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INTRODUCTION

by Harlan Coben

Let me just start off by saying that this short-story collection is truly owl-some.

Some of these bird stories might fly over your head, but if you love reading compelling crime fiction, toucan understand how egg-cited I am to be editing this collection.

Then again, hoo cares what I think?

I know, I know. None of these puns are emu-sing. Egrets? I have a few, but then again, too few to mention.

Whoa, this is getting hawkward.

Did I get you to skip this intro yet? Or do you at least want to tell me to duck off?

Okay, enough. Puns like this should be ill-eagle. Dad Joke Mode is over. Let’s get to it.

An introduction like this is required to tell you a bit about this wonderful collection, but I wish I didn’t have to do that. If your gut instinct is to skip this and get right to the stories, I encourage that. I have always been of the opinion that prefaces and intros are like your appendix: They are either superfluous or they hurt you.


So skip ahead and get to the stories. That’s where the gold (goose) lays.

If you’re still here, I’ll keep this brief. I challenged eleven of my favorite writers to write a short story containing a bird of prey. Several writers hesitated and insisted, “I peli-can’t do it,” but I said, “No, you peli-can.” Okay, that’s it. No more puns, I promise.

The birds in the challenge could be actual birds—like Kathy Reichs’s owl or Ace Atkins’s turkey buzzard—or a metaphorical bird of prey, like Robert Dugoni’s 1965 Ford Falcon or Hank Phillippi Ryan’s Maltese Falcon. When Tess Gerritsen chose a seagull, I asked her why seagulls fly over the sea and not the bay. Answer: Because then they would be called bagels.

Oh, come on. You can’t still be listening to this introduction after that pun.

Allison Brennan chose eagles, but we didn’t ask her to place them at the Hotel California. The brilliant C. J. Box took on peregrine falcon eggs. The legend that is Heather Graham landed on a California condor. The supernaturally talented Gregg Hurwitz took a bite with a vampire finch. The im-peck-able Kelley Armstrong chose a northern goshawk (I didn’t know what that was either), and the blazing supernova known as S. A. Cosby made his nest with a great horned owl.

Still here? Well, you shouldn’t be. It’s cockatiel hour! You can listen to these stories in Turkey or the Canary Islands or, heck, wherever you make your nest.

Remember: Owl you need is love—and a really good book.

Enjoy my feathered friends. And enjoy, my feathered friends.





THE COFFIN BEARER

by Tess Gerritsen

I’m fortunate enough to live on the coast of Maine, and every day, I can see seagulls skimming for fish out my window. As any lobsterman will tell you, gulls are persistent and aggressive, quick to steal your lunch and harass other birds. Once, I made the mistake of feeding a seagull some dinner scraps. The next morning, that bird rapped on my bedroom window, demanding another meal. For a month, he continued to bang on that window, rapping so hard one day that he cracked the glass.

Naturally, I chose my real-life avian nemesis as the bird of prey for my story.

I loved the concept for this collection because from that starting point—a bird of prey—we could fly anywhere with the story. The bird can be real or figurative, a major or a minor element. In “The Coffin Bearer,” I use seagulls to kick off the action. As my heroine, Maggie, motors to the lonely island where she lives, the screams of gulls in the mist tell her that something terrible has happened out on the water…




I hear them before I see them, their cries like the wail of a hundred banshees in the fog. I’m only halfway to Gam Island, and there are no nearby outcroppings for birds to land, so I wonder why they’ve gathered so far out in Penobscot Bay. As I throttle down the engine, something swoops past me like a black-and-white scythe cutting through the mist. A gull. I watch the arc of its dive toward a green-and-orange lobster buoy bobbing on the water. Those colors are Ben Bouchard’s, and while I don’t know him personally, I know his buoys and his boat, just as I know the boats of all the lobstermen who tend their traps near my island. On foggy days like this one, even when I can’t see them, I hear their engines rumble past.

But I have never heard the screams of so many gulls at once. Something is not right.

I change course and turn toward the gulls, moving slowly to avoid buoy lines that might snag my propeller. Peering through the mist, I finally glimpse the outline of the Hannah B, still named after Bouchard’s ex-wife. Even though their divorce was bitter, Bouchard’s too cheap to change the name, so he continues to work aboard a vessel named after the woman he despises. Maine folks are, above all, practical.

“Hello?” I shout.

I shift to neutral and drift the last dozen yards. Gulls shriek at my approach, and I duck as one bird swoops at me, trying to drive me away. Hannah B is alive with the flapping wings and nipping beaks of gulls gorging on spilled herring. Rocked by the swells, empty bait buckets roll back and forth on the deck. Bouchard is nowhere in sight.

I tie up to the Hannah B, drop my anchor, and clamber aboard the other vessel. The line from the pot hauler is under tension, pulled taut by the weight of the traps below. I think of all the lobstermen who’ve met their deaths on this bay, and how quickly things can go wrong at sea. All it takes is a loop of rope snagging your ankle, pulling you overboard.

