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CHAPTER 1

My Puffin Lies over the Ocean

“I see land ahead,” Michael said.

“I’m sure they said that often aboard the original Flying Dutchman,” I replied, my eyes tightly shut.

“No, really; I’m sure of it this time,” he insisted.

I kept my eyes closed and didn’t relax my death grip on the rail while the ferry’s deck bucked and heaved beneath my feet. The rain and spray had soaked me to the bone, but I wasn’t going into the cabin unless the swells grew dangerous. Way too many seasick people inside. Of course, those of us on deck were seasick, too, but at least out here the wind kept the air fresh, if a little damp.

“The next time I have an idea like this,” I mumbled, “just shoot me and get it over with.”

“What was that?” Michael shouted over a gust of wind.

“Never mind,” I shouted back.

“I really do think that’s land ahead,” Michael repeated. “Honestly. I don’t think it’s another patch of fog.”

I debated, briefly, whether to look. My seasickness seemed a little less intense if I kept my eyes closed. But if an end to our ordeal was in sight, I wanted to know about it. I opened one eye a crack and peered in the direction Michael pointed. To me, the vague shape ahead looked like the same ominous cloud bank we’d been staring at for hours. Maybe it made him feel better to think he saw land. Maybe he was trying to make me feel better.

“That’s nice,” I croaked, and closed my eyes again, blotting out the gray sky, the gray sea, and the disturbing lack of any clear line of demarcation between the two. Not to
mention the gray faces of the other passengers clinging to the rail.

“We must be getting close,” Michael said, sounding less confident. “Monhegan’s only an hour off the coast in good weather, right?”

I didn’t answer. Yes, normally it took only an hour by ferry to reach Monhegan, where we planned to stay in my aunt Phoebe’s summer cottage. But there was nothing normal about this trip. If Michael still believed we’d reach dry land soon, I wasn’t going to discourage him. Even though deep down I knew that we really had boarded the Flying Dutchman and were doomed to sail up and down the coast for all eternity, or at least until we ran out of fuel and had to be rescued by the Coast Guard.

“Well, maybe not,” I heard Michael murmur.

I pried my eyes open to check on him. He stared out over the water with a faint frown. I felt a twinge of jealousy. I probably looked as ghastly as I felt, but even in the throes of seasickness, Michael was gorgeous. A little paler than usual, and the hypnotically blue eyes were a bit bloodshot. But still, were I an artist, looking for just the right tall, dark, handsome cover model for a nautically themed romance, I’d look at Michael and shout, “Eureka!”

“I’m sorry,” I said instead. “This was a bad idea.”

“It’ll turn out all right,” he said with a smile. Only a faint ghost of his usual dazzling smile, but it made me feel better. “But next time we set out on an adventure, let’s remember to check the weather first, okay?”

Well, that was encouraging. At least he was still talking about “next time.” And next time I took off on a trip with Michael, I promised myself, we’d go someplace warm and tropical, where the nearest large body of water was the hotel swimming pool. Not on a boat in the middle of the Atlantic—well, several miles off the coast of Maine anyway. Hurricane Gladys had now headed out to sea and now subsided to a mere tropical storm, but if I’d bothered to
check the Weather Channel before Michael and I set out for our weekend getaway, I could have picked a more promising spot. In fact, I could probably have done better just by sticking a pin in a map.

“It’s a deal,” I said, smiling back as well as I could. He put his hand on mine for a few seconds, until another wave hit the boat and he had to grab the rail again. But I felt better. Mentally anyway. Physically … well, I was trying to ignore another set of warning signals from my stomach.

“Meg Langslow? Is that you?”

I opened my eyes and turned, to see two figures standing to my left, both wrapped from head to toe in state-of-the-art rain gear. They looked like walking L. L. Bean catalogs and were probably toasty warm and reasonably dry underneath. I tried not to resent this.

“Yes?” I said, peering through sheets of rain at the small portion of their faces visible under their hoods.

“Meg, dear, don’t you remember us? It’s Winnie and Binkie!”

“Winnie and Binkie?” Michael repeated.

I finally placed the names. Mr. and Mrs. Winthrop Saltonstall Burnham, aka Winnie and Binkie, owned a cottage on Monhegan Island and were old family friends. Childhood friends of my grandparents, if memory served, which made them fairly ancient by now. And yet there they stood, two sturdy round figures in yellow slickers, seemingly undisturbed by the driving rain, the frantic rocking of the boat, and the near–gale force winds.

“Bracing, isn’t it?” Winnie said, throwing out his chest and taking a deep breath, which was at least one-quarter rain.

“Don’t mind him, dear,” Binkie whispered, noticing my reaction. “Rough weather always makes him a little queasy, and he likes to put a brave front on it.”

“Oh, I don’t mind the crossing,” Winnie said. “I’m just hoping the weather doesn’t spoil the bird-watching.”


“Bird-watching?” Michael said. “You’re going out to Monhegan in the middle of a hurricane for bird-watching?”

“Yes, aren’t you?” Winnie asked.

“It’s been downgraded to a tropical storm,” Binkie said. “And this is the fall flyover season.”

“Oh, of course,” I said.

“The what?” Michael asked.

“The fall flyover season,” Binkie explained. “Monhegan lies right in the path the birds take when they migrate north and south. There’s a short time every spring and fall when the bird-watching reaches its peak, and birders come here from all up and down the Eastern Seaboard.”

“We have a cottage on the island,” Winnie said. “We’ve been bird-watching here for fifty-three years.” He and Binkie exchanged fond smiles.

“But if you’re not here for the bird-watching, why are you going out to Monhegan?” Binkie asked.

“We wanted to get away from things,” Michael put in. “Get some peace and quiet.”

“Some what?” Winnie shouted over a gust of wind that had evidently carried away Michael’s words.

“Peace and quiet!” Michael shouted back.

“Oh.”

They still looked at us with puzzled expressions. I sighed. I wasn’t sure I even wanted to try explaining.

The trip had seemed so logical a few days ago. My romance with Michael had reached the point where we wanted to spend a little time alone together—okay, a lot of time—just at the point when neither of us had a place to call our own.

As a bachelor professor of theater in a college town with a chronic housing shortage, Michael had lived in relative luxury for the last several years by renting houses from faculty members on sabbatical. This year, alas, his landlords had suddenly realized they couldn’t afford to spend a year in London—not with their seventh child on the way.
They’d been very nice about letting Michael sleep on their sofa until something else turned up, but it was no place for the logical conclusion to a romantic candlelight dinner. We’d already ended enough dates watching Disney videos and dodging blobs of peanut butter.

And I was temporarily homeless, as well. Subletting my cottage and ironworking studio for several months to a struggling sculptor had seemed like a good idea at the start of the summer. I’d known I would be down in my hometown of Yorktown, organizing three family weddings; and with my career as an ornamental blacksmith on hold, I could use the rent money.

But when I tried to move back in, I couldn’t get rid of my tenant. He was in the middle of an important commission; he would ruin the whole piece if he had to move it; he needed just one more week to finish it. He’d been needing just one more week for the past six weeks.

