful day it is,” said Courtney.


  Jack nodded in agreement. He stretched his arms out and inhaled until he couldn’t inhale any more. Then he exhaled with a sigh. “I love the smell of spring air.”


  “Yes, it is beautiful,” agreed Max, but she still looked suspicious. “So what’s everybody doing today? I’m not working until tonight.”


  Courtney looked at Jack and then at Max. Jack looked at Courtney and then at Max, and Max looked back and forth between them. Nobody said anything. It appeared that Jack had successfully changed the subject, and now no one knew what to say next. Max looked at Jack and her face lit up. “I know. Let’s go on a picnic, the three of us. It’ll be fun.”


  It wasn’t what Jack really had in mind. He would rather work on his boat and maybe go for a run later in the day.


  Courtney didn’t have any set plans other than to spend some time over at Ben’s.


  While they both hesitated, thinking about their options, Max took the bull by the horns and announced, “Great, then it’s settled. We’re going on a picnic. I’ll get the food. Courtney, can you get the drinks? And Jack …” she paused, thinking about his task. “Jack, you be here ready to go at eleven.”


  Neither Courtney nor Jack had been allowed time to agree or disagree. As Max headed back to Jack’s apartment, he and Courtney just looked at each other and shrugged. Then, at the same time, they said, “I guess we’re going on a picnic.”


  Courtney turned and walked off. Jack grinned, thinking to himself, “How does Max do that?” Cat hadn’t moved through all of the commotion, being more intent on taking her sunbath. Then, he headed inside. At the foot of the steps, he could hear the shower running. His grin became a smile. “There’s plenty of time,” he thought as he took the stairs two at a time, pulling off his shirt.


  


  CHAPTER 3


  JACK LAY ON HIS COUCH, basking in the warmth of the sun shining through the window onto his face. A gentle breeze blew through the open window and caressed him like an unseen hand. Satisfied and content, his eyes closed and he nodded off. Almost instantly, images began floating through his mind.


  He could feel Max’s warm, wet, slippery skin as he joined her in the shower. Her response to his presence was instant and welcoming. Her back was to him when he entered the shower and wrapped his arms around her, gently kissing her neck. She leaned back into him, holding onto his arms as if pulling a blanket tightly around her, while the hot water cascaded over their bodies. Then, she turned and her arms wrapped around him and he pulled her close. They kissed. Slowly … Softly … Deeply. Then they pulled apart and silently, gently began a wordless conversation, with soap, hands, and fingers saying volumes, while they looked deep within each other’s eyes. The rush of the water over their bodies, accented by occasional soft, guttural moans, were the only sounds to be heard. Then, those sounds became grunts. He was wet and cold and his breath short from effort. It was dark out, and he was on the bow of a boat, his boat. It was raining and he was struggling to pull something up into the boat. Max was nowhere to be seen and he was beginning to panic. A face appeared in the water―Daniel’s. Jack froze and before he could react, Daniel’s face was gone and another face stared at him. It was just below the surface, in the shadows and ripples of the dark water. He couldn’t see the face clearly except for the eyes: dark, piercing, malevolent, lifeless. Eyes he would never forget. He dropped the rope that was in his hand and turned. As panic and fear overcame him, he began to run and tripped and fell, landing flat.


  “Jack. Jack. Are you all right?” It was Max. She was kneeling next to him, looking like she was torn between concern and laughter. On the floor next to her was a bag of groceries. He sat up quickly and his disorientation turned to embarrassment as his face reddened.


  “I’m fine. That was weird,” he said as he climbed back onto the couch and looked at Max. He was still shaking a bit and he felt a chill despite the warmth of the sun that was filling the room.


  Max sat next to him. She looked deeply into his eyes and searched for … she didn’t know exactly what she was looking for. “Just as I came in, I could hear voices upstairs. At least, I thought I heard more than one voice. Yours was the loudest. I couldn’t make out the words, but you sounded panicked, and then there was this loud thump just as I reached the top of the stairs and I found you on the floor next to the couch.”


  “I must have been dreaming,” said Jack slowly as he tried to recall what had happened. “After you left, I lay down on the couch and dozed off. You and I were in the shower together, things were pretty hot …” he grinned as he remembered that part of the dream and he blushed again.


  Max blushed also, remembering back to a few hours earlier.


  Then his voice got low and heavy, “I was holding you and then you weren’t there and it was dark and I was on the boat, cold and wet, trying to pull something up out of the water. You were gone. I began to panic. Whatever I was pulling up startled me. I let it go and turned to run away, tripped, and fell. That’s when I must have fallen off the couch.”


  “What were you pulling up? What scared you?”


  “I don’t know.” He did know, but he couldn’t bring himself to tell her. And besides, it was more a feeling than anything concrete save for those eyes.


  “Well, if I’m going to have that kind of effect on you, I guess that there will be no more showers together,” she said with a teasing lilt in her voice.


  “Max …” Before he could offer any more protestations she leaned forward and gave him a kiss. Then she stood and said, “Come on, we’re going on a picnic.”


  She picked up the groceries and Jack watched her walk toward the kitchen. He was still bothered by that dream. “What was that all about?” he thought to himself before getting up and joining her.


  


  CHAPTER 4


  THE DAY WAS living up to its early morning promise and it was past noon by the time they spread a blanket on the grass in Prescott Park. It seemed as if the whole world had the same idea. Lovers strolled along the river hand in hand, pausing every now and then to stop and look out over the water or to steal a kiss. Children raced around, chasing each other, laughing and giggling in a celebration of their freedom after the long confinement of winter, while their parents watched with looks of relief. Shorts and t-shirts revealed rapidly pinking skin, as the sun worked its magic to bring color back into the world.


  A blanket was spread and Max opened her picnic basket. Jack could see the joy in her face as she unpacked the basket. As she brought out bright-colored plastic plates, flowered cloth napkins, and carefully wrapped sandwiches, chips, and a bowl of potato salad, Courtney said with some jealousy in her voice, “Max, you are crazy. You didn’t have to get this carried away.”


  “This is our first picnic of the summer and I wanted it to be special.”


  As Court reached into her backpack she said, “Well, now I feel bad, I only brought some plain plastic cups for the lemonade and iced tea.”


  “Don’t feel bad; you didn’t know.” With that, Max reached into the bottom of the picnic basket and brought out three bright-colored plastic goblets. She handed a light green one to Courtney, deep blue for Jack, and kept an aqua one for herself. “Here, we’ll use these.”


  The look on Courtney’s face made Jack laugh and then they all laughed. It was perfect. The sandwiches were delicious, the potato salad had just the right amount of onion, and the iced tea was sweet. As they ate, conversation was limited to short sentences and nods between bites. When lunch was finished and the basket repacked, Max lay back and looked up at the blue sky with its puffy white clouds. “Look, there’s one that looks like a giraffe,” she said.


  Courtney and Jack looked up. “And there’s a hippo,” said Court as she lay down next to Max. With that, the two women became silly little girls as they took turns pointing and calling out what each cloud looked like. Jack chose not to play the cloud game. Instead, he remained sitting up, preferring to people watch.


  He watched a young couple pushing a carriage. They took turns peering in on its passenger and grinning proudly each time. “Must be a new addition,” he thought. An occasional giggle would draw his attention to Max and Courtney, and he’d look at them, then glance up to see what they were giggling at.


  It was after one such glance that something or someone caught the corner of his eye as he looked up. Turning his head toward the river he saw two couples. One couple was standing and gazing out over the river oblivious to the world around them, her arm around his waist and his draped over her shoulder, each pulling the other closer. But it was the other couple that caught his attention. They must have been so engrossed in each other that they had walked right into a lone man. Jack watched and could see that they were being overly apologetic, but the man seemed distracted and didn’t want to have anything to do with them. His look went right through them to something beyond. Curious, Jack looked in that direction. He didn’t see anything out of the ordinary and when he looked back he found himself locking eyes with that lone man for a split second. As soon as eye contact was made, the man turned away, quickly leaving the still apologizing couple and hurried off.


  The whole incident only took a moment, and when it was over, Jack’s memory began to catch up to with what his eyes had just seen. He knew those eyes, and a deep chill went down his spine. His heartbeat quickened as he felt a moment of panic. “It’s not possible. It can’t be,” Jack thought.


  “Jack … Earth to Jack.” Max’s voice penetrated his thoughts, bringing him back to the present. She was sitting up, her arm on his.


  “Hunh,” he said.


  “Jack, are you all right?” Max asked.


  “Yeah, I’m fine. Why?”


  “Because you just had the strangest look on your face. What were you looking at?” She pressed on. “You sure didn’t look fine to me. Court, what do you think?”


  “He looks okay to me,” said Courtney as she sat up, twisting around to look at him.


  “Jack, are you sure you’re all right?”


  “Yes, Max. I’m fine. I just have a lot on my mind. Nothing important, just stuff,” he said, grinning at her.


  After one more deep look at him, Max was satisfied that he was okay. Looking at her watch, she said, “Uh oh, it’s getting late. We have to go. I have to get to work.” Then she winked at Courtney. “I have this real bitch of a boss who will not tolerate my being late.”


  “Bet your sweet ass,” said Courtney.


  They packed up the picnic and walked back to the car, fully satisfied with a wonderful afternoon.


  


  CHAPTER 5


  WHEN THEY ARRIVED back at Jack’s, Max ran upstairs to change for work while Jack and Courtney emptied the car. “Court, I saw him,” said Jack as he took the picnic basket out of the trunk.


  “Saw who?”


  “The guy you told me about.”


  “What guy?”


  “The creepy guy you told me you saw downtown.”


  “He was in the park?”


  “I’m sure of it.”


  “So now you believe me,” said Courtney.


  “I guess I do,” he said somewhat hesitantly. Then, he told her what he had seen. She just stared at him silently, hardly daring to breathe. As he finished the story, she said to him in a whisper, “Did you see what he was looking at?”


  “No.”


  “So what are you going to do?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Nothing? What do you mean nothing? He’s probably a mass murderer―or worse―and you’re just going to do nothing.”


  “Court, listen to yourself. You’re being silly. Here’s all that has happened: we each saw a really creepy looking guy. That’s it. But to be safe, let’s not tell Max, at least not yet. After the last year, she’s just becoming her old self again. I don’t want to spoil that. You know how she is.” His voice tailed off.


  Courtney looked at him while she thought about what he had just said. “Deal.” She gathered up an armful of picnic remains, turned toward her house, and walked away.


  Jack grabbed the rest of the picnic stuff and was pushing the trunk shut when Max came out of his place and walked toward him. He couldn’t help himself. He just stood there with a stupid grin on his face. Freshly showered, her hair was still damp and her skin had a healthy glow. The washed-out pallor of winter skin had been replaced by the pinkness of a newborn, and she looked great.


  “Jack, today was great. Thanks.” She came up to him and gave him a kiss on the cheek.


  “No. Thank you. That was fun and I never would have done it without your prodding.”


  “I’ve got to get to work. What are you doing with the rest of your day?”


  “After I put all this stuff away, I think I’ll go for a short run. Maybe work on the boat a little. Then I’ll be over for a beer and some food.”


  “Great. I’ll see you then.” She walked off toward Ben’s.


  Jack watched her go and then, still grinning, he turned and went in the other direction toward his place.


  


  CHAPTER 6


  JACK RAN SLOWLY and easily north along the boulevard, keeping a close eye on the continuous line of traffic. The sun was not yet low enough to be in drivers’ eyes, which would render him invisible, but after a day of picnics, coolers of beer, sunburns, and general foolishness, he knew that he had to be vigilant. The day-trippers were beginning their evacuation back to reality and they didn’t always pay attention.


  After a mile or so he was in the groove. Sweat glistened on his skin, his breathing was regular, and his legs had found their memory. His body was in another time and place, where survival was based on the ability to either run down prey or run to avoid becoming prey. As he turned off the boulevard and its endless stream of cars, his mind became free to join his body in that more elemental world without day-to-day distractions, where his subconscious would take over and he could see life from a different perspective.


  He turned again onto a road with even less traffic, a road that was lined with more trees and wild spaces than houses. Max lived on this road and as he neared her place, memories surfaced of that frigid winter night when he saw her running down the street. He remembered the anger and fear he felt when he saw that she was being chased. Then he smiled. He had no conscious memory of getting out of his car or running after her pursuer, but he could still feel the moment when he caught the guy and dragged him down.


  A passing car with music blaring out the windows snapped him out of the place he was in. That’s when he realized how hard he was breathing. He was reliving that run. Jack slowed slightly with an embarrassed grin on his face. Max didn’t even know that she had been saved until it was all over and she had run to near exhaustion, resigned to the fact that she would be caught.


  When her house was in sight his thoughts began to wander again. After that incident, their connection had deepened. But he had taken things for granted, and while everything had seemed good, they drifted apart and Daniel stole her heart. He remembered the helplessness he felt, the panic when he realized she was gone, and how he knew then that he had to get her back. He would never let that happen again.


  As he ran past her house, warmth filled his heart. Then, just as quickly as those good feelings came, they vaporized, replaced in his mind by a pair of eyes staring at him, all else hidden by darkness. They were the eyes from his dream, the eyes he had seen earlier in the day in the park, eyes that he knew but couldn’t place. When he tried to consciously bring them into focus they faded, but he knew they were still there, one layer down waiting to surface when least expected. “Whose were they?” He shook his head, forcing them further back. The spell was finally broken when a large truck roared past spewing diesel fumes and kicking up stones from the road, forcing him to close his eyes and hold his breath for a moment. He ran on and eventually the road turned back toward the boulevard. Those troubling thoughts were now replaced by the more immediate dangers of the endless stream of evacuating cars filled with happily sunburned people.


  * * *


  Max was busy behind the bar when Jack walked in. He took one of the two remaining seats at the bar and then nodded a hello to the guy on his left and the couple to his right.


  “Hi Jack,” said Max as she placed a draft ESB in front of him. “How was your run?”


  “Nice, really nice. It felt good to be able to finally run in just shorts and a singlet. How’re things here?”


  “Busy.”


  Before she could say anything else the printer at the bar began its chikka-chikka-chunk as another order from the dining room came in. Max began to make a Cosmo and a Tanqueray and tonic while Jack watched. Patti came in to pick up those drinks, and when she saw Jack she walked around the bar and gave him a friendly hug and kiss. “Hi Jack. I heard you had a nice picnic earlier.”


  “Yeah. It was nice.”


  “Sometime the four of us will have to get together and go on one.”


  “Sure,” Jack agreed lightly. He knew that Dave would probably be off fishing whenever the weather was good enough to picnic, so it seemed unlikely that this would happen anytime soon.


  “C’mon Patti. Leave Jack alone and pick up your drinks; they’re getting warm,” Max teased.


  Patti gave Jack a final kiss on the cheek and said, “Gotta go. Wouldn’t want those drinks to warm up.”


  Jack watched her put the drinks onto a tray and leave the bar. Max came back over to face him. “Today was really nice. We’ll have to do that sometime with Dave and Patti.”


  “Yeah right, when pigs fly,” thought Jack. What he said was, “Dave’s pretty busy. I think it’ll be hard to get him away.”


  “Oh, I don’t think so. Patti can be pretty persuasive.”


  His silent reply was a sip of beer.


  Jack stayed until Ben’s closed and then he helped Max lock up. The moon was out and it was still warm as they walked back to his place.


  


  CHAPTER 7


  >SEVERAL WEEKS HAD passed since the picnic in the park. The weather had continued to be perfect, with warm sunny days and cool calm nights. Every day Ben’s was a little bit busier and Jack was dividing his time between helping Courtney ready the restaurant for the summer and working on his boat. Plastic still covered Irrepressible, and the temperature under the cover in the middle of the day became too hot for working, so he reserved the two ends of the day for boat work and spent the middle of the day at Ben’s.


  Max bartended five days each week, mostly nights, so she was able to help Jack work on the boat now and then. As much as he appreciated her help, and she was getting better and better at sanding bright work, she could be a distraction. Jack loved to watch her work. Beads of sweat would form on her forehead and her face would begin to shimmer. She would tie her hair up so it stayed out of the way, but inevitably a few strands would come loose and stick to the side of her face. She’d try to brush them back with the back of her hand without success. Then, when she’d use her fingers to remove them, a smear of sanding dust would be left on her cheek.


  Her standard uniform for boat work was one of Jack’s old running t-shirts from some long forgotten race, cargo shorts, and knee pads to ease the discomfort of working on hands and knees. It never took long for sweat to begin soaking through the t-shirt. First the back would soak through and then, if she sat up, the shirt would begin to cling to her breasts. Then it would slowly peel away as she returned to sanding. Often, she worked braless because of the heat, and the soft sway of the girls was poetry in motion as she caressed the teak rails with 220 grit sandpaper. By most standards, she looked a mess. But to Jack, watching, she was a masterpiece. She had a raw, elemental sensuality that drove him crazy. Most of the time he was content just to catch glimpses of her, but occasionally a glimpse was not enough, and on those occasions little work was accomplished.


  * * *


  Jack stood at the bottom of the ladder with his varnish brush in one hand and the varnish pot in the other. He put the pot on the ground with the brush balanced on its lip, stood, and stretched as he removed the respirator from his face. He inhaled deeply. After several hours of breathing stale, tasteless, filtered air, he found that the fresh air had a sweetness that was sublime. He flexed and relaxed his muscles in an attempt to regain circulation and movement. He had been on his hands and knees for over two hours, finishing the final coat of varnish on the bright work, and now he was done. He looked up at Irrepressible and mentally went over his checklist of things to do before launch day. He smiled, knowing that soon he would be sailing again.


  A celebratory beer was in order, but first he had to take care of the brush and varnish. He went into his shop and put the brush in a pot of boiled linseed oil. It was a trick that an old timer had taught him. This way he didn’t have to clean out his varnish brush each time he used it. He just put it in the oil and then before the next time he had to use it, he had only to strike it out and was good to go. The bristles stayed soft and it eliminated a lot of extra work and mess. The varnish was put back into a can and sealed.


  As he climbed the stairs to his apartment, he could hear the phone ringing. “It’s probably Max,” he thought to himself. It was the first time in weeks that they hadn’t slept together, and he wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Last night she and Patti and some of the other girls from Ben’s had gone out, and she called him late to let him know that they were all staying at her place. From the laughter and noise in the background, he could tell that none of them should be driving, so he slept alone.


  By the time he picked up the phone, the ringing had stopped. He looked for the number on his caller ID. There wasn’t one; it merely said UNKNOWN CALLER. “Hunh. Probably a wrong number or a telemarketer,” he thought. Cat had followed him upstairs and was begging for some food. He went to the fridge, got a beer, and grabbed the partial can of cat food. Beer first. Cat was insistent and kept talking to him while walking in circles under his feet. In her mind she was far more important than any beer and was put out that he would serve her second.


  “All right, Cat. I got the message. You know, I worked hard for that beer. All you did was lie around all day doing nothing.” He put his beer on the counter and scraped the cat food into her dish. She raced to it, stuck her nose into it, stopped, looked up at him with complete disdain, and walked off. Jack watched her and muttered under his breath, “Bitch.” Cat stopped and looked back at him as if to say, “I heard that.” That’s when the phone rang again.


  He picked up the receiver. Before he even got the phone to his ear to say hello, he heard Max shouting. “Jack! I saw him!”


  


  CHAPTER 8


  “WHO?” ASKED JACK in as calm a voice as possible. Famous people were always coming into the bar, and he expected that this was the case.


  “Daniel. I saw Daniel.”


  That was not what he expected. He stood there, silent, phone in hand, as a numbness washed over him. “You saw Daniel,” he was finally able to force out.


  “Yes. I saw him.”


  Jack took a deep breath. His hand began shaking as he fought to understand what she had just told him. “What is he doing here? Why show up again? He disappeared. He chose to abandon Max. Why?” These and other darker thoughts flashed through Jack’s head. After a moment that felt like an eternity, he exhaled. Regaining his composure, he managed to take the quiver out of his voice. “Okay. Now, slow down and tell me what you saw.”


  “Okay … Okay. You know that last night Patti, me and some of the other girls from Ben’s had a girls night out.”


  Jack remembered her late-night call. “Yes,” he said slowly.


  “Well, this morning we decided to go into town for breakfast. None of us were feeling very well, so we thought a good breakfast would do the trick. Anyways, we were just going into the Blue Iguana. Patti was behind me, pushing me in the door. I turned back toward Patti to tell her to cut it out and that’s when I saw him. He was across the street. I grabbed Patti and spun her around to look. By then, he was gone. Patti thinks I’m crazy, but I know I saw him.”


  “Where are you now?”


  “I’m at my house.”


  Jack, still trying to comprehend what she had just told him, asked, “When are you coming home?” His voice offered a sober counterpoint to her excitement.


  “As soon as everyone’s gone. They’re leaving now. Gotta go.” Then she hung up before Jack could say anything else.


  Slowly, Jack hung up his phone. What she had told him was still sinking in, when he realized what he had just asked, and the way she responded to his question. “When are you coming home?” It had seemed so natural.


  He walked to the window and looked out over the marsh. There was a light breeze blowing and he could see that the tide was rising, slowly transforming the channels that meandered through the salt marsh from deep gullies of brown mud to ribbons of sparkling blue water. “Is it possible? Is Daniel really here? Am I going to lose Max again?” Resolve set in. “No, that won’t happen. I won’t lose her again.” Maybe that’s what he had meant. By asking when she would be home, he was finally admitting to himself what his heart had known all along.”


  At that moment another image flashed through his head. Those eyes, the same eyes from his dream several weeks ago. The same eyes he saw in the park, the eyes that Courtney had described to him. Why did he keep seeing those eyes? Jack was getting an uneasy feeling. He shook his head to clear them out of his mind.


  He went to the phone and made a call.


  


  CHAPTER 9


  NO ANSWER. HE dialed a second number and Courtney picked up on the third ring. Jack said, “Hey.”


  “Hey, yourself. What’s up?”


  “Have you talked to Max?”


  “No. Why?”


  “She just called and told me she saw Daniel.”


  He heard her suck in her breath followed by silence.


  “Court?”


  “I’m here. She saw Daniel?”


  “That’s what she said.” He paused and asked, “You got a minute?”


  “Sure.”


  “I’ll be right over.” Jack hung up the phone and headed down the stairs. She was out on her porch waiting for him by the time he walked across the yard.


  “Hi Jack.” She gave him a quick hug and then the flood of questions unleashed. “So what’s this about Max seeing Daniel? Did she talk to him? What happened?”


  He didn’t say anything. He just sat down in one of the wicker chairs she kept out on the porch. She sat down next to him, worry on her face like a kid expecting a report card full of bad marks. Jack spoke slowly, trying to organize his thoughts as he went along. “I don’t know all the details, but from what I understand, Max went out last night with Patti and some of the other girls from Ben’s.”


  “I had heard that.”


  “They ended up staying at Max’s last night and this morning went into town for a hangover-killing breakfast. She told me that as she was going into the Blue Iguana, she saw Daniel across the street. By the time she got Patti to turn around, he was gone.”


  The look on Courtney’s face said more than any words could offer. The silence was punctuated only by the cry of a gull, the rustling marsh grass, and the far-off measured cadence of surf pounding on the shore. Then Courtney asked, “She’s sure it was him? Did anyone else see him?”


  “She’s sure, and no, nobody else saw him,” confirmed Jack.


  “Do you think it was really him? What are you going to do?”


  “Do? I have no idea? What do you think?”


  “I don’t know what to think,” said Courtney.


  Jack decided not to tell her about the “unknown caller” that was on his phone’s caller ID. He just wasn’t ready to give the idea that Daniel was around any more life than it already had. He would need more hard evidence before he’d do that.


  Still, he wondered. “Court, you know Max as well as I do. She never talks to me about Daniel. If he did show up, is there any chance that she would go back to him?”


  “Of course not. There’s not a chance in hell. She loves you. You’ll see.”


  Before he could reply, he saw Max’s car coming up the road. “Here she comes.”


  He stared intently as the car came to a stop in front of the cottage. Max jumped out and rushed toward the porch. Was she excited because she was happy or was it because she was anxious and worried? Jack couldn’t be sure. She threw a kiss at him and said, “Hi Court. Did Jack tell you who I saw this morning?”


  “He just told me. Are you sure it was him?”


  “Positive.”


  “That’s not exactly what you told me,” interjected Jack.


  She turned toward him and without any hesitation said, “Yes it is.”


  Courtney broke in before Jack could push it further. “Max, how can you be so sure? I thought he had vanished down in Belize. Wasn’t there evidence that he had been killed by those men who were chasing him?”


  “That was never proven. And remember how sure Jack was that he had seen him leaving Belize.” Finally she looked toward Jack. “Right? As sure as I am that I saw him today!” Her mind was clearly made up.


  “Max,” said Jack. “At the time, yes I was sure. But we searched, the police searched, and a lot of effort was put into finding him with no success. Eventually, I accepted that those guys probably did kill him and I really saw someone else.”


  “But now I just saw him. He’s here,” she insisted.


  “Max, maybe you did, or maybe it was just someone who reminded you of him. Remember, you were dealing with the results of last night.”


  Max simply glared at Jack. Finally, he caved in.


  ”Okay Max, I give up,” said Jack. Then, in a soft, resigned voice, he found himself putting shadowy thoughts and feelings into words. “It’s possible.”


  “It’s possible! What’s possible? That I saw him or that you were wrong.”


  “Max …”


  “Don’t Max me. I did see him.”


  “Fine. You saw him.”


  “You’re saying that to shut me up, aren’t you?”


  “No. Actually, when Court and I were just talking, I was beginning to think that you might be right.” Courtney flashed him a look that said, “You what?” but remained silent.


  “What? Now, all of a sudden you agree with me?” Max was getting a little testy.


  “Sorta.” He hesitated. “I’m still trying to wrap my head around the possibility that he is here, but I guess it’s possible. You might be right. When you called me, some things began to make some sense.”


  She was now completely focused on him. “What things? What are you talking about?”


  “I realize this is a real stretch, so bear with me. I’m still trying to wrap my head around it. Your call got me thinking about the letter Daniel left you in Belize. Specifically, what he said about his employer. Do you remember the guy who was after him?”


  “How could I forget?”


  “Remember how you described him: cold, lifeless eyes like a raptor. Well, I saw him, or at least someone like him, in the park the day we were having our picnic. Courtney had already noticed a guy like that in town, and then again last night out behind Ben’s. I never made any connection, but now with you seeing Daniel, maybe …” He paused. He had barely heard the words he was saying. It was as if his subconscious was channeling through him and he had no control over his words.


  “Stop. Jack. What are you talking about?” Max’s voice broke the spell.


  Courtney chimed in. “Jack, that’s a real leap you’re making. I only saw him briefly. He was probably just some schmuck who was having a bad day. And the guy last night, I can’t be sure.”


  Jack continued his monologue. “No, I don’t think so. Not now. I know what I saw in the park. I saw those eyes. I’m sure it was him. Why else would he be hanging around? I didn’t say anything when I first saw him because I hadn’t made the connections, but now it’s different. Max, you say you saw Daniel. Court and I have seen the same creepy guy. Throw in all of those hang-up calls you’ve been getting at the bar―well, it all makes sense.” His voice tailed off.


  When Max finally spoke, there was an edge to her voice. Her eyes darkened, and the look she gave him seemed to bore right through him.


  “Why didn’t you ever tell me about seeing him?” She looked back and forth between them.


  Jack spoke for both of them. “I don’t know. It didn’t seem necessary. I didn’t want to worry you. We each only got brief glimpses of him, and it took us this long to make the connection, if there even is a connection. This is all speculation, remember.”


  “You bastard,” she spit the words at him, then looked at Courtney as if to say something, but didn’t, instead she just shook her head in disgust, then returned her attention to Jack.


  “Max, there may be a bigger problem,” he said softly, not answering her question.


  “What?” she said sharply.


  Courtney remained silent.


  “Look, before he was just some creepy looking guy Court and I had seen. We didn’t give it a whole lot of thought. Now with you seeing Daniel, it’s different, and besides, I didn’t want to upset you, you know how you get.” As soon as he uttered these words he regretted them.


  “No Jack. I don’t. How do I get?”


  “Max, come on. You know you get all conspiracy theory with things like this and your imagination goes wild.”


  “And you’re not!...You both suck.” Max glared at Jack, then Courtney, and back at Jack. Her silence said more than any words could express.


  Courtney, trying to recover, spoke first. “Max, come on. You know how busy we’ve been and we really haven’t had much time to talk lately. It just didn’t seem all that important. Maybe I should have told you, but now, with you thinking that you saw Daniel, I maybe wish I had.”


  Max said nothing. She just glowered.


  As their conversation chilled, so did the air, which now felt foreboding despite the blue sky and bright sun. The sea breeze was in full effect blowing in off the water, and the sound of the surf seemed amplified.


  Max pulled her arms in close, in effect hugging herself as her arms covered with goose bumps. Courtney stood. “I’m getting cold. Anyone want to join me inside?”


  Max shook her head from side to side while continuing to stare at Jack. “No.” “You want a sweatshirt?”


  Max shook her head again.


  “Fine. Be that way.” Courtney went in, leaving Max and Jack out on the porch shivering throughout their staring match.


  “Were you going to tell me?” Max spoke first.


  “I would have.”


  “I thought you were the one person who I could go to. The one person I could trust totally. I come to you with this and first you belittle me, then I find you’ve been keeping things from me. Jack Beale, you are a son of a bitch!”


  “Max …”


  She turned her back to him. He thought he heard a sniffle. Then she wiped her face with her hand and ran off the porch. She jumped into her car, started it, slammed it into reverse. The tires splayed gravel as she turned sharply, pointed the car away from Jack, and hit the gas. Courtney came out onto the porch just as Max made the turn off the drive onto Harbor Road. “What the hell happened?”


  “I don’t know.” He got up, stepped off the porch, strode to his truck, and climbed in.


  “Where are you going?” Courtney shouted after him.


  The engine roared to life, blocking out his answer, if he even had an answer.


  Shifting into gear, he began backing down the drive. Courtney waved for him to stop when he reached the porch. He stopped and looked up at her, the truck still in gear.


  “What?”


  “Where are you going? What about Max?”


  “What about her?”


  “Shouldn’t you go after her?”


  “Not right now.”


  “So where are you going?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “I hope she’s all right.”


  “I’m sure she’ll be fine. Call me if she doesn’t show up for work tonight.” He took his foot off the brake and backed away. Courtney stood there, alone for a moment, thinking about what had just happened. Then she felt Cat rubbing against her leg. She bent down to scratch Cat’s head and as she did, she said again, “I really hope she’s all right. Let’s go in.” Cat followed her into the cottage.


  


  CHAPTER 10


  “THAT BASTARD DANIEL,” Max said to no one as she drove off. She wiped more tears from her face. “How could he just show up and not say anything?” She turned the radio on, loud. Queen was playing Bohemian Rhapsody. The guitar riff began as she headed south on the boulevard. She turned it up a little louder, as if that would drown out all the voices in her head. “And Jack! How could you? How could you not have told me? I thought I could trust you. I thought we kept no secrets.”


  She didn’t remember the ride down the coast, past the mansions, past the condos, or past the strip. She didn’t remember pulling into the state park at the southern end of Hampton Beach either. She was just there, and now, as she sat in her car staring up at the sand dunes, there were no more tears, just used tissues and questions. “What is going on? Why?” The questions kept echoing in her head. Her hand reached for the door handle. She pulled the door open and, without thinking, got out and began walking toward the dunes.


  The sun was warm and the sand loose, even on the path, so she was breathing hard and beginning to sweat by the time she reached the top of the first dune. Warm air rising over the land was being replaced by air drawn over the still winter-cold ocean, creating the sea breeze that hit her with all of its early spring chill. She shivered. Then, pulling her shirt close, she continued to follow the path as it meandered through the dunes. Tufts of sea grass, green against tan, waved in the breeze making soft rustling sounds and she could feel the steady thump and wroosh of each wave as it ended its journey against the shore. The occasional cries of gulls as they soared above, ever vigilant for any tidbits left by man or nature, added the final track to nature’s rhythms.


  Max found a small recess in one of the folds of a dune where a piece of driftwood had been wedged, affording shelter from the breeze and prying eyes while allowing a clear view of the ocean. She sat on the piece of wood and immediately could feel the sun’s warmth on her face. She closed her eyes and imagined lovers huddling together, sharing each other’s warmth under a moonlit night. Then, for just a moment, the grass stopped rustling as the breeze paused, leaving only the sound of the surf, and between waves breaking she could hear the faint cries of unseen children playing on the beach. Memories were triggered of her parents and grandmother, and a tear rolled down her cheek.


  She remembered the first time she ever saw a beach. She was little, maybe six or seven, and her dad came home one day and announced that they were going to the beach. She remembered her mother’s surprise both at her father’s early return in the middle of the week and his pronouncement that they were going to the beach. After her father had calmed her mother down and convinced her that nothing was wrong, there was a great flurry of activity and excitement. Max and Grandma Ruth watched while her parents packed the car with food and blankets. Now, staring out over the water, she could still hear her grandmother’s voice answering her questions about the beach. “It’s a wondrous place where the land meets the sea.”


  It was, and ever since, that’s where she would go when she needed to be alone, to think. She lay back and closed her eyes. The sun, warm on her face, triggered other memories. Belize. Daniel. Jack. She smiled. Jack was always there for her. He was one of the first people she had met when she moved to the seacoast. Too often he had helped her pick up the pieces when things went wrong. He had saved her life, and for a brief time they were together. Then she drifted away from him and ran off with Daniel to Belize. Why? She had asked herself this question many times. She knew the answer, but just didn’t want to face it. It was fear. Fear that she could lose the best thing in her life.


  Jack had followed her to Belize, not like a pathetic puppy, but out of genuine concern, expecting nothing in return. When Daniel disappeared, Jack appeared. Once again he had been there for her, no questions asked, and she finally admitted the truth to herself. They belonged together. It was so simple.


  He accepted her. He didn’t judge. He gave without any expectation of anything in return. They had had no secrets. And that was the problem. That was why she was sitting alone among the dunes. Courtney and Jack had kept things from her, things that she should have been told, things that might have made a difference. Why? Why did he keep those things from her? Why? “I didn’t want to worry you,” he had said. “Bullshit,” she said to herself. She didn’t need protecting. They had never kept secrets from each other before. Then, when she told them that she had seen Daniel, he questioned it.


  While her anger with Courtney and Jack hadn’t diminished, her emotions were more in check as she drove back to Ben’s for her shift. She couldn’t avoid Courtney because of work. She’d go to work and do her job. The friendship part would have to wait ―for a while at least. Jack was another story. It really hurt that he hadn’t told her. He needed to understand that, before she could forgive him.


  She knew that after work she’d go home, to her home, and that she’d ask Patti to stay with her, at least for this night. She was sure that Patti would say yes because she was that kind of a friend. Patti would listen, wouldn’t judge, and in the end she’d feel better. How long she would avoid Jack wasn’t clear, but she knew she needed some time.


  By the time she got to work, she was feeling more stable. The night proved to be uneventful, especially since neither Jack nor Courtney were around.


  


  CHAPTER 11


  SHE SPENT THAT night at home and Patti stayed with her. That one night turned into a week, during which she had time to think, vent, and heal. There had been no more Daniel sightings, and she was beginning to question whether she had really seen him. It all began to feel so far in the past and besides, she missed Jack.



  * * *


  Jack knew that she was upset with him. Wisely, he gave her some space and didn’t chase after her. He expected that her anger would only last a few days, so he focused his energies on getting the boat ready for launching. After a week of long hours working on Irrepressible, she was ready and he was too. Max hadn’t called, and he hadn’t chased. Now, it was time. He missed her. All those hours working alone on the boat had given him plenty of time to think.


  “Could Max be wrong about seeing Daniel? If he is here, why? And what about the predator?” The predator. Jack had given that nickname to the guy he saw in the park, the guy with the eyes that Courtney had also seen. He couldn’t forget those eyes. He knew that he should have told Max, but he hadn’t. Why hadn’t he? He didn’t know. He just missed her. And he needed a beer. Time to walk over to Ben’s.


  * * *


  Max didn’t see or hear him come in. Her back was turned to the bar as she bent over a cooler, stocking beers. He sat down silently and just watched her. She stood, stretched, pushed her hair out of her face, and turned.


  “Jack!” Startled, she jumped as she said his name. “What are you doing here?”


  “I was thirsty. How about a beer?” he said with a bit of a grin.


  His voice sounded so good. As she looked at him, she could feel her face warm and her heart race from the start he had given her. Completely flustered, she managed to squeak out, “Sure. The usual?”


  He nodded, never taking his eyes off of her.


  She took a glass off the shelf and walked out back to get him a draft. Her hand felt as if it were shaking uncontrollably as she pulled on the draft handle and began filling the pint. She smiled and began to feel warm inside. She blushed at her reaction. “Grow up. It’s only Jack.” The pint full, she took a big breath, exhaled, turned, and returned to the bar with his beer.


  “Here you are,” she said placing it in front of him, trying not to betray her excitement at seeing him.


  “Thanks.”


  Jack took a sip, which was easier than saying anything. Max was rescued by the chikka-chikka-chunk of the printer demanding that another drink be made. He watched her as she worked. He loved the way she stretched as she took a glass off the shelf, the way she scooped the ice, and how her hands just knew which bottles to grab, how much to pour, and then that little shake she would give to the drink to mix it. It was all so effortless and natural. She placed the drinks on a waiting tray and turned back to face Jack.


  “Jack,” she said at the exact same time he said, “Max.” They both laughed nervously. He said, “You first.”


  “No, you,” she replied.


  He took another sip. “Max. Are we okay? … I didn’t mean to keep things from you.”


  She cut him off, “Yes, we are, and I think I know why. I forgive you.”


  Jack didn’t know how to express what he was feeling, so all he said was, “I’m sorry.”


  That was when Patti came into the bar. She paused for a moment, looking first at Jack and then at Max before deciding that it was okay. “Hi guys,” she said breezily, trying to act as if nothing had gone on before this moment.


  “Hi Patti, how’ve you been?” replied Jack as if the past week hadn’t existed.


  “Great. Dave was asking if you were around. I think he wants to get together for a run.”


  “Tell him to give me a call.”


  “I will.” Then, turning to Max, she said with a bit of mischief in her voice, “Do you want me to come over tonight?”


  Max caught her meaning, blushed slightly, and said, “I don’t think so.”


  “You sure?”


  Max glanced at Jack and said, “I’m sure.”


  * * *


  Her shift at Ben’s had seemed to last forever. An older couple had lingered in the corner of the bar. They had obviously been partners in life for many years and simply sat there, their drinks long finished, holding hands over the table, their hushed conversation punctuated with soft laughter and long silences.


  “Do you think we’ll ever be like them?” Max asked later, as she lay next to Jack, her head resting on his chest.


  “Like who?”


  She loved his smell. “Like that older couple, who were the last to leave tonight.”


  Jack stroked her hair. It was so silky. He could feel her warmth as she lay there, her naked body pressed against his. He gently kissed the top of her head before answering. “I sure hope so.”


  Max lifted her head and twisted around, sliding her leg over his until she was lying on top of him. She looked into his eyes and gave him a kiss. She could feel his response. Unlike before, this time it was slower, more deliberate. This time they made love. When sleep finally came, they slept deeply as one.


  


  CHAPTER 12


  THERE HAD BEEN no further Daniel sightings for weeks. It was a busy time of year. The list of projects to be finished before summer increased faster than the hours of daylight. Jack had stripped off the winter cover from Irrepressible and was also busy at Ben’s helping to get things ready for the coming summer season. It was a time filled with energy and optimism.


  Ben’s was in transition from the quiet of winter to the insanity of summer. Max had to pick up extra shifts because the summer staff had not yet been hired, so often the only times she saw Jack were when he stopped in the bar for a beer or she climbed into bed after a late shift. Often he was asleep.


  But tonight he must have heard her come in. “Max?” His groggy voice reached through the darkness. It was late and she was exhausted, but it was reassuring to hear Jack’s voice as she climbed into his bed. Usually she only heard the deep breathing of profound sleep or if she was really lucky, a snore.


  “Hey Jack,” she replied in a half whisper. Then she leaned over toward the voice, searching for a kiss.


  “How was your … ?” This time his voice was stronger, and before he could finish his question, her lips found their target and her kiss stifled the rest of his words. “Mmmm,” he moaned as their lips met. He reached out and pulled her close. There was no resistance. As late as it was and as tired as they both were, that small kiss ignited passions that had been simmering below the surface. Any remaining clothing was stripped away as their tongues explored and kisses strayed from mouth, to neck, to breast, and beyond. Hands rubbed and caressed, gently and with force. Short gasps took the place of normal breathing, their sweat-covered bodies melded together, pulled apart, and then rejoined. Where once they had been two, now they were one, and they remained that way until they were finally so exhausted that sleep overtook them.


  Sunrise found them still in each other’s arms. The rising sun streamed through the skylight and warmed Jack’s face, triggering dreams of Belize. He was with her. They were lying on a beach, then on the trampoline between the bows of d’Riddem. The sun was hot and they were alone, locked together in an embrace, their hearts beating as one. The sun felt so good. He looked down at her, saw tiny beads of sweat forming on her face, and kissed her. He could taste the salt of her sweat. It wasn’t as salty as the ocean on which they floated―it was almost sweet, but definitely salty. He could feel rivulets of sweat beginning to run down his back, and where their bodies touched their sweat mixed and bare flesh became slippery. It was too hot and not hot enough all at the same time. His eyes were pressed shut against the bright sun, but he could still see all. He felt the warm pleasant pressure in his groin and pressed closer to her. Then it became dark. The warmth on his face went cold, the sweat on his skin cooled, and he felt a chill. He opened his eyes as a dark shape blocked the sun. Those dark soulless eyes were staring down at him, and he felt fear. His breath stolen, he could feel the presence of death.


  “Hunh!” Jack sat up, almost awake, disoriented. He looked up at the skylight and saw a large dark cloud passing in front of the sun. Through the fog of his awakening he heard Max’s voice. “Jack. Are you all right?”


  His jump had shocked her awake and with heart pounding from the adrenaline that flooded her veins, she sat and stared at him.


  “Jack,” she said again, her voice clear with concern.


  He was still disoriented, not fully awake. The dream was so real. He looked around. He had to force himself into the present, before he could respond. “It’s okay, Max. I was just having a bad dream.”


  “You scared the shit out of me. Are you sure you are all right?”


  “Yes. I’m all right.” She lay back down as he got out of the bed and walked toward the bathroom. She turned her head on the pillow and watched him walk away. She was beginning to crash after that rude awakening. Her whole body felt heavy and her last thought as her eyes closed was, “He has such a cute ass.”


  Jack stood in the bathroom, leaned on the sink, and looked into the mirror. Cat rubbed against his leg. “What is going on?” he asked her. Now, twice those eyes had invaded his dreams. He didn’t believe in the paranormal. He had always thought all that psychic stuff was just nonsense. Now he wasn’t so sure and he didn’t like that feeling. He threw some cold water on his face, brushed his teeth, and went in search of coffee. As he walked past the bedroom and looked in, he saw that Max had fallen back asleep. “She looks so peaceful when she is asleep,” he thought.


  An hour or so later, Max woke up again. This time it was to the smell of cooking bacon. After a quick visit to the bathroom she padded into the kitchen. Jack was at the stove, his back was to her, and he was turning bacon in the pan. Softly she stepped up behind him.


  “Hungry?” He had sensed her presence and asked just as she wrapped her arms around him.


  She pressed her face against his back, feeling his warmth, inhaling his smell. “Famished.”


  “Good. It’ll be ready in a sec.”


  She released her grip, headed for the coffee pot, and poured herself a cup. He placed the bacon on an old newspaper to drain and cracked several eggs into the pan.


  “Are you all right? That’s twice now that you’ve had some kind of a nightmare and it scares me,” Max said as she sat at the table. She could see him tense slightly when she asked that question. He said nothing. His concentration was directed to the eggs that were softly sizzling in the pan. The spatula scraped the pan as he flipped them gently. Then a series of additional scrapes and tinks signaled their transfer from pan to waiting plates. Jack turned and with the two plates of bacon and eggs in hand, he walked to the table, placing one in front of Max and the other at his place. Max watched him and waited for his answer. It wasn’t until after he had taken his seat that he looked up at her and said quietly, “Yeah. I’m all right.” Then with more enthusiasm, “Let’s eat.”


  The rest of breakfast was spent talking about their plans for the day, Max had to work at noon so she intended to go back to her place before work to take care of some things. Since tomorrow was launching day for the boat, Jack had a list of last-minute things to do.


  “Max, will you be able to help me launch the boat tomorrow?”


  “Maybe. I’m working at noon again. What time?”


  “It’s an early tide so we should be all done by nine or so, assuming that there are no problems.”


  “I’d rather sleep in. But I’ll help.”


  “You don’t have to.”


  “No. I’ll go with you.”


  They agreed to meet at the end of her shift for a bite to eat. With breakfast finished and cleaned up, they went their separate ways.


  


  CHAPTER 13


  EVEN THOUGH THE sun had been up for less than two hours, it had been a busy two hours. Irrepressible had been picked up and trucked to the launch area, the mast stepped, rigging tightened, and now as she was eased down the ramp and into the water, Jack stood at the wheel. He pulled the shift lever back. He listened to the pitch of the idling diesel change as the gears engaged into reverse. Then there was a slight tug as the propeller dug into the water and Irrepressible pulled free of the trailer and backed away. She was free. Jack smiled, feeling the gentle movement under his feet as he turned Irrepressible toward the mouth of the harbor and the ocean beyond. They wouldn’t go far today, only to the mile buoy and back, but it would be enough. “We’re back,” he thought to himself as he watched Max out on the bow coiling the last of the lines that had secured them to the trailer and by extension to the land. He watched as she placed them on the cabin top and made her way back toward him.


  Only minutes before, on land, Irrepressible had been just another object, still, unmoving, and lifeless. Now, back in her element, she was alive again. Always in motion, the gentle pitch and roll―even in the calmest of waters―hinted at life. The only ripples on the water’s surface came from her as she glided past the other boats still tethered to their moorings, waiting for their chance to be free once again.


  As Max stepped into the cockpit she had a silly grin on her own face.


  “What’s with the smile?” he asked.


  “You.”


  “Me?”


  “Yeah, you. You look like the cat that ate the canary.”


  “Oh.” He blushed a little as she joined him by the wheel, the smile still plastered on his face.


  Max slid her arm around his waist and leaned her head against him just as they glided past the jetties and out into the ocean. Their attention was focused ahead so they did not notice the lone, early fisherman sitting among the rocks watching them leave.


  As Irrepressible’s bow split the breakwaters, the change could be felt. Though subtle, it was still there. The ocean, its surface mirror-like, looked as flat as glass and yet they could feel the change as they left the security of the harbor and crossed into the edge of the ocean. Max could feel Jack’s muscles flexing and relaxing as he became one with the boat, reacting to the unseen swell of the ocean, and she smiled. Only the occasional cry of a gull interrupted the almost hypnotic drone of the tireless diesel engine. Both were lost in their own thoughts as Jack guided the three of them on this first small journey of the season.


  As the sun rose higher in the sky, the coolness of the early morning rapidly changed. “It’s getting warm,” said Max.


  She released her grip on Jack, moved forward through the cockpit, and climbed down into the cabin where she began pulling her sweatshirt off. Jack could just see her from the waist up and he watched. She pulled the shirt off like a guy. She grabbed the body and pulled it over her head and for a moment she stood there, arms raised, her head hidden in the sweatshirt. The t-shirt underneath, caught by the sweatshirt, pulled up as well, exposing the soft underside of her breasts. The t-shirt didn’t quite get pulled all the way up, but it was enough. Once her head was free and her arms lowered, the shirt fell back down. She pulled her arms out of the sweatshirt sleeves, dropped it on one of the berths, and tugged her t-shirt back into place. As she climbed back up into the cockpit she saw Jack grinning again. It was a new grin and she smiled at him as she asked, “What are you grinning at now?”


  “Nothing,” he lied. “It’s just such a beautiful day.”


  She knew he was lying, just as she knew why he was probably grinning. She knew that grin and she blushed a little, but didn’t say anything else and rejoined him by the wheel. Leaning against him, she put her arm back around him. Unlike before when she was all sweatshirt and felt like a large stuffed toy leaning against him, Jack could now feel the firm softness of her body as she pressed close to him. She was warm and he smiled and his thoughts strayed as they motored out toward the mile buoy. “Jack.”


  “What?”


  “Do you think that before the summer really gets crazy we could get away, sail somewhere? It wouldn’t have to be far, just somewhere where there would be no distractions, just us.”


  “Sure. I don’t see why not. The only danger is that we might not want to return,” he said looking down into her eyes.


  “I’d agree if we were back in Belize on d’Riddem, but I think that a few days will be enough for now,” said Max as she squeezed him.


  “Hmmm.”


  As they approached the mile buoy, the oily smoothness of the ocean began a magical metamorphosis. A faint breeze began to fill in and swells, barely felt before, now visibly undulated beneath them and the once glass-like surface of the water shined like the scales of a large silver fish. It was as if they were riding on the back of that glorious shiny creature. Turning around the buoy, Jack pointed Irrepressible back toward the harbor. With the sun at their backs, the land seemed to glow. When they were about halfway back, Jack broke the silence. “Fishermen.”


  “What?” replied Max.


