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      He had thought things would be easier further south, closer to the ocean. Not that Downeast Maine was exactly south. But at 44.3858 degrees north and 68.2094 west, it sure felt more south than snow-blown Fort Kent (47.2586 degrees north, 68.5894 west). Even with all the hell breaking lose in his job and his personal life, Fort Kent and its barely there year-round population of four-thousand souls didn’t have much to offer unless you were into dog sledding, Canadian biathlons, rooting for the basketball teams of Valley Rivers Middle School and Fort Kent High School.

      He was not into any of that.

      He’d expected better things when he left his job as an officer on the Fort Kent police force and headed to the Hancock County Sheriff’s Department. That county had drunk tourists in the summer and heroin busts in the winter, but on his first day he crashed the cruiser. His second day, a deer hit another cruiser. On his third day, he made out with the shortest dispatcher in the bathroom behind the booking room. On his fourth day, he did the same with the tallest dispatcher, made a running date with the night-shift girl who just had a baby, and a sushi date with another cop.

      It didn’t earn him any friends in the department that was for sure. He switched jobs again becoming an officer in Bar Harbor, a tourist town on a big Maine island. Cruising right now, on the mean streets of the town, he knew he hadn’t made any friends there, either. And he’d been on the island what? Nine months? The length of a pregnancy. Lord if he knew where he could go next. Out of state maybe? But who would hire him when the longest he ever stayed was eighteen months and everywhere he left behind had tally sheets and personnel records and stories.

      Did you hear about Ernie? Yep. Caught a wild turkey taking a crap on the cruiser and shot it.

      Did you hear about Ernie? Ran right into a dumpster looking at a girl’s legs.

      Did you hear about Ernie? Heard he puts more product in his hair than Walgreens has in stock. Had to back order American Crew Defining Paste Medium Hold with Low Shine just for him.

      Did you hear about Ernie? Got the town manager’s daughter pregnant two months before his own wedding.

      Yeah.

      Did you hear about Ernie? Responded to a call about the same town manager pissing all over the side of his Subaru parked at the library afterhours and let him go even though it smelled like alcohol. Why? Cause he was too intimidated! What kind of cop is that?

      A bad cop. That’s what kind. He knew it. He was scared of the town manager, scared of arresting him, scared of his chief, scared of pretty much everything.

      And the Mount Desert cops ended up arresting the town manager thirty minutes later, the moment he crossed the town line. Good times. Not.

      And here he was cruising down the Eagle Lake Road, still employed, thankfully, still married—maybe thankfully—and still miserable and the laughing stock of an entire community. During the appeal of his firing, the manager announced that he and Ernie had “hard feelings” because the newly married Ernie was having an affair with his daughter. The newspaper reported it. At least that was all the administrator had said, because that wasn’t even half of it. Ernie exhaled, longing for some gum. He would stop by the Circle K later and pick some up. Most of the guys still chewed tobacco, which he thought was nasty, mostly because it turned teeth yellow and then brown. He had his teeth bleached, his fiancé insisted, and he had to admit he looked better than ever. A new break. A new start. That’s what he needed.

      Maine was a godforsaken state full of nasty people swilling coffee brandy by the gallon, chewing tobacco and spitting it into Pepsi cans. In 1838, there had been an ‘international incident’ up in the county where he came from when the boundary of New Brunswick, Canada was in dispute. Militias were formed on both sides with each side alternately capturing the captain of the other side, declaring captives “political prisoners,” and basically bullshitting about for a year. It was called the Pork and Beans War. Ernie’s great-great grandfather was in the militia. All that back and forth, political bullshit reminded him of Bar Harbor and the whole scandal about the town manager. People talked, took sides, switched sides, and nothing much happened except that the manager lost his job—for now. Lord knows, he was fighting to get it back. It didn’t matter that he was a drunken, carousing, womanizer—so adulterous that it made Ernie look like Mother Teresa by comparison. Ernie’s cheek twitched. He checked the rearview mirror. Nothing coming eastbound. Nothing coming westbound. It was such a boring night. It felt like the whole island was deserted, kind of like some sort of zombie apocalypse had just happened. The other officers were always talking about apocalypse scenarios and even had go-bags, rations. They lived in fear, stupid and paranoid. Ernie refused to be like them. A bitter cough escaped his mouth. Look where that refusal had gotten him. He was the laughing stock of the universe basically.

      The dispatcher’s voice broke the silence in the cruiser’s cabin. “Base to 412.”

      He keyed the radio. “412.”

      “Northeast Harbor Alarm reports an activated sensor alarm at 12 Bayberry, interior motion. 10-3.” The dispatcher, this dispatcher, always sounded scared on the radio like she was going to mess up majorly, but that had already happened, hadn’t it? It happened the day she changed the call for service on the town manager’s incident, trying to cover for Ernie. Jasmine was good shit. He’d had a thing with her too in the evidence room. He could hardly help it. She was always talking about cooking naked and her new husband that didn’t love her.

      Ernie sighed and turned the car around in a perfect U-turn, missing two deer that were staring at him from the side of the road. No points for that, huh? Nobody ever cares when you do things right. It’s only when you do things wrong that . . .

      “10-4,” he said into the radio. “In route.”

      The wind whipped around the trees tonight and whenever that happened the super sensitive sensors at the ultra-rich’s summer homes always went off. This was his what? Fourth alarm this shift. Always a pain in the ass. You had to do a perimeter check of the property, search for unsecured windows and doors and then wait for the key holder (usually a caretaker who lived off island) to come and reset the alarm system. Fun. Fun.

      Maybe they could just move back to Fort Kent.

      Maybe they could move out of state. He heard about George West, this game warden who allegedly had an affair with Jasmine, too. Anyway, he and his wife (totally insane – made Morgan look normal) got back together after a year and he just took a sweet job working security at SeaWorld in Florida.

      A smile transformed Ernie’s face. Warm all year long. No snow ever. Tank tops. Short shorts. Bright teeth.

      He would bring it up as an idea. Morgan wouldn’t like being so far from family, but they were four hours away already. A quick plane ride for visiting. There was probably even a direct flight from Bangor to Orlando? There used to be.

      “Brilliant question,” he muttered as he pulled through downtown Bar Harbor. Half the shops were still boarded up, closed for winter, but it was mid-March and things would start opening up soon. Every year it was as if the town belched out all its visitors, closed its doors and hibernated, an introvert that couldn’t handle the influx of a million hiking, biking, driving, cranky families meant to enjoy the views of Acadia National Park.

      Turning the cruiser onto Main, past Mount Desert Island Hospital, he passed the boarded-up Mt. Desert Island Ice Cream shop where President Obama stopped and had a cone one summer. Or maybe it was a dish. He couldn’t remember. He was not a detail man. He was a big picture kind of guy. He turned left onto Livingston, past the wrought iron gates of the Faltin house. They were benefactors of the hospital’s in-patient care center, heirs to the Yummy Moore fortune and former “friends” of the manager. They had deserted him after he was put on leave. Most people had. John King was a bitter, angry, powerful alcoholic who liked to gamble and make people crumble with a perfect barb or insult. Imagine Sherlock with one eighth as much brains and even more of a sociopath, add in sexual addiction, and that was the town manager. Even now people were too scared of him to not support him and his cowboy ways.

      Even though it was just off of the town proper, one block deep towards the ocean and Livingston Road quickly became tree lined. At its end and to the right, was the gate to the Faltin property, manned by a gate house. On the left was Bayberry Lane. The private driveways meandered from the right of the main road down towards the oceanfront property. Twelve Bayberry Road was just like the other three houses that lined the ocean’s rocky shore—huge, shingle-style, with the porches tucked under the footprint of the main structure. Even the porches get cold here, Ernie thought. The mansions seem to match the craggy coast—flinty, rugged, masculine.

      “I hate this f-ing place,” he muttered as he passed the concrete pillars marking the entrance of the drive, which circled to the front of the house. He could never remember if you were supposed to drive in clockwise or counterclockwise, but one way would always get you stuck. He chose counter clockwise and called in his location to Jasmine. “Yeah, I’ll be off at 12 Bayberry. Nothing currently showing at this time. I can hear the alarm. “

      “10-4.”

      Ernie stayed in the car another minute, hesitant to go out in the cold. March was way too damn cold this year. He wished people would stop calling the weather changes global warming and call it climate change. He wanted his own damn climate change. That was for sure. He keyed the microphone. “You made any contact with the key holder?”

      Jasmine had an unfortunate tendency to forget to call the key holders and another unfortunate tendency to forget to inform the officers that the key holders had been called. But this time she said, “Affirmative. Ted White is in route. Estimated time fifteen minutes.”

      “10-4.” Ernie rolled his eyes even though nobody was there to see it. Saying ‘affirmative’ didn’t make her a better dispatcher. It just made her sound like she was trying to show off. It made her feel special or something, he guessed. He didn’t begrudge her that. Everyone wanted to feel special. Even him. Especially him. Isn’t that why he fell for Jessica King in the first place. It wasn’t just because she was hot. There were a ton of hot girls out there. Well, there were a lot in the summer. He liked her because she made him feel special and on fire, sexy, not like a pretty boy but a man. It didn’t matter now. What mattered now was moving on. He undid his seatbelt and keyed the mic again. “I’ll be out of the car on portable.”

      The mountains wreaked havoc on the portables’ signals. It was always good to remind the less intelligent dispatchers about this. Plus, it was policy.

      “10-4,” Jasmine replied in a super sultry way.

      He was not attracted to Jasmine. She was skinny and everything, but she looked like she spent a lot of time making duck-lipped selfies where she always looked so much better than in real life. Still couldn’t hide her crazy eyes though. That had been a mistake. So many mistakes.

      He opened the driver’s side door and stood up, only thinking about turning on his blues at the last second. Ted White was a firefighter, so he decided to. He didn’t want Ted to complain. His personnel file was large enough as it was. One quick reach back inside and the lights were on, illuminating the driveway, the hard, frozen ground devoid of snow. There would be no obvious footprints. Not like there was a real burglar anyway. These things were always false alarms. Always. And with the way the wind was blowing there was no chance it could be real. All Ernie could think about was the cold as he grabbed the edge of the cruiser door to shut it. He would definitely talk to Morgan about Florida. Getting away from all this cold, all this gossip, was probably exactly what they needed.

      He took two steps towards the house before the pain came, smashing against the back of his head. His perfectly white teeth hit the hard ground, one chipped, another broke in half from the impact. It didn’t matter. Another blow smashed against the side of his face. Then another. Then another. He never had a chance to draw his weapon or open his eyes. Never had a chance to see who killed him and then who walked the stone steps to the main building, smashed a window, then turned and walked away, never looking back to make sure that he was gone.

      He was.
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      The hope on a plane ride is to hurtle into the future strapped securely into your seat:

      Watch the darkness of the night sky surround you.

      Watch all that deep blackness above you, surrounding you as other passengers murmur and snore and read.

      Breathe out as the sky bleeds into the cold Atlantic.

      Try to figure out that there’s a separation between land and air.

      Try to remember that there is life beyond that seeming nothingness and stare as the lights of a tiny Maine city flicker into reality as the plane starts its descent.

      But so many things can lurk out there in the darkness and so many things can make your plane, your life, come crashing to the ground.

      That’s it. I never seem to be super calm when I’m on an airplane—or anywhere actually. Being trapped, being hurt, facing evil makes you a little on edge even when you think you aren’t on edge, even when you think you’re pretty chill.

      Be chill, Rosie. You’ve got this. No panic. The past is the past. Live in the now.

      The man in the seat next to me snores. He smells like my ex-husband, scotch and expensive aftershave. But this guy has been nothing but kind before he fell asleep. Still, he even snores like Don, harsh and in short, loud bursts.

      It can’t make me less excited though, not even that reminder. Soon, I’ll be on land, surrounded by light with my almost-boyfriend and my baby girl and my dog. I’ll be back in my cozy house, safe.

      All the past behind me.

      I’m not sure why I love my house so much. The dog, Champ, has scratched the floors upstairs which are just painted wood and I have to repaint the window sills pretty much every three months because he puts his monster paws up there when he stares out the windows to bark. There are still a couple popcorn ceilings left and an ancient pellet stove that seems to just exude soot. Despite this, the rooms are light and airy.

      It feels nothing like where I last lived with Don, which was much bigger, on a river in Colorado, a site full of wood walls and high wood ceilings. That place was darkness. This place is light. It turns out I like light better, I guess. Plus, there’s no mold. The last house despite its high price tag and desirable designer location was so cold and wet and dank that a mushroom actually grew out of the wooden wall next to the shower in the master bathroom.

      This would have been okay if there were gnomes too, maybe frolicking about, but there had been no gnomes. Just Don. Even just thinking about him and that place fills me up with fear and dread and some sort of deeper, darker emotion that I can’t probe too much because I think if I did, it would swallow me down completely, but it is massive and sucking and ancient. Maybe a primal fear? I’m not so sure. Like I said, I don’t really want to probe it.

      No panicking, Rosie.

      Hauling in a deep breath of my own, I will my hands not to shake. Strong women do not shake, my mother once told me. Not in public anyway. They save that for when nobody can see them. They save that for the darkness.

      I love my little, coastal tourist town of Bar Harbor. I love the quiet of the winter, the people who put out protest signs on their front lawns, the way they take you in even as they tease you for being ‘from away’ and argue over things like vacation rentals.

      It’s safe.

      We’re safe.

      The only problem is that the past is sometimes so real that it takes over the now and you can’t even imagine the future. And that’s what I think about as we start our descent over Bangor, Maine.

      The guy next to me just snores right through it.

      Lucky bastard.

      

      When Sgt. Seamus Kelley picks me up at the airport to drive me home from Bangor to Bar Harbor, I rush across the lobby and throw myself into his arms. And he lifts me into the air and swings me around in front of the twenty or so people in the airport waiting for the late-night arrival from New York.

      My lips hit his lips.

      His lips crush into mine.

      “I missed you,” he murmurs against my cheek as he sets me down.

      My hand goes to his hair, which is buzzed shorter than before I left just a couple of days ago. “You cut your hair.”

      “For you.” He winks. “I wanted to look presentable.”

      I wiggle my eyebrows at him. “You do.”

      He holds my hand and then thinks better of it, I guess, because he lets go and pulls me into his side, arm wrapped around my waist. “I hated you gone.”

      “It was three days.”

      “Yeah. It was a lifetime.”

      “It felt that way, honestly.” I lean into him like he’s capable of making all my darkness go away. Maybe he can.

      He smiles. “Let’s get you home, adventure girl. You’re safe on land with me and all is good again.”

      

      Seamus Kelley and I are sort of an item, but not officially. And by officially I mean, everyone else on our vaguely large island thinks that the six-foot-six cop with the ruddy complexion and cowboy walk and I are a thing and in love and having the sex. But we aren’t. Not officially.

      This isn’t because I don’t want to have the sex.

      This isn’t because I don’t think his cowboy amble is adorable.

      This isn’t because I don’t think he’d be a great bonus dad to my daughter, Lilly, possibly the best one ever thanks to his ability to bribe with cupcakes and give endless piggyback rides.

      This is because I am still a little hyper about trusting people after the issues with my ex-husband Don—issues that made me run from Colorado to this Maine island, change my name, and create a whole new life—issues that sometimes make me scream if I hear an unexpected noise.

      This is also because Seamus is technically still married even though the divorce is in process. It just isn’t finalized.

      This is also because I’m a bit of a goody-goody reporter with commitment issues, apparently. I mean, I call sex, the sex. I only use proper medical terms for all genital regions. I’m working on that. Not the goody-goody part, but the commitment part and less medical word choices.

      “Did you bring me flowers?” I tease as he gathers up my little suitcase off the tiny conveyor belt.

      “They would die in the cold.”

      “Ha. Nice excuse.”

      “Why don’t you wait till you get home before you say that?”

      He helps a man get his mammoth trunk off the belt and then we’re good to go, rushing across the cold parking lot. It is close to midnight, early March, and the freezing air slams against my nose and chest. Breathing is gasps. He laughs and bustles me into my car and we finally start driving back from the Bangor airport on the always-deadly Bangor Road towards Ellsworth.

      “Lilly is okay?” I ask.

      “I checked in on her every day,” he says. “Michelle said she was the best, as you know since you called three times a day. And before you ask, Champ is also great, the best dog in the world despite the fact that you accidentally refer to him as Chance half the time. He apparently forgives you for being so loose with the names, and he still slobbers all over my uniform and scratches the windowsills. We all missed you and love you.”

      I swallow hard. “I love you too.”

      “You hesitated! You meet someone out there, Rosie? Some hot Seattle hunk with a man bun?”

      “You have a bias against man buns.”

      “You’re not answering the question.”

      “Are you teasing?”

      “Of course!” He actually bristles for a hot second before he laughs and grabs my hand. “I am absolutely teasing. I promise.”

      Don had possessive tendencies and those possessive tendencies were just one of the many things that sparked his moods. Seamus sometimes forgets this and I sometimes hang onto that memory too hard. It’s a difficult balance.

      “I did not meet some hot reporter with a man bun at the conference about journalistic ethics in town government reporting.” I try again, staring into the darkness of the Maine night. “I love you, too. Thank you so much for picking me up.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of not picking you up.”

      “You had to swap shifts.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of not swapping shifts.”

      Despite my seatbelt, I lean over, into his shoulder, wrapping my hands around his far too large upper arm and say, “I appreciate you so much.”

      “Oh, the love language right there.”

      I laugh.

      “You could make it better if you said, ‘I appreciate your manly physique and sense of humor and big hands and intellect so much, Seamus.’”

      “That’s a lot to say.”

      “It is.”

      “You have the biggest ego,” I tease.

      He shakes his head. “That’s where you’re wrong. I don’t have much of an ego at all.”

      “I love your manly physique and sense of humor and big hands and intellect so much, Seamus Kelley.”

      He straightens up in his chair. “Those revisions? Perfect. I can tell you’re well on your way to becoming a star journalist.” His hand lazily grips the steering wheel. “And love of my life. You’re well on the way to that, too.”

      I don’t know what to say, but I just sit there and forget that it’s dark, that the world isn’t always full of goodness and light the way it feels right at that moment.

      

      When Seamus gets the call in the car, it’s all kind of weird. One, because he actually hears his cellphone or feels it vibrate or whatever. Two, because he actually picks up and answers.

      I have a winter hat on, an extra coat thrown over my legs and the seat warmer up to high because it is honestly that cold in my Subaru, which seems to have the kind of heater that aspires to be an air conditioner no matter what the season. I miss my MINI.

      I turn down the loud rock that is thumping through the stereo to help keep Seamus awake as he drives me home. I had to talk at that conference for reporters, which was a big deal actually. I never imagined that I’d get to do such a thing.

      There’s the faint sound of a low rumble of a man’s voice on the other end.

      Just one word comes out of his mouth. It isn’t loud. It isn’t quiet. It just is, and then it comes again with such a serious, terrifying timbre that I turn the radio right off. It’s a curse.

      I touch his thigh. I don’t think he actually notices. I leave my fingers there and then think better of it because it’s kind of forward, retracting my fingers back into my lap. I start picking dog fur off the seat, brushing little clumps of it.

      “When?”

      He waits for an answer.

      “Who is there now?”

      He waits for another answer.

      “Okay. Call State Police. No! You have to call them right now. You should have already called. Have you called Jack?”

      Jack Moore is our police chief in Bar Harbor. Jack is on vacation at Disney. Seamus has probably forgotten.

      He says the s-word.

      He has definitely forgotten.

      “Okay. Okay. We are in Ellsworth now. I’m guessing fifteen or twenty minutes. Do not let anyone touch anything until the state police arrive.”

      He hangs up. The car is suddenly going ninety-five, which is illegal, but I am not about to say anything. I just wait for him to tell me, which he does after the longest three seconds in the universe. I let the fur I’ve brushed off the seat drop to the car mat.

      “Ernie Emerson is dead,” he says.

      For a second my heart stops. The world outside us is so dark. There aren’t any lights. It’s impossible to see anything. It’s all just nothing. How? Ernie? Ernie Emerson is dead?

      Seamus used Ernie’s last name. He is already distancing himself. This is what cops do. If they let themselves be too personal, they break down. They miss things. They fail to do the job. They break down later. Unless they are Seamus. Then they never break down. But Ernie? He was dealing with a lot. Did it get too much? Could I have done something to have helped him?

      “How?” I ask. “Can I ask how?”

      Seamus keeps driving through the darkness and forgetting propriety, I grab his hand. He drives ninety-five with one hand and he does it well. So, do not judge, at least not about that part.

      After one more second, he fills me in. “He went to an alarm at 12 Bayberry.”

      “You have a million alarms there.”

      “I know. But he went. Someone smashed his head in.”

      Now I say the s-word, too.

      “Exactly.” He pauses. “I have to go straight there before they screw it all up.”

      I push down the panic that’s building up inside of me. There’s a murder, another murder, in our small town. The last time this happened, Seamus got shot. I got shot. One of my new friends and another lady died. A cop went to prison. Our community seems too small for so much violence. I thought I left that all behind when I took Lilly and ran from Colorado. You can’t run away from violence though, from people who kill. I think I’ve learned that and knowing that kind of kills me because sometimes the biggest thing you can ever want to do is run. I don’t say anything about this to Seamus. All I say to Seamus is okay.

      Southern Ellsworth is so dark. It hangs there, hiding trees and houses and closed-up tourist traps.

      When we get to Trenton, the town right before our island, he says, “You’re going to have to stay in the car.”

      “Okay.”

      “I mean it.” He rounds Romer’s corner, heading past the horses pasturing in the field, bare smudges in the barely moonlit field. “It might take a while.”

      As I mentioned, Seamus and I aren’t allowed to officially like each other because he is still not officially divorced. His wife, however, is officially evil. I know! I know! Everyone says that about their attractive best friend’s wife, but I mean it. The woman has a host of pathological issues from hoarding to compulsive shopping, to lying that she is getting a degree at college when she actually was too afraid to leave the house for six months, to finding a lot of God in a lot of wanna-be saviors that included pyramid schemes about make-up, diets, oils. After thirteen years, he has finally given up hope and is officially divorcing her. She teaches at the local Christian school. Let’s just say it isn’t a speedy process and he’s hearing a lot about how she’s concerned he’s going to hell.

      Officially.

      By her standards, Ernie Emerson is already down there, crisp-frying on a roasting pan next to all the other adulterers and thieves out there, in a place where a one-night stand earns you a broiling pan slot right next to Hitler. It makes no sense to me, the way she sees the world, but I feel sorry for her because she is so unhappy and unhealthy and because she has lost Seamus who is undeniably awesome in a way that only a guy who gives up the aisle seat in an airplane for the middle seat just so you can have the window can be. And now Ernie’s wife, Morgan, has lost her husband, too.

      People are always losing each other, aren’t they?

      In this world, people are like chess pieces and those you are closest to can get knocked right off the board at any moment, a giant hand taking them away after a move that was either plain wrong or an intentional sacrifice. It doesn’t matter. What matters is that they are gone.

      “I am sorry about Ernie,” I say into the darkness of the car.

      “Yeah. Me too.” Seamus squeezes my hand. I squeeze back and do not let go. The thickness of his hand curls around mine like it was meant to be there, like it is always meant to be there. “He was an idiot, but he didn’t deserve to die.”

      “So, the robber just smashed his head in?” I ask.

      “I guess.”

      “There was an actual robber?” Usually the alarms at these big summer mansions, which are called cottages for some random reason, are false. Thieves in our area steal copper wire and pipes from under camps and resell it, not furniture and art.

      Seamus flinches as we roll towards the island’s one and only red light, which is of course, red. “Allegedly.”

      “Allegedly?”

      The light turns green. “Well, you already questioned whether it was an actual robber and you aren’t a cop. I mean it is Ernie. How many people has he pissed off? But …”

      “But what?”

      “But he was responding to an alarm. That’s something right there. If it was a hoax, someone would have to be smart enough to know how to set off the alarm. Then they’d have to wait for him, hope it was him who responded and not Miller who is on duty too, or Dalton who just signed in at 2300.”

      “And you are saying . . ?”

      “It would take a lot of luck or planning and people aren’t usually that smart.” He lets go of my hand and rubs it across his eyes.

      Sleep is a luxury he can’t afford; that’s the clichéd way of saying you are too busy to sleep, but sleep isn’t a luxury. It’s a freaking essential and he is going to crash soon. Part of it is my fault; if he wasn’t so worried about me, he wouldn’t have come pick me up at the airport. If he hadn’t gone to get me at the airport, he wouldn’t have swapped shifts and he would have been working tonight. If he had been working tonight, he could have been the one responding to that alarm—

      Realization is slow, but I finally get it. It is better to be sleepy than dead and Seamus could have been the one dead tonight. Bile rises into my throat and I squeeze his hand. I don’t want to let go of it. Not ever.

      “Well, then you’ll catch them.” I sputter. I cough to hide the sputter.

      His eyes enlarge, but he doesn’t call me on my random, awkward sentence. Instead, he just stares straight ahead at the dark, curving, two-lane road that he knows so well that it doesn’t even matter that salt and crud obscure the lines. He could probably drive it blindfolded, probably drive every road in this town that way. “I can’t believe someone killed Ernie.”

      He said his first name. Not his last. It is sinking in. That darkness has hit him.

      “I know.” I memorize the feel of his hand. It’s so big, but so fragile. We’re all so fragile.

      He says the same sentence again but adds in about five million expletives. I can’t blame him. When he’s done cursing, we’re in town, passing the halogen-lit streets, the orange eerie glow casting funky Instagram-esque filter shadows on all the windows still covered in winter plywood. No graffiti mars any of it. Our town is not a street art kind of town and our cops are not street sketch kind of cops.

      “You’ll catch him,” I say quietly.

      He barely slows the car down as we turn onto Main Street with all its still boarded up restaurants and t-shirt shops, bars, and art houses, all waiting for spring and people to return. “Yes. We will.”
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      The long dark driveway into the summer estate on Bayberry is cramped with an ambulance and two squad cars, which wouldn’t be a big deal if the actual driving surface wasn’t as narrow as an Irish village road.

      “I’m going to park here,” Seamus says, which is obvious because he has just shifted the car into park, but I don’t call him on it because his coworker died and he’s tense and I’m not evil. He grabs my hand and gives it a quick squeeze. “You wait in the car. Lock the doors. I’ll turn my cell on.”

      “I can walk home.” I can. It’s only about 1.4 miles.

      “No.”

      “I could run it. And I’m a bad runner!”

      “No.” He slams the door shut and glowers at me.

      When he glowers, he looks like an ogre, all his features become cartoon versions of his usual handsome self. I hate when he glowers. It doesn’t mean anything. He’s not a violent man, or a mean man, but he does have a powerful glower. So, I sit and wait even though boredom has already started and I long for home and its warm cinnamon smell and my own cozy bed.

      He opens the car door again and pokes his giant head in. “I will get you a ride home as soon as one of the guys leaves, or I will run you back myself, but I need to check this out first and make sure they aren’t f-ing up any of the evidence, and I need to know you are safe. I can’t be worrying about you when I’m doing this.”

      “You don’t have to worry about me.”

      He looks to the dark sky. “Whatever.”

      Bang shut goes the door.

      It’s suddenly really dark. Nerves prickle through me as I pull out my phone, thankful for its tiny bit of light, and I check my messages even though my phone only has one bar and won’t let me send anything out. There’s one from my friend, Michelle. She has a little girl Eve, Lilly’s best friend, and Lilly’s been having an extended sleepover there while I was in Seattle. I text Michelle back and hit send even though it won’t go through until we’re out of this dead zone. There’s another text from this guy, Kevin. He works as a climbing guide and bike tour guide in the park. I shudder and open it.

      “Welcome home,” it says. He put a smiley face emoji next to it.

      My finger hovers over the trashcan symbol. Kevin likes me. He likes me a little too much and all my friends have told him I’m not interested. One of them probably told him that I was home tonight, right? Maybe he’s just being nice? How do I not be nice back?

      “Thanks.” That’s enough of a response to be nice and polite but not come hither, right? I close my eyes and press send.

      

      I wait. I wait. I wait some more. I check my cell signal. There’s only one tower on the island, although there are negotiations for another, so there are all sorts of dead zones, places where the signal doesn’t come through. I check. Yep. Still one bar. This place is a dead zone in more ways than one. Poor Ernie.

      Even though it’s chilly, I crack open the window. A north wind blows in from Canada, one of those bone-freezing winds that rush over Arctic plains, great lakes, and still manages to make you shudder no matter what the cold-rating of your parka is. It’s the kind of wind that squashes the sound of predators creeping through the forest, the kind that chatters branches against windows and makes you think that vampires are trying to get into your bedroom, and you have to pull your blankets over your head and mumble prayers because that is the only way you can keep your own nerves from killing you.

      It is the kind of night where horror novels are written in everyone’s mind. Children crawl into bed with their parents. People in bars hook up with the most god-awful strangers just so they won’t have to be alone. Cops die.

      I shudder again and put the window back up. I wait some more, but there is really nothing patient about me.

      I have a choice here. I can stay in the car, potentially for hours, or I can see what’s happening and maybe help. Maybe someone needs a hug or a tissue or some water. The whole world is shifting and what does that mean about me if I just wait in the car in the dark while these guys deal with the death of their co-worker.

      “That would be sucky of me,” I whisper.

      So, I open the door. It dings and I jump and tell it to be quiet, which is ridiculous because it’s an inanimate object and can’t actually hear me. Plus, whoever killed poor Ernie is long gone by now. It’s just darkness and cops and one ambulance, which I am not sure why it is even still there. Do they transport dead people in ambulances or hearses? Do they have on-call funeral directors who wake to texts telling them that it is time to collect the dead? I’m a reporter. How do I not know these things? I stretch my legs, which are tight and tired from sitting in cars and planes all day and decide how to best help.

      For a moment, the wind stops gusting and something scuttles through the woods to my right as I stare at the patrol cars and house in front of me.

      It must be a deer. There are always deer all over the island. Hunting isn’t allowed here, so the deer are everywhere.

      Another branch breaks and I pivot to the right. I can make out the white-tailed bottoms of two deer as they leap off into deeper woods, away from me, and the chaos of the night. Deer are smart. They know predators and even though I am technically a fish-a-tarian, I’m not much of a predator. Though I probably smell like one from hanging out with Mr. Meat Eating Police Sergeant a.k.a Seamus Kelley.

      For a second, I imagine what it would have been like hanging out with him in Seattle, blowing off most of the conference except for the events I had to attend, heading to China Town, the pier, taking the ferry to Bainbridge Island, witnessing him drink his own weight (two-hundred-forty-two pounds) in coffee. It is all kind of perfect in my imaginings and it makes me wish his damn divorce would be done and that he wasn’t always just so worried about protecting me.

      I don’t like even thinking about why I need protection.

      Seamus says I repress everything unhappy, which is probably true. I don’t know how people don’t repress evil things and still be happy. I’m not that brave or good or strong or whatever. I repress the events that happened here just before Christmas as much as possible. I repress what happened with my ex the same way. I move on. I pretend there aren’t people who hurt and kill out there.

      Even now, I’m trying to repress the face that Ernie is dead over there.

      What matters is Ernie.

      Not me.

      Ernie.

      And the people who loved him or at least the people who worked with him.

      I tread carefully across the frozen driveway towards the cruisers that have their headlights shining on the front of the house, giant beacons that remind me of motionless circus spotlights, only there are no jugglers, no clowns, no elephants and aerial acts, just death. But the light means that if I get close enough, I’ll totally be able to see Seamus and the other officers and I won’t feel quite so alone. Scanning my memory banks, I try to recall who is on duty. Ove Miller and Benny Allard, I think. They will have called people in to work, too, I am sure, since Miller and Benny and now Seamus are going to be tied up here.

      Sneaking forward, I peer out from behind a pretty good sized evergreen, pressing my freezing hand against the trunk for support and balance. Seamus’s cell phone is up against his ear. Benny, our pudgy lieutenant, leans against his cruiser with his arms above him and his head hanging down. Despondent, I realize. He is despondent. I’ll go hug him.

      The group of them look like awkward mourners, not ready to cry but not willing to look away either. They are in the middle of death and the shock of it probably hasn’t truly set in for anyone except Benny. Although to be fair, Benny is a bit of an Eeyore normally. Seamus says he uses that to get the ladies. We allegedly want to make him smile.

      Two firefighter/paramedics stand near Seamus, knights with their visors up and nobody to rescue. One of these men is Seamus’s brother, Gunner, a svelter, younger version of him, all ex-Army medic, current reservist, past Florida boy. Tattoos cover his left arm and most of his right. The other quest-less knight is Jake Zito, who is tattoo free and baby faced. His last girlfriend took the tv, the car, and his heart when she left him for another firefighter up in Bangor. It didn’t help that she was his first girlfriend, too. Both of them are standing the same way Seamus does, with their legs slightly spread and planted in the earth, their arms crossed over their chests.

      I know that I should just go home and back to my safer, little world and not try to help. Once I get two bars, I should just send Seamus a text and tell him to drop off the suitcase later because I’m going to run home.

      But right as I think this, I spot a gigantic reddish jack-o-lantern smashed on the ground by the front door of the house. For a moment, I focus on the door that’s so large that an ambulance could drive through it and into the foyer. These people do not seem like they would leave a pumpkin to rot over the summer when they are away in Florida or Philadelphia or wherever it is that rich people from away go back away to in the winter. It takes a full second for me to realize that it’s not an old, left-over pumpkin from Halloween that’s gone rotten, nor is it a part of a deer carcass that I’m staring at. It is part of Ernie, judging by where the red mass is positioned, it looks as though that red, pulpy thing is poor Ernie’s actual formerly blonde, formerly pretty head.

      I freeze. The ground seems to swell beneath my feet and it’s hard to get my balance.

      Ernie is dead, truly dead. It is not some big sleep; it is no longer existing. Ernie doesn’t have to care about rumors any more or about whether the town manager will win his court appeal and be town manager again or if his wife will ever trust him. He’s dead and gone. His body is flat on the ground and awkward in death in a way he was never awkward in life. Ernie was a trim guy who was once a fat boy judging by his Facebook pictures. He was a runner, did CrossFit, worked hard to be fit, worked hard to have his short hair spiked the perfect way. But what does that matter now? Not one bit.

      Something scuffs across the hard pine needle carpet behind me. Probably, another buck, possibly a squirrel. Everything sounds bigger in the woods and in the darkness. I wonder if Ernie heard anything before he died, if he saw the burglar who did it. If he was scared. My heart hitches. I don’t want him to have been scared.

      Leaning forward, I try to listen to the guys standing around death. They’re already making scenarios.

      Gunner leans forward on his toes and back down again. “He didn’t draw his gun.”

      “Which means he didn’t see the assailant,” Miller adds.

      “Or that he trusted the assailant.” Seamus points at Ernie’s head. “I’m no medical examiner, but it looks as if the first blow was to the back of his head and then there were multiple blows to the right side of his face. Gunner?”

      His brother steps forward and blocks my view of what is left of Ernie. “Yep. It was crude but efficient.”

      “Efficient how?” Seamus asks.

      “There are two types of head injuries, right? Penetrating and closed. Even a closed head injury can kill you like from the repercussion of an IED.” Gunner talks calmly like he hasn’t seen people die from these in Afghanistan and Iraq. I know he has, but he doesn’t flinch, not even as he stands over a dead guy he sort of worked with. “So with multiple impacts to the brain, severe enough to penetrate the skull like with Ernie here, there is substantial polytrauma, which is including bleeding into the brain. Ernie was critical if not dead from that first couple of blows, I guess. If he had survived, he would have needed to be in urgent care and stabilized right away, you know?”

      “So crude and efficient,” Seamus echoes.

      “Yep.” Gunner rubs at the back of his neck, shifts a bit so I can see a piece of Ernie again.

      Nobody asks if Ernie hurt. Nobody asks if Ernie was scared. It’s all clinical and detached and I no longer want to be near any of it anymore. Still, I can’t stop looking and listening even as bile hits my mouth for the second time tonight. I press my cheek against the tree, the cold roughness of it sort of shocks me back into reality. Poor Ernie. He screwed up a million times and he was smart enough to know it. People on the streets would look at him and they would nod all knowingly or laugh as if they had never screwed up too, never gotten themselves trapped in errors, tangled up in a life they didn’t intend to have.

      Now he has no life at all.

      Something sort of hiccups inside of me just thinking about it, which is why Seamus always calls me a softie, but seriously … I sniff and somebody behind me makes a scoffing noise. Pivoting without thinking, I can barely make out a smallish figure in a dark parka and hat as he turns and bolts through the trees. It only takes me a second to realize:

      
        	Someone was in the woods behind me

        	Someone was in the woods behind me at a murder scene.

        	Someone was in the woods behind me at a murder scene and made a scoffing noise.

        	Wait! Someone was in the woods behind me at a murder scene and made a scoffing noise. And then ran away!

      

      Crap.

      “Seamus!” I yell his name even as I start running after the person. “SEAMUS!”

      Even for good runners, running in the woods at night isn’t easy. It’s hard. Roots

      poke up, bumping into my feet. My ankles roll on the uneven footing. But I manage to power after the person anyways, not really losing too much distance and then I finally hear Seamus rushing after me.

      “Rosie!” he bellows. “Jesus F-ing Christ! Rosie! Where the hell are you?”

      “Here! Here! There’s someone in the woods!” I holler back as an engine roars to life just a few yards in front of me. I emerge onto a private driveway to watch as taillights zip off and away towards the main road.

      One second later, Gunner breaks through the trees. He leans forwards, hands on his thighs, straining to look at the disappearing car. He swears. He is just like his brother, seriously. A sentence without a swear word is a big deal. Seamus pushes into the driveway and the car is now completely gone. He blurts out his favorite swear, spins in a frustrated circle, giant fist in the air. He says it again. I back up, ready for the yelling, but instead he says, “What kind of car? Was it a Lexus?”

      A Lexus is the car of my ex, a red Lexus. I am thankful about the color. It make it easier to know if he shows up.

      “No,” Gunner says. “Bigger. Judging by the taillights, I’d guess it was a Subaru. I didn’t get a good look. It was too far to get the plate.”

      Seamus swears again and takes Gunner’s portable radio, using it to alert the back-up units to look for a Subaru in the area, right now, to stop any they see. The problem is that this part of Maine at this point in time is basically full of Subaru wagons, and Ford, Chevy, and Dodge trucks with a couple Priuses snuck in. Finding the right Subaru might be impossible, but there aren’t a ton of cars out right now so—maybe?

      “Do you think it was the killer?” I ask.

      Seamus focuses on me. His hands unclench. “I think I told you to stay in the car.”

      “You honestly expected her to stay in the car?” Gunner starts laughing.

      “Yes, I did. I would hope she would respect me enough to listen to me,” Seamus says all this while staring at me, not at his brother.

      “You wouldn’t have stayed in the car,” Gunner says.

      “Definitely not,” I agree.

      “I am a cop.” Seamus lifts his arms up, all frustrated. “And she is not me.”

      Gunner rolls his eyes. “Thank God.”

      Seamus’s face solids up and then goes soft as he gives in and laughs too. “Yeah, one dickhead is enough, huh?”

      Gunner agrees as I say, “You’re not a dickhead. You’re just a grumpy pants.”

      This basically sends Gunner into convulsions as he repeats, “Grumpy pants.”

      Seamus glowers. “Look, tell me what you saw. Start from the point where you FOOLISHLY got out of the car.”

      I tell him about the height of the runner, the scoffing noise, even about the earlier noises that I assumed was coming from a roaming, hungry deer. As we fast walk back towards the house and Ernie, Seamus gets angrier looking with every footfall. It’s like he’s some kind of bear child learning that the world isn’t full of salmon.

      “She could have died,” he says to Gunner. “That could have been who killed Ernie.”

      “Or her ex,” Gunner adds.

      “Not helping, Gunner,” I say.

      “Sorry. I take no sides.” He holds up his hands. “But I wouldn’t have been able to stay in the car either. Though I do respect my brother, Sgt. Grumpy Pants.”

      He flashes me a side smile. Seamus sees, of course. Seamus misses nothing.

      

      Benny Allard, Bar Harbor police lieutenant and good ole boy, brings me back home. He’s hungry and distraught, and he keeps shaking his head back and forth as he drives the cruiser.

      “Can’t believe it,” he mutters. “Ernie was so young. So young. His poor wife. His poor wife.”

      This repetitive muttering is basically our entire conversation in the car, which I can understand. Benny is like a slightly less intelligent uncle in a family. He’s the one who secretly burrows his money away in the dirt by an apple tree in the backyard, eats too many corn dogs, loves the Red Sox and drinks Bud Light, which shows in his rounded midsection and reddened cheeks. He’s the cop on the force who fails to make sure his gun is loaded, let alone clean it; he’s the one who doesn’t handcuff people if he knows them. He’s the one you want to have arrest you but not have your back. He was born and raised here, and he may be over fifty-five-years-old and officially the lieutenant, which should be second in command, but people still call him Benny. Not Ben. Not Benjamin. Always Benny.

      I pet his arm. “I know, Benny. I’m sorry.”

      “So young,” he says again, pulling into my driveway.

      “I know.” I cannot think of anything better to say and cringe. I want to be helpful. Platitudes aren’t helpful.

      “You’ve got to enjoy this life when you have it, you know? You can’t be afraid to let go of the bad and move onto the good.” He sniffs in and puts his head on the steering wheel. The impact of his forehead against the wheel honks the horn and we both jump back in our seats.

      “Christ.” He starts laughing. “I’m a f-ing mess. Excuse my French.”

      “No worries,” I tell him, unbuckling my seatbelt. “It’s okay to be a mess. We’re all a mess.” Examining the pain in his eyes, the width of his sorrow feels bigger than all of us put together, I add before I get out of the cruiser, “You let me know if I can do something okay?”

      He tilts his head at me, thinking, and says, “Do you want to come with me to tell Morgan?”

      For a second, I don’t know what to say. I can barely breathe. He has to tell Morgan. If I go with him, there’s no going back. I’ll be submerged into this world of sorrow and brutality and death again.

      His lip trembles as he waits for my answer, and sorrow fills me. I can barely spit out the words, “Is that protocol? I mean, is it allowed?”

      “I could give a crap right now about protocol.” He rubs his hand along the length of his face. “Excuse my French. Again.”

      “Me either,” I say and climb back in the car, not because I want to, but because how can I not help him? How can anyone ignore sorrow and need when it’s sitting behind a steering wheel and smells like fried chicken? You can’t. Not if you’re a good person. Plus, I don’t want to go back and be in my empty house alone. Not anymore.
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      There are certain times in life when we expect things to happen even if those things are not exactly good things. We expect to start school post the toddling stage. If we aren’t asexual, we usually expect to romantically kiss another person with tongue involvement some time in high school (or around there). We expect to have children in our twenties or thirties, to have grandchildren in our fifties, for our spouses to love us and be with us in our eighties before we lose them to whatever horror we lose them to. We do not expect our husbands to die before they are thirty. We do not expect our husbands to be murdered at work even if they are cops. We expect them to be strong and safe and solid, anchors to hold us down while we hold them down too, trees to hug, haulers out of the trash and hangers of Christmas lights. That’s sort of gender role of me; I realize this and I apologize.

      And all I want to do is apologize as Benny and I drive out to Ernie’s and Morgan’s house in Lamoine. We take a cruiser and head off island, meeting the state troopers who are finally coming to respond. According to the radio traffic that fills the silence of the car, the troopers (We have one or two on duty at any given time for the entire county.) were at a fatal two-car-one-tree accident all the way in Castine, which is about ninety minutes away along crooked roads that wink at you through patches of trees.

      It will take them so long to get here to help.

      I know it isn’t my fault Ernie died, but I could have noticed the person behind me in the woods earlier, and I could have run faster somehow and caught them. Or maybe I could have consoled Benny or Seamus better.

      I’m thinking all of these thoughts as we stand in front of the red-painted, metal door to Ernie and Morgan’s house. My heart suddenly lurches inside my chest; it’s just Morgan’s house now and that wrecks me. Benny huddles next to me as we stand side-by-side on the tiny porch. It’s cold and his breath comes out in Cheetos-smelling puffs. He’s supposed to be doing Keto, but apparently he’s failed, seduced by the sensuous, forbidden nature of sprayed processed cheese on cornmeal.

      An owl hoots in the distance.

      We stand there.

      The wind blows a bit through the trees.

      We still stand there. I peek over at Benny who is shaking. “You okay?”

      “Yes’m.”

      I ring the doorbell because Benny isn’t.

      Sounds of footsteps come closer. Benny moves back a tiny bit so that I’m the one in front. That means that I’m the one poor Morgan sees when she opens the door.

      “Hello? Rosie?” She pauses. “Benny?”

      I’m surprised she remembers my name, but the whole cop-turned-serial killer issue earlier this winter has made pretty much everyone in the county know who I am.

      Morgan lifts an eyebrow, waiting for us to say something. Her normally perfect hair is messy and she’s not wearing make-up. I almost don’t recognize her. Her pajamas are flannel and covered with tiny cartoon moose images. Her feet are bare. She wraps her arms around herself even as she stares at us. She doesn’t ask why we’re here.

      “You have a branch coming out of your leg,” Morgan says, voice monotone and dead as she points at my shin.

