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The Smell of Death

The smell of death filled the small cottage room. But only the cat, which kept its distance, noticed. The corpse couldn’t. And the old man, stooped with age, didn’t perceive the smell any longer. He had grown accustomed to the smell of death. It had become a part of his life.

The corpse lay on top of an old writing table. The table never had been used for writing. It had its own special purpose. The table was for the dead man, John W. Wiley, and for those before and after him.

John Wiley’s face was the color of candle wax, a filmy, milky gray. The skin on his cheeks hung loose, sagging toward the back of his head. As if to compensate for those ghastly tokens of death, the scanty strands of John’s light gray hair had been neatly combed into place.

But death had worked an even more significant change on John Wiley’s features. His pasty white lips were now set in a thin, dour grimace. In life, those lips had parted to reveal John’s winning smile and the pockets of vacant space where teeth once gleamed.

In fact, John Wiley’s smile was his trademark and the reason for his nickname—Smiley Wiley. John had inherited the nickname in his younger days, when he had first experienced the excitement of the sea.

John Wiley’s shipboard life had begun on the whaling ships. From the snug harbor of New Bedford to the uncharted islands of the South Seas, John had traveled the world’s waterways. After serving as a seaman on numerous ships, John had graduated to tugboat captain. His tugboat, The Smiley Wiley, had helped some of the biggest ships in and out of New York’s harbor.

But that was over fifty years ago. John W. Wiley was now dead. No more ports to be explored, no more high winds to turn his ship’s keel. John was waiting to be returned to his only true love. He was waiting for the crossover.

The old man plodded around the table where John lay. It would take several days to make ready, the old man thought. If the weather was right, the crossover could be completed soon.

John Wiley waited patiently. He was in no rush to complete the crossover. Three days, even four, would be fine. In life, John had often daydreamed about the truth of the crossover legend. He knew the crossover was painless—that did not bother him. But John wondered if the passage would even be open to him. What if he wasn’t worthy? What if he were rejected?

Some had said that a judgment had to be reached before the crossover was permitted. Others merely laughed and asked, “Are you a sailor? That’s all that counts. You just have to be a sailor, tried and true.”

Certainly John W. Wiley was a sailor, tried and true. No one could dispute it.

The old man, apparently oblivious to the corpse, continued with his preparations. At last, he sat down on the edge of an old sea chest to thumb through an ancient book. The pages, creased and brittle, crackled noisily as he turned them. When the old man found the passage for which he had been searching, he read it carefully, mouthing the words. Then he softly shut the book, closed his blue eyes, and began to sway gently from side to side as though in prayer.

After a long moment in the trance-like state, the old man stood and dug deep into John’s sea bag. Reverently, he removed a battered, leather-bound book—The Smiley Wiley’s log.

Slowly the old man passed the log in the air over John’s body. Seven times the old man waved the book. When he had finished, he silently bore the book to the fireplace and threw it into the flames.

The old man repeated the ceremony again and again, each time ending his prayer by taking some personal item out of John’s sea bag. Once or twice, with his head bent forward and chin to his chest, he moaned mournfully. To a landlubber, the sound would have been fearsome. But to a seaman it would have recalled the creaking and moaning of an ancient wooden sailing ship.

Throughout the long night, the old man continued the ritual. He swayed and sang his dirges about worlds long since covered by angry seas. The chants recalled fears and ideals long since forgotten by the modern world.

Finally, at the first morning cry of a hungry sea gull, the old man closed the book and doused the fire. Then, he wearily stumbled to his small bed, collapsed, and fell into a deep sleep.


The Cottage

The early morning roar of New York City’s Sanitation Department trucks echoed off the buildings and streets below. David Flanders stretched, yawned, and pulled himself from the comfort of his bed to greet the day ahead.

David sat up at the edge of his bed, feet touching the floor, staring blankly ahead. He rubbed his eyes, stretched again, and returned to staring. This time his eyes targeted on his feet.

David was fond of examining things. Especially things he knew very well. The more he knew about something, the more there was to examine.

His attention focused on his big toes. They were almost exactly alike. Both looked like the thumb of a cartoon character. Some big toes, David thought, are long and skinny. Others are really short little stubs, almost as fat as they are long. David was glad he had regular toes.