  “Ahead. On the jetty.”


  “I don’t see anything.”


  “You will.”


  It wasn’t long before Max finally saw them. At first she only saw splashes of color and some movement out on the rip-rap of the jetty. As they slowly closed on the harbor’s entrance those anonymous shapes took form, and she could see that they were indeed the fishermen that Jack had tried to point out to her earlier. A few were still climbing over the rocks looking for just the right spot while others were already in position.


  As the boat reached the first buoy at the harbor mouth, one fisherman caught Jack’s attention. He was right on the end of the jetty. There was a cooler nestled into the rocks beside him. His rod was held out in front with the tip dipped toward the water, the line was out, and he was sitting there, waiting, as fishermen do. “He must have been one of the early ones,” thought Jack. He didn’t remember seeing him as they motored out of the harbor, but then, he hadn’t looked carefully either. At first glance, this guy looked like any of the other fisherman―dark glasses, a hat, dungarees, and an old t-shirt―but there was something else. As they slid by, Jack stared at him. While some of the other fishermen on the jetty acknowledged them with a wave as they went by, this one just sat there, only turning his head slowly as he watched Irrepressible pass into the harbor. Jack felt a chill as he stared back.


  “Shall I get the dock lines ready?” Max’s voice broke him out of his trance.


  “Yes. We’ll tie up port side to,” replied Jack. He turned for one last look back at the man on the rocks. He hadn’t moved.


  Again Max’s voice brought him back to the present. “All set. Let’s hurry and get in. I’m hungry. How about you?”


  “Now that you mention it, I am too. How ’bout we go to Paula’s as soon as we secure the boat.”


  “Great idea.” She gave Jack a squeeze.


  * * *


  As they motored deeper into the harbor, Jack forgot about the man on the jetty, his concentration now fully focused on docking Irrepressible. That’s why he didn’t see the man on the jetty reach into his bait cooler, remove a pair of powerful binoculars, and focus them on Jack and Max. That’s also why he didn’t see him rapidly reel in his un-baited line and leave quickly.


  


  CHAPTER 14


  BY THE TIME Jack and Max arrived at Paula’s, the early breakfast crowd, made up mostly of locals, was gone. Now, most seats were filled with early season tourists. Tom, the town’s detective and Jack’s oldest friend, was sitting at the end of the counter next to a very large man in a well-worn, flowered shirt. The next seat was empty. Beverly, waitress extraordinaire, had just added up a check for the large man next to Tom. As she tore it off her pad, she spotted Jack standing by the door. She waved a hello and nodded toward the customer. “One more seat for you guys in a minute.”



  Jack turned toward Max, who was looking over the assortment of newspapers on the rack by the door. He said, “Tom’s at the counter, there’s one seat open and another about to open. I’ll go claim them.”


  “I’ll be right over,” replied Max absently. She didn’t glance up.


  “Hey, Tom,” said Jack as he slid onto the empty seat and leaned over the counter so he could see around the big guy.


  The big guy glanced at Jack, nodded hello, then picked up his check, looked at it, pulled a gold money clip out of his pocket and thumbed through the bills and removed enough to cover the bill and a healthy tip. He threw the money on the counter, and said toward Jack, “I’m leaving, you can have my seat.”


  “Thanks.”


  He slid off his stool, turned and left just as Max arrived, paper in hand.


  “Hey Jack … Max. What’s up?” Tom said looking from one to the other.


  “Just launched the boat,” replied Jack as Max sat down.


  “Early this year.” It was as much a statement as it was a question.


  “A little, but last year was late.”


  “Well, summer’s here.” He glanced at this watch. “Hey, I’ve got to get going.” Tom picked up his check, pulled some cash out of his pocket and then placed the cash and the check under his empty coffee cup. Sliding off his stool he said, “Max, I’m sorry I can’t sit and chat. It’s good to see you.” Then turning to Jack he said, “Anything new on what we talked about a few weeks ago?”


  “Nothing. You’ll be the first to hear. As soon as I get the boat squared around, I’ll give you a call and we’ll go out.”


  “Sounds like a plan. See you.” And with that Tom left.


  * * *


  “What were you and Tom talking about?” asked Max.


  “Oh nothing.”


  She gave him a look that demanded an answer.


  “Okay. I had a talk with him about the Daniel sighting.”


  “And you didn’t tell me.”


  “Remember, you weren’t speaking to me.”


  “That’s no excuse.”


  “Max …”


  She cut him off. “Jack, I saw him … And you and Courtney saw the guy who was following him.”


  “Max, you’re getting a little ahead of yourself. None of the sightings were positively confirmed and I was only speculating on what I saw.”


  “So what did Tom have to say?”


  “Nothing really. He listened, but without more concrete information, there really isn’t anything he can do. His only suggestion was that we should be careful if it really is him.”


  “Coffee?” Beverly’s voice interrupted the look that Max was beginning to give Jack.


  Jack nodded, she poured, and Max asked for tea.


  “Are you ready to order now?” Beverly asked.


  “Sure. I’ll have two eggs, over easy, hash browns, bacon and toast,” replied Jack.


  “Just a blueberry muffin,” Max said.


  Surprised, Jack looked at her, “I thought you said you were hungry.”


  “I was. Now I only want a muffin and answers.”


  Beverly, still standing there, glanced over at Jack. Jack gave her a quick roll of his eyes. She took that as a signal to leave. “Be right back with your tea.”


  After a long silence, Max started in again. “So Jack, explain to me again why you didn’t tell me about your conversation with Tom.”


  “It didn’t seem like such a big deal, and remember that we didn’t see each other for a few days.”


  “I was busy.”


  “True, but you also weren’t exactly talking to me either.”


  “That’s not the point. You should have told me.”


  “Eggs over easy.” Beverly’s voice interrupted Max’s cross-examination as she placed a plate in front of Jack. He looked up, his eyes expressing thanks. “And here’s your muffin,” she said to Max before turning away.


  “Thanks,” said Max.


  Jack’s breakfast looked and smelled fantastic. Max’s stomach rumbled, reminding her how hungry she really was. As she broke her muffin in half, she wished that she had ordered more, but it was too late now. She would suffer in silence now and grab something at Ben’s later. Jack was wiping the last of the egg juice off his plate with his last bite of toast when Max finally said, “Jack, you do know that this conversation isn’t finished yet.”


  Before he could reply, she continued, “I know what I saw. Now, I have to get to work. Let’s go.”


  


  CHAPTER 15


  “HELLO, THANK YOU for calling Ben’s. How may I help you?” Max was sure that someone was on the line, even though she heard only silence. Over the last few weeks at work she had received at least a dozen such calls. “Fine, be that way. Goodbye!” She tried to sound cheerful. These silent calls were beginning to bother her, but she didn’t want the mystery caller to know.


  As Max hung up, Patti breezed into the bar. “Who was that?”


  “No one. The line was silent, but I’m sure that someone was on the other end.”


  “Probably a wrong number.”


  “No. I don’t think so.”


  Concern entered Patti’s voice. “Why not?”


  “Because…” Max’s voice tailed off.


  “Max, are you all right?”


  “Yes. Yes, I’m fine.”


  “I don’t think so. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


  Max had no reply as she stood silently while Patti stared at her. Then tentatively she asked, “Has this happened before?”


  “Yes,” was the muted answer.


  “That’s weird.”


  “This wasn’t the first time either.”


  “Really.”


  “Yeah, and I think I’m the only one this has happened to.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I’ve asked everyone else. Have you received any of these calls?”


  “Nope.” Patti paused. A curtain of silence dropped over them. Finally, Patti spoke again. “Max, can I ask you something?”


  Max nodded.


  “I don’t know how to ask this.” Patti hesitated before continuing. “Do you think it could be Daniel?”


  Max looked at her. The question had taken her by surprise. She had had the same thought, but thought it too crazy so had never dared say anything as if the words would make it real. Silently, she kept staring at Patti.


  “Max, are you all right?”


  “Yes. Yes, I’m fine,” she stammered as she fought to regain her composure. “Why would you ask that?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe just a feeling.”


  Max went silent again. After a moment Patti asked again. “So?”


  “I don’t know. I did have that thought, but if it were him, wouldn’t he have said something and if he did, I’m not sure that I want to talk to him.”


  “Creepy.”


  “Yeah.” But before Max could reply, Peggy, the hostess, came around the corner and told Patti that she had a new table.


  Instantly the mood changed. Patti said, “Gotta go.”


  Then the printer behind the bar began to chatter and Max turned toward it, tore off the slip, and began to make the drinks that had just been ordered. The night had begun and the phone call and conversation with Patti were soon forgotten.


  


  CHAPTER 16


  THE NEXT DAY, Max was on her way into Portsmouth to run some errands before work. Stopped at the light where Congress Street becomes Islington Street, she saw him, and this time it was for more than a disappearing glance. Time seemed to slow as she stared in near disbelief. Daniel was standing on the opposite corner, waiting for the light to change. He seemed thinner, there was a tautness to his face, and gone was the confident self-assuredness that the Daniel she had known possessed. He kept looking around nervously. Despite the physical changes she knew that it was Daniel and that he hadn’t seen her yet.


  The light changed. She didn’t notice. Her heart was pounding. She sat there staring at him, as if paralyzed, until the sharp blast of a horn from the car behind snapped her back to the present. In reaction, she jerked her head around, getting a quick glance of the driver in the car behind gesturing and yelling. Flustered, she turned back and instinctively pressed on the accelerator too hard, which caused her car to jump forward into the intersection. As it did, she looked for Daniel. He was gone. Her vision tunneled as confusion turned to panic. She had seen him. She knew she had. She had to find him, to confront him, to … to what?


  Had he seen her? She didn’t know, but what she did know was that he was here and she had to find him. She jerked the wheel left and barely made the turn onto Islington Street. As she turned she saw some open spaces in the parking lot to her right. Without thinking, she yanked her wheel to the right, never seeing the car she cut off. Its horn blared at her. Another hard right and she turned into the lot, nearly hitting another car. She didn’t she care. She had to park and find Daniel. Almost before her car stopped, she jumped out and run back to the intersection, looking about for any hint that he had been there. Nothing.


  Dodging traffic she ran across to the health food store. In her frenzied rush she pushed the door open a little too hard, causing the door chimes to clang rather than jingle. A tall thin woman, her hair frizzy and pulled back into a sort of pony tail, looked up from the shelf where she was placing boxes of tea in perfect rows. Soft, tinkling music was playing on a small boom box and the clerk looked up. “May I help you?” she asked in an equally soft voice.


  Max gulped for breath then blurted out, “No, uh, yes. I’m looking for a man.”


  The woman gave Max a look of incomprehension.


  Max, realizing that what she had just said made no sense, took a deep breath and started again. “I’m sorry. There was a man, outside on the corner, a few minutes ago and I need to find him.”


  The woman continued to stare.


  Realizing that she still was making little sense she tried again, “He was an old friend. I haven’t seen him for quite a while and, well, did you see him?”


  The clerk brushed her hands on her apron and in that soft voice said, “I’m sorry. There have been no men in the store this morning.”


  Trying to not sound too desperate Max asked, “Did you perhaps see what direction he went in?”


  The clerk’s eye twitched slightly. “I was out back until just before you came in. I didn’t see anyone.” Then she started to turn back to the shelf she had been stocking.


  Max made one more attempt, “He was tall, with amber eyes. His face was thin …”


  The clerk turned back to face Max again. This time she had a look that said, “You poor misguided soul, no man is worth it, forget about him.” What she said was, “I am so sorry, but I didn’t see anyone.”


  “Thank you. I’m sorry,” Max mumbled as she turned and left the store.


  The clerk walked over to the window and watched as Max continued down the street, looking in other store windows, alternately running then walking, sometimes stopping and looking around.


  “Strange,” she said to herself and went back to her tea boxes.


  * * *


  Max didn’t find Daniel. What she did find was a parking ticket tucked under the wiper blade on her windshield. “Damn,” she said as she climbed into her car, tossing the ticket onto the dash. She sat there a moment and thought about what she had just done. She giggled when she recalled that poor confused clerk in the health food store and how crazy she must have looked. “I know I’m not crazy. I saw him. He’s here,” she said to herself before starting her car. She had to get to work.


  


  CHAPTER 17


  THE BAR HAD been unusually busy, and Max hadn’t stopped from the moment she walked in. The dining rooms had finally closed and now only a few customers remained in the bar. When Courtney walked in, Max said, “Hey Court. Can you watch the bar for a minute? I really have to pee.”


  “Sure.”


  “Thanks.”


  At the same moment Max was entering the sanctuary of the ladies room, the phone rang. Max didn’t hear it ring, at least not consciously. Nor did she see the expression on Courtney’s face as she listened to the voice on the other end. Max lingered for a few extra minutes, not enough that anyone would notice, but sufficient to enjoy the solitude afforded by the privacy of the ladies room after a hectic night.


  Courtney was tipped upside down, reaching deep into one of the beer coolers when Max returned and announced, “I’m back, thanks.” Courtney stood and before she could say anything, Max moved past her to pull the trashcan liner out of the barrel in the back room as she began the end-of-night cleanup.


  Courtney followed her out back. “Max, I just got the strangest call.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “While you were in the bathroom, I answered the phone. At first there was only silence. I was about to hang up, figuring that someone had a wrong number and just didn’t say anything. You know how that works.”


  Max nodded but didn’t say anything.


  “Anyways, I was about to hang up when I heard a man’s voice say, ‘Wait.’ So I waited and again there was only silence. Then, in this really deep, muffled voice, he said that I should warn you to be careful. Then he hung up. Isn’t that weird?”


  A strange look came over Max’s face. She sat on one of the barstools, staring at Courtney.


  “Max, are you okay?”


  She sat there motionless, her face pale.


  “Max. Talk to me.”


  “I … I’m fine.”


  “No, you’re not. What’s going on?”


  “Oh my God. Daniel,” Max said in a voice barely above a whisper.


  “What?”


  “It was Daniel.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “Because. Because I just know it. I saw him today in town.”


  “Today?”


  “Yeah, I was stopped at the lights where Islington Street begins and I saw him on the other corner. He looked thin, nervous. He didn’t see me at first. Then, when the guy behind me hit his horn, he looked over and I’m sure he saw me. I was holding up traffic, so I pulled into the parking lot. By the time I parked, he was gone. I got out and ran around like a crazy person looking for him, but I never saw him again.”


  “That doesn’t make the voice on the phone his.”


  “Yes it does. For several weeks now, I’ve answered the phone a bunch of times here, and there has been no one on the line. Each time I felt like someone was there even though the line was silent. Now, today I see him again, and he looks awful and disappears after I’m sure he saw me. Then, the phone rings here. It had to be him.”


  * * *


  “It’s me.” He took another drag on his cigarette. The night air was cool. He shivered, pulled his collar up, looked down, and turned, facing into the shadows as he listened. Nervously he glanced around to confirm that he was the only occupant of the fish pier before he said, “He’s here. I could do it and be out of this backwater tonight.”


  He took another drag on his cigarette and looked across the water at Ben’s. He knew the speech, so as he half-heartedly listened he watched the reflections from the lights at Ben’s dance on the water. The speech ended and in his guttural voice he murmured, “Yes. I understand.” Then the line went dead.


  “Shit,” he said in resignation as he dropped the cigarette and crushed its glowing ember with his shoe. As he walked to his car he thought about how he would finally recover the disc for his employer. Feeling the knife in his pocket he smiled to himself. Once that was done, he would be able to satisfy his own needs.


  


  CHAPTER 18


  “WHAT IS GOING ON?” Jack wondered. He forced himself to keep his pace easy and his breathing relaxed. Max had told him about seeing Daniel in town and how he had looked nervous and worn. She had also told him about the call that Courtney had taken at Ben’s last night. He had already decided that right after his run, he’d head over to Ben’s to keep an eye on her.


  Jack had been running steadily toward the sun, but now, five miles in, it was sinking lower in the sky. Time to turn back and begin the run back. As soon as the sun was behind him, the light tailwind became a strong headwind, and the temperature began to drop. He shivered, glad that he had chosen to wear tights.


  While the distance to home shortened, those moments in the zone where conscious and unconscious thoughts melded together―often resulting in unexpected clarity―seemed to lengthen. Jack’s thoughts drifted from Max, to Daniel, to the silent calls, and finally the warning given to Courtney. Why? It always came back to why?


  When Jack ran through the center of Rye, he never noticed the car waiting at the intersection near the school. The driver’s dark, malevolent eyes watched him run past. He watched as Jack made the turn that would return him to the ocean and eventually Ben’s, and then home. It was only after Jack was out of sight that the car began to move, turning in the direction Jack had just come from and which would also take him to Ben’s.


  As Jack made the last turn down Harbor Road, he was both tired and refreshed. He was no closer to having answers to the Daniel problem, but subconsciously he felt a certain clarity had been achieved. He stopped running when he reached Ben’s parking lot and began walking around the parking lot to cool down. His breathing and heart rate returned to normal fairly quickly, although sweat continued to cover his face. After running ten miles, he always felt a certain smug superiority. He secretly enjoyed the discreet looks from diners going in and out.


  The lot was nearly full and he could picture Max behind the bar, pouring, shaking, and stirring as the orders streamed in. “She’ll be tired tonight,” he thought, “probably need a back rub.” He smiled to himself.


  Jack had finished his second lap around the parking lot and was on his way in to say hi to Max when he nearly ran into a departing customer who came out from behind a large van parked near the door. They both stopped, face to face, and recognition was instant. It was the man from the park. Before Jack could react, the man quickly dropped his gaze, mumbled his apologies, and hurried off.


  “Max,” Jack thought as panic and confusion washed over him. Without pausing for a second look at the man, he took the front steps two at a time and rushed into Ben’s. Diners were treated to the sight of a sweaty man in black tights and black jacket with the look of a demented superhero rushing into a bar calling out a woman’s name.


  At the bar, Max’s jaw dropped. “Jack, what are you doing here?”


  “Did you see him?


  “See who?”


  “The guy, the guy from the park.”


  “What guy from what park?”


  Jack began to calm down once he realized that Max was okay and that the people in the bar were staring at them. He moved closer and lowered his voice as he realized what a spectacle he was making.


  “Max, I just ran into the guy from the park, the creepy guy. He was just leaving Ben’s. Didn’t you see him?”


  She stared at him in silence. Before finally saying, “No-o-o.” She drew out her answer as she paused, trying to comprehend what Jack was telling her. “I didn’t see him. Are you sure it was him?”


  “Positive.”


  Before they could continue, the slip printer began its chikka-chikka-chunk, and the noise level in the bar began to return to normal as everyone went back to their own conversations. The show was over and it was obvious that nothing else was going to happen.


  “Max, I’m going to go get cleaned up. Then I’ll be right back.”


  She could hear the protective concern in his voice. She replied, “It’s okay. I’m fine here and you said that he left. Don’t kill yourself rushing back.”


  The sun had set and it was dark as Jack walked to his place. It wasn’t a long walk, but he hurried since his damp clothes made it feel much cooler than it was. Once again, he had no idea that he was being watched.


  


  CHAPTER 19


  “THAT WAS A MISTAKE,” the watcher thought to himself as Jack hurried past, unaware of his presence. “Patient. You must be patient.”


  * * *


  Showered and refreshed, Jack returned to Ben’s. As he took his seat at the bar, Max asked, “You want something to eat?”


  “I do.”


  “Menu?”


  “No thanks, I think I know it by now. I’ll have the Delmonico, medium rare.”


  Max placed his order. By the time he finished eating, only a few customers remained in the bar, so Max began cleaning up while Jack nursed his beer. From time to time, he glanced up at the Sox game on the television. An uneasy silence descended as she worked and he sat. They both wanted to say something about his earlier arrival in the bar and yet neither would. As she finished restocking the beer cooler, she turned and they looked at each other. As one voice they each said, “About earlier.” That broke the tension and they laughed. “You first,” said Jack.


  “What was that all about earlier?”


  “I’m sorry, I panicked because I saw―actually, I bumped into―the guy from the park. I was on my way in and I assumed he was on his way out. I don’t know. I just have this feeling.”


  “What kind of a feeling?”


  “I don’t know how to describe it. I guess you could say a sense of foreboding. I realize that sounds stupid, but …”


  “It’s not stupid. I know what you mean. Look, I keep seeing Daniel. I feel like he is trying to contact me and yet he won’t or can’t, and you keep seeing that creepy guy who acts like he doesn’t want to be seen, but keeps showing up.”


  “Exactly.”


  “Another beer while I finish up?”


  Jack nodded a yes and Max went out back to pour it. Returning with his beer she said, “I should be ready to go by the time you finish your beer.”


  


  CHAPTER 20


  “IT’S TIME,” THE watcher had thought to himself as he watched Jack return to Ben’s. “He’ll be there the rest of the night protecting his little woman.” Then, from his car he retrieved an old, canvas bag with a single strap that had been used in World War I by couriers as they ran orders between the front lines and the rear. From the bag he took out a pair of thin leather gloves and worked them on. They fit like a second skin. He slung the bag over his shoulder, and began following the shadows over to Jack’s. There was no moon, and Courtney’s place was dark. Jack hadn’t left any lights on, and the other houses nearby were also unoccupied for the moment. It was a world of dark shapes and shadows. It was his kind of world and he felt at home.


  It only took seconds to get past the lock on the door, and he snickered to himself at how easy it was. Once inside, he stopped to listen. Then he slowly sniffed the air. He had learned many years ago never to trust only one of his senses. It was a habit that had served him well, sometimes meaning the difference between success and failure. He began easing his way up the stairs, testing each step, feeling every subtle nuance of their surface through his thin-soled shoes. At the top of the stairs he paused again. No matter how dark the night, unless he was in a sealed room, there was always enough light for his kind of work.


  Even an empty house made noise, and he listened to the sounds that this place made. The soft hum of a computer, the cycling of the refrigerator, a creak since no building is ever perfectly still. He listened and sniffed again. Cat. He smelled a cat. He hated cats.


  When he was a child his neighbor had a cat. It was a large white cat with a funny, pushed-in face, long wild hair, and green eyes. He remembered those green eyes. One day, while he was out playing by the street, the cat came up to him and rubbed up against his leg. It felt good, so he bent down and stroked the cat’s fur. He was fascinated with how silky and soft it was. He kept stroking the cat, but it wasn’t long before the cat had had enough, and began to walk off. He didn’t understand why the cat would leave. A dog would have stayed. He was so fascinated by the softness of the cat’s coat he wanted to keep stroking it. Running after the cat didn’t help. The faster he ran, the more the cat panicked, and he was unable to get close to it. Finally, he caught up to the cat as it was crying by the door to the house where it lived. He had it cornered, and the trapped cat hunched down and faced him, emitting a low growl as it looked at him with those green eyes. He didn’t understand that noise and reached out for the cat, which yowled, struck out with its paw, scratched his arm, and then ran off. He was in shock as he looked at the reddening lines on his arm. He watched as the redness slowly began to weep and soon blood was dripping down his arm. At first there was no pain, just anger. The pain came with the blood and with that, hatred. The knife, then, wasn’t as sharp or as sophisticated as the one he now possessed, but it was sharp enough and with it he discovered that power over life – and death - gave him profound enjoyment.


  He slowly walked around, taking mental notes, learning about Jack and his home. The more he knew, the better. As he moved about, he turned on a very small flashlight with a red lens. It would not diminish his night vision and it provided enough illumination to allow him to more quickly finish his task. Better yet, it couldn’t be seen by anyone outside. He entered the bedroom. He shined the light around the room, stopping when it came to the bed. The covers were disheveled. He sat on the edge of the bed and imagined their naked bodies, all hot and sweaty as they fucked. The thought both disgusted him and excited him. After a moment, he moved into the bathroom and flashed the light around. A quick glance in the medicine cabinet told him nothing. A pair of white lace panties on the floor caught his attention, and he bent over and picked them up. He could almost feel their silky softness through his gloves. Holding them near his face he inhaled and smiled to himself before dropping them back on the floor. He moved on, completing his tour.


  Cat could sense the evil in his presence, so she moved silently with him, curious but invisible, watching him as he moved about picking up objects and putting them back down. He returned to the living room, where he picked up a lamp. This time his movements were different. They were quick and sure as he handled it. Then, after returning it to its place on the table, he turned and shined his light around the room one last time before moving silently down the stairs. Cat’s ears twitched as she heard the door open then close. She smelled it first, then, felt the faint puff of cold night air float up the stairs, as if cleansing away the evil that he had brought into her home. He was gone.


  Still hiding in the shadows, Cat didn’t move for several minutes as she lay panting with an open mouth. This was a cat way of sampling, absorbing, and memorizing a new scent. The instinct to survive demanded that this be done, and, on some elemental level, Cat knew that evil had visited and she had to learn as much as possible. Then slowly, cautiously, she came out from her hiding place and began her investigation. His scent lingered, stronger in some places, less so in others, but it was everywhere. She retraced his steps, stopping where he stopped. Sniffing and learning, she would know him anywhere. And she would never forget that he had been there.


  


  CHAPTER 21


  NEITHER JACK NOR Max noticed the car parked deep in the shadows in the overflow parking lot of Ben’s as they walked home.


  Inside the car, a pair of eyes watched as they disappeared from sight. Lighting a cigarette, the driver inhaled slowly, then exhaled deliberately, counting to himself, as he estimated the time it would take them to arrive. Another drag on the cigarette and it was time. First he picked up a set of headphones and adjusted them on his head. Then he picked up the small receiver from the seat next to him. He turned it on and said to himself, “Well, let’s see what they have to say.”


  At first, there was only silence. He adjusted the knobs. His concentration was so intense that he didn’t even dare breathe, lest the sounds of his own breathing might cause him to miss something. He thought he heard a soft thump followed by a barely audible click. Was that them? He closed his eyes and listened.


  He could feel his heartbeat quicken. He held his breath, savoring that delicious anticipation while waiting for that moment of confirmation when he would hear their voices for the first time. Then he heard some soft swishing, thumping sounds. “It has to be them,” he thought to himself. He tried to imagine them walking up the stairs. “Are they touching each other? Who was first? Who followed? Why aren’t they talking?” He felt the warm pressure building as he strained his ears, listening for those first words that would give him release.


  “Rwowh!” The sound nearly shattered his eardrums. He tore the earphones off his head. He began to sweat. His ears were ringing.


  “What the fuck?” he shouted, the sound of his own voice further shattering the moment. It only took a moment for him to realize what had happened. “Fucking cat,” he snarled as he replaced the headphones on his head. Then he heard the voices. “… get down from there. What are you talking about? Are you happy to see us?”


  That cat had stolen the moment. His only reward now was that he knew it worked. He continued to listen, and as he did his resentment toward that cat built, distracting him from the task at hand. Their voices moved into the bedroom and he could hear the sounds of intimacy, but he didn’t care. His intimate moment had been ruined so he turned off the receiver, lit another cigarette, and thought about what he would do next.


  


  CHAPTER 22


  THE INSISTENT “MROWING” and scratching at the door crept into Jack’s dream. He was searching for something, but he couldn’t move. A noise was coming from somewhere nearby, and he felt Max pressed up against him. Even though he couldn’t see her, he could feel her presence. There was more scratching, followed by something rattling, and he found himself in a dim corridor. The floor moved and he was wet. He could hear the wind blowing, then he was floating.


  Before he could fully understand what was happening to him, another loud “Mrowh,” followed by a louder rattling sound brought him out of his dream and into his bed. “Cat!” Forcing his eyes open, he turned his head and saw Max next to him still sleeping peacefully. Not yet fully awake his body felt heavy, paralyzed. He didn’t― couldn’t―move as pieces of the intense dream floated in and out of his head. As he became more fully awake, his conscious mind tried to remember what his subconscious had just experienced. But the more he tried to bring it into focus, the foggier it became until he was fully awake and only aware that he had just had one hell of a dream.


  “Mrowh.” The doorknob rattled again. He slid out from under the covers as quietly as possible, trying to not wake Max. When he opened the door, Cat rushed past him and jumped onto the bed. Purring loudly, she began pacing up, over, and around Max.


  “Cat. Get off me,” Max moaned.


  Cat ignored her.


  “Jack. Get her off me,” Max said in that smoky, sleep-filled voice that he found so sexy.


  Jack grinned and turned. “Cat, come on. Let’s leave Max alone.” And with that he picked her up. Scratching her ears, he left the room and closed the door quietly, leaving Max curled up in the bed.


  As soon as the door clicked shut, Cat began to squirm. She twisted out of his arms and thumped onto the floor. Jack watched her run off while he headed for the kitchen and a dose of caffeine. Instant coffee, water, one minute twenty-five in the microwave, powdered creamer, sugar, and Jack was a happy man.


  Coffee in hand he walked to the front window and stood looking out over the harbor. He could tell that the day was going to be perfect for sailing.


  As he turned away from the window, he saw Cat up on a table rubbing against the lamp that resided there. “Cat, get down from there.” She stopped and turned to him with a look that said, “What?”


  “What is with you? You never used to do this.”


  Cat continued to stare at him until he moved toward her. Then she jumped down, glared up at him, and spoke, “Mwrowh.”


  “Don’t you sass me.”


  “Mwrowh.” Satisfied that she had gotten in the last word, she walked off just as Max came out of the bedroom.


  “Who were you talking to?”


  “Cat. She has been acting really strange and she was up on the table rubbing on that lamp again. She’s never done that before.”


  “Hmph. Any coffee made?”


  “Not yet. I was about to put some on for you.” Max couldn’t understand Jack’s preference for instant. She had to have brewed, and if vanilla bean was an option, then she was even happier.


  “You’re working today, aren’t you?”


  “Day shift. I should be finished by five. Why?”


  “I’m thinking of asking Tom to go for a sail.”


  “Lucky you,” she said with a touch of sarcasm.


  He ignored the jab.


  


  CHAPTER 23


  THERE WAS A SLIGHT swell rolling into the harbor as they motored out past the breakwaters. The bow lifted, then dipped as Irrepressible began to move to the rhythm of the sea. They were heading straight into the breeze so no course change was required as Jack went forward to hoist the main, leaving Tom at the helm. As soon as the main was up and secure, Tom bore off to starboard, the sail filled, and he throttled back the engine into neutral, leaving it running at a low idle. The noise and vibration of running under power ceased and her motion changed as she heeled slightly and shouldered her way into the sea. Jack returned to the cockpit, released the furling line on the jib, and as he pulled on its sheet, the jib unfurled and filled. He trimmed the sail, the angle of heel increased slightly, and Irrepressible accelerated. Tom killed the engine and the silence was joyous as the boat, free of man’s interventions, moved in harmony with the wind and the sea.


  That moment of transition was magical and both men were grinning like two boys experiencing some forbidden pleasure for the first time. Neither spoke. The rhythmic swoosh of the bow slicing through the water and the soft hum of the wind in the rigging said all that needed to be said. They traded places. Jack took the helm from Tom and Tom moved to where Jack had been in the cockpit.


  Jack was the one who first broke the silence. “I told you about how Max is sure she has seen Daniel.”


  “You mentioned it a few weeks back, but you didn’t think too much of it.”


  “Yeah. That was then. Now I’m not so sure.”


  “How so?”


  “She says she saw him again the other day in town. Before she could get out of her car and grab his attention, he disappeared, but she was sure that it was him.”


  “Okay,” Tom said tentatively.


  “Don’t get me wrong, I don’t like the idea that he might be around. After all that he put Max though last fall, I really have no use for the bastard. So I asked myself, why is he hanging around? Why so mysterious?”


  Normally Max was the conspiracy theorist, not Jack, so Tom nodded to encourage Jack to go on.


  “I think that he is being pursued. I don’t know exactly why or who is after him, but I have that feeling and I don’t like it. Prepare to tack.”


  Tom readied the sheets and said, “Ready.” Jack studied the swells and when the moment was right, he issued the command and put the helm over. Irrepressible swung onto a new tack, which would take them toward the Isles of Shoals.


  Tom trimmed the jib, and when Jack was satisfied that it was drawing well, Tom cleated home the sheets. He sat back, slightly red-faced from the effort, and said to Jack, “So you were saying that one, you now believe Max; two, Daniel is around; and three, you think someone is after Daniel?”


  “I guess I am. It does make a certain amount of sense.”


  This sounded incredibly far-fetched to Tom. “Jack, you have been around Max way too long. As you may recall, the search for Daniel was pretty intense, both in Belize and here. Nothing has ever been found that would suggest that he is anything but dead. I’m beginning to get worried about you.”


  Jack could tell that Tom wasn’t taking him seriously enough. “Tom, listen. There’s this guy I’ve seen several times, and Courtney has seen him as well.”


  “So.”


  “So I think he’s the one stalking Daniel.”


  “That’s a leap,” Tom said with a touch of sarcasm. “So now, because you and Courtney have seen some guy, you think that Daniel is around, and this guy is after Daniel.”


  “No. Yes. I don’t know.” The way that Tom said it, Jack realized how ridiculous it sounded, but he continued. “Max has been getting a lot of hang-up calls at work. She answers and she’s sure that someone is on the line, but whoever it is, says nothing, and then hangs up. The calls started just after the first time she saw Daniel. Then, the other night Courtney answered the phone and the same thing happened. As she was about to hang up, a man’s voice told her to tell Max to be careful. Then the line went dead.”


  Tom looked at Jack. “Really.”


  “Yes. Max is convinced that it was Daniel, even though Courtney didn’t recognize the voice.”


  “And this mystery person was telling Max to be careful.”


  “ Yes.”


  “So where does this mystery man who is following Daniel fit in?”


  “Courtney saw him first. She didn’t think anything of him except that he really gave her the creeps. Then, a few weeks back, when we went on a picnic in Prescott Park, I saw him. He really was creepy looking and he seemed to be looking at something, although I didn’t see anything. Our eyes made contact for a split second and it gave me the willies. Then he was gone. The other day I bumped into him in the parking lot at Ben’s. I had just finished a run and was cooling down and he walked out from behind a van and we ended up face to face. The way he reacted was, well, I don’t know how to exactly describe it. I don’t think he expected to see me and he couldn’t get away fast enough. It really spooked me and I rushed in to check on Max. She hadn’t seen him and I looked like a real idiot. But I know what I saw and felt. There is definitely something not right about this guy. If I were to describe evil, he would fit the description.”


  “Jack, I don’t know what you want me to say. On one level I can understand what you are saying. But, the reality is that all you have described are coincidences and suppositions. There hasn’t yet been any direct contact with Daniel. The guy you and Courtney have seen, well, he could just be some strange-looking tourist. Other than the one call that Courtney took warning Max to be careful, there really isn’t much.”


  “I know,” agreed Jack. “But I can’t help but be concerned.”


  “Unless something more concrete happens, I wouldn’t worry too much. If it really is Daniel, why hasn’t he made contact? You’d think he would.”


  “I suppose.”


  “Jack, what you have is a bunch of coincidences, probably not related, and fueled by several overactive imaginations.”


  “I guess, but if it is him and he hasn’t made contact, then there has to be a reason why. Maybe it has to do with the creepy guy Courtney and I have seen.”


  “Maybe, but that’s still a stretch.


  Before Tom could respond to Jack’s story, Jack said, “It’s time to head back.”


  Moments later, Irrepressible was pointed back toward Rye Harbor. The wind, now at her back changed everything. Going out she had been close hauled, which despite the angle of heel, had felt steady as she powerfully shouldered her way through the ocean. Now, with the wind blowing from behind and the boat moving with the swells, that all changed. She felt slower, sluggish, less graceful, as if by her wallowing motion she was expressing her reluctance to return.


  This change in motion also changed the mood. Both men became quiet, lost in their own thoughts, and little else was said about Daniel or the creepy stranger. It wasn’t until they passed through the breakwaters and into Rye Harbor that there was another mood change. The engine purred as they glided down the center channel as if on parade, proudly returning from some grand adventure. The sails were furled and lines coiled, all hung neatly, ready for the next time they would be used.


  “Thanks, Tom. Great sail.”


  “Anytime.”


  “Let’s make it look good coming in to the floats. You never know who’s watching, and we want them to think we know what we’re doing.”


  As they began making the final turn to the floats, Jack quickly glanced up at Ben’s. There were people out on the deck, and he saw heads turning to watch. He smiled to himself. Even if the journey was not so grand, the romance and mystery associated with going to sea always sparked the imaginations of those on land watching their return. The fact that they had only gone for a short sail, lasting a couple of hours, was of no matter.


  What he didn’t see was that they were also being watched from the other side of the harbor. A tall, thin man with dark eyes was studying them through powerful binoculars. It wasn’t until the boat was secure and Jack and Tom had gone ashore that he lowered his binoculars. “Soon,” he murmured under his breath. Then he turned and walked back to his car.


  


  CHAPTER 24


  AFTER A QUICK BEER AT BEN’S, Tom headed home. Jack finished his burger and prepared to do the same. “Max, I’ll see you in about an hour.” He needed a shower and Cat needed supper.


  “Okay. But you know you don’t need to come back before my shift ends.”


  “I know, but I will. See you in a bit.


  * * *


  Cat was waiting for Jack outside the door.


  “Mwrowh.”


  She was obviously put out that he had returned so late. All the way up the stairs she kept up a nonstop barrage of comments. Jack didn’t need Dr. Dolittle to translate what she was saying, and clearly she wasn’t interested in hearing his excuses. She wanted supper. Now! As he dished it out she kept up her running commentary, dancing around his feet. “There. Bon appetite.” He placed the dish on the floor and headed for the shower.


  Cat had finished eating by the time Jack returned, clean and refreshed. He found her lying on the couch looking every bit the contented queen while she gave herself a bath. Jack rubbed her head and she looked up, her eyes slightly crossed as she began purring loudly. She had obviously forgiven him for serving dinner so late.


  “Well, Cat, I have to go get Max,” he said just as the phone rang. Assuming it was her, he answered, “Hey babe.”


  As soon as those words were out of his mouth, he realized from the silence on the line that it wasn’t Max. He froze in embarrassment, saying nothing further. Then, after what seemed like an eternity, a man’s voice on the other end of the line said, “I need to see you. I’ll be in touch.”


  Before Jack could respond, the line went dead. Jack stared at the phone in his hand, too stunned to move, while his conscious mind raced to catch up with what had just happened. “It’s really him.”


  That’s when Max’s voice broke the silence, followed by her footsteps coming up the stairs. He turned toward the stairs just as Max reached the top.


  “Jack?”


  He stared at her and then asked, “What are you doing home? I was about to come get you.”


  “I got out early and Patti dropped me off. What’s with you? You look like you just saw a ghost,” she said, staring at the phone, which was still in his hand.


  “I did,” he mumbled. Then he slowly hung it up. “Come here.”


  “Jack, what’s wrong?” said Max.


  “I think Daniel just called.”


  “What?”


  “I’m pretty sure it was him.”


  Max just stared at Jack, her eyes asking all the questions.


  “I answered the phone and a voice said that he needed to see me. He said that he’d be in touch. Then he hung up.”


  “How can you be so sure it was Daniel? Did he say who he was?”


  “No he didn’t. The voice was muffled, but I know it was him.”


  “Jack, listen to yourself. Now you sound like me, and if I were telling you this you’d be standing there giving me a list of reasons why it isn’t.” She almost cracked a grin while enjoying this moment of role reversal.


  “I know,” he said and blushed.


  “Tell me again.”


  Jack walked over to the couch and sat down and Cat immediately jumped into his lap. Max joined him.


  “Max, I feel like … like … I don’t know how I feel, but I know what I heard and it makes no sense. Why would Daniel call me?”


  “You don’t know for sure that it was him.”


  Jack insisted, “No. I do. It was.”


  * * *


  As they talked about it further, a figure outside in the shadows was listening to every word they said. “Well, well, well. I’ve got you now, you slippery little son of a bitch.” He sat back, lit a cigarette, and inhaled deeply, both satisfied and exhilarated. Then he reached in his pocket, removed his knife, and flicked the blade open. “It won’t be long now, my little friend,” he said as he felt the razor sharpness of the blade with his finger before pressing the blade closed. He found the soft snick as it latched shut soothing. He took off the earphones, turned off the receiver, took one last pull on his cigarette, and then flicked the butt out the window. Satisfied with this night’s work, he started the engine. He didn’t need to hear anything else. He had the confirmation that he needed. Shifting into gear he drove off, leaving Jack and Max their privacy.


  


  CHAPTER 25


  “HEY TOM. GOT A MINUTE?” said Jack as he knocked on the doorframe.


  Looking up from the file he was reading, Tom smiled. His eyes flashed gratitude for the interruption. “Jack. Sure. Come on in.”


  Jack pushed the door open and Tom saw that Max was with him. “Max. What a nice surprise.” He stood and walked around his desk to give Max a hug and a kiss while Jack pulled up two chairs. “Thanks again for the sail yesterday. What brings you two down here so early?”


  Jack didn’t waste any time getting to the point. “Daniel called me last night.”


  Tom didn’t say anything for a moment. Then, slowly, quietly he said, “Tell me what happened.”


  “I was about to go back to Ben’s to pick up Max when the phone rang. At first there was silence. Then a man’s voice said, ‘I need to see you. I’ll be in touch.’ Then he hung up. The voice was muffled, but I know it was him.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “He called last night?”


  “Yeah, kinda late, just before Max came home.”


  Tom leaned forward, elbows on the desk, eyes focused on Jack, “You’re positive.”


  “Yes. Why? You don’t believe me?”


  “I do, but why would he call you?”


  “I don’t know. Remember I told you about how Max had seen him and that Court and I’ve seen that really creepy guy hanging around.”


  “I remember.”


  “Well, now I’m even more convinced that they’re related. That’s the only answer that makes sense to me.”


  Max couldn’t restrain herself any longer. “He’s in trouble, Tom. He faked his death in Belize and abandoned me. There never was a lot of love lost between him and Jack. He’s got to be desperate. Why else would he contact Jack?”


  “Max, all true, but it’s all theory at this point.”


  “No, it’s not!” she insisted.


  “Max, there is no hard proof of Daniel’s existence …”


  She cut him off before he could go on. “I saw him. He called Jack. Isn’t that proof enough?”


  “Max. I don’t doubt you, but I need more than just that. I mean, by your own admission, you only got a glimpse of him before he disappeared. Then the voice on Jack’s phone was muffled and the caller didn’t say who he was.”


  “So, are you telling me that you don’t believe us?” As Max got wound up, panic started to fill her voice.


  Tom glanced over at Jack for some support.


  The look on Jack’s face said, “Sorry, you’re on your own. Good Luck, I’ve already been there.”


  Tom took a breath and exhaled, “No. Max, I have no reason to doubt you or Jack or Courtney. But don’t get your hopes too high. I’ll do what I can. A presumably dead man and a guy who hasn’t done anything worse than looking creepy isn’t much to work with. Listen, if either of you sees one of these guys again, call me. I’ll pick him up and then we’ll try to get some answers.”


  Max sat back with a pout on her face. She was sure that Daniel was around and needed help.


  Jack finally spoke up. “You’re right, Tom. There is no hard proof, at least not this morning. But there will be. I’m sure he will contact me again and when he does, well …” He paused. Then he looked at Max. Abruptly he said, “Come on, let’s go. Tom’s busy. We’ve taken up enough of his time.”


  They all stood.


  “Jack, I do understand, and I’ll keep an eye out for both of them. Something probably is going on, and I don’t need any more dead bodies in town.” Then he looked over at Max. “It’s going to be all right.”


  They exchanged goodbyes, and Jack and Max walked out. Max was the first to speak as they got into Jack’s truck. “He doesn’t believe us, does he?”


  “He does. Tom’s cautious, but he listens and, well, we’ll just have to see what happens. You want some breakfast?”


  “Sure.”


  * * *


  For the next several days nothing happened. No phone calls. No sightings. Life returned to normal. Jack’s time was spent helping Courtney get Ben’s ready for the summer crowds or working on his boat while Max was busy behind the bar at Ben’s. Meanwhile, the watcher remained an invisible presence, listening and waiting for the next nugget that would take him closer to his goal. Cat continued to puzzle Jack with her behavior, which Jack took to be Spring fever.


  


  CHAPTER 26


  ANOTHER WEEK PASSED. When there was no further contact from Daniel, Jack felt traces of doubt creep back in. He decided to push all thoughts of Daniel from his mind and spend some time on his boat.


  The air was warm and the sun was shining, He turned the tumblers on the combination lock and gave it a tug open. Removing the lock to the cabin he slid the hatch boards out and was met with a rush of hot, stale air. He climbed down into Irrepressible with but one thing on his mind: to open the forward hatch and get some air flowing through the boat. He didn’t notice the piece of paper in the sink.


  So much of Jack’s life was wrapped up in Irrepressible that she felt alive to him, and whenever he came aboard, after time away, he always felt like she was grateful for his return. The change was immediate as fresh air flowed through her cabin. He smiled and as he always did, gave her a quick inspection.


  That’s when he saw an envelope in the sink. “What the hell?” he murmured under his breath. He knew that it hadn’t been there the last time he had been on the boat. He looked up and realized that it probably had been pushed through one of the three thin ventilation slots in the hatch board that he had just removed, as if it had been a letter mailed at the post office.


  He turned and sat down at the nav table and continued to stare at it. Time slowed as he turned it over and over in his hands. A sense of foreboding washed over him. Then, deliberately, he slid his fingertip under one corner of the envelope’s flap and tore it open. Inside was a folded piece of paper. After reading it three times, he placed it on the table top, sat back, and exhaled as his brain began to catch up with what his eyes had seen.


  Jack. I need your help. I have information that will answer many questions. I am being followed and it’s only a matter of time before they get me. I realize that I’m putting you and Max at risk, but I have no choice. You must help me. I’ll be in touch. D.


  He picked it up and read it for a fourth time. The writing was tight and precise, and as his eyes followed the words across the paper, a chill washed over him.


  “Oh, my god,” he exhaled, his voice barely above a whisper. Jack put the note down, got up, and climbed out into the cockpit. He needed some air.


  His imagination began to kick in. Where was he? When did he leave the note? Was he watching now? Jack slowly looked all around the boat. He looked up at the pier. It was empty. He knew that there were cars in Ben’s parking lot even though he couldn’t see them from down on the boat. He could see people out on Ben’s deck. No one seemed to be paying any particular attention to him. He looked out over the harbor. Since it was still early in the year, many moorings were empty, waiting for their boats to return. Most of the fishing boats were already out for the day, and the remaining boats bobbed peacefully as gulls turned lazy circles in the air above.


  Finally, he scanned the floats and piers of the Rye Harbor marina. Boats were lined up in the large parking lot, ready to be launched over the next few days. He didn’t see anyone on the floats, and the commercial pier was deserted save for two parked trucks. He knew their owners were out fishing. He didn’t know what he was looking for, and he had to be satisfied that he didn’t see it. He went back below and read the note again.


  What could Daniel have that was so important, and why was he bringing it to Jack and Max? He dropped the note on the nav table and then paced aimlessly around the cabin. He opened drawers, closed them, and checked the contents of the lockers, even though he knew exactly what was in them. He picked up the note, read it again, and then returned to the cockpit outside. He opened the cockpit lockers, counted life jackets, and re-coiled unused docking lines. “What is going on?” The thought kept reverberating through his mind.


  With the last line coiled and the last locker checked, he went back below, picked up the note, read it one last time, carefully folded it, and slipped it into his pocket. After a final glance around the cabin, he closed the forward hatch, climbed out into the cockpit, replaced the hatch boards, and snapped the lock in place. Walking up the ramp, he thought about what he should do. Go see Tom? Tell Max? Wait and see what happened? At the top of the ramp, he stopped and took one more look back at Irrepressible, followed by a quick scan of the harbor. Then he headed over to Ben’s. He needed a beer.


  * * *


  “Hi, Jack. How’s things down on the boat?” Max asked with a smile.


  “How’d you know I was down there?” He tried to sound normal. He could feel the note in his pocket, and as much as he wanted to tell her about it, he decided to keep it to himself for the time being.


  “Patti saw you.”


  “Everything is fine. I just like to check on her, especially if I haven’t been on board for a few days.”


  “You want to go to a movie tonight?”


  He was relieved that she seemed to have no clue as to what was going on inside of him. He didn’t like keeping things from her, and he wouldn’t, but now was not the time to tell her. “Sure. You pick.”


  “Great.”


  He finished his beer, got up to leave, and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “See you later. I’ll be at home or in the shop.”


  “See you soon.”


  Pick a good one,” he called over his shoulder as he left the bar. She waved and nodded. As he walked back to his place, he decided that he would wait to tell Max until he knew more. He also decided to wait before involving Tom. He wanted first crack at Daniel.


  


  CHAPTER 27


  THE MOVIE HAD been just what Jack knew it would be, a sappy, romantic, chick-flick. It really wasn’t all that bad, and he enjoyed it more than he would ever let on. What was more important was that Max really liked it, and he knew that when they returned to his place she would already be in the mood, which made it all worthwhile.


  Arriving home, he shut the engine off, but neither of them made any move to get out right away. The darkness that had seemed so complete, when the headlights were first shut off, slowly gave way to a world of nearly black colors. With only moonlight and the stars lighting his yard, there was just enough light so that each object’s true color could still be seen as a shade of black. First the larger shapes became visible. Then smaller shapes slowly took form. Eventually, he could see the gardens and the wheelbarrow he had left out in the yard. “C’mon Max, let’s go in.”