      “Oh?” I look down. I do, but it’s more of a twig, “I didn’t even feel it.”

      I start to pull it out and Benny pales.

      Morgan holds up her hands. “Hold on! Hold on! Let me get something.”

      I look to Benny for help, but he is hopeless, so I’m the one who grabs Morgan by her tiny shoulder and turns her around. “Morgan. I’m okay. You—It’s really nice of you, but we’re here because of Ernie.”

      “Is he f-ng Jessica again?”

      The world stops for a second.

      “No—I—No? No?” I eye Benny. Benny’s hands are shaking. I swallow hard. “He’s—”

      “You?” she asks.

      It takes me a second to understand what she means.

      “No! Oh my gosh! No!” I back up a step and then buck up. This is the least I can do for her. “Morgan, this isn’t about Ernie’s—um, his—”

      “Sexual addiction?” she offers. “That’s what the counselor called it, which is a nice way of saying slut, I guess.”

      “Um—yeah … No.” I push down my automatic lecture about the word slut and what it implies and I start over. “Why don’t you sit down?”

      She gestures at my bloody twig site. “Your leg?”

      “It will be okay.” I settle her in on the couch, hoping that I’m not dripping blood anywhere, ignoring the pain that I suddenly feel. “It’s nothing. Benny? Do you need to be the one who tells her?”

      He opens his mouth and no words come out.

      “Tell me what?” Morgan asks.

      I turn back to her, squatting down so that I’m on her level. One of my hands grab hers and the other clamps around my leg, trying to keep the blood in. I don’t even get a word out before she figures it out and backs up into the couch, scooting quickly across the cushion. She clutches my hand in hers, keeping us connected.

      “Oh no …” she whispers. Her eyes remind me of when the tide hits the shore during a storm, all blue and grey and wild motion crashing.

      My throat tries to close, but I can’t let it. I have to do this, to be strong. “Ernie was killed tonight while responding to a burglar— ”

      “Wait. Is he in the hospital?”

      “No, Morgan—”

      “Killed?” She jerks her head to one side and then another. “Did he crash the cruiser? He’s always crashing the cruiser.”

      She starts to stand, but her legs give out, and I catch her as she lurches forward, going with her momentum to bring her into the chair nearby instead of the couch again. Maybe the armrests will help prop her up. Benny shakes and plops on the couch, shifting his gun so it doesn’t hit the armrest.

      “Morgan, is there someone we should call? Your mom? Can someone come be with you?” I hope I sound gentle.

      “My mom and dad.” She motions to her cell phone. There’s some of my blood on her clothes now.

      Benny goes and picks up the phone and brings it in the other room. For a second, I worry that he’s not smart enough to go through her contacts all by himself and find MOM or DAD, but I am being sort of unfair. As he mumbles into the phone, I tell Morgan everything that I know, not sure if that is okay or against the rules or not. While I tell her, Morgan shakes her head back and forth, and sobs once, a dry-gasping patch of sorrow that she sucks right back inside of her. She’s trying to be so strong, I think, so strong despite the fact that her life has just taken a perpendicular turn off its course.

      “Do you want anything?” I ask. “Water? Wine? Something?”

      “Wine.” She gives a hoarse little cough. “If I started drinking that now, I would never stop. So water.”

      But we decide on a hot toddy, which is sort of Victorian of me, but it’s the best I can think to do. Benny goes back in the living room with her, advising her that her mom is on her way and her dad is out running errands or something but will be here soon. Nobody says anything about the weirdness of running errands after midnight on a Monday. It is the least of our worries right now. It turns out that Ernie and Morgan don’t have a tea kettle so I put a Carnival cruise ship mug and a teabag into the microwave for a minute to boil some water. I have to root around the kitchen a bit, but I find some honey and some rum, cinnamon, nutmeg, and lemon.

      The minute seems to take forever. Their kitchen is small and full of dark wood cabinets and stainless steel appliances. On the fridge is a really badly executed drawing of a bride and groom that Ernie must have made. It’s basically stick figures and it says, “The rest of our lives begins right now. I love you forever, babe.”

      My heart twists inside of me. It’s all I can do to not sob.

      The microwave beeps and the timer reads 00:00, the way it does when the power goes out. Then it switches back to the regular time. Working on automatic, I add all the other ingredients and maybe go a wee bit heavy on the rum. When I bring it back to Morgan, Benny is on the phone again talking to the chief. I can tell because he keeps saying, “Chief.” I’m brilliant like that.

      I perch next to poor Morgan and give her the mug. Her hands tremble. There’s some red on the back of her palm. My blood maybe.

      “Thank you,” she says.

      “You have something on your hand,” I say.

      “Nail polish.” She sips at the tea. “My parents are coming.”

      “I know,” I tell her. I don’t think it’s nail polish.

      “Ernie’s dead.”

      “I know. I’m so sorry.” I look up to Benny for help.

      He hands me the phone. “The chief wants to talk to you.”

      I stand up and take the phone. “Me?”

      “Yep.”

      There are times in your life when you just get tired of talking, times where it seems like people want to pick information from you, make sure they know what you know, but they can’t ever know that, can they? I’m a reporter and even I’m aware that words can never do enough to explain the feeling you get telling someone their husband died, the way the world stops when you see someone’s head has been bashed in, the way you charge into darkness when someone runs away from you in the woods. There are no words to bridge the gap between explaining and living. We pretend there is because that is how we function. We humans lean towards connection and community and shared experience, but those things are so hard to come by. We make do with replicas, facsimiles.

      “Hey. You okay?” These are the first words that come at me from our police chief, Jack Moore. His voice is whiskey raw and cowboy low like always, but it seems a bit more raw than normal. He’s got to be going through a lot, too, losing Ernie.

      “Yep.”

      “Sorry you got all mixed up in this, but I’m glad you’re there. Morgan holding up okay?”

      I turn away and walk into the kitchen. “She’s in shock, I think. Her parents are coming.”

      “Yeah, Benny told me. Can you tell me everything you saw? With the guy in the woods?”

      I tell him, leaning against the counter, staring away from the refrigerator and the picture. Whatever happened with Jessica King, the now-fired town manager’s daughter, Ernie and Morgan obviously were trying really hard to make things okay again. She hadn’t given up on him somehow. She has some kind of crazy strength inside of her. I don’t think I could be that strong, staying with a guy who was having a full-out affair right before our wedding. No. I know I couldn’t do it. And what did she get for it? A couple months of married life. A murdered husband who died in the line of duty. A fallen officer.

      I think I must sniff in or something because the chief says, “You sure you’re okay? Not gonna have a goddamn breakdown are you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s a lot to handle. I know you’ve handled more.”

      Morgan’s mother arrives. There is fresh sobbing, women murmuring out in the other room.

      “I’m okay.” I repeat the word ‘okay’ because there is a certain stability to it, almost a sacredness. It’s as if you say it enough it becomes truth. I’m okay. I’m okay. I’m okay. “I’m worried about Morgan.”

      “Me too.” He clears his throat.

      Guilt fills me. “I’m sorry I didn’t catch him or see him sooner.”

      “Not your damn job,” he says. “Look, I’m going to try to cut this short and hopefully come on a flight back tomorrow. The first one out of here with a potential free seat isn’t until the afternoon. I’m on standby. I was hoping you and Benny could go tell Jessica.”

      I let that register and whisper. “Jessica King?”

      “Yep. I know it’s asking a lot, but the other officers are all busy with the investigation and Benny needs someone with him. He isn’t handling it well.”

      “But—They weren’t together anymore.”

      “She’s carrying his child.”

      “Oh shit,” I say.

      “Exactly.”

      “Does anyone know?”

      “You. Me. Her parents probably. Summer Alley.” He names one of our dispatchers. “Probably a couple of other cops, honestly. Crap. Maybe everyone. You know how this place is.”

      I close my eyes for a second. Exhaustion hits me and it’s hard just to lift them open again, but I push through it. “Okay.”

      “You’re a trooper. We should put you on the payroll or give you an honorary badge or something. Or you could just come dispatch part-time for us like you do over in Mount Desert.”

      I let his invitation dangle there. Because I am from New England, I am from poor and practical, I always expect to stop making money writing for the paper because I expect Eddie, my editor, to fire me for refusing to take accident photos where you can see people’s faces. I don’t like to make money off their pain and sorrow in that personal kind of way. A crushed bumper? That I can take a photo of. A crushed heart? Not so much. We fight about this endlessly. So I work part-time, picking up dispatching shifts in Mount Desert, which is a lot of trust in me, honestly, because I could be unethical and write so many stories. Seamus always said Jack had issues with that. Apparently not anymore.

      By the time I hang up with Jack, Morgan’s father is walking through the door. He’s a shorter, hobbit-sized man with a barrel chest and kind eyes. He gives a quick acknowledgement to Benny and rushes to his daughter and wife who are sitting on the couch hugging. Morgan gasps out the word, “Daddy,” and she dissolves into sobs.

      Her dad looks up at me hopelessly.

      “I will do everything I can to figure out who did this,” I say.

      He gives a hard nod.

      “We’ll just be going. You all give us a call if you need anything,” Benny says and pretty much hustles out the door and I follow him pretty awkwardly and ungraciously as he unlocks the cruiser. “That was hell. That’s just hell. I don’t ever want to do that again.”

      “Don’t we have to do it again with Jessica?” I ask. “Right now?”

      “Yeah.” Benny curses, barely manages to navigate the cruiser around one of Morgan’s parents’ Subarus. There are two parked in the driveway with us. “I don’t want to do that, but I suppose we have to.”

      “Yep,” I agree, mentally trying to remember to tell Seamus or Benny about the Subarus, trying to understand this upside-down world that I’m suddenly thrust in, a world where I ride around with an old cop, trying to tell people the worst thing possible, and trying to figure out the why of it. Why do people kill?

      I swallow hard. I can tell them kindly. That’s what anyone deserves, right? And then I’ll figure this out.

      “Yeah, Benny,” I say. “I guess we do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Not even the ocean can keep a secret forever if that secret wants to be known. That’s my theory about life in Downeast Maine—at least it always has been. I hope that theory is true because I want to know who did this to Ernie. I want that secret found out and soon. I’m thinking about this as Benny drives back to the island to go to Jessica King’s house and I’m thinking about how I can figure this out so that everyone who hurts has answers.

      Benny is quiet. We don’t have much to say to each other. I think it’s because he is so full of sorrow and because of the duty he doesn’t want to perform, and I am so full of questions about secrets told and untold. I want to fix this, but at the same time it’s just so weird to be riding in a cop car with Benny, telling Ernie’s loved ones what’s happening, to be so submersed in what’s happening and this weird world of cops.

      If Jessica is pregnant with Ernie’s child, then that means they either kept having an affair after his marriage or that she’s a good five months along. If Jessica’s pregnant with Ernie’s child and her dad, John, knows? That is going to piss him off more than he already was pissed off at Ernie for all the OUI stuff.

      John and Ernie have a history now, tied together by Jessica, but also by John’s own stupidity. After thirty years as our town manager, John King was put on administrative leave last fall and eventually let go by the council. Most of the town supports the decision, but the town drunks are all crazy angry, saying that the town is corrupt and so on and so on. But to be fair, it is winter, and there’s not much to do in town except gossip and complain.

      Benny’s phone rings. He checks the number then answers. “Yeah. One second.”

      Pulling the cruiser to the side of the road, he unbuckles and then covers the phone with his hand before saying to me, “One minute. I’m going to take this outside.”

      I resist the urge to lift an eyebrow and instead say in a cheery voice, hopefully, “Sure!”

      Benny shuts the door to the cruiser behind him. He’s parked us on the side of the road by an ancient antiques store, which is really a junk shop. Giant billboards for Coke products and old street signs lean against wrought iron bed frames. An old rocking horse on a metal form with springs for support wobbles in the wind. I had one like that when I was a little kid. My dad nabbed it out of the town dump, brought it home, cleaned it up and gave it to me. My mom had almost exploded with anger and went on and on about it being dirty. I loved that horse though and named it Pony McPony. We had about eight-thousand adventures saving the world from alien invaders from the planet Abba, shutting down glue factories, chasing vampires. I miss that horse.

      The one on the lawn reminds me so much of it. The white of the horse is interrupted by a red saddle blanket and dark faux-leather saddle. The mane and tail and hooves are all black. In the nighttime light, the white of it seems to glow. Maybe I will come back and buy it for Lilly if it doesn’t cost too much. Maybe I can clean it up and ride it to new adventures or something, which is silly, I know. Spring-mounted horses don’t go anywhere, they just stay mounted, moving inches forward and then back.

      Sighing, I decide to open the glove compartment. There are a million traffic violation forms, some latex gloves and a tiny figurine of Woody from Toy Story. This exciting bunch of items inspires me to shut the glove box again and rest my head on my legs, folding my body over completely. I close my eyes.

      I’m little again riding on Pony McPony. Inside the house, my mother screams about disease and filth. The world smells of gardening soil in spring, cleaning solution, and soap. Pony McPony and I head out to meet the aliens who have invaded the mountains of New Hampshire.

      “You awake?” Benny’s rough Maine accent jerks me back into the real world.

      “Yeah. Just making stories.”

      “Well, that’s what they pay you the big money for, right?” He croaks out some sort of laugh.

      “Yep.”

      “Do they pay you anything at all at that paper?”

      “Not much.”

      We pull away from the lonely rocking horse and head to Jessica King’s house. John’s truck and Hilarie’s Mountaineer is parked right behind Jessica’s Subaru. Seeing both cars there makes a hitch in my stomach, which might be because Jessica has a Subaru, but more likely because I do not want to have to interact with John. I have never wanted to interact with John. He’s always been a bully, the kind of kid in the hallway by your locker who notices you have glasses and instantly calls you four-eyes and says stuff like, “I bet you’re great at sports. Just compensating with the brains stuff because you’re so awkward, right?” The stuff that makes no sense but still hurts.

      “John’s here.” Benny wheezes out this fact as he parks.

      “Yep.”

      “Well …”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      Benny and I are great communicators obviously. He unlocks the doors, shuts off the cruiser and pockets the keys before he hauls his considerable bulk out of the door again. “This is going to be a long night.”

      “All nights seem long lately,” I tell him as we stand there, just staring at the newer construction two-level fake colonial house and the cars and the stairs to the front door.

      “They sure do.” He nods at me like we’re about to head into battle, which I guess we kind of are, and I step up the wooden stairs, reach out, and ring the doorbell.

      The door flies open. John King, all six-foot-tall ranginess of him, stands there, eyeing us. Like the chief, he has cowboy eyes, small, deep set, classically straight features like a kind of Ken doll. His usual close-cropped hair has a front flop to it now like he’s growing out bangs. The alcohol has disguised his jaw line, but for Maine he’s kind of a good looking man if you don’t mind bullies. “Took you long enough.”

      “Hey John,” Benny says, ignoring John’s greeting.

      “Hey Benny,” John says before turning his attention to me. “Rosie. What are you doing here?”

      I make my eyes really big to try to explain that I don’t want to explain because I don’t want to hurt Benny’s feeling and before I can lie or make up an excuse or anything, Benny says, “The chief wanted her to tag along and keep me company, provide a woman’s touch, you know? Can we come in?”

      John moves aside and with an overly dramatic hand flourish ushers us into the foyer. Wooden stairs run up to the second floor. Straight ahead are kitchen cabinets.

      “That’s hardly policy,” John says as he closes the door behind us.

      “Well, it’s a bit of a night.” Benny stands there and clears his throat a couple times.

      John leans down towards my ear and whispers in his whiskey voice. “Sucks to be you.”

      “It’s okay,” I say back.

      “Liar.”

      “You and me both,” I counter, which makes him smile.

      John has never known what to do with me, honestly. There are two ways people think and act about John King. One camp thinks he is godlike, powerful, funny, and their best friend. He drinks because why the hell wouldn’t he drink? He chases the ladies because he’s a good looking, vital guy who likes to live large, so why the hell wouldn’t he do that either? He can do nothing wrong. They love him. The other camp thinks that he is basically Satan. He drinks, abuses his power, carouses, swears like he is just learning the language while simultaneously working in a Romanian drug cartel, uses and abuses his women while making the town council make all the wrong choices about the environment, public parking, vacation rentals. They hate him.

      Me?

      I see an insecure man who tries to be nice but sometimes is a bully and messes up and can’t handle not being perfect. And he does mess up. All. The. Time. A little bit of a sociopath if you can be just a little bit of a sociopath. But the thing is that I don’t hate him. I avoid interacting with him, but I don’t come close to hating him. That confuses the crap out of him. Pardon my French, as Benny would say.

      John leads us into the living room, which has video game controls on the floor, a leather couch that has been cat scratched along the edges, and a giant dog in the middle of the floor.

      “Koko!” I crouch down, completely forgetting why we are there.

      The dog bounces up and leaps at me, knocking me down and standing completely over me, wagging her tail and licking my face. It is honestly the best thing that has happened to me in a long time.

      “Koko! Jesus Christ!” John yells.

      “Sorry! Sorry!” says a woman’s voice.

      Turning my head away from Koko’s perfect, slurpy tongue, I spot Hilarie King, John’s beleaguered (sort of) wife and Jessica’s mom. She is a short, platinum blonde, pixie-cut hair type of woman who wears clothes about twenty years too young for her, but she has always been Bar Harbor’s sexy girl, locally known for being beautiful, so it doesn’t matter. She yanks at Koko’s collar and pulls the dog off me. I thank her, but I’m sad. I like Koko. Koko is uncomplicated. She just loves whomever she loves without any restrictions or worries. She just loves for the sake of loving. I wish people were more like that.

      When I get up off the floor, I finally notice Jessica King sitting on the couch, knees brought up to her chest. Her vacant face stares ahead at the flat screen television that’s mounted on the wall. The television isn’t on. It’s just a black emptiness. No. That’s wrong, it reflects the lamp on the end table. A blob of hazy light exists on that screen, but only if you look at different angles.

      “So, um … ” I don’t know how to start. “Benny is here to tell you something that’s kind of—”

      “We already know,” John interrupts. “You want a drink?”

      “Oh.” I don’t know what to say. John isn’t supposed to be drinking anymore but there are definitely three wine glasses out on the coffee table. Koko presses into my side. “No … Um … no thanks.”

      “On duty, unfortunately.” Benny raises his hands up in a pathetic gesture that perfectly illustrates his want for a tall one. I bet he’d even drink red wine right now. Poor Benny. That’s saying a lot.

      “Obviously, Benny. I wasn’t asking you.” John exchanges a glance with Hilarie where he doesn’t even bother to hide the disdain he has for poor Benny. “So, you’re here to tell us about Ernie.”

      “We’re here to tell Jessica,” I say, standing awkwardly. I sink my hand into Koko’s dog fur. She’s a Newfoundland and perfect. “Jessica, would you like us to tell you what happened?”

      “I know,” she whispers. Her face still stares at the television. Shock. She’s in shock.

      I move towards her and perch next to her on the couch. Everyone, even Hilarie,

      seems tall when you sit down here. The couch smells like Koko who follows me over. She lies her giant head on my lap and gives me “save me” eyes. I wish I could, poor dog.

      Jessica winces. “Ernie died.”

      “He was killed,” John corrects.

      Hilarie comes and sits in the red chair next to the couch, reaches across and plucks Jessica’s hand off her lap. I glimpse blisters on the palm of her hand probably from the Y. She’s always there working out. John has bitterly joked before that she lives there. The blisters look painful and I almost want to offer to wrap them for her, but this is not the time for that. This is the time for Jessica. And I am stalling, thinking too much, making the silence in the room get too huge.

      I have never had much interaction with Jessica. She’s one of those girls that always intimidate me, which probably says too much about me. She’s in her early twenties and she has over-plucked eyebrows and an over-plucked attitude, her dad’s ability to eviscerate a person verbally without even batting a long, black eyelash. She has super straight, glossy hair and all the guys at the police department think she’s hot but dangerous. If I were into girls, she wouldn’t be my type because her face is too full of make-up and her eyes are too much like that television screen—darkness with obscured light, but I can’t help but feel for her. She’s as much a mess as Morgan. She really loved Ernie. I’ve heard she believed him when he told her he wouldn’t get married and that he really was meant to be with her.

      “Do you already know the details?” Benny asks after our long silence.

      Jessica sniffs in. She hasn’t cried. When her eyes shift their focus away from the television and towards Benny, the anger in them seems almost a choice, a giving in. “Details?”

      Benny shuffles uncomfortably. “Yes. Um. All we know right now is that Ernie– Officer Emerson,” he corrects himself, suddenly trying to be official. “Ernie—I mean—Officer—I mean Emerson—ah.”

      “Jesus F-ing Christ.” John falls onto the couch next to me, his arm stretching out on the ledge behind my shoulders. He smells of wine and leathery cologne. “Rosie. You want to just tell us so we can get this over with and you can go?”

      “Yep. Okay. Sure.” I clear my throat, which startles both Hilarie and Jessica enough that they jump.

      Impatience wastes John’s features into ugliness. I hurry up, but try to be sort of tactful. I stare at the blurry light in the black TV screen and wish I could disappear into it, but instead I just clear my throat one more time and try again. “Ernie responded to a motion alarm at an unoccupied summer residence. When the dispatcher on duty tried to check his status, he did not respond. After several attempts, another officer responded and found him dead on the ground near his cruiser. The cause of death is currently believed to be—um—traumatic head injuries caused from striking.”

      Jessica’s body trembles.

      I swallow hard. “An ambulance crew responded. State police are now on scene and will take over the investigation as they do for most homicides in Maine. Um … That’s pretty much what we know right now.”

      There is silence.

      Hilarie breaks it. “Did you tell her?”

      Her must mean Morgan.

      “Yes,” I answer, meeting her eyes, which are narrowed.

      Hilarie’s eyes blink away some sort of emotion that I can’t read. Her hand tightens around Jessica’s. “Okay. Thank you.”

      “Are there any leads?” John asks. “Any visuals? Cameras?”

      “Well—ah—there—the—” Benny starts to bumble-mumble something, maybe about the person in the woods, but I interrupt him and tell them no.

      We make our goodbyes. Jessica barely says anything, but that’s understandable, I think. Once John takes us outside and shuts the front door behind him, the screaming begins—acrostics and devil odes, pain and keening. I have never heard anything like it. I want to rescue Koko from there, but I can’t. I am useless.

      As something crashes against an interior wall and Benny hustles inside the cruiser, I ask John, “Can I do anything to help? Take Koko maybe?”

      “No, we’re good. We’re a high drama family sometimes.” John nods towards Benny who is shoving more Cheetos into his mouth. “Jesus. Look at him. Pathetic.”

      “He’s—um—having a hard time with this?” I offer as the light of Benny’s phone illuminates his face as he checks it.

      John pulls me over towards his truck for a second, catching my upper arm in his hand. He catches me off guard with his action and then with his question, “How’s your ex-husband?”

      “Still stalking,” I answer truthfully.

      “That guy needs a bullet in his head.”

      I cringe, think of my old rocking horse, spring loaded just like John, but not able to get anywhere, to really do anything. It must be hard not to be the town manager anymore.

      “So did Ernie, quite honestly,” John adds. “Did you know Jessica was pregnant with his baby? He wanted her to have an abortion.”

      “What?” I jerk back, stare up at the angry cowboy face of John King. I didn’t know about the abortion part.

      “F-ing heartless bastard.” John doesn’t even flinch, doesn’t even raise his voice. “I hope I’m there when they arrest him just so I could shake the killer’s hand before they send him to jail.”

      “I can understand that,” I say softly, feeling for John, for Jessica. “I mean—I would want the same thing, I think.”

      There’s another load moan from inside.

      Benny gets out of the cruiser, then gets back in the cruiser like he can’t decide what he should be doing.

      “Someone does need to put a bullet in your ex’s head,” John reiterates and adds, “and soon.”

      “Or at least arrest him.”

      “I prefer the bullet approach.”

      I nod and say, “I’m sorry for your troubles, John.”

      “You and me both. It’s been a hell of a year.”

      I take my leave and duck back into the cruiser, a head full of anxiety pounding against my temples. All I want to do is for none of this to be real, for people to be good. I push my head against the window and watch John’s solitary figure out by Jessica’s Subaru. He lifts up his chin towards us before he heads back inside.
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      As Benny drives me back to my house, finally, I can’t help but think about violence and people and how I don’t quite get it. A lot of times journalists have people who become obsessed with their reporting or their Twitter, and then torment them. I have had a couple of those because we all became a little bit famous after the Hildebrand murders.

      One was a chef from Chicago blitzed out on coke, had once been on Oprah or cooked for the Obamas or something. He was one of the top chefs in the country, but he fastened on my name, my Facebook profile, and then began storming all my friends’ email boxes with messages about how they were turning innocent angel me into whores like them.

      This is amusing because my friends are a lot better people than I am. This is not amusing because it was mean to my friends. He stopped after Seamus had a Chicago cop talk to him.

      And I was stalked once in college before I ended up with my ex-husband Don. That time it was by a guy I met when I was campaigning for a presidential candidate over in Colorado. He was a lot scarier. He would drive from Alabama to my college looking for me. He would send me cryptic messages in weird texts. It was worse than that, but I don’t really like to remember it.

      I don’t like to remember a lot of things especially when it’s about my ex-husband or Officer Hildebrand or when I just made bad decisions. I know I’m human, but I hate when I mess up, and usually I mess up when it comes to judging people’s intentions.

      Closing my eyes, exhaustion hits me as Benny drives through the dark streets back to my house, the radio chatter of dispatchers and cops a background noise that anchors me as does the smell of Cheetos and sweat.

      I smile remembering how Seamus and I had a conversation a couple of weeks ago. We were at dinner. We decided to go to this cool touristy type restaurant down by the harbor, which is still open off season. Tons of friends and locals surrounded us at our table and the tables close by. A dozen oysters waited on this weird cupcake style platter. We both had a beer. It was the first beer I’ve ever liked, which was reason enough for celebration actually. An Alaskan amber. I don’t think I’d ever had one before, but anyways, I leaned across from him, ignored everyone else talking around us and said, “What is your biggest fear?

      He said, “Losing you.”

      He said it without missing a beat.

      He said it like he didn’t have to think.

      I laughed and said I wasn’t buying it, so he revised that his biggest fear is not keeping the people he loved safe. This was pretty amusing because he was the best person I’ve ever met at keeping people safe. All he does is love and worry and protect.

      Then he asked me what my biggest fear was and before I could answer he said, “Your biggest fear is that everyone is bad.”

      This is astute, but not true. My biggest fear is that I will go to Hell, which is a pretty big fear. My second biggest fear is that there is nothing after death and life has no meaning. I am all about the existential crisis.

      No. My biggest fear is that I won’t be able to keep Lilly safe and that I’ll lose her somehow. That fear? It’s so big that I had to swallow it down hard like an oyster and bury it away inside my stomach somewhere, a lump of worry that I can’t quite ever forget.

      However, the point of this is that Seamus hit on how I am stupid. I always expect people to be good. Even after Officer Hildebrand killed my friend, another woman, and tried to kill me and my best friend, Michelle, and Seamus, I have a whole mental block about how people can actually be bad. Even after my own ex-husband, I try to pretend evil doesn’t exist.

      Like with Ernie’s killing. How could a burglar worry more about being caught than Ernie’s life? I just don’t get it.

      Unless it wasn’t a burglar.

      And even though I see the proof of people’s badness over and over again, it never sinks in. I always expect them to be good, which is the problem. My ex exemplifies this. My former husband was like John in that he would never stop drinking and when he drank he became super violent and paranoid and mean. All day long he presented to the public the persona of a perfectly charming man, a kind man, and he was, but at night he would drink a bottle of wine and a half of a bottle of scotch, and some sort of monster came out. Sometimes when I try to forget it, Seamus helps me remember.

      “He locked you in the basement,” Seamus says. “Do not feel sorry for him. He hurt you over and over again. He shoved you out of a moving car. You left to keep your baby girl safe, to keep yourself safe. You are allowed to be safe and allowed to be angry.”

      Still, I can’t hold onto the anger. I just feel pity and fear. This, according to Seamus, is my flaw.

      “Do not forget he is a psycho, Rosie.”

      “Do not forget he is a loser, Rosie.”

      “Do not forget that you are good, Rosie. You don’t deserve that.”

      Seamus is worried that I’ll not be cautious enough with this random annoying guy—Kevin, his name is Kevin. That sounds absurd and it is absurd, but from Seamus’s point of view it all makes sense because I casually interviewed this Kevin person for the paper. He latched on and didn’t let go.

      I straighten my spine in the seat, readjust my seatbelt. When I first came to Maine, night used to be my favorite time; the darkness was a safe place to hide in; to watch the happy drunk couples stumble out of the bars, arm in arm; to witness the deer wander down the center of the empty streets, unafraid. I always thought it was my time, too, a time where I could vanish into a bush, hide behind a car, blanket myself in the lack of light. Now, it’s dangerous. Ernie’s killer made it that way, but to be fair, Don made it that way first. He’s a tall man, but wiry, not built like Seamus, and he could hide in the shadows, easily looked over as he watches.

      No. I am being stupid.

      He would never come here. He’s too clever for that.

      

      Benny and I drive by so many shadows on his way to getting me back home.

      “I won’t think about it,” I mumble.

      “I wouldn’t think about it either,” Benny announces as we turn into town. “Ain’t no good in it, remembering Ernie like that.”

      I don’t correct him and tell him that’s not what I’m thinking about.

      “None of our lives are going to be the same after this,” he says. “It’s all topsy-turvy now.” He guns the cruiser engine as we round onto Mount Desert Street, past the closed-up bed and breakfasts, Andrew Holden’s employee housing for all his various hotel enterprises, past the YWCA.

      “You hear about Joan Campbell? Her former significant other keeps leaving her notes on her car despite the no contact conditions on his bail. She’s staying over at the YW.” Benny turns the car onto my street, finally. The trees are barren sentinels, pasting down lawn between house and sidewalk. Soon, they will bloom. “Oh, damn, that probably hits a little too close to home, don’t it? Sorry.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “Don’t you worry none.” Benny reaches across the car’s interior, avoiding the mounted laptop and the rifle clamped behind the seats to tap my shoulder. “He won’t do nothing to you. That man’s a fool.”

      I swallow hard. The problem is that Don is only part fool. The other part is calculating. How many people are that way? Too many, I guess.

      Benny pulls into my driveway. Car tires displace gravel. The house is so dark. The night could swallow it up so easily.

      “How about you wait in the cruiser and I’ll check it out for you. A night like tonight you can’t be too careful.” Benny doesn’t wait for me to answer, just unbuckles and puts his hand out. “Keys.”

      I give them to him. “You sure you don’t mind, Benny?”

      “After what you done for me tonight? Not one bit.” He half smiles and gives me a wink before he leaves me alone in the car where I watch as one by one the house lights turn on.

      When he comes back, I’ve been standing outside the car waiting and I give him a hug, which is hard because covering the hobbit-like body of Benny Allard are the hard edges of a badge, a ballpoint pen, bulletproof vest, and portable radio.

      “Thanks, Benny. It’s been a difficult night. I really appreciate it.”

      He sniffs in like he’s trying not to cry and hunches his shoulders up to his ears as we discontinue our hug and I head up the porch. I wave and check the mailbox before I go inside. Poor Benny. I think it must be hard to be just smart enough to know that everyone ridicules you for being dumb. Plus, he’s got two sons and eight ex-wives and one of those sons is always in trouble. Seamus calls him a total miscreant. I love that word—miscreant—even when I don’t love what it represents.

      Though I know Benny already went through the house to make sure no exes are lurking anywhere, nerves still make my hands shake. Seamus always makes me feel better, safer. I’m not sure if it’s his size or his competence, the way he’s always so sure of himself and his strength. It is the opposite of me. My weakness has been proven over and over again.

      No.

      That’s an automatic negative thought and it’s not true and it’s what I’m trying not to do anymore.

      I’m not weak. We caught Officer Hildebrand because I figured it out. I escaped Don and made a whole new life for Lilly and me because I was strong, not weak.

      I grab a kitchen knife and do one more check of the house before I allow myself to exhale, shut off the lights, and get ready for bed even though it is almost morning. I put away a couple of Lilly’s books that she didn’t take to Michelle’s when I went out of town. I can’t wait to pick her up tomorrow. I send Seamus a text telling him I’m safe and hoping he’s okay.

      He texts back. “I’m okay. Thanks for asking. Lock the doors.”

      So, I go back downstairs, double check that the doors are locked, and allow myself to snuggle down beneath the quilt and the duvet and finally go to sleep. In the dark. Alone. In this small town that now has a new murder on its hands and a new murderer.

      

      Morning is the kind of thing that if it were up to me, I would avoid it. Normally, our dog, Champ, wakes me up, but Summer is dog sitting so that drooly boy is missing when I manage to finally rouse myself out of bed. I’m so used to the hotel room that the gray walls and Pinterest art confuses me for a second, and then I get it. Home. I am home. It just feels—lonely without everyone else.

      Grabbing my cellphone for the time, I swing my legs out over the side of my low bed. Seamus fixed it somehow so it wouldn’t be too high, which is nice of him. Wanting a stepstool to get into bed was always kind of humiliating. It’s noon, which means that Summer will be bringing Champ back soon. And then I get to pick up Lilly!

      My muscles protest as I manage to stand and stretch my arms over my head.

      “Hello day,” I mutter in a sad echo of how my mom would always sing-song greet the day.

      The day does not say hello back.

      I allow myself to stand and pad down the hallway with its scratched-up, painted blue floor and start the shower before actually reading the messages. The bathroom is nice and renovated since I bought the house. It’s sort of a relaxing blue-walled, tiled-floor feel. When I lived with Don, everything in the house was wood. It was sort of hunting camp turned rich person house. I no longer like wood anything, which makes me feel badly. I mean, it’s not wood’s fault.

      There are six messages on the phone. One is from my boss telling me some people think I shouldn’t cover the police because I might be biased because of Seamus and because I dispatch part-time in Mount Desert and welcome back. Lovely. Three are from Seamus telling me he’s sleeping and that he would like a text telling him I am okay, and thanking me for helping. He sent the sleeping text at 11:18 a.m. I wonder if he drove back to Ellsworth to sleep in the downstairs room at his and Brandy’s house or if he’s crashed out at the fire department. Despite myself, I hope that it’s the fire department. He sleeps here sometimes in the guest room. I wish he had done that this morning, but as my mother always said, there is no point in wishes.

      Two of the messages are from Lilly saying she’s excited to see me after school and not to forget her swimsuit. Like I ever would! She’s so silly. I’ll forget to put on my own bra and believe me, unfortunately I have, but I’d never forget my baby girl’s needs.

      By the time I’m done with the shower, I feel better. I check my social media accounts for random evil stalker messages or posts and there are none. Then I get dressed and head downstairs. I threw my mail from last night on top of the pile that Summer had nicely placed on the counter and I’m about to peruse it when Summer pulls her big SUV with the animal welfare plates into the driveway. I abandon all thoughts of everything else and thunder out of the house to help Summer, who is actually shorter than I am, although she is 8,000 times tougher.

      My favorite Bar Harbor dispatcher is, as usual, surrounded with frazzled and half-grumpy energy that gives her a sort of frenetic edge despite the way her brown hair is pulled up into a Red Sox cap and it also makes her eyes constantly bigger than their natural size. It’s as if she’s so stunned by everything that’s going on that her eyes have to widen just to take it all in.

      She engulfs me in a hug as the dog drools against her windows and paw at the doors to get out.

      “I heard you had to help Benny. Did you see him?” She gasps out.

      “Ernie? Yeah.”

      “Agh!” She throws her hands up in the air. “He was such a bastard, but this sucks. It just sucks. I’d like to find whoever did that and kick him in the throat. And then murder his little skeevy ass.”

      If Summer was a mythical creature, she’d be a skinny dwarf, I think, because she is handy and prone to big talk about violence.

      “I’m so sorry,” I tell her.

      “It’s not your fault.” She pushes a fist into her belly and her voice shakes. “It just sucks. It makes me sick when I think about it.”

      She steps closer and looks pleadingly at me like I can make it better, but all I can do is think to hug her and thank her and we bring my monster dog and her two dog babies inside in a flurry of activity and doggy happiness that momentarily distracts us both from Ernie.

      Even though it’s only one in the afternoon, I pour Summer some red wine and set her down at the kitchen counter as I dole out the doggy treats to her dogs and Champ who we inherited after Sarah Lowell’s murder.

      While I’m giving out things to the puppies, Summer tells me about all the bad stuff that’s happened in her life in the few days that I’ve been gone. Ernie is dead, obviously, but also her daughter wants to move back to her dad’s place in the Midwest for her final year of high school. Summer, herself, doesn’t feel loved by her husband, still. She is bored. Nobody at the police department likes her. She is sad. She is training for a triathlon and is scared.

      Suddenly her mantra of woes stops and she shouts, “What the f— is this?”

      I don’t want to stop refilling the giant water bowl for the dogs, but I close the faucet and turn around to see Summer, small and cute as hell, glaring at a piece of paper that she throws on the counter. I leave the bowl in the sink.

      I don’t want to look.

      I don’t want to really do anything except go back to bed, honestly, but I do. I stop refilling the water bowl; I refrain from scrambling out of the kitchen and upstairs into bed; I look.

      It’s not actually a piece of paper; I was wrong. It’s a postcard. My stomach drops as I gaze at the picture of Bar Harbor’s shoreline, the pier, Geddy’s the restaurant with the giant lit-up moose on its roof and a lobster claw holding the sign.

      “Does it say anything on the other side?” I ask.

      Summer takes it by the corner and flips it over.

      “Welcome home.”

      The handwriting is …? I’m not sure.

      “There’s no postmark,” Summer says, “which means …”

      “Which means he dropped it into the mailbox himself after the mail came yesterday,” I answer for her.

      I lift myself up onto the counter, cross my legs under me and then I am motionless as Summer rages about Don’s creepiness, his nerve, his psycho nature.

      “I just want to kick him in the freaking neck.” She adds, “IN HIS NECK!”

      “I know.”

      But I don’t know, not really. I don’t fill with hate. I fill with fear. Despite everything that happened with Ernie, I was starting to really hope that I was finally, really, safe. But I’m not. The world around me crashes and falls and melts into a world full of danger and fear, paranoia. Will I always be looking over my shoulder?

      My hand holding the postcard shakes and Summer grabs it in hers as she says, “It’ll be okay, Rosie. It’s going to be okay.”

      But that’s a lie that I no longer have the luxury to believe.
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      When Summer leaves, I remember to give poor Champ the water bowl, and I let myself think about Don a tiny bit. This is something that I try never to do.

      When I moved to Bar Harbor, it was to get away from my Colorado life and my Colorado marriage. The states are both in the U.S., but it feels like they are in entirely different countries. Bar Harbor is on an island full of rich people, Jackson Lab employees, College of the Atlantic students studying human ecology, and lobstermen and heroin addicts, kayak guides, rock climbers, environmentalists, glass blowers, and restaurant workers.

      The wealthy people flock here in the summer and when I say wealthy, I mean the old moneyed one percenters. These are the people who own chains of grocery stores and football teams, people that funded museums and steel mills and art galleries and libraries. These are the people who went to Harvard, not because they were smart, but because everyone they were related to went to Harvard. These are the legacies.

      The people in my old Colorado town aren’t wealthy; they’re regular. My ex-husband is the hospital CEO. He made five times what I make as a reporter now and we were rich for our town. I was expected to dress like a senator and get my news from newspapers. I was expected to ignore it when he started cheating on me, when he was mean to me, when he drank so much alcohol that if I had drank that same amount? I would be halfway dead. Or maybe all the way dead?

      And then I was supposed to ignore it when he hit me so much that I thought he would make me dead for real.

      But I had Lilly and I couldn’t do that forever and we ran away to Bar Harbor and changed our identities so Don couldn’t find us. I was hoping we would fit in a town where people are allowed to be quirky—where nobody really fits in. Ever. And that’s okay. Not fitting in can sometimes be a part of fitting in. This is a place where trivia night at the pubs is actually a competition and everyone has a park pass on their car so they can hike and cross-country ski all year long.

      All that changed with the murders. One of my friends died, another woman died, and an unstable cop almost framed the whole thing on Seamus. That’s when I fell in love with him. Seamus, the stable cop, not the serial killer one.

      After all that settled down, I waited and worked and just kind of existed, doing things with some new friends, carting Lilly to playdates, trying to hope that Don wouldn’t find me here thanks to the internet fame that comes with cops being serial killers and news going viral, and writing every day of course because I have a job.

      And Seamus and I are getting closer even as he tries to get all the legal work done to end his marriage. When things break in the house, Seamus comes and fixes them. When he is hungry on his shift, I feed him and send cookies back to the PD with him. He stayed with us after the bad cop thing happened, but then it felt wrong. It is pretty calm and mellow between us, but the thing is that I do love him. I love Seamus and Seamus is still legally married and it doesn’t matter that he doesn’t want to be married because he is … married. That’s it. End game.

      So basically, I pined for three months and then I realized that even just hoping he would leave his hoarding wife who refused to use her teaching degree and get an actual job was not cool. I realized thinking of her as evil instead of as nice-haired and occasionally funny was mean.

      And I didn’t want to be mean.

      So, I moved on and stopped pining. When he texted, I didn’t automatically text back. When I tried to hang a picture and failed miserably, I called Summer who brought her husband Chris over and helped me. I joined Rotary. I started dispatching at Mount Desert. And I made Bar Harbor friends, people who weren’t like my Colorado friends at all—people without kids and health insurance. I focused on my stories about people who were artists and construction workers and entrepreneurs and kayak guides.

      Kevin who is proving to be a bit problematic is a bicycle guide.

      Tamaryn, one of my friends, a former Hollywood artistic director who gave it all up after a bad girlfriend incident and moved back home, started this event called Bar Harbor Happy Hour, which was supposed to be a way to get us both out of the house. Kevin was at the first happy hour. He came in late, took an hour to order a burger, and basically just sat there pretty quietly the entire time. He seemed … mellow . . . like a fifty-year-old former stoner who just gave up his old corporate ways for a life of leisure.

      When I got up to go to the bathroom, Tamaryn had leaned over and said, “Write about him.”

      I didn’t even understand what she was talking about. I blame this on the facts that I am clueless normally and that I drank a whole dark and stormy. Tamaryn was flirting with him and I figured it might help her chances even though she didn’t need it. Tamaryn and Summer are both so good at flirting, the coyness, batting eyelashes, touching people meaningfully while looking in their eyes. My social skills are all puppy. I like everyone. I think everyone will be nice and pet my head and give me treats unless they try to kill me.

      A couple weeks after that, Kevin started liking me. I was, of course, oblivious. Tamaryn told me. I didn’t believe her. Tamaryn’s business partner, Rick Simons, the guy who hosts weekly poker, told me. I didn’t believe him either.

      During our interview, which I did at the Dog and Pony, I told Kevin that I liked that he was mellow and he said, “Everyone thinks that.”

      He shook his head and his-too long, old surfer boy hair flopped around like dog fur does.

      “I’m not mellow at all.” He laughed. “I’m absolutely capable of getting mad.”

      Turns out, even if there was no Seamus, that’s a bit of a turn off for me.

      “It could be from him,” I say, staring at the postcard in my hand. I’m both trying to convince myself and the house and even the universe, I think. I’m not sure if any of us are convinced.

      

      Sighing, I put the postcard under the big, wooden Copenhagen salad bowl I scored from the thrift store like it needs something to keep it from blowing away and then I head to school to get Lilly. In the car pick-up line, my heart races like I’m about to see a long lost love, which I guess my little girl is.

      The other moms are all there too and Michelle hops out of her car so I get out and we stand there in our boots sinking into snow-slush as Champ pushes his nose against the MINI’s back window, getting dog drool all over it.

      “I heard about that officer,” she says, arms wrapping around herself after giving me a rocking back-and-forth, welcome home hug. She smells of hazelnut coffee even in the cold March air.

      “It’s terrible,” I offer.

      “Do you have to write about it?”

      “No, Eddie will. I’m ‘too close.’” I pause and wait a second. “I had to go with Benny Allard and tell Morgan, the officer’s wife.”

      She gasps. “No you didn’t.”

      I bite the edge of my lip as the wind picks up a bit, blowing leaves that didn’t quite get cleaned up in the fall. One brown, half-broken oak leaf lands on Michelle’s foot.

      I snatch up the leaf, getting it off her flats. It crumbles a bit in my hands and she says, “Girl, this town is one damn foolish scandal after another lately.”

      The dismissal bell rings and I blurt, “Not my fault! I swear.”

      She laughs. “I know. The little monsters are going to come out soon.”

      I bounce on my toes and pocket the leaf. “I can’t wait! Was she great?”

      “She was perfection.”

      “Thank you for letting her stay over.” I hook my arm into her elbow and nudge her a bit with my hip as we stand there on the sidewalk, watching, waiting.

      “It was my pleasure. The girls entertain themselves and I have way more me-time. It’s a win-win.” She turns her head to wink at me. “Plus, it gave me time to decide to start dating again.”

      “What?”

      “You and Seamus inspired me to believe in love again.”

      “Um—” I start to object, but she silences me with a look that says that I’m not fooling her or probably anyone.