“Ben?” I yell.

With mounting dread, I duck under the standing shelter and peek inside the cabin. No Ben. I return to the pot hauler and press the switch to raise the line. Nothing happens; the battery is dead.

As seconds tick by, I race through my options. There are probably three traps attached to the pot-hauler line, and together, they weigh at least two hundred pounds. I’m a fit fifty-eight-year-old woman, but those traps are too heavy for me to haul up manually. If I radio for help and wait for another boat to show up, precious minutes will be lost.

I look down at the water and picture Bouchard in those green depths, struggling to free himself from the rope wrapped around his leg. The water is cold enough to trigger the mammalian diving reflex, which can make a drowning survivable if you’re pulled out soon enough. I know what I should do, but I also know there’ll be consequences for me.

I scramble back to my own boat, open the deck locker, and pull out my wetsuit. I have no air tank aboard, but I’m anchored over a shoal, and the water here is only thirty-five feet, shallow enough for a free dive. It’s been years since I’ve gone that deep without a tank; I’ll just have to do it again.

Even in summer, the ocean in Maine is so cold that sudden immersion without a wetsuit can shock you into inhaling a lungful of water. If the initial plunge doesn’t kill you, you’ll be dead within an hour anyway as your limbs become useless and your brain shuts down from hypothermia. Although I’m zipped into a 5/4 hooded wetsuit, when I splash into the sea and the cold water hits my face, I can’t help gasping in through my snorkel. The surface is calm, the water beneath me a murky green. I swim under the Hannah B’s pot hauler, take a breath, and grab the sink line to guide me deeper. I dread what I’m about to find, and my heart is thudding as I follow rope into the swirling sediment. Something streaks past me. I freeze, thinking about the swimmer who was killed just last month by a great white shark.

But this is merely a bluefish swimming by. Not a shark.

I follow the rope to the seabed and scan for a body, but all I see in the murk is a lobster trap. My body’s urging me to kick back to the surface for air, but I follow the groundline to an attached second trap. Still no body. Now I’m desperate for air, but I keep moving, toward what should be the third trap.

It’s not there. When I tug on the groundline, I feel no resistance. The rope drifts toward me, unattached to either a body or a lobster trap. The end of that rope has been cleanly cut.



“I’m telling you, the body’s not down there,” I insist as I huddle under a blanket, trying to get warm.

The two lobstermen standing on my boat look unconvinced, and this does not surprise me. I’m an outsider, just a tourist who’s spending the summer all alone on Gam Island. Since I arrived in Maine, the only time I’ve interacted with the locals is when I motor into Tucker Harbor for supplies, but I’m sure they’ve already heard about me. People in small towns like to gossip.

The older lobsterman is Orrie Libby, and he has the leathery face of a man who’s spent decades on the water. I’ve looked into the backgrounds of all the lobstermen who come near my island, so I know he is sixty-two and has three hundred traps at the north end of Gam Island. His sternman is Eric Golden, who, at twenty-two years of age, has already racked up half a dozen arrests for OUI and assorted drug offenses. It’s an unsavory record, but it’s not unusual for men in the lobstering trade. The work is hard, injuries are frequent, and alcohol and opiates can ease the pain. Both men are studying me, trying to decide if my word’s enough.

“You sure you got a good look down there?” Orrie asks.

“I wouldn’t go to the bother of diving in if I wasn’t going to get a good look. I searched all over the seabed. The rope’s been cut, so it looks like he got free, but there’s no body.” I claw my hand through my hair, brushing away chilly droplets. “That’s when I got on the radio. If you want to jump in and take a look yourselves, go right ahead.”

The men glance at each other, and Orrie shakes his head. It wouldn’t make a difference if they did find him; by now, Ben Bouchard is certainly dead of hypothermia, his body carried away by the current. I glance at the Hannah B, where the gulls have scavenged every scrap of herring. They’re gone now, and they’ve left the deck filthy with their droppings. “Can you take care of his boat?”

“We’ll tow it back to Tucker Harbor,” says Orrie.

“And his family? You’ll notify them?”

“There’s just his ex-wife, Hannah. She’s probably heard the news by now. Word gets around fast over the radio.”

“Well, if you’ll take over, then I’ll be on my way. I’ve got two weeks’ worth of groceries on board.”

The men clamber onto the Hannah B, and Orrie calls out, “Oh, ma’am? Coast Guard’ll probably want to talk to you.”

“To me?”

“Death at sea, they always have questions.”

And this is precisely why I didn’t want to get involved. It’s what I’d hoped to avoid.

“They know where to find me,” I say.



Gam Island lies ten miles to the south of the peninsula, positioned like a jagged dot at the bottom of an exclamation mark. It is only three-quarters of a mile long from north to south, most of its coastline is rocky, and it is covered by forest made up mostly of spruce and fir. There are no deer on the island, and the understory is a dense tangle of snags, vines, and brambles that offers an endless number of hiding places.