  Her answer was the click of the door handle releasing the latch and the creak of the door being pushed open. This caused the interior light to come on, and the night world that had become so clear, disappeared. As soon as both doors closed behind them, the light went out and the dark world reappeared. They walked together across the yard. As they reached the door, Jack stopped, turned, and looked up. “Do you remember those nights in Belize? How beautiful the stars were?”


  Max turned and looked up. She leaned back against him, and as he wrapped his arms around her, she held them tight in the same way one might pull a shawl close to ward off the chill of the night. “I do.”


  She didn’t say anything else so they stood there, in the dark, looking up, lost in their thoughts. Sometimes a moment will seem like forever and that is all that is needed. Finally, Jack relaxed his hold on her and turned to put his key in the lock. Max stopped him, pulled him toward her, and kissed him. “Mmmm. What was that for?”


  “Because.”


  “Because, why?”


  “Just because.”


  The movie was working and he grinned. As he turned and opened the door, they went into the inky darkness of the stairwell. Neither made any move to turn the light on. Clinging to each other in the intimate privacy of the dark, they made their way up the stairs. As they reached the top of the stairs, Cat mrowed a hello and rubbed against Jack’s leg. He bent down and scratched her head. “Hello Cat. Did you miss us?”


  Her reply was a loud purr.


  Compared to the dark stairwell, the apartment seemed bright as the light from the night sky filled the room. Jack could see the moon through the skylight. As they moved toward the bedroom Cat followed, still purring, still insisting on her share of attention, but finding that they were more interested in each other.


  * * *


  “Come on. Talk to me. Tell me what I want to know,” he said to himself as he listened to the sounds of two lovers who assumed that they were totally alone.


  “Mrow.” Cat’s voice, followed by loud purring, echoed in his ears as he tore the headphones off.


  “Fuckin’ cat,” he snarled. “You are rapidly moving to the top of the list.” He put the headphones back on, but the only sound he heard was the cat purring, more softly now, but still loud enough that he was unable to hear the two lovers. It was as if it was purposely interfering. He decided to call it a night. “Maybe tomorrow …” he thought.


  * * *


  The next two days were uneventful. Jack didn’t tell Max about the note. He couldn’t. He didn’t call Tom either. He kept the note in his pocket and while Max worked, he helped out at Ben’s, worked in his shop, or worked on the boat. There were no calls, no more notes, nothing. Everything was so perfectly normal that he was almost able to forget that Daniel even existed, at least until he put his hand in his pocket and touched the note, when all those questions came flooding back.


  While Jack and Max went about their lives, the watcher waited for that inevitable moment when he could finally satisfy his needs and get the hell out of this place.


  


  CHAPTER 28


  “HEY MAX,” SAID JACK as Max brought him another beer. “You’re off tomorrow, aren’t you?”


  She placed the beer in front of him, leaned forward with her elbows on the bar, and looked deeply into his eyes. “I am. Why do you ask?”


  “The weather is going to be nice tomorrow, and I was thinking that maybe we could take off early and spend the day out on the boat. Just the two of us. Maybe we could sail out to Jeffreys Ledge and look for whales.”


  “That sounds like fun. Define early.”


  He hesitated before speaking because he knew that his idea of early was a bit different from what she thought early should be. “Sunrise,” he said quietly. Then before she could react, he added, “I’ll go out today and get some of those chocolate croissants you like for breakfast, and I’ll get some wine and food for lunch and dinner. You won’t have to do anything. You can even go right back to sleep as soon as we get underway.”


  “Sunrise?”


  “Come on. It’ll be great. Better than hanging around all day doing laundry or something.”


  “Okay, but do we really have to leave at sunrise?”


  Her protest was feeble and said with a slight smile so Jack smiled back and answered, “Yes.”


  * * *


  The sky had begun to lighten in anticipation of the sun’s rising. The sound of their footsteps clumping down the aluminum ramp blended right in with all the other early morning sounds of the harbor. They climbed on board Irrepressible and while Jack opened the lock and removed the hatch boards from the companionway and disappeared below, Max looked around, amazed at how busy the harbor was this early in the day. Above the chugga-chugga of just started diesels, the click and whirr of the electric winch lowering bait barrels onto waiting boats, and the thump and crash of empty fish boxes being tossed about, shouts and good-natured taunts could be heard as the fishermen greeted each other and prepared for another long day out on the water.


  The steadier sound of a boat, already underway, drew her gaze away from the pier. Turning toward the harbor’s mouth and the ever-brightening sky, her eyes followed the string of still moored boats as each began rocking, one after another, as if touched by an invisible hand. Just after the last boat began rocking she finally saw a lone boat loaded with lobster traps just as it disappeared out of the harbor, its wake the culprit.


  “Hey, Max, the water is on for coffee. Let’s get out of here,” said Jack as he climbed back out into the cockpit and started Irrepressible’s engine.


  “I had no idea things were so busy down here this early in the morning.”


  “Yeah. Today’s a little busier than normal, but dawn’s a busy time.”


  “What do you want me to do?” she asked as he started the engine.


  “Let’s get the spring lines off first. Then you stand by the bow and I’ll get the stern.”


  Max released the two spring lines and dropped them onto the floats. Newcomers to Irrepressible were always surprised to find that the dock lines were attached to the floats and remained there, rather than the traditional arrangement of staying with the boat.


  Satisfied that all was ready, Jack signaled her to release the bow line. As the bow swung out from the float, he deftly flipped the stern line onto the float and they were free. As they made the turn past the commercial pier, several fishermen waved to them and shouted hellos. Max returned to the cockpit, stood next to Jack, and wrapped her arm around him. He felt her shiver slightly, so he suggested that she go below where it was warmer and she could check on the water he had put on for coffee.


  “Not yet. I’m fine. I’ll go down as soon as we’re out of the harbor.”


  “Suit yourself.”


  The harbor was like glass as they slid toward the ocean. Max looked back and noticed that their wake hardly disturbed the moored boats, unlike the lobster boat she had watched leave earlier. As they cleared the breakwaters the sun broke the horizon, rapidly growing into a huge orange ball. Outside of the harbor, the motion of the boat changed. The gentle rise and fall of the swells were like the deep breaths of an immense sleeping giant. Tiny wavelets began to form on the surface of the water as the faintest breeze could be felt, turning the surface into a million diamonds sparkling in celebration of the new day. Jack smiled as he squinted into the glare, while watching for lobster pots. It would not bode well for the day if he were to catch one with the prop so early. Max disappeared below and returned with two cups of coffee.


  “Thanks.” They were on their way.


  


  CHAPTER 29


  IT HAD BEEN ANOTHER LONG, fruitless night. He was tired and getting ever more impatient. He knew that this was how most jobs were, but it didn’t mean that he liked it, and this one seemed worse than most. He felt like a caged animal. His freedom was so close and yet he was trapped, unable to escape.


  As he drove along the ocean on his way to get coffee, he brooded over his predicament. He grinned as he remembered his last job. It was in the city, and if you knew where to look―which he did―you could readily satisfy your most intimate cravings no matter how depraved. That had made the job more tolerable. Not so today. This place offered little promise of release.


  As the road wound around the harbor, he glanced across the water at Ben’s. It wouldn’t be open for several more hours and so appeared deserted. That’s when he saw what wasn’t there. The boat was gone. He hit the brakes and immediately a loud blast from an air horn shook his car. Startled, he glanced into his mirror and saw only the grill of a very large truck that seemed about to hit him. He hit the gas. His car shot forward, quickly opening up a gap between his car and the truck but also taking him beyond the point where he could see Ben’s and the empty dock. Another look back in the mirror and he caught a glimpse of the driver yelling and gesturing. A sudden urge to stop and pull that driver out of his truck and teach him a lesson washed over him.


  That urge lasted only a moment. He was already at the entrance to Rye Harbor and without thinking he hit the brakes and yanked the wheel to the left. His car shot across the other lane, narrowly missing an oncoming car. When the tires hit a patch of loose gravel on the edge of the road, it went into a slight skid. He regained control just as the truck roared past with one more blast of its horn.


  “You stupid ass,” he chided himself, “That is not how you stay invisible.” He slowed his car and drove past the ticket shacks toward the harbor. At the end of the drive he looked to the left and saw the park attendant in his ticket booth, reading a newspaper, ever ready to collect parking fees while guarding the launching ramp. The attendant didn’t even look up as he stopped and scanned the area.


  His heart rate was almost back to normal. All was quiet so he turned right, toward the commercial fish pier. He stopped his car just past the pier and looked across at the empty floats where Irrepressible should have been tied up. “Where did you go?” he asked himself as he considered the many possibilities. He swore silently as he berated himself for the hours of potential listening he had missed during the night. Then, there was that damned cat. But even as he blamed her he recognized the truth: he was bored and that boredom was causing him to make mistakes.


  A knock on his window broke his concentration. He turned and saw that the park attendant was standing next to his car. His uniform was neatly pressed and properly adorned with name tag and badge. An older man, he looked like a retiree posing as a rent-a-cop. Rolling down his window, he forced a smile and looked up at the officer, but remained silent.


  “Mornin’. Sorry to bother you, but this area needs to be kept clear for the local fishermen. If you want to hang out and look at the harbor you’ll have to pay to park over in the big lot back there.” He turned and pointed back in the direction that both of them had just come from.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize that this was verboten.” He didn’t try to mask the sarcasm in his voice; rather he just turned away from the officer, rolled up his window, and slowly began to pull away. As he did, he took one more glance over to where the boat had been tied up, still wondering where it was and who was on it.


  


  CHAPTER 30


  THE SKY REMAINED cloudless and the sea nearly flat, its surface still shimmering as they motored past the Isles of Shoals. The soft rumble of the diesel was almost hypnotic in its monotony. Max had long gone up on the foredeck and Jack could tell by her position that she was sound asleep. As he drove the boat on, and the Isles began to fade into the distance, he scanned the water for any sign of a breeze. There was none. He kept telling himself that a bad day on the water was still better than a good day anywhere else. But he was beginning to have some doubts.


  Irrepressible had no autopilot, but Jack knew her well and with the dead calm conditions he locked the wheel knowing that she would track a steady course, at least for a short while. Satisfied that all was well he left the cockpit and went forward to check on Max. As he reached the foredeck, she looked up at him and smiled.


  “I thought you were asleep.”


  “I was, but I’ve been awake for a while. I was remembering back to being on d’Riddem in Belize.”


  Jack had no response. Silently he sat down next to her and gazed out over the flat, empty sea.


  “Penny for your thoughts,” said Max.


  He didn’t answer immediately, but continued to stare ahead at the horizon. Then, he turned toward her and said, “I was just wondering what will happen if Daniel does show up. How it will affect us.”


  “You don’t have anything to worry about. That part of my life is over.” She paused, looked deeply into Jack’s eyes, and then continued, “Yes, I admit that I would like to know why he used me like he did, but it’s over. I’m where I belong.”


  At that moment, Jack sat up sharply and turned, looking back.


  “What?” said Max, a little anxiety creeping into her voice.


  He stood, scanning the empty sea behind them. “I thought I heard something.”


  “I don’t hear anything.” Now Max was also looking back, although she remained sitting.


  Jack could see by their wake that Irrepressible was still tracking true. He only saw the empty ocean, but he still had a feeling that they were not alone anymore.


  “I’m going to get the binoculars,” he said and went back toward the cockpit. Max followed.


  His first sweep of the ocean revealed nothing. Then as he began a second sweep, he suddenly stopped.


  “What is it?” asked Max. She maneuvered herself to be closer to him, pressing up against him, one arm around his waist and the other held up to shield her eyes as she looked in the same direction.


  “I’m not sure. It looks like one of those cigarette-type boats. I guess we’re not alone anymore. Nothing to worry about.” Jack lowered the glasses and looked down at Max.


  “Let me see.” She reached for the glasses.


  “Here.”


  She unwrapped her arm and took the binoculars. She placed the strap around her neck and scanned the horizon in the direction he had been looking. Jack returned to the wheel, unlocked it, and resumed steering.


  The engine droned on and neither said anything. He steered and she watched. The day was getting hotter and Jack was thirsty. “Max, can you take the wheel for a minute while I go below and get a cold drink? You want one?”


  “Sure.” She lowered the glasses, letting them hang from the strap that was around her neck. She slid in front of Jack and took the wheel while he moved back out of the way. Before he moved forward, Jack stood on the helmsman’s seat and, holding onto the backstay to steady himself, looked back. The thrum of a powerful engine could now be heard more clearly, and if he squinted he could just make out the speck in the distance that was the source. Satisfied that there was no immediate danger, he disappeared below. From the shadows two iced coffees were placed into the cockpit, followed by a plate with two chocolate croissants and a couple of napkins. Finally, he emerged and took a quick look around. Now he could clearly see the cigarette boat that only a few minutes before had been but a speck on the horizon. It was dead astern and coming toward them at full speed.


  “Here,” he said as he handed her a drink. Then, “Trade you.” He nodded at the binoculars that still hung around her neck. They traded places as well. Re-locking the wheel he faced astern and raised the binoculars to look back at the rapidly approaching boat while Max bit into a croissant. It was directly astern and appeared to be on the exact same course. “That’s strange.”


  His stomach rumbled, reminding him that there was a chocolate croissant with his name on it waiting to be eaten. He put the glasses down and turned back to steering Irrepressible. As soon as he did, Max reached out and handed him his croissant. He took a bite and glanced back as he chewed.


  The throatier roar of the other boat’s powerful engine could now be heard clearly above Irrepressible’s. Max finished first and reached for the binoculars and began to study the other boat intently. Jack kept glancing back. It seemed to still be holding the same course. The distance between them was closing fast, which increased concern. “They have to know that we’re in front of them,” he thought.


  “Jack,” said Max, still staring at the overtaking boat. “He’s coming straight at us. Shouldn’t one of us be turning or something?”


  Another glance back at the oncoming boat confirmed that its course had not changed, and a new layer of sound could now be heard. It was the sharp staccato sound of the water slapping against the hull of the onrushing boat. He didn’t recognize the boat nor could he see the driver. Its course remained constant with Irrepressible squarely in its path.


  “Shit,” Jack swore under his breath as he put the wheel hard over to starboard. Irrepressible heeled sharply as she pivoted to the right. His reaction was instinctive and without warning. Max, unprepared for the sharp turn, lost her balance and fell, landing on the seat while dropping the binoculars.


  The roar of the other boat’s engine drowned out Max’s cry as it flew by. Because of Jack’s sharp turn, neither one of them had noticed that the onrushing boat had swerved left and wouldn’t have hit them, although it would have been close. The wake hit like a small tsunami. Halyards rattled, pots and pans clanked in lockers below, and their iced coffees spilled as the cups tipped and fell onto the cockpit sole. Max nearly fell off the cockpit seat, and Jack was knocked off balance but remained standing as his knuckles turned white from the death-grip he had on the wheel.


  “You miserable fucker!” shouted Jack as he regained his balance. Then, quickly twisting around, he looked in the direction the boat was going and saw that it was beginning to make a wide sweeping arc as if to return. Then Jack turned back, facing forward, and looked at Max. Recovering her composure, she was picking up the binoculars from where they had fallen. Jack said, “Sorry. Are you okay?”


  A kind of wild look was on her face, half fear and half anger, and that look screamed at him, “What the hell was that all about?”


  “Are you okay?” he asked again.


  “Yes, but I’m not sure about the binoculars,” she said with a quiver in her voice. “Who is that asshole?”


  “I don’t know, but we’re about to find out. It looks like he’s turning back.” Jack pointed toward the boat.


  She spun around to look. “He’s coming back?” It was both a question and a statement, her voice betraying her fear.


  “It looks like it.” He had to work hard to keep his voice calm and steady as several different scenarios played out in his imagination, all of them ending badly.


  Max picked up the binoculars and raised them to look. She confirmed the obvious. “Jack. He’s coming back!”


  He could hear the panic and fear in the pitch of her voice. “Come here,” he said and motioned for her to join him.


  Still holding the binoculars, she clambered back to his side. As he put his arm around her, she looked up at him and said, “They’re okay.”


  “What?” he asked.


  “The binoculars. They’re okay.”


  He gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze and looked at her. “Good.” He turned the wheel to port and returned Irrepressible to her original heading. “May I have them?”


  As she handed him the binoculars he motioned for her to take the wheel. He could see that the boat had completed its long sweeping turn and was heading straight at them again. Lowering the binoculars, and without taking his eyes off the returning boat, Jack said, “Max, go below and here, take these.” He handed her the binoculars. It was not a request. Max understood that part. What she didn’t understand was why.


  Before she could ask he added, “They aren’t going to hit us, but if there is any trouble I want you ready on the radio to call for help.”


  


  CHAPTER 31


  HE GAVE HER A NUDGE. With each passing second, the sound of the boat’s engine got louder as it skimmed over the water. There was no further debate. Max left Jack’s side and headed for the companionway. Jack continued to study the mysterious boat while maintaining his course. The distance between the two boats was shrinking fast. Max paused and took one more look at the approaching boat.


  “Go!” said Jack.


  Max disappeared below.


  Jack’s eyes were locked on the oncoming boat. He held his course steady, engaging in a deliberate game of chicken. Seconds away from impact, two completely unexpected things happened. First, the approaching boat, at the last possible instant, turned and cut its engines. The silence was eerie as the boat came to an almost immediate stop only a few feet away from Irrepressible. Its wake hit both boats at the same time. Both rocked violently as Irrepressible continued forward, still in gear.


  Jack heard Max emit a short scream as she was tossed about in the cabin. Jack cut the throttle and shifted into neutral. The gap between the two boats tightened as Irrepressible lost headway and the other boat turned and idled forward, coming alongside. Not recognizing the driver of the other boat, Jack glared at him and shouted, “What the hell is your problem?” That’s when he received the second surprise.


  Grinning, the driver shrugged and said, “I have someone who wants to see you.”


  Jack had been so focused on the boat that he hadn’t noticed the second person sitting next to the driver. He looked over at the same moment that the passenger turned and faced him. At first all Jack saw was the shit-eating grin that stared at him. Then he realized that it was Daniel.


  The two men stared at each other in silence. It was Max who shattered the quiet. Jack hadn’t seen or heard her climb out of the cabin until she screamed, “Daniel?” It was as much a question as it was a statement. Three heads turned simultaneously and stared at her. Daniel spoke first. “Hi Max.” That was all he was able to say before she lit into him.


  Standing with her hands on her hips, she gestured, glared, and shouted all at the same time. “Daniel! You son-of-a-bitch. What are you doing here? You could have killed all of us! You bastard! You’re supposed to be dead! What do you think you are doing? You abandoned me in Belize! Why are you doing this?” This was all said in one long, loud, breath.


  When she paused, Daniel, still grinning, said, “Sorry.”


  This brought on another tirade. Jack finally moved to her side. He put his hands on her shoulders, pulled her toward him, and slowly turned her until she was facing him. He looked into her wild eyes and in a calm, quiet voice said, “Max. Slow down. Let’s find out what’s going on.”


  


  CHAPTER 32


  JACK TURNED BACK just as the boat Daniel was on came close alongside amidships. Daniel reached out, steadied himself by grasping one of the stays, and stepped onto Irrepressible. “I need to talk to you, both of you.”


  “I’ll wait for you.” The driver of the other boat shouted as he gunned his engines and sped off until he was perhaps a quarter mile away. Irrepressible rocked violently from the wake left by the sudden departure, which forced Jack to grab the wheel for support. Max sat down hard while Daniel held onto the stay.


  They both stared at their new passenger in silence. Then Max stood and went below without a word while Jack continued staring at Daniel.


  “So what the hell is this all about?” asked Jack. He could see Max below in the cabin wiping her eyes.


  Daniel moved toward the cockpit. “First, let me apologize for Freddie. He’s a good man, but a bit impulsive.”


  “Impulsive. Is that what you call being a complete asshole?”


  Daniel didn’t respond. Instead, he stepped down into the cockpit.


  Max climbed out of the cabin, ignored Daniel as she brushed by him, and returned to Jack’s side.


  “It’s time for an explanation,” said Jack.


  Daniel spoke slowly and with purpose. He looked straight at them, but focused on Max. “Max, I’m sorry. I did what I had to do and after you hear my story, I hope you’ll understand. I don’t expect you to forgive me, but I do need you, both of you, to listen.”


  He sat down. Neither Max nor Jack said anything as they sat down opposite him. Irrepressible’s diesel continued to purr at low idle, and save for a halyard occasionally slapping against the mast as she rocked gently on the flat sea, it was silent.


  Daniel finally spoke again. “Max, do you remember when we were in Belize and that black boat first went by us?”


  She remained silent and still.


  “As soon as I saw it, I knew that I had been found, and I knew that as soon as word got back to my employer, he would order my elimination. In a nutshell, that’s why I abandoned you and faked my death. I’m sure it would have worked perfectly except that he showed up and saw me leaving,” Daniel nodded toward Jack, “and if he knew I was alive, then I knew that the odds were against my remaining hidden. From that moment I knew that eventually my plan would unravel and sooner or later my employer would find me. I made it back to the States and needed an insurance policy if I were to stand any kind of a chance at staying alive.” He paused, waiting for some kind of a reaction from either Max or Jack. Seeing that there was none, he continued. “You don’t need all the details. Suffice it to say I befriended a woman who worked in my former employer’s office and convinced her to help me. She copied some files onto a CD for me. Later, we had dinner together and she gave them to me. As I was leaving town the next morning, I read in the papers that she had been murdered. I was surprised with the speed and ruthlessness with which he reacted and that told me that what I had was more valuable that I had imagined. The papers had a field day with it, as you can imagine. In one form or another, all their headlines decried the violence of her murder. She had been tortured before finally being killed. The papers said ‘for no apparent reason,’ but I knew differently.”


  Max sucked in her breath and stared at Daniel in disbelief. Jack just stared.


  He continued, “There was nothing I could do. I could only imagine how she had suffered and what she must have told her killer before she died. It’s a safe bet that now he knows I’m not dead. I’ve been on the run ever since. I know how he works. He’ll search out anyone from my past and use them to get to me, and that means you, Max. After my first death, he left you alone. I can only assume that after Belize, he was confident that I was dead and that he was safe. Now it’s different. He knows I’m alive and I have something very important of his, which he wants back.” He paused and said again, “Max, I’m sorry.”


  After a long silence, Jack spoke first. “You are such a cold-hearted asshole. How can you be so sure?”


  Ignoring Jack’s first comment, he replied, “I just am. Trust me.”


  “Trust you? It’s a little late for that, don’t you think?


  “I know I’m asking a lot, but you’ve got to believe me. Have you noticed anyone hanging around?”


  Jack stared at him silently. Even as he nodded no, a cold chill of fear shot through his body.


  “Any strange things happen lately that maybe you didn’t really give much thought to?”


  “Why?” Jack said cautiously.


  Max placed her hand on Jack’s leg and looked at him. Jack turned toward her and as their eyes met, he could see that she believed Daniel. “Jack,” Max said, her voice quiet and calm, “What about that guy that creepy guy that you and Courtney have seen?”


  Jack hoped that his eyes didn’t betray the same fear that he saw in hers. He had had the same thought but had wanted to hear more from Daniel before saying anything.


  Daniel stared at Jack, then said, “Creepy guy? What’s that all about?”


  Jack caved in. “It all started with Courtney. She noticed him first, and I just thought it was a figment of her imagination. But then I saw him at Prescott Park. The three of us had gone on a picnic. While the girls were watching the clouds, I was people watching. That’s when I first saw him. A couple bumped into him, and he seemed really distracted and didn’t want to have anything to do with them. His attention was focused elsewhere and it was the look on his face that really caught my attention. He was clearly focused on something, but I couldn’t see what he was looking at. Was it you?”


  Max turned toward Daniel. He remained silent, his gaze directed toward Jack. He sat there perfectly still and from the look on his face, Max could tell that something was playing out in his mind. When Daniel didn’t answer, Jack continued. “Then, not too long ago, I was cooling off in front of Ben’s after a run, when I nearly bumped into the same guy as he came out from behind a van. What he was doing there, I don’t know. I panicked and ran into the bar acting like a crazy person to make sure Max was okay. I’m not sure exactly why, but when I bumped into him this really cold fear came over me.”


  “I remember. You really made quite a scene.” For the first time since Daniel’s arrival, Max smiled.


  But now Daniel was starting to panic. In an urgent voice, he asked Jack, “What did this guy look like?”


  “Tall, wiry, short hair. Black eyes, the look of a predator.”


  Daniel blanched and seemed to deflate a bit. The change was barely perceptible, but it was there. In a soft, faraway voice he said, “Kurt.”


  “Who’s Kurt?” Max and Jack asked at the same time.


  “He’s no figment of your imagination. He’s very real and very bad. He works for my former employer. He’s a pure psychopath, and that’s the nicest thing I can say about him. I thought I felt his presence, but I wasn’t sure. But clearly he’s here, and he’s watching you as a way to find me and what I have. So far I’ve eluded him, but whenever he does find me, I’m dead.” He paused a moment, then continued. “I don’t matter, you don’t matter, he wants what I have, and he won’t hesitate to kill both of you if it means recovering those files for my former employer.”


  The color drained from Max’s face as she reached over for Jack’s hand. Then, with the soft quiver of fear in her voice, she asked, “He’d do that?”


  Daniel looked at her with sad, defeated eyes and said, “Probably. I don’t know. I just know what he’s like. That’s just how he is. I’m sorry.”


  All at once, Max’s fear was replaced with anger. “You’re sorry?” she shouted, glaring at him. “You’re sorry! You son-of-a-bitch. How dare you.” Her voice went up in pitch and she started to shake. Jack put his arm around her shoulder and she stiffened, but she didn’t pull away. He could feel her rage.


  “Max, please, try to understand. I loved you and that is why I did what I did. I actually thought that I could disappear and run off with you. I was blinded. In Belize, seeing that black boat brought me to my senses, and when I thought about what I had done, how I had put you at risk, I had no choice but to fake my death and vanish. Believe me, I’m trying to make things right.”


  “Why not go to the police?” Jack asked.


  “I can’t.”


  “Why not?’ snarled Max.


  “I just can’t.”


  “So what are you doing here?” asked Jack.


  Still looking at Max, he replied, “I had to see you one more time. I needed to explain. It was impossible back in town, so when I saw that the boat was gone, my friend Freddie agreed to help me look for you. It’s a wonder that we found you.”


  “How do you know that you can trust Freddie?”


  “I just can.”


  “So what do you intend to do?” asked Jack


  “I have a plan. I just needed to see you, to warn you, to apologize, before …” He looked down without finishing what he had started to say.


  “Before what?” Jack demanded. But before Daniel could answer, Max squeezed his hand.


  “Can we have a minute?” Max said to Daniel.


  “Sure,” he said.


  Jack pulled her to her feet. “Let’s go up front.” He released her hand, climbed out of the cockpit, and went forward to the bow.


  Without a word, Max followed. Behind her, Daniel looked around quickly to make sure no one was watching and then silently slipped below.


  


  CHAPTER 33


  FOR A LONG MOMENT, Max looked out toward the empty horizon, not saying a word. Finally, she spoke. “Do you really think that he has a plan, and that there’s a chance it will work?”


  With his eyes locked on hers, Jack said, “I don’t know. But I believe that this Kurt guy means business. As much as I hate the idea, we might need to trust Daniel. If this gets him out of our lives for good, then it’s worth the risk.”


  Max turned and looked out toward the empty horizon not saying a word. Jack touched her shoulder and she leaned back against him. He put his arms around her and he felt her relax. He whispered in her ear, “Everything will be all right. I won’t let anything happen to you.”


  “I know.” But he didn’t hear her reply, because that was the moment when Daniel’s voice, back up in the cockpit, broke the silence.


  * * *


  “Listen, I have to go.” He waved to Freddie and they heard the throaty roar of his boat’s engine start. By the time Jack and Max reached the cockpit, Freddie was pulling up alongside. Before either Max or Jack could say anything, Daniel jumped across into Freddie’s boat. As soon as he was on board, Freddie gunned the throttle, spun the wheel, and accelerated away, leaving Irrepressible rocking violently in his wake.


  * * *


  Stunned into silence they stared out over the now empty sea. Jack was the first to say something. “You okay?”


  Max nodded yes.


  “Time to go home.”


  


  CHAPTER 34


  JACK MOVED AFT, positioned himself at the wheel and pressed the throttle forward. The diesel, which had been idling the entire time that Daniel was on board and had seemed nearly silent now became noticeable as Irrepressible began to pick up way once again. Jack spun the wheel to the left and she responded by leaning into a turn to port. Max, taken by surprise, was sat down with a thump.



  “Hey!” she shouted to Jack.


  “We’re going back.”


  “I can see that.” She said with more than a touch of sarcasm. “You could have warned me you were turning, I could have been killed.”


  Realizing that he had reacted a bit impulsively, Jack blushed and mumbled, “Sorry.”


  “You’re forgiven,” and with that she picked up a cushion and went forward, leaving Jack alone at the wheel. Little else would be said during the long ride home. Satisfied with the course set, Jack scanned the horizon and saw nothing but the vast emptiness of the flat ocean. The diesel droned on, pushing Irrepressible onward, toward home, while Jack stood by the wheel, one hand resting on it more out of habit than of necessity, the other raised, shielding his eyes from the sun which was now well on its way toward the horizon.


  Max rejoined him in the cockpit as they rounded the Isles of Shoals. The sun’s steady descent seemed to increase in speed the closer it got to the horizon and as soon as it began to slip behind the land the movement became even more obvious. It would be another hour before they would be safely back in the harbor.


  As the distance decreased and darkness increased, lights began to dot the shoreline. Streetlights appeared and the headlights of cars moving along the shore road were suddenly visible. Houses that in the daylight were merely large boxes began to glow with life.


  Jack stared at all the lights, searching for the flashing white light of the Rye Harbor buoy that everyone called the mile buoy. He heard it groaning before he finally saw it, hidden from view by being in plain sight among all of the many lights that now shone from the shore. Next, he looked beyond that one small white light for the flashing, red light that marked the harbor entrance. He spotted it and adjusted his course.


  He turned and looked back at the Isles of Shoals. There were no lights to be seen. So few people lived there, their presence had no impact on the encroaching darkness and any light would have been a surprise.


  He shivered and looked at Max. She was sitting with her back against the cabin bulkhead facing him and the darkness behind. She had pulled her knees up tight to her chest and her arms were wrapped tightly around them as she fought off the increasing cold and damp.


  “Why don’t you go below and put something warm on?” Jack asked softly, as he saw her shiver.


  “You want anything?”


  “My sweatshirt. Thanks.”


  Max unfolded her legs, stretched, shivered and then climbed down into the cabin. Jack’s gaze followed as she disappeared from his view. “She doesn’t deserve this.” He thought to himself.


  A light below was turned on and the rich mahogany interior glowed warm and inviting. He wished that he could freeze the moment, go below into the security of Irrepressible’s womb and take Max in his arms, pull her tight against his body, and make everything all right. He watched as her shadow moved about as she searched for warm clothes. The light went out and it took a few moments for his eyes to readjust to the night.


  Max joined him at the helm and handed him his sweatshirt then took hold of the wheel so he could pull it on. Sweatshirt on, Jack made no move to retake the wheel. “You see the harbor?”


  Max studied the dark mass that was the land and all of the lights that covered it. “Yes, I see it,” and she pointed at the flashing, red light.


  “Good.”


  And so, Jack leaned back against the pushpit rail and watched as Max guided Irrepressible past the mile buoy toward home. Its mournful groan gave depth to his thoughts. They drifted from what had happened out there, out of sight of land, to what Daniel had told them and he worried. He looked at Max and could only imagine what terrible thoughts must be going through her head.


  “Jack, can you take the wheel”


  “Sure,” he replied. He knew that as competent as she was at steering the boat, she didn’t like close situations, especially at night. He took the wheel and guided Irrepressible through the harbor entrance, past the moored fishing boats and back to the dock where she was secured for the night. Neither had any idea that a pair of eyes hidden in the shadows watched their every move.


  


  CHAPTER 35


  “MROW.” CAT’S VOICE greeted them as they opened the door to Jack’s place. She dashed down the stairs and out the open door before either of them could get inside. Max went up the stairs first while Jack called Cat. She was hungry so she dashed back in, scolding Jack all the way up the stairs. “Okay, okay. I’ll feed you. Give me a second here.”



  Cat continued to pace frantically about his feet, talking and otherwise being obnoxious. She was hungry and upset that they had returned so late and had no intention of leaving him alone until she got what she wanted.


  “There. Are you happy now?” Jack asked as he placed her dish on the floor. She stuck her head in the dish and began snarfing up her dinner. Her reply was muffled by a mouthful of food. He marveled at how she could purr, talk, and eat all at the same time. Cat taken care of, he turned his attention to Max.


  She was standing in front of the window looking out into the night. Courtney wasn’t home. Her cottage was a large, dark shadow. Beyond was the harbor.


  “What’cha thinking about?” asked Jack as he came up from behind and wrapped his arms around her.


  As she leaned back into him, she sighed. “What’s happening? Why?”


  “I don’t know, but I won’t let anything happen to you.”


  “It’s not fair. He was supposed to be dead. How dare he …” her words tailed off.


  Jack didn’t have an answer, so he just continued to hold her. A childlike feeling of safety and security washed over them as they stared out the window into the night, innocent of the fact that they weren’t alone, that someone was listening to every word they said.


  * * *


  Kurt sat back and with more of a malevolent sneer than a smile, he said to himself, “Patience. He’s here … soon.”


  


  CHAPTER 36


  THE NEXT MORNING, Jack called Tom.


  “You’re shitting me. You were out in the middle of the ocean and he found you?” Tom was incredulous. “So Max was right. She did see him.”


  “Yeah. I feel bad that I doubted her when she first told me.”


  “Who knew? Don’t beat yourself up over it too badly. Max didn’t hurt him, did she?” he asked with a chuckle in his voice.


  “Nah. She yelled a bit and there were some tears. The whole visit didn’t last more than thirty minutes, although it felt like forever.”


  “So, tell me again what he said,” said Tom.


  “Jack, who are you talking to? What felt like forever?” Max’s voice startled him. He hadn’t heard her get up.


  Turning his head toward the sound of her voice, he placed his hand over the phone. “Tom,” Jack responded before turning back to the call.


  Max went into the kitchen to start a pot of coffee. Cat immediately jumped up from Jack’s lap and went to greet her. After the obligatory good morning mrow and leg rubs, accented with loud purring, she jumped up onto the table by the couch and began rubbing up against the lamp.


  “Stop that Cat,” said Max as she shooed Cat away from the lamp.


  Cat jumped onto the floor, turned, stared right at Max, and sassed her with a very pointed “Mrowh.”


  Max stared back and stuck her tongue out at Cat before saying, “Don’t you sass me. You know you shouldn’t be doing that.”


  Cat merely turned her back to Max in triumph and walked off with her tail in the air.


  “Yes, Tom. We’ll be careful. Let’s hope we can find this Kurt.”


  He hung up the phone.


  “Mornin’ Max,” said Jack.


  “You called Tom?”


  “You were sleeping so peacefully. I’ve been awake since four A.M. thinking about what Daniel told us, so as soon as it seemed reasonable, I called him. Frankly, I’m worried about that Kurt character. Who knows exactly what he knows or what he’ll do to get what he wants. I feel better with Tom looking for him.”


  Max sat and snuggled against Jack. “What are we gonna do?”


  “What can we do? Be careful. I don’t think we should tell anyone about what happened yesterday on the boat. I just feel that anyone we tell will be at risk. And then, we wait to see if Daniel contacts us again. I’m assuming that he will because after all his talk, he didn’t leave that disc he mentioned. In the meantime, maybe Tom will find Kurt.”


  “I guess. He was really scared wasn’t he?”


  “He was.”


  * * *


  “Fuckin’ cat.” Kurt thought to himself. Then, in a hoarse whisper, he said, “So he told you about me. Danny boy, your time is coming, but for now, thanks for the warning.” He smiled as he placed the headphones on the bed.


  


  CHAPTER 37


  AS DAYS PASSED they once again settled back into their daily routines. There had been no more sightings of either Kurt or Daniel. It became a classic case of out of sight, out of mind. If they did talk about it, it was in hushed whispers, in the dark of night, huddled together under the covers of their bed like two kids telling ghost stories when they should have been asleep.


  Their friends noticed how inseparable they had become. The common assumption was that they were going through a period of intense lust. Sly smiles and furtive glances became the norm as their friends afforded them what could best be described as public privacy. Those days turned into weeks, and the whole incident began to take on a dreamlike quality. They knew it had happened, but it didn’t feel as though it had.


  “Max, I’m back,” Jack called out one evening. The only response was Cat’s Mrowh as she ran down the stairs to greet him.


  “Hey Cat, what’s up? Where’s Max?” he said as he bent to scratch her head. She purred as she weaved around his legs and rubbed up against him. “Ah, your happy dance.” Jack said. “Do you want to go out?”


  “Mrowh.” She moved toward the door. He reached for the knob and as he opened the door the phone upstairs began to ring.


  “Gotta go,” he said to Cat as she dashed out. He pulled the door shut and bounded up the stairs. As the sound of the third ring faded, Jack grabbed the phone. He was hoping that it was Max. “Hello,” he exhaled.


  Then, before he could say anything else, another voice, in deeper hushed tones said, “York Harbor, next Tuesday. I’ll find you. Take the boat.”


  “Daniel?”


  He heard a click followed by the dial tone.


  “What the …?” he said to himself. As he stood and stared at the phone in his hand he heard the door at the bottom of the stairs open and then close. Cat came bounding up and over the top step just as Max’s voice called out. “Jack, you here?”


  “Upstairs.”


  Max reached the top of the stairs just in time to see him hang up the phone. “Who was that?”


  He looked up. “No one.” His attempt at nonchalance must have failed miserably.


  “Liar,” she said, studying his face.


  Jack felt like a deer in headlights. He knew what was coming. He knew what he should have done. And yet, his first reaction was to attempt to protect her by not being honest and straightforward. He was wrong and he knew it.


  The look on her face said, “Bullshit. What aren’t you telling me?” What she said was, “It was Daniel, wasn’t it?”


  “Yes. How do you do that?”


  “Do what?”


  “Read me the way you do.”


  “What did he say?”


  * * *


  “Well, Danny boy! I guess you and I will be having a little get-together next Tuesday.” A smile came over Kurt’s face as he lit a cigarette, inhaled deeply, and leaned back in his chair.


  


  CHAPTER 38


  MAX WAS HUDDLED BELOW, trying to stay warm while Jack stood alone at the helm. As he guided Irrepressible between the jetties that formed the entrance to Rye Harbor, he noticed that there was but one lone fisherman on the north jetty as he motored past. He was crouched between two rocks with his head tilted down, face obscured by a wide- brimmed hat. He held his rod low with its tip pointing at the water, the line slack. From the intensity of his pose it looked as if he was trying to will a fish onto that slack line as it disappeared into the dark water. He made no discernable movement even as Jack gave him a nod. What Jack couldn’t see was the excitement that the fisherman felt as he watched Irrepressible slip past.


  Jack’s mood was as gray as the day. Overnight a low-pressure system off shore had moved up the coast from the south, bringing leaden skies and the promise of northeast winds making for a cold, wet day. He shivered and hunched down into his foul -weather jacket while pulling its fleece-lined collar tight around his neck. Then he scanned the horizon. Although the calendar said it was summer, it felt more like fall. He turned and glanced back at the dinghy they were towing. Satisfied that it was secure and the painter was the right length, he returned his attention forward. The engine droned on pushing her forward into the almost unseen swells that announced the impending storm.


  Even though there was little wind and as flat as the ocean appeared, Irrepressible’s bow rose, then fell, and rose again with a steady rhythmic schuuch … schuush … schuuch. That sound and the motion was hypnotic. As they passed the mile buoy, Jack adjusted course and scanned the horizon again. He saw no other boats and his thoughts wandered. “Why is it that whenever Daniel is involved and we have to go out on the boat, there is no wind? There must be some seafaring superstition about the lack of wind and if there is, it can’t be good.”


  “Jack … Jack.”


  It wasn’t until she repeated his name for the second time that he snapped out of his thoughts. Max, still below, was looking out at him from the companionway. She was wearing her dark green fisherman’s sweater, her curly red hair spilled over her shoulders, and she was holding a mug of something hot.


  Jack smiled as he looked at her. “Sorry, Max.”


  “What are you grinning at? You okay?”


  “Yeah, I’m fine.”


  “So, what’s so funny?


  “Nothing really. It just struck me that here we are in the early summer on a day that looks more like the late fall, all bundled up in our foulies and sweaters. It just doesn’t seem right.”


  She didn’t respond to his explanation. “You want some coffee?


  “Thanks. That would be great.”


  She disappeared from sight, then reappeared, reached out, and placed first one mug of steaming coffee and then a second mug out on the cockpit seat before climbing out herself. She didn’t notice that Jack’s attention was focused more on her than on sailing the boat. Picking up the two steaming mugs, she paused to time her movements with the motion of the boat and moved aft toward Jack. He took a mug from her before she climbed over the traveler and joined him at the helm.


  “Thanks.”


  Max didn’t say anything. She just sat down, cradling her coffee in her hands for warmth.


  The day didn’t seem to brighten even as the sun rose higher in the sky. As they passed 2KR, one of the outer buoys marking the entrance to Portsmouth Harbor, the only other boats he could see were two lobster boats. Both were coming out of the harbor, while another was already working his traps near Gerrish Island. The wind was increasing and from Irrepressible’s motion Jack could feel that the swells were too, even though visually there seemed to be little change.


  “Jack. What’s going on? Why is this happening?” her voice startled him.


  “I don’t know.” He silently cursed Daniel for coming back into their lives.


  “Do you think that after we meet Daniel today it will be over?”


  “We can only hope.”


  Max didn’t say anything else and neither did Jack as they motored on. It wasn’t long before he saw Boon Island Light on the horizon. The light is on a barren chunk of rock about six or so miles off of York, Maine. As the distance to York Harbor closed, his sense of foreboding grew. He glanced back at Max and saw that she was curled up on the seat behind him, fast asleep. Jack smiled. It was obvious that the calming motion of Irrepressible had overcome her anxiety.


  


  CHAPTER 39


  “MAX.” HE CALLED HER NAME without looking back, his attention on the entrance to the York Harbor. The wind had picked up considerably and the ocean was getting increasingly angry as those previously benign swells were crashing on the rocks on either side of the entrance. The tide was slack, which Jack was thankful for since the river took a sharp right turn before moving into the harbor proper. With a running tide, that turn could be difficult.


  “What do you want me to do?” Max said as she stood and moved next to Jack.


  “Did you have a good nap?” he asked without turning his head.


  “I did. What can I do?’ she asked again.


  “I plan to pick up a mooring, but until we get past this turn and into the Harbor itself … Shit.” It had started to rain. “You better get below and get into your rain gear.”


  Even before he spoke, Max had already begun to work her way past him. Irrepressible slid around the buoy as Max disappeared below, leaving Jack alone at the wheel just as the skies opened up. He pulled back on the throttle and the boat began to slow as they moved into the Harbor proper.


  “Max,” Jack called out. When she appeared in the companionway he asked, “Could you get on the radio and call the harbormaster and ask which mooring we should pick up?”


  She nodded and disappeared from sight. While she was calling, Jack made a slow turn to port and cruised past York Harbor Marine Service. Since it was pouring he didn’t see any of the yard crew around. Suddenly, Max reappeared. “There was no answer, but someone at the boat yard heard me and said that we could pick up just about any empty mooring or we could tie up on their floats.” Because of their mission, Jack preferred the privacy of a mooring, and since it was early in the year, there were plenty to choose from. He turned away from the yard, spotted an empty mooring that had no other boats near it, and called Max to come out to help.


  Luck was with them, at least for now, and the rain let up slightly as Max retrieved the mooring pennant. Jack reversed the engine to stop the boat. Then he shifted into neutral and went forward, took the pennant from her, and knelt to secure it to the cleat. “Let’s get below,” said Jack, putting the final turn on the cleat. As he stood, he realized that he was speaking to no one. Max had already gone below. He stood and took one last look around just as the rain began again in earnest.


  “Well, at least the rain held off for most of the trip,” he said as he took off his jacket. He still didn’t see Max, and when there was no response he assumed that she had to be in the forward cabin. He started the cabin heater, and in moments warm air filled the boat, creating a snug, intimate cocoon.


  Max was indeed in the forward cabin. When he peeked inside he saw that she had already curled up in the forward v-berth, snuggled under a fleece blanket with a magazine. He was happy she had taken a quick break from the worries at hand.


  Jack began to feel his fatigue as well, so he returned to the main cabin and climbed into the quarter berth. The soft, soothing, shooshing sound of the rain as it fell on the coachroof and decks and the slightly louder, steady, rhythmic tapping of drops dripping off of the boom and rigging was hypnotic. He could feel his muscles relaxing and his eyes closed. In moments, he was sleeping soundly as the rain continued its steady rhythm. The next sound he heard was the soft clinking of pans, as if someone was trying hard to not let them clink.


  He pried his eyes open. It was not yet dark, but the light coming through the portlights had a shadow-like quality. The rain had stopped, and it was quiet. As he lay there, he realized that the silence was due to a thick blanket of fog that had swallowed them up, muffling and muting every sound save for an occasional drip hitting the coachroof or deck.


  A single light filled the cabin with an intimacy that was enhanced by the rich mahogany paneling. The soft, yellow glow of the bulb brought back memories of Caribbean nights all those many years ago. He didn’t move until the soft clicks of dishes returned him to the present.


  He sat up and saw Max, her back to him, working at the galley counter. She must have heard him sit up because she turned at the sound. “Hey, sleepyhead.”


  “What time is it?”


  Before she could answer, the cabin clock chimed eight bells. “It’s eight already?”


  “Time flies when you’re having fun,” she answered.


  “I wonder where Daniel is? You haven’t seen any sign of him have you?” “Nothing. Maybe it’s the weather.”


  “Let’s hope.”


  Max had dinner well on the way, so Jack got out a bottle of wine, popped the cork, poured two glasses, and handed one to Max.


  “Thanks.” She took a sip and then looked up at him. The closeness of the cabin didn’t allow for a whole lot of distance between them. He smiled. Then, she leaned into him, wrapping her arms around him as his arms gathered her in. He nestled his face into her hair and inhaled her scent. Neither moved nor said anything, until finally her stomach grumbled. She giggled, pulled back, and said, “Let’s eat. I’m hungry.”


  “What do we have?”


  “I brought a roast chicken, a baguette, and some salad.”


  The chicken was cold, and they ate it with their fingers. “How come everything tastes better on a boat?” Max asked.


  “Don’t know, but you’re right; it does.” Jack licked his fingers and reached for another piece.


  After supper was cleaned up, the rain started again. Its soft pattering suggested that another bottle of wine was in order. Conversation went from serious to silly. Soon giggles turned into laughter, Daniel was forgotten, and their laughter turned into passion before sleep came.


  


  CHAPTER 40


  JACK OPENED HIS eyes as the cabin clock chimed seven bells. Instead of the bright, hoped for sunlight, a diffused light filled the cabin, and it was silent, save for the soft sound of water lapping against the hull. It took a moment for him to understand that they were still surrounded by fog. He didn’t move and listened to the silence. The rain had stopped, and all that remained was the occasional drip, as the fog that had condensed against rigging and canvas grew too heavy, succumbed to gravity, and fell at random onto the coachroof or the deck above his head with loud plops. He could hear Max’s soft breathing and smiled.


  He slid out of the berth as quietly as possible so he didn’t wake her. He stood and looked out the portlight into the gray soup around them. It was so thick that he couldn’t even see the shoreline. After one last glance down at Max to make sure he hadn’t disturbed her, he tiptoed out of the forward cabin, pulling the door shut. He put water on the stove for coffee, slid the companionway hatch open, and climbed out into the cockpit.


  It was warmer than he had expected, but the fog had swallowed everything around them. The world had disappeared. A gull cried out and when he turned his head toward the sound, it cried out again, this time seemingly closer, but he couldn’t be sure if it was the same one or another. Fog was like that. It muffled and amplified at the same time. Sounds would jump about, first in front of you, then behind. You could never be sure. He looked toward the bow and could barely see where the boat ended. That was the moment when a very large drop of water hit him on the back of his neck. It made him both flinch and shiver at the same time.


  He could hear the water boiling, and as he began to climb down the companionway, he whacked his elbow on its frame. “Ahhh,” he exhaled. Then he stepped back down into the cabin.


  He rubbed his elbow and slid the hatch shut before any more fog drops could attack. The water was boiling. He filled the French press with coffee, added the water, and began to get cups out while the coffee brewed. He was staring out the portlight into the fog when a hand touched his shoulder and Max’s voice broke the silence. “What do you think about Daniel not showing up yesterday?”


  “No idea.”


  “Do you think he’s okay?”


  Before answering, Jack poured two cups of coffee and handed one to Max. “Yeah, I do.” She liked hers black, but he needed cream and sugar. Actually, he preferred those powdered non-dairy creamers, which were easier to store. Then he continued, “After listening to his story and his obvious fear, he wouldn’t have survived as long as he has if he wasn’t careful. He’ll show up today. Besides, the weather has been awful. You’ll see.”


  “I suppose.” Max didn’t sound convinced.