Regular toes could get by without comment. David knew that anything out of the ordinary generally earned the attention of your classmates. And that usually brought up jokes and offensive nicknames.

Two rapid knocks at the bedroom door brought David back from his thoughts.

“Come in,” said David.

The door opened quickly, and David’s father popped his head around its edge. His father was in fine spirits. "Morning, Davo. Ready for the trip?"

“Sure,” David answered.

“Good. Hurry up and get going. Got a lot to do before we hit the road. I want to get out there by lunch time.” His father disappeared behind the door and walked down the hall to the living room.

David scrambled out of bed and hurriedly dressed. Then he began turning out his closet and drawers to pack his suitcase.

As David was stuffing the last of his vacation clothes into his bag, his mother whizzed by. She stopped long enough to say, “Breakfast in five minutes,” before hurrying on to the kitchen.

David’s mother was an actress. She had just finished shooting a series of television commercials for a new product that would probably never sell. But that was show biz—or so his mother always said when she felt down about being in commercials. She wanted to be a stage actress, but, so far, she had only been in off-off-Broadway productions.

David’s father was a freelance writer, and, though Mr. Flanders generally loved his work, he had been grumbling about the “tyranny of deadlines” the past few days. He had contracted to do a feature article for	a magazine and the story was due in a week.

After returning from an assignment that kept him on the road for seventeen days, Mr. Flanders was tired. He wanted to relax with his family and finish the article at a sane, if not leisurely, pace. That was why David and his parents were getting set to leave for their new cottage.

David’s parents had been looking for the ideal vacation home for a long time. Finally, they had discovered a two bedroom cottage on a beach along Long Island Sound. After the usual painful negotiations, Mr. and Mrs. Flanders had finally purchased the cottage. So far, David hadn’t seen the place because his parents had been very busy all winter long. At last he would get his chance today.

And like his father, David felt ready for a vacation. He had just finished a perfectly boring winter, centered around Mrs. Grayson’s ninth grade social studies honors class. The fact that it was an honors class was supposed to be a secret. But after all the attention the students had received and the strange tests, David and his classmates soon knew it was a special course.

While the class often challenged David, Mrs. Grayson’s painfully serious approach sometimes squelched his enthusiasm. David had once explained to his father, “Mrs. Grayson is the kind of teacher who can make the most hilariously funny situation into such a big deal. I mean she has a way of taking all the fun out of it. When she says, ‘That’s fine, let’s talk about it,’ you can just feel all the fun being sucked away.”

But now David had a long spring vacation in which to unwind. He was looking forward to the new cottage and the prospect of fun and thrills. He was dead right about finding thrills. Dead right.

The drive to the north shore of Suffolk, Long Island went quickly. Roy Flanders made one wrong turn and missed the road to the cottage. When he discovered his mistake, Mr. Flanders stopped on a lightly traveled road and pulled into a gas station.

David and his mother got out to stretch. They ambled over to where Mr. Flanders was talking with the man who owned the station.

“Just turn left at the next stop sign and keep on going straight. That road will take you straight down to the water,” the man was saying to Mr. Flanders as they approached.

“Thanks,” said David’s father.

The two chatted briefly about the local community. David, always anxious to explore anything special, asked, “Is there anything strange or spooky about the cottage?”

The gas station owner laughed. “No, nothing spooky about your place.” Yet, he added as the Flanders got back into the car, “But keep an eye on Old Jimmy’s place and you may see something. Say hello to the old boy—if he ever comes within shouting distance.”

The owner delivered this last message as Mr. Flanders was pulling out of the station, leaving no time for a question. And David had a million.

“What do you think he meant about the old man?” David asked.

Mr. Flanders answered, “Oh, there’s some old recluse who lives near our cottage, about five hundred yards down the beach. He’s a retired sailor who likes to keep to himself, that’s all.” “Sounds like he leads a lonely life,” David commented, feeling sorry for the old man.

“Well, there are some people who want and need to be alone,” said David’s mother.

“Sometimes, they are afraid of other people, or sickly and don’t want to feel pitied,” Mr. Flanders added.

“Is Old Jimmy sickly?” David asked.

“I don’t know,” Mr. Flanders said. He turned the car around a corner and onto the dirt road that led to their cottage.

Five minutes later, David’s father announced, “Here we are.”