So I was still staying at my parents’ house. Mother and Dad weren’t there, of course; they were off in Europe on an extended second honeymoon. But the house was filled with elderly relatives. They’d come for the weddings and stayed on to watch the legal circus unfold as the county built its case against the murderer whose identity I’d managed (more or less accidentally) to uncover.

That was another problem. I’d become notorious. I couldn’t go anywhere in Yorktown without people coming up to congratulate me for my brilliant detective work. More than one romantic candlelight dinner with Michael had been interrupted by people who insisted on shaking my hand, having their picture taken with me, buying us drinks, treating us to dinner—it was impossible.

“Too bad we can’t just run away together to a desert island,” Michael said after one such interruption.

Inspiration struck.

“Actually, we can,” I said. “What are you doing next weekend?”


“Running away to a desert island with you, evidently,” Michael said. “Did you have a particular island in mind?”

“Monhegan!” I said.

“Never heard of it. Where is it?”

“Off the coast of Maine.”

“Won’t that be cold this time of year?”

“The cottage has a fireplace. And a gas heater.”

“Cottage?”

“Aunt Phoebe’s summer cottage. Actually, it’s an old house. And hardly anyone stays on the island after August; it’s too rugged.” Which meant we wouldn’t have half a hundred neighbors and relatives looking over our shoulders and reporting who said what to whom and how many bedrooms were occupied.

“What about Aunt Phoebe?”

“It’s a summer cottage, remember? Which she isn’t using, partly because summer’s over and partly because she’s having much more fun down here, waiting for the trial and keeping me awake with her snoring.”

“And she won’t mind if you use her cottage?”

“She wouldn’t mind if she knew, and she won’t have to know. Dad has a spare key. She’s always inviting us to go up anytime. We haven’t for years, but the whole family knows they have an open invitation.”

“And how can we be sure the whole family won’t be there?”

“In September? Like you said, it’s cold this time of year. Besides, most of the family finds it a little too Spartan for their tastes. Mother won’t go at all; she refuses to go anywhere that doesn’t even have electricity, much less ready access to a deli and a good hairdresser. Michael, this is not a tropical paradise. But it’s empty, it’s free, and there’s nobody else around for miles except for a few dozen locals who winter there.”

“I’m sold,” he said. “I can’t skip Wednesday night’s faculty meeting, but I’ll get someone to cover my classes
for the rest of the week, come by for you early Thursday morning, and we’ll drive up.”

As I said, it seemed like a good idea at the time. Even the two flat tires that stranded us in a Motel Six near the New Jersey Turnpike for the first night of our getaway hadn’t dimmed our enthusiasm. But standing there on the deck of the ferry, I wasn’t sure any of that would make sense. I focused back on the present, where Winnie and Binkie were still patiently waiting for an answer. From the way they looked at us, they probably thought we were on the run from something.

“Well, things were so hectic down in Yorktown, and I told Michael about what a great place Monhegan was for getting away from it all,” I said finally. “I didn’t really stop to think how far past the season it is.”

“Yes, you’ve had quite a time,” Winnie said. “We had a note from your father when they were in Rome, and he mentioned your detective adventures. You’ll have to come over for dinner and tell us all about it.”

Michael winced. I could almost hear his thoughts: So much for anonymity and privacy.

“Yes, that’s a wonderful idea,” Binkie said. Then her smile suddenly vanished, and she flung her hand out to point over her husband’s shoulder.

“Bird!” she cried.

Winnie whirled, and they both produced gleaming high-tech waterproof binoculars from beneath their rain gear. They plastered themselves against the boat rail and locked their lenses on their distant prey. I couldn’t see a thing. I glanced at Michael. He shrugged.

I had assumed that the other passengers clinging to the rail were seasick, like us, and either optimistically hoping the fresh air would make them feel better or pessimistically placing themselves where the weather could take care of the inevitable cleanup. But up and down the rail, a forest of binoculars appeared, all trained on the distant speck.


“Only a common tern, I’m afraid,” Binkie said. “Still, would you like to see?”

Under Binkie’s guidance, I managed to focus on a small black dot atop a distant buoy. Even with the binoculars, you could recognize the dot as a bird only if you already knew what it was.

“Poor thing!” Binkie said “Imagine being out in weather like this!”

I didn’t need to imagine; we were out in it.

“Oh, there’s another tern at three o’clock!”

Dozens of binoculars swerved with the uncanny accuracy of a precision drill team. Binkie redirected my binoculars to another, closer buoy. This one definitely had a morose bird perched on top. I deduced that terns must be closely related to seagulls; this looked like just another seagull to me. The buoy gave a lurch, and the tern had to flap its wings and scramble to keep its footing before hunching down again. It cocked its head and looked at the boat. In the binoculars, it seemed to stare directly at me. It shook its head, pulled it farther back between its shoulders, and looked so miserable and grumpy that I identified with it immediately.

“Poor thing,” I said.

“Oh, they’re fine,” Winnie said. “Coming back very well.”

“Coming back from where?”

“Extinction, dear,” Binkie said. “Things looked very bad for them at the beginning of the century, poor things, but we’ve managed to turn that around.”

“We have several hundred nests on Egg Island, and, of course, nearly a dozen pair of puffins,” Winnie said. “If you get a chance, you should take the tour. The boat leaves from Monhegan and anchors off the island for several hours.”

“In the spring, love,” Binkie said. “I imagine they stop
running after Labor Day. The puffins would be mostly gone by now.”

“True,” Winnie said. “But if there are still a few puffins there, perhaps we could arrange a special tour for Meg. If the weather lets up a bit,” he added, glancing up.

I forced a smile and handed Binkie her binoculars. The weather would have to let up more than a bit before I’d set out from Monhegan again in a boat. But if by some misfortune Winnie and Binkie succeeded in convincing a suicidal boat captain to take them out puffin-watching, I’d find some excuse.

“Just what is a puffin anyway?” Michael asked.

I winced. Dangerous question. The Burnhams and several nearby birders pulled out their field guides and began imparting puffin lore.

If I’d been explaining, I’d have said to keep his eye out for a black-and-white bird about a foot high that looked like a small penguin wearing an enormous clown nose over his beak and bright orange stockings on his feet. The birders did a good job of describing the beak—a gray-and-yellow triangle with a wide red tip—but they went into too much detail on the chunky body, the stubby wings, the distinctive, clumsy flight, and the precise patterning of the black-and-white feathers. I doubt if Michael needed to know quite so much detail on how to tell immature puffins from other birds he’d never heard of, or if he cared in the slightest about puffins’ breeding and nesting habits. When Winnie and another birder began competing to see who could more accurately imitate the low, growling arr! that the usually silent puffins make when their nests are disturbed, I groaned in exasperation.

“Don’t worry, dear,” Binkie said, patting me on the shoulder. “It always gets a little rough when we’re this close to the harbor.”

“Close to the harbor?” I said. “You mean we’ll be landing soon?”


“Thank God,” Michael muttered. I wasn’t sure whether the ocean or the bird lore made his exclamation so fervent.