  


  CHAPTER 41


  IT WAS A LONG, tedious day of nothing. The fog would roll out and the rain would begin. Then, when the rain stopped, the fog would roll back in. During those interludes of rain Jack could scan the shore, but save for an occasional car on the road, it seemed they were the only living souls around. Calls were made to the harbormaster without reply. They read. They slept. They talked. They ate. They read. They slept. They talked. And they waited. No Daniel. Nothing.


  In the late afternoon, after one particularly hard downpour of rain, Jack stepped out into the cockpit. It was dead calm and the harbor was like a mirror. He slowly turned in a circle, surveying his boat, the harbor, and the shoreline. It was so quiet that he could hear the silence, which was broken only by the soft quacks of a family of ducks, over by the marina, as they glided effortlessly past the floats. Their movement was so smooth that the surface of the water was barely disturbed.


  Drips fell from the boom above his head. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, savoring the subtle mélange of smells that teased his senses and transported him to times and places far away. The dominant saltiness of the ocean mixed with the smell of mud from the shore, but there were other more subtle aromas as well. It was the slightest hint of burgers being cooked on a faraway grill that snapped him out of his reverie. He stuck his head into the companionway and said, “Hey Max, what do you say we go ashore?”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. I think we deserve a break.”


  “But what about Daniel?”


  Jack paused for a moment before answering. Daniel had always been a problem for Jack. First he had interjected himself back into their lives with great secrecy and suspense, and now he was leaving them to play a waiting game.


  “What about him? He didn’t show up yesterday, and there has been no sign of him today. We need the break. If he shows up he can just wait. I really need a burger and a beer.”


  Before she could reply, Jack turned to pull the dinghy in so he could bail it out and dry off the seats. Max retreated below. Daniel had caused her so much heartache and pain in the past. And now her feelings were jumbled again. Jack was right. If he showed up, he could just wait.


  “Max. You coming?” Jack’s shout startled her. Thoughts of Daniel were quickly replaced by the promise of a burger and a beer.


  “Be right up,” she answered as she grabbed both their jackets and her bag.


  Ten minutes later they were walking up the dock at Donnell’s. Mrs. Donnell came out from the white house at the end of the pier and assured them that their dinghy would be fine where they had tied it.


  “Thank you. We’ll be at the York Harbor Inn, in the pub, if you need to get hold of us,” Jack said.


  “You better get moving, rain’s comin’ again.”


  They headed up the hill just as the first tentative drops began to fall. It was about a quarter mile to the Inn, and by the time they were halfway there, Jack and Max were in an all-out sprint and losing the race with the rain.


  As the door to the busy pub shut behind them, there was a barely noticeable pause in the muffled conversations and soft laughter as heads turned to note the new arrivals. The pair―soaked, gasping, and giggling―were only interesting enough for that one moment before everyone returned to their own little worlds, save for one pair of eyes in the back corner of the bar that continued to stare.


  Jack spotted two seats at the bar, nudged Max, and moved toward them. Max remained by the door for an extra moment as she shook her head and fluffed her fingers through her hair in an attempt to make it seem a little less disheveled before she moved to join Jack.


  “Evenin’ folks. Nasty night, isn’t it?” the bartender asked.


  “Sure is,” replied Jack.


  “What can I bring you?”


  “I’ll have a draft. ESB if you have it.” Jack looked at the tap handles.


  “Sorry, don’t have ESB. How ’bout a Sam Adams?”


  “That’ll be fine.”


  The bartender looked at Max, who had been studying the drink list that was on the bar.


  “I’ll have a Cosmo.”


  “Absolut Citron?”


  “Yes.”


  “Light or dark?”


  “Light.”


  “Very good. One Sam and one Cosmo coming right up,” and he turned away to get the drinks.


  “Jack, I haven’t run that hard since …” she paused and her voice softened before finishing the sentence. “Well, since last winter.”


  “I know. You haven’t lost a step either,” he said with a teasing grin.


  Before things got any more serious, a Sam Adams was placed in front of Jack, then the Cosmo in front of Max.


  “Would you like menus?”


  “Yes, that would be great.”


  He handed them the menus and turned away.


  Max’s Cosmo was filled right to the rim so she leaned over and sipped a little so she could pick it up without spilling. She must have made a face because Jack leaned over and spoke softly in her ear. “Don’t tell me. They didn’t use your favorite lime juice.”


  “They didn’t, but it’s still good. Just not as good.”


  The menus were delivered, burgers ordered, and eaten. With each round of drinks, the crowd thinned, but they didn’t notice.


  When Jack heard the bartender say “Good night,” he twisted around just in time to see a tall thin form slide out the door. Then, before the door closed, he saw that the rain hadn’t let up. As he turned back he realized how quiet the bar had become and that he and Max were the last ones remaining.


  “Sorry,” Jack said to the bartender.


  “No worries. Somebody has to be last.”


  Jack turned toward Max. “Max, it’s time to go.”


  “I know.”


  She slid off the barstool and had to grab Jack’s arm to steady herself.


  “You okay?” Jack asked.


  There was a slight pause before she answered, “I’m fine.”


  Both he and the bartender watched as she relaxed her grip of his arm and turned toward the door. That first step never happened as she leaned back against the barstool.


  “Is it still raining?” she asked, her words slurring just a bit. “I don’t want to get wet. And it’s a long way back to the boat. Can we stay here?” She looked at Jack.


  Jack looked at her, then at the bartender, then back at her. “That might be a good idea.”


  Before Jack could say anything else, the bartender said, “Let me go check for you,” and he disappeared.


  “Jack, I’m drunk.”


  “I know,” he replied.


  When the bartender returned, he found Max and Jack sitting, facing each other, their heads resting on each other’s shoulders and their arms draped loosely around each other. He cleared his throat to announce his arrival.


  “No problem. They have a room.”


  Jack paid the tab, they thanked the bartender, and then they worked their way up to the registration desk.


  * * *


  “Jack, I …” Max’s words were lost as she flopped onto the bed.


  “Me too,” answered Jack as he looked at her inert form. His eyes betrayed his feelings as he undressed. Then, with great effort, he managed to undress Max, tuck her under the covers, turn out the light, and finally slip in beside her.


  


  CHAPTER 42


  IT SEEMED LIKE only a moment had passed. Jack’s head felt heavy and he had to pee. He pried his eyes open. It was no longer dark, although the room was far from bright. He glanced at the clock on the bed table. 9:00 A.M. He looked over at Max. She was still sound asleep so he slid out from under the covers as quietly as he could to go to the bathroom. On the way he pulled the curtain open and glanced out the window. The rain had stopped, but he couldn’t see anything except grey. “Shit. Guess we won’t be going anywhere today,” he thought to himself. After taking care of business he looked at Max again. She hadn’t moved, so he dressed and slipped out of the room in search of coffee.


  Upon his return he tried to be as quiet as possible, but when he opened the door he found it wasn’t easy while carrying a tray with two cups, a pot of coffee, a basket of hot blueberry muffins, and the requisite cream, sugar, butter, knives, and spoons.


  “Jack, you shouldn’t have.” Her voice startled him. It was far too clear considering how he thought she should have sounded.


  She was sitting up in the bed with the covers pulled up to her chin. She had a fresh scrubbed look on her face and her eyes had a sparkle that belied last night’s excesses. “You’re up,” he said as he walked across the room with the tray and set it on the edge of the bed.


  “You are so sweet, Jack Beale.”


  He didn’t reply but smiled as he poured her a cup of coffee. As her arms emerged the covers slipped down, revealing that she had nothing on. She blushed slightly as she pulled the covers up and tucked them around her.


  When she looked up, Jack was holding out the cup of coffee to her and she was sure that he was also blushing. She noted that the smile hadn’t left his face. “What are you smiling at?” she asked teasingly.


  “Nothing. Coffee?”


  The muffins were huge and obviously homemade. While Max nibbled on the crunchy edges, Jack seemed to eat his in two bites. Neither said much as they ate.


  Jack finished first and tried not to seem too eager as he watched Max slowly sip her coffee. He was sure that she was deliberately teasing him and if she wasn’t, it didn’t matter. Either way, he wanted her.


  “That was delicious,” she said as she placed her empty cup on the tray.


  He picked up the tray and turned away from the bed to put it on the table. As he walked across the room, his mind was in overdrive trying to decide what he would do next. As he put the tray down, she made the decision for him.


  “Jack, will you come rub my back?”


  Several hours passed before they checked out of the Inn.


  


  CHAPTER 43


  KURT SAT BACK and inhaled with deep satisfaction. A killer lion on the savannahs of Africa couldn’t have been more proud. Then, as if a cloud had passed over, his face changed as he relived those last moments.


  His patience had finally been rewarded. He had been watching the boat ever since it arrived in the harbor. The fog and rain had kept him hidden, but for each predator at the top of the food chain, patience often reaped the greatest rewards. He had watched them leave the boat just before the rain had started up again, and while he was considering his next step, it had happened.


  It was dusk when his quarry suddenly appeared out of the gloom and mist, and he watched as Daniel looked over the water at Irrepressible, studying the boat. Then, as suddenly as Daniel had appeared, he moved out of sight. Finally, Kurt saw him again moving along the water’s edge until he came to a small boat that was tied to a tree. Daniel stopped, looked at the boat, quickly untied it, took one more look around, and then pushed it into the water, jumping in at the last moment. There was but a single oar in the boat, so he stood in the bow and used it like a paddle as he headed for Jack’s boat. When he reached the boat, he rapped quietly on the hull. When there was no response he climbed aboard and went to the companionway hatch. Kurt watched as he tugged on the lock, and by his movements he could sense Daniel’s frustration. Unable to get in, Daniel abruptly jumped back into the small boat he had borrowed and paddled back to shore.


  Kurt watched all of this like that killer lion would watch his quarry as it prepared to drink from the nearby watering hole. As cautious as Daniel had been, while he re-tied that small boat to its tree, he made his only mistake: he relaxed for a moment. Kurt sensed it, and felt the tension, as a rush of adrenalin surged through his veins. He took long, deep, silent breaths as he fought to control his heartbeat. His focus was complete as he prepared for his next move. He watched and knew that in the end, all of the planning would become purely reactive, as instincts long dormant took over.


  Daniel never saw him coming. Kurt’s questions were short and direct, as were Daniel’s answers. Daniel’s first answers were not the ones desired. Then, as Kurt’s questioning became more compelling and before Daniel could tell him all that he wanted to know, the fog began to lift and voices could be heard in the distance. Kurt ran out of options and Daniel ran out of time.


  He moved quickly to dispose of the body. The tide was running out, so he grabbed some chain that was in the small boat. When he wrapped the body in it and pushed it into the water, it quickly sank out of sight. He smiled with content, but his contentment was short lived as he thought about the other part of his mission. He needed to recover what Daniel had taken, and he was no closer to that goal than he had been before.


  


  CHAPTER 44


  DESPITE THE FACT that it was early afternoon, the dense fog made it feel like dusk. The roar of surf breaking on rocks could be heard but not seen. Everything was wet. Droplets of fog fell like rain as they dripped off every surface, and by the time they reached Donnell’s, both Max and Jack were wet.


  “Rock, paper, scissors to see who bails,” said Jack as they looked down on the dinghy.


  “I don’t think so. I saw a sign back by the house that said lobster rolls. You bail, and I’ll go see if Mrs. Donnell has any,” said Max as she looked back at the large white house.


  “Deal.”


  The dinghy was empty, but not dry, by the time Max returned carrying a large brown paper bag. “I got two rolls, some chips, and a couple of sodas. She even had Dr. Pepper, so I got one for you.”


  “Then we’re off.”


  “But the seats are wet.”


  “You can change when we get back to the boat.”


  * * *


  Twenty minutes later, they were back on Irrepressible. The dinghy was tied securely to the stern, the cabin heater was on, and they were enjoying their lobster rolls in the cozy warmth of the main cabin when they heard a knock on the side of the hull.


  They both froze and looked at each other. “Daniel?”


  Jack moved first. He stood and looked out, but saw only fog. His heart was pounding as he opened the companionway hatch and peered out into the cockpit. A man he didn’t recognize was holding onto Irrepressible’s rail while standing in a skiff.


  “Aftanoon.”


  As soon as she heard the voice, Max peeked out from behind Jack.


  “Name’s John White. I’m the harbormaster.”


  Jack climbed out into the cockpit. “Jack Beale,” he said as he reached out to shake John’s hand. Then he looked back at Max and said, “That’s my friend Max.”


  John looked over in Max’s direction and gave a slight nod of his head. “Ma’am.” Then he turned back to Jack, “I hear you folks been here for a few days.”


  “We have. Between the rain and the fog we haven’t been able to move. I tried calling you to see if this spot was okay, but I had no luck. Some guy over at the boat yard said it should be okay.”


  “It was, but, the fella’ who owns this mooring has been out. He’ll be back tomorrow. You’ll hafta’ move.”


  “Sure, No problem. Where?”


  “Over there. The big orange buoy,” he said, pointing to a spot several hundred yards away. “I’ll guide you over.”


  Jack turned toward Max, who was still standing in the companionway. “Could you get me the key?”


  She turned and disappeared below.


  A moment later she climbed out into the cockpit. She had put on her jacket and grabbed the yellow bobber with the engine key tied to it. “Here.”


  “Thanks.”


  “I’ll get ready to cast off.” She moved toward the bow. Jack moved aft to start the engine. John let go of Irrepressible, and pushed off, bending over to start his outboard as he did. Both engines started at the same time. Jack checked to make sure that water was spitting out with the exhaust. Satisfied, he called out to Max, “You ready?”


  She waved back. Then turning toward the harbormaster, he said, “Ready.”


  A nod was his response.


  “Max?” Jack called out to the bow. “Any time.”


  He adjusted the idle, pushed the shift lever forward for just a moment, and then returned it to neutral. Irrepressible moved ahead slowly, giving Max some slack on the mooring pennant. He saw her bend down and untie the pennant from the cleat then she leaned over the lifelines and dropped the line into the water. As soon as she dropped it, Jack turned the wheel and shifted into reverse, causing the bow to swing away from the line, which was now floating in the water. When Irrepressible’s bow was clear, he moved the shift lever first into neutral, then he pushed it forward again, while increasing the engine’s speed. This, with a quick turn of the wheel, stopped her backwards motion and kept her bow swinging away. That’s when it happened. The engine stopped abruptly with a clunking sound.


  “What the … ?” Jack quickly glanced at the engine gauges, looking for any hint as to why the engine had stopped. Max had already begun walking back to the cockpit, and now she had to grab onto one of the stays as the boat lurched. John, who had been watching and waiting quickly motored over. “Looks like you snagged somethin’ in your prop.”


  


  CHAPTER 45


  THEY WERE DRIFTING toward another boat. Jack leapt from the cockpit and raced to the bow. “Jack, …?” her words were lost as he raced past.


  He frantically untied the lashings that held the anchor in place on the deck and dropped it overboard. As soon as the anchor hit bottom, Jack snubbed the anchor line on the deck cleat and held it tightly. The anchor dug in, the bow was jerked around and Irrepressible came to a sharp stop. The collision, that moments before had seemed imminent, had been averted. He secured the line and headed aft. Max was still hanging onto the stay.


  “What happened?” she asked as he moved past her.


  “I don’t know. It seems that we caught something in the prop,” he said.


  Jack bent over and restarted the engine. The old diesel roared to life, apparently none the worse for wear despite that abrupt stop. Satisfied, Jack turned toward the harbormaster who was once again holding onto Irrepressible’s rail. “We caught something?”


  “Yep. Can’t tell what, but somethin’s there. I could feel it when I poked around with my boat hook. Seems pretty good-sized. I’ve dealt with a lot of boats that caught pot warps and this doesn’t feel like that.”


  As Jack leaned over the rail, trying to see what had caught the prop, he said, “Damn. Any ideas for getting free?”


  “Nope. First let’s get you over onto that new mooring. I’ll tow you, and then we’ll poke around some more. Maybe the move will help.”


  “Fine by me.


  The move was uneventful. It was obvious that John had done this many times before.


  Secure on the new mooring, Jack climbed into his dinghy so he could get a closer look under his boat. Jack was on one side of Irrepressible’s stern, and the harbormaster on the other. Jack leaned over the side and peered into the water and even though his head was close to the surface, the dark water hid whatever was fouling his prop. While Jack looked, John, using his boat hook, poked and prodded.


  “Max, pass me our boat hook. Maybe with two of us poking we’ll get free.”


  Boathook in hand, Jack began to attack the unseen object as well. “I think I’ve got hold of it,” Jack shouted across his boat to the harbormaster. “Can you push on it?”


  Without replying, John bent down to push.


  “It feels like it moved. Push again,” shouted Jack.


  Another hard push and a sharp tug by Jack did the trick. Jack lost his balance and fell back onto the seat and his boat hook came out of the water as the object came free.


  Max, who had been watching intently from the cockpit, let out a laugh as Jack fell back, rocking the dinghy violently. Her laugh suddenly changed into a scream, which startled Jack so much that he nearly tipped the dinghy over again. “Max!” he shouted. “What the hell is wrong with you?”


  Her response was simply to point at the water in silence, while her other hand covered her mouth. For just a moment, the world went silent as all three of them stared at the water. Floating just under the surface, a body looked up at them.


  


  CHAPTER 46


  “HOLY SHIT.” JACK exhaled.


  “He’s starting to get away.” John extended his boat hook to catch the corpse.


  Max screamed again. “Oh, my god. It’s Daniel!”


  “Daniel?” said Jack. He turned toward the floating body as if it could answer.


  “Who’s Daniel?” asked the harbormaster.


  Tears began to well up in Max’s eyes as she stared at Daniel’s body. He had bobbed to the surface face up. His perfect hair still looked great and his eyes were wide open in a gentle look of surprise, as if he couldn’t believe what had just happened and yet was at peace with it. There were cuts and gashes in his clothes, backed by dark stains. It was obvious that more than a simple killing had taken place. As Max stared, her lips silently mouthed the words again, “Oh, my god.”


  Jack continued to stare down in disbelief as John held on to the body with his boat hook. “You know him?” he asked Jack.


  “Yes, I do,” replied Jack in a quiet monotone as he continued to stare at Daniel.


  “Hold on to him. Grab him with your boat hook so I can call the authorities.”


  Jack got hold of Daniel with his boat hook, and as he held on, memories flashed through his head of that summer day in Rye Harbor when he had found another body floating and had to hold on to it to keep it from drifting away.


  “Jack … Jack.” John had called out his name twice before Jack rejoined the present. “I just talked to the police and they’ll be here in a few minutes. I need you to stay here with the body while I go pick them up at the dock and bring them out.”


  Jack looked up at John and mumbled, “Sure.”


  “You okay?” he asked Jack again.


  “Yes … yes, I’m fine,” Jack answered again, this time with more force. “Go on, I’ll be fine.”


  John started his outboard and quickly headed for the town wharf.


  Jack sat in his dinghy with boat hook and attached corpse in hand, Max’s voice quivered as she broke the silence. “Jack. What are we going to do?”


  He looked up at her. “Right now, we can only sit and wait for the police to get here.”


  “Kurt did this. Didn’t he?” Her voice was barely above a whisper. It was as if saying it loudly would make it so.


  Jack looked up at her. “We don’t know for sure.”


  “It fits what Daniel told us.”


  “I know, but the bigger question is, did he get what he was after?”


  Max stared at him silently and he, back at her. Jack could see the fear developing in her eyes as they shared the same thought: “What if he didn’t?”


  They continued to speak in hushed whispers. When the fog returned and the shoreline disappeared, their conversation ceased and they listened. Their self-imposed prison of silence was broken by the sound of an outboard motor rapidly approaching. Their heads turned at the same time. It was the harbormaster’s boat, and he had several uniformed men with him.


  


  CHAPTER 47


  THE REST OF the afternoon and early evening was spent watching the police recover the body and transport it back to the town wharf, where an ambulance waited for it. Then came the stream of endless questions. It was well after dark by the time the local police had finished asking Jack and Max the same questions over and over, even though they gave the same answers each time. Yes, they recognized the victim. No, they hadn’t seen him recently. Yes, he had asked them to meet him at the boat in York. No, they didn’t know why he wanted to meet with them. Yes, the boat was locked up. No, the boat had not been broken into. Yes, they would leave the boat in York for the next few days while the cops continued their investigation


  It might have been wrong, but what wasn’t said, or volunteered, was the part of the story that included Kurt. As they had waited for John to return with the police, Jack and Max had talked about many things. Could this have been Kurt’s handiwork? It seemed likely, but there was no hard evidence that he even existed, only their feelings, shadowy sightings, and Daniel’s own fears. Nor did they mention the information that Daniel had hinted at having. That was a story from a twice-dead man and would be too difficult to explain. It was enough that Tom knew and they would call him, just not tonight.


  With Irrepressible secure, Jack and Max climbed into their dinghy and headed for shore. The harbormaster, with his boatload of police, followed them toward shore. As they turned toward Donnell’s dock, John called out to them, “Where are you going?”


  Jack called back, “We’re going to tie up at Donnell’s, like we did last night. It’s only a short walk to the Inn from there.”


  “Okay, we’ll see you in the morning. The police may have some more questions for you then. Goodnight.” Then, with a quick wave, he turned his boat away and disappeared into the dark, leaving Jack and Max alone as they continued on.


  Jack cut the motor just before the dinghy bumped against the dock. The silence of the night consumed them. At that moment Max’s stomach grumbled loudly. Max tried to pretend that nothing had happened until Jack snickered and began to laugh. She began laughing as well. The tension and stress of the past few hours broke as they both sat there laughing uncontrollably. Jack finally was able to squeeze out a few words. “So I guess this means you are hungry?”


  Max nodded her head and managed to say, “I am.”


  “Then, lets get going over to the Inn for some food.”


  They looked in the pub’s window before reaching the door and noticed that the room was nearly empty. Jack glanced at his watch. “I hope they’re still open.” The bartender looked up as the door closed behind them. He was the same bartender that had been working the previous night and he recognized them at the same time they recognized him. “Still open?” asked Jack.


  “Sure. Come on in. I didn’t expect to see you two so soon again.”


  As Max took her seat at the bar, he asked, “Feeling better?”


  Max blushed slightly, remembering last night. “Yes, thanks for asking.”


  “Something to drink?”


  Jack spoke first. “A draft would be good.”


  “Sam?”


  “You remembered, yes, and menus, please.”


  The bartender looked toward Max and she said, “I’ll have the same.”


  Two menus followed by two drafts were placed in front of them.


  “You know,” said Jack, “I never really thanked you for helping us out last night.”


  “No problem.”


  “What’s your name?”


  “Stephen.”


  “I’m Jack and this is Max.”


  “Nice to meet both of you.”


  “Stephen, any chance we could have another room for the night?”


  “I’m sure there is. I’ll go check. Before I go, do you know what you would like?”


  Max said, “I’ll have a burger with fries and a salad, house dressing.”


  Jack had the same except for coleslaw instead of the salad.


  “Thanks,” Stephen said as he turned away. “I’ll get these going and then I’ll check on a room.”


  As soon as he left, Max turned to Jack, and in a low voice, asked, “Jack, are we going to be all right?”


  “I won’t let anything happen to you.”


  “That wasn’t the question … I asked about us.”


  “Yes. Yes, we will,” Jack said after a barely perceptible pause. But, somewhere deep in the back of his mind, he had doubts, not about them, but about what had happened to Daniel, and why.


  Stephen returned smiling, “Good news. A room is available, the same one you had last night, and your food is ready. I’ll be right back.”


  The burgers were perfect and the combined effect of the beers and full stomachs did wonders for their mood.


  Since the place was nearly empty, Stephen had time to chat. “Did you guys hear the news about the body someone found in the harbor?”


  As soon as he said that, Max and Jack both froze and stared at him. Jack recovered first and said, “We did.” He did not volunteer that the body had been caught in their propeller, or that the victim was actually someone they had planned to meet. Max reached over and squeezed Jack’s leg while continuing to stare at Stephen.


  Stephen didn’t seem to notice their reaction to his question as he had turned away to put some glasses back on the shelf behind the bar although he kept talking, “Absolutely shocking,” Then, he turned back and facing Max and Jack he added, “It was a really strange day around here too.”


  Something in his tone seemed to invite a question. Jack said, “Did something else happen today?”


  Stephen looked pleased that he had asked. “Well, compared to finding a dead body, it was nothing, really.”


  “No, tell us.” Jack pressed on. Hoping that maybe it would be a stupid customer story that they could all laugh at.


  “You know how sometimes you meet someone, and it just doesn’t feel right. Well, I had one of those guys in here today. Gave me the creeps.”


  “Really.” Now Stephen had Jack’s full attention, and Max turned her head.


  “Yeah, there was just something about him …” he paused as if looking for words.


  A chill washed over Jack and without thinking he asked, “What did he look like?”


  “He was tall, thin … wiry. But he had an air about him that just felt …” he paused again as if looking for the right word.


  “Evil?” Jack blurted out,


  Stephen looked at Jack, astonished, “Yes. Evil. How did you know?”


  “I didn’t,” said Jack trying to recover from his outburst.


  Max squeezed Jack’s leg harder and looking intently at Stephen asked, “When was he here?”


  “Early afternoon, I guess.”


  Max sucked in her breath and grabbed onto Jack’s arm, squeezing it hard.


  “Come to think of it, he was in here last night also. Sat back there in the corner, left just before you did.”


  “Jack …” Max exhaled.


  Abruptly, Jack said to the bartender, “I think we’ll go to the room now.”


  A pall fell over the nearly empty bar. “Sure,” Stephen said. He watched them slowly leave their seats and walk out of the bar. “I’ll transfer the check.” Then, softly under his breath, “What the hell?”


  


  CHAPTER 48


  MORNING CAME ALL TOO SOON. Max and Jack had stayed up for what had seemed like most of the night, talking, trying to make sense of the past few days. She fell asleep first. Jack, lying next to Max, listened to her deep, regular breathing as he tried to fall asleep. His eyes would close, but the events of the past few days kept flashing in and out of his head, creating a mosaic that in one moment made perfect sense and then, in the next, none. His eyes would open, expecting that morning had arrived, only to find when he looked at the clock that a mere thirty minutes had gone by. And so, his night passed, with sleep coming in fits and starts, until finally he awoke to a thin beam of sunlight streaming in through the gap between the window’s curtains


  Sleep must have finally won the battle, because a quick glance at the clock told him that several hours had passed since the last time he remembered checking. Max continued to breathe deeply, so he slid out from under the covers, tiptoed across the room to the window, and peeked out.


  The sudden brightness that flooded in as he pulled the curtains further apart forced him to squint. Before his eyes adjusted to the brightness, he could feel the sun’s warmth. Then, as he continued to look out, he saw a cloudless blue sky and a bejeweled landscape created by the sun’s reflection off of the remaining puddles and wet spots from the previous day’s rain.


  When Jack released the curtains, the room returned to its pre-dawn gloom. He quietly dressed and slipped out into the new day. He inhaled deeply and closing his eyes, savored the sensory barrage of smells and sounds from the retreating dampness: the wet earth, the fragrance of flowers opening fully for the first time in days, coffee brewing in some unseen kitchen, the schwoosh of a car driving over wet pavement as the last puddles disappeared.


  Then, like a cloud passing in front of the sun, a sense of foreboding washed over him. He thought about Daniel, his story, and the fear that Daniel had shared with him and Max out on the ocean not all that long ago. What did he want them to do? Why meet here, in York? What happened that resulted in his death? Was it Kurt? Probably. But how did Kurt know about their meeting? What if the bartender was right and Kurt had been there the night before? He shivered as if to shake those thoughts away. That didn’t work, but a stomach grumble did.


  Jack knew he had to call Tom and tell him what had happened. But he didn’t look forward to it. When his stomach grumbled a second time, he allowed it to trump what he had to do. Putting off the call, he went in search of more of those fantastic blueberry muffins.


  


  CHAPTER 49


  “WHAT ARE YOU doing up in York?” Tom asked immediately.


  “Max and I sailed up here a coupla’ days ago. We were supposed to meet Daniel up here, only he never showed, and we got stuck here because of the weather. Then, when we went to move the boat to a different mooring, something fouled the prop and that turned out to be Daniel. The police here would like to keep the boat for a few days.” Jack said all of this in one long breath so as not to be interrupted. He knew Tom was going to be pissed off.


  He was right. After a short silence, Tom spoke again. Even with a calm, flat voice his anger came through. “Just so you know, Jack,” he paused for emphasis, “We have a lot to talk about, starting with Daniel. Back when you told me about Max seeing him, you promised to keep me informed. I knew that you probably weren’t telling me the whole story, but this is way beyond anything I would have expected. Do you need a ride home?


  “I hadn’t planned that far ahead yet.”


  “Good. Then I’m going to clear my calendar and I’ll come get you.”


  “Tom, you don’t have to do that. I can call Courtney, or Patti.”


  “No, Jack. I do. And when I get there, you had better be prepared to talk and tell me everything.”


  “No problem. We’ll be here at the York Harbor Inn, waiting.”


  “It’ll be a coupla’ hours.”


  “See you when you get here. And thanks,” said Jack. The phone went dead. Jack didn’t move; he just continued to hold the phone in his hand, as if somehow he could delay that inevitable conversation.


  “Who was that?” asked Max as she walked out of the bathroom. Her hair was still wet from the shower and she was wrapped in a large white towel.


  Her voice startled him and as he turned toward her, he finally hung up the phone. “Tom. I called to tell him about Daniel. He’s coming to pick us up.”


  “He doesn’t have to do that,” said Max.


  “I know. I tried to talk him out of it, but he insisted.”


  “So what’ll we do until he gets here?”


  “I’m starved. Those muffins were good, but now I need something more substantial. How about we hit the tavern for some lunch?”


  “Sounds like a plan.”


  


  CHAPTER 50


  “YOU KNOW, I’M beginning to feel like a regular here,” said Jack as he and Max took seats at the bar.


  “I was just thinking the same.”


  Glancing around, Jack saw that the lunch crowd was beginning to fill in.


  “What are the chances that Stephen will be working lunch today?” mused Jack.


  “My guess would be slim, but you never know.”


  Before she could add to that comment, Stephen walked through the service door behind the bar, carrying two plates of food.


  “Hey. Jack, Max, let me drop these off and I’ll be right with you,” he called as he passed in front of them.


  They both looked at each other, surprise and delight on their faces, and began to laugh.


  Back from delivering the plates of food, Stephen said, “I didn’t expect to see the two of you again. How’s it going?”


  “We didn’t expect to see you either,” replied Jack.


  “Two late nights and then a lunch shift. What did you do wrong?” asked Max.


  “Oh, nothing. The day bartender asked me if I could cover. I didn’t have anything else to do, so I said yes.” Then with a mischievous grin he added, “Besides, I knew you’d be back.”


  “Bullshit,” said Jack, also stifling a grin.


  “Beers?”


  “That would be great, and menus, please,” said Max. “I’m starving.”


  It was a day of surprises. Jack didn’t order his usual burger, but rather the fish and chips. And as starved as Max claimed to be, she ordered a Caesar salad.


  As the crowd continued to fill in, conversation with Stephen became more and more piecemeal. Max and Jack finished eating and, gradually, the lunch rush ended as well. They were finally talking with Stephen when a familiar voice interrupted their conversation. “Somehow I knew I’d find you two here.”


  Stephen looked up and Jack and Max both turned at the same time. “You caught us,” said Jack.


  “Hi Tom,” said Max. “I’d like you to meet our new friend, Stephen. Stephen, Tom.”


  “Nice to meet you, Tom,” said Stephen as he reached across the bar.


  “I hope these two have been behaving themselves. Oh, and I’d only believe half of what they tell you,” said Tom, also reaching across to shake hands.


  “So. What’s all this about finding Daniel?” said Tom, first looking at Jack and then at Max.


  “Do you want to hear the story now, or later?” asked Jack.


  “Now would be good. I cleared my schedule, so why wait?”


  A round of beers was ordered and as they began to fill Tom in. Stephen excused himself from the conversation, but it was clear that he was keeping his bartender ears open.


  Eventually Tom’s questions were answered, the check paid, and it was time to go.


  “Stephen, thanks for everything. I’ll see you in a few days when I come back to get my boat,” said Jack. Then he followed Max and Tom out the door.


  


  CHAPTER 51


  A WEEK PASSED. Daniel remained in the morgue, and there had been no further signs of Kurt. Gradually, the shock of Daniel’s death began to fade, and when there was no further word from the York Police Department, Jack’s impatience increased until he finally called them.


  “Sure, it’s all yours. We finished with it several days ago … Sorry, someone should have called you sooner … Yes, I know … We’re sorry … Good―” Jack never heard the goodbye. It was cut short when he slammed the receiver down.


  His next call was to Tom. He needed to vent over York’s seemingly casual attitude, and by the time he was through and had calmed down, plans had been made to go get the boat the next day. Tom would make the trip back with him. After several more calls, everything was set. Max would drive them up since she had to be at work later in the day, and Patti would come along for the ride. With her active imagination, Max pictured Kurt everywhere, and Patti’s company would make her feel more secure on the drive back home.


  The dinghy was right where he had left it at Donnell’s. The girls didn’t linger because they wanted to do some shopping on the way home before they had to be at work. Goodbyes were said and Jack watched them drive off while Tom carried their stuff down to the dinghy. It didn’t take long to get out to Irrepressible. Jack took one spin around his boat to inspect it. Other than some obvious and generous plops of bird poop, she appeared to be just as he had left her. That was about to change.


  The two men climbed onboard. As Tom secured the dinghy, Jack went to unlock the companionway. The lock was closed, but when he went to turn the tumblers, it fell open. “What the … ?” He removed the lock, pushed the hatch back, and began removing the hatchboards. He stopped short when he looked below. “Son of a bitch!” he hissed.


  Tom had just finished securing the dinghy to the stern and was moving to join Jack when he heard Jack’s outburst. “What happened?”


  “The boat is trashed,” said Jack as he pulled the last hatchboard out and began climbing into the cabin.


  “Trashed?” replied Tom as he hurried to the companionway, arriving just as Jack disappeared below. Cabinets were open, drawers pulled out, and the contents of each were strewn about the cabin. Tom surveyed the scene from above as Jack moved toward the forward cabin. Then he climbed down as well.


  “Those miserable pricks,” said Jack as he returned to the main cabin, “You’d think that they’d leave it as they found it.”


  Tom looked at Jack, and with a bit of a defensive tone in his voice said, “I don’t think the police did this.”


  “No. And why not?” Jack shot back, his temper still flaring.


  “Because they just wouldn’t,” said Tom as calmly as possible. “Let’s go back up into the cockpit before we disturb anything else, and I’ll call the police.”


  Jack didn’t say anything. He climbed out into the cockpit and sat down while Tom followed and called the police on his cell. Jack sat silently, his mind racing at warp speed as he considered the possibilities. None of them were good. His first thought was that if the police didn’t do this, then that probably meant that Kurt was still around. Max didn’t know, and now he and Tom were stuck in York, waiting for the police with no way to get home to warn her.


  “Tom, give me your phone. I need to make a call. I left mine at home today.”


  Tom handed Jack the phone without saying anything. His mind was occupied with its own set of concerns.


  Jack dialed and after listening for a few moments slapped the phone shut. His mind was racing, imagining the worst. Instinctively, he dialed another number. “Hey, Court,” he said, trying to sound as normal as possible.


  “Hey, Jack. What’s up?”


  “You home?”


  “Yes.” There was a hint of question in her voice.


  “Is Max back yet?”


  “Let me look. No. I don’t see her, but I expect to see her tonight at work.”


  Jack was silent as he thought about what to do next.


  “Weren’t you getting the boat today and wasn’t she taking you up to York?” asked Courtney.


  “I am. She did. Listen, I have to talk to her. Are you sure she isn’t back yet?”


  Courtney noticed that his speech seemed a little rushed. “I haven’t seen her, but I thought she and Patti were going to hit the malls on the way back. Have you tried calling her cell?”


  “I did and there was no answer.”


  “Well, she’s due in to work before too long and I’m about to head over to Ben’s now. I’ll have her call you if I see her. Any message?”


  Trying to keep his growing concern from becoming obvious, he said, “No. I just had a quick question for her.”


  He must not have done a very good job, because Courtney didn’t let him off the hook. “Jack, you’re full of shit. Something is up and you need to tell me now. Why do you need to get hold of Max?”


  He paused, thinking to himself. “How does she do that?”


  “Jack?”


  “Okay. Court, someone broke into the boat. Tom and I are waiting for the police to arrive and I don’t know if we’ll be able to leave today or if they will want to keep the boat again, and if they want to keep it, I don’t know for how long. I just wanted her to know we’ll be delayed.”


  Court knew that he was telling her the truth, or at least most of it, and she also knew that it would be better to just accept what he told her for the time being. “I’m so sorry. I’ll let her know when I see her.”


  “Thanks. I’ll call later as soon as we know what the plan is. Bye.”


  Handing the phone back to Tom, Jack sat down without saying anything,


  “You think Kurt did this?” Tom’s voice broke the silence.


  “Kind of hard not to.”


  “That means he didn’t get what he was after from Daniel.”


  Jack nodded his head. “Yeah.”


  The sound of an outboard motor approaching caused both men to look up. The harbormaster and several officers were in the boat. When Jack saw them he stood up. “Hi John,” he called as he took the line that was passed over. It only took a few moments before the new arrivals were on board and introductions were made. Jack was about to follow Tom and the two officers who had just come on board below when John caught him and said, “Jack, good to see you again, but I’m beginning to get a little worried. I can’t think of a time when there were these kinds of problems with a boat.”


  “Sorry. I really didn’t plan on any of this.”


  “I know.”


  Jack turned and went below. Questions were asked and answered, photos taken, and notes scribbled in small notebooks. Jack, Tom, and John then waited up in the cockpit while the officers processed the boat for evidence. After several hours the officers were satisfied that there was nothing more to be found. Other than some fingerprints, which probably belonged to Jack, Max, or Tom, they had found nothing more than a messy cabin. They told Jack that he was free to leave and that they’d be in touch if they needed anything else. As Tom and Jack watched them motor off, Tom said to Jack, “You’re going to have to be very careful. If this was Kurt’s handiwork, and we don’t know that for a fact …”


  Jack interrupted, “Oh it was. I’m sure of it.”


  “I was going to say that if it is his work, then either he was sloppy on purpose so as to divert suspicion away from him or he is getting desperate. Either way, it’s not good.”


  It was too late in the day to return to Rye so they decided to go to the Inn for some food, return to the boat, and leave early the next morning. Before leaving for the Inn, Jack called Ben’s and was relieved when Max answered. He told her the situation and said he’d see her tomorrow. She promised to ask Patti to stay with her for the night.


  


  CHAPTER 52


  BY THE TIME Jack and Tom got to the Inn, there were only two remaining seats at the bar. Since the bartender wasn’t in sight, Jack turned and looked around the room. All of the servers were scurrying about and there was a real energy to the place. “May I get you something to drink?” The voice was familiar.


  Jack turned and there was Stephen. “Stephen, hey man, good to see you.”


  “Jack. Sam Draft? How’s Max?”


  Jack was impressed. He nodded his assent.


  Stephen looked at Tom, “Tom. Right?”


  “Yes.” Tom reached across the bar and shook his hand, “Good to see you again.”


  “Sam?”


  “Please.”


  While Stephen went for the beers, Jack retold Tom the story of how he and Max had first met Stephen. “Menus?”


  “Yes. Please.”


  They were handed menus with the assurance that he’d be right back. Shortly after their food was ordered and served, Tom suddenly became very serious and his voice dropped a notch.


  “Jack, I’ve been thinking. If what Daniel told you is true, and that seems to be the case, then we have a real problem.”


  “What do you mean we? Daniel had a problem, I have a problem, and Max has a problem. How is this your problem?”


  “Aside from the fact that I am your friend, I just have a bad feeling. Do you remember back twenty-five or thirty years ago when we first met in Miami?”


  Jack looked at Tom. “What does that have to do with anything?”


  “Remember how you joined the crew of the Raven.”


  “Yeah, and you warned me about Ravenowicz, but I went anyway.”


  “That’s right. Ever since you and Max returned from Belize, something has always bothered me. Remember what you told me about Daniel and his business dealings?”


  “Sure.”


  “And there was a black boat searching for him in Belize?”


  “So.”


  “I realize that this is a real stretch, but what if that black boat had come from the Raven?


  “The Raven?”


  “Wasn’t a large black sailboat seen while you were there? If it was the Raven, then Ravenowicz was probably Daniel’s employer and most likely he is behind all of this.”


  “Tom, you are really stretching. It’s been over twenty-five years since I was on the Raven. Ravenowicz had to have been in his fifties or sixties then. Could he even still be alive today?


  “I know it is a stretch. But what if?”


  “Okay, So what if?”


  “So, if he is still around, then we are all in serious danger.”


  “You keep saying we. What’s up with that? I can understand Max and myself because Daniel contacted us. But why include yourself?”


  Tom sat silently for a moment. “I never told you the whole story of Miami. While you were on the Raven, my wife had become pregnant. We started thinking about leaving Miami. After your return, you bolted and began living your dream sailing around the Caribbean and my investigation stalled. Then, one day, I was part of a drug bust and things went really wrong. One of the bad guys was killed and I was the officer who fired the shots. That incident made our decision easy. As soon as I was cleared by the department of any wrong doing with the shooting, I resigned and we left Miami, ending up in Rye Harbor.”


  “Tom, why didn’t you ever tell me this story before?”


  “You never asked and besides, you were out swashbuckling it around the islands on your boat.”


  “Fair enough. But you still haven’t answered my original question of ‘Why the we'? What does this have to do with Daniel? Why are you part of this, too?”


  Tom paused. Quietly he continued. “Jack, when Daniel turned up dead, memories that I had nearly forgotten began to resurface. You know how they can float in, out, and around, and then one day something happens and click―it all makes sense.”


  “Sort of. Sometimes that happens when I run.”


  “Well, I had that click. That drug dealer I shot in Miami―turns out he was Ravenowicz’s son. I didn’t find out for a long time. The cops in Miami thought that if they kept his identity quiet, they might draw Ravenowicz out. Their hope was that he would seek revenge or maybe make some kind of a mistake, and they’d be able to bust him. It never happened. They kept investigating and he never any mistakes.”


  “Maybe he didn’t know.”


  “Oh, he knew all right; he just remained silent. That’s how cold and careful the man is.”


  Jack just stared at Tom as he processed what he had just been told and tried to see the connections that Tom had made.


  Tom continued, “If he was Daniel’s boss. Then there are several possibilities. One possibility is he gets word from Kurt that Daniel was found and dealt with, and that Kurt recovered whatever Daniel had in his possession. Probably end of story. But now, think about this. What if Daniel was killed before whatever he had was found. I mean you never had any reason to suspect that Daniel left anything on the boat. Did you?”


  “No. He was only on the boat that one time and Max and I were with him the whole time. He didn’t give anything to us.”


  “Exactly. Your boat was trashed after Daniel was killed. That creates a whole new ballgame, which means that you and Max are in danger, and since I am involved, the chance that he will remember my connection to his son’s death grows. If he puts it all together, we are all in deep shit and things will get a whole lot worse before they get better.” He paused to let his words sink in.


  “Will there be anything else? It was Stephen. Jack and Tom looked up at the same time, glanced about, and realized that the tavern was empty.


  “Oh, I’m sorry. No, just the check and we’ll be going.” Jack returned his attention to Tom. “That’s a whole lot of ‘ifs.’ And what if he found what he was looking for when he messed up my boat?”


  “And what if he didn’t? Think about it.”


  


  CHAPTER 53


  HE WAS NO CLOSER to completing his mission now than he was a week ago when he took care of Daniel. The satisfaction he felt from that moment was now a distant memory. Only bitterness remained as he considered his options. Why did the fog have to lift when he was so close? Daniel would have talked, he was sure of it. He hadn’t told his employer yet that Daniel had been taken care of because without the recovered item, the job was only half finished. Kurt knew that his employer cared only about final results, successful final results.


  He remained invisible. He watched and listened, waiting for confirmation that they had it. Then, and only then, would he risk exposure. In the meantime, he was good at preserving his anonymity. Days, he became different characters to blend in with the summer crowds: the birdwatcher, a fisherman, an artist painting by the side of the road, or a photographer looking for that perfect shot. Sometimes he was just a tourist walking the sidewalks or sitting on the small stone beach that was next to Ben’s parking lot, reading a book. Often he would wear headphones, not to listen to music like most, but to monitor the bug he had placed in Jack’s place.


  Nights were different. Nighttime was his time. He didn’t need to hide behind disguises to watch them. Sitting in the shadows, he was free from having to deal with the unexpected intrusion of some innocent person, curious about whatever he was doing.


  Most nights it was late by the time they would arrive home. The lights would go on and because the shades were hardly ever drawn and the windows open, he was able to peer in, watch, and listen as they began the nightly rituals: a drink, perhaps a snack and small talk about the day, then sometimes a touch or a kiss, followed by giggles and sighs. He was privy to it all. It was as if he were an unseen spirit floating through their lives. He often imagined what it will be like to touch her. Her soft, smooth skin, the smell of her hair, her scent as she succumbed to his touch, that exquisite moment as all her fears were reflected in her eyes, the moment before she would see only black as she joined Daniel.


  


  CHAPTER 54


  FOR THE SECOND time in as many weeks, Jack had returned from York, Maine. The first time, after Daniel’s death, he had allowed himself to feel some relief as he tried to convince himself that it was over. Now, with the ransacking of Irrepressible, he knew that this had been nothing more than wishful thinking and foolish at best. Now, Jack was truly fearful. The fact that one man was dead and his boat had been torn up was proof enough for him. There was no guarantee that whoever had killed Daniel had found what he wanted―no guarantee that he wouldn’t come back for it again.


  It was just after noon. The sail back had been quick and efficient, and Jack was just about finished putting everything in order when Max arrived on the dock. “Mmmm. I’m so glad you’re home,” she cooed as she wrapped her arms around him and kissed him. “How was the sail down? Where’s Tom?”


  “He had to get going. We hadn’t planned to say overnight, and he had things to do today.”


  She kissed him again and murmured, “Good.”


  His response to her kiss wasn’t what she had expected. There was something else there. She leaned back, still with her arms around him. For a split second she saw it. She couldn’t be sure what it was, but she saw it. Concern? Anxiety? Fear? She couldn’t be sure.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing.”


  “No, something is bothering you, I can tell.”


  “Max, I’m just tired.”


  “Jack, sit down,” she said. She sat and coaxed him down beside her. She looked into his eyes again and softly said, “Tell me about it. What happened?”


  He surrendered and told her the whole story, first about finding the boat trashed, and then what Tom told him about Miami and how he had moved to Rye Harbor.


  “Max, Tom’s worried, and so am I. We don’t know what Daniel wanted to give us. We don’t know who killed him, maybe Kurt, maybe not, and we don’t know if his killer got what he was after. If he didn’t, we might be next on his list.”


  Max’s face had not betrayed her feelings until this last statement. Now she sucked in her breath, and Jack was sure that he saw the color drain out of her face despite her summer tan.


  “What are we going to do?”


  “I don’t know. But, I’ve told you before and I’m telling you again, I won’t let anything happen to you.


  Across the harbor, there was a witness to their embrace: a gaunt, bookish-looking birdwatcher, his face hidden by the large floppy hat and the large powerful binoculars through which he stared intently.


  


  CHAPTER 55


  KURT LOWERED HIS binoculars and smiled to himself. He was standing on the small beach across the harbor from Ben’s. It gave him a clear view of Jack’s boat and, conveniently, the breakwater that extended out from where he stood was covered with birds for him to “watch.” At that moment a voice close behind startled him. “Hi there. Did you see anything interesting today?” It was woman’s voice and there was something about it that just sounded nosy. Physically, he hardly moved at the sound of the voice, but his heart felt like it skipped a beat. He turned. Facing him was a short, thin, older woman. She was wearing a baggy, white shirt with khaki slacks, and well-worn, mud-stained hiking boots. A long, silver braid dropped down her back from underneath a wide-brimmed straw hat, and a brightly colored scarf around her neck completed her outfit. Binoculars, almost as large as his, hung from her neck and she carried a well-worn notebook in one hand. Her craggy face was well tanned but plain, yet a vibrancy shined through.


  She looked up at him, smiling. Holding out her hand she said, “Hi, my name is Gladys.” Then she repeated her original question, “Did you see anything interesting today?”


  Ignoring her hand, Kurt looked at her and said in slow, measured tones, “No. Not really.”


  She withdrew her hand and continued to look deeply at him, her smile slowly fading, only to be replaced with a more curious look. “I’ve seen you around. I’m always out looking at my birds, you never know what you could miss. They’re so small.”


  She was making him nervous and she wouldn’t shut up. Before he could respond, she continued, “Those are pretty slick binoculars you have. What kind are they?” She reached out as if to touch them. He pulled back ever so slightly, but it was enough for her to notice and she withdrew her hand again. Before he could answer her question, she went on, “I don’t remember what kind mine are. I got them from my father when he died. He was a birdwatcher too. He used to go out every day and he taught me. He always said that these were his lucky binoculars, but the name plate fell off years ago so I don’t know what kind they are.”


  “That’s nice, but I really have to get going,” he said in a dismissive tone. He turned away from her and walked off toward his car.