I consider that both an advantage and a disadvantage.

There are only two reasonably protected places to anchor a boat. On the north end is a cove with a sandy beach where a summer cottage once stood, but that cottage burned down years ago, and nothing has been built there since. Because of the fog, I cannot see that beach today as I motor past, toward the south end of the island. There, perched on the top of the bluff, is the old caretaker’s cabin I’m renting for the summer. When the estate agent described the cabin to me over the phone, she said, “The place isn’t for everyone. Living there requires effort.” And part of that effort is just getting there. Twice a day, the landing spot for my dinghy vanishes under the sea, so I’ve learned to time my trips with the tides.

I secure the Whaler to its mooring, load my supplies into the dinghy, and motor toward shore, where the beach is little more than a jumble of glistening stones that look like they’ve spilled from a granite cleft. I’m still chilled from the dive and longing for whiskey and a bath, but, I have work to do. First, I drag the dinghy up over the rocks and secure the line to the iron ring pounded into the cliff. Then I carry the supplies up stone steps to the caretaker’s cabin, five trips up and down, hauling diesel and tote bags filled with beans and rice, eggs, and coffee. Finally, I hose the salt water from my wetsuit and hang it over the porch railing to dry.

Then, as I always do, I pick up the binoculars and scan the horizon for any approaching boats.

If this were a clear day, I’d have a nearly 360-degree view from my wraparound deck. It’s one of the attractions of living here: I can see what’s coming from miles away. But today, the fog completely blots out the view, and I can barely make out my own Whaler moored in the cove below.

By now, the news about Ben Bouchard will have spread throughout Tucker Harbor and up the peninsula. The other lobstermen will already be debating who gets to claim Bouchard’s territory and take over his traps. There may be new boats motoring past my island, boats I’m not familiar with. I will have to pay attention. I always do.

It’s why I’m still alive.



I wake up to a familiar rapping on my bedroom window. Every morning, the troublesome gull is out there, banging his beak against the glass, yellow eyes staring in at me. When I moved to Gam Island two months ago, the estate agent warned me that the rental came with a “nuisance,” and here he is, demanding to be fed. He’s a Larus marinus, a great black-backed seagull, also known by the unsettling nickname of the coffin-bearer gull. The species is aggressive and predatory, and the gulls never give up, which is why I have no choice but to roll out of bed.

My joints are stiff and uncooperative today. The dive took more out of me than I realized, and the passing years have been hard on my body. Now I live with the damage: a blown-out knee from a bad parachute jump, shrapnel scars on my calf, and deep creases around my eyes from too many hours spent in too many countries under the pitiless sun.

The Nuisance knocks harder at my window.

I grab a heel of bread from last night’s dinner and walk out to the deck. He hears the squeal of the screen door and swoops down for the offering, a habit started years ago by the owner of this cabin. Although the man’s now deceased, this ritual feeding continues, and who am I to stop it? The Nuisance snatches the bread from my hand and flies away with his prize.

The fog has lifted this morning, and the horizon is startlingly clear in every direction. I pick up my binoculars and peer down at the cove to confirm the Whaler is at its mooring. I scan west, past a flock of eider ducks, and see Mac Thibodeau’s lobster boat tracing a wake across the glassy water. I walk along the wraparound deck to the other side of the cabin and look north. A gull soars across my field of vision and suddenly swoops into a predatory dive, straight toward the rocks. I look down to see what its prey might be and notice that something is snagged at the water’s edge. Something red.

I lower the binoculars and stare with my naked eyes. It is only a tiny blip of red, a detail I could easily have missed if not for the gull. Perhaps it’s just a bit of flotsam, washed up into the cove.

Or it could be something else.

The trail north takes me past wild raspberry brambles and past a sad little vegetable patch I’ve made a half-hearted attempt to nurture. The island is small, and it takes me barely fifteen minutes to make my way through the woods and scramble down the rocky slope to the north cove. By the time I reach the water, my heart is racing, not because of the hike, but because I now see what is snagged on the rocks. I splash into the water, slipping and sliding over seaweed. The tide is coming in, and there’s no time to waste because what the sea has deposited, the sea can also carry away.

I sink knee-deep into a tide pool and stare down at the body. The man is dressed in blue jeans and a red plaid shirt, which is what I spotted from the cabin. He lies face down in the water, tendrils of his hair waving like seaweed in the gentle to-and-fro of the waves. I don’t need to turn him over to know this is Ben Bouchard. There’s a rope wrapped twice around his throat.



“If the body was there yesterday,” I say to Agent Danny Spalding, “I wouldn’t have seen it in the fog.”