And sure enough, within minutes we saw the ferry dock. Quite a crowd of people stood on it with great mounds of luggage. More birders, I supposed, since at least half of them peered through the rain with binoculars. Like the birders on the boat, they scrutinized the gulls that wheeled overhead—hoping, I suppose, to spot a rare species of seagull. The two sets of birders also scanned one another. As we approached the dock, they began pointing, waving, and calling greetings.

“Good Lord, Binkie, look who’s on the dock,” Winnie said. “Just beside the gift shop.”

“Oh no, not Victor!” Binkie exclaimed. “How awful! I did so hope we’d seen the last of him.”

“No such luck,” Winnie growled. “Turns up like a bad penny every few years. Wonder what the old ba—scoundrel’s up to this time.”

“Never borrow trouble,” Binkie said. “We don’t know for sure that he’s up to anything.”

“Like hell we don’t.”

I peered at the dock, wondering who Victor was and how he could possibly have aroused this much animosity in the normally mild-mannered Burnhams. But without binoculars, I couldn’t see many details; if the docks held a sinister villain twirling his mustache or sporting cloven hooves, I couldn’t spot him.

“Oh, look, Dr. and Mrs. Peabody,” Binkie said—no doubt to distract Winnie from his irritation with the nefarious Victor. “What rotten luck; they’re leaving just when we’re getting here.”

“I wouldn’t count on it,” Winnie replied, inspecting the Peabodys through his binoculars. “I overheard the captain speaking rather sharply to someone over the radio. Said he’d never have set out if they’d accurately predicted the size of the swells.”


I was glad Winnie hadn’t mentioned this until after we could see the dock.

“You think he’ll ride out the storm here, then?” Binkie asked.

“If he has any sense,” Winnie replied.

“Luck was certainly with you two,” Binkie said, turning to Michael and me. “You very nearly missed the boat!”

The boat picked that moment to make a sudden free-fall drop into the trough of a wave.

“Lucky us,” Michael muttered.




CHAPTER 2

The Puffin Has Landed

“So this is Monhegan,” Michael said as he stood in the middle of the dock, inspecting the landscape.

I was relieved to see that he looked better already. Entirely due to being back on dry land, I was sure. Certainly nothing about our surroundings would cheer anyone up. Did the Monhegan dock always look this seedy and rundown, I wondered? Or were the weather and my queasy stomach still coloring my view of things?

After the boat docked, we had the usual mad scramble to sort out the enormous piles of luggage. Michael and I were luckier than most; the birders tended to favor battered rucksacks and ancient suitcases covered with peeling travel stickers from unpronounceable foreign birding meccas. Our more sedate urban luggage was comparatively easy to spot.

“What next?” Michael asked when we had all our gear.

“Next, we negotiate for someone to take our luggage to the cottage.”

I pointed to the island’s half a dozen pickup trucks lined up, fender-to-fender, on the dock, with their tailgates open toward the arriving crowds. Beyond the trucks, a steep gravel road, already swarming with birders, led up toward the village proper.

“The two hotels each have a pickup truck to take their guests’ baggage,” I said. “If you’re staying at a bed-and-breakfast or a cottage, you hire one of the freelance pickups to haul your stuff.”

“Just our stuff?” Michael said. “What about us?”

“We walk,” I said. “Unless you want us to get a reputation as lazy city folks.”


Michael and I stood back, though, until the logjam of birders cleared. Which didn’t take long: As soon as the birders realized the ferry wasn’t going anywhere, they all panicked and scurried up the hill. Birders who had planned to leave set out to reclaim the rooms they had recently vacated before the newly arrived birders checked in. The new arrivals hurried after them to wave their confirmation letters and credit cards before their stranded colleagues established squatters’ rights.

Within minutes, the dock lay deserted. The few travelers, like Winnie and Binkie, who owned cottages and didn’t have to worry about someone else displacing them had gone into the small shop at the foot of the hill to drink hot tea and catch up on the local gossip. Lucky that Michael and I weren’t staying in a hotel; I didn’t think I could have beaten even the oldest and most arthritic birder up the hill. We declined an invitation to join the Burnhams and found ourselves alone on the dock, surrounded by mountains of luggage higher than our heads.

“Are they all just going to leave their luggage here?” Michael asked.

“Why not?” I said. “Who would steal it, and where could they possibly hide it if they did? There’s no getting off the island until the ferry starts running again.”

We found a truck with room for our larger bags, and paid the exorbitant hauling fee. Despite my warnings, Michael tried to talk the driver into giving us a ride.

“No room,” said the driver. His broad face looked vaguely familiar. He was about my age, which meant if he was a local, I’d probably played with him as a child. Or, more likely, beaten the tar out of him for picking on my much younger brother, Rob, if my memories of some of the other children we’d played with on the island were accurate. His clothes smelled of cigarette smoke and beer, and he had a seedy, furtive air that made me wonder, just for
a moment, if letting him have our baggage was really a good idea.

“We could wait till you come back,” Michael said.

“Not coming back,” the driver replied. “Not for a while anyway. You could walk there sooner.”

“I’m not sure my friend is up to the walk,” Michael said, putting a protective arm around me.

I did my best to look frail and in need of protection as the driver peered at me. I could tell I wasn’t succeeding. Which didn’t surprise me; when you’re nearly five foot nine, people tend to look at you and think, Sturdy. Unless you’re model-thin, which I’m not. Even with Michael looming half a foot taller beside me, I obviously didn’t look like the driver’s idea of a damsel in distress.

“She’s getting over a broken ankle,” Michael said. “She’s not supposed to overdo it.”

I switched from frail to suffering stoically. The driver still wasn’t fooled.

“Only a quarter of a mile,” he said. “Ain’t even uphill most of the way.”

With that, he jumped into the cab of the truck and gunned the engine.

The truck took off, spinning its wheels a little before the tires got enough traction to climb the steep slope up from the docks. Little blobs of mud spattered us.

“Bloody little weasel,” I snapped. “Bad enough he wouldn’t give us a ride—”

“Don’t worry,” Michael said, wiping a bit of mud out of his left eye. “It’ll wash off by the time we get to the cottage.”

“Yes, it is beginning to drizzle a bit more heavily, isn’t it?”

“We follow him?”

I glanced over. Michael was staring up the hill.

“Strange,” I said. “The hill didn’t seem as steep when I was a kid.”


Michael chuckled.

“I remember it always used to drive me crazy how long it took for us to get to the cottage from the docks.”

“Oh great.”

“But that was mostly because Dad insisted on stopping to talk to everyone along the way. We’d take two or three hours, sometimes. But really it’s only a fifteen-minute walk.”

“The sooner we begin, the sooner we’ll get warm and dry,” Michael said, hoisting his carry-on bag to his shoulder. “Lead on, Macduff.”

We trudged up the hill. Ahead of us, we could see the last two birders hiking stoutly toward the crest. The rest had no doubt reached their hotels or bed-and-breakfast lodgings long ago and were now watching whatever birders watch when the weather deprives them of their natural prey.