  Gladys was silenced by his abrupt departure, her mouth open as if in mid-sentence. “Well, isn’t he the odd one,” she said to herself in a voice not much higher than a whisper. Then, without thinking, she slowly raised her binoculars to her eyes and looked in the direction that he had been looking. She didn’t see any birds, only two people leaving a boat, hand in hand. She lowered her binoculars and turned her head in the direction to which Kurt had walked off. He was nowhere to be seen. “Strange,” she murmured, and despite the warmth of the sun, a chill went down her spine.


  


  CHAPTER 56


  AS JACK AND MAX walked up the ramp toward Ben’s, they had no idea of the small drama that had just played out across the harbor. “Hungry?” asked Max.


  “Now that you mention it, yes.”


  “Let’s stop at the bar. You can get something to eat and I need to see Patti.”


  “Sounds like a plan.” The rest of the short walk was made in silence.


  Since it was mid afternoon and the lunch rush had subsided, Jack had the bar to himself. Max wandered off to find Patti and he ordered an ESB draft and a burger. As he sat there, sipping his beer, many thoughts went through his mind, most of them very dark. “Did Daniel hide whatever it was he had on Irrepressible? If he did, then when―and more important, where?” He knew his boat inside and out. He had searched it several times now and found nothing. Then, the questions continued. “Did whoever wanted it get it? If he did, is he now gone and out of our lives? If he didn’t …” This last thought made Jack shudder. Before he could dwell on it further, Max returned with his burger in hand. “Here. I was in the kitchen when your lunch came up so I grabbed it for you.”


  “Thanks,” said Jack, masking his concerns with a smile.


  “Patti asked if we wanted to do something with her and Dave tonight. I’d like to, but I told her I’d check with you before giving her an answer.”


  “That sounds like fun. Sure. But I’d like to take a short power nap and then go for a run.”


  “That’s fine. We probably won’t meet until eight or so. You’ll have plenty of time.”


  While Jack finished his lunch, Max went in search of Patti to make plans. As he swallowed his last bite, she returned, “Okay, we’re all set. We’ll meet at eight-thirty in Market Square in Portsmouth. Listen, why don’t you go on ahead, I’m going to stay here for a while and that way you can nap in peace.”


  Goodbyes were said and Jack walked home.


  As he walked up the drive, Cat looked up from her perch on one of the rocking chairs on Courtney’s porch, got up, stretched, and joined him for the final walk to his door. “Hey Cat. It looks like you’re having a rough afternoon,” said Jack as he bent down to rub her head. She mrowed loudly and began purring. “You are such a slut,” he said softly. Then he straightened and she followed him to the door. The door was barely open when she raced in and bounded up the stairs. By the time Jack reached the top of the stairs, she was doing her dance of happiness on the table next to the couch and rubbing against the lamp while mrowing and purring loudly.


  “Get down from there, you’ll knock the lamp over,” said Jack as he shooed her off. He stretched out on the couch and Cat instantly jumped on his chest. After a few turns to settle herself, she curled into a ball on his chest and began working her mojo on him. He was fast asleep almost instantly.


  Images began to form in his head as faces, places, smells, feelings, and memories all morphed into each other randomly and yet it all made sense as only dreams do. It seemed like he had been asleep forever when he opened his eyes and found himself staring into Cat’s face. She had been poking his cheek with her paw, and when he finally opened his eyes, she mrowed in triumph. He rolled his head to look at the clock and saw that only forty-five minutes had elapsed, but it was enough. He felt refreshed. “How did she know?” wondered Jack.


  “What do you want, Cat?” he said. She mrowed again and jumped off his chest as if to say, “Come on, time to get up. You can’t waste your whole day being like me. Feed me, why don’t you.”


  “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know, but I’m going for a run first. I’ll feed you when I get back,” said Jack.


  


  CHAPTER 57


  AS JACK HEADED down the road, it felt like it would be a five- or six-mile afternoon. He had spoken to Max, and she and Patti were going to stay for a drink before leaving to get ready to go out later. Jack assured her that he would be back in plenty of time. As he went past Ben’s he glanced over. There were a dozen or so cars already parked out front as the early birds began to arrive. If he didn’t think about the events of the past two weeks, it was all so normal. Ahead, he could see the seemingly endless stream of traffic on the boulevard as vacationers began leaving the beaches to begin their preparations for round two.


  Just as he reached the boulevard, a gap opened in the traffic and he didn’t even have to break stride to get across. He smiled to himself. That was a good omen. His plan was to run inland on mostly back roads for two reasons: less traffic and shade. The day may have cooled, but it was still warmer than he would have liked for running. The back roads would help a bit.


  By the time he had covered the first mile he was beginning to sweat, his breathing had steadied, and his stride was smoothing out as he began to feel the change. No longer was he a sedentary being, waiting for life to come to him; he now felt alive, moving toward it on his terms. He could feel the flow of energy coursing through his body. And as his physical state settled into this new reality, so did his state of mind. He felt as if he were floating over the roads. He didn’t feel his feet or legs, he hardly noticed that he was breathing, and the trees, houses, and fences that he ran past hardly made a blip on his radar. The occasional car that passed him seemed almost invisible as he moved along in this near trancelike state.


  His mind drifted. Images and questions flashed through his head. He saw Daniel’s face at that small airport in Belize after he had disappeared. At the time it had made no sense. Now, after his surprise visit to Irrepressible and the story he had told, followed by his death in York, it was all beginning to make more sense… .


  The further Jack ran, the more disturbing his thoughts became, and his fear increased. The final miles back were a blur as his pace ceased to be leisurely. He didn’t break stride until he had reached the parking lot at Ben’s. He glanced over as he considered whether or not he should stop to check on the girls.


  It was at that moment that Patti and Max emerged from Ben’s. They saw each other at the same time. The girls waved and he veered in to say hi.


  He was still breathing hard when they came together. “You okay?” asked Max.


  Jack just nodded as he walked in small tight circles with his hands on his hips. After two revolutions, between gulps of air he managed, “Yeah … yeah, I’m fine.”


  “You don’t look fine,” said Patti.


  His breathing was getting more under control, “No, I’m fine. I just pushed it a little at the end.”


  “Patti’s going to follow me over to my place so I can grab some clothes for tonight. Then we’re going to hers. Why don’t you meet us there. Dave’s coming over, and then we can all go into town together.”


  “That works for me,” said Jack. His breath was still heavy, but the relief in his voice that she was not going to be alone was crystal clear.


  


  CHAPTER 58


  THAT NOSY OLD lady had really irritated Kurt, and his patience was wearing thin. He had searched the boat but hadn’t found what he wanted. He had no idea whether Daniel had given anything directly to Jack, although it definitely didn’t sound like it. Still, that damned cat kept interrupting their conversations. The bug he had planted was working fine, but each time the cat rubbed against the lamp, they would pause, scold the cat, and the conversation would end. He needed to place another bug.


  Frustration and impatience were beginning to dictate his moves. He watched as Jack returned from his run and talked to the girls in the parking lot. To his experienced eye it looked like plans were being made. If they went out, he could plant another bug. He didn’t need much time, just the opportunity.


  The sun was beginning to go down when he parked at the small beach across from Ben’s. He took his canoe off the roof of his car and placed it near the edge of the water. He set his canvas messenger bag inside it and then pushed the canoe into the water, jumping in at the last moment. With his binoculars slung around his neck he began to paddle across the harbor toward the marshes. He noted that the tide was beginning to go out and that meant he would have to paddle much harder to get to his destination.


  Paddle, paddle, swat, paddle, paddle, swat was the rhythm that he settled into as mosquitoes greeted him. He followed the channels through the marsh until he was behind Jack’s place. Then he stopped paddling and began drifting and swatting. To anyone who might have been watching, he was simply a lone nature lover trying to enjoy the quiet end of a summer’s day while nature enjoyed him at the same time. He rummaged through his bag and pulled out a set of earphones, put them on, lifted his binoculars to his eyes, and scanned the shore. He no longer noticed the mosquitoes


  He heard the phone ring and Jack answered. “Hey Max … Yeah … You just caught me. I was about to leave … Sure I’ll meet you there. See you in a few, bye.”


  He couldn’t believe his good fortune. Kurt lowered his binoculars and smiled as he checked the contents of his bag again. Everything he needed was there. He removed a pair of thin leather gloves and slipped them on knowing that it would take him less than five minutes to place the second bug. As Kurt bobbed in the canoe waiting for Jack to leave, he closed his eyes and visualized the layout of Jack’s place. “Patience,” he told himself, “Soon it will be dark enough.” Finally Jack drove off.


  Courtney’s house was dark and still, as he knew it would be since she was the owner of Ben’s and worked every night. Before long it was time. He paddled toward the back of Jack’s place. A barrier of tall marsh grasses divided the edge of the marsh from terra firma creating a perfect cover for his canoe. He looked around before leaving the canoe, unaware that he was being watched.


  Cat had dashed out with Jack and was now hunting mice in the flower gardens behind Courtney’s house. She was crouched, deep in the garden, perfectly still as she waited for her prey to appear. Suddenly she sensed something. A shape emerged from the shadows by her house and disappeared inside. The mouse she was stalking got a sudden reprieve as she focused her attention on that other creature. It disappeared into her house, and she began a stop-and-go series of sprints as she moved rapidly across the yard to investigate. Nearing the door she stopped. The scent she was detecting was both familiar and terrifying at the same time. It was the smell of evil and it had visited before. She retreated to the garden and settled down to watch. Mice no longer interested her.


  Inside, Kurt moved through the apartment. He found what he was looking for. The light next to the bed was perfect for a bug.


  Job done, he remembered the last time he had stood in this spot. He smiled to himself as his heart rate quickened. He pulled out his flashlight, and with its little red beam providing just enough light, played it around the room. He didn’t see what he was looking for, so he moved across to the bathroom. Standing in the doorway he swept the room with his flashlight, then froze as he saw it. A small corner of lacy fabric peeking out from under a towel in the hamper. It had to be. Gingerly he reached out and touched it. He could almost feel its softness through his gloved hand. Then he took a deep breath and pulled ever so gently on that tiny corner of lace.


  He closed his eyes as he inhaled the sweet fragrance from those panties.


  


  CHAPTER 59


  “SO JACK, IT’S been a while. What’s the story?” Dave asked. Max and Patti had gone to the ladies room, and this was the first chance Jack and Dave had had to talk alone in weeks. Dave’s work schedule had changed and Jack had been tied up with all that had gone on.


  “You know that we found Daniel dead, under the boat up in York a coupla’ weeks ago.”


  “Patti told me. But she begged me not to bring it up in front of Max.”


  “Did I tell you we had talked with him several weeks before?”


  “No, you didn’t,” said Dave, his attention now completely focused on Jack.


  “We were out on the boat―pretty far out. There was no wind and we had just motored out east toward Jeffries. It was strange because it seemed there were no other boats out that day. Then out of nowhere this cigarette-type boat rushes up to us with Daniel on board.”


  “You’re kidding me.”


  “No, I’m not. They pulled up alongside and Daniel climbed on board.”


  “Max must have shit a brick.”


  “That’s putting it nicely. Anyway, after the initial shock, he told us why he faked his death in Belize. He was convinced that his boss had sent some men after him, and that he had something on his employer and we could be in danger too.”


  “That’s nuts.”


  “Tell me about it. Then he got back onto the other boat and left as fast as he had arrived.”


  “So what did he have?”


  “Files, he said.


  “And he gave them to you?”


  “No. But he’s now dead and there’s been no evidence that he ever did anything with them. Except …” Jack paused.


  “Except what?”


  “Except that when Tom and I went to pick up the boat, we found that it had been trashed.”


  “I heard that.”


  “So, why break into and trash Irrepressible?”


  “Good question.”


  “My guess is that whoever killed him somehow got the idea that whatever Daniel had might have been on the boat. “


  “Was it?”


  “If it was, I never found any trace of it and he never gave anything to us.”


  “So, let’s assume it was on the boat. If the guy found it, then you might be in the clear.”


  “But what if he didn’t?”


  “Then you’re probably screwed. Do you have any idea who this guy is?”


  “Maybe. I think I’ve seen him around.”


  “So, can’t Tom pick him up?”


  “For what? We don’t know if it’s really him and it’s not like he was real conspicuous. At best I just got glimpses of him. And it’s possible I was just seeing things.”


  “I don’t know. If I were you, I’d watch my back until you’re sure this guy is gone for good.”


  “I intend to.” Then, looking up, Jack said, “Shhh, the girls are coming. We didn’t have this conversation.”


  “Okay, but …”


  Before Dave could say anything else, Max and Patti rejoined them at the table. Nothing more was mentioned about the predator or Daniel.


  


  CHAPTER 60


  KURT CONTINUED TO lose patience. Daniel hadn’t talked. It wasn’t on the boat. He wasn’t even sure that Jack had it. The new bug was working, but it had not yet revealed anything except the sounds of sex. He was used to resolving issues quickly and efficiently but now it had been nearly three months and he felt he was no closer to completion than when he accepted the job. It was one thing for a job to take so long in a large city. Here, people were beginning to recognize him, and even if they didn’t, they were always starting conversations with strangers. A perfect example was that crazy old birdwatcher lady. He didn’t have time for that.


  As he sat in his room he considered his options. He spent each night listening, but he got nothing. They just wouldn’t talk about it. He was beginning to worry that they truly didn’t know anything. Either that or they were on to him and were just being overly cautious. Then there was that damned cat. Whenever it seemed that their conversations might become fruitful, that cat would make so much noise he couldn’t hear a thing.


  “Soon,” he kept telling himself. Soon something would happen that would let him finish the job so he could leave. He was sure of it just as he was sure that they had it. They had to. He just had to get it from them. It was time to end this job. He sat back, lit a cigarette, and inhaled deeply. A kind of calmness washed over him as he pondered his next step. Maybe it was time for a night out.


  He moved slowly and deliberately through the throng of vacationers on the boulevard at Hampton Beach. Kurt didn’t hear the “I’m sorry,” as the man in the Red Sox shirt was pulled away by an overly excited child. Kurt turned his head and watched as they disappeared into the crowd, but said nothing. He had other things on his mind.


  He was there to celebrate his expected success, not as one would a birthday, a graduation, or the victory of a favorite team, but in a more intimate and personal way. In his own twisted way, he was like a shopper in a supermarket, looking for that special ingredient that would make an ordinary meal extraordinary.


  It had been several hours since his arrival in Hampton Beach and he was getting anxious. Patience. He had to keep reminding himself to be patient and all would work out. This seaside resort was not unlike the cities that he preferred, but there was a difference and that difference was kids and families. Yes, the bars were there, and there were crowds of people in which you could remain anonymous while remaining in plain sight, but families still crowded the sidewalks. He knew that he would have to wait until much later in the night to find what he wanted.


  The central core of Hampton Beach was like an island one block wide. The northbound river of traffic was on the ocean side, and it was connected to the southbound traffic flow by alternating one-way streets like the rungs on a ladder. He had followed the northbound side south, and by the time he had reached the end of the island the crowds had thinned. Families began to bring their day at the beach to an end and the night people began to emerge. He was standing in front of the last bar on the island, looking at a Chinese restaurant, when a noisy group emerged from the bar.


  He had to step back as they tumbled past him and crossed over toward the Chinese restaurant. He could see that the group had divided into several couples and one single woman. They had no idea that they were being studied as they entered the restaurant.


  He continued to stare until the door closed behind them. Then, leaning against a light pole, he took out a cigarette, lit it, inhaled deeply, and smiled. He had found the ingredient he was looking for.


  


  CHAPTER 61


  THE BELL ON the door clanged as Jack and Max walked into Paula’s for breakfast. He stopped at the newspaper rack while she went straight in to claim seats. Before picking out his paper, he glanced over at the counter and didn’t see many familiar faces. Most of the locals, who tended to be the first customers of the day, were gone and now their seats were filled with summer tourists. Beverly gave him a wave hello and he nodded back before turning his attention to the papers.


  In addition to The New York Times, The Boston Globe, and The Boston Herald, which Beverly kept more for the tourists, there were all the local papers. These went from traditional daily and weekly editions that mimicked the larger national papers, to local shoppers made up almost entirely of ads with little other content, to several that focused on entertainment and the arts, and, lastly, to the summer tourist papers that chronicled the happenings at all the local beaches. This last group of papers consisted primarily of photo galleries of tourists doing touristy things, mixed with ads for all the local restaurants, bars, and tourist activities. Occasionally a story would sneak in that was real news, but it was even rarer when that story was first told there.


  This morning the headlines in all of the major national papers were about some great natural disaster or a senseless random killing of innocent people in the name of someone’s idea of God. Both were too depressing to start the day, so Jack picked up several of the entertainment papers plus the tourist news and walked over to join Max at the counter.


  Beverly appeared almost instantly with coffee and menus.


  “Mornin’. How are you guys today?” she said as she filled their cups.


  Max smiled and replied, “Great Beverly. How’s things with you?”


  “Look around. That’s how things are.”


  “Busy huh?”


  “Yeah. This morning was crazy and it’s not letting up.”


  “That’s good though, isn’t it?” interjected Jack.


  “It is,” agreed Beverly. Then she leaned forward, and in a voice just above a whisper she added, “but some of these tourists are just so friggin’ stupid, they should just be shot.”


  “I know what you mean,” Max whispered back and Jack nodded in agreement.


  “Do you know what you’d like?”


  “Yes, I’ll have one egg, over easy, with bacon and whole wheat toast,” said Max.


  Beverly looked at Jack for his order. He just smiled and said, “I’ll have the usual.”


  “Jack Beale, don’t you go messing with me. What usual? You order something different every time you come in here.”


  By her tone he could tell that his attempt at humor was falling flat. “I’ll have French toast with sausage. Real syrup. Thanks.”


  She nodded, spun, and passed the order on to the cook, and as she did, she muttered, “You are such a jerk.”


  His reply was to pick up one of the tourist papers and begin thumbing through it.


  “Jack, do you think that whoever killed Daniel got what he was after?”


  “What?” he said. He snapped his paper to fold it back on itself, creased it, folded it in half from top to bottom, placed it on the counter next to him, and looked at Max. “Where did that come from?” he thought.


  “I don’t know, Patti and I were talking last night in the ladies room, and it got me to wondering. We haven’t really talked much about it, especially after you and Tom got back with the boat. I mean, it was torn up and all. I’m just wondering.”


  “Why do girls always do this?” Jack thought to himself. “When they want to talk about something they always wait until you are trapped and then force you to talk.”


  “Max, this really isn’t the time or place to talk about this.”


  “No. I think it’s perfect. So what do you think?”


  He surrendered. “Honestly, I don’t know. Part of me hopes so. If he did, then maybe he’s gone and we don’t have to worry. But, if he didn’t, that worries me. Daniel’s dead and we don’t know who killed him, although it was probably Kurt. We don’t know what, if anything, Daniel told him before he died. If Kurt didn’t get what he wanted, then he may still be around and that can’t be good”


  “Here we go. One French toast and sausage and one egg over easy with bacon.” Beverly’s voice saved him for the moment as she put their plates down in front of them. “More coffee?”


  “Thanks,” said Jack, while Max just shook her head.


  Beverly went to get the coffee.


  “We’ll finish this after we eat,” said Max as she began to mash her egg up with her fork.


  Beverly returned with the coffee and poured his cup. As she finished she stopped, put the pot down on the counter, pointed at the paper Jack had been browsing through, and then picked it up. “Hey look, I made the paper,” she said holding the page for Jack and Max to see. “My girlfriend and I were down at the beach last week and some guy stopped and took our picture for the paper. We thought he was kidding, but look, there we are.”


  Jack glanced at Beverley’s face smiling out at him from the page, but it was the photo beside it that really caught his attention. “Can I see that?” asked Jack.


  Flattered by his interest, Beverly handed it to him. Then, picking up her coffee pot, she said, “I hope there are more copies still in the rack,” and she headed in that direction.


  “Can I see?” asked Max.


  Jack was staring intently at the second photo. “Uh, sure,” he replied, lost in thought.


  Max reached over and took hold of the paper. “Where is she?”


  “There,” said Jack pointing at the picture that Beverly was in, all the while still looking at the other picture.


  “It can’t be,” he thought to himself, but the more he studied the picture, the more he was convinced. According to the caption, it was Tim and Jane from Duluth, Minnesota, waiting in line in front of the Casino one night last week for a show. Tim and Jane didn’t interest Jack, but the tall, thin man in the background did. He was sure that it was Kurt and that scared him.


  “That is so cool,” gushed Max. “Beverly caught by the beach paparazzi.”


  Jack agreed, hoping that his distraction wasn’t too obvious. That picture answered Max’s question and he had to see Tom.


  Breakfast over, Beverly cleared away the dishes while they congratulated her on her newfound fame.


  “Max, how about I drop you home? I’ve got some errands to run.”


  “Fine, but we aren’t finished talking, yet.”


  


  CHAPTER 62


  JACK WALKED INTO Tom’s office with the paper in hand.


  “Hey, Jack.”


  “Hey, Tom. Look at this,” said Jack as he put the paper on Tom’s desk.


  “What am I looking at?”


  “That photo,” said Jack.


  Tom looked and then said, “Hey, isn’t that Beverly?”


  “Yes, it is, but look at the other one.”


  “What has gotten into you this morning?”


  Jack’s patience had run out and he pointed to the figure behind Tim and Jane. “It’s him.”


  “Who?” asked Tom.


  “Kurt. He’s still around.”


  After this outburst, for the next few moments, all that could be heard in the room was their collective breathing as Tom looked closely at the picture.


  “Are you sure it’s him?”


  “As sure as I can be,” replied Jack. “What are we going to do?”


  “When was this photo taken?” asked Tom as he began rustling through the paper.


  “Last week sometime. They were in line for a show at the Casino. The schedule is in there somewhere.”


  “Other than this picture, you haven’t seen him at all, right?”


  “That’s correct.”


  “Good.”


  “What’s so good about it? This proves he’s still around. He must not have found what he was looking for. It’s just a matter of time before he comes after Max and me.”


  “What the hell … ?” Tom’s voice cut in. He was reading intently something a few pages back in the paper that Jack hadn’t seen yet.


  “What?”


  “There’s an article here about some young woman who disappeared last week down at the beach. She disappeared the same night that picture was taken.”


  “So.”


  “I heard about it, of course, but that’s all. Not much was made of it at the time. Missing person, and all that. They assume she ran off with someone she met at a bar. Her friends said it’s not uncommon for her to do that after a night on the town. Sometimes she’s gone for weeks.”


  “Do you think they’re related?”


  “I doubt it, but anything is possible. I’ll give my friend Bob Frazier down in Hampton a call and see what’s up.” He reached for the phone.


  Jack watched as the expression on Tom’s face changed and his voice turned somber. “I see … Keep me posted … Thanks Bob.”


  Tom placed the phone back on the receiver, leaned back in his chair, and exhaled loudly.


  “So? What did he have to say?”


  “You’re not going to believe this, but they just found that woman’s body. She had been horribly sliced up.”


  Silence filled the room.


  


  CHAPTER 63


  JACK AND TOM spent the rest of the morning discussing the photo of Kurt, what it might mean, what they knew about Kurt (or more accurately what they didn’t know about him), the dead girl who went missing from Hampton Beach, Daniel’s death, and anything else that seemed even remotely connected.


  “Jack, I don’t know what else to say. Just be careful, and keep a close eye on Max. Who knows what this guy is capable of.”


  “Thanks, Tom. I will.” He was about to walk out of Tom’s office when he turned back and asked, “Can I use your phone? I left mine in the truck.”


  “Sure.” Tom turned the phone so it faced the front of his desk.


  Jack dialed and after listening a moment he said, “It’s me. I’ll be back soon. Nothing important. Bye.” Then he hung up the phone.


  “Max?” asked Tom.


  “Yeah. She wasn’t there. She’s probably out with Patti.” His nonchalance didn’t fool Tom.


  “You’re worried, aren’t you?”


  “Hard not to be. I’ll talk to you later. Bye.” With that he turned and walked out, leaving Tom shaking his head.


  * * *


  By the time Jack pulled into his drive, the sun was nearly at its zenith and the day was perfect. A light breeze was blowing off the water, which tempered the warmth of the sun. As he crossed Courtney’s yard, he looked up and saw only a few scattered puffy clouds in an azure sky. Cat sauntered across the grass, talking softly as she greeted him.


  “Hey, Cat,” he said as he squatted down to scratch her head. As soon as he touched her, she flopped onto the ground, mrowed softly, and scrinched her eyes shut. He rubbed her belly and she began to knead with her paws, totally content. He marveled at how she could be so relaxed without a care in the world and he felt a twinge of jealousy. He smiled. “Okay, Cat, I can’t spend my whole afternoon lazing about like you. I need some lunch and then I’ve got things to do.” When he stood, she lifted her head, opened her eyes, looked at him, stretched, and then mrowed once as if to say “Okay.” With that, she closed her eyes and put her head down, making no effort to get up.


  As Jack opened the door, he shouted up the stairs, “Max. You home?” He knew the answer before he shouted, but he called out anyway. Only silence greeted him. Upstairs he found a note. She was out with Patti and would be back later. He breathed a sigh of relief. She wasn’t alone, and he needed some time to think. He slapped a ham and cheese sandwich together and considered how he would spend his afternoon. He thought about going for a run, but he had run hard yesterday so the need wasn’t urgent. He decided that an afternoon on the boat would be a better solution.


  As he opened the companionway hatch and removed the hatch boards he could feel the warmth of the day come rushing out. Below, he opened all the other hatches and the change was immediate as the cool ocean breeze flowed in. Despite the calming effect that Irrepressible had on him, he was still antsy. He sat down at the nav station, lifted the cover, and began to reorganize its contents. That only took a few minutes and did nothing to ease his worries. Still restless, he began inspecting the contents of each locker, drawer, and cabinet. It didn’t help.


  Jack lay down on one of the berths, closed his eyes, and waited for his boat to talk to him. She tried, but he was too distracted to lie still and listen. Music was next. He shuffled through his CD collection and stopped when he came to one by Barefoot Skinny, a singer from Belize. He removed it from its sleeve and pressed the disc into the slot. He didn’t consciously realize how hard he had to push to get it in. After it finally went in he hit the play button and there was only silence.


  “Shit,” he swore under his breath. He tried ejecting the disc. No such luck. He tried everything that he could of think of, but the result remained the same. The CD remained stuck inside the player.


  Another twenty minutes passed, and his attempts to retrieve the disc remained futile. He didn’t have all of the tools on board that he needed to open it up, so he decided to disconnect the player, remove it, and take it to his shop. Then, with a bit of luck, he would be able to reinstall the player before Max realized what he had done. Stupid, avoidable mistakes were one of his biggest pet peeves―especially when they were his.


  


  CHAPTER 64


  THE AFTERNOON WAS passing quickly, and by the time he walked back to his shop, the annoyance he felt with himself had somewhat abated. He placed the CD player on his workbench and went about gathering the tools he thought would be needed for the operation. Then, sitting down at the bench, he picked up the player. Methodically, one side at a time, he studied it before reaching for a small screwdriver.


  It wasn’t as difficult as he had expected, but it wasn’t easy either, and after ten minutes or so he had sitting on the bench in front of himself the disassembled player, the CD he had intended to play, and the source of the problem―another CD.


  He didn’t recognize it. There was no label or other identifying mark on it. He turned it over and over in his hands as he tried to remember the last time he had played a CD on the boat. Where did it come from? How did it get there? Nothing. His memory was blank.


  He thought back to earlier in the day and his conversation with Tom about Daniel. He was the center of it all, kind of like the sun, with all those other seemingly unrelated events and people circling around him like planets, not touching but still influencing each other.


  Now as Jack sat there in his shop, holding the mystery CD, he wondered if this was what it was all about. A chill went down his spine as he considered the ramifications. He was almost afraid to find out, but he had to know, and there was only one way to do that. He took the disc, left the shop, and as he opened the door to his place, Cat rushed in ahead of him and bounded up the stairs.


  As he followed her, he could feel his anxiety increasing. Cat was waiting for him at the top of the stairs, and she wouldn’t shut up. “Cat, what’s up?” he said.


  “Mrowh, Mrowh.” She jumped onto the table by the couch, stared at him, then rubbed against the lamp, which caused it to shake as she continued to talk. There was no doubt she had something to say to him, he just didn’t know what it was. “Cat, get down from there. How many times do I have to tell you?”


  She mrowed at him again and again and continued to rub against the lamp. It wouldn’t be dinnertime for quite a while, so he ruled that out. He went over to shoo her off the table. She refused to move and rubbed against the lamp again. He dropped the CD on the table, grabbed her, and said, “What has gotten into you?”


  She squirmed out of his hands and thumped onto the floor. Before he could move, she immediately jumped back up onto the table. Jack reached for her again, and just as his hands were about to get hold of her, she jumped away. He was slightly off balance and hit the table, which caused the lamp to rock violently. He grabbed for it, missed, and the lamp hit the floor, shattering. “Damn it Cat! What is wrong with you?”


  Cat, startled by the crash of the lamp, bolted. Swearing under his breath he began to clean up the broken lamp while Cat peeked from around a corner. As he swept up the last shards, Cat reappeared. She mrowed softly and acted as if nothing had happened. He glared at her and growled, “Don’t you give me that innocent act.”


  In response, Cat sauntered past him, found a sunny spot on the floor, and stretched out as if all she had wanted was to take a nap in the sun.


  “Cat, you are so weird. That’s right―you go take a nap. I’m going to do what I had started out to do: find out what is on this disc.”


  She looked up and mrowed again as if to say, “Good idea.”


  He found the small portable CD player that Max kept on the coffee table and put the disc in. His hand shook as he pressed the play key. The disc began to spin, but that was all. Cat mrowed and watched him intently as he ejected the disc and went around the corner to the antique secretary where he kept his computer. She followed him and watched as he pushed the disc into the CD slot. Again he could hear it beginning to spin. After the screen lit up, an error message appeared. The disc was unreadable; did he want to format it? He didn’t, so he clicked on the cancel icon and ejected the disc. Cat mrowed and jumped onto the secretary. Then she stood next to his computer and watched him intently as he removed the disc from the machine.


  “Oh, you’re back. You know, I have a feeling that there is something on this disc, and if it’s what I think it is…” He stopped before saying anything else. It was as if speaking his thoughts aloud would make it so, and he wasn’t sure that he was ready for that. Hell, maybe he was making a big fuss about nothing and the disc really belonged to Max. He‘d ask her later.


  He grabbed an empty case for the disc, placed it in the case, then left it next to the computer, and returned to the shop. The afternoon was passing quickly and he wanted to get the CD player back together and onto the boat.


  Half an hour later, he walked back to Irrepressible with the CD player in hand. He had killed off nearly the entire afternoon. The sun was already beginning its downward plunge toward the horizon. It was still warm out, but it was different from the midday heat. Now, it was more residual rather than directly from the sun. As he walked down the dock, player in hand, a pair of eyes watched him intently through powerful binoculars. “What is he up to?” the observer mumbled under his breath.


  


  CHAPTER 65


  JACK REINSTALLED THE CD player in Irrepressible. He put another CD in, pressed play, and it worked. That was a pleasant surprise since he had feared that the mechanism might have been damaged when he had forced that second disc into it. “Damn, I’m good,” he said aloud, not really listening to the sounds that came from the speakers.


  “Jack.” He heard his name. “Are you down there?”


  It was Max. He looked out the companionway and saw that she was standing at the top of the ramp. He waved and she began calumping down the ramp. He climbed out into the cockpit to greet her and gave her a hand getting on board. Almost before he could say hello, she said, “What is that noise?”


  Jack looked at her. It took a moment for him to realize that she was talking about the music coming from inside the boat. “The music?”


  “Is that what you call it?”


  “Sorry. I had to fix the player earlier. I just reinstalled it, so I threw a disc in to see if it worked.”


  She made a face. “Where did you get that?”


  “I think it was a gag gift from last years Christmas party.”


  “And you kept it?”


  “Yeah,” he said, blushing with embarrassment.


  “It’s pretty awful.”


  He listened for a second before replying. Then with a slight chuckle he said, “It really is. Isn’t it?’


  She nodded in agreement as he went below to shut it off.


  “So, what did you do today? Where’s Patti?” he shouted up to her.


  “Not much. Had lunch and just hung out. Patti is working tonight. I’m off. What would you say to a cookout, just you and me?”


  He thought he detected a subtle something in the way she made the suggestion. “Sounds good to me.” This would also give him the opportunity to ask her about the disc without any distractions.


  


  CHAPTER 66


  “WHAT THE HELL IS that damned fool doing?” Gladys thought to herself. She considered herself the bird expert of Rye Harbor and in her opinion, this was not the right time of year for spotting birds out in the marshes. Yet, there he was again, putting his canoe in the water.


  * * *


  “What are you up to, Jack Beale?” he murmured as he watched Jack and Max leave the boat and climb up the ramp to the pier. “First you take something off the boat, and then you bring it back.” From the direction they were walking, it was an easy guess to figure out that they were going back to Jack’s.


  He dipped his paddle into the water and with leisurely strokes, his canoe glided across the harbor, toward the marsh. He knew the spot from which he would be able to easily observe Jack’s place. To anyone around the marsh watching the lone canoeist, paddling slowly across the still water, he looked like someone enjoying the last moments of a perfect summer’s day. The truth was, his legs ached, he was hot and tired, the mosquitoes were attacking and these people were really trying his patience.


  While he paddled, his thoughts drifted. His heart rate quickened as he remembered that night down in Hampton Beach and the satisfaction and release he had found.


  He smiled and took a deep breath. It would be so simple to rush over and confront them. Fortunately, those emotions only lasted a moment before the professional re-emerged. He refocused. He had to know for sure before risking everything. Deep inside he knew that they had what he wanted, they had to, and the sooner he could get it, the sooner he could get out of this backwater town, but he had no proof. Maybe this would finally be the night that they would reveal what they had and he could be done with it.


  


  CHAPTER 67


  KURT WAS DRIFTING into position as Jack and Max arrived home. It was so quiet that he could hear them across the water even without the earphones. Not every word, but enough to know they would be leaving soon to go shopping. He saw Jack pull a grill out from the shadows while she went inside. When she came back out, they had an animated conversation. Then they both went back inside. Kurt rummaged through his bag and found the earphones and put them on. The bug was still working, but there was a faraway sound to it.


  “What happened to the lamp?” asked Max.


  “It got knocked off the table this afternoon and it broke.”


  “You didn’t tell me that.”


  “I was over here fixing the CD player from the boat. Somehow two CDs were jammed into it at once. Cat was being a real pain in the ass. She wouldn’t stay off the table and every time I shooed her off she just jumped back up. Finally I went to grab her and she jumped, which caused me to hit the lamp and it broke.”


  “So what you are saying is that you broke the lamp, but it was Cat’s fault?”


  He paused and grinned. “Yeah, I guess that’s what I’m saying.”


  * * *


  “That fucking cat. That explains a lot,” mumbled Kurt to himself. Then he added, “So Jack, that’s what you were doing this afternoon.”


  In the moment before they said anything else, Kurt felt both concern and elation. The bug. They must not have found the bug, since he was listening to it, but it was only a matter of time before they did, which could be a problem. Then, he smiled. Jack had found the CD.


  At that moment a loud scratching sound, interspersed with loud knocks and taps, shattered his ears making it impossible to hear any more of their conversation. He pulled the earphones away from his ears to lessen those ear-shattering sounds. He swore under his breath, and then, calming down held them away from, yet close enough to his head so he might still hear anything else they said.


  * * *


  “What’s Cat got?” Max asked.


  The scratching, raps, and taps started again. “Probably just a piece of the lamp. Do you have your grocery list?”


  “I do. Are you ready to go?”


  “Yes. I’m starved.”


  “Then let’s go.”


  * * *


  Kurt listened to their footsteps going down the stairs and heard the door shut. Then he watched them walk out of sight. He heard Jack’s truck start, followed by the sound of gravel crunching under tires as they drove off. He was almost giddy with this turn of good luck. His mind was racing as he considered his options. In that moment, emotion and impulse overcame him. They were obviously shopping for a cookout. Allowing for travel time, and time spent shopping, he guessed that he would have at least forty-five minutes. That would be plenty of time to break in, find the disc, and retrieve the bug. It was such a bad idea, that it seemed good.


  


  CHAPTER 68


  THE SUN WAS just dipping below the horizon and the tide had begun to drop fast. With the falling tide, the channels in the marsh became more pronounced, and he became less visible. On shore the shadows were becoming longer and darker and in the distance, lights were coming on in the homes around the marsh. He scanned Jack’s place with his binoculars and studied Courtney’s house. As he expected, there was no sign of life anywhere, just the looming darkness.


  He paddled hard and fast to the point just behind Jack’s place that he had used before. He would be well concealed except to someone watching that spot, at that moment, through very strong lenses. Despite the risk, he felt safe.


  He nosed the canoe against the shore and reached for his messenger bag. He reached in and checked the contents of the bag. He withdrew the pair of thin leather gloves and the small flashlight he had used the last time he visited. He also put in his pocket a set of well-used lock picks, just in case. His last move was to pat his pocket. Reassured that his knife was there, he felt ready.


  Leaving the bag behind, he gingerly climbed out of the canoe. Without his weight pressing it into the shoreline, it began floating again. Holding onto the canoe, he pulled it far enough up into the marsh grass so that it wouldn’t float away. Since the tide was dropping he didn’t have to pull it far. He didn’t bother to tie it either.


  The ground was firm, but wet, and he stepped carefully so as to stay on the marsh grass and out of the mud. He moved quickly to the back of the building, taking care to stay in the shadows. It was not yet fully dark, but with care he would remain invisible. Slowly he peered around the corner to take another look at Courtney’s house. It was still completely dark and there was no indication that anyone was around.


  He checked his watch. It had been about five minutes since he saw Jack and Max drive off. He would allow no more than thirty minutes for what he had to do. It could be tight but he had to take the risk. If he was wrong and they returned sooner, things could get ugly, but he needed that disc.


  The door wasn’t locked, which elicited a smug grin. He quickly disappeared inside and then paused at the bottom of the stairs to listen to the building before beginning the climb. Halfway up he reached the point where he could see into the room at floor level and he stopped. His eyes had adjusted to the low light and as he looked around, it all came back to him: the kitchen, the living room, bedroom, and bathroom. At the top of the stairs he stopped again, looked about a second time, and inhaled deeply. He smelled cat, and it was close. Maybe it was finally time for some revenge. His heart rate increased as he thought about this possible bonus.


  Cat had remained inside after Max and Jack left, playing with her new toy. She had just batted it across the room and into the nook where the hutch was when she heard the door open and close again. The slight puff of outside air that came in when the door opened brought with it a smell that Cat recognized from before. Her fur stood on end as she sniffed, trying to pinpoint its origin. It grew stronger. She crouched and watched. The smell became a shape, and it appeared at the top of the stairs. Now she knew what it was. Evil had arrived.


  


  CHAPTER 69


  KURT CHECKED HIS WATCH. He had to find the CD and the bug. The cat would have to wait. It would be the icing on the cake if he had time. He took another deep breath to stay his agitation, then checked his watch again. He was wasting too much valuable time thinking about the cat, but he couldn’t help it. He moved forward.


  The kitchen was first. Drawers. Cabinets. He moved swiftly and efficiently looking in all the usual places. Most people were not too creative when it came to hiding things, and from years of experience he knew where to look. Satisfied that it wasn’t there, Kurt moved quickly toward the bedroom. Before going in, something made him pause in the doorway and looked back. He listened and heard nothing. He began searching the bedroom as quickly and efficiently as he had the kitchen. But, as he stood by the bed he began to lose focus. He peeled the sheets back, and then he bent over and inhaled deeply. He couldn’t help himself. He could smell her and he wanted more.


  Cat watched the shape of evil as it moved around the apartment. She followed on velvet paws, silently stalking him. At the door to the bedroom, she stopped and peered inside. She watched as he moved through the room. She heard the subtle sounds of things being shuffled, turned, and moved. She listened while the heavy breathing increased. When he finally turned her way, she retreated, still watching while remaining invisible to him.


  Finished with the bedroom, he moved toward the bathroom. He stopped in the doorway. Something made him turn and look back, but he was so fixated on his new mission that he didn’t recognize it for what it was, so he turned back and continued on. As his anticipation of satisfaction increased, so did his heart rate. His vision tunneled, time seemed to stand still, and he held his breath. There, on the bathroom floor, he saw them. He reached down, picked up the pair of lace panties, and slowly, like a wine connoisseur inhaling the bouquet of a fine wine, he held them to his face. It was better than he remembered.


  As he breathed in her essence, something distracted him. He looked up, dropped the panties on the floor, and listened. He wasn’t sure what had caught his attention, and it didn’t matter. Whether it was a sound or just a feeling, his instincts were now on high alert and he froze without turning.


  When he disappeared into the bathroom, Cat had inched forward. Silently she crept toward the door until she could see him. Then, she stopped and watched. What he did, she didn’t understand, she only knew that he didn’t belong there and that there was something terribly wrong. Curiosity overcame fear and she continued to creep forward as if stalking a mouse in a field until she was in the doorframe.


  Cat. It was that cat. Again he lost focus on his true objective, as a different kind of obsession overwhelmed him, a more deadly obsession.


  The cat was there. He could feel its eyes staring at him. Slowly he slid his hand into his pocket. His fingers wrapped around the ever-present knife and carefully began to ease it from his pocket.


  Cat had retreated from the bathroom door when she heard something soft drop on the floor. Now she moved back another few inches, remaining on full alert. All of her senses were fully aroused as she continued to watch. Something had changed. There was a tension in his stance that wasn’t there before. He remained nearly motionless, but something was going on. She could feel it. She crouched, ready to either attack or flee.


  They were both fully engaged in the same very dangerous game of predator and prey. Only neither knew which role they would ultimately play. He knew she was there, in the doorway. He took a deep breath, held it, then slowly exhaled. The time had arrived.


  The next split second was a blur. He spun and despite the low light, he spotted his quarry on the floor just outside the door. In that same instant, he raised his arm while his finger pressed the button that released the blade on his knife. Then, even before he heard the blade click into place, his arm moved forward. With practiced accuracy, the deadly missile was released.


  Cat sensed the first hint of movement before she actually saw it. Her reaction was immediate. She jumped just as something came hurtling at her. All of the lessons learned over the many tens of thousands of years that Cat’s ancestors had roamed the earth flooded forth. The difference between survival and death was infinitesimally small, and at this moment the successes of her ancestors meant life. She yowled as she felt something hit her in her haunch. It knocked her off balance, but she was able to regain her feet and escape.


  “Shit!” he hissed. He saw that his throw had been on target. There was a blur as the cat jumped and cried out, but then he heard his knife clatter and slide on the floor. He had expected instant victory. He had expected that now he would be pulling his blade out of the mortally wounded animal, reveling in that exquisite rush that defined his being: the power to control life and death.


  Off of the farthest corner of the living room was the nook that housed Jack’s large antique secretary with his computer. Throughout the year, the top of that secretary provided a cozy and warm place where she always felt safe and secure. Now she scrambled for her refuge. Behind, she heard Kurt’s cry, then his footsteps as he left the bathroom. But when Cat jumped for the top of the secretary, her leap fell short and she fell to the floor. For the first time, she felt a searing pain in her rear leg. Puzzled, she looked back. A dark stain was slowly spreading over her haunch, and when she tried to move, that leg didn’t respond. Fear and confusion flooded over her. There was a small space under the cabinet, and in her panic she dragged herself into that dark, close space instead.


  Outside the bathroom door, Kurt picked up his knife and looked around. “Here kitty, kitty,” he said in a voice that would not fool even the most genetically challenged feline. He was now fully engaged in the hunt. The sun had finished setting and it was dark inside Jack’s place. Shadows hid features, and colors became shades of gray. He moved slowly through the living room and then paused to listen. He was sure that he had hit the cat, he just didn’t know where or how seriously. As he began to move again, he felt his shoe stick to something on the floor. He stopped and bent down to touch the floor. His fingertips touched something wet and sticky. Blood. He had hit the cat. His heart rate increased as he reveled in the knowledge that he had hurt the cat.


  Cat pressed herself back into the farthest corner under the cabinet. She could smell and hear him moving about. Afraid to move, she waited to lick at her wound.


  The blood trail was difficult to follow in the near dark so he moved slowly. He worked his way around the corner until he came to a stop in front of the secretary. He was so focused on the cat that he didn’t even notice the computer or the discs beside it. The cat was there. Kneeling in front of the cabinet, he reached under for his prize. He was so focused on his quarry that he never noticed the car lights that had just been turned off.


  Cat froze. She saw two feet stop in front of her hiding place. Then there was a rustling sound and an arm shot under the cabinet and began to sweep back and forth, searching. She watched wide-eyed as it came closer and closer. As the hand came within striking distance, she lashed out. As many a mouse had discovered, her claws were like extra-sharp needles. She hit as hard as she could, and she felt those needles dig deep into that evil hand. In that same split second, she delivered the coup de grace: she sank her teeth into it.


  “Ahhhh!” A bloodcurdling scream filled the room as Kurt yanked his hand out from under the cabinet. “You bitch! You are so dead!”


  Cat could smell his blood on her paw. She tasted it in her mouth and knew for sure that she had hurt him.


  * * *


  “Okay, Jack, you get the grill going and I’ll go upstairs and make the burgers.”


  As Max turned for the door, Jack said, “Wait a minute.”


  She stopped while he walked toward her. “I need a beer,” he said as he reached into the grocery bag. But before Jack could even twist the cap off his beer, the still of the night was shattered by a scream.


  


  CHAPTER 70


  THE SCREAM SEEMED to come from inside Jack’s apartment. They both looked up at the dark windows. Jack dropped his unopened beer and ran toward the door. “Max, call the police!” he shouted.


  “Jack … be careful!” Her words were lost as he rushed toward the door. Panicked, she dumped the contents of her bag on the ground in a frantic search for her phone.


  When his hand hit the doorknob, Jack paused for just a split second. He could feel his heart pounding as adrenaline pumped through his veins. On some level he knew that rushing in was probably foolish, but he wasn’t thinking that carefully. He wrenched on the knob, making no attempt at silence, and threw open the door. Then he stopped and listened.


  Over the years, Kurt’s successes had been due in large part to two abilities: to appear as no more than a shadow and to eliminate the irrationality of emotions from the performance of his job. Now the sound of his own scream shocked him back into the present. In that moment the safety of darkness seemed to have disappeared and he felt as if he were under a spotlight at the center stage of a show. There was a sharp pain coming from his hand, and he could feel his blood beginning to pool in his glove. As he tried to reassure himself that he was still alone, in the now nearly dark apartment, his obsession with his quarry still clouded his judgment and so he turned back to the hutch and the creature hiding underneath.


  It was at that moment that the door at the bottom of the stairs crashed open. Kurt spun wildly, looking for an escape, and saw the open window behind him. Two quick steps and he was looking out over the marsh. He was already cutting away the screen when the lights in the stairwell came on. The cloak of darkness outside, and the freedom that the night offered, was his only hope and as he heard the first footsteps hit the stairs, he pushed himself out the window and dropped to the ground below.


  Jack bounded up the stairs. A few steps from the top he stopped and looked around. His heart was pounding in his ears as he took several deep breaths in an attempt to calm down. At first he saw nothing out of place. No one seemed to be there. Puzzled, he went up the last steps, paused, and looked around again. This time he saw the torn screen in the window that overlooked the marsh. Then he thought he heard something.


  He began to walk toward the window as quietly as possible. He could feel every nerve in his body tingling, every sense hyper-tuned to his surroundings.


  “Jack.” He jumped at the sound of her voice and he felt as if his heart skipped a beat.


  He stopped and turned toward the stairs. “Jesus, Max. You scared the shit out of me.”


  “Sorry … I called the police. They’re on the way. Is everything okay?” she said as she joined him.


  “I don’t know. The screen in that window has been cut,” he said pointing. Before he could say anything else, he thought he heard the sound again. “Shhh … Did you hear that?” He cocked his head slightly as he listened.


  Max looked around. That’s when she reached out and grabbed his arm. “Jack! There’s blood on the floor.”


  Jack hadn’t seen the blood when he came in because his attention had been on the window with the torn screen.


  He turned and faced her. “What?”


  “Over there,” she said, pointing to a spot behind the couch on the floor near the hallway that led to the bedroom.


  “What the … ?” Jack began,


  Together they walked closer to the spot. It wasn’t much, but it was definitely blood, and it was smeared. Then, at almost the same time, they said, “There!” There was more blood on the floor, and it looked as if it had been stepped in.


  Suddenly, he stopped again. “Listen. Do you hear that?”


  They both froze and held their breaths. “Yes. I think so,” whispered Max.


  Slowly they followed the sound and the blood around the corner and stared at the antique secretary. There was a streak of blood that went part way up the front and then it disappeared underneath.


  Jack’s heart began to pound. Images flashed through his head. Only one thing that came to mind could account for what he was seeing. Fearing what he might find, he was just bending down to look under the secretary when another voice came into the room. “Max. Jack. What’s going on?” It was Tom.


  Max turned toward him. “Tom.” She must have shared the same thought as Jack, because now her face was white.


  “Max, you okay?” She nodded feebly and glanced down at Jack, who was now down on his knees looking under the secretary.


  Tom moved across the room and joined them. “Jack. What’s going on?”


  “Max. Get me a towel,” commanded Jack. He didn’t even acknowledge Tom’s presence.