Spalding is well acquainted with fog, as well as every other adverse weather condition here on the Maine coast. As a special agent in the Coast Guard Investigative Service, he has probably seen a few dead lobstermen as well, and he looks completely unperturbed as he jots down the details in a notebook. Spalding is in his mid-thirties, clean-cut and broad-shouldered, and the dynamic between us is what you’d expect between a polite young man and a silver-haired woman who’s old enough to be his mother. He’s accepted my offer of coffee and tinned shortbread, and we sit companionably at my kitchen table while he interviews me. He’s respectful, but he’s not forthcoming, and I’m forced to read his face and gather clues from the timbre of his voice. I can see and hear more than he realizes. This has always been my superpower: being underestimated by men.

“Do you have any suspects?” I ask.

He doesn’t look up from the notebook. “We haven’t determined the manner of death yet.”

“You saw the bruising on his neck. The way the line was wrapped around it twice. When a lobsterman goes overboard, it’s usually because the line catches him by the leg, not by the neck. Even I can see this isn’t an accidental death.”

At last, he lifts his head to look at me. “You also found his boat. How did that happen?”

“I was motoring back from Tucker Harbor, and I came across it.”

“How did you see it in all that fog?”

“The seagulls caught my attention. They were screaming out in open water, and I altered course to find out what that was all about.”

“Orrie Libby said you jumped in to look for the body.”

“But I didn’t find it. Not then.”

“I have to say, I’m impressed.”

“Why?”

He goes silent, but I can guess what he’s thinking. A woman your age, jumping into the sea.

“I keep a wetsuit on my boat,” I explain. “It’s just in case I snag a lobster buoy.”

“You have a lot of experience on the water, Mrs. Bird?”

“It’s Ms. Bird. And please, call me Maggie so I don’t sound like your grade-school teacher.”

A smile twitches on his mouth as he dutifully scribbles a note about my name in his book. “Did you grow up on the water?”

“No. I acquired the necessary skills later in life.”

“May I ask what line of work you’re in?”

“I’m retired.”

“And before that?”

“I was in human resources.”

He looks at me. “Really.”

“You’d be surprised how useful that skill set is, knowing how to deal with people. But can we get back to Ben Bouchard? Why would someone kill him?”

“There could be any number of reasons.”

“He wasn’t a popular man?”

“Not particularly.”

“I’ve heard about the lobster wars around here. Fights over territory, trap lines getting cut. There must be gossip about it.”

“I grew up on the peninsula, and there’s always gossip in Tucker Harbor. It’s a very small town, and they all know each other.”

“So they probably know who killed him.”

“Maybe. But no one’s talking. Not to me, anyway.” He closes his notebook. “I think that’s about it.”

“It seems to me he was killed and dumped in the cove first. Then his boat was moved north, into open water. To make it look like an accident.”

“Why do you say that?”

“If they dumped him where the boat was found, the current would have pulled his body in a different direction. Away from the island.”

“You’re awfully interested in all this.”

“I live here all alone. I’d like to know if I should be worried about my safety.”

He looks around the cabin, which is sparsely equipped, with a primitive kitchen, kerosene lamps, and a sink with a pump handle to draw water from the well. This is neither a comfortable nor a convenient place for anyone to live, much less a woman of my age with a bum knee. “Do you actually like living here by yourself?”

“I value my privacy. I’m thinking of staying through the fall.”

“Then here’s some advice,” he says as he rises to leave. “Be careful going down those stone steps to the water. They can be dangerous.”

“Is that what happened to the man who used to live here?”

He nods. “Amos ended up near the bottom of the steps with a broken neck. When I found him, he’d been dead for at least a week.” Spalding eyes me up and down, probably wondering if he’ll have to haul my body off the island too. “There are easier places to live, Maggie. You should consider them.”

As I watch his Coast Guard skiff motor away, I imagine the first thing Spalding will do when he reaches Tucker Harbor is inquire about the strange lady who lives alone on Gam Island. From the estate agent, he’ll find out I paid six months’ rent in advance; that my previous address is listed as Reston, Virginia; and that I don’t have a Facebook page, a Twitter account, or any presence at all on social media. Maggie Bird is a digital ghost.

Or I was, until Ben Bouchard’s body turned up on my island. Now the Coast Guard knows I’m here, and I wonder who else does as well. I also wonder if Bouchard’s death is just a run-of-the-mill murder. A local feud between lobstermen, or a bad drug deal, or some romantic rivalry over a woman. A conflict that has nothing to do with me. I hope that’s all it is, and not a warning.

A warning meant for me.



I’ve committed more than a few unforgivable sins in my life, and it’s been years since I’ve set foot in a house of worship, so I feel like an outsider sitting in the Tucker Harbor Congregational Church. I did not personally know Ben Bouchard, and I feel the glances of other parishioners. They are whispering among themselves, wondering why I’m here at Bouchard’s memorial service. It’s that lady from Gam Island. She’s the one who found him.