At the crest of the hill, we turned right on the island’s main thoroughfare—another dirt and gravel road, but this one slightly better maintained. It wound through a seemingly haphazard scattering of buildings, most made of weather-beaten gray boards. I tried to see the place through a stranger’s eyes, and cringed. You forget little details over time, like how many yards contained untidy stacks of lobster traps in need of mending. Or how the utilitarian PVC pipes that brought water down from the central reservoir lined every road. I could see Michael darting glances around, and I suspected he was wondering why the devil we’d come all this way to such an unprepossessing place. The picturesque charm of the island definitely came across better on a sunny summer day than in the wake of a fall hurricane.

The drizzle had escalated to a light shower by the time we turned down the lane to Aunt Phoebe’s cottage. About time; a little later and we’d have had to stumble along in the dark. Monhegan has no streetlights. And Aunt Phoebe thought repairing the ruts in her lane a citified affectation,
which made finding your way in the dark a nightmare.

Only it wasn’t dark. I could see light ahead of us—coming from the house. And was that music playing? I felt a twinge of panic. Surely Aunt Phoebe hadn’t rented it, had she? She was always so adamant about having it ready at any time the family wanted to use it.

“Someone’s already here,” Michael said.

“No one’s supposed to be,” I said. “Maybe it’s just the cleaners. I know Aunt Phoebe has someone local come in every two weeks or so to keep the place from getting too dirty.”

A burst of laughter rang out from inside the cottage.

“Wish I enjoyed cleaning that much,” Michael said. He shifted his carry-on bag from one shoulder to the other.

I noticed that the rest of our luggage hadn’t arrived yet. Michael’s attempts to bribe the driver into giving us a ride had probably irritated him to the point that he’d make sure ours was the last off the truck. He might even pretend to forget about it until the morning, with our luck. I sighed.

“Well, there’s no sense standing out here wondering,” I said. I marched up the steps, ready to deal with whatever the cottage contained—burglars? Squatters? Cleaners who had gotten into the bar and decided to hold an impromptu hurricane party?

I squared my shoulders and knocked firmly on the door.




CHAPTER 3

All My Puffins

No one answered. I waited briefly, then knocked again.

Another burst of laughter greeted my knock.

“What’s going on in there?” I called.

Still no answer.

“Well, here goes,” I said.

I flung open the door.

The cottage was empty. But someone, obviously, had been there, and not very long ago.

“I guess someone was expecting us,” Michael said.

Evidently—but who?

We looked around. A fire crackled briskly in the fireplace. Enough candles burned in various parts of the room to cast a warm, romantic glow. Both sofas were piled high with down pillows and fuzzy afghans. Two teacups stood on the coffee table, and a hint of steam and a faint odor of jasmine indicated that the quilted cozy concealed a fresh pot of tea. A battery radio sat on the mantel; as we stood there gaping, a final burst of laughter signaled the end of a commercial and an announcer with a beautiful spun-silk baritone voice assured us that W something or other would now continue with its Friday-night light classical program. The strains of “The Blue Danube Waltz” filled the room.

“Hello?” I called.

I stepped inside. I could smell something cooking. Right now, my stomach objected strenuously to this, but, even so, I could tell that when I’d fully recovered from the ferry ride, whatever was going on in the kitchen would turn out to be intensely interesting. A bottle of champagne stood on
the table, beads of sweat running down its sides, with a corkscrew and two glass flutes nearby.

“You know, this is a lot less primitive than you described it,” Michael said, dropping his bags by the door. “In fact, now that we’re off the boat, I think I’m starting to like this place.”

He looked around appreciatively. The place did look its best by candlelight. The living room was two stories high, with stairs curling around one wall, leading to a balconylike upper hall, off which the three bedrooms opened. Downstairs, under the bedrooms, were a large bathroom and a larger kitchen. I remembered the place as tiny and cramped—which it usually was in the summer, with every bedroom filled, a carpet of sleeping bags in the living room, and a typical hour-long wait to use the bathroom. But for two people looking for peace and quiet and a place to get away from it all, the cottage suddenly looked like a palace.

“Let’s worry about the luggage later,” Michael said, sitting down on one of the sofas and patting the cushion beside him. I joined him, and for a few minutes we sat there in silence, enjoying the warmth, the music, the whole ambiance.

Although I did wonder who had opened up the cottage and set everything up for us. Had Winnie and Binkie made a quick call from the gift shop and sent some helpful neighbor over? Or had Aunt Phoebe noticed the missing key, done a head count, and decided to arrange a lovely surprise? Whoever it was, they had my thanks. In my exhausted state, I kept remembering the version of “Beauty and the Beast” in which the disembodied hands set the table and served dinner, and I wondered if something similar had happened here.

No matter, I thought, sinking back against Michael’s arm. This is heavenly.

The door suddenly opened with a bang.

“I’m back!” caroled a voice.


Michael and I whirled about in astonishment.

“Dad?” I said.

My father stood in the doorway with a load of wood in his arms. Water flew everywhere as he shook himself like a dog.

“Meg!” he cried. He dumped the wood on the hearth with a thump, then enfolded me in a soggy bear hug. “What a wonderful surprise!”

“You think you’re surprised,” I muttered. “You have no idea.”

“And Michael,” Dad added. “How grand! Margaret, come look; it’s Meg and Michael here to join us.”

Mother appeared at the top of the stairway, delicately suppressing a yawn, carrying her embroidery and a European fashion magazine.

“Meg, dear,” she cried. She floated gracefully down the stairs and bent over to kiss my cheek. “This is so nice! And how lovely to see you, Michael.”

Not a single improbably blond hair had strayed out of place, and she looked, as usual, as if she could replace any of the models in the magazine on a moment’s notice.

Just then, I heard a loud pop, and something whizzed past my nose and bounced off Michael’s chin.

“Sorry about that, Michael,” Dad said, waggling the champagne bottle. “Nothing broken, I hope?”

“No, I’m fine,” Michael said, rubbing his chin.

“Here we go,” Dad said, handing Mother a glass of the champagne and taking a sip from his own glass. “Would you two like any?”

“No thanks,” Michael and I chorused. I closed my eyes. I wasn’t quite ready to watch people eating and drinking.

The door slammed open again.

“Well, I see the ferry’s in,” said Aunt Phoebe, appearing in the doorway with a dripping canvas tote in each hand. “You’ve missed dinner, but there’s plenty of leftovers. Smithfield ham, potato salad—”


“No thanks,” I said.

“Maybe later,” Michael added.

“Hell, they just got off the ferry; they’re probably sick as dogs,” cackled Mother’s best friend, Mrs. Fenniman, appearing behind Aunt Phoebe with her own pair of tote bags. “Leave them in peace till their guts stop heaving.”

Although Mrs. Fenniman was absolutely right, I wished she hadn’t emphasized the word heaving quite so forcefully. My stomach gave a queasy lurch, as if to say, Okay, time to pay attention to me.

“Is the ferry going back tonight?” came a voice from above our heads. I looked up, to see my brother, Rob, standing on the upstairs landing, rubbing his eyes as if he’d just awakened.

“My God,” I said. “Is everyone in Yorktown up here? Yikes!”