David eagerly examined their vacation home. They had approached the cottage from the front and then circled around to the rear to park. David liked the rustic appearance of the place. The one story cottage was covered with cedar shake shingles as protection from the water and cold winter weather. Two low wooden steps led up to a side door which, David later discovered, opened onto a bedroom and storage closet. At the front of the cottage lay a small concrete patio, cracked by the cold. A screened sun room just off the patio gave the cottage a quaint if lopsided appearance.

As Mr. Flanders pulled to a stop, David saw that the back of the house looked out on small oak trees mixed with scraggly scrub pines. The ground below the underbrush was still carpeted by the autumn leaves and littered with fallen branches. The buds on the berry bushes were just beginning to emerge.

David jumped from the car before the dust had settled on the road. At once he was at one of the cottage’s back windows, straining to see inside.

“It’s the bathroom!” he exclaimed as though he had discovered it.

“Really!” exclaimed his father with mock awe. “Let me see.”

David laughed and raced around to the front of the cottage. His parents followed more slowly.

By the time his parents reached the front of the cottage, David had already tried the locked door, peeked into every window, and started down to the water’s edge. David loved the beach. Even this beach, with rocks and pebbles under foot, was exciting to him.

Tentatively, David tested the water. While the day was already unseasonably warm, the water was still very cold. Undeterred, David splashed his hands in the water and sand to unearth rocks. After he had collected a neat pile of flat rocks, David began skipping them across the water.

At first, since David was rusty, the rocks simply hit the water and vanished with a splash. Then, he made a two-skip shot. Soon, he managed three skips and then more as he got into the groove.

His parents wandered down to the water’s edge. His mother, an excellent rock skipper, immediately joined in the contest. His father started more slowly, choosing rounder, heavier rocks which he tossed for distance. David rewarded his father’s particularly long throws with a yell of approval.

When they began to tire of their game, David and his parents began to take in the view. David spotted a noisy group of sea gulls off to the west along the beachfront. David’s curiosity was aroused. He started off for the flock of birds, moving first at a walk and then a jog.

“Come on!” he shouted to his parents, as he ran down the beach.

His mother grabbed his father’s hand, and they were off after David.

As the Flanderses drew in range, they discovered more of the sea gulls, still in their winter color of dirty-brown, clustered on the beach. The birds were munching on a noon-time catch of sand crabs and shell fish. The flock flew off noisly when the humans neared them.

David examined the shells the gulls had left behind. “That reminds me,” he said, “I’m hungry.”

“Me too,” chimed his father.

“Well then, you two unpack the car and I’ll make some lunch,” said Mrs. Flanders.

She received a smart, mocking salute from husband and son who then turned and raced off towards the car.

“The loser has to clear the table,” she called after them. Both father and son put on a burst of speed.

Down at the far end of the jetty, another pair of eyes observed the race. Steadily, the secret observer stared at the family, never once glancing down at his busy hands. In one hand, he held a fish against the rocky jetty. In the other hand, the watcher worked a sharp knife through the fish, flicking its head aside.

The action was repeated again and again. The watcher’s two gnarled hands moved in an unfailing rhythm, as though they had been at the same task all their life. And, in fact, that was the case. The secret watcher had been around fish for almost eighty years. Few men knew more about fishing and the sea then Old Jimmy Bedloe.

Had the Flanderses known that Old Jimmy Bedlow watched them with interest, they would have been curious and perhaps a little nervous. David would have been doubly nervous if he’d known that Old Jimmy didn’t like kids.

Old Jimmy had his reasons. He was a private man, with business that he wanted to keep private. And as he would later say, “Kids are snoopier than almost any creature alive. They cause trouble.”


Jessie

After lunch, David’s parents began to organize the new household. The cottage had two bedrooms and a large living room with a kitchen at one end. A couch with two chairs had been placed at the other end of the room. At the back of the house was a study for Mr. Flanders’ writing and research. Closets and storage areas were off the bedrooms.

David slowly circled the cottage, examining the new vacation home once again. The cottage was clean and neatly put together, David concluded. But then his father wouldn’t have it any other way.

His mother was putting up some burlap curtains in the study. She smiled and waved at David with a free hand. David grinned back, guiltily. He didn’t feel like remaining indoors just now. He needed to explore the area. He realized he’d better disappear or some chore might come up.