      About two seconds later, the kids of the Conners-Emerson School come rushing out of the brick building. Lilly’s practically skipping out with her best friend, Eve, Michelle’s daughter, and it’s all I can do to contain myself to not sprint over and kiss her adorable face.

      Lilly sees me and smiles and I swear it lights up my entire world.

      “Mommy!”

      She launches into me and I lift her up into a hug. And all my worries about murderers, stalkers, and ex-husbands, and even still-trying-to-get-divorced police sergeants melt right away. My world might be all upside down right now, but Lilly? She’s still the same, still my heart, my big love.
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      It’s fated: The smell of beer and rum, potato puffs cooking on a pan that is coated with the grease of turkey kielbasa always makes me happy no matter what is going on in my world. As soon as I walk into the Simonses’s attached garage, clean and with beer taps on one side, motorcycles on the other, I feel my spirits lift a little bit, and by the time I’ve made it up three wood steps and into the hallway that goes to the kitchen, a smile has taken over my face.

      I’ll put aside trying to solve this murder for a minute. I won’t worry about the postcard. I’ll just be.

      Rick and Rachel Simons hold weekly poker parties with a five-dollar buy in. Rick makes chili and beer and provides rum. Guests provide two-liter mixers, snacks, and five one-dollar bills. It’s super high stakes, you can tell. It’s more about hanging out than the actual poker and there are regulars, regular drop-ins, and random people who show up once in a great while. Usually, there is a park ranger, an accountant, a gifted and talented teacher, a college professor, and two multi-job firefighters who are also a mechanic and a construction worker. I love all of them and all their quirky craziness, honestly. The moment I step into the kitchen, it’s like I’ve come home. And I haven’t known a home like that in a really long time.

      “Rosie! Lilly! YAY!” Rick says.

      Rick is a strong, stout guy, father of Zave. He’s been known to wear a kilt, convert multiple cars to bio-diesel, has an arsenal of food and weapons in case of any kind of apocalypse and loves his friends to the end of the line, honestly, which is why August is still around despite the fact that August drove into the side of Rick and Rachel’s house a couple months ago. August was drunk at the time. August is pretty much drunk all of the time.

      “Rosie!” August yells. “How are your calves?”

      “Strong, August. Strong.” I do not know how else to respond to August. August likes my calves. August ’s shiny head is in direct contrast to Rick’s beard and curly hair. Other than that, they could be brothers.

      Rachel rolls her eyes. She works at the bio lab and is this calm, cool presence compared to everyone else here. I love her and her willingness to host events, and support biodiesel conversions and teach rhythm gymnastics at the Y. She once hiked the AT and the Pacific Coast Trail. You can’t get any cooler than that, really.

      Lilly runs off to play with Zave and the other kids in the basement. There’s a little climbing wall down there and toys. She doesn’t even glance goodbye. She’s in love with the climbing wall.

      What does it take to get invited to poker night and be on Rick’s email list? I’m not really sure. It’s hard to even figure out a common thread amongst the regulars. Dale Billodeau likes to stir things up and get cranky, all gruff firefighter and construction guy, but he’s always helping me out because I suck at poker. Milton, the professor at our local college, just sort of sits there most of the time and takes forever to decide if he’s going to stay or fold. He reminds me of a nice owl—all big eyed and intellectual. There are conservatives here, but far more liberals. There are non-drinkers, but far more drinkers. A pretty much equal distribution of pot smokers to non-pot smokers. Family people. Singles. It’s like a weird ensemble piece where the cast of characters just doesn’t really fit. I like every single one of them, even August

      Serge and Amelia are here. They are big time beer drinkers and in their forties. I can’t figure out what Serge used to look like because his features are hidden by flesh, tinted glasses and sunglasses.

      “Rosie! What is going on at the police station?” Serge exclaims. “The cop? Isn’t he the horn dog? The one who got John King’s daughter preggo?”

      Poor Ernie. Is that a good way to be remembered? Maybe? Maybe guys are proud about that sort of thing? I don’t know.

      “Oh … um … I really don’t know anything.” I give Rick my five one-dollar bills and he takes out some chips, red for dimes, white for nickels, blue for quarters.

      “Serge. She just got here. You have to be civil and wait until she’s gotten a drink for the gossip.” Billodeau pats the chair beside him. “So, tell Uncle Dale, did you really chase some guy from the scene? You and Gunner? That’s so badass. Would’ve been more badass if you caught him, but still badass.”

      “No! Who cares about that?” Tamaryn sashays over to the table, flipping her newly dyed hair over her shoulder. “I want to know if you’ve dumped Seamus for Kevin because he won’t stop talking about you.” She wiggles her eyebrows. “I’m cool with a three-way if you’re up for it.” She tosses some cheese puffs in between her teeth and crunches them hard.

      “Geesh! Tamaryn! You know Rosie’s sexually repressed.” Billodeau smiles at me and does a little eyebrow wiggle. “Plus, if anyone’s getting—”

      I just grab my chips and pull them over to the space in front of me, right next to my Shipyard Ale coaster and then I say, “Did anyone bring potato puffs today? I am really in the mood for potato puffs.”

      Billodeau flops back in his chair. “Well, that’s a conversational switch.”

      Simons flops down in the seat next to me, laughing as he speaks. “I think that’s Rosie saying she doesn’t want to talk about it, Dale.”

      “How can you not talk about it? It’s like the biggest thing that has happened in Bar Harbor ever,” Billodeau moans.

      “The potential three-way or the cop death?” Tamaryn asks.

      Luna leans forward and teases, “Well, there was the time we had the blue lobster. That made national news.”

      “And the Bush girl, one of the president’s twin daughters hiked Cadillac Mountain and got proposed to,” Milton says.

      “And that lady on Star Trek Next Generation got an OUI,” I offer.

      “And when Bar Harbor Batman got arrested for his Facebook status threatening to blow up the hospital,” Rick adds, “when he was just quoting a line from the movie!”

      And everyone is all “I forgot about that” and then everything is just normal and poker happy, which is really the way life should always be—friends giving each other a hard time, low-stakes poker game, home brew, and yes … potato puffs.

      Seamus doesn’t come to poker because Seamus is a cop and this is a cop-free zone. That’s because of the beer and stuff, not the potato puffs.

      I sink into my seat at the table between August and Luna. Luna is fantastic, with a who-gives-a-shit attitude, penchant for cute, dorky animal memes, and can give it to any of the guys better than they can dish it out. I love her even if she does say “It’s the famous Rosie Jones” every single time I get to the house or sit at the poker table.

      She does it now and starts cackling, “Look at her blush!”

      “I’m not blushing,” I mutter and put my five dollars in chips on the table.

      “Totally blushing,” August says. “It’s cute.”

      “So cute,” Luna teases. “Don’t you think she’s cute, August ?”

      August wiggles his eyebrows. “I prefer to not have my face rearranged by that giant cop that Rosie is allegedly not officially dating. But those calves!”

      “Speaking of face rearranging.” Luna clears her throat. “I think that maybe Kevin has been asking about you a lot. Not just because of what Tamaryn said.”

      I sigh, get up enough to lean over the octagonal, green felt table to grab some potato puffs that have magically appeared on a plate when I wasn’t looking and say, “Wonderful.”

      I arrange my chips in rows while the conversation shifts. Simons sits and deals out the cards for Texas hold-‘em and we play a few rounds before Luna grabs my arm. “Don’t look up.”

      “Why?”

      “Kevin’s here,” she whispers.

      Now it’s my turn to freeze. Out of the side of my mouth I whisper, “Seriously?”

      Kevin used to come to poker before I started to come to poker. I think we overlapped a couple of times and they weren’t super memorable. He is smaller than most of the men here, no beer belly and no rangy shoulders, just tightly packed little muscles on a less-than-rugged frame. He was also a tiny bit older than everyone else except Milton. He’s the kind of guy who wears Patagonia fleece and shaggy hair that shows his outdoor nature somehow? He’s not a crew cut sort of guy.

      “Hey,” he said, taking a seat at the table next to Rick.

      “Hey,” everyone says as he buys in.

      He makes meaningful eyes at me for five hands and when he goes out to the garage to get a beer out of the kegerator, August whistles. “He likes you.”

      “No, he doesn’t.”

      “Totally does,” Luna says.

      “Yep,” agrees Rick.

      “Even I can see that,” Milton says, “and I’m clueless about these things. Five card stud? Should I not deal him in?”

      “Deal him in,” Dale says. “I want to take the little dink’s money.”

      I roll my eyes and we play a round of betting before Kevin comes back. He makes direct eye contact with me and says, “Rosie. Can I talk to you?”

      “We’re kind of in the middle of things,” Dale says. His tone is scathing. He is a Seamus fan obviously.

      “It won’t take long,” Kevin says and I give up, folding, and follow him past the kitchen island, turning sideways to get by Eleanor Carter, Tamaryn, and the Reynolds to follow him out.

      We head out to the garage which is lined with plastic Home Depot shelves, the sturdy kind, all meticulously filled with bins that have labels on them, camping gear, fishing gear, diving gear, party supplies, extra brewing supplies. There are some camp chairs set up for the overflow crowd but nobody’s sitting in any.

      “I want to go out with you,” Kevin says. No, he doesn’t say it. He blurts it.

      “Oh … Kevin … I can’t.”

      His eyes squint. He widens his stance on the oil-stained concrete floor. “Because of the cop?”

      “No.”

      “So nothing is going on with the cop?”

      I inhale. How do I say this in a quick and efficient way? “Things with Seamus are complicated.” Wow. That sounds like a Facebook relationship status.

      “So you’re dating?” Kevin shifts onto the heels of his feet, leaning back and away from me and closer to the kegerators.

      “Not exactly.”

      “Then you can date me.” His feet plant. He steps forward, reaches out.

      “No.” I pause. “I can’t.”

      His hand grabs around my upper arm. “So you’ve been playing me? Being nice to me. Just stringing me along for what? For cover?”

      “What are you even talking about?”

      “You’re pretending to like me, to date me so the cop’s wife doesn’t find out.”

      “No!” I gasp, try to step back but his grip on my arm, holds firm. I wrench free. “I’m going back in now.”

      “I just want to talk to you.”

      Panic fills me. My knees wobble the way they always did when Don got bad. “I don’t want to talk to you.”

      “You owe me that.”

      “No,” I say. “No, I don’t. I’m sorry that you’re hurt and that you thought we could potentially date, but we can never date now.”

      “Because of him?”

      “No. Because of you. Because of what you just did.” I tear past him and up the plywood, unfinished stairs into the main house, moving past the people without saying excuse me and slamming back down at the poker table.

      Luna mutters, “Uh-oh.”

      “Do I need to go kick his ass?” Dale asks.

      “Can you do it outside so there’s no blood splatter?” Rick motions at the less than immaculate scene of kitchen.

      Dale stands up. “Absolutely.”

      I reach across the table and grab his hand with my shaking one. “Please don’t.”

      “Only because you asked nicely, but I’m going to go talk to him.”

      He flies out the door.

      Everyone is quiet.

      Milton breaks it with “Do you want to talk about what happened or play some poker?”

      I know they’ll all want to know. I know I spent years hiding everything that happened with Don. I can’t do that again. I’m not that person anymore, so I blurt it all out as quickly as possible. Dale eventually comes back and says, “He posted something on Make an Awesome Bar Harbor. You know? The stupid Facebook group.”

      “What?” I grab his huge phone out of his hand and read it as everyone else brings it up on their phones. My hand starts shaking.

      “I’m definitely going to have to go find him and kick his ass now,” he says as I take out my own phone.

      “I can’t find it,” Milton says.

      “It’s already gone,” I say, bringing out my own phone and reading a message from the website’s administrator saying he took it down because it was bullshit and not to worry.

      I worry.

      “What did it say?” Milton asks.

      “That I’m a whore,” I say, “and that Seamus is an adulterer and that we aren’t the good people everyone thinks we are.”

      Luna starts laughing. “Shocking!”

      “What?” I turn to look at her.

      “That’s the worst he has on you? That you’re a whore and a meanie face?” Luna laughs more. “He’s an idiot. Do not worry about it, Rosie. Nobody will believe it. You’re way too uptight.”

      But I worry anyways.

      A few seconds later, Eleanor comes to the table, loudly chewing potato puffs.

      “Do you think you can forgive him?” Eleanor asks as little bits of orange processed cheese flutters to the green felt where we keep our cards.

      I’m shaking. “No. What? Why do I need to forgive him?”

      “Because he’s hurt and that way you don’t have to carry the stain of anger on your soul.”

      “Eleanor,” I pause and try not to get too shrill, “it’s been legitimately five minutes and I’m allowed to feel anger and rage and hurt. He grabbed my arm. He posted lies on Facebook. I am so tired of women being pressured to forgive men for being jerks even before we can even begin to process our feelings.”

      “Oh.”

      I resist the urge to mutter under my breath, and Luna does it for me.

      “Jesus, Eleanor,” she says. “Dick move right there.”

      “Way to show some female solidarity,” Dale adds. He taps my wrist gently with the cards. “You in? Can I take your money?”

      I shake my head. “I’m out.”
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      I manage to round up Lilly and act like a chill, normal mom as we drive home and she explains to me all about some game called Five Nights at Freddy’s, begging me to install it on her iPad.

      “It’s about dead animatronic serial killers,” she says.

      “Lovely.” I steer the car down the Crooked Road, thankful that I don’t drink and drive because I can barely see to drive at night here as it is. There are no street lamps, just dark woods and the occasional home on either side of the winding, two-lane road.

      “They aren’t real,” she says and after a second. “And I’m obviously very good with dealing with the real kind of serial killers. We all are.”

      I swallow hard, release my hand that’s clenched around the steering wheel and rub the top of Lilly’s hair. It’s soft beneath my fingers. I flash back to when she was born and so tiny, just a big head and eyes and these itty-bitty fingers and toes. I was terrified of her being hurt, dropped, dying in her sleep, getting a disease, bearing the brunt of Don’s temper, but he’d loved her too, talking about how sweet she was, such a fragile little baby.

      “And we made her,” he’d whisper.

      I push myself into the present. I don’t need to remind myself of Don’s good side any more than I need to remind myself of Kevin’s. Lilly is what matters.

      “I’m sorry that you had to deal with the real kind, baby,” I manage to say as I stop at the Route Three intersection, put on my blinker, and wait for a little red sedan to drive by.

      “Seamus says it’s made me stronger like a warrior,” she says.

      I think about that for a hard second. “Do you want to be a warrior?”

      “Um. Of course!” She turns on some Blackpink from her iPad, music piping into the car’s stereo. “Warrior girls for the win.”

      She sings a couple lines as we drive past one of the entrances to Acadia National Park, its brown sign and white letters declaring that the pathway to nature is just a right turn away. I stay straight. We’re almost in town proper when she tries again.

      “So about the game …”

      

      I’ve put her to bed, but she’s not asleep, when my editor, Eddie, calls. It’s 9:45, which is pretty late for Eddie to call, so I expect the worst and that there’s an accident or something and I need to bundle up Lilly and go take a photo. Or a fire. Something big and urgent.

      “Rosie. Eddie,” he says as if I don’t have caller ID.

      “Hey, Eddie. Everything okay?” I rush into my bedroom and gently shut the door behind me.

      “Actually, no.” He sighs. The butterscotch candy he’s addicted to clicks against his teeth. “That bicycling guide that you did a story on a month or so ago, Kevin?”

      I stop breathing. I manage to say, “Yes?”

      “He wrote a long, rambling letter to the editor saying that you’re not an impartial reporter because of your relationship with Seamus.” He pauses. “He actually says, ‘giant police sergeant/asshole.’”

      My breath whooshes out of my lungs as I walk to the bedroom window, lean my forehead against the cold pane. “Are you going to fire me, Eddie?”

      I can’t lose my job. I need to make money. I’m finally surviving on my own, independent, with my own mortgage and car payment and actual health insurance. Sure, it’s not as good a car, house, or health insurance as when I was with Don, but it’s mine. And the book I wrote about Officer Hildebrand gave me an okay advance on royalties, but it wasn’t enough to live on.

      “Rosie. Did you hear me?” Eddie says.

      “Sorry, I was busy panicking,” I admit.

      “The guy’s a twerp, but he’s right.”

      “So you’re firing me?”

      “No! If you were listening, you’d hear me say that I’m reassigning you. You can’t do the police beat anymore or those stories. I’ll do them or give them to Eleanor.”

      “Eleanor thinks cops are evil.”

      “Yes, so … I’ll probably do them. You’ll have to pick up something else. Maybe the park beat. Sound okay?”

      “So, you’re not firing me?” A car rumbles down the road and parks at my neighbor’s. A Subaru. They are everywhere.

      “Rosie, thank God you aren’t as thick about your actual stories as you are about your life. No. One more time. I am not firing you. I’m reassigning you, which I probably should have done months ago.”

      “Okay,” I say. “I’m still on the King story, right?”

      “Yep, but not Ernie’s death.”

      I inhale deeply. “Please?”

      “No.”

      “How about the story about his life? Not the murder part, but just the feature.”

      Eddie wheezes into the phone. I can imagine him popping a butterscotch candy into his mouth, rolling his eyes, sucking for a second. Then the candy hits his teeth. I can actually hear it. That means he’s decided. “Fine,” he says. “What did you do to annoy this twerp so much?”

      “I told him I didn’t like him.”

      “You’ve got a way with men, Rosie.” He starts laughing so much that he coughs.

      “I know you’re my boss, but I’m hanging up on you now,” I say.

      He laughs a bit more and hangs up first.

      Men.

      

      Seamus never knocks. He always just unlocks the door, pushes it open and yells hello, which is what he does now, his deep, Florida-southern voice echoing through the house even more loudly than my dog’s excited yips and yelps.

      Despite the anxiety that’s buzzing through my arteries, I’ve managed to read Lilly 8,000 stories, and she’s finally gone to sleep. I somehow summon up enough energy to leave her snoring cuteness and bound down the stairs to spot him standing there with Gunner and Champ who is wagging his tail pretty enthusiastically and trying to slobber on their uniforms. Both of them are trying to pet Champ without getting drool on their pants and it’s so obvious they are brothers, both blonde with big hazel eyes. Gunner is the more skeletal version, army thin and Seamus’s much more vital, taller, and expansive. All the male energy plus the dogs is a little overwhelming.

      “Hey.” I can’t actually get all the way down the stairs because they are all clustered around the bottom, which is right by the front door.

      “Summer said you got a postcard.” Seamus growls this out pretty much and Gunner gives me sympathetic eyes before Seamus adds, “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I thought you were still asleep and I didn’t want to wake you up.” I bend and get Champ to sit. “Plus, other things happened.”

      “Like the Kevin idiot,” Gunner says.

      Seamus scowls. “We’ll deal with that later.”

      He’s trying to jump on Gunner, which is rude. Champ. Not Seamus.

      “And I always want you to wake me up. So where is it?” Seamus strides into the kitchen like it’s his kitchen, which it is in a way since in the last three months, he pretty much rebuilt the counters for me, fixed the dishwasher and helped get the fridge to not be wobbly. I honestly don’t even know why I pretend we aren’t a couple. I’m lying to myself, too. It all makes me so tired. So much drama. I want a nice straight-forward life.

      “On the counter.” I turn to Gunner. “He’s cranky. He didn’t get much sleep, huh?”

      “He’s always cranky when he does an overnight. Plus, you know … Ernie ….”

      “Plus, you know … Stalker douchebag.” Seamus returns with the postcard in an evidence bag. “F-ing goddamn douchebag. He must have been right here.”

      “Did he sign it?” Gunner asks.

      “Nope,” Seamus says with a flash of way too much pent-up anger. “Unless we can pull a print off it, we can’t even prove it was him.”

      “Sorry,” I apologize.

      Seamus whirls around and points at me. “YOU do not have to be sorry. That–ah—”

      He starts swearing, which is usually what he does when it comes to my ex. I can’t blame him. I’d like to swear, too, but I’m not sure this is actually Don’s handiwork.

      “You guys want some water?” I ask. “You on duty? I have beer.”

      Seamus meets my eyes and his gaze is probing and longer than socially acceptable, and I have to look away first.

      “Yes!” Gunner bounds forward like a puppy. “We are off duty and ready for beer!”

      Seamus opens the fridge and pulls out a six pack, offering one to his brother and keeping one for himself. I only like that weird Alaska ale stuff, so he knows better than to give me one. Instead, he pours me some water.

      “Makes himself right at home, doesn’t he?” Gunner smiles and lifts his beer in a salute.

      “He sure does.” I smile back at him. “That’s a good thing. You guys holding up okay?”

      Gunner sort of half shrugs. He’s seen more dead people in more horrible ways than anyone else I know, which is what happens when you were once an enlisted medic who did two tours in Iraq and one in Afghanistan and then came home to be a firefighter and paramedic.

      “I’m fine. Just pissed.” Seamus makes a face and then remembers his beer, swallowing half in one huge gulp. I check the clock and it’s just after 10 o’clock; my time is all wonky now.

      “If he keeps that up, he’s going to be officially pissed in a much better way,” Gunner adds. “Not that this would be a bad thing.”

      Seamus rubs at his eyes, moving the palm of his massive hand across his face. “It’s just … The Ernie thing and the ex thing and this Kevin idiot. And I’m tired.”

      Gunner uses his fingers to play the littlest violin in the world.

      Seamus laughs. “I know I’m being a whiny ass.”

      “First step to recovery is acknowledging there is a problem,” Gunner quips.

      I stare at him and then Seamus and ask, “Did you beat him up a lot when you guys were young?”

      “Not enough obviously,” Seamus answers.

      “Touché.” Gunner fist bumps Seamus. They are sort of adorable in an ultra-macho way.

      I ask them if they want to stay in the kitchen or hang out in the living room, but they decide the kitchen is a better option because it’s closer to the beer. Boys. Seamus goes upstairs to check on Lilly, which is something he always does now. It’s like he has to make sure she’s safe. When he comes back, he and Gunner talk smack for a little while, just bantering between themselves before Seamus says, “Gunner is staying over tonight because I have to be in Ellsworth.”

      I wring my hands as I step back, off balance. Seamus is leaving me? Tonight? When he has a perfect excuse to be here? I manage to calmly stuff my weird feelings down and say, “Gunner?”

      He wiggles his eyebrows at me, but it’s all silliness because he is the most happily married guy I know.

      “What about Hannah and the kids?” I ask. Hannah is Gunner’s wife.

      “There’s a slumber party going on anyway.” He swigs some beer.

      “And why are you staying here exactly?” I ask even though I know.

      Gunner says, “Brotherly duty. Plus, I get out of the slumber party duties.”

      He swigs some beer and instead of getting him more like I normally would, I turn to Seamus, waiting for his explanation.

      “I have to go back to Ellsworth and take care of Luke because Brandy has some overnight thing.” Seamus rolls his eyes. “And we know what happens when Luke comes here …” Seamus’s sentence trails off.

      He doesn’t have to say it. Luke and Champ do not get along.

      “I will be fine alone,” I say.

      He lifts his eyebrows.

      “I will,” I insist.

      “What will you do if he breaks in?”

      “Call the police.”

      “And before we get here? What about that? Do you know who is working tonight? Benny! Benny and Riley.”

      While not as bad a cop as Benny, Riley Martin has a tendency to sleep through his shifts. Riley once left his badge at the Lamoine post office when he was picking up his mail. He’s just that kind of guy.

      “Please?” Seamus moves closer and then touches the top of my head, cupping it in his hand. “I would feel a lot better if I knew Gunner was here. Just for tonight.”

      My eyes meet his. I resist the urge to try to go up on tiptoe and kiss those non-existent lips of his. “Okay.”

      

      Gunner and I spend most of the night hanging out on the couch, petting the dogs, looking up random links on the internet, drinking beer and water, watching shows that involve hunting, murders, and rifles.

      “You know that ex-husband of yours. He sent that postcard, right?” Gunner asks out of nowhere. He’s scratching at his shin and has changed into sweats. Champ sits next to him on the couch, his giant muzzle on Gunner’s thigh. Gunner doesn’t seem to mind the slobber the way Seamus does.

      “It’s not really his style. I mean, it looks like his handwriting, but …” I cringe and take a sip of water and suddenly wish it was beer. I’m not sure why I’m telling my doubts to Gunner. “He never left evidence like that. He just—he raged, you know? It wasn’t really calculated.”

      “You sure do attract the winners.”

      “Thanks.” I chuckle because it’s sort of true. “Everyone’s telling me that lately. Your brother one of those ‘winners?’”

      “Ha! I plead the fifth.” He bounces his foot on the edge of the coffee table and doesn’t make eye contact until he asks, “Ever think you might be a little too nice for your own good? Creeps cling to the nice ones because you’re the only ones who don’t rebuff them instantly.”

      “Ever think you might be a little too blunt for your own good?” I wink at him and he laughs.

      We watch more videos and I’m about to call it a night when he says, “You know he really cares about you.”

      I don’t have to be psychic to know who he’s talking about. “I care about him, too.”

      “He’s filed the papers.” He doesn’t say the word ‘divorce.’ He doesn’t have to.

      “Yeah. He told me.” I swallow my last bit of water, stretch my legs out on the coffee table. “It’s just that—I just—I don’t want to be the reason he’s leaving. I don’t want to be the evil other woman who broke up a marriage. I feel like I’m always saying this and nobody believes me.”

      “You didn’t and you aren’t.”

      Yeah, but Kevin said I was. Those were his words. He said that I was evil and pathetic. He said I’m not the goody-goody I pretend to be and sometimes? Sometimes, I really feel that way. I mean who am I to hope someone gets divorced? That doesn’t seem like a healthy thing to do, but when I think of Seamus, it’s all I can hope for. God knows, I pretty much pray for it to hurry up.

      

      I’ve been in bed for about two hours when Champ starts crazy barking. Grabbing my phone, I’m at the bedroom door as Gunner smashes past. He’s only wearing some shorts that actually look like swim trunks and white socks.

      “Stay there!” he orders, sounding just like his brother.

      Before I even get out of the bedroom, the front door bangs open and he’s out of the house, doing God knows what.

      “Gunner! Your shoes!” I yell after him. “You have no shoes!”

      But it’s too late. He’s already gone and I don’t know what to do. Should I call the police department? Should I run after him with his shoes? Should I lock the door? Champ pushes his doggy bulk into my side refusing to let me go anywhere near the front door, so I decide to grab a knife from the kitchen. I run upstairs, check on Lilly. Thankfully, she’s a deep sleeper. After my Lilly-check, I stand in the living room with my back against the wall, phone in one hand, knife in the other, staring at the front door.

      Time passes so slowly. So much can happen in minutes. It’s enough time that woman weep over lost loved ones and then their tears dry, that babies are made, that vows are broken, that dogs give up trying to be ferocious and end up back on the sofa, curled and fetal. It is possibly ten minutes, which is not long but seems so long when you have your back pressed into a wall, knife in one hand, phone in the other …. It’s been so long and then finally the front door opens back up and bare-chested, wet-socked Gunner stands there.

      “You okay?” I ask, putting the knife on the television hutch and grabbing him some socks and stuff that Seamus keeps here. I throw one of my over-large running jackets at him and one of my winter hats, which looks like an owl. He takes the jacket but refuses the hat as he peels off his wet socks.

      “Yeah. I called Riley and woke him up. He’s going to come over and take pictures of the footprints on the porch.”

      “There are footprints?”

      “Yep. It snowed just a bit.” Gunner scowls. “He was gone by the time I opened the

      door. Judging by the tracks, he took off running, but then he smartened up, got off the sidewalk, and ran down the road. The asphalt’s hotter than the concrete and the snow has already melted there. So no tracks, which sucks.”

      “I can’t believe you ran after him.”

      “I can’t believe I didn’t catch him.” Gunner groans. I take his wet socks from him. “That just sucks. I didn’t even get an ID.”

      “Just like us the other night,” I say. “We’ve got to work on our nighttime running skills.”

      “I guess so.”

      I make myself busy putting Gunner’s socks in the washer and calming down Champ when Riley comes to take pictures of the snowy tracks on my front porch, but the inside of my head is craven and twisted with worries. Someone was on my porch. He just went up on my porch. Who does that? Seriously? Who?

      That’s a question I already know the answer to. Psychos. Psychos do that.

      When I head out to the porch to look at the prints, all my breath whooshes out of me and I half stagger against the wall by the door.

      “What?” Gunner asks.

      Riley stops taking photos for a second and glances up at me.

      “Those aren’t Don’s footprints. They are way too small.” I swallow hard. It is the best possible news. “His feet are huge.”

      “Stop smiling, Rosie,” Gunner teases.

      “So if it isn’t Don, who is it?” Riley asks. He stands there, feet wide apart on the deck and scratches at his nose with edge of his pen.

      Good question. Kevin?

      I’ve spent a lot of time rebuilding Lilly’s and my life here in Maine. We changed our names. I got a job. And the last time evil happened, I almost lost it all, but I’ve learned that I could trust in this community and that they’ll have my back. Despite all that Officer Hildebrand did, I felt safe here, waiting for Seamus to get divorced, falling heavily in like.

      But in the last forty-eight or so hours, it feels as if my whole world has careened into a new trajectory. Ernie has been murdered. I’ve witnessed someone run through the woods away from the site of death, told a twenty-something-year-old woman she was a widow and another that her baby daddy died and I’ve watched a sock-clad firefighter protect me.

      When Gunner comes back inside, I ask, “Sometimes, do you feel like the whole world makes no sense, absolutely zero sense?”

      “All the time,” he says. “All the goddamn time.”
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      “Rosie!” Seamus bombs into the house first thing in the morning. “Gunner! Rosie?”

      I meet him in the kitchen and he rushes forward, sweeping me up into his arms. My feet leave the floor as he crushes me into his chest. “Never again. Never again. I was so worried!”

      His words blur and run into each other. The sentences seem convoluted, but I get the general idea of them all.

      When he releases me from the hug, he still stands very close. My back touches the edge of the counter. The cold granite brisks my skin, but the warmth of Seamus seems to flood the front of my entire body, staying even though we are separated.

      “I can’t leave you alone at night anymore. Please don’t argue. I just can’t handle it, not after—” He rubs his hand against his eyes. “My heart can’t handle it. I went out of my mind with worry last night.”

      “Gunner was here,” I offer, but the truth is that as much as I want to be awesome and independent, I am freaked out as all heck because of what happened last night and it would be nice to have him stay.

      “Gunner being here is the only thing that kept me from hauling my ass back.” He stands there a long time and I think about the perfection that is the thin line of his lips, the way he tries to be shorter when he talks to me, splaying his stance.

      “I’m sorry,” I say.

      “It’s not your fault.”

      I have thought this through a million times, told Seamus, told Summer, told Michelle and Rachel, and I think it a million times a day, trying to figure out where I went wrong, what I can do to fix the unfixable. And the answer is nothing. But it wasn’t Don’s footprint. I’m sure of it. I just need to convince Seamus of it.

      “It’s not your fault,” Seamus repeats again, jarring me back to the kitchen and out of my guilt, “People are crazy. You just need to start believing that. Some people are evil.”

      My hand touches his arm, feeling the solidness there. He’s alive, safe, sound. “Like the guy who killed Ernie?”

      “If that wasn’t premeditated. That could have been panic ….” His sentence trails off, which means he’s not telling me something.

      I prompt, “But?”

      “But they hit him so many times …. That’s usually indicative of a crime of passion.”

      Our eyes meet. I turn away first, pour him some coffee in his favorite mug. “Is that what you think?”

      “I don’t know what to think honestly.” He accepts the mug. “Thanks. That’s good.”

      “There is a long list of people who could be that pissed at Ernie if you think about it,” I conjecture. “I mean there’s John because Ernie testified against him and made his daughter pregnant. There’s Jessica . . . that whole cast-off woman thing.”

      “Morgan, the cheated-on wife.” He swallows hard. “How did that go?”

      “Hellish.”

      “Benny really made you do the whole thing?”

      We’ve had so little time to talk things through. “Yep.”

      “And John? How was that?”

      “Weird. He’s kind of a sociopath.”

      “Obviously.” Seamus sips some more coffee. “So, what do you think?”

      “About what?”

      “About me staying here for a while in a permanent way. About who might have killed Ernie if it wasn’t just an interrupted burglary.”

      These are big questions especially after the whole brouhaha with Kevin and Eddie taking me off the police beat.

      “I am cool with you staying here because it makes me feel safer. It creeps me out to no end that somebody was on my porch last—”

      “Not somebody. Your ex.”

      “Okay. We have gone through this. Those footprints are way too small for Don. They were probably Kevin’s.”

      “Almost the same thing.”

      “Nowhere near the same thing,” I clear my throat and continue, “and I feel badly

      about putting you out. And I don’t want to be …” I can’t make myself say it—the words Kevin said.

      “You aren’t putting me out.”

      “I don’t want to be the reason for your divorce.” There. That sounds better than pathetic whore.

      His hand reaches out and grabs mine, engulfing it. “We have gone through this a thousand times. You aren’t.”

      “People will think I am.”

      “Nobody that matters. Nobody that knows us.”

      “You really filed the papers?” My voice squeaks out the question in a horrible blurt and change of topic. Why I don’t think before I speak, I do not know.

      His voice softens. His hand reaches up and places itself along my cheek, warm, comforting, still technically married. “I really filed the papers. We have a mediation date next week. She has to show up.”

      My phone beeps with a text and he drops his hand. I scurry away, overwhelmed from just being that close to him. I try to push my emotions in check as I read a text from Summer, which says simply, “Hi.”

      “What about Ernie?” he asks. “Any thoughts?”

      “So many thoughts,” I say. “Like we said, if the same person who killed him ran through the woods, then they have a Subaru or access to a Subaru.”

      “Half of Maine.”

      “All of Maine really,” I agree, putting my phone down on the counter and picking up a bleach wipe. I start cleaning when I am nervous. It’s a weird tic. Seamus is always making me nervous. Thankfully, the house benefits. “I mean just that night when Benny and I were there, Morgan’s parents came in a Subaru—or one did. Jessica King has a Subaru. I now have a Subaru ever since I blew up the MINI.”

      He laughs. “You can’t chase yourself.”

      “I know. I’m just saying.”

      “So it could be anyone.”

      “Exactly.” I frown. “Anyone.”

      

      Later that morning, I sit in my car in the way back of the newspaper’s lot that it shares with the barber and the picture framer guy, who is never ever there, and where I can watch the employee entrance door for the paper open and close. I’m exhausted. I don’t want to go in and deal with people, honestly. There’s still a shovel and a white five-gallon bucket for sand by the door, which is for winter and ice and snow. It’s not really sand in the bucket, I don’t think, but kitty litter. At least that’s what it smells like when you walk across it.

      I remember when I first got this job, how brave I felt, how accomplished. I’d been floundering, dashing across the country with Lilly, creating a new identity with the help of a few thousand dollars (almost all I had left after the down payment for the house) and some criminals I found on ETSY. Yes, I know. Weird. I’m still somewhat amazed that I haven’t been charged with some sort of federal crime. It’s pretty illegal to live your life impersonating someone else. Now, I’m a mash-up. Almost everyone knows who I was, my real legal name, that I had a life before and that the life before sucked. But they know me as Rosie, who I am now. A reporter. A mom. Someone who survived. But more than that, someone who got a job, got a house, made a life for herself.

      I was so scared when Eddie interviewed me, popping in his butterscotch candies as he talked. He sat there at a chair he pulled alongside his metal desk, legs all splayed out, hands over his stomach. In newspapers, people’s stories are summed up in quick facts and statistics, the occasional detail for color, and journalists like Eddie love to size people up quickly. I barely tapped out three sentences on a ‘fake story’ he wanted me to write as part of the interview when he announced from his seat, “You’re hired.”

      My head jerked up, hands froze, laptop balanced on my thighs. “You haven’t even read anything.”

      “I don’t need to. I can tell.” He got up, pulled out a manilla folder and said, “Go out front and talk to Layla. She’ll set you up. Start tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “Bar Harbor Planning Board meets tomorrow night. Come in when you can get here. Layla will give you a key. Read all the back stories. She’ll show you your work station. I should say desk. Sorry. She’ll show you your desk. Chop chop. You’re good to go.” He offered me candy. I took it. He added, “You’re the Bar Harbor beat. Cops. Town business. Town color. Not waterfront. That’s Eleanor. But everything else except sports. Also Eleanor. Good?”

      “Great! Thank you!” I stood up, thanked him again, put his laptop back on his desk and prayed he didn’t start reading my made-up story and change his mind. It was harder getting a job at Starbucks when I was seventeen than this was.

      Life made no sense sometimes—okay, a lot of the time. And yet, here I was, sitting out in the parking lot with my car heater on full blast, trying to get up enough nerve to go back into the office, an office I always loved going into because it was fun, and I learned things, but more because it represented freedom to me and strength.

      Don always said that I would never be able to have an adult job. Nobody would hire me. And here I was, proving him wrong.

      Except it felt like he was right.

      I basically got demoted because of my relationship with Seamus and my part-time job at the Mount Desert Police Department dispatching. Did that make Don right? Was this proof that I couldn’t cut it.

      No.

      I survived Don. I survived a serial killer who was a cop. I can cut it. Taking a big breath, I turn off the car, unlock the door, and step into the parking lot, inhale the smell of the ocean, pies baking at Slice of Eden, and some car exhaust. The wind is light and chilly, but not impossible.

      “I can do this,” I say. “I can do anything.”

      It is amazing the lies we have to tell ourselves sometimes just in order to survive.
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      I’m barely at the newspaper office for ten minutes before Hilarie King calls me. My nerves force me to shut my eyes for a second, but I remember I’m an adult, a professional, strong, and I open them again. Hilarie’s just a woman caught in a really tough place, worried about her husband, her daughter, their reputations. I’d be calling reporters randomly too if this were Seamus or Lilly, God forbid. Plus, if I talk to her, then maybe I can find out if she thinks John killed Ernie.

      I take a quick and deep breath, stand up and pace over to the window. A Dead River oil truck trundles down the street, spewing out dark clouds of diesel.

      “Hi, Hilarie. How can I help you?”

      Eleanor squeezes past me on the way to the coffeemaker. I step aside, pivoting back towards my desk and computer so I can take notes.

      “Are you still in charge of the articles about John?” She doesn’t introduce herself officially or waste any time with small talk because that’s apparently not the way Hilarie rolls.

      I stare at the tiny embroidered unicorn Luna gave me for Christmas. I keep it on my desk and stare at it whenever I have to deal with people who are hard to deal with. It has little purple wings and a rainbow mane and tail. It looks happy and chill, the opposite of a reporter. “I am.”

      She harrumphs and I flop back in my desk chair, waiting for her response.

      She wastes no time again. “Are you writing about Ernie?”

      “That’s Eddie,” I say a bit too cheerfully. Trying to sound less happy about my ability to get her off the line, I add, “Let me transfer you over.”

      I hit the buttons before she can say anything else. I’m a crappy reporter. Reporters shouldn’t be conflict averse. They should be all balls to the walls, tapping away at their keyboards with the confidence, verve, and tenacity of a warrior or something .… But to be fair, Eleanor and Eddie don’t seem like warriors either although Eddie is definitely pro conflict and debate and agitation.

      I pick up the unicorn and put it in the palm of my hand. It’s solid from all that floss holding it together, more solid than you’d expect. I’d like to be that way too. Solid. Held together. Sure of myself.

      Instead, I scroll through Facebook. Despite Eddie’s political maneuvering and the fact that Kevin’s post was up for a hot two minutes, there’s some gossipy scuttlebutt about cops and reporters and conflicts of interest. Someone says all the cops are philanderers. Someone else says all men are. It morphs two ways—into chatter about systemic racism and talk about John King’s case and whether the cops just have it out for him because they are all obviously corrupt and his daughter got used by one of them.

      “Heard he was hurting their budget.”

      “Wouldn’t let them buy an armored tank.”

      “They wanted five more officers and he said no. Said it would hurt taxes.”

      “It’s all shady. You know they took him down on purpose and then took down the cop who knows the truth.”

      And so on and so forth.

      “Crap,” I mumble, miserable and stressed, “pretty soon Eddie won’t let me write about John at all either.”

      And a reporter who can’t write about anyone in town is a reporter who doesn’t have a job.

      

      A couple hours later, Eleanor corners me by the coffeemaker station, which she’s super into. I swear she goes over there about ten times a day. I don’t even drink coffee, but I use the hot water to make tea sometimes.

      Eleanor clears her throat. “I was talking to the guys at the police station.”

      I wait.

      She leans back, puts her fingers into the front of her cords. Eleanor is a dress-down person. She’s wealthy and from away. Both her parents are lawyers. Her dad owns a yacht and she vacillates between salt of the earth and New Yorker-quoting, super-progressive liberal. It’s an interesting mix, honestly, and normally I’m okay with it, but my nerves are thin after what happened with Ernie, with Kevin, and her lack of support.

      She starts again. “I was talking to the guys at the station and . . . ”

      “And?”

      “They’re a little worried about Ernie dying.”

      I squish my lips together without realizing it at first and then loosen them and try to make my voice nice. “That makes sense. It’s scary. They knew him. Everyone at the police and fire departments knows each other. It’s a big family even though they don’t always get along.”

      “I know that.”

      Her snappish tone makes me pause. “Are you going to write the follow-up?”

      She nods. “I’m sorry you got kicked off the beat.” Her tone is much more kind for that sentence.

      I inhale one of those calming breaths that they always talk about in self-help books and yoga videos. “It makes sense, really. I’m a bit too invested. It’s hard to give the impression that I’m impartial.”

      “Are you?”

      “Am I what? Impartial or invested?”

      “Both I guess. Um … impartial?”

      I blink hard. “I don’t think all cops are villains or heroes. I think there’s some huge systemic issues in a lot of society, including police departments, and that it makes sense to scrutinize it there and everywhere, but especially in organizations that can irreparably hurt people like healthcare, cops, courts, the military. It’s bigger than that; biases are in every industry, but looking at those are a first step.” I pause. I’ve obviously been thinking about this a lot. “Did you ever read, The New Jim Crow?”

      Her expression is blank. I swear I can see her processing the fact that I’ve probably read a book that she hasn’t, which probably kills her inner intellectual, and then she switches back to normal, animated Eleanor. “No! No! I wasn’t asking about systemic racism. I was just asking because you and Seamus are a thing.”

      “We aren’t exactly a thing.” It sounds like a lie. “Yet. I mean, we might be in a weird way. It’s complicated. He’s my best friend, but there aren’t currently any real benefits although I’d like there to be benefits, but then I … Um, yeah.”

      She doesn’t call me out, but just says, “Well, you know … You’re close. Really close.”

      “You volunteer at the church and the YWCA,” I say. “Do you think that means that you can’t report on anything that happens there?”

      She shrugs. “Maybe?”

      “But you do.”

      “But I do.”

      “And you’re best friends with a guy who works at Friends of Acadia. Should you never report on that?”

      “I do.”

      “Exactly. Every reporter has bias and a lot of connections especially in a small town like ours. It’s just really about trying to not have that bias switch up the facts, the data, the story. It’s about word choice and being careful, too.”

      She sips her coffee as I talk and makes mm-hmm noises and slightly nods her head. This is the same thing I do when Lilly tells me about Five Nights at Freddy’s songs and jump scares, so I decide to stop because it probably means she’s not paying attention and I’m probably sounding patronizing.

      “What is it that you originally wanted to talk about, Eleanor? I think I digressed here and went into the land of tangents.”

      She hops up on her feet and points in the air like a wacky professor. “The Land of Tangents! That’s so good! I need to write that down!”

      She runs off to her desk because she won’t just type into the notes app on her phone. She’s old fashioned like that. It’s not until I’m out in the little parking lot behind the building that she catches up to me again, scurrying out, calling my name, not even wearing a coat.

      I start my car so it can heat up, but I get out and lean against the side, right behind the open door.

      “Oh good! I caught you.” She leans over a bit like she’s out of breath even though it was just a short jaunt. “I wanted to say that the guys at the P.D. are worried about morale. Ernie died. Officer Hildebrand was a killer. A lot of people hate cops right now. And I thought maybe we should do something? Plan something, you know? Like give them a pizza party?”

      “A pizza party?” I repeat.

      “Yeah. Good idea, right?”

      “Okay,” I say. It’s not that good an idea, but it’s not a horrible idea either. It seems a bit trite after their coworker died. But I actually lie and say, “It’s a good idea. I’m in.”

      I start to get in my car because I have to go get Lilly from school, but Eleanor stops me with a hand to my arm. “I was thinking about what you said—at Simonses’s—and you were right. I wasn’t supportive. I was making an assumption about how you might want me to react because of how one of my friends always wants me to react when she has troubles with her boyfriend. They’re quite tumultuous. She never wants me to be angry at him because she thinks that’s her role in their cyclical drama. And I’m Presbyterian, so I like to think about forgiveness. That’s usually right where my brain goes.”

      I’m not sure if that’s an insult because I’m not Presbyterian or because it isn’t right where my brain goes or if it’s just a simple statement of how Eleanor’s brain works, but I want to give her the benefit of the doubt without degrading how I feel either.