  Jack was now lying down with both arms extended under the secretary, and Tom heard him saying in a soft, soothing voice, “Come on Cat. It’s all right. Come on baby,” as he began to slowly withdraw his arms.


  Max returned with the towel just as Jack ever so gently slid Cat out from under the secretary. Her haunch was red with blood and she had a look of fear and panic in her eyes.


  “Oh, my god,” said Max in a quivering whisper. Tears began to well up in her eyes.


  “Give me that towel,” said Jack. Max was still frozen in shock and didn’t move. “Max … the towel,” said Jack a little more forcefully. There was a slight edge to his voice as he fought to control the rage that was beginning to overwhelm him. Cat looked up at him and Jack thought he could feel her beginning to purr. Max handed him the towel. Cat remained quiet as Jack placed her on the towel and wrapped it around her.


  “What the hell happened? Is she okay?” asked Tom as Jack stood up.


  “Tom. I don’t really know. Listen, I have to get Cat to the vet’s.”


  “Sure.”


  “Max, you drive. The keys are in my pocket.”


  “Jack, before you go, what happened here?”


  “I don’t really know. We went out to get stuff for a cookout. When we got back we heard a scream upstairs. I rushed up. No one was here. That window screen was cut open,” he nodded toward the open window. “Then Max saw blood on the floor, we followed it, and I found Cat.”


  While he gave Tom this quick synopsis, Max fished the keys out of his pocket and headed downstairs. Now the horn honked outside. “I really have to go.”


  “You go. I’ll stay and see what else I can find.”


  Jack never heard him say, “Good luck.”


  


  CHAPTER 71


  “YOU FOOL!” KURT SILENTLYJ berated himself as he quickly paddled away from Jack’s place. Tonight he had been lucky, and while luck was a good thing to have, it had nothing to do with his well-deserved reputation. Careful planning and mistake-free invisibility were the hallmarks of his success. Tonight, he had done neither. The break-in was one thing that could maybe be overlooked, but allowing his own personal demons to take over had nearly proved disastrous. In the end he accomplished nothing.


  As the distance increased and Kurt’s escape more certain, he began to rationalize his mistakes. No one had actually seen him. Other than his hand, he was uninjured. The ground under the window from which he jumped had sloped toward the marsh, which lessened the shock, and kept him from being injured. That allowed him to make a clean escape. Because of the still-falling tide, he was nearly invisible behind the steep banks of the salt marsh canals, and the speed of the out-flowing current helped propel him swiftly toward freedom.


  When he reached the point where the channel turned toward the bridge, where it emptied into the harbor, he saw the blue lights of a cruiser pass over the bridge and his confidence grew as he paddled on. As he neared the bridge, he became aware of the throbbing in his hand and recalled how that cat had attacked him. He looked down at his gloved hand. It was too dark to see it clearly, but when he touched it, he could feel where Cat’s claws had sliced the leather and could even feel blood still oozing inside the glove. From the amount of blood he had seen, he knew he had seriously wounded the cat, and he smiled at the thought of its certain demise.


  Kurt watched as the blue lights disappeared up the road toward Jack’s. He knew they were for him. Ignoring the pain in his hand, he paddled for the bridge and the harbor beyond for the safety that he imagined it would provide. As he neared the bridge a thought came to him that he hadn’t considered. The tide. The tide was nearly all the way out and the safety that this had provided when he was in the marsh could soon become a trap. He would need enough water to make it under the bridge and reach the harbor in his canoe.


  The water became shallower the closer he came to the bridge and he felt the canoe begin to scrape on the rocks and sand. As he nosed his canoe under the bridge and disappeared into the shadows, his fears were confirmed. The stream had turned to a trickle, and except for dragging or carrying his canoe across the gravel, mud, and cobblestones to deeper water, he was trapped. He took deep breath. As he looked out at the harbor from the shadows under the bridge he could hear the sounds of vacationers enjoying themselves at Ben’s. Ahead he could see a fishing boat tied to the commercial pier, and he could hear the soft thrum thrum of its diesel engine idling. He listened as a car passed slowly over the bridge, moving toward the restaurant. The sound of a blaring horn and tires kicking gravel from the road’s shoulder announced another vehicle going in the opposite direction, very fast. As it crossed the bridge he could hear the sounds of shouted expletives from the driver of the first car.


  The night had been a series of blunders as his emotions had controlled his actions. Now, without emotion, he assessed his situation. First, he needed to get away from his present location. The evening was still fairly young, and there were still too many people around. It was only a matter of time before someone would notice him.


  He had already taken a huge risk in paddling as far as he had. Sitting in the shadows under the bridge he considered his options. Abandoning the canoe here and walking to his car on the north side of the harbor was quickly ruled out. Too easy to be spotted. No, the canoe would have to be hidden before he could make his escape and that meant risking exposure again as he retraced his route back into the marsh and its relative safety. He took a deep breath, pointed his canoe toward the marsh, and paddled as hard as he could, hoping that no one would notice him.


  Ignoring the increasing pain in his hand he stroked on, and a full plan began to evolve. He would follow the channels across the marsh toward the wooded areas on the southern side. From all the time he had spent bird watching, he knew there were several houses in that area, barely visible from the marsh. He reasoned that if he couldn’t see them, then they probably couldn’t see him, either. The area was overgrown and he had never seen any obvious access to the marsh. That’s where he’d sink the canoe. Then, on foot, he’d work his way back to his car. It was still very risky, but much less so than trying to drag and paddle his canoe across the harbor at low tide.


  As he neared the shore, he could see lights on in the large homes whose properties backed down to the marsh. Because of the exclusivity of that area, the homes were spaced far apart, leaving wide dark areas in between. “Perfect,” he thought to himself as he stroked with increasing confidence toward the largest dark area.


  The woods were thick and there was nothing to indicate that anyone had been near the marsh where he chose to land. He was going to have to get wet for his plan to succeed, even though that would create some risk later. When the canoe nosed against the shore, he placed his bag over his shoulder, eased himself out of the canoe and his feet sank into the muddy bottom. The water was cold and he grunted as he moved his feet, slowly and with care, so as to not lose his shoes to the muck. He capsized the canoe and it sank. Then he gathered as much grass, sticks, and whatever else he could find to further hide it. The night remained dark because the moon had not yet risen and this gave him some comfort. Satisfied that the canoe was well hidden, he waded ashore and began working his way through the woods and toward the road, where he became just another tourist walking home from a late night on the beach.


  As he walked along the boulevard, he saw the blue lights of a police cruiser parked by the bridge. He kept walking, forcing himself to remain calm. His plan was working. He smiled as he began to relax a bit. In about ten minutes he would be in his car and on his way to safety. His hand was throbbing, but he forced himself to ignore the pain as he walked along. As he reached his car, he looked across the harbor one last time. The blue lights stopped flashing as the cruiser drove toward the commercial pier. He climbed into his car and slowly drove off.


  


  CHAPTER 72


  TOM WATCHED AS Max and Jack backed down the drive and then heard gravel spitting out from the tires as they sped away. Every event has a beginning and an end point, and, in this case, he knew that both had to be outside. The middle was here, inside. Before going downstairs, before going to get the camera with which he would photograph evidence, Tom stood and surveyed Jack’s apartment, trying to visualize what had happened. The cut screen and the blood, on the floor and then by the secretary, where Cat was found severely wounded, spoke volumes about what had happened, but it did nothing to answer the why.


  He walked over to the window and looked at the cut and pushed out screen and his gaze was drawn outside. “This was where it ended,” he thought. To escape by dropping to the ground from a second-floor window was an act of desperation; it could not have been planned. Whatever the intent, something must have gone horribly wrong. Turning away from the window, his eyes returned to the blood.


  When he had first arrived, Jack was just pulling Cat out from under the secretary. She was covered in blood. He shook his head and said under his breath, “What kind of sick bastard would break in and go after a cat?”


  The blood trail diminished as he moved away from the secretary and toward the bedroom. He looked at the two smears of blood on the floor. The larger of the two appeared to have been made when someone stepped in the blood. This had left a partial imprint of a shoe’s sole. It wasn’t much, but it was something. He only hoped it didn’t belong to Jack or Max. The second smear, which was the closest to the bedroom, reminded him of an image on his refrigerator door. Yes, it was just like the finger painting that his daughter had brought home from school. It was time to get the camera.


  As Tom went downstairs, he decided to do a perimeter check of the building before returning upstairs. He already had an idea of what had happened up there, and since he was alone, it would keep. Any clues outside would be less permanent. First, he went to the cruiser for a flashlight and the camera. Even though it was a calm summer night, things would change quickly, and he wanted to see as much as possible while everything was the freshest. There were no obvious signs that the door had been tampered with, so he guessed that Jack had left the door unlocked, making entry easy. That would be easy enough to check.


  He walked around to the back of the building, taking care to stay away from the outside walls. He surmised that someone who would be sneaking around would stay close to the building, and he didn’t want to disturb whatever might be there. He played his flashlight back and forth across the ground as he walked, alternating the angle of its beam from above to a lower sweep over the ground. The different shadows created by this alternating perspective oftentimes would illuminate depressions and marks more effectively. As he slowly moved along, he paused occasionally to take a photo.


  Behind the building, he looked up at the window with the slashed screen. He imagined the intruder, in a panic, cutting the screen and jumping. Unconsciously, Tom began to narrate out loud the story that his eyes and his imagination saw. “Jack and Max had just arrived home. As they got out of the truck, they heard a scream. Jack rushed in and up the stairs, while Max called the police. He must have jumped as Jack ran up … but why did he scream? He screamed before he jumped.” His scrutiny intensified, as did the number of photos taken. He could see where the intruder had hit the ground, but since he had landed on a down slope that was covered with grass and other vegetation, there were no useable details. A large sack of potatoes would have left the same impression.


  It didn’t take long for him to follow the trail to a spot on the edge of the water. Some of the tall reeds on the edge of the marsh were broken and he could see where some kind of craft had been pulled up on the shore. Tom searched for footprints, but found none that would be of any use. Whoever did this was careful where he stepped. Before leaving, he took a moment to stand and look out over the dark marsh. The tide was falling so he couldn’t see any water, only the darker slashes in the grass that marked where the channels were. “Who are you? And what were you looking for?” he said to no one there. That’s when an image flashed in his head―Kurt.


  Suddenly he wheeled around and sprinted to his car and was chased by the sounds of spitting gravel as he accelerated down the drive. “He left by some kind of boat …”


  “Damn.” Tom cursed, under his breath, as he stood on the bridge looking out at the marsh. It had been too much to hope for to find the intruder in a boat, stuck in the mud by the bridge. Tom walked back to the cruiser, retrieved his flashlight, climbed over the guardrail, and worked his way down the bank on the off chance that he would still find some sign that his quarry had been there.


  In the marsh, the creek bed was mostly mud. As it neared the bridge it became all stones, so the likelihood of finding a footprint or some other clue was pretty slim, and besides, the tide was just beginning to turn. In a very short time, everything would be underwater and any clues would be washed away.


  Tom searched as much of the area under and around the bridge as he could. He found nothing, as he expected. Back up on the road, he surveyed the area. First, up and down the road, then out into the darkness of the marsh, and finally toward the harbor. There was a fishing boat tied up to the commercial pier with its lights on and the engine running. “Maybe they saw something,” Tom said to himself as he walked to his car.


  


  CHAPTER 73


  “HERE, PUT HER down and let’s take a look,” said the vet as he motioned toward the stainless steel table. Emergency calls at odd hours were nothing new, and when the answering service had called, he had returned Jack’s frantic call immediately. He had arrived only five minutes after Jack and Max, and he could see the relief in their eyes.


  Jack gently placed the swaddled Cat on the table. As he stepped back, the silence in the room was broken only by the snap of the purple nitrile examination gloves as the vet finished wrestling them on. Max wrapped her arm around Jack’s waist, both to show him support and to prop herself up under the strain. Neither dared breathe as the vet began peeling back the blood-soaked towel from the limp form on the table. As he peeled back the last corner, revealing the blood-covered cat, she lifted her head ever so slightly and there was a collective release of held breaths.


  Her fur was matted where the blood had begun to dry, and on her left leg fresh blood still oozed from the ugly wound.


  “Well, little darlin’, let’s see what we have here,” said the vet, as much to Cat as to himself. She responded with an almost silent mrowh. “Before I can do much, I’ll have to sedate her,” he said as he reached for a syringe. Jack watched as her eyes glazed over and her body relaxed.


  The doctor worked quickly and efficiently as he first inserted an I.V., then began to examine the limp form on the table. “Any idea what happened?” he asked.


  “Don’t know exactly. We had just gotten home when we heard a scream coming from my apartment. I rushed up, didn’t see anyone, then found blood on the floor. We finally found Cat hiding under the secretary, bleeding like a pig,” said Jack. “There was no one there, but a window was open and the screen was cut, so I can only assume that whoever did this must have jumped out when I rushed in, but why? Why would anyone do something like this?”


  “No idea,” said the vet, “But there are some real twisted people out there.”


  The room went silent again as the vet began his examination. “I’m going in the other room,” said Max.


  “You okay?” asked Jack.


  “Yeah, I’m okay.”


  He gave her a kiss on the cheek and said, “I’ll be right here if you need me.”


  Silence returned as the vet simultaneously cleaned the blood from her fur and examined her. “Well, well. What do we have here?” he said almost in a whisper.


  “What?” said Jack.


  “She’s missing a front claw. I’d say that whoever did this didn’t get away unscathed.”


  For a moment, Jack almost smiled at the thought that Cat might have wounded her attacker.”


  “Really,” said Jack.


  The vet looked up and continued, “It’s not as bad as all that blood would make it seem. The cut, while deep, is very clean. It’s almost as if she was cut by a razor. Antibiotics, a few stitches, and she’ll be back hunting mice in no time.” With that he began assembling his instruments, so Jack went out to the waiting room to give Max the good news. It was well over an hour before the vet joined them.


  “She’s going to be fine. She’s a lucky cat. The cut on her leg, as bad as it was, could almost be considered superficial considering that it missed all the important parts. She did lose a fair amount of blood and if you hadn’t found her when you did …” he paused, “well the outcome might have been different. As it is, she’ll live to mouse another day.”


  “Can we see her?” asked Jack.


  “Sure. Come on in.”


  Cat was still lying on the table, only now she was on a clean towel, her rear leg was bandaged, and she was wearing a lampshade over her head.


  Seeing the looks on their faces the vet said, “That’s so she can’t disturb the dressings. She’ll probably need to wear it for a couple of weeks.”


  “Poor Cat,” said Max, trying not to laugh.


  “Tell me what you think happened,” said Jack.


  “I can’t say for sure, but like I told you before, the cut on her leg was made by something razor sharp. It was an unbelievably clean cut, almost surgical. The claw she lost, no big deal, happens all the time with cats that have been in fights.”


  “This might sound stupid, but is there any chance you saved any blood samples in case some of that blood wasn’t hers?”


  “You know, I didn’t think of that. It never occurred to me. Sorry.”


  “No, don’t be. You’ve already saved Cat’s life.”


  


  CHAPTER 74


  AFTER TOM CAME UP empty at the harbor, he returned to Jack’s place. Upstairs, he methodically took pictures of the entire apartment, with particular attention to the cut screen, the blood, and especially the smeared partial footprint and the finger-painting swipes. He took samples of the blood and ran a field test that confirmed it was not human blood. He was just finishing when he heard, “Hello, anybody here?”


  Tom recognized the voice, “I’m up here, Court,” he called back.


  “Tom?” she answered. Then he heard the sound of her footsteps on the stairs. “What are you doing here? I saw the cruiser, where’s Max and Jack?”


  “They’re not here.”


  She took several steps toward him, but stopped when she reached the couch and saw him kneeling over what looked like blood on the floor. “Is that blood?”


  “Yes,” he answered. “So don’t come over here. Better yet, could you just stay over there?” He motioned to where she had come from. “Watch where you step and don’t touch anything.”


  She stepped back and then, with a higher pitch to her voice, asked, “What the hell happened and why are you here? What’s going on?”


  “There was a break-in…”


  Before he could say anything else she interrupted, her voice a notch higher, “A break-in?


  “Yes, and Cat was injured, so they took her to the vet.”


  “Injured?” The pitch in her voice rose again, this time hinting of panic.


  “Calm down. I’m sure Cat will be fine. There’s nothing to worry about,” he said as calmly as possible.


  “Nothing to worry about! There is blood all over the floor, you tell me there was a break-in, somehow Cat was injured, and then you say there is nothing to worry about!”


  He could see that she was on the verge of freaking out, so he walked over toward her and in the most soothing voice he could muster said, “Court. It’s okay. Calm down.”


  She took a deep breath. “Fine. I’m calm. Now, what happened?”


  “I’m not really sure. I’ve only just begun the investigation.”


  “Tom, cut the crap. What happened?”


  Their years of friendship trumped proper procedure as he told her the story.


  * * *


  As soon as Jack’s truck pulled into the drive, Tom and Court stepped off her porch to meet them. The first thing Courtney said, even before hello, was, “How’s Cat?”


  “She’s fine. She’ll be at the vet’s for a few days, or at least until she can get around. The cut on her leg was pretty deep, but he stitched it up,” replied Jack.


  “She’s on antibiotics and is wearing a lampshade,” added Max. Her voice betrayed her fatigue and concern.


  “That’s great!” Courtney tried to sound upbeat. “Come. You look like you could use a glass of wine.” And with that she took Max’s hand and gently pulled her into the house. Jack and Tom remained standing in the drive, silently watching the two women disappear.


  The awkward silence ended when Jack said, “She put up a good fight.”


  “Who? Max?”


  “Cat! She put up a good fight.”


  “How do you know that?” asked Tom.


  “Whoever did this probably has a cat claw in his hand.”


  “Interesting.”


  “Did you find anything?” Jack asked.


  Tom looked up toward the window. “There was a partial shoeprint in the blood upstairs. Did either you or Max step in it?”


  “No.”


  “I didn’t think so, but I had to ask. It’s not real clear, but maybe we’ll get lucky. Also, one of the drops of blood was smeared, like a finger had been swiped through it. Other than that, there wasn’t much else upstairs.”


  Jack was silent for a moment then he said to Tom, “Who would do something like this?”


  For a moment Tom ceased being a cop and was just a friend. He said, “A really sick and twisted bastard, that’s who. I’ve never understood why anyone would do something like this to a defenseless animal.”


  Neither said anything for a long awkward moment.


  Changing the subject Jack asked, “Did you find anything out here?”


  “Same. Not much. I’m assuming you left your door unlocked,” he said.


  “Guilty as charged. We were only going to be gone for a few minutes.”


  “Well, that’s how he got in, and there’s no doubt he went out through the window. There were no clear footprints where he dropped, and it looks like he left by a boat of some type.”


  “A boat?”


  “Yeah. I found where it had been pulled up in the grass. I went back to the bridge with the hope of maybe catching him, but no luck. No one at the Harbor had seen anyone or anything either.”


  “Tom, the marsh isn’t that big. If he was in a boat I’d think he should be easy to find.”


  “You’d think, but not necessarily. Tomorrow, in the daylight, we’ll be able to take a better look.”


  “It had to be Kurt,” said Jack, stating what neither had been willing to say moments before. “It makes sense. Think about it. Remember what Daniel told us about him. This sounds like something he’d do and he probably killed Daniel. I want him.”


  Tom replied, “We don’t know that for a fact. And besides, Daniel’s death is a matter for the York PD to sort out.”


  “I know that Tom. But I still think he did. And I don’t think he got what he wanted from Daniel. I found a disc on the boat. But it won’t play on anything I have.”


  “Go back. You found what?” said Tom, surprised at this revelation.


  “Earlier today, the CD player on the boat wouldn’t work. I took it apart and found a disc jammed inside.”


  Tom stopped him. “You found a disc jammed inside the player on the boat?”


  “Yes, and after getting it out I tried playing it, but it wouldn’t play.”


  “And you didn’t think this was important enough to call me?”


  “I didn’t give it a lot of thought. It was getting late and Max and I were going to have a cookout.”


  “Jack!” Tom barked.


  “I know, but …”


  Tom cut him off. “Jack, you were thinking with your dick. Do you still have it?”


  “Probably. I don’t know. I was too worried about Cat.”


  “I understand.”


  “I was going to bring it by in the morning.”


  “Can we go look?”


  As the two men went upstairs Tom considered his obligations and his options. For his own reasons he wanted Kurt as much as Jack did.


  


  CHAPTER 75


  CAREFULLY STEPPING AROUND the blood on the floor, Jack walked over to the secretary. Next to his computer was the case with the CD still in it, just where he had left it. “Here it is.” Jack handed it to Tom.


  Tom turned the case over in his hand, opened it, shut it, and said nothing for what seemed like ages. “You have no idea how it got into the player?”


  “No.”


  “And it wouldn’t play.”


  “Correct.”


  Both men stood there, and a nervous silence filled the room. Then, they both spoke at the same time. “Do you suppose … ? Tom said, while Jack said, “What if … ?”


  “You first,” said Tom.


  “Okay, do you suppose that this CD has on it what Daniel had stolen from his employer?”


  “I had that same thought,” said Tom. “But, how did it get into the player?”


  “The only time we had any contact with him was that day on the boat several weeks back when Max and I went sailing and were out beyond the Isles of Shoals. He found us and told us his story, but he didn’t give us anything. He only said that he’d be in touch,” Jack paused.


  “You’re sure.”


  “Yes…no. Wait, I remember that Max and I left him alone for a few minutes while we went up forward to talk in private. I suppose he could have done it then.”


  “That would make sense. I guess we won’t know for sure until we can see what’s on the disk though,” said Tom.


  “Let’s say that it is Daniel’s disc and Kurt’s still looking for it. How worried should we be?” asked Jack.


  Tom didn’t answer immediately. To Jack he appeared to be mulling over his answer, but he was really considering his own options. “He won’t be back tonight,” Tom finally said, avoiding Jack’s question.


  “How can you be so certain?”


  “I just am. Don’t worry. There’s not much else we can do tonight.”


  Tom held up the disc. “Can I keep this?”


  “Of course.”


  Jack wasn’t completely sold on the idea that there wasn’t anything to worry about, but before he could say anything else they heard footsteps on the stairs.


  “You guys up here?” It was Courtney.


  “Yes,” Jack called back.


  Courtney came into view first with Max right behind. Courtney had two glasses of wine, one in each hand, and Max had two beers and a plate of sandwiches in hers. “We thought you might be hungry,” said Court.


  “You are the best,” said Jack.


  Tom waved his hand. “I’m all set. I have to get going.” He headed toward the stairs while the girls took their offerings to the kitchen table.


  “Hey, Tom,” Courtney called out as Tom began to go down the stars, “Is it okay to clean up this mess?” She was clearly taking charge.


  “Go for it. I have what I need.”


  * * *


  Jack didn’t realize just how hungry he was until he took his first bite. While he ate, Courtney began rummaging around the bathroom for cleaning stuff. “What are you doing?” he asked.


  “We’re going to clean this mess up. If we don’t get this done now, those stains may become permanent.” Privately, she hoped that cleaning up the blood might keep her friends from dwelling on what had happened. Jack put the radio on, and they punctuated their efforts with small-talk as they worked.


  “There,” said Jack as he managed to slide the secretary over, exposing the last ugly stain. Max looked away, but Courtney moved right in with her bucket and sponge. She was scrunched up on her hands and knees, briskly scrubbing away, when suddenly she stopped as her attention focused on something under the secretary. She bent lower, reached under, and after a moment of groping about, withdrew her hand.


  “Hey Jack, I found one of Cat’s toys. Catch.” With that she tossed a small object in his direction.


  He caught it and looked at it quizzically. “Where was this?” he asked.


  “Under the secretary.”


  He studied it carefully. “This isn’t one of her toys.”


  Max came over to look. “What is it?”


  “I’m not sure.” Actually, he was quite sure what it was. But the evening had been upsetting enough, so he pushed it into his pocket and said, “Let’s finish up. It’s been a long day.”


  


  CHAPTER 76


  KURT’S HAND WAS THROBBING, and there was no ignoring the pain by the time he reached his motel. Standing over the sink, he examined the rips on the bloody glove and began to peel it off his hand. With one final tug it came free, and he dropped it into the trash. He looked at his hand and could see that there were several wounds. “Fuckin’ cat,” he snarled as he turned on the water. As he began washing away the dried blood, he tried to ignore the pain. After the water flowing down the drain changed from red to clear, he checked out the extent of the damage. There was a small whitish something sticking out through the skin on the back of his hand. When he touched it, it moved and sent out a wave of pain.



  He went to his fishing bag and pulled out a pair of needle-nosed pliers that he used for pulling out hooks on the rare occasions he caught a fish. It took several tries, but he finally was able to get a bite on the object. But when he tried to pull it straight out, it resisted. He tried a second time, twisting it just as he would a fishhook. With some effort it came out. A cold rage built deep within when he understood that it was one of the cat’s claws.


  Kurt took a deep breath to stay his rage and then he smiled, remembering the blood. He felt a strange satisfaction in the knowledge that the cat had died a slow and horrible death despite that last futile act when it had struck out, leaving a claw in his hand. He set the pliers with claw next to the sink, intending to save it as a souvenir of the night’s good work. Then he began to examine his hand again.


  The spot where he had just pulled out that claw was still oozing blood. There were other scratches on the back of his hand that were red and inflamed, but they didn’t cause him much concern. Presumably, they looked much worse than they were. That’s when he noticed the other marks. Four small punctures—each extremely tender. “Son of a bitch. That fuckin’ cat bit me,” he said with a bit of amazement.


  His medical supplies consisted of a bottle of aspirin and some Band-aids, so he tore a pillowcase into strips and wrapped his hand the best he could, swallowed several aspirins, and began pacing around the room, talking out loud. He found the sound of his voice comforting. Because of the nature of his work, he had no friends, and anytime he talked with another person it was out of necessity: ordering a meal, asking directions, renting a car or motel room. Casual conversation did not exist in his world, so he talked with himself and the voice in his head talked back.


  Calmly, he echoed a mentor from the days when he had first learned his trade. “Okay Kurt, think. Think about what happened tonight. You went in there to retrieve the transmitter from the broken lamp and find the CD. You got in just fine. Then, what happened? You got distracted. First, it was her. Then it was …” He realized that the voice was getting louder. Suddenly, he stopped pacing, stopped talking, and looked down at his still-throbbing hand. His mission was beginning to get out of control, he was getting out of control, he was making mistakes, and that was unacceptable.


  His voice remained calm, but its tone more urgent, as he continued the conversation with himself. “Kurt. What are you going to do now? You still have to find what you came for. Time is running out. What are you going to do? … What are you going to do?” He stopped pacing and the room became intensely silent.


  He knew what he was going to do. First, he went to his pack and took out the listening equipment, put the headphones on, and flicked the switch. The new bug was working. He heard muffled voices. They were too far off, but soon, soon they would come to him and somehow he was certain that he would find out what he needed to know. He lay back on the bed and lit a cigarette. He inhaled deeply, then slowly let the smoke slip out of his lungs. His hand still throbbed, but not as much as before. He looked at it and took another long, slow pull on his cigarette, thankful that the aspirin must have finally kicked in. His eyes started to close.


  * * *


  “Jack, come on to bed.”


  He didn’t need to be asked twice. It had been a long day. He was tired and worried. So much had happened, and he was certain that everything was connected. He turned out the light and walked softly across the room. The floor was cool to his feet and he could hear the soothing sound of the surf through the open window. The night air was cool and a gentle breeze caressed his skin. He felt the hairs on his arms rising up as a wave of goose bumps washed over him. The moon had risen late and now was getting higher in the sky, bathing the room in a soft, bluish light. He looked down on Max, her soft curves hidden under the covers and yet fully exposed by that soft moonlight.


  Max watched him as he stood there by the bed, looking down at her. “Come on.” She pulled aside the covers in case her request wasn’t understood. He understood. He slid into the bed and pulled the covers back over. The sheets were cool and she felt him shiver. Max turned and wriggled closer until she was nestled up against him. He held her close and could feel the warmth of her skin as she draped part of her body over his. He could tell that she was naked and he smiled. He no longer felt chilled. In fact, he was beginning to feel quite the opposite. “Jack?”


  His answer was a soft “Mmmh,” as he lay in anticipation.


  “What is going on? Who would do such a thing to Cat?”


  “I don’t know,” he turned ever so slightly toward her. She could tell that he didn’t feel like talking.


  She gently pushed him back.


  “That’s not fair,” he thought to himself.


  “Jack, I’m serious. Do you think this has anything to do with Daniel?”


  He surrendered with a sigh. “Max, I just don’t know.”


  “But it might?” she persisted.


  “Maybe. I found a CD today. It was jammed into the CD player on the boat and I had to take the player apart to get it out. It wouldn’t play in the boom box and I couldn’t open it on my computer.” He hesitated a moment, remembering how angry she had been the last time she had learned that he had kept something from her. “I gave it to Tom to see if he could do anything with it.”


  “So why didn’t you tell me this?”


  “Honestly, I don’t know. I guess I didn’t want to say anything while Courtney was here, and then I forgot until you asked just now.”


  As he finished, he heard a sniffle. “Max, you okay?”


  She whispered, “Yes … No, I’m not. I’m scared.” She leaned in to him and he extended his arm and pulled her closer, holding her tight.


  * * *


  “Do you really think that the CD you found is what Daniel wanted to give you?”


  Something about the urgency in her voice woke Kurt up. He ignored the throbbing in his hand and kept listening.


  “Yes, I do,” said Jack.


  “He has it,” Kurt murmured under his breath.


  “Was he the one who broke in tonight and nearly killed Cat?”


  “Making a guess, I’d have to say ‘yes,’ but there is no proof,” said Jack.


  “That cat isn’t dead?” Kurt jumped from the bed, “NO! That can’t be!” The headphones fell off his head and he didn’t hear whatever else was said. By the time he regained his composure and put the earphones back on, all he could hear were the soft moans of two people conversing in a more primal language. He listened and imagined how sweet it would be when he finally had her for himself. As the sounds of sex were replaced with the sounds of sleep, he took off the headphones. He had heard exactly what he needed.


  His hand hurt so he went into the bathroom, removed the bandage, and examined his wounds. The flesh seemed to be more swollen now, and the bite marks were even more tender to the touch. He filled the sink with cold water and held his hand in it. That seemed to ease the throbbing a little.


  After several more aspirins and a new dressing on his hand, the predator finally slept.


  


  CHAPTER 77


  KURT WAS AWAKE at the crack of dawn. The anticipation of recovering the CD for his employer and the ever-increasing pain and throbbing in his hand had made sleep nearly impossible. Now, as he lay in bed thinking about his options, the sun began to rise. Time to begin. But when he first stood up, the wave of pain and the increased throbbing in his hand made him take a deep breath and sit back down on the side of the bed. After a few moments, he stood again and slowly made his way into the bathroom.


  The face in the mirror that stared back at him was unnerving. The pain and throbbing in his hand, along with the lack of sleep, had etched their presence onto his eyes. His natural gauntness was amplified. He unwrapped the strips of cloth from around his hand and looked at his wounds. The welts made by the cat’s claws on the top of his hand, while ugly, didn’t appear to be too serious. The bite marks and the spot from which he had extracted the claw were of greater concern. That area was inflamed, swollen, tender to the touch, and the source of the constant throbbing. The redness that highlighted the wounds was beginning to spread toward his arm as faint crimson lines. Another soaking in cold water and several more aspirin seemed to mitigate the pain, so he rewrapped his hand with new strips of cloth from the already torn pillowcase.


  Finished in the bathroom, he returned to the main room, put on the headphones, and lit a cigarette. He flicked the switch and was instantly transported to that other room. He closed his eyes as he inhaled deeply on his cigarette and listened. They were still sleeping. Lulled by the soft rhythmic sounds of their breathing, he soon followed suit.


  Kurt awoke with a start to the sound of her voice. “I’m working the day shift today,” Max was saying.


  “I’m going to see Tom this morning. We need to talk about last night and then I’ll stop by Ben’s. Then we can decide what to do,” Jack replied.


  Kurt could hear their footsteps leaving the bedroom and then nothing. The other bug had either been found, was broken, or both. In any event he didn’t hear anything else so he flicked the switch off, removed the headphones, and lay there on the bed, thinking.


  He knew that the police would be looking for him. So despite the ever-increasing pain in his hand, he began the process of buying time until he could complete his mission. The biggest variable would be luck, and for that he could only hope.


  First, he needed to find a new place to stay, someplace a little further away. He knew that the search would start here, in Rye Harbor. Then, gradually they’d expand the search to other towns. He didn’t need to leave the area―he couldn’t, not yet―but he could increase the amount of time before he had to disappear completely.


  Even if they asked questions—and he knew they would—no one would even notice his absence for at least a week. Maid service was required only when a room changed occupants, and he had prepaid for his current digs in cash. There were still several days left on its rental.


  He cleaned the room, taking care to leave no trace of his injuries. All the trash was bagged and he took the pillow that had sacrificed its case. Discretely, he loaded everything into his car. He was on the road by late morning, headed south toward Massachusetts.


  


  CHAPTER 78


  “HEY, TOM.”


  “Jack, come in.”


  Even though it was only 9 AM, it was both hotter and more humid than the days before. The air conditioning in Tom’s office felt good to Jack as he sat down. “Did you have a chance to do anything with that disc yet?” he asked.


  “I gave it to a friend who is something of a computer guru and she’s working on it. Let me see if she’s had any success.” Tom picked up his phone and dialed. By the look on Tom’s face Jack could tell that it was ringing. Tom put his hand over the mouthpiece and spoke to Jack in a slightly hushed tone. “She’s notorious for ignoring the phone when she’s working. If she wasn’t there, her machine would have picked up by now. We just have to be patient. Eventually she will answer.”


  Jack nodded.


  “Felicia … Tom. Have you had a chance to work on that disc I left off? … You have… . Interesting… . Let me know when you get something… . No ‘if’; you’re good. You’ll get it …”


  He hung up and looked at Jack.


  “Anything?”


  “Not yet. The disc seems to be corrupted or damaged in some way. If it can be read, she’ll get in. She’s really good.”


  “Let’s hope. Do you recognize this?” Jack tossed a small object onto Tom’s desk. It was the “cat toy” Courtney had found last night.


  Tom’s eyes opened wide and just as he reached for it, instinctively he motioned for Jack to remain silent.


  “It’s okay. It’s dead.”


  Tom picked it up and turned it over and over in his hand as he studied it. He asked, “Where did you get this?”


  “Last night, when we were cleaning up at my place, Courtney found it under the secretary where Cat had been hiding.”


  Without looking up, Tom said, “Speaking of Cat. Last night you said she lost a claw?”


  “That’s what the vet said.”


  “That must have hurt.”


  Nah. He said that cats lose claws all the time.”


  Tom looked up, “I didn’t mean that it hurt her; I meant him.”


  “Ohh,” said Jack. “Yeah, you’re probably right. If she clawed him hard enough to lose a claw, he’s probably in some pain.”


  Tom looked back down at the small object as he continued to rotate it with his fingers. “No chance you found it when you were cleaning up?”


  “The claw? No. They’re really pretty small.”


  Jack could see that Tom was thinking about something. “What?” he asked.


  “Maybe this bug explains why he was in your place. Maybe he had gone in to plant it. Then Cat did something that made him go after her. She clawed him, he dropped it, and then he tried to kill her. You and Max got home and he had to bolt.”


  “Maybe …” Something clicked in Jack’s memory. “Hold on. What if … ?” His voice trailed off as he tried to put his thoughts into words.


  Tom waited.


  “Okay. Yesterday I broke a lamp that was on the table by the couch. For weeks now Cat has been acting weird around it, always on the table, rubbing against it. She never used to do things like that. What if the bug was in that lamp? What if she knew? When I was cleaning up the pieces, she began batting something around on the floor. I didn’t pay any attention to what she was playing with. What if it was this bug? Suppose he had planted it some time ago, hoping to find out if Daniel had given me anything. Maybe when the lamp broke, he came back to find the bug and hide it again!”


  “Jack. That is really thin. You’re making Cat sound like some kind of a Lassie. Hey, girl! What? Timmy fell in the well!”


  Jack paused and grinned in embarrassment. “You’re right.”


  “Still, we don’t know what Kurt knows, how long he’s been listening, if he’s been listening, or even if the disc is what he’s after.” Tom paused and then continued, “You know, it’s just possible that even without the Lassie deal, Cat is still our best hope for finding him.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “If she stuck a claw in him, maybe he’ll need medical attention. I’ll notify hospitals and pharmacies to let me know if anyone comes in with those kinds of injuries. It’s a long shot, but what the hell.”


  After Jack’s departure, Tom busied himself with calls to local hospitals and pharmacies. He had planned to call York to fill them in on his suspicions about Kurt, but as he hung up from the last call, he changed his mind. He wanted Kurt for himself. It was personal. If Kurt were who he seemed to be, and he succeeded in his mission and connections were made, his family could be in great danger. And he wasn’t going to let that happen.


  


  CHAPTER 79


  KURT JOINED THE ever-increasing stream of cars heading toward Hampton Beach. The day was already hot, and the humidity seemed to press against his skin, which didn’t make his hand feel any better. The car’s air conditioner wasn’t working, so he had the windows open, hoping that the breeze would provide some relief.


  His plan was to ditch the car in Central Mass., and then rent a new one for the return. He had been in the area long enough to know that it was inevitable that someone would eventually connect him and the car. Too many people, like that nosy, bird- watching old lady, had seen him around the harbor. At least with a different car he would reduce that risk by fifty percent


  As he reached Hampton Beach proper, the people walking on the sidewalks were moving faster than the traffic on the road. He cursed his decision to take 1A instead of I-95. Then, as he neared the southern end of the beach, his thoughts turned to that nice young woman whose death had provided such extreme pleasure. He smiled and enjoyed the memory as the traffic finally began moving again.


  He stayed on 1A all the way to Salisbury Beach. At the strip club he turned right and continued west to Route 1, then onto 110 West until he was finally able to get onto 495 heading south. It would be at least another hour before he could find a place to ditch the car. Near Framingham he saw what he was looking for. A sign advertised a Park and Ride for Logan Airport. People could leave their cars in these lots from days to weeks and take the bus to the airport. It was a perfect solution for vacationers and business travelers who wanted to avoid the hassles of driving to the airport. It would also be a perfect place to just leave his car. By the time it drew notice, he’d be long gone.


  Kurt paid cash in advance at the Park and Ride lot and with several more weeks left on the car rental lease, he felt confident that he had bought sufficient time to finish his job and disappear before that car would become a factor. Save for the growing pain in his hand, he was feeling pretty good about things. Luck was on his side.


  


  CHAPTER 80


  IT WAS MID-MORNING when Jack left Tom’s office. Max had planned to go in to Ben’s early, not because she had to, but because work would distract her from dwelling on last night’s events. So he decided to stop by Ben’s and hang out until they opened for lunch. It was even hotter now than it had been when he had first arrived at Tom’s. A strong wave of hot tropical air was moving north, and the next several days were predicted to have oppressive humidity, high temperatures, a high likelihood of thunderstorms each afternoon, and rain each night. In the five or so minutes it took to drive to Ben’s, Jack could feel the sweat beginning to soak through his shirt.


  It was too hot to sit out on the deck, so Jack found relief under a ceiling fan in the bar. While not exactly cool, it was enough, and the ice water that Max brought him was refreshing.


  He was sitting, looking out at the harbor, sipping his water when he heard a voice behind him say, “Hey Jack.” He turned. It was Patti. “I’m sorry about Cat. Max told me. Hope she’ll be okay.”


  “Thanks. Yeah, she’ll be fine.”


  “You guys okay?”


  “Fine. Could’ve happened to anyone.”


  “Doubtful.”


  Jack didn’t want to get into either a long conversation or a debate about what had happened, so he didn’t say anything more.


  “Gotta finish setting up. Later.” She turned and breezed out of the bar.


  Max came over. “Sorry about that. You know how Patti can get.”


  “Not a problem.”


  “The kitchens about ready, you want something to eat?”


  “That’d be great. How ‘bout a burger.”


  “No problem. I’ll be right back.”


  While Max was in the kitchen ordering his lunch, Tom came in. “Jack. I thought I might find you here. Damn, it’s hot!” he said as he sat down opposite Jack.


  “Sure is. I’ve just ordered lunch. You want anything?”


  “Nah, I’m good.”


  Jack flashed Tom his best “What’s up?” look.


  “I just got a call from some people who live over by Straws Point. Their property goes down to the marsh, and one of their kids was out playing by the edge of the water. He found a sunken canoe.”


  Max’s voice interrupted his story. “Hi, Tom,” As she placed Jack’s burger on the table she asked, “Can I get you anything?”


  “How about a glass of ice water.”


  “Ice water coming right up. Jack?”


  “Another glass of ice water would be good, please.”


  “Two waters coming right up.”


  Jack turned back to Tom. “A canoe?”


  “I’m on my way over now. I thought you’d like to know.”


  “Mind if I join you?”


  “I’ve got to get going.” Tom stood, not answering the question.


  “Two waters,” said Max as she placed them on the table.


  Ignoring the water, Tom said to Jack, “Later.” He paused, then turned and walked out of the bar.


  “I’ll be over as soon as I finish eating,” said Jack to Tom’s back.


  “What’s up with him?” asked Max, obviously a bit put out with his abrupt departure.


  “Some people across the marsh found a sunken canoe.”


  “A canoe? Could it be from that guy last night?” she said, anxiety creeping into her voice.


  “Take it easy Max, Tom’s on his way over there. He just stopped to let me know. As soon as I finish eating I’m gonna join him.”


  “So get going. What are you waiting for?”


  “I haven’t finished eating and it’s too hot to rush. I’m sure a couple of extra minutes won’t make any difference.”


  “Rrrrr,” she grumped, turned abruptly and walked back to the bar where some drink orders were awaiting her.


  Max was still busy when he finally finished eating so Jack walked over to the bar. “Thanks Max,” he said smiling while leaning on the bar. “Do you have my check?” knowing that she would.


  She slapped it down in front of him with attitude.


  “Thanks,” he said grinning.


  “You’re welcome.” The tone of her voice told him that she was still irritated that he wasn’t in more of a hurry.


  He handed her some cash and said “Bye, Max. See you later,” without showing any urgency even though inside he couldn’t join Tom fast enough. Now he was just messing with her and was smiling in anticipation of her reaction.


  “Go. Get out of here,” she said shooing at him with her hands.


  “I’m going.” He turned and walked slowly out of the bar. He could hear her growl in exasperation as he disappeared from sight.


  


  CHAPTER 81


  JACK ARRIVED AT Straws Point just as two wet and excited boys finished dragging a canoe up through the yard and presented it to Tom. He guessed that they were about twelve or thirteen years old. Jack parked next to Tom’s cruiser and sat watching the drama play out. Then he got out and walked toward Tom. As he approached, he heard a boy saying, “Isn’t it cool! It’s practically new. Can we keep it?”


  Before Tom could answer, a woman’s voice said, “Sorry about that. I told them to leave it alone until you arrived, but they obviously didn’t listen to me.”


  Both men turned toward the voice at the same time. “Hi. I’m Kayla. This is my son Anthony, and that’s his friend Larry.” She extended her hand in greeting. Tom took it, “Nice to meet you, Mrs… .” He paused.


  “Johnson, but everyone calls me Kayla.”


  “Nice to meet you, uh, Kayla. I’m Tom Scott and this is Jack Beale.” Tom looked at the two boys and said, “Anthony, Larry,” while reaching out to shake their hands. “So, could you tell me what happened?”


  It was as if Tom had turned on a switch. Both boys began waving their arms, pointing, and talking quickly at the same time.


  “Whoa. Slow down. One at a time,” said Tom. “You first,” he said, pointing at Anthony.


  “Okay. Me and Larry were down by the marsh looking for stuff, and we found this canoe in the water.”


  “It was sunk,” interjected Larry.


  “Yeah. It was sunk and there were all these branches and stuff on top of it.”


  Larry chimed in again. “Yeah, like someone had tried to hide it.”


  “Will you show me where you found it?” asked Tom.


  “Sure,” they said in unison.


  “Come on,” said Anthony. He sprinted toward the marsh, with Larry and Tom right behind.


  “I’m sorry. They’re a little excitable.” Kayla turned to Jack.


  “That’s okay. It’s a big deal for two young kids. Any idea how it got there? Or when?”


  “None,” she replied. “The boys are always down by the marsh playing, so I’m guessing someone must have left it pretty recently.”


  Jack was looking over the canoe when Tom and the boys returned. He glanced up at Tom. “So?” he said


  “Not much. It does seem that someone didn’t want it to be found, though.”


  “Can we keep it?” Anthony asked again, looking back and forth between Tom and his mother.


  Before she could answer, Tom said, “Listen. We have to take it with us, just in case. But if no one claims it after a couple of weeks, well, it’s yours.”


  Neither boy said anything, but disappointment was all over their faces.


  “Jack, give me a hand dragging this over to your truck.”


  “Sure.”


  Kayla watched as the men picked it up and began walking toward the truck. She turned to the boys and said something in a low voice that was intended for their ears only. As the two boys headed off in the other direction Jack heard Larry tell Anthony, “See, I knew we shouldn’t have told anyone!” He smiled.


  Kayla followed Tom and Jack to the truck and thanked them again and as soon as the canoe was loaded, she said goodbye.


  “Do you suppose it’s Kurt’s?” asked Jack as soon as they were alone.


  “Seems possible,” said Tom. “But since it was underwater and then the boys dragged it around, it’s pretty doubtful that we’ll find anything that we can use now. I’ll see you at the station.”


  Jack had already started his engine and Tom was just about to pull out when an old Ford station wagon turned into the drive, making it impossible for either to leave. Jack watched in his rearview mirror as an older woman got out of the Ford and walked straight past him. She stopped by the back of his truck and looked at the canoe.


  “Can I help you?” It was Tom. He had gotten out of his car.


  She turned and looked at him. “You the police?”


  “Yes, I am,” replied Tom. “And you are?”


  “Name’s Gladys. I live here in town and I watch birds here in the marsh. That canoe is his.”


  “Whose?”


  “Don’t know his name, but he’s a bit of an odd duck. Always in and around the marsh. Said he was checking out birds, but I have my doubts. I was looking at some egrets this morning when I saw the boys dig that canoe out. I was curious so I came over, and yep, it’s his.”


  Jack was out of the cab by now, and he joined them at the back of his truck. “Who’s he?” he asked.


  “She was just telling me,” said Tom.


  “I told you, I don’t know his name.”


  “What did he look like?”


  “Tall, skinny, creepy eyes.”


  “Creepy eyes?”


  “Yeah, the kind that just seem to look through you. No soul.”


  Tom and Jack looked at each other. Again Jack let Tom do the talking. “What else can you tell us about him?”


  “Well, like I said he has creepy eyes. He’s been hanging around now for quite a while. I’ve been birding around town for most of my life. My dad taught me. I know what to look for and when to look. This just isn’t a good time of year if you want to see anything worthwhile, but he’s been here most every day, either on shore or out in that tub.” She nodded toward the canoe. “I saw him just the other day, over on the other side of the harbor. He was looking at something pretty hard, and when I tried to say hello, he acted all weird and stomped off. I looked in the same direction. I saw nothing but two people getting off that sailboat over by Ben’s.”


  Jack looked at Tom and Tom at Jack. Then, they both looked at Gladys.


  “What’d I say?” she asked.


  “Nothing. But we are looking for the owner of this canoe. Any ideas?”


  “Nope. But he’s been around most of the summer.”


  “Would you be willing to stop down at the station? I have a photo I’d like you to look at.”


  “I suppose.”


  “How about you follow us there?”


  “If it won’t take too much time.”


  “Five minutes. Tops.”


  “Okay.”


  


  CHAPTER 82


  BY THE TIME KURT had rented a new car, it was late afternoon. “At least this one has a/c that works,” he thought. He looked up at the sky. The sun was blazing through a dirty haze and he could feel the thunderheads building. Even with the a/c on, drops of sweat ran down his arms, neck, and back. His hand throbbed and his eyes hurt. All he wanted to do was find a cool place and sleep, but he knew that was impossible until the job was done.


  Before heading back to New Hampshire, he looked for a pharmacy. He needed more aspirin, and he wanted to rewrap his hand.


  Inside the store, the pharmacist pointed at his swollen hand. “Have you had anyone look at that?”


  “It looks worse than it is,” he said as he placed the aspirin, gauze wrap, several bottles of water, and a roll of adhesive tape on the counter.


  The look on the pharmacist’s face said that she didn’t believe him, but she didn’t press the point. The store was in a run-down area, and it was obvious that the pharmacist knew that the less she said, the better. Kurt returned to his car with his purchases. He started the engine and rolled his window down, but he didn’t drive off. As he waited for the a/c to kick in, he opened the aspirin, took out more than he should have, and washed them down with a whole bottle of water. As cool air began to blow against his face the relief was immediate. He rolled the window back up. It was time to go.


  As he drove west, out of Framingham toward I-495, the thunderclouds arrived. The atmosphere was heavy and the sky turned a dirty greenish-yellow. Several large flashes lit the sky, followed by an explosion of thunder. An artillery shell landing next to his car couldn’t have been louder. A few large drops of rain splatted against the windshield, tentatively at first. Then, without any further build-up, the skies opened and in an instant it was like driving through Niagara Falls. The windshield wipers flailed back and forth, unable to cope with the volume of water falling from the sky. Visibility reduced to mere blinks, and traffic slowed to a crawl.