David remembered the flock of sea gulls, so he headed for the beach front. The early afternoon wind blew down from the northwest and brought a chill, so he started to jog toward the spot where he had seen the gulls.

David enjoyed running on the hard sand along the water’s edge. He was a natural runner and loved to stretch his muscles in long, rhythmic strides. Whenever he was out exploring or in the park near his family’s apartment, he almost unconsciously fell into a jogging pace.

Suddenly, David noticed that he was running in someone else’s footsteps. The prints were a little smaller, and the stride a little shorter than his own.

David was so intent on following the trail of footsteps that the sound of a voice startled him.

“Hello there. Hey, you! Hello.”

“Ah, hi. Hello,” David hesitantly and awkwardly replied.

He stared at the girl who had hailed him. She seemed to be about his age, though smaller in build—as her footprints had already told him.

The girl stared back at David, examining him from her position behind the rocks in the jetty. “Who are you?” she demanded as though she owned the whole beach.

“I’m David Flanders.” With that out of the way, he returned her challenge, “Who are you?”

“Jessie, Jessie Nordvig. I live here with my parents in a house at the eastern end of the beach. Are you picknicking or something?” she asked.

“No,” he said, making it clear he felt mere picknicking was not as important as vacationing.

He pointed towards his family’s cottage, “My parents and I are staying at that cottage. Our cottage—we just bought it.” David wanted her to understand that he belonged. He wasn’t merely a passerby. This was his beach, too.

Jessie had approached David while they had been talking and David could now see her more clearly. Immediately, Jessie’s reddish-blond hair caught his eye. Her hair was thick and the wet sea breeze made it very wavy. Jessie hated her hair, cursing its color and unruliness, but David liked it. Jessie looked different from all the girls with straight hair at school. And her hair suited her.

Jessie’s eyes were special, too. She didn’t have the typical blue eyes of the light-skinned person. Rather, they were a shiny brown with just a spark of scarlet. David thought Jessie had an intelligent gaze—and not a bit shy. It would be hard to look directly into those eyes. Even harder to lie when gazing into them.

David’s mind had drifted from Jessie’s conversation. She was telling him about the other neighbors on the beachfront, and she kept pointing up and down the beach. But David was all attention when he suddenly heard Jessie say, “… Old Jimmy Bedloe.”

David’s expression must have clearly indicated his surprise and curiosity for Jessie asked at once, “Do you know Old Jimmy Bedloe?”

“Me? No. I’ve heard the name before, that’s all,” he answered.

“Oh?” she pressed, as she eyed him suspiciously. “Who told you about Old Jimmy?”

“My father was talking to someone, and his name was mentioned. It’s an unusual name, I guess.” David didn’t feel it was necessary to tell her how much he knew about Jimmy. Even if he didn’t really know very much.

Jessie’s quick eyes saw that he was holding something back. “Who was your father talking to?”

“Aren’t you kind of nosy?” he challenged.

“No, not really,” she smiled, “but I notice more than most people.”

“Oh?” It was David’s turn to play the questioner.

“I’ve noticed that when people say I’m nosy they’re usually trying to hide something,” Jessie retorted, looking straight into his eyes. “What do you think?” she added with a quizzical smile.

“I think you’re very good at making people say what you want them to say,” and he smiled, just as Jessie had smiled.

Jessie laughed then—not a nervous giggle, but a real laugh. “When I saw you running down the beach I knew we’d become friends,” she declared.

Her comment took David off guard. “How could you tell we’d be friends?” he asked.

“You run funny,” she said, as if this explained everything.

David didn’t question her logic, just her observation. “I do not run funny. I may have long legs. My father had very long legs as a kid, too. My grandfather always told me that my torso would grow and catch up with my legs when I got older.

“But I don’t run funny. At least I don’t think so,” he said with a sudden outburst of defensive anger.

Jessie laughed loudly, “Don’t be so touchy.”

Jessie was right about one thing, though. They were already becoming friends. And not just because they were the only teenagers on the beach. They had a lot in common.

That very first day of David’s vacation they spent most of their time together. The entire beach was open for their explorations, and Jessie eagerly showed him all the secrets of the water and sand.