      “You can’t judge what one woman wants by how another woman thinks. That’s generalizing, right? Lumping a whole group of people together because of one aspect of who they are. You can’t even judge how one Christian might find comfort as opposed to another, Eleanor,” I say and gently close the door, roll down the window, buckle up and say because she’s still standing there, “but thank you for apologizing. That is so kind of you and apologizing can be so hard, so I really super appreciate it.” My voice is cheery enough, I think. I don’t want to hurt her feelings or make her think too hard about this anymore. “Let me know what you need for the pizza party.” I put the car in reverse, but don’t hit the gas pedal yet. “But maybe we shouldn’t call it a party? It might be too festive right now, right?”

      “Right!” She makes big eyes and waves super enthusiastically.

      And with that I am out of there.

      I’m barely parked at Lilly’s school’s access road when a text dings through. It’s from Eleanor. “Soiree?”

      I can’t help it. I laugh. And text back, “A festivity?  A bash? A shindig?”

      Even though it’s cold, I jump out of the MINI to talk to the other moms. Michelle is there. She’s wearing about three different fleece garments and she bounds towards me and engulfs me in a hug.

      “You holding up?” she whispers.

      We’re standing by her SUV and she’s looking over my shoulder like a predator. I’m not sure what that’s about. Her eyes are narrowed. The wind lifts her hair a bit. It leaves her shoulders and she tucks it roughly into the neck of one of her fleeces before focusing back on me.

      I bounce between my feet, trying to keep warm as I say, “I think so.”

      “I saw what that Kevin bastard wrote.”

      I exhale and try not to whine. My feet plant on the cracked sidewalk that leads up to the school. “It was up for like two minutes?”

      “People take screen shots.”

      “People suck sometimes, don’t they?”

      “Yep.” She hooks her arm around mine and marches me down the sidewalks. “They like the drama. You think that cop getting murdered would be enough for them, but no. Just keep giving them more and more and more.” She grumbles and says something about Kardashians and influencers and maybe Instagram, but I don’t catch it.

      Almost on cue, other moms and a couple dads come out of their cars and towards us. Michelle swears. “Here come the gossip vultures. Should I talk about my need to find a man to distract them?”

      “You’re such a martyr.”

      “I know!” She laughs.

      When they reach us, they pepper me with questions. What did I see? What did Seamus tell me? Who do I think did it? They all offer up the possibilities. Jilted lovers. Cop haters. A burglary gone wrong. An angry husband of some woman Ernie was shacking up with. Another cop to cover up some crime.

      “I don’t know,” I say. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “Nice,” Michelle whispers into my ear. “Sounds diplomatic. Want me to talk about dildos now?”

      I snort and a couple of ladies start going off about Kevin’s post, defending Seamus and me, which I appreciate, actually. I expected it to go the other way.

      By the time our kids start coming out of the school, I’m exhausted. This must be how press representatives and politicians feel at news conferences or how stars feel at red carpet events. I’m going to have to make sure I remember this feeling the next time I interview someone.

      In better news, Lilly and Eva reach us and start jumping up and down, begging for a playdate. If they could have their way, every day would be a playdate.

      I meet Michelle’s eyes. “My house. Wine?”

      “In the afternoon?” She wiggles her eyebrows. “You know it!”

      The girls cheer. The grown-up ladies cheer, too.

      

      Michelle and I relax on the couch with a bottle of Menage A’Trois, which Michelle thinks is the most hysterical wine name in the world. She puts her feet up on my little wooden circular coffee table with an iron base that’s supposed to look farmhouse rustic, but might be just looking poorhouse rusty.

      “I’m lonely,” she announces after her first glass.

      “Oh no! Do you want to hang out more often?”

      “Not that kind of lonely. Man lonely.” She leans forward. “Do you know how long it’s been?”

      I don’t really want to know because I’m obviously super uptight, but she tells me anyway and I let her because friendship is like that, right? But then she says, “A lot of ladies like Seamus. They think you are so lucky.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course really!”

      I close my eyes for a second and think of him, the muscles, those large hands, the way he checks on Lilly at night, how it feels to hug him. It’s like hugging a tree, a good and stable tree. Those ladies are right.

      

      Nothing much exciting happens the next day. Seamus goes in to the police department and I go to work and bring Lilly along . She colors and hums and plays Roblox.

      All the news websites scream headlines about the young cop bludgeoned to death on the job. Pictures of Ernie’s handsome face are uploaded and shared on social networking sites. Some places bemoan a fallen hero. Some are more angry, saying all cops are pigs and deserve to die. And some of the daily papers provide links to backstory, talking about John’s trial and firing.

      That night after Seamus comes back, we are kind of awkward except for Lilly who spends an hour performing skits for us, all based on BTS, a K-Pop band Seamus has no clue about, and Five Nights At Freddy’s, a game and book series Seamus has no clue about, but he’s trying.

      “They are all serial killers?” he asks.

      “An-imo-tro-nic serial killers,” Lilly stresses. “And some are gender fluid.”

      After I put her to bed, I tell him that I’ve changed the sheets in the spare bedroom and he lifts an eyebrow, which I think means pretty obviously, “You should let me sleep in your bed.”

      But he doesn’t actually say that aloud. Instead he says, “It would be safer.”

      “Nu-huh. Not yet.” I squish my lips to the side in some sort of smirky weirdness and then realize how ridiculous that is and straighten my lips into something, which I hope is more normal.

      “Can’t blame a man for trying.” He laughs, steps forward, kisses the top of my head and retreats into his room.

      The top of my head tingles. My fingertips touch it and then go to gently rest on the closed door of the spare bedroom. He is right there on the other side of that door, hurting about Ernie, totally sexy in a tree-of-a-man kind of way. And me? I am on the other side, lonely.

      Sometimes I hate having morals.
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      I wake up and Seamus is standing over the bed. Standing? Towering is probably a better word. The word is bright and somehow smells like butter.

      I struggle into consciousness, panicked that whoever was on our porch came back or someone else has died. My eyes blink against the light, trying to focus and get the sheets and comforter off me as I blurt out in my sleep-hoarse voice, “Lilly! Is Lilly okay? Is Don here?”

      “It’s all good.” Seamus lifts a tray he’s carrying. “It’s St. Patrick’s Day. I made you breakfast.”

      I scoot backwards in the bed until my butt squishes the pillows against the headboard.

      “That is so nice,” I say as he places a tray on my legs. There is green toast, green poached eggs (my favorite) and perfectly normal colored orange juice, thank God. He also drew a lopsided shamrock on a paper towel that’s been folded up like a napkin. My heart flutters like a happy butterfly. “Seriously, this is the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me.”

      He’s grinning like a crazy man. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “No. I mean it. Nicest thing ever.” I offer him half my toast, but he waves it away.

      “You deserve lots of nice things, much more than this.” He backs up a step, examines me munching away on my toast. “I’m going in to the police department. I’m sure you’ll be okay, but if you or Lilly need anything you can call. I’ll be right over.”

      “Okay.” I swallow my toast. “This is so good. Thank you so much. You are the best man ever.”

      He wiggles his eyebrows and says out of nowhere, “Someday I’m going to be officially unmarried. What are you going to do then?”

      Instead of waiting for an answer, he leaves the room.

      Men.

      I think this as if the actions of one man somehow represents an entire sex, but the truth is that I like my breakfast. I like the thoughtfulness of Seamus and how everything seems sunnier and safer when he’s here. And my green breakfast makes me feel as if there is hope somehow. Maybe the day won’t suck. Maybe they’ll find Ernie’s killer. Maybe Seamus’s divorce will actually happen and maybe I won’t have to feel like it’s my fault somehow.

      So many maybes.

      Look at them like gifts, the Pollyanna part of me tells the other side of myself. Imagine those maybes as possibilities that will be truths. The other, more cynical side of me thinks I sound like one of those trite shared quotes on social media sites, the kind your grandmother sends in emails, too. Easy to consume and then just gone.

      Before he leaves, Seamus tells me Lilly is excited about going to indoor soccer. We’re standing in the living room close to each other. I could just lift up on my toes and kiss him. It wouldn’t take much.

      “I love soccer!” Lilly yells from the kitchen. She’s eating the chocolate chip pancakes Seamus made her in there, sitting at the counter, eavesdropping obviously.

      “Yay soccer!” I yell because that’s how I mom. Then I peer up into Seamus’s hazel eyes. They look tired, worried, but alert. “You’re too good to us.”

      “Hardly. You deserve the best.”

      “Maybe.”

      My hope in the maybes gets me through and motivates me to put away the dishes, write Seamus a thank-you note, spend way too many moments remembering what it’s like to kiss him, to feel his hands on me, as well as calling and texting all my friends to make sure they are doing well, and finally getting on all my exercise clothes so that I can work out again. It’s a mere nineteen degrees out, but my hope buoys me into doing the thing I hate—exercising at the YMCA. Other towns have real gyms, but there isn’t one in the entire county unless you count the tennis center’s gym in Ellsworth, which you shouldn’t because it is basically two treadmills, a bike, and a weight bench.

      “I can do this,” I tell Lilly and myself on the brisk walk over there. “I will not have gym anxiety.”

      I totally have gym anxiety.

      “Mommy. Gyms are good places to make friends,” Lilly says. “And I’ll just be downstairs at soccer if you need me.”

      This makes me feel guilty. “You’re such a big girl.”

      She laughs because she’s pretty short.

      I revise this statement as we walk into the smelly warmth of the Y. Kids are running about, shrugging out of jackets. Michelle waves to me. I wave back and help Lilly out of her parka. “I mean that you are very wise.”

      “You know it. Be brave. Girl power.” She gives me a tiny fist to bump. I bump it.

      A glance into the main lobby tells me it’s clear. No Kevins. Just the nice lady at the front desk. I like her because she doesn’t judge you if you have an extra couple pounds because she has an extra thirty or so herself. She’s always just proud of you for showing up. After a lovely hello, I make it up the concrete stairs towards the weight room and cardio area. Running inside is hell basically. There is no beautiful solitude, no trees, no rambling roads full of potholes and no deer or crows nodding hello as I lumber by them.

      It smells in the Y.

      It does not smell like pine needles and flowers and spring.

      It does not smell that way at all.

      I step onto the treadmill next to a girl wearing a gray sports bra and a muscle shirt that has no sides. On the other side of me is a fully dressed teenage-looking guy. Both have a one-minute mile pace. No, not really, but that’s kind of how it feels to me.

      I hop on the treadmill and begin my five-minute warm-up, staring through the glass window at the tiny track above the basketball court and gym where Lilly plays soccer. All the action of the fitness room is behind me or to my right, but I’m too busy trying to get the right playlist on my iPhone to really notice anything else.

      Who would kill Ernie?

      His wife. John. John’s daughter. His wife’s dad. Some random woman’s husband. A real burglar. I need to figure it out. It’s weighing Seamus down; I know it.

      I let the best lead go because I couldn’t catch up to them in the woods. That’s on me.

      I’m doing intervals—intervals of fast running and jogging. Intervals are evil, but allegedly make you a better runner and I need to be a better runner, better writer, better person, better everything, so I am doing all the damn things. Sweat actually drips off my forehead, which probably repulses the hot girl next to me so much that she leaves. Okay, maybe she’s done with her workout, but it feels like she’s leaving because I’m so icky and slow. I bet she could have caught whoever was lurking in the woods where Ernie died.

      She wipes down her sweat-free machine and is gone.

      I used to meet my friend Sarah here. Officer Hildebrand killed her. I never imagined she was in danger. It always felt like I was the one who had to worry about being safe because of Don, but the truth is that safety is a lie we tell ourselves so we can go to sleep. It’s a myth, a fairytale, and all of us are in danger all the time. That’s the upside down world I live in now, a world full of people who kill.

      

      While I’m on the treadmill, John and Hilarie come into the work-out room. Hilarie saunters over to the bikes without a word to her husband, but John hops on the treadmill next to me.

      I move my head to say hi, but he doesn’t notice and I keep my mouth shut.

      Then, once he’s got the treadmill on a maximum incline, he starts walking and turns his whole head towards mine. “Hi. Still running?”

      “Still trying.”

      “I can’t. Bad knees. Plus, I hate it.”

      “Me too,” I say.

      I adjust the speed to a jog, thank God. I peek over at Hilarie who is talking to some high school boys by the free weights. I’m panting so hard that I can’t hear what they are saying down there, but the boys look happy and she’s batting her eyelashes a lot. A knot forms in my stomach, which could be lactic acid and a cramp or it could just be because I’m jealous because I lack even the tiniest of flirtation genes. I wipe my sweaty face off with the bleach-smelling towel.

      When I’m done, John’s staring at me, but still walking steadily uphill.

      “Do you feel like you’re bad luck?” he asks.

      I stagger a bit and find my pace again. Two minutes till my cooldown. Thank God. Then I get Lilly and I’m out of here. “No. Why?”

      “You get here and people start dying.”

      I swallow hard. “I don’t think that’s my fault.”

      “Sgt. Kelley is pretty smitten with you, huh?”

      I shrug.

      John doesn’t let up. “He’s still married, isn’t he?”

      “He is.”

      “Getting divorced? Still.”

      “He has filed papers.” I’m not sure I want to continue this, but I also don’t want to look guilty. If I hop off now, he’ll know he’s gotten to me. I don’t know why he wants to get to me though. “But it’s not final yet.”

      “His wife’s a real whack-job.”

      “I haven’t met her,” I say. “So I don’t really want to judge.”

      “A lot of wives are whack jobs.” He pauses. “Husbands, too.”

      Bile rises in my throat. I keep jogging. Thirty seconds. My muscles ache and protest, but I’m not going to stop. I grab the towel and rub it over my face again, hoping the cleaner smell will help me keep it together. What if he’s the killer? He could be.

      Out of nowhere he says, “What made you finally leave him?”

      “I don’t know exactly.”

      “I think you do.”

      “I thought about it all the time.” As I admit this, the treadmill slows to the five-minute cooldown. My nerves will not last five minutes talking to John.

      “But what made you leave him for good? Not just leave but run? You’ve been hiding here.”

      “I didn’t do a very good job of hiding.”

      “People like you never can.”

      “People like me?”

      “Ethical people. The kind of people who always return the shopping carts.” He increases his pace a bit. The treadmill beeps and speeds up. “But when you finally left, what started it? What was it?”

      “I didn’t want Lilly to grow up and be like me?”

      “What do you mean?”

      I don’t know how to answer. I stop the machine, hop off, grab a disinfecting wipe and start going over the display, the handles.

      “What do you mean by ethical people?” I ask. “You say that like you aren’t one.”

      He waits a second and then in a low voice he says, “Did you think that if you ran away far enough that you could be another person? A braver person? Someone less tormented? Did you think that you’d stop having nightmares?”

      “How did you know I have nightmares?”

      “We all do,” he says. He almost half growls this, but humans don’t really growl, do they?

      Hilarie is watching. She doesn’t look happy. I smile at her and wave because it’s the polite thing to do compared to shouting across the gym that her husband is a mean jerk who pushes way too hard.
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      A few nights later, I am at the Bar Harbor Town Council meeting, trying to be interested in the renewal of special amusement permits, but fidgeting in my cold, metal chair and thinking about Ernie Emerson.

      I had paid almost no attention to the last time I talked to Ernie, not because I was blowing him off, just because it was so inconsequential. I was not an Emerson hater, or a Emerson lover. His Aeropostale looks did nothing to make my heart pitter patter, which makes me one of the rare few when it comes to Bar Harbor women. I am about eight years older than Ernie, but it felt more like eight thousand or at least eighty. Anyways, when he pulled the police cruiser up alongside me when I was running one randomly warm early March day, I kind of just wanted him to go away because he was going to ruin my pace. That sounds so selfish, I know.

      “Hey.” Ernie sounded sort of lounge-lizardy and like he was trying to make his voice a deeper pitch than it actually was. Ernie was always trying to conform to more manly macho stereotypes. “How’s the running going? I hear you’re going to Seattle. Are you going to run there? I’m thinking about doing the half marathon in April.”

      Now, looking back on it, I think that maybe Ernie wasn’t just hitting on people for the sake of hitting on people. I think it had more to do with acceptance. It must have been hard being the short, pretty boy, formerly chubby guy from the county that has more moose than people in it. Maybe he just wanted acceptance, friends, to feel like he fit in.

      I stopped running, bent a little at the waist and checked my mileage on my phone, which was strapped to my arm. I even took out my ear buds so I could hear Ernie a little bit better. “The half marathon? That would be amazing. I bow to your awesomeness.”

      I fake bowed.

      He laughed. “Who knows? My time will be crap, but I’m hoping.”

      As I stood up straight, I said, “You can do it.”

      Wiping the sweat off my forehead with my hat’s edge, I readjusted that, my phone, my gloves and tried to think of something else to say, but all I could think about was Ernie allegedly flirting with some high school girl, and one of my best friend’s, Summer, and having sex with Jessica, and all of this happening within the same month of his wedding ceremony. Horniness like that is not unnoticed in a small tourist town like Bar Harbor.

      Still, he doesn’t deserve to be dead. He can’t fix himself if he was dead. He can’t make things right.

      Truth is, I didn’t interact with Ernie a lot, especially compared to the other thirteen officers at the Bar Harbor Police Department, and it feels wrong of me to mourn him too much, like I am a poser or something, but it is still so sad. Murder is never happy though, is it?

      

      Seamus picked up Lilly from school today because I’m still stuck at a town council meeting that is going long because John is on the agenda. Earlier in the drama, he waived his right to privacy, believing that if he had his personnel records open to the public, the court of Facebook would demand he get his job back.

      His work records are perfect, he told me in an interview. That isn’t true about the police chief, Ernie (his arresting officer), or the town councilors who decided to fire him.

      The court of Facebook split fifty-fifty. Some people (Seamus calls them the good ole boy network and the town drunks) sided with John. He was unfairly prosecuted and singled out. It was a witch hunt. Who out there hadn’t ever driven drunk on Allen’s Coffee Brandy and Bud? I wanted to raise my hand on that one because I hadn’t. My ex-husband did all the time though. Only it was scotch.

      As I sit here listening to town councilors saying nothing, laptop in lap, leaning into Gail Huard, the reporter from the Bangor Daily, I keep thinking about how they should have taken me off this story if any. I worry that I’m not fair to John because of my past. On every story, I scrutinize every word, every verb and noun that isn’t a direct quote because I’m terrified of bias coming out.

      Part of me is scared of John because he reminds me of Don. They both smell of scotch and pain.

      

      When I get back to the house, Seamus’s truck is in the driveway. As I open the door, Champ runs to meet me, his doggy toenails making clips on the floor. I make a mental note to trim those puppies (Get it? Puppies!), put my laptop bag/purse on the floor, squat and lean in for some doggy love. The whole house smells sweet.

      “Mommy!” Lilly comes bounding out of the kitchen too and into our little living room. She’s got something caramel on her face and a huge smile. She leaps into a hug, which makes me lose my balance and my butt slams on the floor.

      This is apparently the best thing ever in dog world because Champ does happy circles, his tail striking both of us in the face over and over. Lilly dissolves into a fit of giggles that are turning into hiccups and Seamus comes slowly out of the kitchen, eyes lit up, wearing my “Always Be a Unicorn” apron.

      “Lilly. Champ. Do not kill your mother.” He reaches out his hand to help me off the floor. “Welcome home.”

      “Thank you.” I eye him. “Are you two cooking?”

      “We made one pie already, but then I wanted to make one for Eve and Uncle Gunny, and Seamus said okay. We went to the grocery store and saw your car at the town hall, but Seamus said it was too boring to go in there and we would die from the zombie town councilors of magical boredom, and so we just went to the grocery store and some icky lady flirted with Seamus and he did not flirt back. He was mean. And I said he was mean, but he said he had to be mean because you do not flirt with icky ladies and we boiled a can!”

      Seamus gives me big eyes.

      “Wow, that’s a lot to process.” I take Lilly’s hand and wink at Seamus. “Show me what you’ve done. Is the kitchen a massive mess?”

      “Seamus makes us clean up as we go. He says it’d be overwhelming if we didn’t.”

      He shrugs. “It would. Come on. I’ll show you.”

      “Let’s look, then!”

      I swear he’s almost bouncing on his toes and it’s freaking adorable. When Lilly lets go of my hand to cross the door threshold from our living room to the kitchen, I whirl around and hug him, wrapping my arms around the unicorn and the seriously hard abs beneath it. I whisper, “You’re the best friend ever.”

      “You haven’t even tasted it yet.”

      I start to let go so I can look up into his face, but he pulls me in closer. He smells like sugar and comfort even more than the house did.

      “I already know it’s delicious,” I say.

      “Like you?”

      I scoff. “Crossing the line there, Kelley. Crossing the line.”

      He laughs, letting me go, and I whirl into the kitchen where Lilly is standing by the counter.

      “So much lovey dovey stuff.” She wiggles her eyebrows. “You ready?”

      “I’m ready.”

      “Tah-dah!” She jumps away, arms pointing towards the brown pie in the center of the counter.

      “Wow!” I say

      “I know, right?” She’s bouncing on her toes. “Can we eat it now?”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s a sugar pie!” She scoffs, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “A sugar pie?”

      “A brown sugar pie.” Seamus opens the drawer with the pie cutter thing, which there is probably an official name for? But I don’t know it. He points the silver blade into the air. “You ladies ready?”

      “Yes! Yes! Yes!” Lilly is now past the bouncing stage and officially jumping up and down.

      Champ starts barking, thrilled by the excitement and probably hoping someone will spill something that he’ll be able to gobble up off the floor.

      Seamus gives me a questioning look. He moves around a bit, points the pie server at me, ducking his head under the ugly kitchen light fixture. “And you?”

      “So ready.” I rub my stomach. “Starving for brown sugar pie.”

      “You’ve had it before, Mommy?”

      “Nope. Never.”

      Seamus gasps. “Horrifying. You New Englanders don’t know how to live. Here we go.”

      He cuts it and it basically looks like a pecan pie without the pecans.

      Life is really lovely. So lovely right this second. I want it to last this way forever. I just want to sink into it and claim it as my own even as the thought of Ernie’s funeral looms over us. Things can change so quickly. I hope Ernie got these moments.

      I yank Seamus and Lilly into a big hug. The contrast in their size is amazing but familiar. “I’m so lucky,” I say and I think I whisper it, but apparently not.

      “Nope. We’re the lucky ones,” Seamus says as he kisses the top of my head.

      For just a second, I cling onto him and wonder if I’ll ever be able to let go.

      

      Ernie’s funeral is undeniably sad like most funerals. People gather at the big, white Congregational church in town which is the main host for Bar Harbor funerals for people who aren’t religious because the minister there doesn’t care if you go to his church or not. He just wants everyone to have a decent send off and for their loved ones to have a bit of solace, community and closure.

      The police officers all wear their dress blues and there’s a lot of formal aspects to the whole thing.

      Morgan sobs in the front row, buffered by her family. The Kings aren’t there, which I say my own silent prayer about because I can’t even begin to imagine the drama and heartache that would happen inside Morgan if Jessica showed up today.

      I sit with Gunner’s wife and some of the dispatchers and police and fire officers’ wives, boyfriends and girlfriends. The officers all stand together along the sides of the sanctuary’s walls, stony faced except for Benny. The poor, sweet man gasps out a sob every once in a while as psalms are sung and remembrances are given.

      Earlier today John King posted “Good riddance” on Facebook, which was super classy of him. Even less classy? All the likes on the post.

      The church smells of incense and wet wool, pain and salty tears. The sweet short minister with Harry Potter glasses is singing some sort of James Taylor song. I peek over at Seamus and he’s staring at me. I grab Gunner’s wife’s hand and squeeze. She’s tearing up. I am, too. Death is hard even when it’s not someone in your own family. It’s such a reminder of lost things, of how everything changes so quickly. New chapters begin. Stories end. Eventually there are no more chapters, no cliffhangers. It’s just over.

      I don’t want my life to be over.

      I want it to begin again and again.

      I inhale and pull a tissue pack I bought at Hannaford’s grocery store especially for this occasion and give one to Hannah, Gunner’s wife.

      “Thank you,” she murmurs.

      Morgan sobs in the front row, shoulders shaking. Ernie was her hero. She’s Jessica’s villain. All the roles change depending on who is telling the story.

      All of us are the stars in our own stories right? We’re the good guys, the heroes. We choose the most important players (for me it’s Lilly and Seamus and Michelle) and then the supporting cast and the bad guys. We don’t get to be the star in everyone else’s story and that’s okay. But we do get our stories. Or we should.

      But Morgan’s most important player was taken from her and my insides crumple when I think of the loss, the pain, the shock that’s she’s going through. Even as we sit in the pew and stand to sing a psalm and sit again, I keep flashing back to her face when we told her, how it wasn’t just her insides that crumpled, but everything in her body.

      I want to catch the person who did this to Ernie and to her. I want to catch them so they don’t get away with twisting her story or anyone else’s.

      

      After it’s all over and we head outside, Hannah hugs me and whispers, “None of us ever liked Brandy. She’s a whack-a-doodle.”

      I know it’s so wrong, but I can’t help but smile. When I met Seamus and heard about Brandy, I thought the worst and that he was exaggerating her issues and their issues to make himself more sympathetic. He was actually doing the opposite and underexaggerating things. Not only were their political and religious views horribly misaligned, she pathologically lied to him to cover up her issues and lashed out at him constantly. Everyone told me that it had been like that for years and that he was slowly making his way through to divorce after trying therapy, couples therapy, even her church’s therapy. Nothing worked.

      I still feel guilty, but according to Michelle that’s because I’m a little narcissistic and think everything centers on me.

      “It doesn’t?” I’d teased.

      “Only almost everything,” she teased back.

      Outside the church, we all crowd together on the grass and sidewalk and little parking lot and Hannah leans over and whispers. “You okay? You’re shaking.”

      “I’m mad,” I whisper back.

      She grabs my hand and squeezes. “Me too.”

      “I need to figure out who did this,” I tell her.

      “Seamus won’t like that.”

      “I know.” I look at his sad eyes, grim lips pressed together. “I’m going to do it anyway.”

      

      All the cops lose their stone-faced demeanors when the service is over and we head out into the almost not-freezing late March air. Out on the church’s piece of sidewalk, I finally have a chance to hug poor Benny, who cries and murmurs about what a “good boy” Ernie was.

      He wipes at the tears on my face with his dry palm. “Now look what I’ve done. I’ve made you cry, too.”

      Morgan has to be half carried out, her mom and dad and a brother (I think) holding her up as she trudges out of the church. They can’t bury Ernie now because the ground is so cold, but they will head to the cemetery anyway in a small procession of cars for a private funeral. Her sad eyes meet mine as she passes.

      “I hate this,” I tell Seamus who hovers next to me, a giant tree above the other men, face ruddy from the cold.

      He grabs my hand. “How can you not?”

      “I don’t want you to die.”

      “I will.”

      “I’d like you to not do it for a while,” I whisper, leaning into him, not caring about public displays of affection or propriety or any of the things I’m normally obsessed about.

      “You either,” he says, kissing the top of my head as I turn my back on everyone else to wrap my arms around his tree trunk body. He’s so solid. How can someone so solid ever die? I wonder if that’s how Morgan felt too.

      “I’ll do my best,” I tell him.

      Even though he’s in uniform and we’re not just out in public, but people are swarming all over the place, he kisses the top of my head again. Then he stiffens.

      “What?” I ask.

      “John King,” he murmurs, “he’s standing down by the library, just staring this way like a freak.”

      Freak? That’s pretty strong language from Seamus. And the energy coming off him is like mine in the church—it’s rage.

      “You think he did it?” I whisper, turning around and looking, but I’m too short to see past the other group of people lining the other side of the church sidewalk and gently greening again lawn. Everyone else is focused on watching Morgan who has made it down to the road and the main sidewalk and the waiting open door of a vehicle.

      Morgan gets in the passenger’s seat of a black car that might be a hearse.

      “Maybe,” he says. “It doesn’t seem like something he’d do, but you never know what a man will do when someone’s taken away his livelihood and hurt his family.”

      “It wasn’t Ernie’s fault that John probably drove drunk.”

      “No, but John doesn’t see it that way. He can’t allow himself to take the blame. He has to throw it on someone else. Ernie was the arresting officer. It’s a logical target. Plus, everything with Jessica.”

      The pregnancy. The whole town knowing. The shame. I’m not a big fan of Jessica King probably because I’m jealous of her youth, beautifully plucked eyebrows, and massive confidence, but I still have empathy for her. It’s hard to deal with small town gossip and small town feelings sometimes. She’s always held her head high and that makes me admire her, too. I don’t think I have anywhere near her amount of verve or pluck.

      “I need to find out who did this,” I whisper.

      “Not your job, honey,” Seamus says.

      “I’m a reporter.”

      “Not an investigative reporter,” he counters.

      “That’s because Eddie gets worried about us being sued.”

      “Exactly.” He pauses. “But I know how you feel. I want to find out who did this too.” His voice is flinty and he stiffens next to me, standing his actual full height as he peers across the crowd. “John’s leaving.”

      “Just because he’s here doesn’t mean he did it, right?” I ask because truth is I don’t want John King to have killed Ernie. The guy obviously has some problems and there was really bad blood between them, but part of me likes John despite the way he always puts me on edge and reminds me of Don. I say this and admit it makes no sense.

      “You are so strange. You always want to believe the best of people but at the same time you have such a hard time trusting people.”

      I bristle. “I’m a contradiction.”

      “A beautiful contradiction,” he says and moves behind me, wrapping his arms around me.

      I let myself lean back into him, resting against his strength for a second before I announce, “No psychoanalyzing at a funeral allowed.”

      Hannah, who apparently has been listening the whole time, says, “Seriously, Seamus. Against all the rules of etiquette.” She winks at me. “We have to stick together when it comes to these Kelley brothers.”

      “Absolutely,” I tell her even as I lean into Seamus a little more.

      

      At home, I change out of my funeral clothes to go pick up Lilly from swim practice, which fortunately coincided with the funeral. I have extra time so I pound out a story about the town’s updated recycling plan and start on another one about the school board’s decision to install solar panels. Exciting stuff.

      My mind twists back to Morgan’s tear-stained face, John King lurking down the street, the way Seamus felt so solid and good when I hugged him. I’m so lucky. I know there have been some ridiculously unlucky things that have happened in my life, but there is a man I pretty much love and he is kind. I have Lilly and she’s healthy and safe. I have a job and I’m healthy and safe and we still haven’t heard anything from Don. I have friends. I have my own house. I have an adorably slobbery dog.

      I wonder if that’s how Morgan felt even though Ernie had his sex addiction/philandering issues. I wonder if she thought that it would always be like what it was the day before Ernie died. She was married, had a house, a job, a life. And then it was all bashed away and fell apart.

      It’s just like I thought when Seamus made the pie. Everything changes so quickly.

      Change.

      It’s the word of the month, I guess.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m meeting Michelle at the swim meet. Lilly and Eve are both on the Y’s little dolphin swim team, which is the most adorable name ever.

      I say hi to the front desk person who is busy rolling her eyes at whoever is talking on the phone. She gives a half-hearted wave and I follow the smell of chlorine past the YMCA COMMUNITY HEROES billboard made of low-resolution photos blown up and stapled to a cardboard background and through the double doors of the pool.

      “Rosie! Over here! I saved you a seat!” Michelle’s voice rings out over the coaches’ whistles and shouted instructions, the swimmers’ excited and anxious murmurs, and the chatter of the parent spectators.

      Michelle pats the bleacher seat next to her in the YMCA’s swimming pool spectator area. The parents are crowded in next to each other, people standing in the two-foot-deep space behind the bleachers.

      “Excuse me. Excuse me,” I say, apologizing as I try to make my way up four bleachers to get to Michelle, wedging my boot in between people’s butts as they lean out of the way.

      I wiggle in next to her and realize I should have taken off my coat before smooshing myself in. There’s nowhere to move my arms. Normally, I bemoan my lack of hips, but there’s barely any room to squeeze in.

      “How’s Seamus?” Michelle asks.

      “Interesting.”

      She wiggles her eyebrows, but all I do is wiggle mine back.

      “You’re no fun,” she says.

      “Seamus says that too.”

      “That’s because the man wants to get lucky.” She leans in and whispers, “So do I.”

      “What?” I start laughing. “Do you have a crush?”

      “So many, but one is winning.”

      “Who?”

      Lilly waves to me from where she’s standing in line, waiting for the relay. I manage to lift my arm enough to wave back.

      Michelle clears her throat and says out of the side of her mouth. “Dalton Thomas.”

      “Dalton Thomas. The cop?”

      “What are you anti-cop now?”

      “It’s just—” I don’t know what I can tell her versus what I can’t tell her. Thomas is heavily involved with Jessica, John King’s daughter. He acts like they are best friends and he’s just taking care of her for these last few months because Ernie was such a punk, but everyone knows that isn’t quite the whole story. Plus, he’s sleezy. I can’t say all that to her so instead I just say, “Why do you like him?”

      “He’s got a cute butt. And he doesn’t have that stereotypical cop attitude.”

      “He doesn’t?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “How do you even know him?”

      “Well …” She settles in and pauses when the relay starts.

      Parents start screaming and standing up to cheer. We stand too, but even though I’m high up on the bleachers, I can’t actually see anything because the people in front of me are really tall and broad shouldered. This sucks. I step up onto the top of the bleacher where our butts are supposed to go, but lose my balance and start windmilling, trying to find a place to put my feet.

      “Rosie!” Michelle turns at the last moment, just to see me toppling backwards.

      Arms wrap around my waist. “Jesus!”

      Kevin!

      He helps me find my balance on the floor with him. We are terribly close, eye to eye.

      “Thanks,” I mumble.

      “No problem.”

      We both stand there for a second and he scurries off, zigzagging along the crowd behind the bleachers until I can’t see him anymore.

      Michelle’s staring down at us open mouthed as people still cheer. “What the hell is he doing here? He doesn’t have a kid.”

      My heart beats too quickly for me to speak for a second. “I don’t know.”

      She nudges the big guy that she’s been sitting next to and says, “Let’s haul her up.”

      They both grab my hands and lift me back up. A nice lady boosts me by my butt. Thank God I’ve been working out because we somehow manage to get me up there again. There’s another round of thanks and I’m in time to watch Lilly do the last leg of the relay. Michelle keeps her arm around my waist because she doesn’t trust me not to fall now, apparently. I don’t trust me either.

      Lilly emerges out of the lane. Second. She’s smiling. She used to hate swimming but Seamus taught her not to be afraid.

      “I’m trying to figure out who killed Ernie,” I whisper into Michelle’s ear.

      “I know. Of course you are. Have you figured anything out yet?”

      “No.”

      “Does Seamus know?”

      I cough and then she says, “Well, speak of the handsome devil, look who is here.”

      Over by the door is Seamus, giant and imposing in his dark uniform. He nods at me. Then diverts his attention to Lilly, extends his whole arm in her direction and gives her a thumbs-up. She waves back, bouncing, before she and the other members of the relay dissolve into a group hug. Still in a huddle, they shuffle over to the side wall out of the way of the next event. More swimmers head to the marks. Timers are reset.

      “Go say hi,” Michelle urges, nudging me in the ribs.

      “I just got here.”

      She sighs in an obviously fake dramatic way.

      “He’s on duty,” I add. “I just saw him.”

      “He shows up to your kid’s swim meets on duty and in uniform,” she says. “The man obviously loves you.”

      Right as she says it, a small woman with big hair sidles up to Seamus. Hilarie King. She’s got her typical flirty posture. Seamus responds but leans back, looks up at me, makes eye contact, before listening again.

      “He’s a woman magnet,” I mutter.

      “Every man is a magnet to her.” Michelle throws a hand over her mouth for a hot second before mocking. “Did I say that out loud?”

      “Yes.” A tiny bit of jealousy surges in me, but I stamp it down and focus on admiration instead. “It must be nice to be so confident.”

      “Are you talking about Seamus or Hilarie?”

      “Hilarie.” A whistle blows and I wait for the cheers to end. Everyone stands up, screaming. It’s another two minutes before I can finish my train of thought. “It just must be nice to be able to sashay up to anyone and be confident enough to talk and expect them to be attracted to you.”

      “You talk to everyone.”

      “I have to! It’s my job.” I rethink it. “It’s more like all of this scandal with Ernie makes her bolder somehow. And all my scandal …”

      “Makes you want to hide?” Michelle pivots a bit towards me, tucks a hair behind my ear in a really mom way. Instantly, I miss my mom, my dad, my life before Don, when I never used to hide.

      “Yeah.”

      “Rosie, you are incapable of hiding. Your goodness makes you a beacon. You can’t damp that down and that’s something that Hilarie King can’t come close to having. Your goodness makes you an entirely different kind of confident, a much better kind that doesn’t have to worry about Botox and Keto diets.”

      I lean into her. She smells like oranges. “You’re the best friend ever.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you really like Dalton Thomas?”

      “I like his butt.”

      “There are a lot of fine butts in this town.”

      “Not really,” she says. “Oh. Seamus is gone.”

      He is. His spot by the door is filled by a grandmother bouncing a baby against her, trying to soothe it. Hilarie King seems to have disappeared too. For a moment, my heart sinks again. What if they disappeared together? That’s something Don would do. Seamus is not Don, I remind myself and right then my phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out, expecting it to be Eddie telling me to rush off to take pictures of a car-deer accident or something, but it’s Seamus.

      “You look beautiful up there. I got called away for a domestic. Stay safe, beautiful.”

      Michelle has obviously been spying and says, “He said ‘beautiful’ twice.”

      “Don’t make fun of his vocabulary!”

      “I’m not.” She laughs. “I’m making fun of you. You don’t know how lucky you are, but you are. It’s time for you to believe it. He put heart emojis in there! There are three!”

      “He always does that.” I inhale slowly. The chlorine burns my nose. The heat and humidity of the press of the bodies seems almost too much. “I’m being an idiot, right? About Seamus? That’s what everyone thinks.”

      “I get that you don’t want to be the cause of his divorce, but you aren’t. That marriage was long gone before you were here. Don’t refuse to let him in because you’re so worried about the court of public opinion.”

      “That’s not it.”

      “What is it?”

      “I mean it’s partially it.”

      “Rosie … You just said two seconds ago that it wasn’t it. He sleeps over your house but you don’t let him sleep in your bed when you damn well should. You obviously love him, but you don’t admit it half the time even though half the time you do.” She pulls an arm around my shoulder. “So, what is it?”

      “I’m just afraid.”

      “Of what …?” she probes.

      I can’t breathe. I can’t admit it. I can’t .… Yes, I can.

      I close my eyes for a second. “I’m afraid of turning him bad.”

      “Rosie, you did not turn your asshole ex-husband bad. That wasn’t about you. That was about him.”

      “I know. Logically, I know that, but sometimes? Sometimes I just feel like it’s my fault, like I’m unlovable once you know me long enough.”

      “Except for your annoying lack of self-esteem, you’re the most lovable person, I know. Seamus isn’t going to stop loving you once you start making the horizontal bandwidth.”

      It takes a second for what she said to register. “The horizontal bandwidth?”

      I start guffawing. Not laughing. Not giggling. It’s a full out guffaw.

      People around us stare. Some smile. The guy next to me starts laughing too.

      “You girls being good?” Thomas calls up. He’s down at the front of the bleachers.

      “No.” Michelle winks with a super flirty attitude. “We are not being good at all.”

      “Glad to hear it,” Thomas says and keeps on walking.

      I swear Michelle half swoons.

      

      It isn’t until a lot later that I get a moment with Michelle where I can actually talk to her quietly.

      We’re standing by the front entrance, waiting for the girls to come out of the locker room. We were ordered a month ago that we’re not allowed to hover in the locker room while they change because they are ‘big girls’ and not ‘babies.’ Michelle laughed at this, but I got all teary-eyed. It’s a bit hard to not be overprotective because of all the things we’ve been through and other than Seamus, she’s all I have in this world.

      Other than Seamus.

      Even my subconscious knows how smitten I am, apparently.

      Michelle gives me the lowdown about how Dalton Thomas pulled her over for speeding the other day and then gave her his number with a wink.

      “I’m pretty sure that’s flirting,” she says as the Y door slams open and cold air flies in with some skateboarding teens, two girls, three boys, all shivering and not wearing jackets.

      “I think so,” I agree.

      “But you don’t think I should pursue?”

      “Pursue? Ha! You sound like a hunter.”

      “No. I sound like a man.”

      Before I can really give her my answer, Hilarie King flounces over in full work-out gear. It’s almost so matchy-matchy that she looks like she either got dressed in Russia or for Instagram. My spine stiffens. I know it’s not cool and that she’s going through a lot, but she really rubs me the wrong way. Cliché, I know! But it’s true.

      “Ugh,” Michelle mutters and then in a super fake voice says, “Hi, Mrs. King.”

      Hilarie balks. I’m pretty sure she thinks Mrs. sounds old. I’m also pretty sure Michelle knows that. I wonder if I can get any information about her about John.

      “How are you all coping with the Ernie death. I saw John at the funeral. Well, across the street,” I correct.

      After a hot second, Hilarie comes right up to me, totally in my space and ignores my question. “I’m so sorry to hear about you and Seamus.”

      “What?”

      “That you broke up.” She flips some hair over her shoulder. Her breath smells like mint and scotch. Just like Don’s.

      “Um …”

      “They didn’t break up.” Michelle shoulders her way in, physically pushing Hilarie out of my space with her elbow.

      “Oh, that’s not what I heard.” She bats her eyelashes. “You know how those boys are. Once a cheater, always a cheater.” She leans in and whispers into my ear, “Stay strong, honey.”

      And then she flounces again, but this time it’s out the door.

      “What the actual hell?” Michelle says and catches me as I stagger backwards.

      “Do you think he—”

      “Of course not!” She shakes her head, stares out at the parking lot and almost looks like she’s going to give Hilarie the finger.

      I grab her hand just in case because there are kids around and I think you get banned from the Y for doing that.

      “She’s trying to get a rise out of you,” Michelle insists.

      “Maybe?”

      “Call him.”

      “What?”

      “Call him and ask.”

      “I can’t call him and ask. He’ll be insulted if it’s not true and if it is true, he’ll lie.”

      “That’s not a reason.” She pulls me over to the old, ugly love seat near the entrance. It smells like popcorn and sweat, but I sit down with her on it, mostly because my knees are too wobbly to stand up. “I’ve never seen a man so smitten before.”

      “Smitten?”

      “It means—”

      “I know what it means; it’s just—agh. I can’t even think a full thought.” I pull in one of those stupid calming breaths, in through my nose and all that. It doesn’t work. Breathe in. One. Two. Three.

      “Rosie? You in there?” Michelle takes me by the shoulders, sitting us sideways on the love seat. She’s so pretty and her eyes are so wide right now. “The man loves you. I don’t know what that woman is playing at, but she’s wrong. Seamus loves you. Only you. Completely you.”

      “I’ve given him such a hard time. I wouldn’t blame him if—”

      “No! No, you do not take any blame in this. Men can wait for good things to happen. He can wait until you’re ready.” Her eyes close a bit. “Seriously, you know this. You say this sort of thing to me all the time! Where did all your strong woman go?”

      “It flounced out the door with Hilarie King.”

      “Did you just say my wife’s name?” John King magically materializes behind us.

      I turn to look at him, hovering over us, all serious, wearing regular clothes but carrying a pretty posh looking gym bag. He’s been working out a lot since the firing. I can’t blame him, but I also don’t understand why they don’t just move away and start over. Obviously, that’s what I would do. That’s what I did.

      “We did,” Michelle says. “Your bitch of a wife just told Rosie that Seamus was cheating on her.”

      John laughs. He actually laughs. “And you believed her?”

      I don’t manage to say anything before he continues, “Look. Hilarie needs to be the alpha female wherever she is. There are certain people that she thinks are unconquerable. It’s almost like a game to her. Seamus is one of those guys. So when she sees that someone like you has him it gets under her skin.”

      “Someone like me?” I whisper, but he hears me.

      “Yes.” He doesn’t explain and I don’t think I want him to.

      Someone like you.

      

      It takes me a little time to process everything that went down at the YMCA. And it’s not until I’ve tucked Lilly into bed that I get to think of things as calm examples in the outline form that I’m so fond of putting my thoughts into.

      According to Seamus, I put my thoughts into bullet points in an attempt to organize them into linear patterns because my own mind is so anti linear patterns even though the rest of the world is so pro linear patterns and straight lines and bullet points.

      My list of bullet points is not all that awesome.

      
        	I am not someone people think is sexy per John King.

        	Hilarie King is flirting with Seamus because he’s a hard get.

        	People like Hilarie King can’t understand why guys like Seamus like me.

        	I am an idiot.

        	I’m no closer to finding out who killed Ernie.

      

      Okay. Bullet point number four might be a tiny bit ridiculous, but whatever. It is what

      it is. I lack all the hottie attributes. I can’t make duck faces for selfies for social media posts. My random ethical issues makes me not an easy lay. I am weird and quirky and a magnet for sociopaths. Or is it psychopaths? I can never remember.

      But I love Seamus. I know I do. I don’t want to lose him because my issues are so ridiculously huge.

      I wander into the guest bedroom that he uses sometimes and think about stripping the bed to wash the sheets, but instead I flop on there and inhale the scent of him—Irish Spring soap and Suave coconut shampoo. It’s so unfancy, so unlike my ex-husband who loved his special products. I grab the pillow. There’s a tiny drool smudge on it, and instead of being repulsed by that, I actually think it’s pretty cute.