Only a few dozen people have gathered for the service, not a huge turnout, but respectable enough for a tiny coastal village of only a hundred souls. I see no tears on their faces, no expressions of grief; what I see instead is forbearance. They are here because it’s expected of them, and judging by the brief obituary in the weekly newspaper, Ben was not particularly well loved. It contained only the essentials: He was forty-eight years old, born in Maine, a lifelong lobsterman. Survived by ex-wife Hannah Gorman; a daughter, Alice, aged twenty-six; and a granddaughter, Katie, aged five. Those are the three blondes sitting together in the front pew, little Katie tucked between her mother and grandmother.

I know more than a few of the people here today. There’s Hank, who sells me diesel down at the dock, and Beverly, who rings up my groceries at Gorman’s Chandlery. I spot Orrie Libby and Eric Golden, the lobstermen who responded to my radio call on the day I found the Hannah B. There are other lobstermen here as well, men with grim, weather-beaten faces I’ve seen at the harbor.

I wonder if one of them killed Ben Bouchard.

Rev. Sproul’s memorial service is uninspired and, thankfully, brief, his remarks generic enough to apply to half the people in these pews. Ben was a hard worker… a man of few words… bravely faced his demons…

I watch Hannah and Alice as they sit absolutely still, their backs rigid, their shoulders squared. Between them, little Katie bounces on the bench with the irrepressible energy of a five-year-old. She twists around to look at people behind her and locks eyes with the only stranger in the church. She smiles at me and waves.

Alice grasps her daughter and firmly sits her back down.

After the service ends, I remain seated as people file out. No one lingers over the coffin; no one is crying. Instead, they look relieved to have this over with so they can get on with the day. Orrie tips his head at me as he passes, but his sternman, Eric, doesn’t even acknowledge me, just sullenly walks on by.

Last to leave is Hannah’s family. Clearly, they spring from the same genetic pool; they have the same deep-set blue eyes and white-blonde hair. As they reach my row, Hannah slows down, stops. She is dry-eyed and composed, her hair pulled back so tightly it emphasizes the sharp angles of her face. She is only in her late forties and once must have been attractive, judging by the beauty of her daughter, Alice, but the years have not been kind to her.

“You’re the woman from Gam Island,” Hannah says. “You’re the one who found him.”

I rise to my feet. “Yes, ma’am. My name’s Maggie Bird. I’m very sorry for your loss.”

“Don’t be.” There’s bitterness in that voice, in the tight pursing of her lips. She’s at least a decade younger than I am, but that bitterness has already aged her. She takes a breath, manages to give me a civilized nod. “I do thank you for your help. At least now we can bury the man and move on.”

Such brutal honesty. This is a woman I could learn to like.

They turn to leave and are almost out the door when little Katie stops and looks back at me. “Are you coming to our party?” she calls out.

“Party?”

Hannah and her daughter glance at each other. “It’s just a small reception at my house,” Hannah says. “You probably have better things to do.”

“I would love to come,” I say.



During the summer months in Maine, it’s illegal to haul lobster traps on a Sunday. What lobstermen do on Sundays instead is drink a lot, judging by the booze I see being consumed in Hannah’s backyard. Ice chests overflow with beer, and the trash can is already full of empty bottles. On the picnic table are pizzas, corn on the cob, and blueberry pies, but there’s not a lobster in sight. When you spend six days a week hauling them out of the water, a lobster is the last thing you want to see on your dinner plate.

“So you’re the lady I’ve heard about,” says Rev. Sproul. While the other guests have largely avoided talking to me, Sproul greets me with a smile, the first person to actually engage me in conversation.

“What have you heard about me?” I ask.

“That you jumped right in the water to look for Ben. All I can say is, well done! It’s not often that a tourist can impress this crowd.” He reaches out to shake my hand. “Glad to have you in church today. I don’t see many new faces there.”

“Well, it’s quite a small village. I imagine you already know everyone.”

He laughs. “Let’s just say I know about everyone. I need to convince a few more of them to show up.”

“How well did you know Ben Bouchard?”

He pauses, his gaze shifting to Hannah, who has just walked out of the house with a platter of cookies. “Ben was, um, not a churchgoing man. But Hannah is a devoted member of the church.”

Hannah sets the cookies on the picnic table and scans the backyard, searching for other tasks that need her attention. She looks at me, then just as quickly looks away. We both know I don’t belong here with her family and friends, but she was too polite not to invite me. And I was too curious to stay away.

“I just hope this is the last funeral for a while,” says Rev. Sproul. “Her family’s been through too many already.”

I look at him. “Who else?”

“Her sister died last year, cancer. A few years before that, Alice lost her husband. Only twenty-eight, a fishing accident. And then Hannah’s parents. That was my very first funeral when I moved to Tucker Harbor. It happened right after I arrived.”

“What happened?”

“That fire, on Gam Island.”

I frown at him. “Was that the house on the beach? The one that burned down?”