When Jessie pointed out a deep pool that dropped off sharply from a shallow spot about twenty yards out from the jetty’s edge, David immediately wanted a closer look. It was too cold for swimming that day, but they rowed out to the spot. Jessie brought along a heavy line and grappling hook. David lowered the line into the deep pool, hoping to come up with something. But after half an hour his angling hadn’t even produced an old boot.

When they said good night to each other after that long day of adventure, David and Jessie realized they had come to know each other fairly well. In a way, they had became partners. Like detectives, they were looking for mysteries of nature to unravel.

The two explorers could have hardly imagined that the very next night, a more deadly mystery awaited them.


The Crossover

After another day of rowing, running, and investigating the mysteries of the beach, David and Jessie were content to merely sit at the water’s edge and watch the night fall. They sat side-by-side on a slope leading down to the beach. The day had been warm but the night air was chill and soupy—very wet and foggy. A buoy clanged off in the distance.

“I don’t know,” Jessie was saying, “I sometimes wonder if there might be sea monsters we don’t know about, but I don’t really believe it. Do you?” she asked, turning and facing David squarely.

“Well, I’m not sure. I have no evidence other than magazine photos of the Loch Ness Monster and personal accounts by eye witnesses,” he lied. And then he added a bigger lie, “And one friend of my father’s who was attacked by a sea monster.”

“Really?” exclaimed Jessie, but then her doubts immediately surfaced. “You’re lying, you made that up! Tell me!” She pretended anger.

“Honest,” David assured her.

“No!” Jessie declared dramatically. “Do you mean to tell me that your father’s friend was attacked by a sea monster?”

“That’s right,” David said, hoping Jessie couldn’t see the smirk on his face.

“All right. What did this sea monster look like?” she asked, a little tired of David’s game.

“Okay, let me think. He said it was long—very long,” David said, stalling for a moment.

“How long?” Jessie was determined to catch David in his lie.

“Twenty feet long and very powerful. It had deep, pig-like eyes, and a mouth filled with teeth—rows of teeth, all jagged and ready to rip the helpless swimmer to pieces. And—” David was into his story, but Jessie interrupted again.

“Wait a minute,” she said and looked at David suspiciously. But the light was too dim. She couldn’t see him clearly enough to detect any signs or clues that he was lying again. “This sea monster sounds just like a shark.”

“That’s right,” said David.

“Do you mean he was attacked by a shark? Is that your sea monster?“ she demanded.

David paused to prepare another lie to further entangle Jessie in his story. In that moment, they both noticed a sudden stillness had dropped over the beach. The regular clang of the buoy stopped, and the roar of the tide diminished to a hush. It was as though all the sounds of reality and life had fled to make way for something else.

Jessie heard it first. She was more accustomed to the normal night sounds than David. As David began to answer her question, she blurted, “Shh, be quiet. I hear something.”

“What?” he asked. Then he whispered, “What do you hear?”

The moment David spoke, all the normal night sounds returned. The buoy rang, the water noisily rose up again, and the wind gusted, chilling David and Jessie.

Still, they sat very quietly for a long while, straining to pick out some unfamiliar noise from the rest of the identifiable sounds.

Then Jessie hoarsely whispered, “Did you hear that? Oh, David, did you hear it?”

“Nothing.”

“Listen,” she ordered impatiently. “Listen for a noise that sounds like boots in deep snow.”

The pair listened, and, finally, they both heard it. To David, it was not like the sound of boots in snow but rather a crunching and squishing noise. The noise grew louder, slowly, steadily. But there were breaks in the noise—painful silences—before it began again. David felt goose bumps chase up and down his body.

Jessie quietly stood up and leaned in the direction of the sound. Both she and David peered through the night air, tensely waiting for some apparition to appear. Suddenly, David saw a man walking slowly—almost stumbling—toward the jetty that stuck out into the Long Island Sound.

Jessie saw the figure, too. “It’s Old Jimmy,” she whispered, “and he’s carrying something out to the jetty.”

David’s fear of a sea monster suddenly became very ridiculous. With relief he said in his best nothing-ever-bothers-me voice, “So what’s all the fuss?”

“Fuss?” Jessie was annoyed by the put-down. “Okay, Mr. Cool. If you’re so smart, tell me what Jimmy is carrying to the water—something so heavy he can hardly walk. And tell me why he would carry anything out there at all, especially on a night like this?”