      “Oh my God, Kelley,” I murmur. “What have you done to me?”
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      A few days pass and Seamus has been working doubles and overnights to help make up for the fact that the whole department is down one officer. Despite all my googling, Facebook stalking, and awkward questions, I get no closer to figuring out who might have killed Ernie if it wasn’t a burglary gone wrong.

      Nobody shows up on my porch. I don’t even see Kevin. There are no Don sightings and the state police have no new leads on Ernie’s case. They look for burglars, asking questions of people known to rob from houses, stripping them of copper wiring and plumbing and selling that metal for scrap. Times are hard. Depression hard. That is, unless you are one of the one percent. Unfortunately there aren’t that many in the one percent, hence the name.

      Also, unfortunately, the phone rings while Lilly and I are walking Champ and since I have a dog leash in my hand, I fail to actually check the number calling before I answer it, smooshing it up to my ear as the wind blows tiny twigs and long-dead leaves across the road.

      “Hello?”

      “Rosie. Corey.”

      A call from the Mount Desert police chief is usually not a good thing. “Hey!”

      “I have a big favor to ask you.”

      This is why a call from Corey is usually not a good thing. I switch leash hands and turn the Champ around and motion for Lilly to take the leash. I’m about two seconds away from dropping the telephone altogether, honestly, and can only half listen as Corey begs me to come fill in the overnight shift at Mount Desert Police Department, the town next to Bar Harbor. I have been trained to do this. I passed all the tests and everything, but I am the last-ditch person because I kind of suck at it. Plus, I’m a reporter and a mom and it’s weird to have a reporter have access to police files. They trust me somehow. I’m not sure how.

      “Marnie’s been there for sixteen hours. Peter is food poisoned or something. Franz is on vacation. And Cecilia is stuck out on Cranberry because the ferry’s been canceled because of the wind.”

      Almost on cue, a huge gust of wind whips my hair back into my face and mouth. I spit it out. “Okay. Lilly has a sleep-over anyway.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep. Really.”

      “I owe you big, kiddo,” he says, which is what he always says. “Come in early just to make sure you get there. It’s supposed to snow like a son of a bitch tonight.”

      I hang up, sort of cranky, which is unfair. Poor Marnie had to pull a double and Peter is sick. It isn’t their fault and their days are way worse than mine. I pull in a calming breath. Truth is, I’m just not made for dispatching. I’m no good at being stuck between those gray walls, staring at phones, waiting for bad things to happen, unable to exit because you can’t leave the police and fire phones unmanned.

      “Blech,” I tell the dog and Lilly.

      “Extra money?” Lilly says in a perky voice.

      “True.” I pause and pull out a poop bag, which I can’t open, so Lilly takes her mittens off and takes it over, separating the plies easily. “And I can get some of my stories done early for the paper if it’s super quiet.”

      “Money plus work done equals super cool.”

      Champ chooses to bark at a squirrel and tugs at the leash because squirrels are way more interesting than me whining. I have to agree. Lilly hands me the poop bag and I get down to the business of taking care of Champ’s business.

      “You are the best kid, ever,” I tell her.

      She smiles, puts her mittens back on, and says with a massive, tooth-gapped grin, “I know.”

      

      It takes about twenty minutes to get to Mount Desert normally, but tonight it takes forty-five minutes of 30 m.p.h. driving in white-out conditions. I don’t know why March always has to have a devastating blizzard type storm at the end of March. It makes the whole “goes in like a lion and out like a lamb” saying seem kind of bogus, honestly. I white knuckle it the whole way across the Eagle Lake Road and down Route 198 until I find one of the snow plows and follow them in. It’s Guy, a fleshy man with thick glasses and coffee breath. He toots goodbye as I pull into the municipal lot. It’s super sweet that he guided me in like that. This is part of the reason small towns rock.

      Marnie hustles out of the dispatch office the way Champ escapes out of the house if I’ve been gone more than eight hours. It’s all about leaving. She does manage to mutter, “f-ing winter” before she goes and tells me that she has a big pot of coffee made for the public works guys, which has been a long-standing tradition for this town and snowstorms.

      The only officer on duty is Athan Coffey, who is about ten years older than me, the exact same height as me, bald, and the biggest flirt in the universe despite the fact that he is happily married to a lawyer. His head reflects the fluorescent lights. I enjoy that. He also always posts status updates about his dinner on every social media site, which makes me hungry. We make small talk. He tells me about their timeshare in Orlando, Florida and latest trip to Disney. We talk about Ernie.

      “What a way to go.” Athan shakes his head as he says this. His lips press together. He leans against the counter, hands splayed, pinkies touching the book of parking passes for people who go on the ferry to the Cranberries and need to park in our lot.

      “Yeah.”

      I don’t know what else to say.

      “I want to go when I’m doing the deed, you know?” He makes the appropriate pelvic thrust.

      “Does Rhonda know this?” I ask, naming his wife.

      “If I tell her that, I’ll never get lucky again!” He laughs. His brain shifts and he points his finger at me. “You are going to keep it nice and dead in here. No sending me out into this shit.” He fake shivers. “I miss Florida.”

      But just as he says that the phone rings.

      He groans.

      I hold up my hands. “Not my fault!” Then I grab the phone and switch into my professional voice. “Mount Desert Public Safety, can I help you?”

      “Hi. This is Northeast Security. We have a perimeter alarm at 344 Cooksey Drive Lane.”

      344 Cooksey Drive is the address of one of our famous summer residents, a man who created a series of law-enforcement television shows.

      “344 Cooksey,” I repeat mostly so Athan can hear it. “Perimeter alarm. Motion? Have you contacted the caretaker and do you have a description of the caretaker’s vehicle?”

      He gives me the information as Athan slugs on his coat.

      “The caretaker is in a red GMC truck,” I tell him. “About thirty minutes away. He’ll meet you there. Klihans Fischer.”

      Athan looks at me and that’s when I realize it. This is the same kind of call where Ernie died.

      “You want me to call in Bar Harbor for back up?” I ask. We have to call Bar Harbor for back up for things like unruly arrests and domestics because sometimes we only have one officer on duty and it’s not safe for them to deal with the situation alone. It’s a mutual aid agreement and all three fire and police departments on the island are part of it. Usually, though, we don’t use it for alarm activations.

      “They’ll think I’m a wuss.” He makes a pout face.

      “I will play it off like it’s because I’m nervous okay? I’m the rookie. They’ll believe it.” I’m already calling Bar Harbor and Athan hustles out the door.

      “If the Abominable Snowman gets me, you tell Rhonda not to marry that dick vice president of marketing at the bank who has the hots for her!” he shouts over the little counter space.

      “Got it!” I yell back.

      “You’re good shit even if you are a reporter, Rosie!”

      I let his words buoy me up. I like being a reporter because the hours are flexible enough for me to be with Lilly whenever I need to, but there’s something nice about dispatching sometimes. There’s a camaraderie that doesn’t happen when you’re reporting a planning board meeting about set-back requirements.

      Athan’s cruiser starts in the parking lot and pulls slowly out of the space. The dispatch room is set up at the front of the building. Two windows face out the north end and west sides, looking out to the parking lot and steps. People enter through the front door, walk down the hallway about five feet and talk to the dispatcher on duty over this chest-high granite counter. A wooden half door can be swung shut and locked, but I’ve never seen that happen. To get into the building past that counter, the dispatcher has to buzz you through and a regular door opens. Or, if you have a special key fob thing, then you can swipe yourself through. None of the officers ever do this though. Getting out doesn’t require any beeps or buzzes or swipes.

      It’s not the most secure system, but it’s actually been updated in the last couple months because the federal government fined the town for not having automatically locking doors and restricted access to the police department. Unlike here, Bar Harbor’s dispatcher is behind a bullet-proof, glass partition and there is no half door anywhere, just a big regular door that only the dispatcher can buzz people through.

      Mount Desert is a lot friendlier than Bar Harbor though when it comes to its cops and its chiefs. Jack likes to slam people down and keep them on their toes. Corey is more welcoming. Jack is welcoming if you are hot and female. Corey isn’t like that at all. And it shows in their police station design and even in the people they hire. If there was a school shooter, I’d rather have Jack and Bar Harbor respond, but if you are scared of your asshole husband, then I’d want the Mount Desert guys there because they’d take you to their house afterwards and you’d have coffee with their wives until you found a place to stay. And the island is so overwhelmingly white, I’m not sure how either department reacts to Black people and if their responses are different. But I know that they worry about bias, or most of them do, which seems like a good step forward. One of the articles I was doing for the paper is all about how there’s an island-wide task force looking into racial issues and disparities in emergency and police response and at school policies. The willingness to change and to figure things out is one of the reasons I love it here. Eleanor is doing that article now.

      Summer answers for Bar Harbor and I tell her where Athan’s going and ask if they could send someone for back up. “I’m so sorry. It’s not Athan’s request. I’m just nervous after the Ernie thing,” I tell her.

      “Everyone’s nervous after Ernie. Seamus is the only one not busy. I’ll send him that way,” she says. “Maybe he’ll stop by!”

      I swear I can feel her wink over the line.

      I hang up the phone and wait, staring into the darkness of the parking lot; the snow even seems dark somehow as it flies down, hurried to get to Earth. It’s just going to melt here and eventually disappear. I don’t understand snow’s motivations.

      While I wait for Athan to call off on scene, I pull some sympathy cards out of my bag. I’ve been slow to write these. It’s hard to know what to write. I give up and write, “I am so sorry for your loss. Please let me know if there is anything I can help you with. Much love, Rosie”

      Ernie’s autopsy was done before his funeral. It didn’t tell us anything we didn’t already know.

      I spend a couple minutes looking up the protocol for fallen officer funerals and the first thing I see is that a higher-ranking officer and chaplain are supposed to notify the next of kin. We obviously failed that unless I am somehow a chaplain without knowing it. I let myself close my eyes for a second and remember how distraught Morgan was, imagine what I’d do if that was Seamus, and my breath hitches. Luckily, before I can get into full sobbing mode, Athan calls in the radio.

      “Four to base. I am at the residence. Nothing showing. I’m going to remain in the car until the Bar Harbor unit arrives. Do you have an ETA on that?”

      “Stand by, Four.” I send Summer an instant message. She responds with “five minutes,” which I relay to Athan.

      “10-4,” he says. “I don’t see tire tracks or any broken windows from this vantage point, but the snow is coming down so hard, things could be obscured. Advise Bar Harbor, I’ll wait.”

      He really is nervous because he already said that, but I don’t mention it and instead just key the radio and respond with another 10-4, the affirmative conversation ender pretty much for all cop and dispatcher communication. I’m entering the data into the “Call for Service” log when there’s a massive noise.

      The window next to me immediately shatters. Glass flies into dispatch. A piece slices across my arm. Another stabs into my skin just below my collar bone.

      I dive onto more glass, but scoot under the counter.

      “What the—”

      A boom sounds from out in the parking lot. A bullet hole mars the wall near where my head just was. The side of my head throbs with sharp, aching pain. Blood leaks down my face.

      And then I get it.

      And then I think a much worse words than “what the—”

      Blood dripping down the back of my head, I skitter across the floor, get up on my feet, and slam the wooden door over the counter shut and lock it even though it isn’t much protection. I slam off the lights because I am just a lit-up sitting duck in here and someone is obviously a pretty good shot. But the computer monitor lights are still so bright. And the window is broken open with cold air and snow bursting through. Anyone could climb in.

      I need a weapon.

      I need help.

      Scooting as fast as I can, I race towards the portable radio on the opposite counter to the main radio and computer screens. We keep it there in case of massive power outage or if we really need to go to the bathroom and there is nobody there to cover us. Grabbing it out of the holder, I try to think of where the most secure room in the station is. The evidence room with all the lockers. No windows. One door. I stand up and run. Another bullet cuts through the air and shatters something, but I can’t stop to look. I’m already keying the mic on the portable.

      “Base to 104. Come in! Now!”

      “104.”

      “104, we have shots fired at the station. I repeat. Shots fired at the station. Dispatch is not secure. Shooter is currently outside. Again. Shots are fired at the station. 10-3.”

      “Base. I don’t know if I copied all that.”

      I’m going to use my cell to call state police. Then I’ll relay my information to Athan, but that’s not much help if Athan doesn’t get what I’m saying.

      “Jesus, Athan. 10-73.” I use the 10-code for when dispatch needs emergency assistance. I hope Athan remembers it. “Someone has shot at me from outside. I am retreating further into the station on portable.”

      I want him to make sure nobody comes who is not a cop and for him to wait for backup, but that’s too much to say right now so I just add, “I have no details. No details or visual on the shooter.”

      I slam into the evidence locker, which is really more of a small room than a locker. It smells a bit like pot. I let go of the portable to pull the door shut behind me. You can’t lock it from the inside though, only from the out. Crap. Flicking on the light to see what I can possibly use to secure the room, I can only find an actual, big, metal locker. I get behind it and push, shoving it with my shoulders, wiggling it back and forth until it has at least partially blocked the door.

      Huffing, I call 9-1-1 on my cell, which is conveniently in my pocket and relay my location, my situation, to the state police dispatcher and I hang up so that I can move the locker some more, but my strength seems to run out and a good four inches of the door is still exposed. I push my back up against the locker and wait.

      “104 to base.” The radio jerks me into reality. “I have Bar Harbor unit in route to your location. Bar Harbor, State, and Hancock have been informed. We’ll be there in eight or less.”

      I tell Athan where I am and try to sound not hysterical and double check that none of the plow guys are going to accidentally come and get coffee.

      A phone rings in the dispatch center. I close my eyes. What if it’s an emergency? I can’t get it if it’s an emergency.

      My cell phone rings and I check the caller id.

      “Seamus!”

      “What the hell is happening?” His siren almost drowns out his yells.

      “Someone shot through the window.”

      “Are you hurt? Tell me. Are you hurt?”

      “I-I don’t know. I’m bleeding. It’s not bad. Don’t think. Someone’s calling dispatch. I can’t get out there and take the call.”

      “Do. Not. Go. Out. There!”

      “But … Someone could be hurt.”

      “They are trying to lure you out there. Do not respond! It will relay through to the sheriff if you don’t answer. Mount Desert is not going to have an emergency bigger than what is happening with you right now.”

      “But—”

      “Rosie, you promise me you will not leave that room. Is it secure?”

      “Not really.”

      He swears again.

      The radio crackles on. “104 to Base, status update.”

      “Still alive.” I try to smile, but then I hear footsteps, crackling glass.

      “Seamus?” I whisper into the phone.

      “What? I can’t hear you.”

      “Someone’s in the station,” I whisper again because I am too afraid to talk.

      “What?”

      I give up, put my cell on the ground and key the radio. Seamus will hear that too and it will be recorded. No matter what happens to me, there will be a record. “Base to 104.”

      “104.” I turn down the volume.

      “There is someone in the station. I repeat. Someone is in the station. Not sure if friendly or not.”

      “Keep your position,” Athan says.

      My hands shake. “10-4.”

      Searching again for a weapon, the best I can find is a billy club, which is no match for a freaking gun, but I grab it and shut the light off. The door rattles. The locker shakes. The door slams against it.

      I turn the radio volume all the way down even though it is obvious, so obvious that I am here. Bracing my body against the locker, I pray silently that it will hold. That they won’t get in.

      He tries one more time. Smashing against the door. The entire locker shakes but holds. Footsteps move across the floor. Then something loud scrapes across the linoleum.

      Listening, I hang up the phone and text Seamus. TELL ATHAN THEY ARE INSIDE. THEY ARE RIGHT OUTSIDE THE EVIDENCE ROOM. THEY TRIED TO GET IN. I CAN HEAR THEM.

      He texts back. I AM AHEAD OF ATHAN.

      I text back. DO NOT DIE!

      He texts back, which he really shouldn’t do while he is driving in a snowstorm, YOU EITHER.

      And then he texts, 143, a code in the cop world that’s left-over from the world of pagers and is short hand for I LOVE YOU. I bite my lip and text it back because seriously, I am probably about to die here. I text it back and then I start to think it over and over again in my head, 143, 143, 143, 143.

      I sniff and with shaking hands type it back.

      143.

      Something hot overwhelms the smell of pot.

      Smoke.

      Holy crap. Something is on fire.

      I text Seamus again. THERE IS FIRE.

      WHAT?

      He set the department on fire.

      I give up and key the radio, have Athan relay to Mount Desert Fire Department that there is smoke in the building at the station and that they cannot respond from here (We share a station.), and to stand back because we have an active shooter situation, but to respond from Station 3 and to hold a perimeter.

      Jesus.

      I cough. My head throbs and is still bleeding. Someone really wants me dead. I lower my body to the floor, tilt my head sideways and away from the lockers and the door and not on the side that hurts. I’m not sure what to do. I obviously can’t escape out of this room the way I came because fire or the shooter is waiting that way.

      I turn the light back on in the damn room because seriously? What is it going to hurt now? The solid wall next to me leads to the hallway, which the shooter has access to. The wall with the door leads to the patrol room, which has probably been double blocked. The wall to the right is exterior. That means behind the sheetrock is probably concrete and steel and is built into the hill. I don’t know much about construction, but I think those exterior walls are a lot harder to get through than the interior ones.

      So, I pick the back wall, the one opposite the door and the locker and I stay down on the floor and kick, hoping that I’ll choose a space between the wall studs, and thanking God and everything holy that I kept my boots on instead of changing into my slippers the way most dispatchers do. Plus, I’m thankful for being so disorganized that I actually forgot my slippers.

      Not important. What’s important is Lilly. I have to get out of here. I can’t give up because then what would happen to Lilly? Would she go to Don?

      That can’t happen.

      A fire alarm starts sounding. Finally.

      I horse-kick the drywall, once, then again. The lights go out. It doesn’t matter. I clip the portable into the waist band of my skirt and put my cell back in my pocket and kick with all the force I have, trying not to breathe hard and inhale any smoke, which is thankfully still drifting up towards the ceiling. The room temperature increases as my boot makes a satisfying crunching noise in the wall. I kick a few more times trying to get a good hole there. I learned from the guys at the fire department that there are usually sixteen inches between wall studs. If they all can fit between there wearing all their gear, then I can get between that too as long as I punch a hole all the way through.

      The coughing starts pretty big and I try to remember what I know about fires, how quickly they can roll over a room, how the hot air raises to the ceiling and a flare up can kill even firefighters in full protective gear, how particulates and carcinogens are in the smoke, how most people die of smoke first. And then the flames take their body, blackening it, destroying their skin, their hair, their clothes.

      Crap.

      I kick harder and then scoot around so I can use my hands to try to peel away some of the drywall on this side. Using my cell to illuminate the spot, I can tell that I have all the studs exposed, and luckily no electrical wires. I kick through the other bits to get a hole that looks big enough and coughing and hacking, squeeze my way through. An overhead emergency light brightens the hazy room enough to recognize it as some place in the fire department. I try to stand, but my lungs are sort of exploding and I topple to my knees again. Blood smears on the floor.

      Someone is hurt, I think. Then I realize that someone is me.

      Crawling, I make it to the firetruck bays. Someone’s opened the door. Snow and cold stream inside. The shooter? Would they come in here? Oh God, no.

      I curl into a ball, too tired and broken to move. I have to be quiet. I have to be … I cough. I cough and I can’t stop no matter how hard I try to stop. A huge silhouette forms against the backdrop of the door.

      Oh no.

      He’s here. Fear freezes me for a second. There’s nowhere to go.

      I try to wiggle myself across the concrete floor. Maybe I could hide under the ladder truck.

      “Rosie!”

      “Seamus?”

      I cough again and he runs forward. In one arm, he’s carrying an oxygen tank the firefighters normally wear on their backs. In his other hand is his pistol. The mask is stuck to his face, but he rips it off.

      “Take it,” he orders.

      “No you.”

      “Take it!”

      And he swings the air pack around on his back where it’s supposed to be and catches me as I fall, lifting me up in a basket carry. His chest is hard against my side from the bullet-proof vest. The skin on his face is bristled and warm against mine as I cough, clinging to him.

      “I’m too heavy,” I gasp out.

      “Do. Not. Be. Stupid.” He rushes into Rescue 1, our ambulance, and tosses me in the passenger’s side. He jumps into the driver’s seat, turns the key on and barrels forward, driving all the way out of the bay, across the parking lot for the Cranberry Isles residents and towards the harbor.

      Athan’s squad car comes screaming forward and meets us. I can’t stop coughing, twisting into myself, knees to my chest, up on the seat of the ambulance.

      “You’re safe now, baby. You’re safe,” Seamus says, whipping out of the driver’s seat and into the back of the ambulance, yanking out some sort of oxygen mask and rushing back to me, hunkered low because he’s too big to walk in here. He’s wiping at the dirt or blood or something at my face. “Breathe. Breathe.”

      I do.
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      Against everyone’s orders, Guy Lemieux, one of the public works guys, rushes into the fire bay and gets Ladder 1 and Engine 4 out of there and safely into the parking lot.

      The fire department responds from two different substations across town almost right after Seamus hauls me out of the building.

      People think this is heroic of Guy for saving the trucks which are so expensive, and it is, but it’s hard to forget that Guy (who is forty-seven) only likes girls whose ages are less than his hip circumference, which is like twenty or something. The man has negative hips. Seriously.

      Still, his bravery helps save the town hundreds of thousands of dollars. The responding firefighters manage to keep the blaze from gutting the entire town office and police station. They fight the fire from the street and from a distance for most of it because nobody wants them to go inside in case the shooter was a suicide by cop.

      “It wasn’t a suicide,” Seamus insists as we watch from the back of the ambulance. “There was too much motivation to kill you.”

      “Maybe not,” Gunner says. “I saw some motivated ones down in Florida.”

      Gunner works as a part-time paramedic and firefighter for Northeast Harbor as well as Bar Harbor because he’s all about the extra money, so he is the one who has bandaged me up and plucked the glass out of my hands and forearms. He also put gauze on the side of my head where the first bullet had grazed me.

      “I didn’t really even notice it did. I thought it might’ve been glass from the window,” I say, but the pain sure makes me notice it now.

      “Adrenalin.” He’s not even fazed. His eyes meet Seamus’s. “You think the guy is still in there?”

      “Nope. You?” Seamus’s mouth becomes a hard line.

      “No way.” Unlike his brother, Gunner is a calm guy. “They won’t find a body in there.”

      “Why not?” I ask.

      “He didn’t say anything to you. That means he was covering his ass in case you didn’t die. He didn’t mock you or even try to enjoy scaring you.” As he says this, Seamus’s hands clench into fists and the energy he’s trying to contain make them shake. If I didn’t trust him so much, then that energy would worry me.

      “Dude, do not punch the ambulance.” Gunner shakes his head at him, but is slightly laughing.

      “I need to punch something!”

      “Your own head?” Gunner suggests.

      “Would that make me figure this out?”

      “It might shake something loose.” Gunner teases him just enough to calm him down. “But yeah … I think you’re right.”

      “That means I can identify the shooter by voice,” I say. “That means I know whoever shot at me, which means …”

      “That it’s your ex-husband,” Seamus announces. Now he does slam his fist into the palm of his hand. “If he’s not fried up in there, I am going to kill him.”

      “Slowly,” Gunner suggests.

      “Very slowly,” Seamus agrees.

      I’m not into talk of retaliation even when it’s on my behalf or maybe especially when it’s on my behalf. Male violence and aggression is not my jam because I’ve been hurt by too much of it. So, I try to jump off the ambulance back, but I’m caught by tree trunk arms and admonishment from both Kelley brothers.

      “She is anti-violence,” Seamus explains as my head throbs, “despite everything.”

      “Because of everything,” I stress and the world goes a tiny bit blurry at its edges or maybe that’s just the smoke in the haze of the parking lot lights.

      “Are you woozy?” Gunner asks.

      “No,” I lie, but I don’t know why. I feel a little trapped by all the rah-rah masculine energy, actually. Trapped and useless. The fire is just all smoke now. The flames have been quenched by sprinkler system (a bit faulty), snow and hose.

      “They’ll be making entry soon,” Gunner says.

      “Is it safe?”

      Seamus pulls me into him and holds me there against him. He shudders with emotion, I think. He smells of burning, fire, chemicals, and beneath that the metallic scent of his body protection and badge. I want to hang onto him and never let go.

      “If the shooter was in there, he would have died from smoke inhalation.” Gunner stares at his shoes and flicks some ash off the edge of one.

      His words resonate. The shooter would have died of smoke inhalation. Like I would have.

      “You saved me,” I say to Seamus as he lets go.

      “You saved yourself,” he argues, shaking his head, face raw with emotions. He pivots and starts pacing.

      “You really did. Pretty freaking brilliant and calm.” Gunner hits me lightly on the arm. “Most people wouldn’t have thought of kicking their way out.”

      “I know too many cops and firefighters,” I say even though my throat hurts to talk. “Done too many articles on you all.”

      Gunner laughs. “Obviously.”

      “This all feels so hopeless. I was so sure I’d be able to magically figure out who killed Ernie and now . . . I just thought I could fix things and now everything is so much worse.”

      “It sucks.”

      “Understatement.”

      He gives my shoulder a tiny pat. “Just didn’t want to make you feel worse.”

      Seamus is still pacing back and forth during our conversation. He breaks away from us, fast-striding through the snow towards Athan and the fire chief who are by Ladder 1. He starts arguing with the fire chief. Athan takes a step backwards like he doesn’t want to be there at all.

      “What’s he doing?” I ask.

      Gunner thinks for a second. “He wants to go in.”

      “What?” I do stand up for real now.

      He doesn’t stop me.

      “He wants to go in and check for the shooter.” Gunner strides forward. “Come on.”

      By the time we get there, Seamus is putting on the biggest firefighter’s gear over his own uniform. He looks like a giant bear monster in the personal protection gear of a firefighter. They hook on the self-contained breathing apparatus, a helmet, and mask.

      “You are seriously going in there?” I ask, staring at him.

      He just nods. “Someone has to make it safe for the fire personnel.”

      “Um … Athan maybe?” I suggest. “Seamus, this isn’t even your town. I’m sure it’s breaking rules.”

      “Not really. Mutual aid.”

      “That’s not about firefighters and cops, but cops and cops or firefighters and firefighters.” I turn to Gunner, hoping for help.

      He shrugs. “I’d go in there if I was him.”

      I resist the urge to tell them they both suck. Instead I say, “Seamus, what if he’s still in there alive with his gun?”

      His voice is steel, but distant because of all the crap he’s got on. “I’ll get him.”

      “He could hurt you.” I cough for far too long and he waits. “I can’t lose you.”

      “Rosie.” His gloved hand goes to my face. “You will not lose me today. I promise.”

      In the less than two minutes that it’s taken him to gear up, a state police trooper, Rick Haggard appears and starts suiting up, too. Gunner does as well.

      “Wait! Who is going to be in charge of the ambulance in case anyone gets hurt?” I ask.

      “There are basics here.”

      “But no medics!” I argue, panic pulling me closer, raising my voice. “Gunner is the only real paramedic here right now. If someone gets shot, someone needs to take care of them.”

      “Bar Harbor is responding already.” The fire chief grimaces. “Gunner is the only actual firefighter we have here who is also military trained.”

      “Meaning he can kill people?”

      “Exactly.”

      And even though I’m not done arguing, Seamus, Trooper Haggard, and Gunner are heading in. Seamus and Haggard have their guns out. Gunner hauls a hose directly behind them. Some other firefighter is right behind him, helping man the hose, but I can’t recognize him in all the gear. They disappear.

      I hate this.

      Athan appears at my shoulder. Two Hancock County Sheriff’s Department cars show up. And a car from Southwest Harbor.

      “They’ll be okay.” Athan wipes at his forehead, which is wet with snow. My own hair is plastered to my skull. “I thought I was going to lose you.” He grabs me into a big hug as the sheriff deputies rush over.

      “No such luck, Athan,” I say this as he kisses my cheek. I resist the urge to rub my bandaged hands together.

      Athan stands there, staring up at the mess that was the once pristine, white-sided town office and emergency services station. “Don’t worry. I can tell you’re worried. It will be okay. Nobody could have survived in that,”

      I’m not so sure. The shooter was smart, I think. They could have put on the same gear Seamus put on. They could be in there just waiting. Suicide by cop. Or death to cops. It doesn’t matter. Neither motive is good.

      Gunner announces every room they go into. “Fire bay. Clear.”

      “901 office. Clear.” That’s the fire chief’s office.

      “Supply room. Clear.”

      “Patrol room. Clear. Heavy damage.”

      I close my eyes, thinking of the patrol officer’s desks, the pictures of their families, the handwritten letters from school kids thanking them for visiting. All gone, I bet.

      “Police chief’s office. Clear. Heavy damage.”

      “Back hall. Heavy Damage. Clear.”

      “Evidence Room. Clear. Heavy damage.”

      “Bathroom. Clear.”

      “Dispatch. Clear. Heavy damage.”

      They have done the entire bottom floor and have to kick down a door to enter the upstairs part of the town office, which is also clear but just water damaged. When they finally fully clear the building, the rest of the firefighters enter and start taking over the clean-up, making sure the fire is completely out. They haul out smoldering desks and wood studs.

      Marnie Blossom’s truck comes slamming into the parking lot, screeching to a halt behind the sheriff department’s cruisers. She jumps out swearing and crying, rushing to me and pulling me into a bear hug. “That should have been me.” She cusses. “And I am going to kill the asshole who did this to our station.”

      “It shouldn’t have been you,” I say, trying to explain, but I start coughing again.

      “Yes, it should have. I would have shot back and killed that bastard!” She hugs me again, smelling of cigarettes and baby powder.

      “This is probably true,” says Chief Kitchen who apparently has also arrived, “which might not have been a bad thing.”

      “When did you get here?” Marnie glares at him, which is how she shows her love.

      The chief’s not in full uniform. He’s got jeans on with his official jacket.

      “I followed you all the way in. Better than a police escort, the speed you drive,” he retorts. Then his face solids up into serious and he focuses on me. “You okay, kiddo?”

      “Yeah.”

      He eyes my hands and face. “You don’t look okay.”

      “Flatterer. Jesus,” Marnie mutters.

      “Just cuts and stuff. And a bullet grazed my head, but it’s okay. Gunner made sure my lungs were clear enough.”

      The chief catches me by the waist as I stagger a bit. “Kid, don’t you think you should go to the hospital?”

      “Not yet.” But I cough as I say this, which negates any hope I have of not having to go to the emergency room. Corey is a protective police chief.

      “We’re going to have to interview you, you know, officially,” he says. “Talk about who might want to kill you.”

      “Yeah.” We already know. The sad thing is that there is such an obvious option.

      “He wasn’t in there, was he?” Corey asks as Athan walks over.

      “No such luck.”

      “Okay.” Corey shifts into command mode. He points at me. “You are going to the hospital. I am going to coordinate with the Staties for a minute. Marnie. Protect her.”

      Marnie scowls but not at him or me. “Got it.”

      And the thing is? Even though she doesn’t have a gun on her (that I know of), I think she could currently kick everyone’s butt just because she’s so incredibly angry.

      “He hurt our station.” She simmers and swears, derailing from her sentence before she gets back to it. “And you. You’re one of us, you know. Part of the LEO family even if you are a damn reporter.”

      I sniff in.

      “Oh dear God! No crying!” Marnie shouts in my ear. “Jesus! I am going to have to hug you again, aren’t I?”

      I can’t answer. I can only nod.
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      Eventually, Gunner drives me to the hospital in Rescue 1. The fire is safely extinguished. I’ve been questioned by multiple state troopers with Chief Kitchen staying by my side the whole time. I know there will be more questions soon, but right now everyone seems to think it was Don.

      I don’t know.

      I mean, I know he’s crazy obsessed, but he doesn’t seem that crazy obsessed. And in my head, it makes more sense that it’s someone attacking the law enforcement structure. I mean, Ernie died and he was a cop. Maybe I was just in the station at the wrong time and it has nothing to do with me. I mean, it seems pretty self-involved to think it was me. And the other thing? I’m pretty sure Don isn’t good with guns. He made a big deal about it because his father thought it was unmanly that he couldn’t shoot ducks out of the sky or something. He definitely wouldn’t have been a good enough shot to get me, I don’t think.

      “Would you have to be a good shot?” I ask Gunner as they wheel me into the emergency room against my wishes. I could totally walk as I’ve proven all over the place.

      “What?”

      “To shoot through the window at my head like that. Would the shooter have to be good?” I clarify.

      “Head shots are always hard. Not impossible. But not beginner-type shooting. There’s a reason why more people hunt deer than birds, you know?”

      It’s like he read my thoughts, but unless Don’s been practicing, it definitely wasn’t him.

      The nurse smiles at Gunner and takes charge of my care, shooing him out of the way with a flirty smile. I have to give him credit. He doesn’t even notice. The Kelley boys are pretty single minded when they love a woman.

      Janet, my favorite physician’s assistant who has a daughter two grades ahead of Lilly, shakes her head at me as I sit on the table in the ER and she checks out my arm. “I think you need to stop hanging around police officers.”

      “You tell them that.” I clench my fist and grab the edge of the hospital bed. The white sheet is stiff beneath my fingers.

      “It hurts, huh? You’re going to need a couple stitches.” She scrunches up her nose. “It will scar.”

      “Makes me more bad ass, right?

      “You, my friend, do not need to up your bad-ass cred anymore.” She rips open a package of antiseptic gauze. “I thought you moved here because it was safer.”

      “I thought so too.” I cringe. It feels like the bad guys are getting closer and closer and that nowhere is safe, but that can’t be true, can it?

      

      By seven in the morning, the entire state has heard about the dispatching reporter who was shot at, the fire and police department that was set on fire (and town office—but that doesn’t seem as ironic and newsworthy I guess because it isn’t often mentioned) and then it goes viral, picked up by national news sites. For about two seconds, they manage to keep my identity hidden, but by noon, my cell phone and email explode with reporters’ questions and friends’ pleas for me to be okay.

      Eddie begs me to write a first-person narrative to go along with the story he’s writing and my phone buzzes so much that I have to put it on silent. Summer drives me back home from the hospital, shaking her head.

      “You get into the biggest crap,” she says. “I mean, I thought I was a drama queen. But I haven’t been shot at.”

      “I’ve been thinking about what happened to Ernie,” I say to Summer as we hop out of her vehicle. My throat is raw and hoarse still from the smoke and I make myself repeat it.

      Summer instantly tears up.

      “I can’t think about it without crying.” She states the obvious as I unlock the door to the house.

      Champ thunders to us, tail wagging, drooling, furry sausage-shaped monster of love.

      When Summer squats down to his level, he bumps his body into hers as he jockeys for the best petting position. “I want to kick whoever did that to him, and whoever did that to you, right in the neck. “

      Even before this there has always been a long line of people that Summer wants to kick in the neck, her bastard ex-husband, John, Jessica, occasionally Ernie, a couple of random cops and nurses, the guy she liked when she and her husband were on break, that guy’s wife, and so on.

      “I know,” I say, trying to appease her kick in the neck urge or validate it or something. I give up trying to say what I wanted to say. Sometimes with Summer you just have to let her talk, which she does. She’s a monologuer and as we feed Champ and set down his water, she begins.

      “I mean, some f-ing punk just hit him in the head over and over, annihilating the one good thing about him—which was his face—and kills him. Kills him! For what? For copper wiring?”

      I open my mouth to insert my point, but she keeps going and my mother taught me that interrupting is rude.

      She keeps on talking. “And then just leaves him there by the squad car and what?” She scratches Champ’s blocky head. “I already gave you your food, you fatty. You gobbled it right up,” she says this and gets Champ a treat from the counter anyways. “And now Ernie’s dead and he has no shot at redemption or any goddamn thing. He was a whore, but he didn’t deserve to die like that. Chris is driving me crazy.”

      She does this all the time, totally jumps topics.

      Chris is her husband and an avid fan of all Boston teams, all politicians of one political party, and avid hater of pretty much everything else. He grew up here. Right before the Ernie incident, Summer told me that sometimes when she sees Chris sitting in his easy chair at night, legs dangling over the arm rest, watching television, she wants to get up from her perch on the flowered, Martha-Stewart-style couch and strangle him.

      Some nights, I think she might.

      But Chris’s crime is really just existing. He is who he is. He hasn’t committed heinous crimes or anything. He is just a ninety-year-old man stuck in a forty-five-year-old man’s body.

      When Summer finally stops dialoguing and leaves, she tells me to lock all the doors and close the blinds. “Just in case.”

      But just in case feels like a prison to me, like giving in.

      “I’m sure they weren’t trying to kill me,” I say as she’s officially leaving and asks me when Lilly’s getting dropped off by Michelle. I tell her all those details and she circles back to her original question.

      “Someone killed Ernie. Why not you? You have a crazy ex-husband, remember?”

      I remember.

      “He is only privately crazy,” I tell her.

      He was too wealthy and too terrified of losing people’s love of him and his position as the chief executive officer of the local hospital to ever be publicly crazy. He’s not a dumb crazy, just a power-hungry, insecure, drunk crazy. But he was crazy enough for me to run away and hide. And he is crazy enough to notice that I’ve made the news again and come find me. That seems like a lot of logic leaps.

      Once Summer leaves, I sort of hunker down in my office, which is off my bedroom, up on the second floor. It’s a tiny room and there is only one window.

      “I’m not scared,” I tell Champ who has followed me up here. He looks away. Dogs always know when you’re lying.

      

      When Seamus’s truck rumbles into the driveway, Lilly runs out to meet him, not even putting shoes on. Seamus comes into the house, looking exhausted, carrying Lilly on his shoulders still, ducking through the door frame so neither of them hit their heads. She’s joyous, smiling, and throws her arms around him once he sets her down.

      We settle her with some homework in my office and he pulls me into a long hug in the kitchen where I insist on making him a grilled cheese because he can’t remember the last time he ate.

      “Everything is a cluster. We have to relocate Mount Desert’s dispatch to Bar Harbor. We’re just going to cover both towns for a bit. There are insurance adjusters there already. So much paperwork and temporary restructuring.” He gazes at me, squinting. “Do not think this is your fault.”

      “It feels like it is.” The grill cheese sizzles. I flip it over.

      “Everything is not your fault, Rosie. You aren’t responsible for the whole world.”

      “Sometimes it feels like I am.”

      He pulls me into a hug and a shudder runs through his entire body. This isn’t right. “I can’t keep almost losing you,” he whispers. “It’s killing me.”

      “I’m still right here.”

      “I know. I know. We need to put you in a bubble or something.”

      “Never.”

      He laughs. “I know. I know. That couldn’t contain you. Nothing can contain you. Maybe that’s the problem.”

      “Is it too hard?” I say into his chest, voice cracking.

      “What?”

      “Loving me.”

      “It’s the easiest thing in the world, Rosie. It’s the rest of the world that’s hard.”

      

      I have to call Morgan to get a statement for Eddie’s article because she won’t answer his calls. I sit at my desk, looking over my shoulder, hoping nobody is listening. Eddie, thankfully, is in the bathroom and he usually stays there a long while.

      “You don’t have to say anything to me if you don’t want to,” I tell her when she picks up.

      “It’s for the paper, huh?”

      “Yeah.” I pause and stare at my keyboard. The Y key is loose. That seems a bit too on point. I swallow hard, throat still raw from the fire. “Just something nice about Ernie.”

      She scoffs.

      “He was handsome,” she says. “They wouldn’t let me see his face, you know?”

      “I didn’t think they would.” I wait. There’s not much noise on the other end. Ernie flushes the toilet. I’m running out of time.

      I bite my lip and ask what I’m not supposed to ask. “Do you know anyone who might have killed him?”

      “Half the world?” she quips. “Why? You don’t think it was a burglar?”

      “I don’t know. I want to think that. It’s easier to think that . . .”

      “But it just feels wrong, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Maybe John King. Maybe even Dalton.”

      My ears perk up and I wait.

      “That’s all I have. He tried really hard,” she says, “and he loves people a lot. He

      sucked sometimes, you know? But he—he tried.”

      “Did he have any big hobbies? Any favorite sayings?” I ask.

      “Shit happens.” She starts laughing again or maybe it’s crying. “And that’s true. He proves it’s true, you know? After all that crap with the town manager and being embarrassed about it in the paper. We were going to move away soon. Not to get away from Jessica, but just to get away from here.”

      “I wish you could have, Morgan.”

      “Yeah.” She makes what sounds like a scoffing noise. “Maybe I do too.”
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      Two days later when Lilly is in school and I’ve convinced everyone that I’m fine to drive and not in respiratory distress, I end up having to go to the courthouse in Ellsworth, which is about forty minutes away, to look at the filings that John’s lawyer has put in about his OUI and termination as town manager. Basically, the council seems to have fired him not for being drunk and driving, but because he allegedly bullied the cop who arrested him and threatened to get him fired. Again allegedly.

      That cop was Ernie.

      Dots begin to connect in my head.

      It’s all just so obvious. Now I just have to prove it.

      Our county’s sheriff’s department is connected to the jail and the district attorney’s office. I shuffle through the corridors and their half brick/half beige walls, my heart beating a million times a minute. I could ask Seamus my question, but I try not to do that when ‘conflicts of interest’ are rumoring about on social media. I’m going to do this the professional, reporter way and find someone objective.

      I ask Antoine, the head emergency dispatcher for the sheriff’s department, if the sheriff, Warren Freitas, is in.

      “Hold on, I’ll see,” he says from behind the barricade.

      That basically means that he’s in, but he might not want to see me. The door buzzes even as Antoine says, “He’s in. Go right back.”

      Sheriff Freitas’s office is in the back of the office. You have to walk by all the sheriff deputies’ desks to get to him and they are all a chorus of hellos and greetings. A chorus of concern.

      “I can’t believe you’re up and walking around,” one of the ladies says.

      “She’s tough. Aren’t you tough, Rosie?” Sheriff Freitas’s baritone booms across the ugly room. He motions for me to follow him to his little office. “Door open or shut?”

      “Either way,” I say.

      He scrutinizes my face and shuts it halfway. He’s a politician now. You have to get elected to be sheriff here. I guess he’s started to get used to compromises, which is weird for someone whose been a cop and a high school soccer coach for so long. I imagine he’s used to getting his way, but he’s always been exceptionally nice to me whenever I’ve dealt with him and I appreciate it.

      “I saw your photo of Hermione,” I say, mentioning his pug, “on Facebook. She is so adorable.”

      “I love her too much.” He smiles. “She’s so spoilt. But judging from the way you’re jitterbugging in that chair, I’m betting that’s not what you’re here to talk to me about, huh?”

      I shake my head.

      He folds his hands on top of each other. “First, let me ask you, you doing okay? After the other night?”

      “Yeah.” I do the kind thing and give him the details even though he’s probably read the report. “Still a little raspy and achy.”

      He whistles. “That’s crazy. You handled yourself well, Rosie. You let me know if you ever need a job here.”

      “You aren’t worried I’ll bring drama with me. Everyone seems worried about that.”

      “Drama? We’re cops. We are immersed in drama.” He points at framed newspaper photos on his wall, most of which are about the department’s response to high-drama situations. “I think it’d be worth it.” He leans back in his chair. “So, what did you want to ask me?”

      I don’t hesitate now that he’s given me an opening. “Let’s say a cop dies? What happens to his cases? If he’s the main and only legal witness?”

      “It depends on the case. If it’s something kind of minor and there’s a lot of evidence, you can still move forward, but that’s the exception, not the rule.”

      My heart pushes hard against my ribs like I’ve been running too fast on the treadmill and gone way past the maximum heart rate.

      I have a motive.

      

      I’m excited, ridiculously excited, as I drive down Route 3 a.k.a the Bar Harbor Road and head back to Mount Desert Island.

      It isn’t until I’m by the animal preserve that used to be a zoo that honestly seems like something that should be featured on Netflix as a follow-up documentary to Tiger King that I stop being excited.

      I don’t know who to tell.

      Do I tell Seamus even though it’s something I figured out while I was working?

      Do I tell Eddie even though I’m not supposed to be on that case or covering cop stuff anymore? Not that I was covering the police case. I was doing the legal case about John suing the town, but still … I went into the sheriff’s department and specifically asked because I was thinking about Ernie’s murder.

      I pull over for a hot second because for once I’m not running late or panicking about getting Lilly from school. That’s because Michelle’s picking the girls up and bringing them to swim practice at the Y. I park the Subaru on a dirt shoulder called Romer’s Corner. It’s named after the sharp curve and dilapidated farmhouse that I’m assuming must have once belonged to a Romer family?

      Cars and trucks zip past me, rumbling down the road, faster than the speed limit. Everyone’s always rushing, including me. I will my thoughts to slow down. I have to process.

      If I tell Eddie, he’ll do what? We have no proof. I just have a motive. With Ernie gone, John has a much better chance of getting off the criminal charge, which would then potentially help negate his termination.

      A motive isn’t proof. It’s just a motive.

      And if I tell Seamus, what will he do? He’ll just tell the chief and the state. The chief already hates John. Will knowing that John has a motive push him right over the edge and make him do something stupid like compromise the case? I should trust him not to do that. He’s a professional. I don’t trust him at all.

      Rosie has trust issues.

      Everyone says it. It’s totally true.