He nods. “Hannah’s family used to own Gam Island. They had a summer cottage out there. It was very old, very dry wood, so it went up in a flash. But it could have been worse. Ben and little Alice were staying with them that night. Ben and Alice managed to get out just in time, or it would have been a funeral for four.”

The screen door slaps shut, and we both turn to see Katie run out of the house, laughing, chased by a boy her age. “Save me, Grandma! Josh is trying to kiss me!”

Hannah scoops her granddaughter into her arms and swings her around. “Oh, baby, I will always save you!”

Rev. Sproul smiles as Hannah carries her granddaughter into the house. “But whatever the tragedy, it seems that life always manages to go on.”



In a village that makes its living off the sea, every night is an early night. The only café shuts down at eight o’clock, and by ten o’clock, all the houses along the harbor are dark. Lying in the bunk aboard my Whaler, I feel uncomfortably vulnerable. I’m tied up to the village dock, with no ocean to protect me, and I’m alert to every creak and sway of my boat as I wait for the hours to pass. For the night to deepen.

It’s two in the morning when I finally step outside. The sky is clear and moonless, the Milky Way a brilliant arch of glittering stars. A good night for a break-in. I head down the dock, past the row of tethered lobster boats, until I reach the vessel tied up at the end: the Hannah B.

I pull on gloves and step aboard. The deck has been washed down since I last saw it. Any trace evidence has probably been hosed away, along with the slime of spilled bait and gull droppings, but I shine my flashlight around the deck anyway. The bait bins are empty, and the lobster traps are stacked neatly in the stern. Nothing to see here.

I duck under the standing shelter and find that the cabin hatch is locked. I’ve picked locks far sturdier than this one, and it takes me less than a minute to open it. I clamber through and shine my flashlight around the cabin.

Good lord, what a mess. I see a jumble of coiled lines and foul-weather gear, PFDs, and dirty rags. And beer bottles. Lots and lots of empty beer bottles. I peek into the V-berth, where there’s a sleeping bag and a mound of dirty clothes. Everything smells of mildew, cigarettes, and stale booze. I sift through the clothes first, turning jeans pockets inside out, shaking loose a few coins. I peel open the sleeping bag and find wadded tissues and a loose sock. I shine my flashlight into the forward locker and note that it’s empty, which is surprising in a boat where every other square inch is crammed with junk. The Coast Guard investigators have no doubt swept up any and all evidence; there’s nothing left to see here.

Or maybe there is. As I turn away from the locker, my flashlight catches a silvery reflection from the V-berth cushion. Poking out from the fabric is a hypodermic needle.

I glance up as the boat rocks. Someone has just stepped aboard.

Instantly, I turn off the flashlight and crouch down in the dark. Through the pounding of my heart, I hear footsteps on the deck. I’ve made a fucking rookie error, leaving myself no escape route. I’ve been out of the game too long, and now I’m trapped like a rat in a hole. The intruder’s flashlight beam sweeps closer and closer. I pull out my knife and tense for battle.

Then the light glares straight in my eyes, and a voice says, “Who are you, really?”

I turn on my own flashlight and shine it on the face of Agent Spalding. “Oh.” I sigh in relief. “It’s only you.”

“Is that all you have to say?”

“Look what I found.” I hold up the hypodermic needle. “It was caught on the cushion. Looks like a twenty-three gauge, so I doubt it was for insulin.”

He looks at the needle, then back at me. “We need to have a chat.”

“Then let’s do it on my boat,” I say. “It doesn’t stink.”



The cabin in my Whaler has a two-burner galley, a pull-down dining table, and two sleeping berths. I keep it neat and organized, and under normal circumstances, it’s roomy enough, but Agent Spalding is a big man, a Gulliver crammed into a Lilliput’s house. We face each other across the dining table, the hypodermic needle lying between us like a dividing line between duelers.

“Maggie Bird isn’t a real person,” he says.

“You’re looking at her.”

“I’m looking at someone who calls herself Maggie Bird. Someone who a year ago had no work history, no academic record, no credit report. Then suddenly, she showed up in Reston, Virginia, with a brand-new driver’s license and Social Security number. Acquiring a new identity takes resources. Inside help. Who do you work for?”

“How about you answer my question first. What did you find when you searched the Hannah B?”

“Why are you so interested in Ben Bouchard? What’s he to you?”

“A dead body on my beach.”

“Aside from that?”

“That’s the only reason I’m interested. I want to be sure his washing up on my island has nothing to do with me. So reassure me, Agent Spalding. Tell me it was a plain-old-vanilla murder. Then I’ll tell you what you want to know.”

He takes a moment to consider the offer. Finally, he says, “We found what we expected to find. Half a kilo of white heroin in the forward locker. Wholesale price, about seventy-five thousand dollars.”

“So you knew he was running it.”