Jessie’s questions brought no worthwhile answers. David admitted, “I don’t know. I guess I can’t make any sense of it. He certainly isn’t dumping trash out there, and it can’t be food for any kind of animal. I just don’t know, I’m sorry.”

There was a moment of silence between the two. Then David said, “Well, let’s go find out just what Old Jimmy is carrying.”

As soon as the words left his mouth, David wished them back. But it was too late. Jessie never backed down from any situation. David’s suggestion was a dare, and she was ready to accept.

Jessie began to stalk Jimmy, taking care that he would not see or hear her. She cautiously picked her way down the sandy slope, taking extra long steps so she wouldn’t have to run. David followed. He felt the cold damp sand slip into the back of his shoes as he crept after Jessie.

Old Jimmy had already reached the jetty when David and Jessie got to the bottom of the slope. They broke into a slow jog so Jimmy wouldn’t outdistance them. Both of the detectives had difficulty running on the uneven sand and keeping the old man in view at the same time. Once Jessie stumbled. David almost fell over her as she slowed and then regained her stride.

The rocky jetty was slippery with algae. The slick spots were impossible to see in the dark, and David was struggling just to stay out of the water. He finally dropped to his knees and crawled, crab-like, over the center of the jetty. Jessie silently imitated his example.

They were halfway to the jetty’s end when Old Jimmy reached the water’s edge and stopped. He let the bulky load he was carrying slip from his shoulders and propped the weight against his side. David and Jessie could now see that his load was a very large seaman’s bag tied securely at the top by a heavy rope.

Jimmy steadied the weight in the bag with one hand. With his free hand, he began to unfasten the rope. When the rope was undone, Jimmy began to inch the bag down, slowly exposing the load inside.

David and Jessie were huddled together now. They watched breathlessly, trying to peer through the night and around Jimmy’s back. The wet air and the secret at the jetty’s end sent waves of shivers through them. When Jimmy suddenly turned and stood back from his load, they nearly screamed in horror. The old man’s secret cargo was a corpse.

David gasped, “Oh my God, he’s murdered somebody!”

“Shh, be quiet,” Jessie whispered.

The two intruders squatted together, trying to stifle the thudding of their hearts. David would swear later that he felt his blood racing through his body.

The night air was beginning to clear as the air temperature dropped. David and Jessie could now see Old Jimmy and his grisly load very clearly. The body was that of a man, very slight and dressed in a sailor’s uniform. Jimmy brushed the clothes of the dead man and then, reaching into the bag, he added the final touch—a tugboat captain’s cap.

Old Jimmy waded out into the Sound, pulling the body of the tugboat captain after him. When he was about waist deep, he gently launched the corpse into the sea. Then the old man waded back to shore and sat at the water’s edge. Softly at first, then more loudly, he began to sing. The tune was melancholy and eerie. It fell like freezing rain on David’s heart.

Jimmy’s voice fell off—his song was finished. He lit his pipe and they could see his face very clearly. For a few minutes Jimmy merely sat, smoked, and waited. He appeared to be gazing at the very spot in the water where the body had disappeared.

Then, out of nowhere, a lone sea gull hopped from the water’s edge and onto the rocks at Jimmy’s feet. David later wondered why he had not even heard the flap of the bird’s wings. The gull appeared strangely tame, permitting Old Jimmy to smooth its feathers. Jimmy spoke something in words too soft for David and Jessie to hear. Then the graceful bird bobbed its head and flew away.

It was then that Jimmy rose to leave. Without a glance behind them, David and Jessie turned and crawled over the rocky ledge and back to the beach. They didn’t stop running until they reached the safety of their cottages.


The Investigation Begins

A dry, northwesterly wind cut across Long Island Sound raising white caps on the water. The sun eased itself up from the east. The shimmering light rays skipped across the water like stones. The angle of the light and the choppy water made the normally peaceful waters of the Sound look ominous.

David awakened confused. The room seemed foreign for a second—he had expected the familiar surroundings of his bedroom in the city. Maybe he had been hoping for something familiar to chase away the strange images of last night.

But David’s mind cleared, and he was forced to admit the reality of the events of the previous night. How could he forget the crunching steps on the sand? Or that arm, flapping loosely, the clothes waving in the wash of the sea. No, he had seen Jimmy dump a body into the water. A human body—not the dead carcass of an animal.