I jumped as something cold and wet touched my ankle.

“What the devil is Spike doing here?” Michael asked, looking down at the small black-and-white fur ball at my feet. Although Spike was Michael’s mother’s dog, he had never liked Michael. He looked up for a moment, curled his lip at Michael, and returned to his favorite pastime of licking me obsessively. He didn’t seem to mind the mud.

“Your mother asked me to baby-sit him for the weekend,” Rob said. “And when I had to drive up here, there wasn’t anything I could do but bring him along. You want to take charge of him?”

“Thanks, but you’ll probably get back to Yorktown before I do,” Michael said. He didn’t like Spike any more than Spike liked him. Of course, Spike didn’t really like anyone but Michael’s mother and me. And I’d never figured out why he liked me. The feeling certainly wasn’t mutual.

“True, I’m heading home as soon as possible,” Rob said. “Speaking of which, I’d probably better get my bag and head down to the ferry.”


“I doubt the ferry’s going anywhere tonight,” I said. “And trust me, if it was, you wouldn’t want to be on it. For a tropical storm that’s heading out to sea to die, this one still has a lot of life left in it.”

“That’s because it isn’t heading out to sea to die,” Mrs. Fenniman said, pouring herself some tea. “It just went out to sea long enough to pick up steam. It’s back up to a hurricane again and has turned around to take another run at the coast.”

“What?”

“It’s true; I just heard it on the radio,” Mrs. Fenniman said with the good cheer she usually displayed when she had managed to scoop everyone else with news of a scandal or disaster.

“Oh great,” Rob said. “I guess that means I’m stuck here for the duration.”

He threw himself down on one of the couches and assumed a martyred air. Along with Mother’s slender height and aristocratic blond looks, he’d inherited her talent for self-dramatization.

“Don’t be gloomy,” Dad said. He stood before the hearth, apparently trying to set the back of his pants on fire. His short, round form and the way the firelight played on his bald head made him look like a mischievous gnome. “Look on the bright side,” he added. “After all these years, we’ll finally get to see what really happens here during a hurricane!”

“Yippee,” Rob mumbled without enthusiasm.

“Oh dear,” Mother murmured.

“Don’t worry, Margaret,” Aunt Phoebe said. She had shed her dripping rain gear and was tying a green-and-orange-flowered apron over her stout khaki-clad form. “We’ve got plenty of food and fuel. We may have to rough it for a bit, but we’ll come through just fine.”

Mother looked relieved. After all, she knew better than anyone that Aunt Phoebe’s idea of roughing it meant using
the checked gingham napkins instead of the starched linen, and that the caviar might be tinned instead of fresh.

“Time we got busy,” Mrs. Fenniman said. She had donned a flowered apron identical to Aunt Phoebe’s, though it looked odd over her usual black clothes and scrawny frame. The two of them hefted their tote bags and disappeared into the kitchen.

“We can go out on the cliffs at Green Point and actually see the storm hit!” Dad went on. “Won’t that be fantastic!”

“Oh, James, you mustn’t!” Mother protested.

“Won’t that be dangerous?” Michael asked. I looked at him with astonishment and more than a little dismay. He sounded as if he might actually be considering Dad’s suggestion. Much as I adored my father, I’d always sworn never to get involved with someone who did the kind of crazy things Dad did. And yet, there it was again: I could see on Michael’s face that same look of lovable but daft enthusiasm. Oh dear, I thought. Dad had spread a small map of Monhegan over the coffee table and was scribbling madly on it—apparently trying to calculate the best spot to await the hurricane’s arrival. Michael leaned over to watch.

“Count me out,” Rob said. “I have to work on Lawyers from Hell.”

Mother sighed. The whole family was still anxiously waiting to see if Rob had, by chance, passed the bar exam in July. Since he and his bar exam review group had whiled away the summer inventing a role-playing game called Lawyers from Hell instead of doing anything that even vaguely resembled studying, the odds were slim.

“I really ought to be back in Yorktown working on it,” Rob said. What he meant was that he wanted to be back in Yorktown talking about bits and bytes with Red, his new girlfriend, who was helping him turn Lawyers from Hell into a computer game.

“How on earth did you get here anyway?” I asked, taking Rob aside.


“We came over on the ferry yesterday,” he said.

“Well, I figured out that much,” I said. “I meant, what are all of you doing up here in the first place?”

“Dad called to say they were flying home from Paris and could I meet them at Dulles Airport,” Rob said. “Their plane got in very early yesterday morning. And Aunt Phoebe and Mrs. Fenniman hitched a ride up to Washington with me so they could catch a flight to Maine to go birding. But the flight got canceled because of the hurricane, and instead of going back to Yorktown, Aunt Phoebe convinced Mother and Dad to come up here with her. What are you doing here?”

“Looking for a little privacy,” Michael put in.

“Good luck,” Rob said with a snicker, and slipped out of the room—probably to call Red and indulge in a little long-distance whining. Or heavy breathing.

Well, Rob isn’t the only one doomed to disappointment in his love life for the immediate future, I thought, glancing at Michael as I sat back down beside him. Here I was, sitting with the man of my dreams on an overstuffed sofa by a roaring fire, just as I’d imagined in my fantasies about this weekend. But having to share the experience with my entire family took a lot of the fun out of it.

I felt guilty about resenting their presence. They were all trying so hard to make us feel better. Of course, this meant that every five minutes one of them would pop up with either a new remedy for seasickness or a new tactic for preventing pneumonia. And I’d taken a head count and compared it to the number of bedrooms and figured out that I’d probably be sleeping on one of the sofas.

“Now the phone’s out,” Rob announced, shuffling back into the room and throwing himself on the other sofa.

“Usually happens in a storm,” Aunt Phoebe said, shoving a cup of herbal tea into my hands.

“I wouldn’t mind so much if I could just use my laptop,” Rob said.


“Can’t you just run it on battery?” Michael asked.

“I could, except the battery’s old; it only holds about a fifteen-minute charge,” Rob said. “And it takes me ten minutes to boot up and figure out how to open my word processor.”

“I tell you what,” Dad said. “Let’s run an extension cord up to the Dickermans’ house. I’m sure they wouldn’t mind.”

Whether the Dickermans would mind or not was irrelevant; I doubted they could resist Dad when he got his mind set on doing something.

“Ugh,” Rob said, and sneezed. A patently phony sneeze, I thought; obviously designed to serve as an excuse for not sloshing out in the rain with Dad. But it served its purpose. Mother, Aunt Phoebe, and Mrs. Fenniman immediately turned their full attention to medicating Rob. I took advantage of the distraction to pour my herbal tea into an already-moribund potted plant.

“Come on, Meg; you can help me run the extension cord,” Dad said, picking up a flashlight. “You, too, Michael. Fresh air will do you a world of good.”