“Oh yeah. We were watching him, waiting for the right moment to move in. But someone else got to him first.”

“Killed him and left the drugs behind? Does that make sense?”

“No,” he admitted.

“So it could be unrelated. The murder and the heroin.”

“Or the killer panicked. Fled without it when they saw your boat approaching on radar.”

“I assume you had a GPS tracker on the Hannah B, so you knew where he was on the day he was killed.”

“Anchored in the north cove of Gam Island. He was there for about three hours.”

“He didn’t have any lobster traps in that cove. What was he doing there?”

“Meeting his killer, I assume. Then it all went wrong; they dumped his body overboard and towed the Hannah B near Bouchard’s traps to make it look like just another accident at sea. Except they didn’t count on his body washing up on your rocks.” He pauses. “Okay, now it’s your turn to answer questions. What’s your real name?”

“Maggie Bird is the name they gave me.”

“Who did?”

“Witness protection.”

“I’ll need to verify that.”

“You won’t be able to. And I’d rather you didn’t try. I like staying alive.”

He stares at me, trying to discern the truth, but I’ve gotten too good at lying. I’ve been doing it longer than he’s been alive. “I’ll take your concerns into consideration,” he says, and stands up to leave. “In the meantime, Maggie, or whoever you are, stay out of this.”

“You can’t blame me for asking questions.”

“These people have been here for generations, and they don’t take to outsiders getting up in their business. My advice is, stop. Now.”

“Or what?”

“Let’s not find out.”



“That’ll be two hundred nineteen dollars,” says Beverly, ringing me up on the cash register.

I have no choice but to pay the tab, however outrageous, because Gorman’s Chandlery is the only place in the village to buy supplies. For over a hundred years, Gorman’s has stood on the wharf, and judging by the dim lighting and the ancient shelves, not much about the building has changed in the last century. At one end are the groceries, where you always need to check the expiration date on the milk; at the other end are marine supplies, everything from anchor chain to fishing tackle. I’ve shopped in Gorman’s half a dozen times, and I still haven’t mastered its eccentric layout or figured out why the sunglasses are displayed next to the canned garbanzos.

Nor have I really looked at the black-and-white photograph that hangs on the wall behind the cashier’s counter. As Beverly loads groceries into my tote bags, I focus on the gray-haired couple in the photo. They stand arm in arm on a rocky beach, with a shingled cottage in the distance. I recognize that beach.

“That’s Gam Island, isn’t it?” I ask. “Who are they?”

Beverly glances over her shoulder at the photo. She’s well into her sixties, old enough to know the answer. “That’s George and Annabel Gorman. Their family started the chandlery.”

“Those were Hannah’s parents? The ones who died in the fire?”

“Ayuh. Good people. Terrible, what happened to them.” She slides a bottle of overpriced whiskey into my bag. “The whole village shut down for their funeral.”

I stare at the photo, remembering what Rev. Sproul told me about the fire, that the tragedy could have been even worse. Ben Bouchard and his daughter, Alice, were also in the cottage that night, but they managed to escape.

“How did the fire start?” I ask.

“They never found out.”

“I heard their son-in-law was with them that night. Didn’t Ben say what happened?”

Beverly snorts. “Doesn’t matter what he said.”

“Why not?”

“Only a fool’d believe Ben Bouchard.”

“Are you saying he had something to do with the fire?”

She doesn’t answer my question. In silence, she finishes loading my tote bag, then pushes it toward me. “Have a good trip back to the island.”



The village library has only two public computers, and there’s an “Out of Order” note taped to one of them. I sit down at the other one and type Gam Island Gorman fire in the search bar. A short list of articles pops up on-screen, all of them dated twenty years ago. I click on the first link, from the Bangor Daily:


FIRE CLAIMS TWO LIVES ON MAINE ISLAND

The bodies of George Gorman, 55, and his wife, Annabel, 53, were recovered Thursday morning from the remains of their Gam Island cottage, which burned down Tuesday night. State fire investigators have not yet determined the cause of the fire, which appears to have started in the couple’s bedroom. The victims’ son-in-law, Ben Bouchard, was also staying in the cottage but managed to escape, along with his six-year-old daughter, Alice. Bouchard says he was awakened by the smell of smoke sometime after midnight, but the flames were so fierce he could not reach the two victims…



I look at the date of the fire, and the hairs on my arms suddenly stand up. August 12. Ben Bouchard was murdered on August 12, twenty years to the day after the Gormans died. It could be merely a coincidence, but I’ve never liked that word. It’s a form of surrender, a way to dismiss connections that are otherwise too difficult to explain.

I click on the next link, and a photo appears. It’s George and Annabel Gorman, sitting on their lobster boat, with little Alice perched on her grandmother’s lap. They are laughing into the wind, their hair blown back, their faces lit by the sun. In the photo, Alice appears to be about six, so this must be the summer of the fire, when this radiant happiness, captured by a camera, vanished in a wall of flames. There is an uncanny resemblance between little Alice and her own daughter, Katie, both of them with apple cheeks and silver-blonde hair. I wonder if Hannah looked like this as a child, before tragedy carved the joy from her face.