Or was it? Maybe last night’s scenario wasn’t what it seemed. The body might have been a dummy.

Or a trick. David thought of the great illusionists he had written about in a term paper for English class. Sure, that was it, he told himself. The old man knew we were there. It was a trick, an illusion. He was only trying to scare us, that’s all, thought David.

He snuggled deeper into his bed and reviewed his thoughts. No, it wasn’t right. Didn’t make sense. There was no reason to try to scare us, unless Old Jimmy had a particularly vicious sense of humor. Or unless he had something to hide.

David considered telling his parents the whole improbable tale. If Old Jimmy had disposed of a real body, maybe murdered somebody, the police should know.

But suppose it was just his imagination, or the old man’s grisly joke? Wouldn’t he and Jessie look like a couple of first-class fools if they came forward with the story?

David suddenly sat up in bed, struck by a thought. If it was a trick, there had to be gadgets and things to pull it off. Or, if the scene had been all too real, perhaps something—David didn’t care to dwell on just what—might have washed ashore. Maybe, just maybe, there would be a clue left out at the jetty’s end.

David pulled the covers free and stepped onto the cold morning floor. He dressed in a rush. Must get out there quickly, his mind raced. The tide could wash things away. The sun was completely above the horizon already.

Briefly he considered rousting Jessie, but knew that he had already wasted too much precious time. She’d just have to understand.

But when David reached the sand in front of his house, Jessie was already stepping onto the jetty. His first instinct was to yell to her, but he decided not to. He didn’t want to call attention to their snooping.

Instead, David began to run, following Jessie as she carefully made her way along the jetty. Once, he furtively looked back at Old Jimmy’s house. The ramshackle cottage appeared asleep. Good, he thought to himself.

But David was wrong. The occupants of the cottage had been awake hours ago and were attentively on the watch. Old Jimmy stared through a tear in his fish-net curtains, picking over the last of his breakfast. His lone companion, Barnacle, a carrot-colored tomcat, was contentedly finishing the same dish. In the nine years the two had lived together, the cat had adapted to the tastes of his master. He ate the loose fried eggs and sausages just the way Jimmy liked them. But then, Barnacle had little choice. The menu never changed.

The old man silently observed the boy run towards the end of the jetty. He saw the boy look at the girl. With awkward, frantic arm movements, she gestured for the boy to hurry.

The boy hurried across the slippery jetty. Too fast. He slipped, stumbled, fell, and stood again. This time, he moved more cautiously, holding his right hand in his left. Old Jimmy shook his head and meditatively scratched Barnacle under the chin.

David reached Jessie, still panting from his scramble over the rocks. “You’re bleeding,” Jessie said.

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” David answered, as he pressed a clean handkerchief firmly into the meaty part of his palm. He tried to hide his pain from Jessie’s quick eyes.

“Does it hurt?” she asked, concerned.

“Not much,” he lied, but she didn’t see the lie in his eyes. “So what’s up? You seemed frantic just a minute ago—waving like that.”

Jessie’s eyes brightened and grew larger, “I was thinking that there must be something out here to prove what we saw last night.”

“A clue?” asked David.

“Exactly,” she answered, as though the real significance of the word clue had come to her for the first time.

“And you got me to rush across these slippery rocks to tell me what I had figured out for myself!” David challenged.

“Well, it’s important. The tide is rising. If there’s anything here, we’d better get to it before the tide rises above these rocks and washes any clue away.”

Inside Old Jimmy’s shack, Barnacle sprang from his perch by the window and purred contentedly. Old Jimmy picked up Barnacle and gently scratched the old tomcat’s full belly.

But even while he stroked Barnacle’s fur, Old Jimmy was on the watch. Jimmy was very interested in the two teenagers. The boy and girl seemed to be searching for something—and searching for it in a big rush. The boy was crawling about over the jetty’s end, his face only inches away from the rocks. The girl was lying flat on her stomach, her arm deep in the water, as though she were stretching for something.

Don’t like that, Jimmy thought to himself. Doesn’t look like kids playing. Something more to what they’re doing. Don’t like it one bit.

After fifteen minutes of investigation, David finally gave up. “There’s nothing here,” he called to Jessie.

She heard the disappointment in David’s voice and tried to rally him. “There’s got to be. We made it before high tide. Keep looking,” she commanded in her most authoritative voice.