I didn’t really want to go back out into the rain. I wanted to curl up someplace quiet and sleep for a few years. But it didn’t look as if I’d get any peace and quiet in the cottage for a while, with Aunt Phoebe and Mrs. Fenniman arguing about the weather and trying to pour their potions and philters into me. Not to mention the way my stomach reacted to the smell of all the food. Maybe fresh air was a good idea. I sighed, then got up and followed Dad and Michael to the coatrack beside the kitchen door, where we rummaged through a rather random collection of rain gear. We finally found slickers for all three of us, though Michael’s was too short, mine nearly dragged the ground, and Dad’s was glow-in-the-dark pink with lime green and yellow spots.

Then we repeated the rummaging, this time in the garden
shed. Underneath a hand-cranked ice-cream freezer, a collection of antique life jackets, a gas grill, odd parts of three unmatched croquet sets, and several dozen mildewing stacks of Life magazines from the forties and fifties, we finally unearthed three bright orange industrial-weight extension cords.

“That should do the trick,” Dad said, and we set off for the Dickermans’ house.

I’d forgotten how dark Monhegan nights could be. In clear weather, you could see three times as many stars as in the city, and the sight of the moon rising over the ocean could inspire even me to poetry. But when clouds obscured the moon and stars, as they did tonight, you could really understand the deep-seated human tendency to fear the dark.

The darkness relented only slightly when we passed by our nearest neighbors, with whom Aunt Phoebe shared her treacherous, muddy little lane. Like Aunt Phoebe, they had only oil lamps and gas appliances. Some residents ran their own small electrical generators—including, apparently, the Dickermans—but these contraptions were noisy and generally less reliable than the old-fashioned alternatives—not to mention so expensive that their owners tended to keep their wattage low to avoid bankruptcy.

The flashlight wasn’t much help, and I felt strangely comforted by the luminous glow of Dad’s raincoat as he bobbed along ahead of us.

Suddenly, just as we reached the head of the lane, the glow disappeared.

“Dad?” I called, and hurried to reach the point where I’d last seen the glow-in-the-dark raincoat. I tripped over something large and hard and fell flat on my face in the gravel road.

“Your luggage is here,” Dad said. The glow hadn’t disappeared entirely, I realized; it was now—like me—horizontal.


“Are you two all right?” Michael said, coming up beside us.

“I will be if you take your foot off my hand,” I said, trying not to make it sound like an accusation.

“Sorry,” he said. “I can’t see a thing.”

“Damn that little weasel,” I said. “He might at least have run the luggage up to the house.”

“Maybe he was scared of getting stuck in the mud,” Michael suggested.

“Well, we can take it up on the way back,” Dad said. “Let’s get up to the Dickermans’ house before they go to bed.”

The Dickermans, to my surprise, were thrilled to have Dad run a power cord down to our house. Of course, Dad had forgotten to mention that this was a commercial arrangement, the Dickermans being the founders and owners of the Central Monhegan Power Company.

“I didn’t know Monhegan even had a central power company,” I said. “Of course, it’s been several years since I’ve spent much time on the island,” I added hastily, seeing the hurt look on Mr. Dickerman’s broad, friendly face.

“Well, really it’s only one generator,” Mr. Dickerman said. “Quite a bit larger than the ones individual households and businesses use, of course.”

“And a bit quieter, obviously, if you’ve got it anywhere around here.”

“Oh, it’s noisy enough, but we’ve put it up on Knob Hill,” Mr. Dickerman said. “It’s pretty much out of the way up there, and the noise doesn’t bother folks as much. Jim does most of the work on it; he’s always been handy that way, Jim has.”

“And so nice that he’s found something to do without leaving the island,” Mrs. Dickerman put in. She was a sweet, motherly person; I never could figure out how she and her mild-mannered husband had managed to produce so many rowdy and unpleasant sons, at least half a dozen
of them. “All my other birds have flown the coop, but Jimmy’s happy as a clam, staying here with us, where he can tinker with the generator. Does you good to see how happy he is, up at the electric plant, when he’s working on those machines of his.”

“Don’t forget Fred,” Mr. Dickerman put in.

“Fred’s only here between jobs,” Mrs. Dickerman said. “You remember Jimmy, don’t you, Meg?”

I did, actually, with something that approached fondness—he was the one Dickerman of my generation who wasn’t loud, extroverted, and an inveterate bully. The worst had been Fred, whom I now recognized as the driver of the truck and kidnapper of our luggage. But Jimmy had been a small, intense, bespectacled little boy, whose main interest in life was taking things apart. He and Dad got along well that way, although, unlike Dad, Jimmy could also put the things back together again. When he felt like it, which was seldom. I wondered how much time the Central Monhegan Power Company’s generator ran and how much time it spent disassembled for maintenance, enhancements, and general tinkering.

“Maybe if she sees how useful the electricity can be, Phoebe might see her way clear to hooking on,” Mr. Dickerman suggested.

“Maybe,” Dad said. “But then again, you know what a traditionalist Phoebe is.”

“She is that,” Mr. Dickerman agreed. “We could have used her here this spring, when the town council was squabbling over what to do about Victor Resnick’s new house.”

“Victor Resnick? The landscape artist?” Michael asked.

“That’s the one,” Mr. Dickerman said. He didn’t sound all that fond of the local celebrity, and I suspected Resnick was the Victor Winnie and Binkie Burnham had been so dismayed to see on the docks.

“Monhegan has quite a lot of famous artists,” I said
aloud. “One of the Wyeths lives here, too; or at least he used to. I forget which one.”

“I thought Resnick had moved to Europe,” Dad said, frowning.

“Came back last fall and built himself a new house,” Mr. Dickerman said. “A real eyesore. Ought to run the bastard off the island.”

“Frank!” Mrs. Dickerman scolded.

“Well, they ought to,” Mr. Dickerman said.

Dad seemed unusually subdued as he and Mr. Dickerman finished hooking up the extension cord and making the arrangements for payment. He was deep in thought during the whole return trip to the cottage—which wasn’t exactly a bad thing. Instead of returning by the road, we had to run the extension cord as directly as possible to Aunt Phoebe’s—which meant slogging through the Dickermans’ overgrown backyard, followed by a brier-filled gully, and then the cord barely reached the living room. Even in our debilitated state, Michael and I probably managed it much better by ourselves than we would have if Dad had insisted on taking an active hand.

Rob pounced on the cord with glee, hooked up his computer, and began tapping away on the keyboard—though whether he was doing useful work or merely composing an e-mail he could send to Red when the phone lines returned, I had no idea. Dad took advantage of the power supply to hook up his portable CD player and put on his beloved Wagner. And then he scurried out of the room again, after turning up the volume enough that he could hear it from anyplace in the cottage. From anyplace on the island, probably; lucky for us the phones were down, or ours would have rung off the hook with noise complaints.

I glanced at Michael to see how he was taking all this. At least so far, he seemed more amused than annoyed. That was one of Michael’s charms: his tolerance for my father’s eccentricities seemed as great as mine.


Possibly greater, I thought as the orchestra sank its teeth into a loud, rousing passage of the overture.

The opera was just hitting its stride when the music stopped in the middle of one of Brünnhilde more appalling shrieks.




CHAPTER 4

A Portrait of the Puffin as a Young Man

In the sudden absence of Wagner, we heard Aunt Phoebe’s voice bellowing in the kitchen.