  A long five minutes passed and then he was through the front of the storm. The rain continued, but the traffic resumed a more reasonable pace. The aspirin was kicking in, and he was soothed by the rhythmic swooshing of the wipers on the windshield and the tires on the wet road. As he turned onto I- 495 a plan began to form in his head.


  Six months ago, before he took his present job, before he got stuck in that godforsaken New England town, before that damned cat messed up his hand, and before he made so many mistakes, he never would have conceived such a plan. But with the combination of the ever-increasing pain in his hand, his recent lack of sleep, his overall frustration, and the fact that so far luck had been on his side, it seemed to make sense.


  


  CHAPTER 83


  TOM, JACK, AND GLADYS all arrived at the station within a few minutes of each other. Tom held the door for Jack and Gladys, then ushered them into his office. He began shuffling through the papers on his desk until he found the photo he was looking for.


  “Gladys, thank you for doing this. Could you look at this photo and tell me if this was the man you saw in the canoe?”


  He held out the beach paper with the picture of Tim and Jane from Duluth, Minnesota. She looked at the page. “No, I’ve never seen them before,” she said, handing the paper back to Tom.


  “I don’t mean the couple in the front, I mean that man, standing back in the crowd.” He handed the paper back to her and pointed at the figure in the background.


  “Oh,” she said as she studied the photo again. “Yep, that’s him. He’s the guy I’ve seen floating around in the marsh all summer, ‘bird-watching.’”


  She gave the paper back to Tom. “Anything else?”


  “No, not right now. Thank you. I’ll just have you leave your contact information out front.”


  Tom escorted her to the front desk while Jack remained behind. He didn’t know exactly how to feel. There was excitement because of this new development. There was also fear because this man was probably the person who had broken in the other night and had injured Cat. He was probably the one who had planted the bug. He had probably killed Daniel. And he was still around.


  “Well, now we know,” said Tom as he returned.


  “Yeah. We know he’s around, he’s getting bolder, and Max and I are in his crosshairs. Shit.”


  “Jack, we’ll get him.”


  “I sure hope so.”


  * * *


  “Hey, Max.” Jack had returned to the bar after he finished with Tom.


  “You okay?” she asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


  “Yeah, I’m okay. It’s just the heat.”


  The sky had continued to get hazier and the atmosphere thicker. It was just a matter of time before the rain would come.


  “Beer?”


  “Sure.” But there was no energy in his response.


  As she placed the beer in front of him she said again, “Are you sure you’re okay? Is it Cat? You really look like something is bothering you.”


  “That canoe. The one those kids found at Straws Point. We think that it might belong to Kurt.” He paused.


  Max stared at him. “Are you sure?”


  “Pretty sure. We think he ditched it after he broke into my place last night.” He paused again.


  Max became very quiet. He thought he picked up a slight trembling in her voice when she asked, “And how do you know this?”


  “Tom questioned the boys who found it. Then when he was finished with them, we loaded it into my truck to take to the station. That was when this older lady, Gladys, drove up.”


  “The birdwatcher?”


  “Yes, do you know her?”


  “Everyone knows Gladys. She thinks that the salt marshes are her personal territory. She knows every bird on the seacoast and is a walking encyclopedia when it comes to the marshes.”


  “Well, she pulled up and said she knew who belonged to the canoe. Apparently she was on the harbor side of the marsh and watched as the boys pulled it out of the water. She was curious and drove over.”


  “That sounds just like her.”


  “Well, she knew whose canoe it was. She didn’t have a name, but from her description it sounded like it might be Kurt.”


  “Kurt? The Kurt Daniel told us about?”


  Jack paused before answering. He looked down at his beer and softly said, “It looks that way.”


  “What makes you so sure?”


  “Gladys came down to the station and ID’d a photo of him.”


  “What photo? How come I didn’t know any of this?” Panic was creeping into her voice.


  “Do you remember a few weeks back when we were at Paula’s? Beverly showed us the photo of her and her girlfriend at the beach.”


  “I remember. But they were the only ones in the photo.”


  “On the next page, there was a photo of two vacationers standing in line at the casino. Kurt was there, in the background. I thought it might be him, but I wasn’t sure. I didn’t want to worry you. I showed it to Tom, but there really wasn’t much that could be done. When he showed it to Gladys today, she didn’t hesitate to identify him as the man she had seen off and on throughout the summer in that canoe, in the marsh.”


  Max was now shaking and Jack could see the fear in her eyes. “So he’s been here all summer, watching us?”


  “Seems so.”


  “You son of a bitch! A hired killer is stalking us and you don’t tell me!” she said.


  “Max …”


  “Don’t! You should have told me.”


  Patti walked in at this moment and said, “Told you what?”


  Before Max could reply, Jack turned to her and said, “It’s nothing, Patti …”


  Max cut him off. “Nothing! Nothing, my ass! Patti, it seems that the guy who broke in last night and nearly killed Cat is the same psycho who was stalking Daniel before he killed him! And Jack didn’t think that this was important enough to tell me!”


  “Patti. We only just found out. I wasn’t holding anything from her,” Jack protested.


  “You did.” And with that Max turned and walked out back.


  Jack looked at Patti.


  She said, “Sit. I’ll be right back.” Then she followed Max out back.


  The moment she left, the slip printer began to spit out drink orders. There was no sign that either Max or Patti would return anytime soon, so Jack got up and made the drinks. As he was working behind the bar, Courtney walked in.


  “Jack, what are you doing here? Where’s Max?”


  “She’s out back. She needed a moment and I’m covering for her.”


  She waited until a waitress had breezed through and grabbed the drinks. Then she asked, “What did you do?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Jack,” she said sharply. “What’s going on?”


  “She’s pissed at me because she thinks I kept something from her.”


  “Did you?”


  “No! I didn’t.”


  “So what is it?


  “I can’t …”


  “Jack Beale. We’ve known each other for way too long to play these games. Spill it.”


  “Fine. She’s pissed because I didn’t tell her that it was Kurt who broke in last night and hurt Cat. It’s not one hundred percent, but close enough.”


  “Kurt? … As in the creepy guy who has been hanging around for the last few months and probably killed Daniel? That Kurt?”


  “That one.”


  She went silent and just stared at him. “You’d better tell me what’s going on.”


  


  CHAPTER 84


  WHILE JACK WAS in the bar dealing with Max, Kurt was still heading back on I-495.


  He glanced down at his bandaged hand. The new dressing looked better, more professional, than the strips of pillowcase he had been using, but it still hurt like hell. He knew that it had to be infected. Crimson lines were beginning to creep from his wrist up his arm. Soon aspirin and ointment would not help much. He would need to get some more serious antibiotics somehow. But first, he needed to get something else.


  He remembered that in Lowell, there was a university and that’s where he would get what he needed. The rain continued off and on, forcing the traffic to be slower than normal. That gave him more time to search for the correct exit.


  Kurt followed exit 35C onto the Lowell Connector. Exit 5B was next as he followed the signs to the university. He crossed the Merrimack River and turned right onto Riverside Street. In less than a half mile he arrived, along with another intense downpour.


  At University Ave. he could see academic buildings to his right. To the left he saw a sign for Suppa’s Pizza and Subs. His stomach rumbled, he checked his watch, and took the left-hand turn. He needed to have something to eat, and he guessed that it would be a good place to ask for directions as he waited for his order.


  “Sure. Go back down University, right out front. Turn left on Riverside. Just a couple of blocks down on your right will be Olney Hall. That’s where the chemistry department is.”


  “Thanks.” Kurt took the brown paper bag from the clerk and returned to his car, where he devoured the hot meatball sub. He was hungrier than he had realized. For dessert he washed down several more aspirins. The pain in his hand was increasing and the aspirin was having less effect. Before too long he would need something stronger, but first he had some shopping to do.


  It had finally stopped raining by the time he found a parking spot closer to his destination. He got out of the car, removed his canvas messenger bag from the trunk, and double-checked its contents. Satisfied that what he needed was inside, he slung it over his shoulder and closed the trunk. Because of the dark storm clouds, night was arriving faster than it normally would. Good. He looked up at the building. He could see that some lights were on, and it looked like a few rooms were in use. Since it was mid-summer, there were fewer night classes, which meant fewer people who could interfere with his plan.


  Walking toward the building, he inhaled the clean smell that comes after a hard rain. He was struck by how peaceful the evening was. The air was still warm, and he could feel the humidity returning. The relief provided by the rain was temporary at best. Already he could hear rumbles far in the distance.


  His luck was holding. The entrance to the building was still unlocked. Inside, he checked the directory and saw that there were labs on several of the floors. “Shit,” he thought to himself. The first floor that had a lab was the third, Room 323. He got into the elevator, pressed the up button, and waited.


  When the doors opened he stepped out into an empty hallway. His luck was holding. He could imagine how busy it must be during the school year or even during the daytime. But now, he practically had the place to himself.


  He looked right and then left, noting door numbers. Six doors down to the left he found Room 323, which was locked. He stood in front of the solid door and read the name plaque beside it: Room 323, James P. Chase Chemistry Lab. Kurt reached into his bag, took out his lock pick set, glanced from right to left again, and went to work on the lock. It clicked open just as he heard the ding of the elevator coming back. Turning the knob he disappeared into the room just as the elevator doors opened.


  The room seemed pitch black after the bright lights of the hallway, but as his eyes began to adjust he found that he could see remarkably well. The wall opposite the door had several windows, and there was enough light remaining from the day for his purposes. There were many benches with stools all around and lab equipment on each one. The wall to his right had a large blackboard and next to that was another door.


  He crossed the room to that door and tried the knob. It was locked, and he could see that something was written on the door, but he couldn’t quite decipher it. He took out his small flashlight and flashed the red beam on the door. Supplies. He could tell that his heart rate had increased from the throbbing in his hand. “Bingo,” he thought and he took out his lock picks for a second time. In only seconds the lock clicked. He opened the door and shined his flashlight around the room. There were shelves covered with bottles, cans, and boxes.


  He went in, allowing the door to close behind him. He picked up the first bottle he saw. It had a skull and crossbones on the label, and followed by some long word he didn’t recognize. This bottle wasn’t what he was looking for, but this room was clearly where it would be. He began searching the shelves.


  On the last set of shelves, at eye level, he found it. The quart-sized can’s label read Sodium (Na). Several warning symbols confirmed what he already knew. He placed the can into his bag and smiled at the thought of what he had planned.


  


  CHAPTER 85


  JACK HAD JUST finished telling Courtney what he knew when Max and Patti returned to the bar. No one spoke, and then the silence was broken by the order printer’s chikka-chikka-chunk. Max tore off the slip and made the drinks.


  Patti looked at her. “Max …”


  Max turned and faced Jack. “I’m sorry,” she said in a barely audible voice. Jack couldn’t hear what she said, but it didn’t matter. He stepped toward her, put his arms out, and pulled her in. She slumped against him and he could feel her shudder as she hid her face against his chest.


  “Max, everything will be okay. You know I won’t let anything happen to you. Tom will get him,” he whispered into her hair.


  She looked up. Her cheeks were wet from tears and she said, “I know.” Then she pulled away from him, wiped the tears off her cheek with her hand, and sniffled loudly. Patti and Courtney had moved to the dining room to give them some time alone.


  The moment ended with a thunderclap, followed by long gusts of wind. The tension of the past ten minutes vanished as they rushed alongside the rest of the staff to shut windows and secure deck tables and umbrellas before the inevitable surge of rain.


  Back in the bar, they watched as the waves of wind swept over the harbor. The atmosphere was green in the dying light of the day, and despite being tied down, several tables with umbrellas blew over. The boats in the harbor strained at their moorings as they swung from side to side. Irrepressible was tied to the floats, but Jack couldn’t see her from the bar, and despite his confidence in her security, he worried.


  The storm passed as quickly as it had arrived, and they watched in silence as it moved out over the ocean toward the Isles of Shoals. “So we’re good?” asked Jack, looking at Max.


  “We’re good.”


  “Listen to me, Max. Tom has already sent out Kurt’s photo to all the nearby hospitals and centers for urgent care. We know that Cat clawed him, so he may need help. Tom’s also checking motels and car rental agencies. He’ll find Kurt. I know he will.”


  


  CHAPTER 86


  “THAT WAS TOO EASY.” Kurt congratulated himself as he drove away from the chemistry building. But by the time he was back on I-495 heading toward the seacoast, the adrenaline rush that had fueled his successful shopping trip was beginning to dissipate, only to be replaced by an increased throbbing in his hand and a level of pain that threatened to make him vomit. He looked at his hand. He needed to do something quickly.


  Because of the pain, he didn’t remember much of the ride. It wasn’t until he saw the sign for Route 110 in Amesbury that he realized how close to home he was. A glance at the clock on the dash told him that he didn’t have much time to get something for his hand.


  The chain drugstore was just off the highway. The lights were on, and the hours painted on the door told him that he had arrived with but five minutes to spare before the store would be closed. His luck continued. He didn’t see any customers as he walked slowly to the back where the sign over the counter said PHARMACY. He could see a lone man behind the counter.


  “Hello. I’m wondering what you might recommend for ointment? My cat scratched me and it is quite sore.” The startled pharmacist looked up. He hadn’t seen or heard anyone come in and had thought he was alone.


  “Oh, hello. I didn’t hear you come in. You startled me,” he said, as he stared at the tall, gaunt figure standing in front of his counter. The man before him was wearing khaki slacks and a light-blue fisherman’s shirt with the sleeves rolled up. There was a bandage on his right hand, and a wide-brimmed hat was pulled low over his face. “How bad are the scratches? If they aren’t too bad, a good antibacterial ointment should suffice. Have you had a tetanus shot recently?”


  Kurt stared back at him, saying nothing.


  The pharmacist leaned forward over the counter to look at the bandaged hand. Kurt pulled back, but it was too late.


  “That doesn’t look good. Those red lines on your wrist and arm, those don’t look like scratches. I’d say you have a pretty good infection going.”


  Kurt looked down at his hand. He didn’t say anything.


  “You’ll need something stronger than any ointment I could sell you. I’m not a doctor, but I’d say you need some serious antibiotics. You’ll need an actual prescription. This time of night, your best bet is an emergency room. There’s a hospital not far from here. I can give you directions.”


  That wasn’t what Kurt wanted to hear. Without thinking, he calmly looked at the pharmacist and said, “You can’t give me what I need?”


  The pharmacist shifted from foot to foot, with a pained look on his face. Glancing at the arm again, he said gently yet firmly, “I’m sorry. I can’t. Not without a proper prescription. I’m sorry, I really can’t help you.”


  Kurt just stood and silently stared at the pharmacist who did not want a confrontation. In an attempt to be helpful, and while continuing to look at Kurt, he asked, “Want those directions now?”


  “No thanks,” mumbled Kurt. He turned from the pharmacist’s counter and began to walk slowly toward the exit. But he had no intention of leaving without those drugs.


  The pharmacist took a deep, calming breath as he watched Kurt walk toward the entrance. “Strange …” he thought to himself. Then a cheery voice called out from behind the candy aisle, distracting his attention. “I finished with the candy. I’m going to take these empty boxes out back.”


  “Sounds good. Our last customer is just leaving. I have some empties too. As soon as I get the door, I’ll be right out to help you.”


  “Okay.”


  So. There were two of them. Kurt’s luck still held and he allowed himself a painful grin as he ducked out of sight.


  The pharmacist looked toward the front of the store. He didn’t see the tall stranger. “Good,” he thought to himself as he bent down behind the counter to gather together his empty boxes. That’s when he felt something cold and very sharp pressed against his neck. The cold voice said matter-of-factly, “Yes. You can help me.”


  * * *


  As Kurt drove away, he swallowed several of his newly acquired pills. Had the desperation from the pain in his arm not affected his better judgment, he would never have taken such a huge risk. But this did not occur to his addled mind. He thought, “All I need now is some time to get what I’ve been after, and then I’ll just do the usual and simply disappear.”


  He grinned with satisfaction, confident that he had bought that time. No one other than the pharmacist and the clerk had seen him, and now neither would ever be able to identify him―nor would anyone else―because the store’s security tapes were in a bag in the back seat of his new car.


  


  CHAPTER 87


  AFTER THE INITIAL SQUALL, the rain continued off and on throughout the rest of the night. It was still warm, just not as sticky as before. Ben’s quieted down fast once the rain started. It would be an early night. Rain had that effect.


  As Jack sat at the bar nursing a beer, he watched Max. “You’re still worried, aren’t you?”


  “Jack, I don’t know whether I am more worried or scared.”


  He nodded silently and she went on. “I can accept that he killed Daniel. He’s probably killed others. Don’t get me wrong, I hope he’s caught and gets what is coming to him, but what kind of monster would go after a defenseless cat like that.”


  “Some kind of real sicko. Tom and I talked about that. He’s probably some kind of psychopath and it’s not the same for him as it is for us. I don’t know. What I do know is that Cat was very lucky and he’s gonna get caught.”


  “I hope so.”


  “Hey, let’s not give it any more thought tonight. He’s gone and I’m sure that he knows that lots of people are looking for him.”


  “I suppose. Another beer?”


  “Nah, I’m good.”


  In silence, they watched the last few customers walk down the front hall. The bells on the door jingled, signaling their departure. Patti came into the bar to cash out. “Your last party?” asked Jack.


  “Yeah. They were. Everyone’s gone.”


  “I’ll go lock the door,” said Jack. “Toss me the keys.”


  Max tossed them over and he headed for the door.


  “Sorry about my meltdown earlier,” Max said to Patti.


  “There’s nothing to be sorry about. I wouldn’t have handled it any better. Probably worse.”


  “Thanks.” She finished cashing Patti out just as Jack returned.


  “All locked up,” he announced as he dropped the keys on the bar.


  “I’ll finish the dining rooms. Should only take a minute,” said Patti.


  “I’ve got the kitchen,” said Jack.


  The three of them had closed Ben’s together so many times that they had worked out a system. Their roles now seemed choreographed, and in a very few minutes they were ready to leave.


  “Damn. We’re good,” said Jack.


  Patti and Max agreed. Then Max and Jack said goodnight to Patti, got into their separate cars, and headed back to Jack’s place.


  Max arrived at Jack’s first, with Jack right behind. She waited in her car so Jack could escort her in.


  As soon as they were inside, a steady, drenching rain began to patter on the skylight. Unlike the earlier waves of downpours, it sounded different. It was a steady, drenching rain and this kind of rain would not stop any time soon.


  Jack pulled Max to him and held her. He needed that comfort as much as she did. “Listen,” he whispered in her ear.


  “To what?” she whispered back without moving.


  “The rain. Listen to the rain. Do you feel it?”


  She leaned back, ever so slightly, and turned her face toward his. “Feel what? Are you all right? Because you are making no sense at all.”


  He looked down at her. “Close your eyes,” he whispered. Then he closed his eyes too and gently held onto her. “When the summer’s over and all this is past, we should go back down to Belize.”


  “That would be nice,” she murmured, thinking, “Where did this idea come from?”


  Then, as if he had read her mind, he said, “The rain. Doesn’t it sound like the rain in Belize?”


  “Mmmm. It does,” she purred in agreement. And so they stood there for what seemed like forever, holding on to each other and those special memories.


  A sudden clap of thunder broke the spell and they let go of each other.


  “Jack?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Tell me again. Tom’s going to catch him, isn’t he?”


  “Yes, Max. He will.”


  Another flash of lightning and another clap of thunder brought them back together.


  


  CHAPTER 88


  KURT HAD FOLLOWED ROUTE 110 east from Amesbury to Salisbury Beach, where the road ended at a stop sign facing the center of the entertainment district. He had driven the eight miles from the pharmacy to the stop sign, patiently and carefully. He knew that there was no reason for anyone to take particular notice of him. After all, he had been careful. Still, even though his performance at the pharmacy had been private, it was hard not to feel as if the world was watching.


  By the time Kurt arrived at that stop sign, it was raining steadily. Like its slightly northern cousin, Hampton Beach, Salisbury Beach contains long stretches of beautiful sand that are packed with sun worshipers on warm summer days, but are equally deserted on rainy nights. But that’s where the similarity ends. Salisbury Beach is much more compact. There are only a few souvenir shops and no real restaurants to speak of. For hungry tourists, the dining experience is limited to walk-up windows that offer a slice of pizza, a dog, or a burger with fries and a soda to go. There are, however, many bars.


  His wounds were feeling better, and with that, so were his spirits. The painkillers he had taken were kicking in. His hand, while still swollen, no longer throbbed with the dull ache of the spreading infection. It must have been the pills, because he decided to celebrate his luck first and worry about a room later. With no cars behind him, he sat at the stop sign to consider his options.


  Straight ahead he could see several bars. None looked particularly busy, a fact reinforced by the existence of several vacant parking spaces on the street right in front of their doors. Despite the rain, the bar closest to where he was stopped had its door open. He rolled his window down to get a better look. He could feel the hot, humid air and was thankful for his car’s air conditioning. A sign on the sidewalk announced that they had a live band playing tonight. Loud music thumped out at him, but missing were the sounds of clinking glasses and voices trying to be heard over the heavy driving beat.


  He looked left at the large windowless building with a fountain beside it. There was no tacky neon sign above the door, just a discreet gold nameplate on the wall announcing that it was a gentleman’s club. A tuxedoed doorman holding an umbrella stood outside waiting to greet arriving patrons. It almost seemed out of place for Salisbury Beach. It felt more like a Las Vegas mega club than a typical seedy bar, and yet it did fit.


  A short honk of a horn brought him back to the stop sign, and headlights flashed in his mirror when he looked up. Had it not been raining, there would have been an almost endless line of cars behind him with no parking places ahead and crowds of people everywhere. Tonight though, there was only the one car behind and several empty parking spots ahead. He waved an apology, rolled up his window, drove straight across the intersection, and parked.


  * * *


  “What can I get you?” the bartender asked.


  “Beer. ‘Gansett if you have it.” He didn’t drink often, but tonight it seemed right.


  The bartender nodded, and returned in a few minutes with a bottle and a glass. He placed them down in front of Kurt without speaking and turned away. Kurt poured his beer and looked around.


  It had seemed so much darker when he first opened the door and peered in. The rain hadn’t let up, and the darkness had drawn him in. He liked the dark. It made him feel safe and warm despite the chill he felt from being wet. Now, as his eyes adjusted to the dim light of the room, he looked around. It was perfect.


  The bar itself was a long rectangle that took up nearly the entire room. There was seating on all four sides and the lone bartender worked from the center. The floors were painted concrete with patches of old carpet still glued down in some areas. The dark paneled walls were decorated with pieces of simulated memorabilia representing most beer and alcohol brands. It was a place that was made for hard use and had seen its share over the years.


  No more than a dozen people were in the bar on this rainy summer night, most sitting alone, sullen and staring at the drink in front of them. There were only two couples, one on each side of the bar. One couple was clearly having trouble. He guessed that they were probably in their fifties, but they could have just as easily been in their sixties. She was in his face about something while he just sat there, oblivious to her rantings. “Sucks to be you,” Kurt thought to himself.


  The other couple, though not much younger, was much more interesting. They had the same hard-life look about them, but something else was going on. While he sat passively, cradling his drink between his hands, she sat facing him. Part of her was always in contact with him. She would put an arm around his shoulders and then she’d remove it and just touch his arm. She’d move closer and whisper into his ear, and then she’d pull away. Contact all the time. Friends? A date? A pro working? Kurt couldn’t be sure, but one thing he was certain of, these two were going to end up in bed together.


  His beer was cold and its taste reminded him of a time long ago in a small bar in the east side when he was given his first job. He smiled at the memory.


  “Mind if I sit here?” the voice startled him.


  He turned toward the voice. He hadn’t noticed her when he came in. “Must have been in the ladies room,” he thought to himself.


  He nodded his assent and turned back to his beer.


  “Shitty night out.” It was half statement and half question.


  He had chosen this bar because it was the kind of place where you could easily remain alone. He needed some solitary time to think, but there was something about her voice that was enticing. If she was a pro trying to pick him up, she was good. He couldn’t tell for sure. He looked back at her and agreed. “It is.”


  


  CHAPTER 89


  BRIGHT SUNLIGHT STREAMING in awakened Jack. He turned his head and looked at Max. She was still asleep. Not wanting to wake her, he slipped out of the bed as quietly as possible and tiptoed out of the bedroom, closing the door softly behind. The first thing he did, even before using the bathroom or heating his coffee in the microwave, was open windows. He inhaled deeply, savoring the clean, fresh post-storm air. It was as if Mother Nature had violently and vigorously scrubbed the world. Gone was the sticky humidity that had been so oppressive and overwhelming, now replaced by the sweetness of wet grass, the salt of the ocean, and a host of other subtle smells that had been masked by the preceding days of heat and humidity. A light breeze filled his place with that freshness, cleansing it of all the ugliness that it had seen in the last several days.


  As he sipped his cup of microwaved coffee, he began to brew a pot for Max. Brewing coffee, like cooking bacon, was one of those smells that would fill the air, and in turn would stir memories and thoughts often long forgotten. While it brewed, Jack was transported back to days spent on Irrepressible when he was young and sailing around the Caribbean.


  “Penny for your thoughts.” Max’s voice startled him.


  “Good morning, Sunshine. I made you coffee. It’s all ready.”


  “I could smell it. Thanks.”


  She poured herself a cup and joined Jack at the window, looking out over the marshes and enjoying the light breeze.


  “I’m going to go see Tom this morning,” Jack said quietly.


  Max didn’t say anything, but she leaned ever so slightly against him and sighed.


  Jack continued, “I hope he has some news about our friend.”


  “How do we get into these messes?” Max said softly.


  “I don’t know, but we’re getting pretty good at it, aren’t we?”


  He smiled at her, she smiled back, and then those smiles turned to giggles. Those giggles became teasing, gentle nudges, and those nudges, offered and received, became bumps, which became a hug as they held onto each other for balance. He looked down at her, and she up at him, while time seemed to stop, and then they kissed. Soft and tentative at first, then harder as the pent-up emotions of the last few days consumed and overwhelmed them.


  * * *


  “Mmmm.” Jack moaned and looked over at Max, lying next to him. She returned the look and smiled. Sweat still glistened on her face, and the blush of excitement remained on her neck and chest. The aroma of love was still faint in the air and neither moved, nor said anything, as they each savored the moment.


  It was then, in that moment of silent understanding, that the phone rang. Jack jumped and began to climb out of bed to answer it. Max reached out and touched his arm. “Let the machine get it.” But she knew that Jack couldn’t not answer a ringing phone.


  “I’ve got to get it,” he said as he left the bed. She rolled onto her side and watched his naked backside as he walked across the room and disappeared out the door. She flopped onto her back again and smiled as another rush of desire came over her.


  “Hey, Tom.” Jack tried to sound as nonchalant as possible. “What’s up? … Nothing, just getting the day started … Sure. When? … How about in an hour or so … Okay. Bye.”


  Jack hung up the phone and wondered exactly what Tom wanted to see him about. When he returned to the bedroom, Max could tell from the look on his face that there would be no round two. “Who was that?”


  “Tom. He wants to see me.”


  “Did he say why?”


  “He didn’t.”


  * * *


  “Hey, Jack, come on in.” Something subtle in Tom’s voice made Jack instantly wary.


  “Hi, Tom. What’s up?” He struggled to rein in his imagination.


  “Come in. Have a seat.”


  Jack sat and looked at Tom, his eyes asking the questions.


  “I just heard back from Felicia.”


  “The computer pro?”


  “Yes. She just called to give me an update. She’s still working on the disc, but it was badly damaged, probably from when you jammed that second CD into the player. Or it could’ve happened before. From what little she’s been able to see, it looks like it might be encrypted, as well. She’s still trying, but I didn’t get the sense that she was very optimistic. She indicated that she may need to get some outside help, but she wasn’t giving up. She’s stubborn. I told her to do whatever she thought was best.” He paused. “I thought you’d like to know.”


  “And this is why you called me over?”


  “Partly.” He hesitated, then said, “I also called because I just got word that a pharmacy in Amesbury was robbed last night. It must have been right at closing time. The pharmacist and the store clerk were found dead. Throats cut.”


  Jack’s face went white. He managed to ask, “Was it Kurt?”


  “I don’t know, but my best guess is that it was.”


  “Have you talked to Amesbury Police?”


  “I did.”


  “And?”


  “And they have very little right now.”


  “Aren’t there surveillance tapes or something?


  “No. Whoever did this took his time and removed the tapes, very professional. They don’t know what was stolen yet. They’re doing an inventory right now.”


  “So let’s assume it was him. What’s next?”


  “We wait.”


  “We wait? What are we waiting for? Come on Tom. It has to be him.” Jack’s voice betrayed his anxiety as disturbing images flashed through his mind.


  “Evidence. Jack, we need evidence. Look, this pharmacy thing may be totally unrelated. In fact, it probably is, but I just thought you should know in case it was him. We have nothing we can use. Take the bloody shoeprint at your place. Until we have a shoe to compare it to, it hardly counts. And he left no fingerprints.”


  Jack interrupted him. “But what about the photo in the paper, and the canoe? Gladys ID’d him.”


  “True. But one photo and a statement don’t give us much except confirmation that he’s been around.”


  “Courtney and I have both seen him. Hell, I even bumped into him.”


  “True, but there’s no crime in any of that.”


  “What about the bug?”


  “That could be important but only if we can tie it to him.”


  “Come on, Tom. You know he planted it. We know he’s after that CD. We know that he killed Daniel. What more do you need?”


  “Jack, we need evidence! We need hard evidence, and until we can find him and talk to him, we really have nothing.”


  Jack thought about this for a minute. “The pharmacy. Remember that Cat left a claw in his hand. It makes perfect sense that he would rob a pharmacy if his hand was sliced up. And from what we’ve been told, killing those two people would not be out of character for Kurt.”


  “Except we don’t know for certain that he was the one in your place, and we’re guessing about the claw.”


  “You may be guessing, but I know,” said Jack with certainty.


  “Jack, maybe. And if you are, he’ll probably be back, more desperate than ever. And you and Max will be in his crosshairs.”


  


  CHAPTER 90


  “YOU MISERABLE BITCH,” he snarled. He held her tightly with one hand, while the other pressed the button on the knife’s handle. He heard the reassuring soft snick as the blade shot out and locked into position. He couldn’t see the face clearly, but the look of fear and understanding in her eyes was unmistakable. It reflected the full power that he possessed. Slowly, he raised the knife. He took a deep breath in anticipation of that moment when he would wield the god-like power in his hand.


  A jolt of pain shot through his arm. The moment vanished as his eyes opened with a start and he jerked himself upright in the bed. He looked around, trying to remember where he was and how he had gotten there. The room was dingy and obviously well lived in. The centerpiece of the room was the bed. Straight ahead was a substantial wooden door. On the door at eye level was a broken plastic frame that held a tattered and faded square of paper. On either side of the door, drawn tight in a failed attempt to keep the sunlight out, were tattered curtains that might have been green in another life. A shaft of sunlight streamed in from the top corner of the one on the left where it had been pulled off the rod.


  To the left of the queen sized bed, against the wall, was a bureau with an old television that had been bolted on to it. A chair, with a small table and lamp, were in the corner next to the window, which faced the bed. Above the chair, inserted into the wall, was an old air conditioner that was making a valiant attempt at cooling the room. The loud whirring, humming sound coming from it felt like spikes being driven into his head and hand. He swung his feet to the floor and began to stand, intending to shut the machine off. As he stood, a wave of dizziness washed over him. “Fuck,” he muttered under his breath as he sat back down on the edge of the bed. He gripped his head in his hands. As the dizziness subsided, he stood again. This time he only felt the throbbing in his hand. Gingerly he walked over to the air conditioner and turned the switch to the off position.


  He turned back toward the bed and began inching his way around it, trying hard not to jar his hand. He had to step over what he recognized as his clothes on the floor and remembered that the painkillers were in one of his shirt pockets. That’s what he needed right now. Pills. He bent over and picked up his shirt. The pills rattled in their bottle and he wrestled it open, shaking some out into his hand.


  As fogged as the pain had rendered his mind, he was sure that there should have been more in the bottle. He threw several into the back of his throat and swallowed them down then. He smiled in anticipation of relief as he sat on the edge of the bed.


  With the a/c off, the room should have been silent. But as the pills kicked in, he realized that for the past few minutes, he’d actually been listening to the sound of a shower running. Next to the head of the bed, a doorway led into a smaller room. In that room he could see a counter with a small refrigerator and a microwave oven. The sounds of running water were coming from inside that room. He wasn’t alone.


  He looked around the room. At the same moment he saw the dress draped over the chair under the air conditioner, the water stopped running in the other room. “Well, there you are.” The voice startled him, and he looked up to see a woman standing in the doorway with just a towel wrapped around her body. The sight of her jogged his memory as bits and pieces of the previous night began to pop in and out of his head. The towel was barely large enough to provide any modesty, although that was probably her last consideration.


  “Uh, yeah. Who are you?” he asked.


  “Oh, Sugar, we had such a good time last night. It’s no wonder you don’t remember.”


  He looked up at her blankly as more bits flashed through his head.


  “Name’s Holly. We met last night at the bar. It’s just a short walk from here and you were in no shape to go anywhere, so I brought you back home.”


  He continued to stare silently.


  “That’s a pretty ugly hand you have there. That what those pills are for?”


  He looked down at the bottle and nodded.


  “They’re pretty good. Where’d you get them?”


  He was beginning to feel the pain subsiding, and he could see her with more clarity. In the light of day, without the benefit of makeup or the shadows of the bar, she could have been any harried young mother, overwhelmed by life, who you might see in a large grocery store dragging around several protesting kids. Only she wasn’t. While not unattractive, it was obvious she had been around the block a few times. She stepped out of the doorway toward him and as she did, her towel began to come unwrapped. She made a half-hearted attempt to close it without ever taking her eyes off of the pills in his hand.


  “None of your business. I have to get going.” He stood up.


  She pressed herself close to him and softly stroked his face. “No, you don’t. Why don’t we just stay here today. I’ll go get us some coffee. You go get a shower and then … we’ll see what happens after that.”


  Against every instinct in his body, he mumbled, “Okay.” Then he watched her as she moved past.


  She slid past him and yanked open a drawer from the bureau on the other side of the bed. She took out some shorts and a shirt and pulled them on. Neither left much to the imagination. Slipping into some sandals, she grabbed a tiny pocketbook on a long strap, slung it over her shoulder, and said, “I’ll be back.”


  “What the fuck is the matter with you?” he thought to himself. “You have a job to finish.”


  Another voice inside replied, “You can’t do anything right now. It’s too early. Later. Be patient. What the fuck.”


  “Maybe. But this is not a good idea.”


  “Maybe not. But so what? When you are finished with her … you know.”


  He smiled. The drugs must have been kicked in, because suddenly this seemed like an excellent idea.


  


  CHAPTER 91


  JACK WALKED INTO his place a little before noon. All the way back from Tom’s, he had agonized over how to tell Max about their conversation. “Max, you up there?” he called out as he walked up the stairs. There was no answer. He called out again, and this time the silence was even louder. His heart began to pound in his chest as his imagination kicked in. The last few steps were a blur as panic set in. He quickly ran through the apartment, calling her name and looking for any sign that she was there. As he returned to the stairs, about to rush down, he saw the note.


  Gone in to work. Someone phoned in sick, so I told Courtney I’d cover lunch. Vet called. Cat doing well. Can pick her up tomorrow. x o x o


  As he read the note he felt nothing but sheer relief. He took a deep breath, embarrassed at his sudden overreaction, and re-read the note. It took another minute for his hands to stop shaking as he realized she’d be safe at work and he would have the afternoon to do whatever he wanted. He needed a run to settle his nerves, but first, he needed to hear her voice. He dialed the restaurant.


  “Hey, Max,” he said trying to keep his tone as normal as possible. She didn’t need to know about the panic attack he had just had. There would be time later to tell her the story. It might even seem funny then.


  “Jack. Is everything all right? You got my note?”


  “Yeah, Yeah. Everything’s fine. Great news about Cat.” Thinking quickly, he added, “I just wanted to see if you would like to go out on the boat after you get out of work. Sunset cocktails.”


  “That sounds nice. Why don’t I meet you. Does six-ish work?”


  “Perfect. I’ll see you then.”


  “Later,” she said. “Gotta go.”


  He breathed another sigh of relief as he heard her hang up the phone before he could say anything else. As he replaced the receiver, he thought, “Sunset cocktails. Safe at sea. Perfect.”


  Then he was ready for that run.


  * * *


  Last night’s rain had cleared out all of the humidity. A light breeze off the water cooled the air just enough that it didn’t feel like the eighty-five degrees that the thermometer proposed. By the time he had covered the first mile, his body was beginning to adapt to the new reality. His breathing was smoothing out, his legs had loosened up, and as sweat began to coat his arms and shoulders the transformation was nearly complete. He had decided to run north on the boulevard, turn onto Washington Road, and then take the right that would bring him by Max’s house before looping back along the water.


  As warm as the day was, he hardly noticed. The tension of past few days began to fall away with each footfall, and his breathing was relaxed and even, despite the quick pace. On Max’s road, the trees created a tunnel of shade that was dappled with bright spots where the sun found its way in. Completely in the zone now, he didn’t even notice the few cars that passed.


  As usual, when Jack ran past Max’s house, he relived that winter night when he had seen her sprinting out of her drive onto the road. He’d never forget the total rage and fear that he felt when he saw her pursuer. Then his mind flashed forward until he was sitting with Max, safe again, as Tom walked in the door. Whatever happened in between remained a blank.


  At the end of her road, he looped back onto the boulevard and began the final few miles to home. Out of the shade now, and still maintaining a strong pace, he felt the heat of the afternoon make its presence known. He was completely bathed in sweat. The heat of the pavement could be felt through his shoes, and the steady stream of cars required constant attention. He didn’t begin to ease his pace until he reached the harbor. As he ran by, he looked across the water at Ben’s and then at Irrepressible. She was tied to the floats, waiting patiently to be freed from her restraints, ready at a moment’s notice to once again feel the swell of the ocean and the caress of the wind.


  


  CHAPTER 92


  THE DOOR TO THE ROOM opened, letting in a bright flash of sunlight. Kurt had just come out of the shower and was standing, in a towel, by the small refrigerator. He had a plastic bag over his bandaged hand. The additional pills he had taken before his shower were beginning to work. His hand no longer throbbed quite as much and his nerves were starting to settle. “Shut the fucking door,” he growled as he held his hand over his eyes.


  “Oh, Sugar. There’s no need to get all touchy,” she said as she pulled the door shut behind her. “Here, I bought you a coffee. I didn’t know how you liked it, so cream ’n sugar are in the bag. There’s a donut in there also.”


  He looked over at her, almost sorry that he had not been nicer. Clearly she meant well.


  “Hey, Hon, you mind if I turn the a/c back on? It’s getting hot.”


  “Suit yourself.” He turned away and pulled his clothes on. “I’ve got to go get my car. Don’t want a ticket.”


  The a/c started with a moan and a rattle before settling into its incessant whir. “Don’t you want your coffee?”


  “When I get back,” he said. And he pulled the door closed behind him.


  He squinched his eyes closed until they were slits blocking out the bright sun. Holding a hand up over his eyes, like a visor to a cap, he looked around. The door he had just come out of was the last one in a row of identical doors. Number nine. The building was long and run down. At one time it may have been painted blue, but now it was mostly a dirty gray. The parking lot had once been paved, but now weeds grew between the pieces of broken asphalt. Some puddles still remained from last night’s rain. Down to the right, at the end of the building, he could see the main road. A steady stream of cars was already heading for the beach.


  In front of him was the back of another building. Made of concrete blocks, there were no windows, and the cracks that zigged and zagged like lightning bolts highlighted its equally run-down condition. Two rusted steel doors were set into the otherwise blank wall.


  Last night’s storm was long past, the cloudless sky was a beautiful shade of blue, and the air should have been fresh and clean. Trying to pinpoint the source of the nasty smell that assaulted his nose, Kurt spotted an open dumpster between the two buildings. It was full. He turned and walked toward the road. At the end of the parking lot he stopped and looked at the broken-down sign that announced to the world that this was the BEACH VIEW MOTEL. A vacancy sign dangled below it, and on the wall next to the first door was a sign that said OFFICE. “Beach View? Maybe once, but not today,” he thought to himself.


  Then he looked back and said under his breath, “Perfect.” The BEACH VIEW MOTEL was the ideal place to remain invisible. It was the kind of place that people might notice for a second because of its condition, but then they’d move on, because of its condition. Exactly what he needed right now. And as an added benefit, there was some pussy waiting for his return. He smiled.


  He could see that the beach was only a quarter of a mile or so down the road, so he turned and walked that way. As he walked, he thought about how he would make his plan work. It was risky, and time was against him. It had to be today. The longer he remained in the area, the greater the likelihood of being caught and even worse, failing. Now that the pain in his hand was fully masked by the painkillers, he was starting to feel like his old self again. He had just about convinced himself that he could pull off the plan when he spotted his car. He stopped. A cop was standing next to it, writing a ticket. Reflexively he stepped into the small beach store to his right. Next to the door was the newspaper rack. He picked up a paper, and while feigning interest in the local news, he watched the cop. When the ticket was safely tucked under the windshield wiper, the cop turned and walked away from the car toward the beach. Luck was still with him. Kurt exhaled and felt the tension begin to leave his body.


  As he went to put the paper back on the rack, the headline caught his eye. He had been so intent on watching the cop, he hadn’t seen it, even though he was looking straight at it. PHARMACIST AND CLERK MURDERED. His heart began to pound and suddenly he felt as if everyone in the store was staring at him. He took a deep breath, lowered the paper, and slowly looked around. Nobody was even looking his way. He reached into his pocket for change and as calmly as he could, he walked over to the counter, flashed the paper at the inattentive clerk, and dropped the change on the counter. “Have a nice day,” the clerk said to the back of Kurt’s head as he left the store.


  When he reached his car, he ripped the ticket out from under the wiper blade. “Fuckin’ A,” he mumbled. As he unlocked his door, he heard a gentle honk behind him. He looked around, and saw another car already waiting for his spot. The man at the wheel smiled and waved at him. Kurt forced a smile and returned the wave, opened the door, got in, started his car, and pulled out. As he drove away, he glanced in his rearview mirror. One very happy vacationer had just scored a great parking spot.


  He drove back to the motel and parked in front of room number nine. Before getting out he opened the paper and read the story of last night’s murders. When the pharmacist hadn’t come home, and had ignored several calls to his cell phone, his wife had called the police. They found the store locked, but the alarm hadn’t been set and his car was still there. When they finally got in, they found the two bodies. The police chief had made a generic statement, and no information was given as to any evidence that may have been recovered. Kurt knew that there would be none. A reward was posted, pleas for help were expressed, and the Crime Line phone number was listed.


  He was just finishing the story when door number nine opened and Holly stepped out. She was still wearing the same revealing shirt and shorts, and she smiled at him. She had a coffee in her hand and he could see her saying, “Aren’t ’cha coming in?” Since his windows were up and his car was still running with the a/c on, he couldn’t hear the actual words, but he knew. He nodded and put the paper down, forcing another smile. She turned and with a less-than-subtle shake of her ass, she disappeared into the room.


  Despite his hand, the news, and the parking ticket, he still felt pretty invincible. A few hours with Holly would be entertaining while he waited to finish the job.


  


  CHAPTER 93


  JACK FELT REJUVENATED after his run. He still had a couple more hours before Max would be out of work, so he had some time to kill. Even though they had talked only a few hours before, he called Tom. He had heard nothing new about Kurt or the disc. No medical facilities had seen anyone matching either his description or the wound that they were convinced he had. “But what about the break-in in Amesbury where the pharmacist was killed?” pressed Jack.


  “Nothing. I just talked with the Amesbury police again, and they seem convinced that it was a simple robbery gone bad. I offered my thoughts about Kurt, but I got the feeling that they were just humoring me. You know, if someone came to me with the same story, I probably wouldn’t take it too seriously either. After all, it’s all just a series of speculations and circumstances built upon what a dead man told you.”


  Jack interrupted, “I was thinking …”


  Before he could continue, Tom cut him off. “Jack, we just had this conversation a few hours ago. Nothing has changed.”


  “Come on, Tom.”


  “Jack, I’ll call you when I have something to tell you.” Tom said sharply. Then he softened his tone. “Right now, nothing has changed. Go. Take care of Max and let me do my job. We’ll find him.”


  They said goodbye and hung up. Jack’s good mood was somewhat dampened, but he was still looking forward to his evening on the boat with Max. First he’d go open up the boat, followed by a quick trip to get some appetizers and a bottle of wine. He was sure he could be back by six-thirty.


  * * *


  By late afternoon, their carnal appetites sated, Holly fell asleep on the bed. Kurt sat on the chair and watched her sleep. She wasn’t the youngest or most attractive indulgence he had ever experienced, but she was experienced, creative, and fearless.


  He looked down at his hand as it began to throb again. The antibiotics he had stolen along with the pain pills didn’t seem to be having much effect. The red streaks were darker and even more pronounced as they ran up his arm. He unwrapped the bandage and studied his swollen hand, thankful that it wasn’t the one he did all his creative work with. There was a little ice left in the small Styrofoam cooler they had bought, and a couple of beers remained. He got up and put his hand in the ice water in an attempt to make the swelling go down. While his hand soaked, he cracked a beer and downed it.


  When he felt he had iced his hand long enough, he dried it off and rewrapped it with a clean bandage. He glanced at his watch. It was time. He washed down several more pills with the last beer in the cooler and quietly began to gather his things, taking care to make sure that nothing remained that could identify him. He was just about finished when a sleepy voice startled him. “Hey, Sugar. You’re not gettin’ ready to leave me, are ya?”


  “No, Babe, I’m not. It’s okay. Go on back to sleep.” He barely looked at her, as he said this while he continued to pack up what little he had brought into the room. Then, almost as an afterthought, he picked up the handcuffs that she had used so creatively, and he took them as well.


  “Okay,” she said in that dreamy voice. Then she closed her eyes again, for the last time.


  


  CHAPTER 94


  KURT DROVE NORTH on Route 1-A at quite a leisurely pace. The line of cars heading south over the bridge at the Hampton River was bumper to bumper with people leaving the beach. The northbound lane was not yet so crowded. He crossed the bridge slowly and drove into Hampton Beach proper. As he approached the center of the entertainment area, his progress was slowed to a crawl as all the sunburned day-trippers who lived to the north began their exodus home. Added to the mix were an equal number of cars cruzin’ the strip in search of some action.


  He took a deep breath and forced himself to be patient. Even though the pills and beer had deadened the pain in his hand, they had also increased his anxiety, and he could feel his heart racing. He kept replaying in his mind what he was going to do and how he was going to do it. He smiled at his cleverness. It wouldn’t be long before the disc would be his, Jack would be eliminated, and then he would indulge himself one more time, as he had with Holly.


  As slow as the line of cars was moving, progress was steady, and he kept telling himself that it would all be over soon. His boss would be happy and he could disappear back into the city.


  Even though his windows were rolled up and the a/c was on, he could still hear clearly the clanging of bells coming from the arcades beside the car, and the twittering and squeals of young girls as they jostled each other, alternately seeking and then avoiding attention from the boys in the cars that drove slowly up the strip. He thought back to his one night down here and how easy it had been to find what he had desired.


  As he finally got past that central entertainment zone, the road widened and speed increased slightly. To the right, in front of the beach, there were hundreds of parked motorcycles along with a large contingent of police. Even though he knew that there was no reason for anyone to pay attention to him, his anxiety increased. He was convinced that all those police eyes were watching him. He drove carefully by, all the while fighting to maintain his composure. Soon enough he was past the danger, and to anyone watching he was just another driver in the steady stream of vacationers heading home.


  Kurt glanced at his watch. It was nearly six o’clock and he was almost there. His plan was to get Jack and Max onto the boat, and then force them to sail out of the harbor, where he would get what he wanted―or find out where it was―take care of them, and then disappear. His plan was that simple. The only problem was that he hadn’t quite figured out exactly how to get them on the boat together without drawing attention to what was happening.


  As he turned onto the road that led to Ben’s, he saw Jack’s truck prepare to cross the boulevard. Hoping to remain unnoticed, Kurt looked away as the truck made the turn. Using his mirror, he watched as Jack crossed the intersection and drove off, giving no indication that he had noticed anything amiss.


  Kurt nearly came to a stop on the bridge as he looked down at Jack’s boat. The hatch was open and the tide, which was out, would not be coming back in for a while. This gave him an idea.


  He turned into the parking lot and parked in the corner closest to the bridge. Getting out as nonchalantly as possible, he opened the trunk and took out his bag. Inside the bag he placed the can he had stolen the day before, a piece of plastic tubing, a roll of duct tape, and the handcuffs he had taken from Holly. He patted his pocket for his knife and smiled. Just the fact of touching and packing these items gave him a feeling of control. Convinced that his plan would work, he slung the pack over his shoulder, closed the trunk, made sure the car was locked, and calmly walked out of the parking lot. Instead of continuing up the road to the bridge, he turned right to walk down onto the stone beach toward the floats that the boat was tied to.