      There’s a thick wooden fence that surrounds part of the animal preserve. There’s a gauche painted wolf and a moose that have been affixed to the weather-worn gray planks. Later on the fence turns into barbed wire and chain links. You can’t see what’s inside of there, lurking, preying, sleeping.

      It’s kind of like the inside of men’s souls.

      “Holy crap, what is wrong with me?” I mutter. “Am I trying to be poetic?”

      Michelle would tease me and say that I’m trying to write my next serial killer book. She’d be wrong. I’m really just trying to live through this life. Maybe, I think, maybe I’ll keep John’s motive possibility to myself for a while.

      

      That doesn’t go so well.

      I’m on the island when a cruiser turns on its lights and pulls me over. The blue lights flash all around everywhere. I have a hitch in my heart. Was I speeding? Did I do something wrong?

      Seamus strides out of the car and my heart gets a new little flutter. The dark navy blue of his uniform spreads across his hips and thighs, barely hiding the muscles hidden away under the fabric. I breathe out and breathe in. Calming breaths.

      I open the door just as an oil truck zooms by and Seamus’s face goes terrified, mouth gawping open, eyes wide. Gravel sprays up against the small bit of my lower leg that Seamus isn’t covering up.

      “Rosie!” He pushes me against the car, gently, but forcefully, simultaneously slamming the door shut. “Omg.” He shouts a swear at the driver. “You’ve got to be careful. He could’ve taken off your door or hit you.”

      “Or she,” I mumble.

      “What?”

      “Or she. The driver could have been a woman.”

      “Then I’d be sexist for assuming a crappy driver was a woman.”

      “Or you can be sexist for assuming the person driving a big truck was a man.” I smile in what I hope is a jaunty, winning way. “Either way you don’t win.”

      “You amaze me.” His eyes light up and he gently takes my elbow, walking me around to the other side of the car, closer to the woods and further away from traffic.

      “Are you arresting me, officer?” I tease.

      “Oh, you want to play at that, do you?” His voice is almost a growl before it goes back to his normal slight-Floridian drawl. “No. I want to tell you to be careful.”

      “Of big trucks?”

      “No.”

      “Big cops?”

      He wiggles his eyebrows. “You’re flirty today, Rosie. I like it.”

      My smile becomes so big it hurts my cheeks a bit. “So, what should I be afraid of?”

      He crosses his arm over his fleece which is over his shirt which is over his vest which is over the skin of his broad chest. I am not thinking about that. “Warren Freitas called.”

      “You or the station?”

      “Me.”

      “Seriously?” I stomp away, pivot, whirling around. “You’re not my babysitter!”

      He starts to laugh but has the grace to stop. “Rosie, in this county, and especially this town, everyone is everyone else’s babysitter. It’s just how it is. It’s not about sexism. I promise.”

      “So, he told you what I asked?”

      He nods. “You think it’s John’s motive.”

      “It could be. If he did it.”

      Reaching out, he tucks a bit of hair under my hat. “Rosie … When were you going to tell me?”

      “Soon,” I lie a little bit.

      His hand cups my chin, lifts it a bit so I look up into his face. “You never look in my eyes when you lie.”

      “Lilly says I’m a horrible liar.”

      “You are.”

      “Maybe I’m just playing a long con and I’m making you all believe I’m a horrible liar so that when I really do lie, it’s all that more believable.”

      His hand freezes and then whips away from my face as he starts laughing, outright guffawing. “I love you so much. This is why I love you. Your brain? It’s unbelievable.”

      I feel a bit as if I’m floating and I take the chance to go back to my original lie and say, “Soon is a subjective term. It could mean minutes or months, right?

      “I just want you to trust me, Rosie, and I want you to be careful. Asking around about Ernie’s death isn’t careful.”

      “You’re getting paranoid, Seamus.”

      “Paranoia keeps us alive, honey.” He yanks me into a hug, smooshing my face up against his badge. I don’t back away though. I don’t want to ever back away. He kisses the top of my head. “I need you to stay alive.”

      Someone slows down, honks and yells to get a room. It’s Rick Simons. He keeps on driving.

      “I need you to do that too,” I tell him. “Promise?”

      “Promise.”

      

      The next day I take Eve and Lilly to story hour at the library, which they barely consent to because they are “big girls” now and story hour is for “babies.”

      “They are making Five Nights At Freddy’s characters,” I tell them as I pull out of the school’s access road.

      “All in!” Lilly yells, which sounds so much like Seamus that I start to chuckle.

      “Me too!” Eve says, bouncing in the back seat.

      That girl is a bundle of energy. Both of them are. I’m sure they’ll have to go to therapy again at some point after the whole Officer Hildebrand thing, but right now all efforts talking about how powerful and strong they are have paid off.

      We hold hands crossing the street because the library has no parking and by the time I get them inside, they’ve mostly forgotten all about me. Sue, the children’s librarian, motions them in, looks over Eve’s head and says, “Go on … Peruse books. Do grown-up things. They’ll be busy for an hour.”

      “I’ll be in the library in case—”

      “Nothing will happen.” She gives me a knowing look and pivots the girls around.

      I watch the girls bound over to the craft table that’s been set up, joining about twelve other kids of different races and genders, some a little older, some the same age, some younger. Sue and her helper start getting their attention, hyper loud, energy levels like cheerleading coaches. They are amazing. I’ll have to write a story about them, about how great they are.

      That’s my favorite kind of story—human interest, showcasing good in the community. But if there aren’t enough page advertisers and space, those aren’t the stories that get into the papers. They always get pushed for hard news, council meetings, planning board tussles, deaths, the cop logs.

      Sighing, I turn away and head into the main part of the library. I’ll peruse the stacks, escape into other people’s stories, and push aside my own. The main part of the Jesup Memorial Library has a few random patrons on this cold March day. Most of them are in the small alcoves that are home to the novels, all properly alphabetized. The new releases wait on tabletops in the center of the large room with its mahogany woodwork and bright windows at the end. That’s where I head.

      I get lost in the world of back covers, blurbs, the hints of first pages, opening and examining one book after another and so when Hilarie’s voice whispers close to my ear, I’m surprised.

      “I hear you’re on John’s case,” she says as I turn to her, voice full of bitterness. “You’re doing his story still.”

      “The court case? Yes,” I say, smiling to try to lessen the tension.

      I stare at Hilarie’s beautiful Botoxed forehead. She’s twenty years older than I am at least. You cannot tell. I wonder if she’ll get more wrinkles once she realizes her husband is a murderer. Maybe she already knows? And that’s why she keeps bothering me. Maybe she’s wondering if I know, too.

      She taps a perfectly manicured fingernail on a new book about sex slaves. “I heard that might not be all you’re investigating.”

      I tilt my head. “What do you mean?”

      “Ernie’s murder?”

      Didn’t we go over this? “Oh. No. I’m not on that story because I’m too connected to the police department. Eleanor is doing that. If you want to talk to her, I’m sure she’d love—”

      “I don’t want to talk to her.”

      “Oh.” I don’t know what to say, which means I’ve said “oh” twice in a row, which seems pretty dorky. I try flattery. “I like your earrings.”

      Her hand goes up to her earring. One of the nails is much shorter than the others, but it’s still filed to perfection. I wish I could do that. I tell her this.

      She frowns. “John had nothing to do with Ernie’s murder.”

      “I didn’t say—”

      “You were at the sheriff’s office, weren’t you? Asking about things?”

      My hackles raise. “I always ask about things, Hilarie. It’s my job to be annoying.”

      She huffs. “You’re succeeding.” She points that same nail at me. “You’re goody-goody act isn’t fooling me.”

      “It’s really kind how you worry about John.” I try overwhelming her with niceness. “He’s so lucky to have you.”

      “Hmph.”

      Now I really don’t know what to say, but luckily the kids start pouring out of the room. I barely manage a goodbye and hurry to round up Lilly and Eve. I didn’t even get a book. Worst library visit ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I spend the day hanging out with Lilly, avoiding social media and news, pretty much hunkering down with the dog, writing my stories, playing catch and watching Gotcha Life videos inside. Then I realize how lame this is, how I’ve let my life become a place where I have to hide instead of a place where I actually live.

      Ernie’s funeral keeps haunting me. They could be having my funeral soon and what would that do to Lilly? Where would she go? Because I can’t focus on anything else, I haven’t gotten any writing done today. Poor Champ hasn’t even been walked because I’m nervous about going outside. It feels so vulnerable out there. It’s like anyone can get to me. This is not how people are supposed to live. This is not how I want to live.

      I let Champ out in the backyard to do his thing, resolving to go out with a pooper scooper system later. Not like we have real grass anyways though, but still. Nobody wants defecation hanging out in their yard unless it’s compost for a garden. Not like I have a real garden either.

      “That’s it,” I announce, jumping up from the couch. “We are going for a walk. No more hiding. If someone’s going to kill me, they better just do it and get it done.”

      Because the truth is that even though I do have a freaky ex-husband nobody knows that the shooter and arsonist person that night was trying to kill me specifically. I was probably just the one there. Maybe that’s how it was with Ernie, too. I mean that’s what the investigators seem to think. Ernie was at the wrong place at the wrong time. But even as I click the leash to the Champ’s collar and yell upstairs for Lilly to come, my gut tells me that this isn’t true. The crimes are too big and too close together to be coincidental, which means . . .

      Which means …

      It definitely wasn’t my ex at the police station at all. He has no reason to go after Ernie. Plus, he can’t shoot. I want to bounce the ideas off Seamus. I’ll call him when we get back.

      It probably doesn’t mean it’s John either. He doesn’t seem to hate me at all. But if he thought that I thought he was the murderer and he was the murderer . . .

      Champ dances around the front door, super excited, as Lilly comes downstairs. She

      pulls on her shoes and coat. I haven’t told her about the police station. The poor honey has enough trauma.

      

      When I tell him how it couldn’t be my ex, Seamus likes my ideas, but says it’s too soon to take any possible suspects off the table, especially if that suspect is Don. It’s a bit annoying, but I get what he means. Maybe Don’s been studying marksmanship or something? You never know.

      Lilly, Eve, and a bunch of their friends are at a sleepover birthday party, so Michelle and a couple of our friends all decide to go out to get tapas and have wine at this cute, little place in downtown Bar Harbor. I’m not having wine because my body’s obviously been through enough this week, but Michelle, Luna, and Tamaryn are pounding down the merlot, which is pretty funny to watch. Luna gets more and more snarky and starts talking about setting Michelle up with Kevin since she’s so desperate.

      “I’m not that desperate,” Michelle says, winking at me.

      “I give it another week,” Luna says.

      Tamaryn wiggles her eyebrows. “Did I tell you guys about the pharmacist I hooked up with via Tinder?”

      “Yes,” we all say at the same time.

      She holds up her hands in surrender. “Fine. Fine! I’m just saying it’s a good, long story, emphasis on long.”

      I actually blurt out something like “ew,” which makes them all tease me for being such a goody-goody, which I’m fine with because it’s better than listening to one of Tamaryn’s sex stories.

      “Speaking of not a goody-goody.” Michelle clears her throat and gestures with her chin somehow towards the bar. Sitting there is one of the emergency dispatchers, Jasmine Higgins, who I can’t stand, because she keeps talking to Seamus about cleaning naked. She’s hanging out with none other than Jessica King.

      I don’t even know how they know each other, but maybe it’s their mutual love of duck lip selfies that’s bonded them together.

      “Ew for real,” Luna says. “They are so plastic.”

      “But in a potato county way,” Tamaryn adds.

      Potato county refers to the northern most county of Maine and it’s super mean to compare them to that county, mostly because that county is really lovely. Tamaryn is actually from there, but what Tamaryn’s implying is that there’s a certain type of person, usually women, who will do anything to claw their way out of that county. The clawing usually involves marrying and divorcing multiple people so that they can eventually have a house with working toilets. I get the desperation, honestly. Working toilets and indoor plumbing are pretty cool. Plus, it’s still hard to be a woman in this world.

      Speaking of indoor plumbing, I get up and walk towards the restroom, which means I have to go around Jessica who is standing at the bar.

      “Why do you keep staring at me?” she asks, putting her hand up to stop my forward march towards the toilets.

      “Because you’re beautiful,” I blurt out. It’s actually true. She is beautiful.

      Something registers in her eyes and she’s speechless for a second. “You still writing about my dad?”

      “I have to. It’s my job. I’m trying to be fair.”

      “Since when is the news ever fair?”

      “Since Rosie is writing it,” Tamaryn says. “What’s up your ass? Another cop dick?”

      Oh. Wow. I know she’s my friend, but merlot is not a good look on her.

      Jessica’s face pales out. Her hands turn into fists. I jump in between them. “No! No. Everything is cool. It’s totally okay for you think the news is biased. That’s your right, Jessica. I’m not offended.” I pivot to look at Tamaryn. “I’m not offended. It’s chill, I promise.”

      “Well, I’m offended,” Jessica says from behind me.

      Two seconds later a fist comes flying over my shoulder. It connects with Tamaryn’s jaw. Her head snaps back, but she doesn’t fall.

      Someone swears. That someone might be me. “Tamaryn? Are you okay?”

      Tamaryn has pushed past me and slaps Jessica.

      “No!” I’m screaming the word like it will actually stop them.

      The dispatcher, Jasmine, is also screaming and calling the station. “Some bitch just slapped my friend. We’re at Tapa’s.”

      Michelle is giving her the hairy eyeball and trying to hold back Tamaryn while I give up and try to stop Jessica from punching her again.

      I grab her arm, but she’s tough and just rips free.

      I really need to add more weights to my work-outs at the Y.

      “Stop,” I say. “This is ridiculous.”

      “You are ridiculous,” Jessica says.

      “What are we? Seven?” Luna backs up as Jessica tries to kick her.

      I back up too and three seconds later, Seamus is filling up the doorway. His face is unreadable. His lips are in a straight line.

      “Four off on scene,” he says into the portable radio strapped on his shoulder.

      “10-4, four on scene,” Summer’s voice echoes back.

      Everyone separates. It’s only now that I notice the rest of the patrons are all watching, mouths hanging open, totally engrossed in the drama. It’s a lot for March, really, and the bar fights in town usually happen over at a place known for its fish and chips and Bud Light on draft. Not here. The land of merlot and tapas.

      Jasmine, Tamaryn, and Jessica all start talking at once.

      “Who hit who first?” Seamus asks as Tamaryn tucks in her shirt.

      “She did,” Jessica and Jasmine announce, pointing at Tamaryn.

      “That’s not true,” I say. “It was Jessica.”

      Jessica glares at me. “Liar. Just because you’re f-ing him doesn’t mean he’ll believe you.”

      “I’m not—”

      “Well, you should be.” Jasmine actually bats her eyelashes at him.

      Tamaryn goes red. “You little—”

      I sit down in the closest chair, shaking. I don’t even know how to feel here. The world smells of spilled merlot and sadness and jealousy. My bladder isn’t even demanding I visit the bathroom anymore. The whole world is just so tilted and not right.

      “Who here wasn’t drinking?” Seamus asks as Officer Thomas trots into the Tapa’s place. Jessica sees him and her face lights up. So does Michelle’s.

      “Take statements from Jasmine and Tamaryn,” Seamus tells him. “One at a time. Then Rosie.”

      He points at Luna. “You and me first.”

      The bartender clears his throat. “I saw everything actually. This one here, Jessica, punched that one there.” He points at Tamaryn.

      “Name’s Tamaryn. Hi.” She actually gives a little flirty princess wave.

      The bartender swallows so hard that his Adam’s apple moves visibly. Tamaryn does that to people sometimes. He continues, “So, yeah. Jessica hit Tamaryn. Everyone except that one,” he points at me, “was drinking. That one—”

      “Jasmine,” Jasmine says with an equally flirty princess wave. Seriously? Who are these people?

      He continues, “Jasmine calls what I’m assuming are you folks and lies about—”

      “I didn’t lie,” Jasmine interrupts. She makes a pouty face.

      Seamus stares at her for a beat too long.

      “You said the opposite of what happened,” the bartender holds his ground, “that’s usually what’s called a lie. Unless you’re a politician. Are you a politician?”

      “Not all politicians lie. That’s a stereotype,” Michelle interrupts, which is totally not the point, but still a good point.

      “Enough.” Seamus holds his hands up for peace, I think. “Go with Thomas, Rosie, Tamaryn, Jasmine.”

      I do not want to go anywhere with Jasmine.

      Ever.

      She gives me the creeps, but I’m a goody-goody as we all know and I go outside with the others. Jasmine makes sure to stand in front of the rest of us, closest to Thomas. She tosses her hair a lot and her voice goes up about two octaves, which is so super obvious a way to flirt that I’m not 100 percent sure how so many guys fall for it, but they do. Summer told me she’s always grabbing her own boobs in the police department, super classy stuff. She texts the cops at night when she’s not on duty and tells them how lonely she is and how much she misses them.

      But she’s thin and sexy I think, maybe? It doesn’t matter. What matters is being here out in the semi-cold having to make a witness statement for an altercation my friend was in because of me.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper to Tamaryn.

      She hooks her arm in mine. “I still want to beat the crap out of her.”

      I almost laugh because she’s so adamant. “I know.”

      We lean against the little wrought iron fence that separates the front of Tapa’s with the sidewalk on Mount Desert Street. Thomas lets Jasmine go first. She keeps to her story about Tamaryn being the assailant.

      “They’re friends,” she says, gesturing towards us. “I’m sure they’re going to want to stick together on this, which is understandable, but she,” her nose twitches, “hit Jessica first.”

      “Uh-huh. And the bartender?” Thomas asks. “He’s biased too?”

      “He was behind me. His view was obscured.”

      “Okay. You’re all set. You can go.”

      Jasmine huffs. “Where am I supposed to go?”

      “Home?” he suggests.

      She shakes her head. “Nope. I’m waiting for poor Jessica.”

      Tamaryn coughs behind her hand and it smells like merlot, dark and fruity. “Like she’s not biased.”

      Thomas smirks and Jasmine has the grace to stomp about five feet away and pretend to text or do something on her phone. I go next and I’m shaking as I talk about what happened. My nerves are not the best.

      “Calm down, Rosie,” Thomas says. He pats my shoulder roughly once and then seems to think better of it. “You’re not in trouble.”

      “I know.” I rub a hand across my eyes. “I just don’t like fights or confrontation.”

      “She’s all about happy endings, puppies, unicorns, and ice cream,” Tamaryn interrupts.

      He points to a spot on a sidewalk. “Maybe you should wait down there for your turn.”

      “Sure thing, buddy.” She actually makes a clucking noise with her mouth and disco points at him before she tries to sashay down two stairs to the sidewalk. It’s more of a penguin waddle thanks to the alcohol, but I’ll give her a lot of props for trying and for her calm. I’d give anything for calm right now.

      My hands are still shaking, so I shove them in my pockets and tell Thomas the rest of the story from my point of view. He hardly says anything and takes a couple notes.

      “You’re good, Rosie,” he says.

      “Should I go home?” I ask. “Or wait? I’m everyone’s designated driver.”

      “I’d definitely wait then because they seem like they need one.”

      This is a great truth.

      I don’t want to go inside, and I definitely don’t want to hang out with Jasmine. I hustle Tamaryn into the back of my car, promising Thomas we won’t leave. She settles into the back seat and starts to make a Facebook Live post.

      “I’m going to document our adventures,” she says. “It’s too long for TikTok.”

      I decide it’s a better idea to stay out of the car for that, and I start pacing back and forth on the front of the sidewalk, taking the stretch from corner to corner as Jasmine and Thomas talk at the front of Tapa’s.

      It’s cold and I increase my pace, hit the corner where the library is, pivot, and start to come back when a car pulls up behind mine. Morgan hops out, locks the car with her key fob. The beep-beep is loud and definitive. She fast strides across the road and right past Thomas and Jasmine.

      Even from my distance away, I can hear her demand, “Is that swear-word in here?”

      Thomas’s mouth drops open, but I don’t think any words come out as she stomps past him and Jasmine.

      Tamaryn pops out of my car. “Drama!”

      I rush over and hustle her back in. “We don’t need to witness this.”

      “Come on, it’ll be fun.”

      “Other people’s pain is not fun.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You are so boring sometimes.”

      “I know. I know.” I put my hand on the top of her head so she doesn’t hit it getting back in the car. “I’m the dullest of the dull. You just keep taping your video. All is good.”

      She hushes me. “Do you think she’ll beat Jessica up? I hope so.”

      I close my eyes, shut the door on Tamaryn, being careful to make sure her left boot is inside, and God forgive me, but I secretly hope so, too.

      

      Thomas hops onto his toes and rushes into Tapa’s, Jasmine hot on his tail. I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do here. I want to leave. Despite what I told Tamaryn, a tiny bit of me wants to peep inside. Eleanor comes running down the street, reeking of beer, her tiny poodle Cooper, keeping up with her.

      She pants and stops right in front of me. “I heard on the scanner there’s an altercation? Is there an altercation?”

      “I got pushed!” Tamaryn yells from the car. She’s opened up the door.

      “No way!” Eleanor announces in between breaths. “I ran here.”

      I bite my lip to keep myself from saying anything that might not be nice like “That’s obvious.” And before I can think of a reply, she’s thrusting out her leash.

      “Hold Cooper for me?” She pivots and rushes across the street.

      Tamaryn starts laughing hysterically. “I filmed that.” She waves her cell phone at me.

      “Are you live?” I ask even though I don’t think I want to know.

      “Yep.” She squints at the screen. “Three hundred viewers.” She turns the screen back at me. “Look at the hearts and the laughing emojis.”

      Now I really don’t know what to say because I don’t want to be filmed at all and especially not here. I just sidestep out of the camera’s view, I hope, as the door to Tapa’s opens and Jessica, Morgan, Thomas, Jasmine, and Seamus head out. Nobody is in cuffs, but I’m not sure what that means.

      Seamus points at me. “You’re free to go. Tamaryn too.”

      His voice is all officer-stern and officer-official. I don’t like that voice.

      “Officer Hottypants has said we’re free to go,” Tamaryn says into her phone.

      She bounces out of the car, filming the foursome walking across the street and towards the police station. She flips the camera to me. “How do you feel about Officer Mc Hottypants, Rosie?”

      Heat rises to my cheeks despite the chill. “Tamaryn!”

      “That means she likes him,” she says in her ‘on-air’ voice. She adds, “What do you think Morgan Emerson is doing here?”

      “No clue,” I say.

      “Aren’t you the crime reporter for Bar Harbor?”

      I sigh. “No. Not anymore.”

      Eleanor comes out of the bar with her arms around Michelle and Luna. Michelle gives me big eyes and throws up in the middle of the street.

      “You film that?” I ask Tamaryn who is putting her phone back into her purse as I haul Cooper over to the back of the Subaru and open the trunk.

      “Sadly yes.”

      I pull out some paper towels that I keep back there for doggy emergencies. Cooper jumps into the back and I leave him there because there is zero traffic and he’s not a runner. In two seconds, I’m helping a merlot-reeking Michelle wipe up her face.

      “This is the best night ever!” Tamaryn yells.

      Michelle rolls her eyes. “You’re a good friend,” she says to me and pulls me into a sloppy hug that smells of merlot, good perfume, and stomach acid.

      It takes me five minutes to get Eleanor and Cooper reunited and the rest of the ladies back in the car. I’m just about to leave when Morgan returns to her Subaru. She stares at me. The street light makes her glow like an angel.

      She says, “I know you hate Jessica.”

      “Hate’s a strong word,” I say before I admit, “but I’m not her biggest fan.”

      “Do you think she killed Ernie?”

      I hope to God Tamaryn’s not filming this somehow through the car windows, but I talk anyways because maybe Morgan knows something about Ernie’s murder. “I’m not sure. Do you?”

      “I did. But she’s … I don’t think she’s smart enough for that really.”

      “The Kings are pretty smart.”

      She nods fast and quick. “Smarter than Ernie. Smarter than me.”

      “You’re smart, Morgan.”

      Scoffing, she picks at a finger nail. “Obviously not smart enough. I trusted Ernie, you know? He had a thing with Jasmine too.”

      “Ew.”

      “Ha! That’s how I feel.” Her lip quivers for a second.

      I want to ask her if she’s okay, but that’s the dumbest question in the universe so instead I say, “Can I do anything for you? You want a ride home?”

      She sucks in her breath. “Someday, can you maybe invite me to one of your girl’s nights? I’d like to buy a drink for the girl who slapped Jessica.” She gives me a half-hearted smile. “I’m pretty lonely.”

      “Definitely,” I tell her. “I’ll be honored to have you hang out with us. We have a poker night thing going on too.”

      “Cool. I’m in.” She unlocks her car. “Next time though, I get to hit Jessica. And Jasmine too.”

      “Ha! Deal,” I say. “We’ll make Tamaryn wait in line.”

      I start to open my car door when I realize something. “Hold on. Morgan. Why were you here tonight?”

      “Some rando on Facebook told me things were going down and I should be here,” she says. “Turns out they were right. Be safe.”

      And with that she’s gone.

      

      I’m in bed, Champ next to me when the phone rings.

      It’s Eddie.

      “Morgan Emerson is dead.”

      I sit up straight.

      “What?”

      “Can you go to the police department and see if you can get a statement?”

      I think about Morgan, her sad face, how hard it must have been. She said she was lonely. Wait. She said she wanted to hang out with us. That doesn’t seem like she’d kill herself. Oh my gosh, I should have been kinder or something. I should have been something …. What if she was drunk and I didn’t notice and she crashed her car? I should have offered her a ride!

      “Rosie?”

      I push my guilt and sorrow down, standing up. “Sorry. Um. I thought I wasn’t on this case or um, crime.”

      “I can’t get Eleanor.”

      “Okay.”

      “Just a statement from the chief. No investigating.”

      “Okay.”

      “I mean it.”

      I pause and then ask, “Can’t you just get it on the phone?”

      There’s the sound of candy clicking around in his mouth. “They won’t give me one.”

      “They aren’t going to give me one either.”

      “Not officially.”

      “Eddie, I’m not going to ask Seamus off the record.”

      “Rosie. It’s a murder. Another murder.”

      “Murder?” I sit up straight again, stomach falling, world spinning. “No! Are you serious? Someone killed Morgan?”

      I turn on the light, stumble around, blinking against the brightness, pulling clothes on over my nightclothes, which is not a fashionable look. Champ doesn’t even stir. “Fine. Heading over.”

      

      I leave Champ and my car at home and jog up Ledgelawn, down Mount Desert, and gaze at the place where I last saw Morgan. Her car is there. She’d left, hadn’t she? Did she come back?

      There is police tape cordoning off her car and a state trooper standing guard while another one seems to be taking measurements. They’ve brought in an extra light, too, the kind that illuminates the scene. I know Eddie will want a photo. I do not take a photo, turn away, and trot up to the police department, pulling my hat down over my ears to both ward off the light night chill and hide my bed head and stitches.

      Morgan. Poor Morgan. Every two footfalls seem to sound out her name as I jog. How can she be dead? I was just with her and she was so young and already so hurt, trying so hard to be brave.

      When I get to the police station, Summer’s working the desk, haggard as all get out with her Red Sox hat pulled low. She sees me and bursts into tears and hits the button to unlock the heavy wooden door. I haul it open.

      “I am barely keeping my s-word together. What a night,” she says. Only, she says the actual s-word, standing up and launching towards me. I wrap her in a hug. “You didn’t bring Champ?”

      “No. He was out like a light.”

      “I could have used some dog love,” she says, letting go and trudging back to the dispatch chair, flopping down in it. “This is an absolute crap storm of a week. You heard?”

      “Eddie made me come over to get a statement.”

      “That man! He needs to back off. It’s three a.m.”

      I swallow hard and then say, “He wants me to get unofficial word that it’s true. I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

      “I love him, but oh my God. What a position to put you in.”

      I don’t know what to say because I’m afraid that I’ll lose any bits of control I have if I actually admit how upset I am so instead I say, “You want me to make you more coffee?”

      “Yes please. Everything is a cluster.”

      “I know. Hold on.” I trudge out to the little hallway where there’s a baby kitchenette that contains a sink and a coffeemaker and a tiny fridge that’s meant for dorm rooms. Everything is dingy and stained with coffee rings. A little beach of salt or sugar rests by some paper plates. Used coffee mugs, forks, and salad plates wait in the sink. I fill the coffee pot and get to work. All the cops are gone, including Seamus. I can’t even imagine what they are thinking. The coffee starts percolating or whatever it is that coffee does and I finish up with the dishes, putting them all away and putting Summer’s coffee in a clean mug. I put milk and sugar in there even though she thinks of those as treats because she deserves them, then I make myself a mug of it too.

      I bring it to Summer just as she’s hanging up. “God bless you.”

      I toast her and we manage to clink mugs without sloshing any of the hot liquid out. “Can I do anything else?”

      “No.” She takes a sip. “Heaven. You want to know what happened?”

      “I don’t want you to get in trouble.”

      “You won’t tell Eddie.”

      “Say off the record and I won’t.”

      “Off the record, you are the only reporter I like. I hate that Eleanor girl! She smells like hot dogs. Does she only eat hot dogs?”

      “I don’t think so?” I offer.

      “Okay. Off the record, Morgan was shot while sitting in her car. The murderer used a long-range rifle.”

      “What? No.” I put the mug down on a stack of Bangor Daily papers because my hand shakes too much to hold it.

      “Yes. They had to be a good shot, I think. The Staties and Seamus are trying to figure out the trajectory.”

      I swear.

      “Exactly.” Summer repeats my swear. “Now they are trying to figure out why someone would want Ernie and Morgan dead. Ernie doesn’t look like an interrupted crime anymore. I’ve had to pull up all the call logs from the night again, all the calls he’s been on for the past three months.”

      “But Morgan’s not a cop.”

      “Exactly. So maybe it’s a crime of passion?”

      “So, Jessica?” I whisper. It makes sense. She was out of control angry in the bar.

      “Maybe or some other person Ernie slept with. Lord knows there were a few.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yep.”

      A call comes in and Summer takes it, making all the notes on the Spillman software, calling out one of the guys to go meet someone all the way out in Hulls Cove because a car and a deer collided. When she’s all done, I decide to say it, “Why was Morgan back there?”

      “What do you mean?”

      I quickly recount how we’d all been out there, how Morgan was there too because someone on Facebook said to go there, and how she’d left before I did. Her car, now that I think of it, was parked where my car had been.

      “Oh …” Summer’s breath swooshes out. “You need to tell someone that officially.”

      “Other than you?”

      “Other than me.”

      

      I call Eddie as soon as I leave the station.

      “I can’t tell you,” I tell Eddie.

      “You want your job?”

      “Not this much,” I say.

      “Your morals suck, Rosie. You know that right? You don’t have the instincts to be a reporter. Not at all.”

      “I don’t think I want your instincts. Not to be insulting.”

      “It’s pretty insulting.”

      “I didn’t mean it that way.”

      “I think you did. You might be fired,” he says.

      My stomach twists. I need this money. Lilly and I need this money. “Might?”

      “I’m thinking about it.”

      

      The next day, an exhausted Seamus half stumbles and half strides into the house, insisting that we talk before he sleeps. I make him a grilled cheese and he gobbles it down in a half a second, so I make him another and we talk about my job situation along with how awful Eddie’s being. He sits at the stool on the island in the kitchen, elbows bracing his upper body.

      “You could dispatch?” he suggests as I wipe a bread crumb off his shoulder.

      “I don’t want to be a dispatcher fulltime.” I put the skillet in the sink now that it’s cool enough.

      “Well, what do you want to do?”

      “Write books.” It blurts out before I even think about it.

      “What kind?”

      “Picture books?”

      “Can you make a living at that?”

      “I don’t know. Not unless you’re lucky and talented.”

      “That sounds like you.”

      “Ha!” My laugh is hoarse and full of pain. “It definitely doesn’t have health insurance.”

      “Dispatching does.”

      I imagine the police department, how scared I was, the sounds, the powerlessness. “I don’t know if I can do that anymore.” I pause. “I mean, I’ll do what I have to do for Lilly and I to survive, but …”

      “You know, it’s not just you anymore, Rosie. You’ve got me now, too.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day Seamus is working another double and Lilly and I decide to give Champ a much needed, slightly longer dog walk. We bundle up and Champ prances at the door, absolutely and obviously thrilled to be heading out, judging by his slobbery smile and quickly moving little stump of a tail.

      “Poor Champ.” Putting my leg behind the door stop, I brace myself for the giant tug that always happens when he leaps outdoors. It happens. There is just enough leash length for him to make it all the way down the three front steps after the porch. He waits, sniffing bushes.

      “We’re not going to walk you if you can’t behave,” I tell him as I shut the door behind us all.

      Champ obviously knows I’m lying because he hauls me down the sidewalk at high speed, sniffing the concrete as he runs. Lilly laughs and hooks her arm into mine, bouncing as she prances forward, happy and innocent again despite all the violence she’s seen. The therapy has helped her, I think, or maybe she’s just magically resilient. Either way, it gives me joy to see her happy and smiling and acting like a normal kid.

      Managing to control the very excited Champ, I get him to the corner lot before he unleashes his doggy bladder on the same bush that he always unleashes his doggy bladder. You have to feel bad for the bush, really. I think every dog in town uses it as a communal toilet. He starts sniffing some unbagged poop. I decide to bag it even though it isn’t from him.

      When I was a little kid, I thought my life would be much more glamorous than this. Oh, who am I kidding? I thought my life would be breakfast in bed, saving the world from terrorists, and then torrid spy sex at night in random European hotels, all a part of my job as top secret agent, Candace Alexandria, or some other Harlequin romance kind of name. I did not expect dog poop and pee to be so important.

      Lilly congratulates Champ for urinating outside as if this is a Nobel Peace Prize worthy accomplishment as we trot through the neighborhood towards Glen Mary Park.

      The park is just a couple acres of woods with a few trails that meander through it. Surrounded by roads on all sides, it’s not really a back-to-the-earth kind of place, but more like a wooded backyard that everyone shares. An ice rink that converts to a wading pool in the summer occupies the end closer to town proper. The rest is trees and pine needles and the occasional abandoned Pabst Blue Ribbon or Bud Light that a teen tossed out before getting caught by the cops. Champ and Lilly love the entire thing and meander around trees.

      I deposit the poop bag in a town receptacle as Champ sniffs for squirrels, going on red alert when deer wander inside to munch on vegetation. Lilly looks for trolls and fairies. Champ obsesses over a particularly interesting scent in a leaf pile and investigates enthusiastically, nose pressed into debris, bottom sticking up towards the trees, tail stiff and alert. It’s no point trying to move him on, and he and Lilly are so happy that I just lean against a tree myself, close my eyes, and try to will myself to relax.

      “Nothing bad will happen here,” I say despite the anxiety rumbling through my stomach as I think about poor Morgan. I grip the leash a tiny bit tighter. “We are totally safe.”

      Mud seeps into my boots. There’s a loose spot between the sole and the side on both boots, a defect I didn’t notice until too late. I am always noticing defects too late. Like with Kevin. Like with my ex-husband. Hopefully, not like Seamus.

      My mom would tell me there’s no use dwelling on the past, no use cataloguing our own failures when there’s a million busybodies out there ready to do it for us and she’d be right. All we can try to do is the best we can and hurt the fewest amount of people in the process. I think this, okay? But I’m also remembering how good it felt when Seamus carried me out of the fire station. I’m also remembering how strong his arms are, how the skin near his eyes crinkles when he’s smiled.

      He is not fully divorced yet.

      I’m going to be a good person.

      But I kind of fail at that over and over again. Because a good person would want him to be able to fix his marriage, want Brandy to not be unbalanced and mean, want the easy road to happiness for her best friend.

      And me?

      I just want him.

      “Rosie?”

      The voice breaks my internal blah-blah-blah like some sort of bomb has exploded. I jump back but I’m already pressed against a tree. The back of my skull whacks against the trunk, jerking me with sharp, sudden pain.

      Kevin’s hands reach out in front of him like he’s showing he has no weapons or entreating me not to shoot him or something, which is amusing since I am not the psycho stalker and I don’t even own a gun, which he knows, which he should know, but what do people know at all about truth when paranoia has twisted them into knotted up roots of themselves? Nothing, I guess. Nothing but their own fabrications, the stories they rewrite of their life so that their horrible feelings make some kind of sense.

      “You are not supposed to talk to me,” I manage to say, calling Lilly and Champ back.

      “I know. I’m—I’m sorry that I f-ed everything up, f-ed up what should have been the best thing that ever happened to me.” His eye contact doesn’t waver.

      I want it to waver. I want him to look away.

      Best thing that ever happened to him?

      “You need to go.”

      “I’m just—ah?” He swallows so hard that I can hear it over the scuffling of Champ and Lilly coming towards us.

      I could turn and walk away but I am afraid to. I am afraid to give him my back or that he might do something to Lilly. “You stalk me, Kevin. Good people don’t stalk other people.”

      “I just want to talk to you.”

      “You lost that right.”

      Champ whimpers. I make him sit. He actually does, which is pretty incredible honesty. Lilly stands there, arms crossed over her chest, but still holding onto the leash.

      “It wasn’t me at the PD.”

      “What?”

      “I didn’t try to—The police are looking for me. They think it was me at the station.” He rubs his hand through his hair.

      I check out his feet. They are small, actually. Quite small.

      He says as crows caw in the trees beyond him, “I would never kill you.”

      I stare at Lilly whose mouth has dropped open.

      “You came on my porch when I wasn’t there.”

      He says nothing. So that was him.

      “You came in my house too, didn’t you? When I was gone?”

      Still nothing.

      “You threatened me on Facebook.”

      “I took the post down.”

      “You besmirched my character.”

      He cocks his head. “Besmirched?”

      “Assaulted. Libeled. Besmirched. Made look bad.” Jesus, am I really explaining this to him like we’re studying for the verbal part of the S.A.T.s? “We’re leaving. Come on, Lilly.”

      He grabs my arm.

      “Do not touch me.” Each word is my own bullet, but they all lack force. I toss my cell to Lilly. “Call Seamus.”

      She’s trained to do this, sadly. She hits #1 on the speed dial.

      “What are you doing?” Kevin’s fingers tighten.

      “Calling Seamus,” I say and then use my “listen to Mommy” voice. “My daughter is calling Seamus and then she will run back to the house to be safe.”

      “Jesus!” He shakes me like a total asshole and I try to sweep kick him, taking out his legs.

      I go down too, plop into the mud, but I was expecting it and I hop back up right away, running towards Lilly, grabbing her and the leash and yanking them along with me.

      “Seamus!” she yells into the phone. “Seamus!”

      Because maybe he has picked up and maybe he can hear me. I have to hope for this.

      “We’re in Glen Mary Park! Kevin is here! Seamus!” Lilly hands me the phone as we run and I start screaming information into it, probably sounding insane, probably sounding so garbled that my words are indecipherable.

      I try to say, “We are at Glen Mary. Kevin is here. He shook me. I have Lilly and Champ. Please hurry. Please, please hurry. I sweep kicked him like you taught me. Hurry!”

      I don’t turn to see if Kevin is behind us. We just run, pushing through the underbrush off the trail, surging forward towards the road, hoping, hoping, hoping to get away. I stumble forward, forcing us through the stubby bushes. The ground beneath it is uneven with roots, but we struggle onward. Ahead of us is thicker tree cover and then the narrow road that defines the back of the park. Beyond that are the steep cliffs of Kebo Mountain. Granite boulders break through the trees, looking discarded. I shudder. I can only imagine how much he must hate me, what his twisted mind has turned me into—evil witch, wanton slut, temptress, horrible sweep kicker. All that is fine, what is not fine is a scared Lilly.

      “You okay, baby?” I ask, phone pocketed. Maybe even still on.

      “That guy is a butt face. I want to kick him in the head. Summer should kick him in the head.” She blows hair out of her mouth and looks fierce. “Actually neck. She always says neck.”

      I pivot us right. The wooded section is easy for Chance to get his leash wrapped around and if he gets stuck then we will lose precious moments unwrapping him. I can only pray that shortening the leash will keep him close. I can’t let him go. If I let him go, he may never come back.

      Just get to the road …. At the road you can run …. At the road it is clear.

      How far is it?

      Fifteen yards.

      I lunge forward, sprinting as quickly as my smoked-out lungs let me, half wheezing, half tottering on a root that juts out at the bottom of the snow. My arms pump and the leash wiggles, jerking poor Champ. The air stings my eyes. We can do this. I know we can. Once we are on the road, we can outpace him. Even with my lungs, I am a much better runner. And Lilly is, too.

      And then it happens.

      A crack fills the air.

      “Rosie! Watch out!”

      And the voice yelling is Kevin’s? Kevin’s voice is warning me?

      A piece of tree trunk flies through the air and into my side. That makes no sense …. That makes no … Why would the tree trunk break like that?

      The second crack reverberates all across town it seems like and Kevin screams. It is not a scream of anger, but of pain and fear. Why? Is he shooting at me? Is he shot? Can he actually use a gun?

      No.

      He warned us.

      Holy crap.

      The realization hits me even as I lunge out onto the road. Someone shot at us and it was not Kevin. Someone maybe just actually shot Kevin. And now Lilly and I and Champ are out in the middle of the road, exposed.

      I zigzag to the left, then the right, totally confused about where to hide. “Baby, try to hide. Get little.”

      Lilly makes big eyes and we book it down the road towards Norris Street, which is lined on one side with duplexes that house College of the Atlantic students. Maybe we can hide behind one of the structures. It isn’t far away.

      Just another ten yards.

      We can do this.

      Another shot. My arm burns. I scream, toppling to the ground, grabbing for my right arm with my left hand. The leash is still in my fingers as the pain carves through my triceps. Crap. Seamus is going to kill me if I survive this. I roll in a tangle of leash into the gutter, which is full of wet, muddy leaves and not much cover. Hot blood seeps into my hand.

      “Lilly! Get down!”

      She pushes into the wet, and I flop on top of her.

      “I hate guns,” she whimpers and rage takes over me.

      Champ stands in front of us, facing the woods, growling, teeth bared and starts howling, baying like he’s the one injured, but he isn’t. His fur is free of blood. Thank God.

      “Baby, are you hurt?” I whisper, pulling out my phone again. I hit 9-1-1.

      “No. You’re bleeding, Mommy.”

      Another shot. It ricochets off the road and up into a tree. Lilly screams. Screaming would make him happy, I think. I will not die making a killer happy.

      “Sh, baby.”

      A door behind me opens. A College of the Atlantic student in flannel and dreadlocks swears and rushes towards us.

      “No!” I yell. “Get back. They’ll hurt you! Get back!”

      Her arms wrap around me, hauling me up. But I can stand. I pull Lilly up, too.

      “Take them, quick.” I tell her, pushing Lilly towards her and Champ. “Someone’s shooting at us. I can’t let them hurt her.”

      The student’s brown eyes seem to assess the situation and she lets out a soft swear, tugging Lilly and Champ with her as I stumble, trying to follow. Sirens howl in the background. I’ve dropped my cellphone out of my pocket somewhere, but it doesn’t matter.

      The gunfire begins again, two shots, chunks of ground beside me leap into the air. I stumble again, manage to stay upright. The house is so close … so close .… I could make it. Already the girl and Lilly and Champ are inside. Lilly’s face is a howl. She screeches for me to hurry. Champ runs back, nudges me forward, muzzle to knee.

      I can make it.

      I will make it.

      And then darkness swoops in, taking me.
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      “Freaking A, would you just wake up already?”

      I shiver back into consciousness, shifting onto my uninjured side, gritting my teeth, and making a really harsh grunting noise. Snow plasters against my face. Champ barks in the house in front of me. My jeans are soaked and heavy as I struggle up to standing on the girl’s front lawn. I cringe as the pain shambles throughout my arm. I must have passed out.

      “My daughter …?” I mumble.

      “Safe. Really. We need to get inside. Someone’s shooting at us.”

      For a hot second, I think the girl is sort of enjoying this craziness, but her super-dilated pupils are probably from fear not happiness. Champ smashes his front paws against the window, looking out at us. People can shoot through windows. Champ has to get away from the window. My thoughts jumble onto one another, not really making sense.

      “Really, lady …” the girl pleads.

      She called me lady. That makes me feel old. I try to think for a moment. I am old. Someone is shooting. Arm is hurt. Lilly inside house. Safe. Kevin screamed. Not safe. Have to get to safety. Sirens howling. Like my dog.

      The girl yanks me forward, pulling me a good three feet across the snow and mud. The crunching of the hard snow and cold of it seeping into my clothes snaps me into a somewhat more logical brain state. I look up at her. Her dreads swing with her forward motion. She slams open the door, fends off Champ and tugs me inside.

      “Anna,” she says as she smashes the door back closed and I fall on the floor. “My name is Anna, used to be Arnold, and if we are going to f-ing die here together, you better tell me yours.”

      “Rosie,” I answer. “Rosie Jones. My daughter is Lilly. Take care of her.”

      She trains her eyes on me after locking the door. She has a cell phone and she’s pushing buttons.

      “Don’t call 9-1-1.” I huff out as Champ stands over me; brown fur is all I can see suddenly. “That goes to the state police in Orono. You need to call the local police. It’s faster.”

      I give her the number and in an awkward voice she relays our location and what has happened.