“Can I help you find something?”

I turn to the librarian. “Thank you, but no.”

She frowns at the screen. “You’re reading about the Gormans?”

“I’m just looking into some of your local history.”

She makes an attempt to smile, but there’s something false, something unsettling about that smile. “Is there anything in particular you’d like to know?”

I click the mouse, and the photo vanishes. “I think I’ve found it.”



What I told the librarian is true: I did find it. I now know that Ben Bouchard’s murder has nothing to do with me, that this was a local conflict, and I just happened to be on the island when that conflict turned deadly. As I motor away from Tucker Harbor, I’m relieved that my past has not caught up with me, but any murder attracts unwanted attention. I will have to keep my head down and my face out of the newspaper, and there’s no better place to hide than on Gam Island.

The wind picks up, blowing in from the south, and it takes me twice as long as usual to make the crossing. When I reach my mooring, I have to contend with a rocking dinghy as I move my fresh supplies out of the Whaler. Nothing about living on Gam Island is easy, not the summer storms, the procurement of food, or the hauling of groceries up the slippery stone steps to my cabin, but I’ve grown used to the hardship. I even welcome its distraction. It leaves me less time to dwell on the past. On all the things I’ve done and now regret.

By the time I’ve stowed the supplies in the kitchen, rain clouds darken the sky, and the sea boils in the wind. I pull on my slicker and head outside anyway, following the path that takes me past my pitiful vegetable garden, where the lettuce is slimy with slugs and the tomatoes refuse to ripen. I was never much of a gardener, even in the best of conditions; in this stony soil, with this salt spray, my efforts were doomed from the start. I walk past my ten-foot plot of failure, past the raspberry bushes that claw at my jeans, and continue down the trail into the woods. The trees here are wind-tortured, their roots desperately clinging to the rocks, but they are survivors. Gam Island demands it.

I scramble down to the cove, to the remains of the old Gorman cottage, its charred timbers poking up like the bones of a beached whale. I’m now in the lee of the island, and the wind is calmer on the beach, but farther out to sea, the water is whipped into a froth of whitecaps. Death seems to cling to this cove. Here is where the Gormans died. And out there, twenty years later, is where their son-in-law was anchored on the last day of his life.

A drop of rain hits my face. I look up at black clouds. Any minute now, the sky will open up, but I’m not ready to leave. I walk up the beach to the charred timbers. Even now, two decades after the fire, there is still broken glass and a few charred nails scattered on the ground. I stand among the ruins, thinking about the fire. That night, four people were in the cottage, but only two walked out alive. I think about the destructive power of fire and how quickly flames can consume everything, including evidence. A burning house. A lonely beach. And only two witnesses, one of them now dead.

I scramble back up to the cabin and radio Agent Spalding to tell him I know why Ben Bouchard was murdered.



That night, I lie awake as wind and rain rattle the cabin. As usual, I have locked every door, every window, and the building is as secure as I can make it, but no perimeter is truly foolproof. Tonight, for extra security, I keep my Walther on the nightstand, the safety off, the chamber loaded.

At midnight, the wind suddenly dies, and through the window, I watch stars appear one by one as the storm clouds roll eastward, as moonlight begins to flood the room. At last, I drift into sleep that’s fragmented by dreams about a burning house. About bodies lit up in flames.

About a little girl who sees it all.

The next morning, I awaken to a familiar tapping on my window. I look up to see the yellow eyes of a seagull glaring in at me. The Nuisance is back, demanding his breakfast. This morning ritual was charming when I first moved to Gam Island, but today, I’m sleep-deprived and irritable as I get dressed and go into the kitchen for a hunk of bread.

When I step outside onto the deck, the Nuisance swoops down and practically rips it out of my hand. So much for gratitude. I watch him soar away across the water and suddenly realize there is no boat tied to my mooring. The Whaler is gone.

I pull on my boots and scramble down the stone steps to the dinghy, but when I splash onto the rocky beach, I find that the dinghy is gone too. Its rope is still attached to the iron ring, where I’d tied it, but the other end has been cleanly cut.

I look out at water that stretches south, to the horizon. I see no other boats, only the glittering sea and a flock of gulls, circling like vultures overhead.



Once again, I tune my handheld VHF radio to Channel 16, the Coast Guard frequency. The same channel I used yesterday to call Agent Spalding. My finger is on the transmit button when I suddenly pause. Anyone who monitors this frequency will hear our conversation. Just as they would have heard what I said to Spalding yesterday.

I know why Ben Bouchard was murdered. We need to meet.

If I call for help now, I’m announcing to the world that I’m alone and stranded on Gam Island.

I put down the radio.
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