“Never would have come out here in the first place if we’d had any idea we’d run into that son of a—”

“Sshh!” Mrs. Fenniman hissed, and then, a little louder, she called out, “What happened to the power?”

“Oh dear,” Mother said, looking up from her magazine. “Not the generator already?”

“I hope I can save in time,” Rob said, fingers flying over the keyboard.

“Maybe someone tripped over the cord,” I said. “We should go see if—”

“Damnation!” came a voice just outside the windows.

“I don’t think you’ll have to go far,” Michael remarked.

The music came back on, almost drowning out the loud footsteps stomping up the porch steps. Carrying Michael’s and my suitcases, Dad appeared in the doorway with blood running down his face from a cut on the top of his head.

“James! What happened?” Mother cried, leaping up.

“Tripped over the extension cord,” Dad said. “Don’t fuss; it’s not serious. Scalp wounds do bleed a lot.”

“The suitcases,” Michael said, rushing over to take our luggage from Dad. “I’m so sorry; I forgot they were there. I should have gone back for them.”

“Not to worry,” Dad said. He picked up his black doctor’s bag and scurried off to clean up his cut, with Mother trailing in his wake.

Dad brushed off all our attempts at sympathy.

“I’ll be fine,” he said when he returned, sporting a picturesque
dressing on his head. “I’ll just sit here and listen to my Wagner and I’ll feel better in no time.”

After that, of course, guilt prevented us from even asking him to turn it down a little.

Dad hummed and conducted with his fork quite happily for what seemed like an eternity but must have been only an hour or two. Fortunately, before the neighbors showed up at our door bearing torches, like the villagers in a bad horror movie, the power went out again.

“Probably just someone else tripping over the extension cords,” Dad said.

We waited for a few minutes, but no sounds of cursing came from the yard.

“I suppose I’ll have to follow the line up to the Dickermans,” Dad said with a sigh.

“I don’t think so,” I said, peering out a window. “The Dickermans’ house is dark. And listen.”

Everyone cocked their heads and listened intently for a few seconds.

“I don’t hear anything,” Mother said finally. “Just the wind.”

“That’s just it,” I said. “I’ve heard this persistent rhythmic humming noise ever since we got to the island. I thought the hurricane was doing it. But now I realize it’s the generator.”

“She’s right,” Aunt Phoebe said. “I’ve complained to the town council about that noise. You don’t notice it as much when a hurricane’s approaching, but in normal weather, it’s a menace. Much more peaceful like this, when the generator stops.”

Deprived of his Wagner, Dad decided he was tired, and Mother agreed that perhaps an early night would be a good idea. Since by my calculations they’d covered more than three thousand miles by plane, boat, and automobile over the last forty-eight hours, I wasn’t surprised. And the thought occurred to me that if the rest of the family got
tired and went to bed, Michael and I might still rescue some shreds of our romantic evening by the fire.

Unfortunately, no one else seemed the slightest bit fatigued. Aunt Phoebe and Mrs. Fenniman were still out in the kitchen, cooking under the soft glow of the oil lamps. Rob wandered about restlessly for a while. Eventually, I could hear him opening the trapdoor and letting down the ladder to the attic. He scuffled around up there for a while, then reappeared with an armload of old volumes.

“What are those?” Michael asked.

“Photo albums that Aunt Phoebe likes to keep around at the cottage,” Rob said. “She says when people have electricity, they’re too busy with TV and computers and stuff to look at old photos.”

“Well, she’s right, isn’t she?” Michael said. “What were you doing before the power went out?”

Rob shrugged sheepishly and picked up an album.

“Actually, Rob usually does spend time with the photo albums,” I said. “It must be the charm of seeing variations on your own face, wearing so many old-fashioned hairdos and clothes, Rob.”

“You could be right,” Rob said. “Look at this. Great-Uncle Christopher.”

He held up a picture. But for the handlebar mustache and dandified Edwardian clothes, you could easily have mistaken it for a picture of Rob.

“He looks rather dashing in the uniform on the next page, too,” Michael said. “World War One?”

“Yes,” Rob said, assuming a solemn air. “Poor Uncle Christopher!”

“He never came back?” Michael said. Rob shook his head and sighed, as if the whole thing were a tragedy from which the family had never recovered.

“Yes,” I said. “Killed in a brawl in a French bordello, apparently; though they made up something else to tell his mother.”


Michael laughed, and Rob looked as insulted as if I’d impugned his character, instead of that of our late and little-lamented great-uncle. He pointedly buried his face in the album. Michael picked up another volume and began to flip through it.

“Don’t you enjoy the albums, too?” he asked. “Seeing your face through history and all that?”

“I suppose I would, but apparently I look like Dad’s side of the family,” I said. “None of the pictures look much like me.”

I didn’t mention the other reason: that looking in the albums usually triggered a temporary but acute resurgence of the inferiority complex I’d fought all my life. Far too many of my female ancestors had been tall, thin, aristocratic blondes, like Mother; and the albums contained far too many pictures of them surrounded by the swarms of beautiful, wealthy, and sometimes famous men who’d courted them.

The album Michael had picked up, for instance. Looking over his shoulder, I could see that it held hundreds of photos from the late forties and early fifties, all neatly arranged and held in place with old-fashioned black paper photo corners. The early pictures, featuring the angelic preadolescent Mother, were bad enough. But looking at her at thirteen, when she’d already acquired a figure and a flock of admirers, I could feel myself fighting off those old feelings of inadequacy.

It helps a little that none of the men were as gorgeous as Michael is, I thought, looking fondly at him and curling a little closer. And that many of them ought not to have allowed themselves to be photographed in swimsuits, although I suppose I was applying today’s fitness standards to bodies not considered unattractive fifty years ago. Perhaps the kind of lean, tanned, muscular body modern women consider attractive in a man would have been a dead giveaway, back in those more class-conscious times, that
its owner earned his living from some kind of badly paid manual labor.

But still; seeing picture after picture of Mother surrounded by half a dozen obviously smitten men—well, it got depressing. And the occasional suitor whose face appeared a little too often, who always wangled a place right beside Mother in the group shots, who occasionally managed to ditch the crowd and have his picture taken with Mother, as a couple—for some reason, they made me anxious. I couldn’t help wondering if but for some strange accident or other, she might have married one of them. And where would I be then?

“I think some of them have fallen out,” Michael said, coming to a page with several empty sets of corners.

“More likely, they’re pictures Mother considered unflattering,” I said. The other nearby pictures were all of Mother posing in a two-piece bathing suit. While the suit looked demure enough by today’s standards, I suspected that forty-odd years ago, it had been daring enough to give my grandfather conniption fits.

We stayed up for a while, looking at the albums—at least Rob and Michael were looking, and I was half-dozing against Michael’s shoulder. Even after Rob yawned his way upstairs with an album under his arm, Mrs. Fenniman and Aunt Phoebe kept bustling in and out of the living room at frequent intervals to make sure Michael and I weren’t getting ill. Michael finally said good night. He found about a dozen excuses to pop back downstairs when everything seemed quiet, but we finally gave up trying to find a few moments alone together and said an awkward good night, with Mrs. Fenniman at our elbows, pressing cough lozenges into our hands.