      “We need an ambulance,” she adds. “The lady I’m with has been shot.”

      Lady? Again? Seriously?

      “Mommy?” Lilly’s voice is quiet, terrified. I grab her hand.

      “I’m okay, baby.” I feel old. Hurt and old. And stupid. I have bandaged hands from the glass, a scraped-up face and slight arm wound from the shooter at the police department and now I’m bleeding all over some nice college kid’s floor while my dog whines and tries to stop the bleeding with his tongue.

      “Champ, no. That’s disgusting.” Lilly tries to push him away. It doesn’t really work that well.

      “It’s okay, honey.”

      “You’ll be okay, Mommy. Seamus and Uncle Gunner will be here soon.” Lilly squeezes my hand and barks out at Anna. “We need to put pressure on her wound. Go get a towel.”

      I choke out a laugh.

      “What?” she asks.

      “You sound like Uncle Gunner.”

      She smiles.

      A Bar Harbor squad car flies up to the front of the house and parks on the wrong side of the road so that the driver’s side door is closer to the house than the street. Riley Martin springs out, crouching down. He has his gun trained towards the woods.

      There is no movement in the woods at all. Another squad car shows up, parks behind him and it’s Officer Miller, my least favorite officer in the universe because he talks about women being hot all the time and screams at his wife if dinner isn’t on the table at exactly 5 p.m. and then acts like he is the most loving husband in the known universe. Riley is a good enough guy, but kind of a serial philanderer like Ernie and Thomas just somehow not so drama about it.

      Still, I don’t want either of them to get shot. Especially not Riley. One more car appears and it’s Benny. Sweet baby Jesus. Where is Seamus?

      “I don’t see Seamus, Mommy,” Lilly says as Anna gives her a towel.

      “Me either, honey.”

      Benny barks out something to Riley and Miller and they advance all commando style into the woods, guns drawn, using trees for shelter. The ambulance swings to the side street, Spring Street, the one I ran down to get here.

      “It’s like they sent an army,” Anna says as Benny provides cover for the ambulance guys.

      She yanks the door open and steps away as they run in with a stretcher. Gunner doesn’t even stop his movement when he sees me. He is all forward motion.

      He does say, “Again Rosie?”

      “Yeah …”

      Jake Zito, an unabashedly nerdy firefighter says, “Can you take your coat off so we can see what we’re dealing with?”

      They help me shrug off my coat. Pain shrieks through my arm but I try not to make any noises.

      “Ouch,” Zito says, but Gunner is still in focused mode and starts barking out orders. Lilly preens when he tells her what a good job she’s done. “You need a badge.”

      “I really do,” she agrees.

      She kisses my cheek as they put some sort of tourniquet around my arm and hook up an IV.

      “Antibiotics,” he says.

      He walks Lilly through every step of the process and lets her ride in the back of the ambulance with me, which she thinks is super cool. Gunner has called his wife to come get Lilly, which makes her happy because she likes to pretend Gunner’s kids are her cousins. She’s never really had cousins. She deserves cousins.

      This makes me intensely sad and it’s hard to not cry when Hannah takes her. I make myself brave for Lilly who tweaks my nose and says, “Mommy. We might need to just move to the hospital soon.”

      Zito, Hannah, and an ER nurse all laugh. I would shrug but it hurts to much so instead I just say, “I’ll try to do better, buddy.”

      She gives me a quick hug and leaves, making me promise to text. It’s like she’s gone from seven to seventeen in two seconds. As soon as she’s out of the building, they roll me into an operating room where the bright lights are too bright. I close my eyes and someone puts a mask over my nose. I try to complain, but I’m asleep and I have to admit it’s good to sleep.

      

      A day passes before I truly wake up again in one of our hospital’s few in-patient rooms. There’s the sound of a heating unit pushing warmth through the vents in the ceiling. Nurses and doctors and technicians pad down the halls. Seamus is at my bedside.

      “Lilly?” It’s my first word.

      “I have promised her a pizza party when I get back,” he says, smiling softly. “You’re missing out.”

      “Eleanor and I are allegedly having one for the police department soon.”

      He gets off the stool and sits on the bed next to me, moving an IV line out of the way. “They say they’re just going to name the room after you.”

      “Haha. Funny.” It’s hard to talk because my throat is dry and he must realize that because he gives me a glass with water in it. It’s like a mini-mauve-colored Solo cup. The water is amazing.

      “How is Kevin?”

      “Your stalker? Miller found him with the rifle tucked under him,” Seamus tells me.

      “Rifle? That makes no sense.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he couldn’t have hidden that long a gun on him. He’s little. He did not have that gun on him.”

      “Maybe he stashed it somewhere.”

      I shake my head, which makes it throb. “He screamed like he was hurt way before the shots stopped.”

      “So, you’re saying someone shot him, kept shooting at you, and then planted the gun on him?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I think so too.”

      “You do?”

      “It’s almost impossible to shoot yourself with a Bushmaster 223—at least without rigging up some equipment, you know, jerry-rigging something or other. There was nothing like that at the scene. Just a lot of footprints trampling over each other’s.” He caresses the side of my face with his rough hand before tucking it back next to his hips. “Miller pretty much annihilated half of the evidence. The ambulance guys didn’t do much better.”

      “Well that sucks.”

      “Understatement there, kiddo.”

      “Super sucks?” I offer.

      He musses up my hair with his giant hand. “Sometimes I swear you are fourteen.”

      “Hardly. I feel eighty-seven.”

      “That’s what getting shot does to you.”

      “You would know.”

      “You’re tougher than me. You’re going to have more bullet scars.”

      “Great, something I’ve always aspired to,” I quip.

      “Sexy as hell, they are.”

      “Thanks Yoda.”

      Sometimes Seamus flips his sentence construction around and sounds like that little, green sage guy from the Star Wars franchise.

      “Any time. Any time.” But his eyes shift into some sort of weirdness. Smoldering? Is he giving me a smoldering look? I don’t know. I just look away, down at my hands, so pale and tiny and pathetic. I wish I was stronger. I wish I was stronger in so many ways.

      His hand cups my chin. “I’m getting divorced you know.”

      “I know.” My eyes meet his eyes.

      “It’s okay to like me now.”

      “No—You aren’t yet.”

      “Rosie, I promise you I am getting a divorce. We’ve already gone to court for one meeting.”

      “But—”

      “No buts.” His finger follows the line of my cheek. “I know you’re scared of commitment. I know that this crap going on right now isn’t making your trust issues go away, but I swear to you, I swear on my life, that I’m never going to hurt you or Lilly. Ever.”

      But being hurt again and putting Lilly at risk isn’t the only worry I have. When it comes to Seamus, I’m worried about losing him, not of losing who I thought he was, but losing him completely.

      “What if you die? You’re a cop. Cops die.” The words hiccup out of me.

      “Baby, you’ve been shot at more times than I have.”

      He leans in and his lips touch mine, strong and confident even though he really has no lips. How do you kiss without lips, I start to wonder, but then I forget it because he is truly kissing me and I can’t focus on anything other than him. My eyes close and my good arm reaches up and around his back. It’s so broad that I can’t come close to reaching all the way around it. The whole world shifts into something so big and small all at once. It’s like the whole world is right here in this tiny hospital room with us. How can a kiss be so light and so strong all at once? One of his hands gently cradles the back of my throbbing head and the other drifts lightly down my side, resting on the curve of my waist before letting go completely and grabbing my hand.

      His mouth leaves mine and he whispers, “I am always going to be here for you. Always.”

      “Oh,” I manage to say.

      His mouth whispers over to just beneath my bandage, right below my ear. There are so many secrets in lips, in the love and want that breathe in skin. My eyes want to swallow him. I want to curve into him while he sleeps, feel safe with the solid mass of him surrounding me. Some tiny moan like noise fills the room and I realize that noise came from me and I gasp. He pulls away. I want to yank him back.

      “Don’t go dying on me. No more getting shot, okay? Because there is a lot more where that came from,” he says.

      “Okay,” I agree. Right now, I would probably agree to anything.

      He smiles. “No more solo dog walking.”

      “Okay. But I wasn’t solo. Lilly was with me.”

      His eyebrows raise. “And I am sleeping over from now on for forever. Lilly’s okay with it. I asked. I will pay rent.”

      “Deal.” I think for a second. “I am going to pay you though for all the things you do in the house.”

      “We can think about all kinds of ways you can repay me once you’re better.” He wiggles his eyebrows. “Hint: They don’t involve money.”

      I give him my best Rosie glare. “Seriously? You’re so immature.”

      He smiles. “You love it.”

      And I kind of do.

      

      Once he is gone and I’m alone in the hospital room, it gives me time to think about things, and by things, I don’t just mean our kiss. I mean what has been happening. I try hard to focus enough to lay out the facts in front of me.

      Ernie Emerson was murdered. His murder could have been a non-premeditated incident by a robber that he caught in the act or it could have been an elaborate trap.

      If it was an elaborate trap, then why? Who would want him dead? His wife? Possibly. Cheating husbands suck, especially cheating husbands who impregnate other women right before the wedding. But poor Morgan is dead now, too. His wife’s family? Maybe for revenge, but they didn’t seem like killing people. Then there is Jessica who comes from a long line of alcohol-infused crazy. She could have lashed out and so could have John.

      John seems the most obvious. He could do it for revenge. He lost his job. He lost his dignity because of Ernie’s testimony. But it seems more likely that he’d go after the chief. He’s the one John hates the most, but Ernie did impregnate John’s daughter and help lead to John’s downfall. And Jessica’s new boyfriend, Cameron … I totally forgot about him.

      But Cameron is stupid, no offense to him, but the kid barely made it through high school. According to Michelle, people just kept passing him because he was an outstanding shortstop, which means he wasn’t smart enough to entrap Ernie at that burglar alarm or me at the station. But John or Jessica? Both of them are totally smart enough.

      I try to remember the figure running through the woods. Could that have been John or Jessica? Neither seem right. They are both too tall and rangy. This figure seemed shorter and more compact like Kevin.

      Kevin.

      My sort of stalker who is now in intensive care all the way up in Bangor, life flighted out of the woods, shot in the stomach and chest. They aren’t sure if he’ll live. Seamus says I should be happy about that, but I just feel … What? Sad … Sad that he wasted any of his life and his time obsessed by me.

      So, Kevin isn’t the person who shot at me in the woods, which makes it pretty obvious that he wasn’t the person who tried to kill me when I was dispatching at the police department. All of this makes one thing ridiculously obvious, honestly.

      “Someone’s trying to kill you, huh?” Corey Kitchen fills out the frame of the door to my hospital room. He’s gained a little weight this past year despite constantly going to Zumba at the Y. He says his wife makes him go. I think this is a bit of a lie.

      “It appears that way, yes,” I tell him.

      He ducks his head down a little bit, a polite sort of nod. “Can I come in, kiddo?”

      “Of course.”

      “You know they destroyed my station.”

      “I am so sorry.”

      “Not your fault.” He settles into a chair, sitting sideways because he is in uniform and his gun belt with all the accessories (gun, knife, baton, random other things in cases) makes him too wide to fit in there the right way. The effect is that he sort of perches, looking uncomfortable. “So, you doing okay?”

      “Yep.” I sigh. “I think they just want to pump blood in me—more blood—watch for infection for a little bit and keep me here so I don’t get hurt again.”

      “We’re not going to let that happen. Jack has an officer posted outside your door and he’ll have one at your house too, once you get home.”

      “He doesn’t need to do—”

      “Oh, I think he does,” he cuts me off. “Not only are you one of my favorite people, kiddo, you are also a human being under his jurisdiction and I want you safe.”

      “Is it all over the news?”

      “It doesn’t help that you famously caught Jack’s last f-ed up cop.”

      I flinch. “I’m not famous.”

      “Well, you are now.” He shrugs. “Maybe it will help sell some more papers.”

      I half smile.

      “You don’t get any of that money though, huh?” he teases. “No commission?”

      “I wish!”

      We just sit there for a second. I resist the urge to yank out the iv stent, which is basically driving me crazy. Everything itches. “So, do you have any possibilities about who might want you dead?”

      “Nice way to phrase it there.” I try to laugh. I fail.

      “Not all of us have your way with words.”

      He is quick. I will give him that. He’s actually a lot of great things and I am lucky to have him on my side, so I give him the run-down about what I’ve just been thinking.

      He takes it all in and spits it back out. “So, you think that Ernie’s killer believes that you can identify him and he’s trying to get you out of the picture.”

      “Yes.”

      “But then why would he think that you haven’t identified him yet? Already told us.”

      “Oh.”

      “Hadn’t thought of that, had you?” He smiles like he’s proud.

      “Nope.” I settle in the bed a little deeper, resist the urge to close my eyes so I can really think. “There are a couple of possibilities I guess. Maybe he thinks I will be able to identify him, but I haven’t figured it out yet and wants me dead before I do.”

      “That’s what I think, but you said there are a couple of possibilities?”

      “Maybe he thinks I haven’t identified him because I feel badly for him or sympathetic. Maybe he thinks that eventually my sympathy for him will run out.”

      “Is this true?”

      Now I clamber to sit up in a more upright position. “What? Are you kidding?”

      “You are a pretty sympathetic person. What’s the word for it? Empathy. You don’t even hate your own stalker.” He gives me a disdainful face. “I’m not saying it’s a bad trait, kiddo. It’s part of why we all love you—you care so much. But it’s not a trait that keeps you safe. And it’s a trait that can be exploited.” As he says this, he takes the remote control of the bed and moves it up so that the mattress supports my back.

      “I do not know who killed Ernie,” I insist. “And if I did, I would tell. You have to know that.”

      After a second, he speaks. “I do. But who thinks that you could be hiding that secret. Who would you have sympathy for?”

      “Morgan, obviously,” I say. “Jessica. Not John.”

      “But John would think you would.”

      “Yeah, because he’s a sociopath. He thinks everyone would feel sympathy for him.”

      “And he knows you well enough to know that even if you did feel sorry for him? Eventually your own moral code would make you tell.”

      I shudder. “You think John is trying to kill me?”

      “It’s a possibility.”

      John King is an asshole and has the sociopathic tendencies that make you cringe. He’s a bully who calls you out on your weakest, most vulnerable areas. He doesn’t care who he hurts to get what he wants. His wife and daughter are proof of that. But … a killer?

      Yeah. Maybe.

      “Is he that good a shot?” I ask.

      Corey has been scratching at a dry patch on his elbow. He steels those light blue eyes at me. I can’t read them. “What?”

      “Is he a good shot? He’d have to be a good shot to shoot me through the window and through those trees when I was running.” I sigh. “That’s how I knew it wasn’t Kevin. Kevin can’t shoot at all. I don’t think he ever has shot a gun. Ever.”

      “He’s not a good shot,” Corey says after a really long pause. “Not good enough. Most of the men working for the departments on this island aren’t good enough.”

      “Who is?”

      “Seamus’s brother.”

      “Not him.”

      “Duh.” He looks absolutely bored with the suggestion.

      “Who else?”

      “Joseph Pelletier,” he mentions an animal loving, new daddy at Mount Desert P.D. Joseph is about as white bread and goody-goody as they come. His wife is a vegetarian. He belongs to animal rescue organizations. “Ove Miller.”

      Ove is super annoying, but I can’t imagine him breaking that specific commandment and killing me or Ernie.

      “Anyone else?”

      He thinks for another second. “I honestly don’t think so. Next best is Seamus. Then Riley. Again, out of the people I know. I don’t know everyone on the island. There are probably some hunters and former military who can. Gunnar Kelley’s a great shot.”

      “Who is it then?” I swallow hard. “Someone who is a good shot, but not a perfect shot. Someone who wants Ernie dead. Someone who knows enough about police protocol to entrap him.”

      Corey’s bright blue eyes focus on me. I cough. I’m really not at my physical best here, but at least I’m not scratching at my elbow, right? “This town has gone to hell.”

      This announcement is just that: an announcement.

      “It’s not really that bad,” I say.

      “A cop was killed, Rosie. You’ve been almost killed twice—”

      “One attempt was technically in Mount Desert, which doesn’t count as Bar Harbor, so it’s not really this town,” I interrupt and clarify, which I realize after the fact is kind of insulting. The police chief knows exactly which town is which and where everything has happened.

      “You should have been a grammar teacher or a lawyer. You’re such a stickler.” He leans back and puts his feet up on the edge of my hospital bed, then I think realizes what he’s doing and starts to yank them back down.

      “It’s okay. Make yourself at home.” I give the bed a little pat with my good hand. “This must suck for you.”

      “I’m not the one in the hospital.”

      “Well, technically, you actually are in a hospital visiting me.”

      He points a finger. “You’re being a real pain in the ass, kiddo.”

      “I know.” I smile at him in what I hope is a sweet way and not a mocking way.

      “You’re lucky I like you.”

      “You’re just worried I’m going to sue the department since I got shot on duty.”

      “Yeah … That sounds like you … not.” He starts scratching at his poor elbow skin again.

      “Really, though,” I say, trying again, “I think this must suck for you. It’s a lot of pressure.”

      He stops scratching. “It is. But that’s not what matters. I’ll survive this. You? I’m not so sure.”

      “Thanks for your vote of confidence there, Chief.”

      “You called me chief.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You never call me chief. You always call me Corey.”

      I clear my throat. What do I say to that? My brain is as tired as my body and wants sleeping not thinking. Sleep is an unrequited dream. “Well, maybe it’s time I join the Recognize Authority Club or something.”

      For a good couple of seconds, he just stares at me and then he bends over clutching his stomach, chortling.

      “What?” I ask.

      When he finally stops laughing long enough to sit up straight, his face is all red and he can’t speak without gasping. “Recognize Authority Club?”

      Embarrassment heats up my cheeks. “What? I’m weird. You know I’m weird.”

      “This is why we all love you, kiddo.”

      Not everyone, I think. Not everyone loves me at all. Don taught me that people who love you definitely don’t try to kill you. “So …”

      “So?”

      “So, do we have a plan?” I ask. “I mean, to catch this person. Like are you going to use me as bait or something?”

      He completely stops laughing. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “That’s what Seamus said too.”

      “We don’t play television games with people’s lives.”

      “So, we are just going to do nothing.”

      This is not a good option. Nothing means worrying all the time. Nothing means dark houses, drawn curtains. Nothing means waiting to die.

      Technically, everyone is waiting to die, I know this. There are no immortal people. But somehow waiting to be murdered is a wee bit more dramatic.

      “Not nothing.” He stands, paces to the door, looks outside and shuts it. When he turns he says, “We have some leads.”

      “Any you want to share?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Chief—Corey,” I self-correct. “This is my life here. If I’m supposed to be wary of somebody, it would be nice to know exactly who I am being wary of.”

      “I understand that.”

      “So you’re going to tell me.”

      He draws in a big breath. “Jessica King.”

      Jessica King, twenty-five, good looking if you are into the over-plucked eyebrow trend.

      Jessica King, impregnated by Ernie and allegedly miscarried.

      Jessica King, a big drunk like her dad. They used to go to the gravel pit and shoot every week.

      Jessica King, a girl who has two pillows to choose from on her queen-sized bed, ditched by her last fiancé as well as Ernie.

      But again, she’s just too tall, too rangy to be the figure in the woods that night, which I explain once again to Corey, but he’s not hearing any of it.

      “It just makes sense, kiddo.” He scruffs my hair up before he leaves. “We’re bringing her in for questioning.”

      “But—”

      “No buts.” He gets a cranky face. “Are you trying to tell me how to do my job? Jessica makes sense. She has motive and ability. She knows how cops respond to burglar alarms. She can shoot. She blames Ernie for the loss of her dad’s job, for the annihilation of her relationship and her character.”

      “Ernie isn’t the one who outed her to the world. Her dad did at the trial to try to save his own butt.”

      “I am aware of that, but Jessica is a King and the Kings aren’t the most rational of people.”

      True, but when it comes to bludgeoning a cop over the head, setting a police and fire safety building on fire, and shooting someone in the woods while that someone is walking their dog and kid (Yes, that someone is me.) is there any real rational? Once you kill a person not in self-defense is there any human left in you, any empathy, any reason? Or are you something else entirely? I try to remember Jessica when we told her Ernie was dead. She was still human. She was hurting.

      “It’s not her,” I insist and explain that to Corey, but he says the state police are already bringing her in to talk.

      “Out of my hands now,” he says, “but you, kiddo, are still my responsibility and Jack is going to leave Dalton here at the hospital to watch over you.”

      I don’t argue. It makes sense even if Dalton Thomas is slightly creepy and a pathological liar. Dalton’s a short guy and when Ernie was fooling around with Jessica, Jessica was confiding in Dalton.

      Dalton was also hoping to be fooling around with Jessica. He hated Ernie, just couldn’t stand him. Seamus warned him to stay out of the situation, but we were always seeing him walking around town with her, hanging out at Siam Orchid.

      Just yesterday, Seamus saw his Tacoma parked at her house. Dalton is big into judo and CrossFit, but I am still not feeling all that safe with him out there. I wish it was Seamus.

      This is silly.

      I settle back down on the bed, bored, but tired. A nurse comes in and checks on things, tells me she’ll bring me some dinner in a bit, which is nice of her I guess, but I’m not really hungry. I feel like I’ll never be hungry again, which is completely emo of me.
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      Even more than the thought of someone trying to kill me, it’s being stuck in a bed that drives me wild. Being trapped in a hospital room for even an hour feels like some sort of evil punishment. And the world beyond my hospital room? Even the Clorox-smelling hospital hallway is like some sort of tantalizing oasis of awesome, which is why I poke my head out there after my eight-hour nap.

      Beige walls, shiny floors, quiet voices greet me. It is almost as bad as the hospital room.

      Moses Morse, Bar Harbor grown to six-foot-six, Nordic in looks, Trinity in degree waggles his finger at me. “Nyuh. Nyuh. You’re supposed to be in the room. In bed. Convalescing.”

      Moses likes to use big words because nobody else in the department except Seamus uses big words. He’s also the only cop other than Seamus who can spell through correctly in his police reports. Believe me. I know this to be true. Benny Allard spells wrecker like rekker and drawer like draw. It drives Seamus wild because he has to proofread them all.

      “It’s boring in there,” I tell Moses. “I feel trapped. There isn’t even a window.”

      “It’s safe.” He hooks his thumb in his utility belt and rocks back a bit, a total alpha move.

      I roll my eyes and lean against the door’s threshold. I shoved a sweatshirt on over my hospital gown and some shorts underneath because I am the sort of person who would forget how exposing the hospital gown is and the embarrassment of that lack of dignity would pretty much ruin me.

      “Can I take a walk?” I ask.

      He grimaces. “No.”

      “So, basically I am confined here like a prisoner? Doesn’t that mean my constitutional right to freedom of unrestrained movement is being violated?”

      He stares at me like I’m wearing a Big Foot costume to a baby shower and finally offers, “It’s voluntary.”

      “It doesn’t feel voluntary.” I sulk, turning and heading back to the hospital room. I decide to work on my story since I have a laptop and a phone and Eddie hasn’t officially fired me for good. He’s given me my job back on a “we’ll see” basis. Anyway, the story is another follow-up to the original story about John getting fired.

      I give up and decide to call him for a statement even though my skin crawls thinking about how right now his daughter is probably being brought in for questioning, about how it might still be him, the person who tried to kill me.

      He answers on the first ring. “Ya miss me?”

      It’s so opposite everything I expected that I laugh before I remember to be polite.

      He just keeps on talking. “Heard you tried to get yourself killed again. Over at AA they call this sort of thing addictive behavior. You in a downward negative cycle, Rosie?”

      For a second, I don’t know how to answer and then I decide with the truth. “Maybe?”

      “Still giving the sergeant the run-around?” he asks.

      “I think I’m supposed to be asking you the questions.”

      “Ah! That means you are. Interesting … interesting.” He pauses. “You know we all have our demons, even Seamus, things we’re running from. Yours are just right out there. Easy pickings.”

      I sigh. “I’m calling you for a statement about—”

      “Ernie?”

      “The appeal of the council’s decision about your firing. The court case.”

      “I’m not supposed to talk about that to the press, and you, Rosie Jones, are the press.”

      “That’s okay,” I say. “I’ll just say that you didn’t want to give a statement. Do you want me to add ‘your attorney advised you not to?’”

      He harrumphs. “That’s not what you really want to talk about.”

      “It’s not?”

      “Nope. You want me to tell you that it will get better. That you’ll eventually outrun the demons chasing you, that the downward spiral will stop.”

      Staring at the empty page on my laptop screen, I swallow hard and whisper, “Will it?”

      “No, you just end up with more demons running after you.” He pauses. “And sometimes? Sometimes you become one.”

      “One what?”

      “One of the demons.”

      

      Eventually, a nurse comes with discharge papers and I get to leave. Seamus picks me up and brings me to the house. We drive home and when we pull in the driveway, he says, “I really liked kissing you the other day. Again.”

      I suck my lips in towards my mouth and try not to think about what John said about downward spirals and self-sabotage.

      “You remember that, don’t you?” he asks.

      I nod and feel myself blushing, so I look away to the right at my neighbor’s ramshackle house with all the lobster traps outside. She’s bought a new mongoose bike, which is cool. She never exercises. I thought she was pregnant for two years. Turns out she hasn’t been pregnant for eight years. Yep. It’s a good thing I never asked.

      I’m trying not to pay attention to Seamus by thinking about this. I know it. I stop myself and let all the emotions come flooding in: the worry, the love, the want, the gratefulness.

      “I think you liked it too.” His hand is now on the back of my head, fully cupping it.

      “You’re still married,” I whisper.

      “I have one more court date until I’m not, stubborn woman,” he says, smiling and leaning closer.

      “It’s still one more court date!” I insist.

      But he doesn’t break his movement. “Rosie, you know and I know that we are meant to be together.”

      “But—we have to wait.”

      “Rosie, you almost died twice just this month. You were shot at twice. I don’t want to wait.”

      “What!” I jump backwards towards the side of the car. “You think I’m going to die?”

      “Yes … No …” He blunders and I have totally ruined the moment.

      There’s a sinking feeling because no matter how hard I try to be good, I am really not that good inside. My inside is full of wants.

      He continues, “I’m saying that nobody knows when life is over. I could die. You could die. There could be a zombie apocalypse.”

      I start laughing.

      “A leprechaun apocalypse?”

      “How about an ice cream apocalypse?” I ask.

      “That sounds better. Much more delicious.” He’s smiling now, too. “But the point is that we don’t know what the future brings. You have to prepare for it, sure, but you also have to live in the moment. You can’t just keep putting things off forever.” He unbuckles my seatbelt for me. “End of lecture.”

      “Promise?”

      He leans forward, kisses me gently right on the end of my nose. “I promise.”

      “Because just the other day you were telling me that you were going to keep me safe and all that.”

      He gets out of the car, shuts the door, and crosses in the front before coming around to my side and opening my door, too. He’s so tall I can’t even see his face until he bends down. “I’m going to keep you safe.”

      “You can’t promise that.”

      “I can.” He cocks his head at me as I pivot in the seat so that both of my feet are perpendicular with the car, facing him. His two large hands grab me by the waist. “Watch your head.”

      I duck a little bit as he helps me out of the car. “Thanks.”

      Secretly, I think I could have managed on my own. I’m not that hurt, but also secretly I really like the way his giant hands feel on my waist and I also like how they linger there a little too long.

      “I love you, you know, Rosie.”

      He says this out of nowhere and my breath catches in my throat.

      “I know.”

      He eyes me. “Aren’t you going to say it back?”

      “Do I have to?”

      “Nope.” He laughs, puts his arm around my waist and escorts me up the back steps to the house. “You do not. I’ll wait until you’re ready to say it again.”

      “Again?”

      “You mumble it in your sleep all the time.” He starts murmuring, “‘I love you so much, Seamus.’ ‘There is no better man that you, Seamus.’ ‘You are so handsome, Seamus.’”

      I laugh so much that it hurts and I worry about my stitches popping. The rest of the day is mostly me on the couch, catching up on email, sending Lilly texts, trying to ignore news reports, writing my story about John King’s lawsuit, trying not to think about what he said about demons chasing you. It isn’t until much later that I remember again that Kevin is in the hospital in Bangor, which makes me feel like an absolutely horrible person.

      “How is he?” I ask Seamus who has been in the kitchen making this weird concoction he calls the s-word, which is basically Kraft macaroni and cheese mixed with hamburger. It is ridiculously delicious, honestly, even though I am 100 percent sure it is not good for anyone. Plus, I’m trying to be a vegetarian, which he knows, but I cut him some slack because he’s making me food and everything.

      Seamus does not ask me who ‘he’ is, just sets down a heaping bowl of orange and brown in front of me. “In a medically induced coma. It’s iffy about whether or not he’ll come through. I guess there’s some secondary swelling in his brain from when he was shot. His head hit a tree.”

      “Oh.”

      “Do not tell me you feel badly for him.”

      “I don’t,” I lie.

      He knows when I lie. “Rosie. You cannot possibly feel badly for someone who stalked you, harassed you, and then assaulted you. You cannot.”

      “He’s still a person.” I don’t know how to explain it. “Now he—he—It’s like he has no chance at redemption. He can’t fix himself.”

      “Not everyone fixes themselves. Jesus.” He huffs out and stands up. “I am not stomping off. I’m getting salt.”

      The dinner is totally salty already, but I’m not going to argue about it. He actually returns with the pepper not the salt.

      “Hey.” I look up at him, standing there, awkward and tall. “I am not going to like him. I just—I just would like everyone’s stories to end well, you know?”

      “Everyone’s story ends up the same way. They die.” He plops back down on the couch next to me.

      “Lovely.”

      He reaches out, lifts my arm and peers at my bandage as if that’s going to tell him some deep dark secret. “You want everyone to be good; I understand that. I love it about you, but it makes you vulnerable to whack jobs. Some people choose not to reform, to not get better. They do the same things over and over again and some people let those people hurt them again and again, forgiving and trusting and then getting hurt. It’s a cycle.”

      It makes me think of John King and Ernie, men trapped by their demons.

      Seamus continues, voice softer than his sentiment, “Just listen to me sometimes okay? Let me keep you safe.”

      “That seems so gender role.”

      He groans.

      “You know it does,” I tease.

      “Well, it will be a giant step back for feminism, but I’d appreciate if you could.”

      “I’ll try,” I say. “I can’t promise because, you know, I suck at this sort of thing.”

      “Trying is all I ask.”

      And that is it. The end of it.

      “This is really good shit,” I tell him, making the effort to swear.

      “Listen to you. I’m proud.” He laughs and repeats me. “This is really good shit. I’m turning you into country already.”

      “Never.”

      “I think so. You’ll be chugging beer in the back of my truck soon, listening to Blake Shelton and Chris Stapleton, shooting guns.”

      I lift an eyebrow, which is a patented skill that I only engage for the most important moments, such as now.

      “You know how sexy you are when you do that,” he says.

      This just makes me laugh and lose control of the eyebrow, which plummets back into its normal place. “I am the opposite of sexy.”

      He just shakes his head.

      “Anyways,” I say trying to get things out of the land of awkward, “this is the best s-word ever.

      “Best s-word ever.”

      “Ha! You said it! I’m wearing off on you and you are an awesome cook.”

      He smiles. Boys like praise. I may be stupid about male-female relations, but even I know that. And maybe later that night, I go into the bathroom and stare in the mirror and I practice lifting up one eyebrow. I’m not saying I really do this. I’m just saying maybe.

      

      The rest of the night passes without any big issues. Seamus stays over. Nobody tries to kill me. And it isn’t until the next morning that I realize something. If the killer has been trying to kill me because he thinks I can identify him, wouldn’t he think that about Kevin now, too? Yes, he is in a medically-induced coma, but this murderer is freaking out, a risk taker, willing to burn down a police station to hide his crime. Fudge. I’ve been kind of stupid.

      I stumble into the spare bedroom, too excited to even knock. “Seamus—I think I figured—”

      And there is Seamus, naked chest peeking out from under the covers. His chin looks a little weird and weak because of the head angle, but his chest—oh my freaking word—his chest more than makes up for it. The broadness of it is insane. It would probably take six of my hands to span it.

      I suck in my breath.

      “Rosie?” He pushes himself up on his elbows. The covers drop down more. I try not to faint. “Is everything okay?”

      “I think I need to sit down.” I do. Right there on the floor.

      He leaps out of the bed and thankfully is still wearing underwear and stuff, because just a glimpse of his muscular thighs makes my vertigo go insane. “Rosie! Are you okay?”

      “You keep saying my name.”

      “Well, you’re scaring the s-word out of me.” He touches my forehead with his big hand. “Do you have a fever? Is your wound infected?”

      “No,” I tell him, “I just … I think I figured something out.” I look down at his feet because feet should not be sexy. His feet are somehow sexy. I study a dust ball on the floor. Champ comes trucking into the room and plops down by my side. “I mean … I didn’t figure something out. I just …”

      I babble through an explanation about how I think Kevin might be in danger. Seamus agrees.

      “As much as I’d like to be rid of that cocksucker, I’ll call,” he says and he does, arranging for someone to be positioned outside his hospital room.

      “Just like in a tv show,” I say.

      “Just like it,” he agrees. “Or like what we did for you in the hospital.”

      “I wish it was always done for everyone,” I say.

      “Me too.”

      

      Nothing happens.

      Nothing happens all day and the next and after a while, I kind of enjoy the nothing happening. I vacuum with my good arm, which drives Seamus crazy because he just wants me to relax. Summer comes and walks the dog. Lilly goes to school and playdates and afterschool activities.

      Rick Simons calls and says, “We are having poker at your house.”

      “What?”

      “Poker at your house. Tomorrow. We know you can’t come out. We are coming to you. Do nothing. I am bringing everything.”

      “But …”

      “No buts.”

      He actually hangs up on me. I am suddenly very grateful I vacuumed. I tell Seamus. I add that we need to dust. He seems to understand.

      “Your friends are kind,” he says. “They won’t care that you don’t dust. They don’t even care that you’re notorious.”

      “Notorious? Ha!”

      “Think about it.”

      I probably am notorious. The reporter/author who someone tried to kill. Twice.

      Jesus.

      I have never been grateful that my parents are dead, but right now I am actually relieved. My mother would not be able to handle this at all and I wouldn’t want her to. My dad? He would be confused. My dad never understood sanctioned war, and certainly never understood the private impulses that people have which led to them hurting each other. He understood chocolate cake and loving animals and barbequing in the summer months and car engines. That was about it. I like remembering him that way. I like that I come from someone like that.

      Today, my social media friends (or acquaintances) seem to be in a jittery mood, buzzing all over multiple platforms about my safety and who would try to kill me. A couple of anonymous jerks say “Anyone who has read her stories,” but luckily I have the kind of friends who kick anonymous trolls’ butts all the time. There are hundreds, literally hundreds of people sending me messages and emails asking if I’m okay. I really should write a statement for the paper’s website assuring them that I am fine. Only, am I fine? Yes, yes, I am fine. I have to be. There is no other option.

      I’m still staring at the laptop with my hands poised, motionless over the keys when Seamus comes back inside. He rubs his hands together and says, “How about a little excursion?”

      “You mean leave the house?”

      “Yes, I mean leave the house!” He smiles and his whole face lights up.

      I jump up and make some sort of weird squee noise and hug him. Pain shoots through my arm, but I don’t care. I don’t care at all. “Where?”

      “The police station.”

      The police station is not the most awesome place in the universe to get to go to. I’d much rather go to the movie theater or get a pizza or something awesome like that, but just getting out of the house is enough to make me want to skip so I do and Seamus laughs.

      “Take it easy,” he says. “Please.”

      He hustles me into his truck, using his body to shield me on the side that’s facing the street.

      “Are you going to make me crouch down in the seat and hide when we drive there?” I ask once he’s in the truck safe and sound.

      “That’s a great idea.” His smile reminds me of a crocodile, which is not a nice image. Poor Seamus.

      “Seriously?”

      “You’re harder to shoot if nobody can see you.”

      “Seamus, nobody is going to shoot me.”

      “I think recent evidence proves that wrong.”

      “Nobody is going to shoot me in your truck, your moving truck,” I insist.

      “You do not know that. This idiot has proven that he is willing to take risks to get you dead.” He takes out his phone and calls the fire department, arranging them to move a fire truck so that he can park in the bay and then I can just get into the police department through there and never have to even go outside.

      “You better catch this guy soon,” I say as the fire bay door closes behind us, “because I need to be able to go outside.”

      He sighs and turns to me even as the three firefighters on duty come closer to the car. “This will be over soon.”

      Gunner opens the door and insists on helping me out even though I am not an invalid or anything. I don’t want to seem ungrateful, but I don’t like being so dependent on people. I feel like a victim, which I try to explain to everyone, and they nod and stuff, but I’m not sure if they really get it. I’ve felt like a victim too many times in my life. It’s something I want to leave behind.

      The fire bay in Bar Harbor has three large green doors and there’s a newly refurbished pole that the firefighters can slide down. Their quarters are on the second floor. There’s the chief’s office, a kitchen, a bathroom and three bedrooms with double bunks.

      “We were thinking you should stay here,” Gunner says.

      “What?” I stare at them open mouthed. “I can’t stay here.”

      “Of course you can,” Seamus says. “It’s the safest place I can think of. It’s a brick building.”

      “Hard to burn,” Gunner interrupts.

      “And hard to shoot you up here.” Zito is really into Doctor Who, so I like him even when he gets all zealous and posts skeptics-r-us stuff on Facebook. “Allons-y!”

      “Um …” I am trying to think of something to say.

      “We have a pool table if you want to do a little one-arm pool action,” Gunner adds.

      Gerald Huard, the third firefighter on duty right now, and the only one who isn’t an EMT adds, “We will go get your dog and Lilly when she wants to come.”

      “Okay,” I say, breathing a sigh of relief, because it would be nice to have a lot of company and not feel scared all the time. “Wait. Are the guys on the other shifts okay with this, too?”

      “Absolutely,” Gunner says, steering me towards the giant stair case. “They all agree. You’re going to have the room where I sleep. I’m going to bunk with Zito.”

      Zito wiggles his eyebrows and says, “I’ve been waiting for this moment all my life. So sexy …”

      “Ew,” Gunner says.

      Seamus clears his throat. “I’m going to go get the dog. I’m going to jog back and walk him over, okay? Believe me, I’ll notice if anyone tails me. Plus, Gerald’s brought dog food over already.”

      I stop mid staircase and start tearing up. “You guys … you guys are just … You’re just the nicest … Oh, crap … I can’t thank—”

      “No crying!” Gunner throws up his hands. “NO crying allowed.”

      “Only I get to cry,” Zito says, “out of joy because I get to sleep with Gunner Kelley, former Army medic and sexiest paramedic in all of Maine.”

      “Sweet baby Jesus,” Seamus whispers, “maybe this is a bad idea.”

      But it isn’t. It’s a good idea, and Zito, a notorious ladies’ man, has made me laugh so much that I can’t even think about crying.

      “Thank you,” I tell them all once I’ve finally made it all the way up the stairs and to the fire department’s living quarters. “Thank you so much.” Then I see the television. “Oh no … Pawn Brokers? You are all watching Pawn Brokers? Seamus’s been watching that for the last twenty-four hours.”

      “Pawn Stars!” Seamus corrects. “Not Pawn Brokers. She always calls it Pawn Brokers.”

      I groan. I indeed do call it Pawn Brokers.

      “It makes more sense.” Gunner is so diplomatic. “I mean they aren’t really stars are they? They are only stars because they have a tv show.”

      “Which makes them stars,” Gerald argues.

      “Stars are people you would actually recognize on the street.” Gunner gives Gerald a head tilt. Gerald just shakes his head.

      “I’d recognize them,” Seamus says, plopping down on the couch. I thought he was going to go get my dog, but I don’t say anything, just plop down next to him as the guys on the television start rhapsodizing about a steam engine governor or something like that. My dad would have loved hanging out here. I miss him.

      “You recognize everyone,” I say.

      “But he never remembers anyone’s name.” Gunner holds out a fist for me to bump. I reach over Seamus and bump it. “The theme song for this show is ‘Winning Isn’t Everything.’”

      “That’s it. I refuse to watch it.” Seamus stands up, joking, I think. I tug him back down with my good arm.

      “The thing is, this shows is indicative all that is wrong with America,” Zito begins. “It’s fetishizing being a pack rat. It takes this niche culture and says, ‘Hey, this is cool.’ But in this case the niche culture is aggrandizing commercialism without even giving us any educational tidbits that are bigger than a sound bite. I mean, I would like to know about the damn steam-engine governor thing-a-ma-jiggy.”

      “Dude.” Gerald shakes his head again. I swear, his neck must ache. “You just ruined your whole argument by saying ‘thing-a-ma-jiggy.’”

      Zito sputters. Everyone laughs and I am suddenly really, inexplicably happy. It feels like a family here, a somewhat cranky, overly testosteroned family, but still a family. And I really like it. I check out the windows. We are the only two-story building around. Nobody can shoot in and the living room area is nestled pretty far back anyways. So even if someone perched in a tree, they would have a hard time seeing me.

      I let out a happy sigh and Seamus notices, of course. He reaches over and pats my leg. Gerald clears his throat. Seamus gives him the finger. Yep, it’s just like a happy, dysfunctional, crass family. Those are always the best kind. My mother would not agree about the crass part, but she would secretly love these guys and their big hearts and huge appetites and how they are all heroes but never make a big deal out of it. Ever.

      There is a lot to be said for that, for the people who have jobs that could kill them and still do those jobs anyway.

      “Rosie, are you tearing up?” Gerald asks. Shock brightens his face.

      “Pawn Brokers gets to me,” I lie.

      “Stars!” they all yell and the mood is broken. I am not going to get all teary faced about how good people can be … at least not in front of these guys. I’d never hear the end of it. But even though I think I’ve covered up my little emotional moment, Seamus has obviously noticed because he gives my hand a quick squeeze. This time nobody, not even Gunner, notices his affection.

      He stretches and stands up. “I’m on duty in a minute. I’ll get Champ after, okay? Unless Gerald or someone wants to run down there some time.”

      Gerald hops up. “I’d love to.”

      Gerald is very pro dogs and he’s out the door even before Seamus is. “I’ll take the chief’s truck and put him in the back.”

      “Won’t someone notice that?” I ask.

      “They’ll just think Summer’s taking him to her house or something,” Gunner says. “She’s always doing that when you’re out of town anyways.”

      My mouth drops open. I shut it as quickly as I can. Gunner laughs. “Another secret revealed.”

      Gunner, Jake, and I watch the rest of the Pawn Stars episode and Gerald comes back, herding the dog up the stairs.

      “Nobody saw,” he announces. “Also the dog is so into the chief’s truck. He shed all over it.”

      “Awesome,” Gunner says because I guess messing up the fire chief’s truck is a good thing? I’m not sure.

      By the time Champ has jumped onto my lap and smooshes his muzzle into the space between my chin and my chest, I have started to think about the murderer again. Who would think that I wouldn’t tell on them, but then worry that I would? Or who would think that I wouldn’t recognize them, but then figure it out?

      I go down my list of people. Not any of the cops on duty, obviously or the firefighters. So that cancels out Gunner, Seamus, Benny, Jake and Gerald. Not the dispatcher because they were dispatching. Not the police chief because he was in Florida with his family. Plus, why would any cop want to kill Ernie? Only Dalton … maybe Dalton … He is best friends with Jessica and everyone knows he has the lust for her.

      I try to imagine the person running in the woods being Dalton. It seemed too small, even for him, which is really saying something because Dalton’s a small guy. He’s a decent shot though.

      I bite my lip and pull out my phone and text Seamus, “Do you think it could be Dalton?”

      He texts back. “Seriously?”

      “I’m not sure …. He’s small. He’s Jessica’s best friend. He’s sort of psycho.”

      “He was working when you were shot at in MDPD.”

      Well, there goes that theory. Just like all my theories—it’s been blown out of the water. John is too tall and Hilarie says she was with him when Ernie died. Jessica is still possible, but she’s really not the right body type for that person who was running through the woods. Of course, maybe that person wasn’t connected to the murder at all, but why else would they be there lurking? Parked in the next driveway? A reporter would have just fessed up. We know them all. A snoopy person would panic, but it takes a lot of panic to run effectively through the woods at night.

      I just don’t know.

      It could be a revenge issue. It could have been Morgan or one of her parents taking revenge on Ernie for his cheating ways. But Morgan was so astonished, so shocked and she didn’t shoot herself or me in the park. And her parents? Her dad was missing, but he sure didn’t seem like he could have just smashed his son-in-law’s head in.

      My own head swirls around the problem. The plan is to stay here, stay safe, and figure things out.

      

      I’m at the fire department a couple hours, just hanging, petting the dogs, trying to teach Summer’s dog to catch things in her mouth (fail), while Gerald trains Champ to play dead and also to walk on his hind legs. I kid you not. To be fair, Gerald can’t teach Summer’s dog anything either. She is the sweetest dog in the universe, but the dumbest. She’ll just lean up against you for hours. Even when surrounded by vociferous dogs, she takes food from your hand as if she’s terrified of hurting you.