  Kurt walked as quickly as he could, avoiding puddles and soft mud. He glanced around and saw few people nearby. It was suppertime so most of the fishermen had already gone home for the day. The few people on the commercial pier seemed unconcerned with him. He was now working reflexively on instincts honed by many years of successfully completed jobs. He knew that often if you looked like you belonged, and your actions appeared intentional, few would notice you at all. That is what he was banking on as he jumped from the sand to the float and climbed onto Jack’s boat. He never realized that across the harbor, a vigilant woman with a silver braid and her father’s old binoculars already had him in her sights.


  


  CHAPTER 95


  “BYE GUYS,” SAID MAX. She removed her apron. “Have fun tonight.”


  “We will,” said Patti. She placed several drinks onto her cocktail tray. “What are you doing tonight?”


  “I’m meeting Jack down on the boat for cocktails. He’s getting appetizers and we may go out to watch the sunset.”


  “Oh, a ‘sunsetter’!” Patti teased. “What happened? You guys miss the nooner?” Max blushed. “You have a dirty mind. We’re just going to watch the sunset.”


  Patti smiled and turned away. She didn’t need to say anything else.


  Max gathered her things and headed out the door for the boat.


  * * *


  Jack looked at his watch as he stood in the checkout line. The sign said fourteen items or less, but apparently those words hadn’t registered with the elderly gentleman in front of him. He had at least eight items by the register already, and his cart was still full. There were probably thirty cans of cat food in there. The cashier looked at Jack and rolled her eyes. “Shit, I’m going to be late.” He had wanted to be back at the boat before Max got out of work. And of course he had left his phone in his truck, yet again.


  * * *


  Max’s footsteps clanged on the metal ramp as she held onto the railing. Kurt peeked out the window, saw who it was, and smiled to himself. This was getting easier by the minute. With his bag still slung over his shoulder, he quickly ducked inside the head so that she wouldn’t see him when she came on board. If his luck held, as he now knew it would, she would come down below where the two of them would wait for Jack.


  * * *


  “Jack,” she called out. No answer. The boat swayed slightly as she climbed on board. She called out again, “Jack?” Still no answer. Convinced that he wasn’t there, she climbed down into the cabin to stow her bag and to see if there was a cold beer.


  Kurt listened to her movements about the cabin and knew that soon she would be his. His heart pounded so loudly in his ears that he was convinced she would hear it. It was getting hot in the confines of the tiny head, and that, along with the anxiety from the painkillers and the anticipation of what was about to happen, was beginning to affect him. He could feel pressure building behind his eyes. Sweat began to form on his forehead. Feeling both faint and nauseous, he looked into the mirror above the sink and only his eyes reflected back at him. He took a deep breath and slowly eased his hand into his pocket.


  He could feel the boat rock ever so slightly as Max continued to move about the cabin. That subtle motion added to his discomfort. There was no way that she could have heard him with all the noise she was making, but every rustle of fabric, as he eased his hand further into his pocket, sounded louder than a roaring jet to him. He couldn’t help himself. Deep in his pocket his fingers finally touched what he was reaching for, and a strange calmness overcame him even though his heart continued to pound. He wrapped his fingers around it, paused, took another deep breath, closed his eyes, and held it tightly. Then, with the handle firmly in his grasp he began to ease it out of his pocket, not daring to exhale.


  As he withdrew the knife from his pocket, he looked down at it. It felt cool in his hand even though it had been deep in his pocket. It hardly weighed anything, and yet now, in his hand, it felt like a lead pipe. Slowly, he released his held breath and listened. He could hear her footsteps in the cabin, and they were moving toward his hiding place. Then, it was quiet again. He held his breath, convinced that she could hear him standing on the other side of the door. The cabin floor creaked as her hand touched the handle to the head. He placed his finger on the button of the blade.


  At the same moment that she began to turn the handle and the latch clicked, his finger touched the button that released the blade of his knife with its corresponding snick.


  As Max pulled on the door, toward her, it suddenly flew at her, knocking her backward, and off balance. She saw only the flash of something shiny and the form of a tall, thin man with crazed eyes flying out at her. The passageway in front of the head was narrow, and before she could react or fall, she was pinned against the opposite side. Her mouth hurt. She wanted to scream or cry out, but any sound she made was stifled by whatever covered her mouth and nose. Panic washed over her as she felt something sharp press against her throat, and all she could do was stare silently into those black, soulless eyes.


  


  CHAPTER 96


  “DON’T MAKE A SOUND,” the voice hissed at her.


  As the initial shock waned, she began to comprehend what had just happened, and a wave of nausea washed over her. She looked down, as best she could, and saw that a bandaged hand covered her mouth and nose. That hand was the source of an almost metallic taste. It smelled of infection and death, and those smells, mixed with the blood from her split lip, made her want to vomit. Fighting the urge, she swallowed hard, forcing down the bile that was welling up from her stomach. She concentrated on relaxing her body and trying to breathe. She could do nothing else.


  “Now, we’re going to move over there,” he said in a low growl. He nodded his head in the direction from which she had just come. “I’m going to remove my hand from your mouth, but if you make any sudden movement or sound, I will kill you.”


  There was no doubt in Max’s mind that he had stated a fact, not a threat. She nodded her assent. Slowly he removed his hand and she gasped, gulping in as much air as she could. Then, as he nudged, she moved. No more and no less, just what he dictated. In the main cabin, he pushed her down onto her knees, back to him. His hand with the knife pressed down on her shoulder and she could feel the blade against her neck. Max froze, and then she heard rustling sounds before something dropped onto the cabin floor behind her. He grabbed her left arm and twisted it behind her back.


  Max offered no resistance as she remembered his threat. He grunted as he placed something cold and hard around her wrist. “A handcuff,” she thought. She winced as he pressed it closed tight. She felt the knife move from her neck just before he grabbed her right arm and twisted it behind her back. Then, the same cold, hard steel was clamped onto that wrist. He jerked the chain once and she cried out in pain as the cuffs dug into her wrists. The knife was instantly pressed against her neck again.


  “I said quiet. Don’t move an inch. I’ll be right back.”


  Behind her, she heard the sound of rattling pills being shaken from a bottle. Then he slowly reached around with the bandaged hand and stroked her cheek. She could feel his breath on her neck, and the combination of her fear, the smell of his bandaged hand, and his hot breath on her neck made her gag. Slowly he slid his hand down her neck, and traced his fingers across her breasts. She inhaled and became rigid. He retracted his hand and leaned into her ear again. He whispered, “Don’t worry, it’s not time yet. Be patient.” His tone left no doubt that he was stating another fact.


  Removing the knife from her neck, he reached into his bag and pulled out the roll of duct tape. A piece was pulled off and placed over her mouth. He then wrapped her ankles together with more tape. Satisfied, he picked up his knife. Leaving her on her knees, he stood up behind her and said, “Now, we’ll wait.”


  


  CHAPTER 97


  JACK PARKED BY the end of the pier. In his haste to get back, he had forgotten to buy ice, so he walked over to Ben’s to mooch some. As he walked in the door, he heard Patti call out, “Hey, Jack. Max is already down on the boat.”


  “Thanks, Patti,” he replied. “I forgot ice. Can I grab some?”


  “Of course. You know where it is. I’ve got a table. Have fun!”


  Ten minutes later, Jack stood at the top of the ramp with the ice and the grocery bags. Kurt heard him beginning to clomp down the ramp and he looked over at Max. “You behave yourself and everything will be okay.” His voice didn’t seem quite as clear as it had been when he first grabbed her.


  “The pills?” she wondered. Then she nodded, but somewhere deep inside, she knew that his idea of okay was probably very different from hers.


  The boat rocked gently as Jack placed his packages on the deck and then climbed aboard. “Max,” he called out.


  In her head she screamed, but all she heard was the crying of a gull. Jack, assuming that she was out of earshot below, called out again as he transferred his packages into the cockpit. There was still no answer.


  As he moved into the companionway and looked down into the cabin, what he saw stopped him cold. A flood of emotions washed over him: fear, anger, frustration, panic, hatred, resolve. Max was kneeling on the cabin floor, a piece of tape over her mouth. Her arms were pulled behind her back and Kurt was standing behind her. He was pulling her forehead back with a bandaged hand while pressing a knife against her throat. “Hello, Jack.”


  In a whisper, Jack exhaled, “Kurt.”


  Jack looked into Max’s eyes, hoping that she understood that he wouldn’t let anything happen to her. Then, he looked straight into Kurt’s eyes, ignoring the knife at her throat. “Can I come down? What do you want?”


  “Stay right where you are. And you know what I want.”


  “What?”


  “Don’t play cute with me, Jacko. I want what Daniel gave you.”


  “What makes you think I have it?”


  “I know. You do. And if I don’t get it, you will have the privilege of watching her die before I kill you. I may have missed with that cat, but I won’t this time.”


  A wave of anger washed over Jack. He didn’t move. He couldn’t breathe. He just stared, frantically trying to think of something, anything. He needed time and that was exactly what he didn’t have.


  “Give it to me,” demanded Kurt.


  “I can’t.”


  “You can and you will.” Kurt sneered as he pulled back on Max’s forehead, stretching her neck. Max moaned a scream.


  “I didn’t say I wouldn’t give it to you. I said I can’t.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because it’s down below.” He didn’t know why he said that; it just came out.


  “What do you mean?”


  Jack could see him relax his grip on Max’s head just a bit. He was about to drum up an explanation when a voice from up on the pier called down to him. “Hey, Jack.” It was Courtney’s voice.


  He froze for a moment and then looked at Kurt. “I have to answer her.” He tried to keep his voice calm, but his mind was racing frantically. If nothing else, Courtney was buying him some time without even knowing it.


  Kurt’s reply was silent, but direct. He pulled back on Max’s head again and pressed the tip of the knife blade against her neck. A drop of blood completed the statement, like an exclamation point.


  Jack stood, trying to control his panic, and turned to look up at Courtney. “Hey Court. What’s up?” He hoped that he sounded as normal as possible.


  “Where’s Max?”


  “Below. Anything I can help you with?”


  “I just need to know if she can work tomorrow.”


  She began to walk down the ramp.


  “Court, you don’t have to come down. I’ll ask her for you.” He turned and leaned in through the companionway hatch.


  Kurt hissed at him, “Get her away from here or your friend dies.”


  Jack turned back. “Court, she says that will be fine. What time?”


  “Four.”


  “Okay. She’ll be in at four.”


  Courtney must have believed him because she turned, went back to the pier, and waved goodbye. Jack breathed a sigh of relief and turned back to Kurt, who still had his knife pressed against Max’s throat. “Come on, you don’t have to do this.”


  “That’s where you’re wrong. I really don’t care about you or your friend,” he said. Then, he slid his bandaged hand off of her forehead, grabbed a fistful of hair, and pulled back again. “I’ll do whatever I want, and there is nothing you can do about it. Here are your options. Do what I say, and maybe, if you are lucky, you’ll die quickly. Ignore what I say, and it will be slow and painful.”


  Max moaned, her eyes pleading with Jack.


  Jack fought to remain in control.


  “Now, the disc.”


  “Okay, okay. I’ll get it for you. But I’ve got to come down.”


  Kurt stared at Jack and tightened his grip on Max’s hair.


  Jack watched him closely. He noticed that Kurt was beginning to sweat, and there was a slight shaking in his hands. His eyes seemed slightly glazed, and when Jack said he’d come down to get the CD, his eyes began to dart around the cabin.


  “I’m coming down,” said Jack as calmly as he could.


  “Okay. Slowly. No sudden movements.”


  Jack climbed through the companionway and down the steps. Once inside he suddenly felt dizzy. He leaned back against the steps to steady himself. Although the hatches were open, providing a steady flow of fresh air, the cabin smelled fetid. The odor was subtle, and yet, at the same time strong enough to be overwhelming. He had to make a conscious effort to not be sick.


  “Where is it?”


  “Behind you on that shelf.” Jack pointed to a shelf on the bulkhead. Kurt glanced around quickly, but he turned back before there was any chance for Jack to move.


  “Get it,” Kurt said, as he pulled Max to her feet. Jack remained motionless. Kurt’s head jerked permission for Jack to move toward the front of the cabin. At the same time, keeping Max firmly in his grip, he began to slide to the spot where Jack had been. It looked like a very slow, deliberate tango.


  While they exchanged positions, neither took eyes off the other. When Jack was finally in front of the shelf, he stopped.


  “Get it,” commanded Kurt. He gave Max’s head another jerk back. She moaned. “Quiet!” he hissed at her, never taking his eyes off Jack.


  Slowly Jack turned. With his back to Kurt, he reached for the case of CDs. Then he turned back and showed it to Kurt. “It’s in here.”


  “Open it.”


  Jack slowly unzipped the case and spread it open.


  “Take it out.”


  Jack paused, looking down at the two rows of CDs, each tucked neatly inside its sleeve. He remembered that at one time he had put a blank disc into the case. Now as he looked at those two rows of shiny plastic circles, he hoped and prayed that it was still there. A data disc would not play on the stereo, and he hoped to convince Kurt that the blank was what he was after. Beyond that, he didn’t know what to do. Still, maybe the ruse would buy some additional time. For what, he didn’t know.


  “Take it out,” Kurt commanded again.


  Jack began thumbing through the discs. He didn’t see the blank disc on the front side of either sleeve. His heart began to pound as he flipped each sleeve over, praying that the disc would be in the backside. He ran his finger down the row of discs. Finally, at the bottom of the row, he saw it. Inside he wanted to let out a whoop, jump up, and high-five, but instead, he slowly withdrew it and held it up for Kurt to see.


  “How do I know that’s it?”


  Jack looked at him. “You don’t. You’ll have to trust me.”


  “Hand it to me.”


  Jack extended his arm and handed the disc to Kurt, who let go of Max’s hair and reached out and took it from Jack with his injured hand. The knife remained at her throat all the while. He studied the disc, then tossed it onto the nav station.


  Kurt was silent for a moment. As Jack studied him, it was obvious that the killer was thinking hard about the situation, but through it all, he never eased his grip on Max, and her eyes continued to be fixed on Jack. He looked back at her, hoping that she understood the ruse.


  “Turn around and put your hands on the shelf,” Kurt barked at Jack.


  As Jack slowly turned, he could hear movement behind him. He turned his head and saw that Max was once again on her knees. “I said turn around,” Kurt repeated, and he yanked on Max’s hair, causing her to emit another muffled scream.


  Jack turned back to face the bulkhead. As soon as he did, he felt a crushing pain and the world went black.


  Kurt had let go of Max, grabbed a heavy pot from the stove, and crashed it down on Jack’s head. Now Max looked in horror at Jack’s crumpled figure on the floor. Kurt gave him a kick. Jack didn’t move or moan. Kurt looked down at him, rolled Jack over, bound his hands and feet with duct tape and stripped off Jack’s shirt. A wide piece of tape over Jack’s mouth finished the job.


  


  CHAPTER 98


  AS SOON AS KURT had Jack all trussed up, he turned toward Max and slowly began unbuttoning his shirt. The intensity of the look of panic and fear in her eyes caught him a little off guard and he smiled. “This is going to be even more fun than I had imagined,” he thought. He slipped out of his shirt and put on Jack’s. Then he looked down at her. “Well my dear, here’s what is going to happen. We are going on a little adventure. We are going for a sailboat ride. I know you know how to drive this boat. I’ve been watching you all summer. Try anything and I will kill him, one piece at a time.” He pointed his knife at Jack’s limp body and slashed it back and forth in the air. Max fought back tears, but she nodded her head up and down.


  “Good. Now I’m going to take the tape off your mouth first. No noise or he will lose his first body part.” He ripped the tape off her mouth, reopening the cut on her lip, which began to bleed again. She tasted the blood and fought another wave of nausea. “Why are you doing this?” she pleaded.


  “Quiet. I don’t want to hear a sound from you. Do you want me to start on him?”


  She shook her head from side to side.


  “Good,” said Kurt. “Then keep your mouth shut.” He sat down at the nav station, picked up the disc, and looked at it. Max stared alternately at him and then at Jack. After what seemed like an eternity, Kurt stood and looked down on her. “Now listen carefully. I’m going to cut your legs free, then I’m going to remove the cuffs. After, we are going to go outside and you are going to start this boat. I’ll untie it and you will drive us out of the harbor. Do you understand?”


  Max started to reply, but the look he gave her made her just nod.


  As many times as Max had gone sailing with Jack, he had always been the captain and she the crew. While she knew how to do what Kurt wanted, she had never done it all by herself. Jack had always guided her. It was all she could do to control the fear and panic that was making her feel like throwing up.


  Kurt picked up his knife, bent around her, and with only the slightest movement cut through the tape binding her feet. He pulled her up, and she tottered as the feeling began to return to her legs. He grabbed her arm to steady her, then moved closer and wrapped his arms around her. He could smell her and it was better than he had imagined. He thought back to his visits to the apartment. He paused for a moment.


  Max stiffened while another wave of panic and fear washed over her. As he wrapped his arms around her, she detected the faintest smell of Jack from his shirt, and that sudden connection gave her some hope. But this was quickly replaced by the stench of Kurt’s sweat and rotting flesh, and she was overcome with despair. She didn’t even feel him unlocking the handcuffs. He stepped back. Her arms felt lighter and tingled as they fell to her sides.


  “Are you ready?” Kurt asked. He looked down at Jack’s inert body.


  Max nodded yes.


  “Okay, nice and slow. Do it right. It’s all up to you.”


  Max climbed up the steps and out into the cockpit. The sun was beginning its final descent. She could hear the clanking of silver on glass and the soft hum of the crowd on the deck at Ben’s. She took a deep breath, and was briefly rejuvenated by the fresh evening air. She stepped to the back of the boat as Kurt followed her up and stood in the cockpit beside her.


  * * *


  “Oh, look at that,” Patti said to Courtney. “Isn’t it romantic, a sunset sail on such a beautiful night?”


  Courtney looked down at the boat from the deck railing. “Yeah. Must be nice.” She recognized Jack’s shirt and noticed that Max was at the wheel. Usually, Max was in charge of untying the lines. “That’s a first,” she thought. Something didn’t feel right to her, but before she could dwell on it, she was called away to deal with an unhappy customer on the other end of the deck.


  * * *


  When the engine started, Max experienced a moment of elation and her confidence grew. “Maybe if I get everything just right, he’ll let us go.” As Kurt dropped the lines, she pushed the shift lever forward and turned the wheel. Irrepressible moved away from the float. She glanced back to make sure they were clear of the dock and saw that he had tied the dinghy behind them. “Why are we bringing the dinghy?”


  Kurt returned to the cockpit and stood for a moment surveying the scene. As they approached the center channel, he moved to stand behind Max. He leaned back against the pushpit, and she shivered. Some of the guests on the deck at Ben’s waved, and he waved back. To anyone watching, it appeared that they were two happy people going out for a romantic sunset sail.


  * * *


  Tom was opening the door to his car when Gladys pulled into the lot and stopped. It had been a long day and he was looking forward to going home. He glanced at her and nodded a hello. Her window was rolled down, and she waved at him to come over to her car. He really didn’t feel like talking to anyone, but he smiled and walked over.


  “Hi Gladys―”


  Before he could say anything else, she cut him off. “Listen, I was just down by the harbor, on the north side, about to go home, when I saw that guy you were interested in getting onto one of the boats in the harbor.”


  It took a moment for Tom to get what she was talking about. “What guy?”


  “The guy from the canoe.”


  “Which boat?”


  “The black one on the dock by Ben’s.”


  Those words stunned Tom. “Are you sure?”


  “Yep.” Then, before she could say anything else, Tom turned and sprinted to his car. As he jumped in, he called back to her, “Thanks.”


  Gladys watched in stunned silence as he roared out onto the street. Just before he disappeared from sight, she saw his blue lights begin flashing.


  “Well, ain’t that somethin’?” she said under her breath. She shifted into gear. “Time for supper!” Then she drove off toward home.


  * * *


  Irrepressible was about to pass through the breakwaters at the mouth of the harbor. Ahead, Max could see that, save for the slightest swell, the ocean was nearly flat. What little breeze there was barely rippled the surface of the water. Kurt continued to stand behind her. “It’s nice out here,” he said. “I can see how someone could get to like it.”


  Max had not expected to hear such a surprisingly human comment coming from such a monster. She glanced over at him and as she did, she thought she heard a siren. Then, she saw something flash on the shore, back by Ben’s. It looked like blue lights.


  Kurt caught her glance. He snarled, “Eyes front, keep driving,” and he motioned with his knife in case she needed reminding. She turned back to the wheel, and as they cleared the breakwaters, she began watching for lobster pots, like Jack had taught her. She shuddered at the thought of how Kurt would react if she caught one in the propeller.


  Satisfied with their progress, Kurt pulled the handcuffs out of his pocket and cuffed her left hand to the steering wheel. After a hard yank on the chain, which made Max wince, he moved forward and peered down into the cabin through the companionway. The relief Max felt, as he left her side, was profound. She glanced back to confirm that she had really seen the blue lights. But now they were too far out of the harbor to tell, so she could only pray that they were still there.


  “I have something to take care of down below. You keep us going straight and easy. If I feel anything change, your friend will begin to lose body parts.”


  Max nodded that she understood. Her mind was racing as she watched him disappear below. She felt helpless, and tears began to well up in her eyes. There was no doubt in her mind that he would fulfill his threats without any hesitation.


  


  CHAPTER 99


  TOM’S HEART WAS pounding and his hands felt sweaty while he accelerated toward Ben’s with blues flashing and siren screaming. As he crossed the bridge, he didn’t see Irrepressible in her usual spot tied to the end of the floats. He made no effort at discretion as he wheeled into the parking lot and skidded to a stop at the end of the pier. Leaving the lights flashing, he ran the length of the pier, all the while looking out at the mouth of the harbor for any sign of the boat. “Shit!” he cursed. Irrepressible was already past the breakwaters. He kicked one of the railing posts and walked in several tight circles as he gulped in lungfuls of air before walking rapidly back to his car.


  “Tom! What the hell is going on?” Courtney’s voice rang out as he reached the cruiser. A small crowd was beginning to form. There was lots of pointing and gesturing going on.


  “Did you see Jack leave?”


  “Well, yes and no. Max was down on the boat when he came in looking for some ice. Patti talked to him. As they sailed out of the harbor, we could see them on the boat and they waved at us. Why?”


  “Did you see anyone else?”


  “No. Tom, what’s going on?” He could hear the panic in her voice.


  A second cruiser pulled in right then and Tom walked away from Courtney, leaving her sputtering under her breath. As Tom walked off, Patti came running out and joined the crowd.


  “Courtney, what’s going on?”


  “I don’t know, but something has happened.”


  “What?”


  “He’s looking for Jack.”


  “Jack?”


  As they watched, Tom had a short conversation with the driver of the other cruiser. Then it sped off and turned down the road to the commercial pier. Tom walked back, brushed past Courtney without a word, climbed into his car, slammed the door, and picked up his radio. Courtney and Patti stood in stunned silence.


  


  CHAPTER 100


  KURT TOOK ONE last look back at her through the companionway before disappearing below, and he smiled when he thought he saw tears. He knew that she would do as he wished. But first, he had some preparations to see to. Jack was still unconscious on the cabin floor. Kurt gave him another kick, just for being there.


  He grabbed his messenger bag. He put the disc in and removed both the plastic hose and the can he had stolen from the chemistry lab. A quick search of the cabinets under the sink turned up what he wanted next: a bucket. He took the bucket and the hose and climbed back out into the cockpit. Max silently watched. He opened the starboard cockpit seat locker and peered inside. Not seeing what he was looking for, he began pulling the contents out, tossing everything into the cockpit. After it was empty, he stood, cursed, and tossed everything back inside. Then he slammed the locker shut.


  Turning toward the second locker on the port side, he repeated the process. Only this time, after emptying the locker, he didn’t start throwing the contents back in. He paused, and as he looked down into the empty locker, Max thought she detected a slight grin on his face. He picked up the bucket and the hose and then climbed into the locker. When he bent over, Max could see only the curve of his back, not what he was doing. When she began to smell the distinct odor of diesel fuel, her stomach knotted up and she felt sick. “He wouldn’t,” she thought, but something told her he would.


  It wasn’t long before he stood. He was still inside the locker, and she could only see him from the waist up. He lifted the bucket and placed it on the seat in front of the companionway. Max could see that it was full of diesel fuel. “No!” she wanted to scream, but fear kept her silent as she watched him climb out of the locker. Leaving the contents scattered about the cockpit, he closed the lid and turned toward her. In a slow, measured growl he said, “Remember, quiet and steady or your boyfriend will begin to die piece by piece.” Then he lifted the bucket of diesel and climbed through the companionway, disappearing down into the cabin.


  * * *


  Below, Jack’s limp form was in the way, so Kurt wrestled it up onto one of the berths. Then he grabbed a pillow from the forward cabin and some towels from the head. He stuffed these into the bucket of diesel until most of the fuel was absorbed. The towel he formed into a ring on the cabin floor, and he put the fuel-soaked pillow in the forward cabin, also on the floor.


  The smell of diesel in the confines of the cabin was noxious and overwhelming. Kurt was about to open the can of sodium that he had stolen when he heard Jack move. He put it down, stopped, and leaned over Jack. He could see that Jack’s eyes were open, though far from clear. The smell of the diesel must have been like a toxic smelling salt. It was even beginning to make Kurt feel a little queasy. “You’re awake. Good. It’s always more satisfying if you can watch; otherwise there’s no passion.”


  Jack’s head began to clear. He fought back panic and fear as he stared into Kurt’s black, empty eyes. When Jack squirmed, he quickly discovered that movement was not an option. “Don’t waste your energy. Just relax. It’ll be over soon,” Kurt said in his most reassuring voice. Then, he turned from Jack and knelt down.


  Jack couldn’t see what Kurt was doing, so he listened. When he heard a dramatic increase in engine noise, he knew that Kurt had lifted the floorboard, exposing the diesel engine. He strained to twist himself around enough to see what Kurt was doing. The best he could achieve was a glimpse of Kurt’s back. He was on his knees, and from the way his body was shaking, he was working hard at something. “No! Don’t!” Jack screamed silently as he realized that Kurt was pulling the raw water intake hose off of the seacock. When he heard the sound of rushing water he knew that Kurt had succeeded in dislodging the hose and that he intended to sink Irrepressible. All Jack could do was kick his bound legs and make a barely audible moaning sound.


  The bilge pump kicked on, and began the losing battle to keep the ocean out. For the time being, the pump was robust enough to nearly match the amount of water coming in through the open seacock, but eventually the water would prevail. Of greater concern was the fact that without adequate cooling water for the engine, it was only a matter of time before the engine would overheat. Either it would catch fire, which would be the end, or it would simply seize up and stop. The batteries could only keep the bilge pump going for a limited time. Jack’s mind raced in panic. “And where was Max?” Then he realized that she must be driving the boat, which gave him some hope.


  Satisfied with his work, Kurt stood and Jack watched as he picked up what appeared to be a paint can. Then he noticed the warning symbols on the label. “Do you know what I’m going to do? Jack. Do you?”


  Jack could only look at him as he began opening the can. “This is sodium. Do you know what happens when sodium comes in contact with water? It burns, and if everything is right, it explodes.” Kurt dumped about half of the can’s contents into the ring that he had formed with the diesel-soaked towel. Then he moved into the forward cabin and dumped the rest onto the diesel-soaked pillow. Before returning, he looked inside the head. “Perfect,” he thought to himself.


  Jack heard him open the door to the head and go in, followed by a great deal of noise punctuated with much swearing. When Kurt came out of the head and returned to the main cabin, Jack could hear the sound of more water rushing into his boat. Now he knew that the bilge pump wouldn’t stand a chance and there was little time left. Kurt looked down at him and then into the bucket. An evil grin overspread his face before he began pouring the remaining bit of diesel over Jack. “I’m sorry to have to leave you, but I have a date with a lovely redhead. Ciao.”


  Jack tried to scream. He tried to move, but all he could do was wriggle a bit and watch as Kurt grabbed his bag with the disc and climb out the companionway.


  


  CHAPTER 101


  AS SOON AS KURT was out of sight, Max jerked on the chain that held her to the wheel. All she got for her efforts was a searing pain shooting through her wrist. She winced and began to frantically look around the cockpit for something―anything―that she might be able to use either to free or defend herself. The contents of the locker were scattered about, but they offered little hope. She could see only rubber boat fenders, lifejackets, and ropes, and none of those were even in reach. She couldn’t see down into the cabin, but she could hear a lot of moving around.



  She yanked on the chain once more, and again was rewarded with searing pain. As she looked about, the only thing within easy reach was the mainsheet and the block that attached it to the traveler. If she could get it free, maybe she could swing it at him. But the block was attached with a shackle, and she quickly discovered that without some kind of a tool, there was no way it was coming apart. That’s when something caught her eye and despair turned to hope.


  In the cockpit, forward of the steering station where she was shackled to the wheel, there were cutouts in the coamings, right below the winches, one on each side. Inside each cutout was a small space that Jack used to store the winch handles when they were sailing. This made them easily accessible, but it also kept them out of the way when not in use.


  “Oh, Jack. I love you,” she thought to herself as she saw in the dark recess of the starboard cutout the glint of light on metal. Jack had left a winch handle in the cubby. She glanced at the companionway and saw no sign of Kurt, although the engine noise coming from within seemed louder. She recalled that sometimes when she and Jack were out on the boat, he would lift the floorboard to inspect some thingamajig, and when he did, the increase in noise was noticeable. If Kurt was doing something down by the engine, then he would not be able to see her if she was no longer directly behind the wheel. “Maybe …” she thought to herself.


  Max tightened the brake on the wheel so that it would not move. Then she climbed into the cockpit and reached for the shiny shape in the recessed space. It was so close, but when her fingers missed it by an inch or so, it might as well have been a mile away. That glimmer of hope turned back to despair. She tried again, and as the handcuff cut into her wrist, that despair became determination. Tuning out the pain, she did everything she could to stretch her joints for that extra inch. The cuffs cut into her wrist, which began to bleed. She twisted and rotated her arms, reaching until she felt her joints would come apart. Finally, her fingertips made contact, and ever so carefully, she pressed them to the winch handle. Then, as she willed it to move and prayed that her fingers would remain stuck to its surface, she felt it slide. From that determined effort, hope returned.


  The handle was heavy and her arms were shaking as she withdrew it from its hiding place. Slowly, carefully she moved back into the steering area with her prize. As she tucked it into the waistband of her shorts in the small of her back, a sharp, painful, throbbing began emanating from her cuffed wrist. She looked down and saw the discoloration and blood. It hurt like hell, but it was a good hurt, and now her hope turned into a confidence that she was going to prevail.


  


  CHAPTER 102


  INSIDE THE CRUISER, Tom called the marine patrol. If they were up the river, he knew that it would take some time before they could get to Irrepressible. He hoped that they were close. They weren’t, but even as he talked to them on the radio, he could hear the unmistakable sound of their powerful engines speeding up.



  When he finished his call, he climbed out of his cruiser. He shut off his lights but left the engine running. By now a sizeable crowd had assembled, and he asked them to disperse. It was obvious that nothing of consequence was about to happen, so most returned either to Ben’s or their cars. As the last of the crowd left, only Courtney and Patti remained.


  “Okay Tom. What’s going on?” demanded Courtney. Her voice bore the force of two as she and Patti stared at him.


  “Court, I’m not entirely sure, but I believe that Kurt, the guy who broke into Jack’s and nearly killed Cat, is on the boat. I think he wants something that Jack doesn’t have. If―and I say if―he is onboard, things could get ugly. I’ve just called the marine patrol, but they are way up the river, and it will take them more time than Jack and Max may have.”


  Courtney looked first at Tom, then at Patti, then back at Tom. The look on her face said more than any words could. She was about to open her mouth to say something when Tom’s radio crackled to life. Tom spun and returned to his car. As Courtney and Patti watched, the next few seconds seemed to pass in slow motion. Tom climbed into his car. He picked up his radio. They could see his lips moving. Then three things happened almost together: he dropped the radio, slammed the door shut, and hit the gas. It was all over in less than a moment. They watched him accelerate out of the parking lot. He skidded through a hard right turn, tires squealing, as he fought to maintain control. Then he flew over the bridge, braked hard, skidded through another right turn, and sped toward the commercial pier.


  “Holy …” Courtney said under her breath. Patti grabbed her arm and completed her statement, “Shit.”


  “What the hell? Do you think he’s right?” asked Patti. She relaxed her grip on Courtney’s arm as Tom skidded to a stop at the pier.


  “I don’t know. Let’s hope not,” replied Courtney softly, her eyes beginning to water. Nothing more was said as they watched Tom run across the wharf, sprint down the ramp, and jump onto the Sea Witch. Almost before his feet hit the deck, the lobster boat’s powerful engine went from idle to full speed and rapidly pulled away from the floats.


  * * *


  Satisfied that all was ready below, Kurt grabbed his bag, climbed out of the companionway, and smiled at Max as he stepped into the cockpit.


  “Now, it’s party time,” he said with a sneer and began to move toward Max.


  She stared at him, defiance in her eyes. “You have what you want. Why don’t you just leave?” She spit the words at him.


  “Oh, I’m going to leave, but not before you and I have a little party. Then you can go join your boyfriend.”


  It took all the effort that Max could muster to continue staring at him. The weight of the winch handle as it pressed into the small of her back gave her some confidence. She knew that she would have only one chance and that success hinged on surprise. As he took his first step toward her, the engine stopped running. The silence was eerie. Irrepressible was now at the mercy of the sea. He stopped and looked back. The water level below was now rising more rapidly, and Irrepressible had taken on an unsettling motion, as she began to turn broadside to the swells.


  Max reached behind her back and grasped the heavy handle. Kurt returned his attention to Max and reached in his pocket. As he pulled his hand back out, she heard the distinctive snick of his knife opening. She took her eyes off his face and looked down at his hand. The shiny blade was clearly visible, and she sucked her breath in as he raised his hand ever so slightly and stepped toward her. At that moment a swell caused the boat to lurch.


  Max had already braced herself in preparation for her showdown with Kurt, so the lurch didn’t affect her as much as it did Kurt. Her grasp on the winch handle in the small of her back remained tight, and her cuffed hand on the wheel kept her steady. But Kurt, not anticipating the boat’s sudden motion, was knocked off balance. Trying to grab something solid, he reached out for the mainsheet by mistake. As tightly as it held the boom in place, it was not rigid enough to steady the weight of an off-balance man.


  Time seemed to stop as Max watched Kurt being tossed about. In that moment, she pulled the winch handle from out of the small of her back and swung it at his head as hard and fast as she could. Her aim was true, and the impact was so hard that she nearly dropped the winch handle. The look of shock and surprise in his eyes lasted no more than the blink of an eye before he crumpled to the deck, dropping the knife. As adrenaline rushed through her veins, she hit him again. This time, she saw blood beginning to seep through his hair. That’s when her eyes filled with tears and she dropped the winch handle. Another swell hit the boat and brought her back to the present. She wiped her eyes with her sleeve and looked down on Kurt’s limp body.


  The knife was on the seat where it had dropped. She picked it up and threw it overboard. In the passion of the moment, she had forgotten about the handcuffs, and as she began to move toward the cabin to check on Jack, she was yanked painfully back to the wheel. The boat was wallowing from side to side with greater frequency now, and it was all Max could do to hang onto the wheel so that the cuff wouldn’t break her wrist. Finally, she managed to steady herself enough to straddle Kurt’s lifeless form to search his pockets for the key to the cuffs. She found it and unlocked the cuffs, leaving them dangling from the wheel. The pain in her wrist was quickly forgotten as she scrambled for the cabin, and Jack.


  The smell of diesel was overwhelming in the cabin, and she could see water beginning to slosh about over the floorboards. Jack was on the berth, and he was thrashing about, but all of his efforts were futile.


  The rolling motion of the boat and the smell of diesel were making her nauseous. She managed to slip and slide across the cabin floor to Jack before she lost the battle and vomited all over him. Had circumstances been different, it might have been funny. She managed to rip the tape off of his mouth, and he shouted at her. “Max, get out of here. The boat is going to sink and it’s about to catch fire.”


  “I’m not leaving without you.” With that she stood and lurched across the cabin to the cabinet where the kitchen knives were kept. She grabbed one and lurched back. First, she cut his feet free and then his arms before dropping the knife.


  He swung his legs over the edge of the berth and sat up. “Thanks.” The boat was becoming increasingly unstable. It was now rolling from gunwale to gunwale, making it was nearly impossible to stand, and Max was thrown onto him. He wrapped his arms around her to prevent her from falling.


  Before she could respond, they heard a crackling and popping sound, and the cabin began to fill with smoke. The sodium was beginning to come in contact with the seawater and ignite. Flames and heavy smoke could be seen in the forward cabin. “Max. Get out!” Jack shouted as he pushed her toward the companionway. It was all either one could do to claw their way out. As first Max, then Jack, flopped out into the cockpit, plumes of heavy black smoke began to billow out of the hatches.


  Jack saw Kurt’s body, crumpled in the cockpit, as it flopped from side to side with the rolls of the boat. “Is he dead?” he shouted at Max.


  She managed to wheeze between coughs, “I don’t know. I hit him pretty hard.”


  Jack looked at her in amazement. “No time to worry about him. We have to get off the boat!” By now Jack was also coughing. Max followed as he tried to reach the side of the boat.


  Irrepressible kept throwing them back and forth, but finally they managed to climb out of the cockpit and jump into the water. The shock of the freezing ocean sucked their breaths away, and for a moment they simply held onto each other as the reality of what had just happened began to sink in.


  “The dingy,” said Max between shivering teeth and coughs.


  The dinghy was floating peacefully behind the burning, sinking boat. Together they began stroking toward it and its promise of survival.


  * * *


  As the Sea Witch passed through the breakwaters, Tom could see Irrepressible about a mile away. As they rushed toward the boat, smoke began to appear, and in what seemed like an instant it became heavy and black. They were closing fast when the radio came to life. It was the marine patrol, and they too had seen the smoke.


  * * *


  By the time they reached the dinghy, Irrepressible had begun to settle rapidly. Holding onto the dinghy’s sides, they watched as she slipped below the water. Almost immediately the dinghy was ripped from their grasp. It was still tied to Irrepressible, and now it followed her to the bottom.


  * * *


  “Son of a bitch!” cried Tom as he watched Irrepressible slip below the surface. “Anyone see any survivors?”


  Art, who was driving his boat as fast as she would go, remained mute. The deputy who had come along stared at the spot where the boat had gone down and shook his head no.


  Suddenly Art said, “There. I see something.”


  Tom spun and looked at him. “Where?”


  “Over there.” Art pointed just off the starboard bow. He turned the wheel and headed for the spot.


  As Tom looked ahead, he could see arms waving frantically through the waves.


  * * *


  Max and Jack heard the sound at the same time. It was the distinct sound of a powerful diesel engine, and it was getting louder. As they turned, they could see it bearing down on them rapidly. They continued to wave their arms, and then they started to shout. It was obvious that they had been spotted, and for a moment they both felt a little warmer. Jack was facing Max, and he looked deeply in her eyes. “I love you.”


  She looked at him and began sobbing uncontrollably. “Jack …” That was all she could say before the Sea Witch arrived. She was an open stern lobster boat, so they were easily pulled up over the transom. Tom handed them blankets and helped them wrap up. The marine patrol arrived moments later, and it was agreed that while the Sea Witch would return to Rye Harbor, they would remain behind to mark the spot of the sinking and pick up any debris.


  The sun was beginning to hit the horizon as the Sea Witch passed between the breakwaters. All the way back, Jack had sat in silence, staring out the open stern while Max talked with Tom. His beautiful boat was gone, destroyed by a madman. So many important moments in his life had occurred on Irrepressible or because of her. What surprised Jack was that he wasn’t despondent. Sad, yes, but not despondent. Irrepressible and all her memories were still speaking to him, and she said that this wasn’t an ending, but a new beginning.


  


  EPILOGUE


  “HEY, MAX, YOU OKAY?” Paulie asked the same question every time he came into the bar.


  Her answer was always the same. “Yes, Paulie. I’m fine.”


  Then Ralphie would always follow with, “Too bad about Jack’s boat.”


  To which Leo would add, “They never found that guy …” He’d pause and then ask Max his name.


  But today, before she could answer, a deeper voice answered for her. “You know his name was Kurt.”


  Ralphie turned first, followed by Leo, then Paulie. “Jack,” he said, obviously taken by surprise. “That really sucks about your boat. You guys okay?”


  Jack had lost count of how many times he had had this same conversation. “Yes. It does, and yes, we are.”


  “You gonna get a new boat?”


  “I haven’t decided yet.”


  Max handed Jack a beer. The boys never saw the look that she gave Jack, but he did, and he immediately understood. “Hey guys, isn’t it time to call it a night?”


  They didn’t take the hint. In fact, Leo persisted with his line of questioning. “Jack, what do you think happened to …” He paused while trying to remember the name again. “ … Kurt?”


  “I don’t know. What do you think?” Since they weren’t leaving, he might as well roll with the punches and enjoy the speculation that surely would ensue.


  “Don’t know,” said Leo.


  But Ralphie was quick to chime in. “Maybe he’s still alive. You know he was never found. Maybe he was a Navy seal or something like that. As he went under with the boat, the water brought him to, and he used his training to get hold of something that had air in it. Then he used that to remain under the water until everyone was gone. Then he surfaced and swam to shore.”


  Paulie couldn’t sit idly by without adding his two cents’ worth. “Ralphie, you are such a tool. No one could possibly do that.”


  “Hey, those guys are trained. They could.”


  Leo rejoined the discussion. “You’ve been watching too many movies.”


  “No, really! I saw it on TV.”


  Jack could see a heated argument on the horizon, so he stepped back in and said, “Listen guys, we’re not going to solve the mystery tonight. How ’bout we call it a night and leave poor Max alone.”


  Amid grumbling and further attempts to have the last word, the three managed to slide off their bar stools and depart. Their discussion echoed down the front hall before finally fading out of earshot.


  “Poor Max!? What the hell were you trying to say, Jack Beale?” Max smiled slightly and feigned outrage.


  “You know I was just trying to get them to leave,” said Jack, in his own defense.


  “Maybe, but don’t you ever forget who saved your sorry ass out there on the boat.”


  In the month following their rescue, Jack and Max had become inseparable. At first, sleep never came easy. Often one or the other would wake up in the middle of the night reliving those terrible moments when Kurt could have easily killed either one of them. But those nights were getting fewer and farther between. Aside from occasional reminders from the guys at the bar, life was beginning to return to normal.


  Now, properly chastened, Jack gave her the look and she smiled. “So what shall we do tonight?” she asked.


  “You’ve got the late shift, right? How ’bout I pick up some Chinese. When you get home, we’ll have an intimate lo mein dinner under the stars.”


  “Sounds like a plan.”


  * * *


  “Knock, knock,” said Jack the next morning as he rapped on the doorframe to Tom’s office. Driving through town, he had noticed that Tom’s car was already in front of the station. Glancing at his watch, he had decided to stop.


  Jack had been up since dawn. He had already been down to the docks and watched the harbor come alive as the fishermen began their daily exodus out to sea. It was going to be a perfect day to be out on the water: light breezes, flat seas, and highs in the lower seventies. He thought about Irrepressible and wished that he could go sailing. On days like this, he really missed his boat.


  Now Tom looked up, saw him at the door, and interrupted his thoughts. “Jack. Come on in. Coffee?”


  “No thanks, I’m good.”


  “What’s up?”


  This was the day that the salvage company was going to try to raise the remains of Irrepressible. Even though divers had visited the site several times since the sinking and removed her mast and rigging, she still posed a navigational danger, and the Coast Guard insisted she be removed.


  “Today’s the day.”


  It took a moment for Tom to realize what Jack was talking about. Recovering, he asked, “When?”


  “About an hour.”


  “You going out with them?”


  “Yeah.”


  Tom paused and looked at Jack before asking, “You okay? It’s got to be weird.”


  “Yeah, I am. I guess I just want everything to be over with. Listen, I’ve got to get going. I just wanted to say hello.” Jack stood to leave.


  Before Tom could reply, his phone rang. “Tom Scott.” He held up his hand and signaled for Jack to wait.


  Jack paused in the doorway and watched Tom. His face spoke volumes as he listened to the voice at the other end of the line. At first, his eyes lit up, and Jack sensed that something good was happening. Then, Tom’s shoulders dropped and disappointment clouded over his face. “Yes, I understand. Thank you,” he said quietly before hanging up.


  “What was that all about?” asked Jack.


  Tom looked up at him. “That was Felicia. She did everything she could with the disc and got nothing of any value. It was encrypted, but too little was readable, so there was no chance of getting anything from it. We’ll never know what was on that disc.”


  “Nothing?”


  “Nothing.”


  The disappointment that Jack felt was reflected in his voice. So many people killed and for what? Nothing?


  Tom repeated it again. “Nothing. Sorry Jack.”


  Jack turned toward the door. “I’ve got to get going. Talk to you later.”


  Tom watched out the window as Jack walked toward his car. Even from this distance, he could see that Jack’s eyes were cast down and his shoulders sagged. “Shit.”


  * * *


  The recovery took the better part of the day, and by late afternoon the charred remains of Irrepressible were sitting in the field across the street from Ben’s. And that’s where Max found Jack, sitting in the grass, just looking at the burned-out remains. “Hey, Jack.”


  “Hey, Max.” His voice was soft, almost detached from his body. He just stared blankly at the hulk.


  “You okay?”


  He nodded a half-hearted yes and said, “This sucks.”


  Max sat down next to him and rested her head on his shoulder. “I know.”


  “I saw Tom today, before going to help bring the boat in. He told me that nothing could be recovered from the disc that we got from Daniel. We’ll never know.”


  “Jack, maybe that wasn’t the disc,” said Max, trying to sound hopeful.


  “No, it had to be. The only time we had any contact with him was that day on the boat. The disc was jammed inside the CD player.”


  “I know. It makes sense. You’re probably right.”


  Jack turned toward her and said, “Well, at least whoever wanted it will always be wondering where it is.”


  “I suppose.”


  * * *


  While Max and Jack sat in the field, Art and his helper, Benny, were pulling up the last traps of the day. Four hundred traps had been checked, emptied, and baited again. The day’s catch had been acceptable, not great, but worthwhile. As the final trap on the last trawl broke the surface, Benny called out to Art, “Hold up.”


  Art stopped the winch and turned toward Bert. “What?”


  “We’ve caught something on the last trap.”


  “So?”


  At first, Benny just pointed. Then he said, “So, look.” Snagged on the trap was something large, and it was covered with lobsters. “What the hell?” said Art.


  Benny looked at him, then back over the side of the boat. He stared in horror as he realized what it was. On the trap was a body, a well-eaten body, covered with lobsters.


  Art began to laugh, only a chuckle at first, but then it became a full-fledged belly laugh. Benny looked back and forth between the gruesome sight in the water and Art’s strange reaction. “What is wrong with you?” asked Benny.


  “Benny, that’s probably the guy who tried to kill Jack and Max.”


  “So. Shouldn’t we call the police or something?”


  “You’re right, we should, but don’t you see the humor in it?”


  “No, I don’t.”


  “It’s like that old Bert and I story by Marshall Dodge and Bob Bryan, the one about the two lobstermen who caught a body in their line and couldn’t decide whether to pull it in and report it, or put it back because it was fishin’ good.”


  Benny just shook his head. He looked down on the body, still covered with lobsters, and mumbled, “You are one sick puppy.” Then, as he looked back at Art, who was still hunched over with laughter, he too began to laugh.
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  Coming Soon


  Excerpt from the next Jack Beale Mystery by K.D. Mason


  HE INHALED DEEPLY, closed his eyes, then exhaled slowly as he reopened his eyes and looked around in the pre-dawn darkness. He wasn’t alone, there were over a hundred other runners gathered in the field on this clear, cold, crisp fall morning. He chuckled to himself thinking that to an unknowing observer it must look like some kind of an alien gathering. Each dark, shadowy shape wore a small, bright headlamp that bobbed and weaved as they moved about, lighting up just enough in front of them so they could move about without tripping or bumping into something, or each other. Occasionally two lights would come together and for a brief moment both faces would be lit as they greeted each other. Then the lights would shine back at the ground and they would separate.


  He was dressed for running, not standing around. His teeth began to chatter and his arms were covered with goose bumps. It was cold and as the early morning breeze rustled the few remaining leaves in the surrounding forest, it sounded even colder. His whole body shivered. The only other sounds were the soft murmurings of quiet conversations as everyone prepared for the start of the day’s ordeal. He would be running a full marathon, 26.2 miles, on difficult trails through the Willowdale State Park in Ipswich, MA. That would be daunting enough, but others would be running the companion event; fifty miles, hence the pre-dawn start. Glancing down at his watch he saw that it was nearly time to start, a fact confirmed when a loud voice broke the quiet announcing the same over a loudspeaker. Everyone moved simultaneously toward the voice and as all those bodies came together, he could feel their collective warmth.


  “Good luck,” an unseen voice whispered from behind.


  “Thanks, you too,” he replied, but as he uttered those words, a chill ran down his spine and fear filled his mind. He knew that voice. He started to turn his head, but the gun fired, and all the runners surged forward, forcing him to keep his eyes focused on what was in front of him. He had to run or risk tripping and falling. He moved forward with the mass of dark shapes following the trail of green glow sticks that led across the field and into the even darker woods beyond, all the while trying to convince himself that he was wrong. “It couldn’t be,” he thought to himself. “There’s no way he could be here!”
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