If I hadn’t been doomed to spend the night on the sofa, I’d have felt very sorry for Michael. He was sharing with Rob what we referred to as “the children’s room”—a former walk-in closet fitted with a set of rickety bunk beds
half a foot too short for either of them. Far from ideal, but since no one could reasonably expect Aunt Phoebe or Mrs. Fenniman to scramble into an upper bunk, they were stuck with it.

I made a bed for myself on the less lumpy of the two living room sofas. But I didn’t get to sleep right away. Mrs. Fenniman and Aunt Phoebe continued their culinary efforts until well past midnight. Either they planned to invite the whole island over very soon or they expected to be stranded for a very long time. Both prospects appalled me.

They kept trying to talk me into sleeping on a floor pallet in their room. Since Aunt Phoebe’s snoring had helped inspire my flight from Yorktown, and Mrs. Fenniman was just as bad, I resisted their suggestions with every argument I could muster, including the pretense that I still felt dizzy from the ferry and didn’t want to risk the stairs, which let me in for another round of foul-tasting herbal remedies.

They finally tramped up to bed, still arguing about whether Hurricane Maude or Hurricane Ethel had been the most devastating storm to hit the island in previous years. After another hour or so of people stumbling in and out of the bathroom, dropping their flashlights, barking their shins on things, and swearing with varying degrees of verbal ingenuity, the house finally settled down and I dropped off to sleep.

I’d probably gotten a whole hour’s sleep by the time the Central Monhegan Power Company’s generator started up again. And I’d have slept through that easily if Dad, while trying to turn his Wagner off, hadn’t turned the CD player’s volume dial the wrong way and cranked it up to the maximum.

My second awakening of the morning was quieter, although no less nerve-racking. I woke up realizing that I needed to go to the bathroom. Luckily, before I leapt off the sofa, I noticed a small, warm weight lying on top of me. Spike.


Because I’d once rescued him from dire peril, Spike had decided I was the one person in the world he liked, other than Mrs. Waterston. Unfortunately, since his memory was as bad as his temper, Spike periodically forgot who Mrs. Waterston and I were. Which made him more dangerous to us than to the people he didn’t like. At least they could keep their distance. He was always trying to climb into our laps to be petted, which brought us within easy chewing distance when he suddenly decided to mistake us for the dreaded mail carrier.

Mrs. Waterston took this a lot more philosophically than I did. Why couldn’t Michael’s mother have adopted a cat, for heaven’s sake, instead of an overbred nine-pound dust mop?

I knew from experience that Spike was a lot more likely to bite you if you woke him up suddenly than if you let him wake up at his own pace. And you learned to give him a wide berth for the first hour or two, until he’d had his walk and his breakfast.

I lay there, growing increasingly uncomfortable as Spike slumbered, unbelievably loud snores issuing from his tiny pushed-in nose. Finally, around dawn, he heard Aunt Phoebe rattling pans in the kitchen and ran off to see if it was raining food in there.

“You look tired,” Michael said over breakfast.

“‘The Ride of the Valkyries’ is not my idea of a lullaby,” I said, frowning at Dad. “It’s a wonder I have any hearing left, as loud as that damned thing was.”

“Remarkable speakers, aren’t they?” Dad said.

“Hurry up with breakfast,” I whispered to Michael. “We need to talk.”

“Okay,” Michael said—a little too loudly, for he found he’d agreed to a second helping of Mrs. Fenniman’s undercooked grits.

“Well, the damned storm’s stalled again,” Mrs. Fenniman announced.


“Is the ferry running?” Rob asked.

“I said stalled, not gone away,” Mrs. Fenniman replied. “Just close enough to keep the ferry from running, but not close enough to bother us much. Not yet anyway. Looks like we’ll have good weather for another day.”

I glanced out at the gray sky and the faint but steady drizzle. Yes, this would be Mrs. Fenniman’s idea of good weather.

Michael and I managed to escape the house without anyone else tagging along, although Dad insisted that we each shoulder a backpack filled with several pounds of survival gear that we might need if we got lost for a few weeks. And Aunt Phoebe gave us a long list of errands she wanted us to run down in the village.

“You’d think the village was in Siberia,” I complained as we finally escaped down the lane. “It’s not as if it would take them ten minutes to walk down here themselves.”

“If it keeps them happy,” Michael said. He looked a lot more rested than I felt, and when he shook the water out of his hair, he resembled a hunk from a commercial for deodorant soap. I could feel my hair, initially frizzy from the damp, being matted down by the rain; no doubt I’d soon resemble a drowned rat.

“How did you sleep?” I asked.

“Your brother snores,” he said.

“So does Spike.”

“Spike doesn’t talk in his sleep.”

“Did Rob say anything interesting?”

“No, and if I hear another word about Lawyers from Hell …”

“I’m really sorry,” I said. “It’s all my fault; I should never have suggested coming here.”

“Let’s make a deal,” Michael said. “I won’t blame you for anything that goes wrong if you promise to stop apologizing for bringing me here. After all, if my damned car hadn’t had those two flats, we might have spotted them
before boarding the ferry the day before yesterday, and we could have changed our plans and found a bed-and-breakfast on the mainland.”

“It’s a deal,” I said.

“So let’s go down to the grocery store and see if they still have any of the things your aunt wants.”

“We should probably hit both grocery stores,” I said as we squelched down the road.

“Both grocery stores? How can an island this small possibly support two grocery stores?”

“The two of them together are smaller than a Seven-Eleven back home. And they serve slightly different clientele. There’s the upscale grocery store—in that salmon pink building with the turquoise trim,” I said, pointing down the road. “Caters more to the artists and the summer people; probably does a lot less business this time of year. Sells Brie and whole-grain bread from an organic bakery on the mainland. Nice selection of wines. The place that looks like a bait shop is the other grocery. More like a general store, really. Bologna and Wonder Bread, and a good variety of beers. They do a lot more steady year-round business, I should think.”

“Let’s start with the down-to-earth place,” Michael said. “There’s something obscenely decadent about eating Brie in the eye of a hurricane.”

Decadent or not, it sounded perfectly lovely to me, but Michael was obviously getting into the spirit of things, roughing it here on the island, so I didn’t argue.

“Actually, since we already have more food than we’ll ever eat, I thought we could leave the grocery store till later.” I said. “Maybe we should start with our other mission.”

“Other mission?”

“Finding you a room of your own. One without a roommate.”

“One where I might possibly entertain a friend without
being interrupted every five minutes to drink another cup of herbal tea?” he said, raising one eyebrow.

“You’ve got the idea.”

“I like the way you think,” he said.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/thumb.jpg





OEBPS/e9781466807921_cover.jpg
MURDER
WITH PUFFINS

DONNA ANDREWS






OEBPS/e9781466807921_i0001.jpg
MURDER
2 DUFFINS

DONNA
ANDREWS





OEBPS/e9781466807921_i0002.jpg
SLHARTINS
|






OEBPS/thumbPPC.jpg