      Gerald’s trying to diagnosis her problem, which Gunner has already diagnosed as “stupid, possible early head injury” when the tone goes out over the speaker for a roll-over accident on the Eagle Lake Road, three cars involved, definite personal injury (P.I. in cop and firefighter speak), flames showing beneath the carriage of one car. At least one motorist is trapped inside of one vehicle. Everyone leaps to their feet and starts thundering down the stairs. Less than a minute later, they’ve put on their gear and Engine 3 and Rescue 1 are rolling out of the building. Gunner is on the radio asking for Mount Desert to send its jaws of life over.

      Eddie calls in the middle of this asking me to go with them.

      “I can’t do that,” I tell him. “It’s against protocol.”

      “Drive yourself over then.”

      “I can’t. I’m not allowed to be alone yet.”

      “That’s not the law, Rosie.”

      “I know, but it’s too—”

      “I’ve been thinking it over. You’re definitely fired.”

      I don’t respond. I just hang up. My hand shakes as I stand in the window with the frazzled dogs, watching as the guys turn on their lights and head to Mount Desert Street. Two cop cars follow them. Seamus will be in one. Whoever else is on duty—Benny?—will be in the other.

      Everyone will be gone for a while. The bay doors to the fire station close. Summer will have hit the button. She’s dispatching. Over the radio, her husband, responds from home that he’s also heading to the scene in his personal vehicle.

      She requests some firefighters from Mount Desert come give us station coverage. They say they’ll be here in about twenty minutes. I’m totally not into hanging out with guys I don’t know right after I’ve been fired officially, so I put the dogs in Gunner’s room so they don’t escape, leave the rangers a note about the dogs telling them they can let them out if they are cool with that. Then I think better of it and take Champ with me downstairs to visit Summer.

      Champ and I walk down the big stairs and then I push through the door on the left wall so I’m in the small lobby of the public safety building. On my left, Summer’s sitting behind bulletproof glass. On my right, is the door to the street and the park and the few parking spaces that line up along the road. Summer waves, looking frazzled with her hair pulled into a baseball cap and her Boston Marathon jacket draped across her shoulders.

      “Come in! Come in!” She yells and hits the buzzer that unlocks the door to the police station. “I am in Hell. Come join me!”

      The big silver doorknob sticks and the door weighs a ton, but despite my injuries I manage to push through it and hold it open enough for Champ to make it through too.

      Champ and I trot down the small hallway, which is plastered with badges for other towns. The walls are full of them. People come up and trade them or something? Like they do at Disney World with pins. The scooter that the police ride on the fourth of July is there crowded between a couple bicycles. The first doorway on the right is the break room, then it’s Seamus and Benny’s office, then two bathrooms (both disgusting—one more so), and the microwave/sink area, which is piled high with Tupperware dishes. The first doorway to the left is behind the hallway wall and leads to the dispatch. Champ trots right into dispatch, which is where Summer is and where dog treats are.

      Bar Harbor’s dispatch is much messier than the one I’m used to in Mount Desert. There are more screens, more cables, and more paperwork piled up everywhere. Right behind Summer’s station and chair is another door. That’s their evidence/storage room, which is also kind of a mess.

      “Hey …” I say.

      “Hey.” She claps her hands for Champ to come over. Champ ignores her. “That dog hates me.”

      “He’s just cranky.”

      Summer slaps her knee. “Champ. Come.” Champ does not move from my side. “He proves my point.” Summer pouts. “I thought we were friends.”

      “He’s just acting weird today,” I say. “I promise.

      “It is just another example of the suck of my day,” Summer says. “Even your dog won’t give me love.”

      This is so pathetic that I basically shove Champ over to Summer and demand. “Champ, give Summer love.”

      Champ leans against her and licks her knee, which for Champ is the ultimate sign of affection.

      “He really makes you work for it,” Summer announces. “Such a man.”

      She opens up the fire bay as the Mount Desert guys pull their tiny little fire truck in.

      She shuts the bay door closed again. One of the firefighters, tall gangly and dripping with a Virginia accent bee-bops into the lobby and waves hello through the glass. “We’ll just be hanging out, y’all give a holler if you need anything.”

      Since Summer is originally from the South, and since the firefighter has a penis, she basically swoons the moment she sees him and she beckons him over to her window, talking about Virginia and random things like the Blue Ridge Mountains and how everyone works for the government (one quarter of the population) and the College of William and Mary and peanuts. I have no idea. I am not a Virginia person, so basically I just answer all the radio traffic for her and enter arrival and on scene times at the accident, which is most likely going to be a fatal so everyone is going to be there for hours and hours. They’ll have to reconstruct the entire scene, too. Plus, there will be forms to fill out for the state and medical examiner’s office and a press release. I call Life Flight, the helicopter that also serves as an ambulance. The closest one is based in Bangor and it takes a while for them to get up and going if you don’t put them on standby. So, basically I do Summer’s job while she flirts. Not like I care, because I’d rather be helping out than just standing here petting Champ and being useless. I feel as if I’ve been useless ever since I got back from Seattle, honestly, and it is not a feeling that I like at all.

      Maybe I should become a dispatcher. It seems more stable. They probably get paid more. They get health insurance. I’d tell Summer about my firing, but she’s so busy. Plus, I don’t want to admit it’s real. What am I going to do without my job? How will we survive?

      Summer actually takes Champ out into the lobby so ranger firefighting guy can pet his sweet furry self and I am all alone in dispatch, which is breaking about 8,000 rules because I am not officially trained to be a Bar Harbor dispatcher. I am only trained for Mount Desert and its equipment, so this is kind of weird. Poor Mount Desert. They had to set up a whole new public safety operations in one of the fire houses on the outskirts of town, which is not an optimal situation. I feel like that’s my fault somehow.

      Summer’s Facebook is up on the computer. I log her out and start thinking. Has anyone ever logged on to Ernie’s Facebook after he died? I mean, whenever one of the guys left Facebook up on their computers, the other guys would post crap on there. Usually sexual crap because they are lovely, self-absorbed jerks, no offensive to them, but the locker room mentality of Jack Moore is one of the department’s biggest issues. It drives Seamus crazy.

      I slip out of dispatch and sneak into the patrol room, which is at the very back of the station. All the patrol men share three desks. Ernie’s stuff is piled up on the floor beside the third desk. His laptop is still there. Jesus. Has nobody looked at this? Seriously?

      I open it up and it’s in power-down mode, but hasn’t actually powered down yet. His Facebook page is still up on one of the tabs. It’s his newsfeed. If it actually powers down, then I won’t be able to get in because it will automatically log him off Facebook. Bumbling around like an idiot, I yank a power cord out of someone else’s laptop and plug it back into Ernie’s.

      Summer yells my name. She must be done with Mr. Virginia.

      “I’m in the patrol room,” I holler back and watch as the computer loads.

      “What are you doing back there?” she yells back.

      She starts walking towards me, but the radio comes alive. She swears and hustles into dispatch to handle it while I just stare at the computer mumbling invectives.

      “Hurry up … Hurry up …” The screen finally turns from a faded-out gray to full power connection mode. I tap at the mouse pad, but it doesn’t respond. I’m too impatient for any of this computer stuff honestly. I move the arrow to Ernie’s messages and tap again. Bingo! All his messages are right there. I’m not sure what I’m expecting to find, but all my insides are jittery like I’ve had a hundred cups of espresso.

      “Summer!” I yell.

      “One second!” she yells back.

      “Summer!” I yell again.

      “Hold on!”

      The list of last six message strands shows up in the box. There’s his wife, Jessica King, Dalton Thomas, Hilarie King, and two guys whose names I don’t know. I click on Morgan’s first. It’s all about him hurrying home and them having a fresh start. There are smoochy exchanges and pictures of cabins, which I guess they wanted to buy. Nothing here at all unless you count links from Cracked.com

      I didn’t expect to find anything there though. I expect to find it with Jessica. I feel slightly creepy doing this. I am sure it’s not even legal now that I think about it, but how do I stop?

      “Summer!”

      She doesn’t answer.

      Yet, here I am reading what Hilarie King has written Ernie. Me. Alone. And it’s probably all kinds of illegal or something and the worst thing is that I’m reading it in reverse chronological order.

      So you were f-ing me and my daughter. Nice.

      What kind of dick are you?

      You told her you loved her? That you were going to always love her.

      You said that to me.

      You said she was the most beautiful woman in the world

      You said that to me

      You said that you would ALWAYS think I was the sexiest woman ever. You said if there was no John we could be together. You cocksucking f-tard.

      I feel dirty just reading this, but then I get to the threats.

      I am going to make you pay.

      There are a lot of sentences about smashing his pretty head in, about ripping off his man parts.

      You will f-ing pay.

      And more swear words.

      I look at the date of the tirade. It’s a day before he died.

      Hilarie is small. Hilarie knows how to shoot. Hilarie is as crazy as Jessica and John. She drives a Mountaineer but Jessica drives a Subaru. Could she have used Jessica’s car?

      Holy crap.

      “SUMMER!!!” I want to scream the name and I think I do for a second, but then I understand that shock has twisted my voice into a whisper. Champ rushes out to me, anxious. His head is straight up and he’s all brown fur sticking out at alert angles. He pushes his doggy body right into my legs. I check the battery on the laptop, but it’s not charged enough to bring it out to dispatch yet. I keep it plugged in, and hug Champ to me, exhaling.

      If Hilarie killed Ernie, then she’s the person who tried to kill me, too. Hilarie King, former hottie of the entire island. Hilarie, whose current Facebook photo shows bags under her eyes, wrinkles everywhere, and the too obvious make-up that usually is only found on octogenarians in Florida. To top that off she’s wearing a wide, black-banded, white hipster hat. My stomach literally flip flops inside me. Okay. Not literally, but it knows that I’m staring into the eyes of crazy.

      “Champ?” I whisper into my dog’s ear. “I think that’s her. She did it. What do you think?”

      Champ does not answer.

      Champ does not move.

      I don’t know who is sillier—me, for expecting my dog to answer or my dog, for being little Mr. Motionless Puppy. But I do know that the time of wondering is finished. The truth is there whether I like it or not, unsatisfying and creepy. I am all shock and knowledge, and I know it’s a tiny bit of a leap from those angry posts to the actual murder, but it feels absolute.

      Hilarie killed Ernie, tricked him out to a call, bashed his head in.

      Hilarie shot at me. She thought I recognized her or that I would put it together. She gave me a lot of credit, but she panicked really. She is all emotional impulse. Her Facebook tirade to Ernie shows that. Crap. If she blocks him, all those messages will be gone. I lift my hand off Champ and screenshot them, saving them to Ernie’s desktop. That way no matter what happens on the Facebook account, they will still be there. I am slightly disappointed and relieved that Hilarie isn’t quite smart enough to figure that out. It only takes about thirty seconds to collect and save the images.

      I take another screenshot of Ernie’s actual computer and the files and email them to myself. There. That’s enough back-up, right? I couldn’t deep-fake that. It’s evidence. Sighing happily because I feel smart, I rush out to the dispatch office to go help Summer out and find out why she’s not answering. She’s got to be so swamped.

      I hit my thigh a couple of times and say in the energetic way Champ likes, “Let’s go. Let’s go, buddy! We’ve got to tell Summer and then the chief.”

      Champ blocks my way right at the patrol room door, turning his body sideways so I can’t get through the threshold and into the plain, grayish-white hallway.

      I reach down and scratch his round body. I need to put the poor guy on a diet. Lilly’s been sneaking him too many dog treats.

      “Come on, buddy!”

      He doesn’t move. Bending over, I tug at his legs, trying to reorient him enough to walk by, but he still won’t budge. Giving up, I start to step over him and that’s when I realize what’s going on.

      Champ’s not being belligerent. He’s protecting me.

      Sweet mother of God.

      And I know this because Hilarie (freaking) King is walking down the hall with a machete in one hand and a handgun in the other.
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      “Uh, Hilarie? You okay?” I ask, trying to hide the tremble skittering through me.

      My only hope is to play dumb, right? Because she expects me to be dumb, doesn’t she? That’s because she’s just as much a narcissist as John. She thinks all of us are lesser, less intelligent, less attractive, less important. She might be right about all of that except the last one.

      “I’m okay. You okay?” She laughs and lifts up her shoulder with the machete. “Oh this? I’m not taking any risks this time.”

      “I think you’re pretty safe at the police department.”

      I keep playing the game called “Let’s Pretend Hilarie Isn’t a Murderer” as Champ growls and doesn’t move. I go to get in front of him. He pushes me back. I try again. This time, we bump into each other and I stumble, falling onto the floor and onto my phone. I jump back up and he takes that same place in front of me.

      “You’re such a mess.” Hilarie has stopped her forward motion. Her eyes go up and down me. “You know we actually have talked about it, Jessica, Jasmine, and I, about how ridiculous it is that any man would ever choose you.”

      For a hot second, my feelings are hurt, but I’m more worried about staying alive than my feelings so I say, “What? What are you talking about?”

      “Seamus. That pitiful little guide guy. Your ex-husband. Wasn’t he some hotshot hospital CEO?”

      “I wouldn’t call him a hotshot.”

      “And Chief Kitchen. Totally loves you and look at you. You don’t even wear make-up. Your hair is an absolute mess. Your clothes are LL Bean crossed with—”

      “Hilarie. John doesn’t like me if that’s what this is all about.”

      “Of course he doesn’t!”

      “Good,” I say, “because I wouldn’t want you to be standing here pointing a gun at me because you thought we were having a thing or something.”

      She snorts. “John has better taste than that.”

      “Cool,” I say. “Cool. So, um, I know you’re here with me in the police department holding a gun and a machete, but I don’t quite get why you’re so mad at me.”

      “I know you know, Rosie,” she says. “I just don’t understand why you haven’t turned me in or did you try and nobody believed you because I hardly look the part? Much too little, too sexy.”

      “What are you even talking about?”

      She squints. “Don’t play games with me, Rosie. We both know I’m a good shot. I could kill you right now.”

      “There are cameras in here, Hilarie. You know that, right?”

      “They aren’t on. I turned them off in dispatch.”

      “Is Summer okay?”

      Hilarie’s smile twitches as she says, “Summer is currently unconscious.”

      My stomach rolls and I have to swallow down the bile. Not Summer. She can’t have hurt Summer. “Dead unconscious or hurt unconscious?”

      “Enough stalling, Rosie. It doesn’t matter.”

      “I’m not the one stalling here, Hilarie. You are. You have a gun and a machete. I have absolutely no weapons.” I have to keep talking, hammering away for answers. “Why haven’t you killed me yet? Why didn’t you kill Summer? Or did you? She’ll be able to ID you.”

      “Because you’re going to be the killer.”

      I recoil. “What?”

      Champ growls a little again.

      “You’re going to come at me with the gun, miss, and then I’m going to kill you with a machete.” She says all of this as if it’s the most logical thing in the world.

      “A machete you just randomly brought to the PD?” I ask.

      “It was in the chief’s office.”

      “Which you knew how?”

      “Because we were having an affair.”

      “What!” This is the first time since she started talking that I’m truly stunned.

      “We aren’t, but I thought I might as well smear him the way they all smeared John. It could create enough scandal and doubt to get John’s job back or at least a severance package we can survive on.”

      I stagger backwards, kick my phone across the floor, and realize that it’s recording. I hit the video app in photos when I fell. Good. Hopefully, it will capture her voice. Even if I die, she’ll be recorded. Seamus will listen to it. I know he will. Right?

      But the thing is that I don’t want to die. Lilly needs me. Seamus needs me. And I have a lot of living left to do. I need to watch Lilly grow, to kiss Seamus all the time, to take care of Champ.

      “I’m not going to shoot you, Hilarie,” I say.

      She grabs my hand. Champ growls and bites her leg. She kicks at him, raises the machete.

      “No!”

      I don’t know how exactly, but I’ve tackled Hilarie. The machete ricochets off a desk leg and ends up under a chair. The gun’s still in her hand. I grab that arm with both of mine, smack it against the ugly, black-streaked floor. Words come out of my mouth. I don’t know how I’m saying them and I certainly won’t repeat them.

      Champ’s snarling and biting, still holding onto Hilarie’s leg. She’s bashing at his poor doggy head with her free hand. Thankfully, his skull is pretty thick. He doesn’t whimper. He doesn’t let go. And she turns her attention to me. Her free hand punches against my ear, my chin. The force knocks me into the wall. The group photo of the police officers falls and shatters on the floor. Glass goes everywhere. I try to grab a piece, but she’s scooted away, a trail of blood following her.

      “Put it down or I kill your dog,” she says.

      “Nobody kills a dog on my watch,” says a voice behind her.

      Summer.

      It’s a woozy looking, not-dead Summer with blood trailing down the left side of her face. She’s got a small, hot-pink gun in her hand. I have no idea where she got that. I don’t care.

      “Summer, be careful,” I plead, pushing myself up against the wall.

      Hilarie aims the gun away from Champ’s head and points it at me. “I go down, you go down, you nosey little—”

      I don’t hear the end of her sentence because the gunshot is so loud, but it’s pretty easy to imagine how it is going to end, how this is all going to end.
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      I’m not going to talk about the gory parts about what happens when someone gets shot by a gun at close range in a confined space. But I will tell you that the sound of the gun is more than deafening; it’s a shattering of senses. Your brain feels like it might not recover, but it does. There’s a smell that happens, too. And for me? My body went into shock and then started shaking, just this massive shaking.

      Summer stands there for a little longer than she should have, her left hand supporting her right hand, her arm outstretched. Nothing about her moves except the blood dripping down her face. Then, almost in slow motion, she sways, and I do my best to jump over Champ and Hilarie to get to her, grabbing at Summer so she won’t fall.

      But I fail.

      After all the trauma my body has been through, I’m not in the best of shape, so we end up on the floor together. I buffer her collapse a bit, I think, and then scoot us back to get away from the blood.

      Champ still holds onto Hilarie’s leg.

      “Buddy, come here,” I tell him. “It’s good. It’s all over.”

      He lets go and stands over the body, waiting, I think. He probably wants me to do something. But I just hold onto Summer because she’s trembling now.

      “It’s okay,” I whisper.

      “I shot her.”

      “You did. You had to.” I’m not sure this is true, but it sure feels true.

      “I know I f-ing had to.” Summer’s shaking isn’t anxiety. It’s rage. “I can’t believe that b-word was going to shoot you and Champ. She was going to kill a dog! Nobody kills a dog.”

      “Plus, she hit you, right? And killed Ernie and Morgan.”

      “Yes! But who kills a dog? Sociopathic—” Summer’s words devolve into a massive, woozy flurry of swear words that would make anybody proud if they are into that sort of thing. I just keep my arms around her and my bloody dog sits on both of our legs and we stay there for a minute before Summer says, “We should call someone.”

      “Yep.”

      “There’s a dead woman in the police department.”

      “Yep.”

      “I shot her.”

      “Yep.”

      “Oh God, that means I have to go on leave while they investigate and we’re so shorthanded. I need to call someone to come in.”

      “Not Jasmine.”

      “No way.” She devolves into another swearing frenzy about our least favorite dispatcher and we back up, hobbling into dispatch, Champ following us the entire way like the good dog he is.

      Summer collapses in the dispatch chair and I take over, calling for backup, calling another dispatcher, waking them up. I call Summer’s husband, too.

      He sounds grumpy and says, “Jesus Christ” a few times, which is what he always says when things go wrong. Then I call the back-up paramedics who are right next door in the other part of the building above the fire bays.

      Seamus is the first to arrive somehow, maybe because the paramedics have to get dressed. He loses cop mode, bundles me up into his arms and says, “No more of this, okay?”

      “Okay,” I tell him. “Okay.”

      And then I cry.

      Summer comes over and joins the hug, wincing, and we stand there until the paramedics from Mount Desert get here.

      As they take care of Summer, the police chief arrives and more officers. It’s a flurry of activity. I explain what happened, what’s on Ernie’s computer and my phone. Hopefully, it’ll be enough evidence to simplify things and keep Summer and me and Champ from getting in trouble.

      As we all hunker down in the chief’s office, shock finally descends on me. A woman did this. A woman did all of this because of what? Jealousy? Vanity? Because the man she was fooling around with, cheating on her husband with, ended up getting her daughter pregnant and marrying someone else? It’s all so … so drama.

      Why are people so drama?

      I must ask this aloud because Seamus says, “It’s more that they’re narcissists. They believe they deserve the world and they’ll get it any way possible.”

      We’re in the chief’s office because everywhere else is a frenzy of activity. I’ve cleaned up Champ, made statements, and the sun is rising. Exhaustion starts creeping in and when Seamus goes out of the room and checks on things, I fall asleep, coming to with a jerk as he lifts me up out of the chair.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, bundling into his chest, trying to avoid the sharp line of metal on his badge.

      “Taking you home.”

      “Is that allowed?”

      He adjusts my weight, moves sideways through the door. “It’s allowed.”

      Champ wakes up and trots after us.

      “That dog’s a hero,” Seamus says.

      “Summer too.”

      He harrumphs. “Hit the door pad for me.”

      I do. “I can walk, you know.”

      “I know you can, but sometimes isn’t it a little better to be carried?”

      I smile almost. “Sometimes.”
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      The interviews take a few days, and Summer gets time off for at least two weeks, which she uses to make cupcakes, walk dogs and train for her next triathlon. She says she’s okay with killing Hilarie King, but I’m not 100 percent sure. She talks tough, Summer, but inside she’s a bit of a marshmallow.

      Kevin is released from the hospital, but he’s staying at a care facility in Ellsworth so that he can rehab correctly. Seamus insists that I can’t send him flowers because it would be the wrong message, but it’s really hard to do nothing. Kevin tried to warn me at the last minute. No matter what else he did, that’s a great kindness and I need to let him know that I appreciate it. I just haven’t figured out how to do that yet, but I will. It’s like Lilly says, “Girls can do anything,” and yes, that means they can be murderers like Hilarie, but it also means that we can figure things out, solve crimes, be strong, fall in love, make the right choices.

      I’m trying really hard to make the right choices because people like John and Hilarie and Officer Hildebrand and even Kevin have showed me how bad the wrong choices can be. John’s still suing the town, appealing decisions, but he’s retreated from Facebook for a while, allegedly his lawyer told him to. Jessica never had Ernie’s baby. I’m not sure what happened with that and it’s not my place to ask or even want to know. She’s allegedly going to school for a criminal justice degree, which is a little bit scary.

      Eleanor and I finally hold a pizza party for the police and fire departments. Eddie wants her to take photos of it for the paper and she refuses.

      “We both will be fired and rehired soon,” she says with a chuckle and a shrug. “I give us a month.”

      “Two weeks,” I tell her. “We’ll have a carousing to celebrate.”

      “A diversion! A bash!”

      “A splurge!”

      Word gets around about Champ and people actively want to give him a doggy hero award, which is funny because all he wants is roast chicken for life. I think he’s got that, honestly. The local dog store has hired him for ads and he’s a viral sensation. I wonder what Sarah would think. I hope she’d be happy. Poor Champ, one town shouldn’t have to deal with so much violence, let alone one dog.

      Lilly is ridiculously excited about Champ’s fame. She made him a superhero cape out of felt that she sewed together with lopsided stitches and then reinforced with duct tape.

      “Already a Maine girl using duct tape to fix everything,” Seamus says as they romp around in our backyard. He hates duct tape, but I know he’s secretly proud.

      Daffodils are starting to poke up. The lilacs are getting real leaves and next they’ll be sending their fragrance off into the air. The grass in the corner of our fenced-in yard is beginning to almost green. Seamus bought a firepit and put it on the flagstones he spread out all by himself. It took him all of last weekend.

      Eddie called and offered me my job back officially, apologizing. Apparently, people complained, said I was the only reporter who got the facts right and had heart, which is kind of them, I guess, but kind of insulting to everyone else. I told him that I’d think about it. I’m not sure if the health insurance is worth it. Corey offered me full time at Mount Desert, but I’m not sure if my nerves can handle that either.

      But still a job is a job and money is money.

      “I have news,” Seamus says, watching as Lilly attempts to take a tennis ball out of Champ’s jaws.

      “Yeah? Good news or bad news?”

      “Good news, I think. I hope you think so, too.”

      I hold my breath.

      “I’d like to offer you health insurance.”

      “What? How?” I let my breath out. This is not the big news I was hoping for, but it’s still pretty awesome.

      “Apparently, if you live with someone, the town of Bar Harbor allows you to put them on your health insurance.”

      “But … That would mean you were officially moving in like legally and everything.”

      “Yeah, if you and Lilly will let me.”

      “But what about Brandy?”

      “What about her?”

      “How can we both be on your health insurance at the same time?”

      He shrugs, super nonchalant. “Oh, you can’t.”

      “Wait. What? I’m confused.”

      He smiles and pulls a piece of paper out of his back pocket, unfolds it and starts to hand it to me as he says, “I am officially divorced.”

      “No!”

      “Yes.” He laughs, waving the paper around. He does a little jig.

      “No! I’m sorry, but I’m not sorry! Oh my god, I’m a horrible person, aren’t I?”

      “Apparently, but so am I.”

      I leap at him despite my remaining aches and pains and he wraps his arms around me, lofting me up a good foot in the air. I clutch onto him. “I’m never letting you go now.”

      “You better not,” he says into my ear and then he kisses me, full on the lips. Everything inside of me is full of a fire, the good kind that makes you warm not the awful kind that threatens to take your life away.

      “What is going on?” Lilly yells, thundering up the steps, Champ on her heels. “This is a lot of PDA!”

      Seamus doesn’t let me go. “Your mom and I are officially together.”

      “Officially officially?” she asks.

      “Officially officially.”

      She squeals and lifts her arms up to hug us both. Champ romps around our legs, barking a happy staccato bark.

      “I get to plan the wedding!” Lilly announces.

      “I haven’t asked her yet,” Seamus says. “I actually still owe you both a date.”

      “YOU ARE SO SLOW!” Lilly lets go of us. Seamus puts me back on the ground. “Mommy, will you please marry Seamus? Seamus, will you please marry Mommy?” She doesn’t wait for us to answer. “Good. And good!”

      She’s already off the porch and rushing into the house hollering about having to call Eve and tell her. Seamus and I are left breathless and we’re on the little back deck. I back into the grill and he catches my hand, a serious look in his eyes.

      “You don’t have to,” I say, cutting him off. “Lilly will understand. I’ll talk to her.”

      “But I want to.”

      And like that, he’s down on one knee. The top of his head is so full of thick and dark golden hair.

      “Rosie Jones. Elizabeth Byrd. You are the greatest thing that has ever happened to me despite your ability to attract random danger wherever you go. You are a brilliant light in my world and I would do anything to be your husband.”

      My hands go to those giant shoulders. I start to say something but he laughs.

      “I’m not done.” He continues, “I offer you health care and paranoid worries and possibly some overprotective tendencies and maybe too many fart jokes and unhealthy Southern food featuring too much meat. I offer you me. Will you have me?”

      “Yes,” I say, dropping to my knees next to him. “Yes. Always. Health insurance or not.”

      He pulls a tiny box out of his pocket. His hand dwarfs it. He holds it out to me.

      “I’m supposed to open it?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure. One of us is definitely supposed to open it though.”

      I do it. My hands shake, which is embarrassing, but I pry the little box open. Inside is a silver ring with a blue stone and two ornate little Celtic knots on either side.

      “I know you hate diamonds but if you want—”

      I fling myself against him, almost knocking him over and then I cover his mouth with mine. I come up for air only to say, “Stop being stupid. I love it.”

      “Ah, it starts. We’ve been engaged for ten seconds and you’re already calling me stupid.”

      “Shut up and kiss me.”

      “And then the ordering around begins and what—”

      I kiss him again to shut him up and he lets me.

      

      Seamus and Lilly go into the house to start dinner. Lilly is much more into helping Seamus cook than she is about helping me to cook, which hardly seems fair. I stay outside, just thinking about where I’ve been and where I’m going—where we’re going. Champ stays outside like me. I’m not sure if it’s because he’s guarding me or he’s just too lazy to go inside. I sit at our big blue-painted picnic table and he flops on the deck next to me while I breathe in the warming April air and think.

      People spend a lot of time trying to find money or riches or success, finding their own truths and defining what that is for themselves. They travel. They network. They achieve.

      But here’s the thing, you love what you sacrifice for. You love who you’re committed to, what you’re committed to. For Hilarie? That commitment was mostly to herself and maybe a little bit of it was about protecting John and Jessica, her family, but most of it was about revenge.

      And revenge is often about self and only yourself, not caring about other people.

      I’m just as bad really. I was afraid of letting Seamus all the way into our lives because I was afraid of bad things happening again and that my commitment to him might somehow mess up my commitment to Lilly or to myself, but a commitment to him is a commitment to myself. They aren’t mutually exclusive things.

      “We deserve to be happy,” I tell Champ. “All of us.”

      He thumps his stubby dog tail once, twice, which hopefully means that he agrees. The sun illuminates everything around us. The days grow longer. The lightness starts to win the battle for hours. I breathe it all in again. I can smell it, the earth being reborn.

      “It’s good,” I tell Champ. “It’s all good.” I give him a little ear rub. “Plus, we’re hosting poker tonight so it’ll all be extra treats and belly rubs for you, my brave friend.”

      He wags his tail.

      I’d thought things would be easier up north and east, hidden away between mountains and ocean. Not that Bar Harbor, Maine is truly north. Yes, it gets dark in winter and sometimes that darkness eats away at people’s souls. I didn’t know that before. But even with all the hell I’d been through with the stalker, with the serial killers, Bar Harbor and its quirky assortment of humans have a lot to offer if you’re trying really hard to be brave again, to trust again, to love again.

      And I was.

      And I am.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You For Reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      So many thanks to you, my readers, who are adventuring with me into the land of adult books. I hope that you’re having as good a time with Rosie and Seamus as I am. Fingers crossed that things get a little easier for them, but I feel like they probably won’t. I hope things are easy for you though! And I hope that your life is full of safety, love, and inspiration.

      

      Special thanks to Shaun Farrar and Emily Ciciotte and Zero, to my own poker gang, and to all the amazing writers I’ve been able to mentor these last few years at the Writing Barn, Reedsy, and my own Writing Course of Awesome.  When I lose sight, you all help me find my way in that darkness and remind me that people can be so terribly good when we want to be. You restore my faith. And that? That’s pretty much a miracle.

      

      Shaun especially has kept me sane, loved, and hydrated these last couple of years and this book wouldn’t exist if he didn’t exist. Thank you for being my rock, my anchor, my co-podcaster, and my cowboy.

      

      Would you like to hear about our latest news and be part of our great group of friends? Please click here to sign up to my author newsletter or check out carriejonesbooks.blog. I’ll send newsletters out whenever I have some news (once every month or so). They will be packed full of writing tips, inspirational tips from my dogs, and the occasional free offer or discounts.

      

      Authors love reviews when they’re nice ones.  They help us survive. It’s a lonely and scary author world. If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on Goodreads or your website of choice. It will pretty much make you a kindness warrior and hero in my book.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want To Hang Out More?

          

        

      

    

    
      Would you like to hear about my latest news and be part of our great group of friends? Please click here to sign up to my author newsletter or check out carriejonesbooks.blog. I’ll send newsletters out whenever I have some news (once every month or so). They will be packed full of writing tips, inspirational tips from my dogs, and the occasional free offer or discounts.

      Want to hang out more? Click here to find out how we can or check out my website where you’ll find links to all my social media. You can usually find me as carriejonesbooks or carriejonesbooks. Our podcasts are DOGS ARE SMARTER THAN PEOPLE (for life and writing tips) and our live podcast is LOVING THE STRANGE (for general weirdness).

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Enjoy Rosie’s Adventures?

          

        

      

    

    
      Authors love reviews when they’re nice ones.  They help us survive. It’s a lonely and scary author world. If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on Goodreads or your website of choice. Thank you so much for helping this author’s life get a bit better!

      

      Really. Reviews are powerful tools. And books need tools to get attention. Sadly, I don’t have a million dollar marketing budget—at least not yet! But you are powerful and you can help me get noticed. And more than that? You’re special. You’re committed and loyal and the best readers an author can have.

      

      Sharing a review of my books helps other readers notice them. Plus, I’d be eternally grateful if you were a kindness warrior and shared a review on the Amazon page. Thank you so much! Here’s the link for The Places We Hide and the one for The People Who Kill.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Need More Rosie and Seamus?

          

        

      

    

    
      If you loved reading about Rosie and Seamus and their journeys through darkness and murders and towards light and love, you will adore the next death-defying, quirky book in this series. Turn the page to read the first chapter of the beginning of their story, THE PLACES WE HIDE.

      Continue the adventures with THE PEOPLE WHO KILL.

      And stay tuned for the October release of their next harrowing adventure, THE THINGS WE SEEK.

      Click here to buy the rest of the series or check out my website.
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            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Carrie Jones’s first book was in fourth grade. It was a Star Trek fan fiction where a girl named Cassie (sort of close to Carrie) saved the universe by dying heroically. Kirk, Spock, Sulu, Checkov, Bones, and pretty much every character was madly in love with her and mourned her death. Luckily, that 434-page missive in multiple notebooks is hidden away now.

      Currently, Carrie Jones is the New York Times bestseller author of the Need series, Time Stoppers series, Flying series, Girl, Hero, Tips on Having a Gay (ex) Boyfriend, and Love (and other uses for duct tape). She is also the coauthor, with Steve Wedel, of After Obsession and In the Woods. She also writes picture books about unconventional spies. Her books have been published all around the world, been bestsellers in France (thank you, France), and have received numerous awards and was award the honor of distinguished alum from Vermont College of Fine Arts.

      She graduated from Vermont College's MFA program for writing. She has edited newspapers and poetry journals and has recently won multiple awards from the Maine Press Association and also been awarded the Martin Dibner Fellowship as well as a Maine Literary Award.

      Carrie is also an editor, writing coach and runs the podcasts Dogs are Smarter than People and Loving the Strange.

      She co-edited DEAR BULLY, where all this young adult authors volunteered to tell their own true stories about bullying and was a contributor to DEAR TEEN ME, which is an awesome anthology, and also THINGS I HAVEN'T SAID.

      

      
        
        That's boring though, isn't it? Here, let's try the biography this way.

      

      

      

      Carrie Jones likes Skinny Cow fudgsicles and potatoes. She does not know how to spell fudgsicles. This has not prevented her from writing books. She lives with her cute family in Maine, but she grew up in Bedford, New Hampshire.

      

      The Meyers brothers  (Seth and Josh) and Sarah Silverman, are from Bedford, too, so you'd think it would make Carrie funnier, coming from the same town. Obviously, something didn't work.

      

      Carrie has one large, skinny white dog and a chubby lab mix and three cats. All like fudgicles. Only the lab likes potatoes. This may be a reason for his weight problem (Shh??? Don't tell). Carrie has always liked cowboy boots but has never owned any until recently. This is a very wrong thing. She’s still afraid to wear them out in public, which also seems a bit wrong.

      

      
        
        Still boring? Still with me? How about this ...?

      

      

      

      
        
        1. Carrie can’t drink coffee. It makes her frightening. Do not give her caffeine.

        2. Carrie is very responsive to loving strokes on the hair, kind of like a puppy. However, do not do this without asking first.

        3. Carrie is secretly really, really shy even though she's pathetically outgoing in person and has talked to thousands of people at a time. She has a very hard time calling people. So, if you want to talk to her, make the first move.

        4. Carrie sometimes wears mismatched socks. If you do not think this is cool, do not tell her. You will hurt her feelings.

        5. Carrie really, really wants you to like her books. Please like her books. PLEEEAASSSEEEE. She'll be your best friend forever. That is, if you want a friend who is shy about calling and emailing and who wears mismatched socks and can't drink caffeine and likes being pet on the head. Hhmmm???.

        6. Carrie is not above begging.

        7. Carrie, like Belle in TIPS drinks Postum. It's for the same reason, too.

        8. Carrie loves Great Pyrenees dogs. They are huge and white, and furry and it looks like they have white eyeliner and mascara on, which is way too cute. Do you have one? Send a picture!

        9. Carrie lives in Maine. She has a hard time with this in the winter. It is bleak in Maine in the winter. Imagine everything shades of gray and brown and no green anywhere except for in people's noses. This is Maine in winter. Maine in summer is the best place in the world, so it's a trade-off. Feel free to invite Carrie to your house in the winter, but not if it's in Greenland, Canada, or anywhere north of Florida.

        10. Forget that. She'd still probably come.
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        An excerpt from

        THOSE WHO SURVIVED

        By Carrie Jones

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Excerpt of Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        PARANOIA

      

      

      
        
        An intense feeling of fear or anxiety that usually has to do with personal persecution or belief in threats and conspiracies

      

      

      

      Everything people say about me is true. I’m neurotic and obsessed with psychology terms because of my own sad toddler years. I always expect the worst case scenario for myself but never for other people. Pathetic, I know. It’s like I’m always expecting something bad to happen and I’m terrified of being caught off guard and not prepared for when it does.

      This morning when my cat Misfit wakes me up, I know something is wrong right away. It’s like a gut feeling. It’s like all my worries have become reality.

      “You’re worst-case scenario. You have to believe in yourself in the power of your own brain,” Dad told me last night when I was stressed about potentially not getting into any colleges. He was making vegan gumbo and waved his wooden spoon at our cat who was passed out belly-up in the kitchen sink. “Seriously, you’ve got to chill-ax. Look at Misfit. Be like Misfit.”

      But now, Misfit’s mewling the way cats do when they are freaking out about something like whether or not there is exactly .75 cups of cat food in their dish that is spaced exactly one inch out from the northeast corner of the bathroom wall.  That’s the first clue.

      “What is it, buddy?” I mutter, blinking hard against the morning light as Misfit moves across the bed covers and up to my face. She headbutts my chin with her nose.

      I’d been dreaming about Alexis and me when we were little and still best friends. We had been jumping off the dock into the river, giggling, and then the dream shifted so that Alexis was drowning in the water, blood coming out of her belly button. This did not happen in real life. Alexis is alive and well and now best friends with Samantha, and not me. I’m a little bitter about this honestly. Bitter and lonely.

      Misfit refuses to let me go back to the dream and pushes against my face again. Cat fur tickles my lips and nose.

      Sneezing, I say, “Buddy. Dad can feed you.”

      Then I remember that Dad doesn’t ever feed her because he’s one of the most forgetful humans of all time, and then I remember that he’s not even home. He left at midnight, off for a three-day trip to a con in Boston, a science fiction con, because he has this little side job where he self-publishes his own graphic novels.

      “Crud,” I mumble as Misfit thumps off the bed, thudding to the ground, right by a dead mouse. A tiny spot of blood mars the brown fur of its stomach.

      Misfit purrs and sort of nudges it a little closer to my bed.

      I wish, occasionally, my gut would be wrong.

      Moving backwards towards my headboard, I grab for my phone by my pillow, but it’s not there. It’s always there, but instead there’s just my charger, flapping around. I’m positive that I connected it last night.

      This is the second clue.

      The third clue is that my door is shut. I’m not sure how Misfit even got in the room with her mouse, and that’s not the point. The point is that the door is shut.

      My door is never shut because ever since I was little having a shut door has completely freaked me out. That’s because I always used to imagine monsters lurking behind the doorknob. Everyone judges me about that.

      But Misfit could have shut it maybe? Batted it closed with her immense kitty paws.

      She leaps up onto the bed, thankfully leaving the mouse on the floor, and I grab her to my chest. She purrs again. It’s comforting.

      “I freak myself out too much,” I murmur. “You bringing dead mice as presents doesn’t help, buddy. No offense.”

      She starts kneading at my lap, and I sigh. I’m not sure why I forgot to plug in my cell phone last night, but I use it to tell the time and set the alarm to wake me up and now I have no idea if I’m late for school or not. I blink hard. I was positive that I set the alarm last night because I was thinking about how Dad wasn’t going to be here today. The weirdness of it all hits me as I lift Misfit up a bit so that I can set her down next to me on the covers. She protests and puts her claws into the quilt, but I still manage to move her. Resisting the urge to close my eyes and ignore the mouse, I lean over the bed, hoping my phone just fell somewhere.

      Nothing. It’s just a dead mouse, schoolbooks, art supplies, and socks.

      “Great.”

      The only other thing I can think is that maybe I took my phone with me in the middle of the night when I went to the bathroom. Sure, I don’t actually remember going to the bathroom, but the cellphone is pretty awesome because it has a flashlight. I use that app all the time.

      Vaulting off the bed, so I land nowhere near the mouse, I head towards the bedroom door, yank it open and gasp.

      There’s someone standing there right outside my door. I slam my door back closed and lock it. My mouth drops wide open.

      Because that someone lurking out there is not my dad or my former best friend Alexis or my current best friend Rebecca. That someone is not a ghost or a figment of my imagination.

      It’s a human being. And it’s wearing a ski mask.

      

      THOSE WHO SURVIVED is out July 1, 2021, the first in the DUDE series! I hope you’ll check it out!
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        An excerpt from

        THE PLACES WE HIDE

        (Book One of the Bar Harbor Rose Series)

        By Carrie Jones

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Excerpt of Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Hiding women are so similar; most of us are pretending that we aren’t hiding at all and we all seem to do it – the hiding – right out in the open.

      The sky looms over the tops of the little colonials and Victorian houses that line lower Ledgelawn Avenue. The air breathes across the neighborhood like some sort of cold soldier, waiting for things to happen.

      I haul in a bag of pellets off the front porch and into our living room and call for Lilly to hurry up before I open the heavy drapes by the loveseat window. I’m trying to make the room a tiny bit brighter, which is a losing battle, especially given the deep, gray color of the coastal Maine sky.

      Winter will be fine this year.

      I tell myself these sort of lies all the time. I tell myself that it is totally healthy to binge on Doritos after a meeting or that other mothers also hate quinoa. I tell myself that our lives are safe and good now. Safe and good. I tell myself that we won’t be found.

      If I was a drinking kind of person, I would be tempted to pour myself some wine, but instead, I just settle into the couch and wait for Lilly to come downstairs. There’s a copy of Louise Erdrich’s Love Medicine on the round, farmhouse-industrial coffee table in front of me. It was on sale.

      Everything I buy is on sale.

      It’s been over a year though; we’re safe.

      When I pick up the book, the first page mentions rape. I put the book down and stare at it. Then I turn it over so I don’t have to see the blue cover and the woman’s face up in the sky or the words ‘triumphant national bestseller,’ even though I know those words probably mean that it

      has a happy ending. Right?

      Books tend to be liars.

      No. No, that doesn’t have to be true. For months, I’ve been trying to convince myself that I don’t need to worry about things anymore. Lilly and I have made a life for ourselves. The threat of snowflakes doesn’t change that, doesn’t take away the safety and life that I’ve built. Still, the memories of another winter, a specific winter day, come blizzarding back to me. The screams that I didn’t realize were my own. Lilly in my arms, gasping for breath. Escaping out the window onto the porch roof. Convincing Lilly to jump into a neighbor’s arms. The house on fire behind us.

      I pick up the book again. Winter will be over eventually. It’s only just starting. Obviously, I need to get used to it – to the short days and cold, the way the memories keep flooding back no matter how hard I try to push them down.

      “Mommy! I’m ready!”

      The happy noise of Lilly’s feet tap lightly down the dark-stained tops of the wooden stairs that we just re-stained last week. We painted the baseboards white, hiding the scuff marks of past owners. Moving on, starting over, everyone does it, just not quite so dramatically as we did.

      “Hey there, cutie face,” I say as she rockets over to the couch wearing a glittery rainbow ballerina tutu over her unicorn leggings. She has her favorite pink wool giraffe sweater on and layered over that are the gold fairy wings that I bought her for her Halloween costume. She was a

      ballerina-fairy-kitty, a Lilly original. Today though, she’s topped her ensemble with a cowboy hat. “You look stylish.”

      She beams. “Do I have to wear a coat?”

      “Yes.”

      “But my fairy wings.” She points at them sticking out behind her.

      “Need to come off in the car anyways.” I’m bringing her to a play date even though I still worry about not being with her 100 percent of the time. I push the unhealthy anxiety into my shoulder muscles.

      Batting her eyelids, she leans forward. “Mommy …”

      “They’ll be crushed. No self-respecting cowboy-ballerina-fairy wants crushed wings, right?”

      “True that,” she says with the fierceness of a fashionista and slings off the wings. She pulls a piece of toast out from the folds of her costume.

      “My bread is boring.”

      “Did you put butter on it?” I ask.

      “No. That would stain my costume.”

      “Not if you don’t put your snack in your costume, silly,” I say, standing up and tweaking her nose.

      Taking her bread, I head to the kitchen and apply some butter pretty liberally. I know that the good mom handbook is against fat in children’s diets and also against excess sugar, but I’m sure that I’ve been not following the handbook for a while now. Relocating your daughter, giving yourself a new name and identity, probably doesn’t fit in with the perceptions of good mom either.

      “Baby, come in here and eat your bread at the counter,” I call.

      She skips into the kitchen and comes up to the little island/counter that separates the kitchen from our small dining area, which barely fits the table and bookcase that I’d put in it. The table came from Goodwill and had a million marks and scuffs on the wood, but I’d bought some ModPodge, fancy paper, and sponge applicators and made it prettier. It was good enough for us for now. And that is all that matters. Us.

      

      THE PLACES WE HIDE is already released and it’s the first in the BAR HARBOR ROSE series! I hope you’ll check it out!
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