“Yessir,” snapped David mockingly.

Jessie let out a long, deep sigh. She smiled, shook her head, and offered an apology. “I’m sorry. Really. I’m a little excited.”

“That’s okay,” David replied with a smile. He added, “I am too.”

Jessie ran her index finger through a lock of her hair. She spun a curl, untwisted it, then curled the lock again. It was a nervous habit. She had first begun twisting her hair when she was just a toddler. Sometimes—like now—she still fell into the old habit because it made her feel secure.

“You know we’re not going to find anything,” said David. He had been watching Jessie. He noticed the faraway look in her eyes and gently tried to prod her back to their present situation.

Jessie sighed deeply. “I guess we’re not,” she admitted. And without a single glance, she began to walk back along the jetty to the beach.

David followed, feeling a little disappointed and more than a little foolish after not finding anything. He joined Jessie on the crest of a nearby sand dune and sat down beside her.

For a long time, both teenagers were quiet. Each was engrossed in private thoughts, listening to private conversations, and pursuing private paths of logic.

Finally, Jessie spoke. “David.”

“Yes.”

“I’ve been thinking. Is it at all possible that we didn’t see what we thought we saw last night?” she asked.

“No,” David answered as though he had been expecting this question—even been considering it himself, again.

“We did see Old Jimmy carry a body out to the end of the jetty. It wasn’t a trick, an image, a dummy, or anything like that.”

He was talking to himself as much as he was talking to Jessie.

“You’re right, of course,” answered Jessie, sounding a little like a teacher. “All this searching proves—”

“Investigating,” David corrected.

“Yes—investigating—all our investigating proves is that there was nothing left behind. No clues,” Jessie added firmly. She liked the words clues and investigating. They were exciting words for an exciting situation.

“Okay,” David began, “let’s review what we have.” He sat up as straight as a cadet and began counting off on his fingers.

“First, we saw Old Jimmy carry a heavy load—a body—out to the water’s edge. Second, we saw him dump the body into the water. Third, he then sat down and hummed a strange little tune as though nothing had happened.”

A memory stirred in Jessie’s mind. “But something else did happen,” she said. “A large sea gull hopped onto the jetty right beside Jimmy. As if the gull was his pet, like he knew Jimmy—”

Jessie trailed off. A little chill struck them both. They looked at each other, not daring to speak the thoughts they had. Not daring to say them out loud. But try as they might to dismiss the bizarre idea, their minds sizzled with strange intuitions.

“The news!” David exclaimed as he scrambled to his feet. He yanked Jessie up, too.

“What?” she asked. “What’s wrong?”

David pulled Jessie along behind him as he hurried toward his cottage. “If there was anyone found floating out there in the water, it will be on the news. Radio or television. Right?” he asked confidently.

“Right,” answered Jessie, once again excited by the expectation of developments.

For one hour, David and Jessie sat and dialed every radio station the Flanderses’ small portable received. Nothing. Then they went to the television and skipped back and forth to each of the early morning television news shows. Nothing again. Another deadend.

Finally, Jessie jumped up, “Come on, let’s try the newspapers.”

“We don’t have ours yet,” said David.

“No problem, we can jog down to the deli,” answered Jessie.

“Okay,” David agreed. “But I doubt if there’ll be anything in the papers if there’s nothing about it on the radio or television.”

“Maybe,” answered Jessie, “but let’s go check it out anyway.”

“Sure.”

They half walked, half jogged the mile to the Sound Deli. In less than twenty minutes, they reached the deli, a small country-style general store.

The Sound Deli was a quaint old building, with none of the slick decor of more modern delis. Thick wooden steps led up to the store’s gleaming main deck which encircled half of the building. At the front of the building, two large display windows framed a double door of wood and glass.

There were no signs or flashing lights advertising beer or other products in the windows. Instead, above the massive double door was a large stained glass mural of Long Island Sound. The mural pictured a typical local scene—rocky jetties, beach, and a boat in full sail racing over a stretch of water.

As David and Jessie entered the store, a metal bell hooked to the door announced their arrival to Ken Perfall, the owner-proprietor of the Sound Deli. Ken looked up from behind the counter where he was glancing over his ledgers. He smiled when he saw Jessie and cheerfully greeted her.

“Hi, Jess, old girl.”

Jessie blushed at the “old girl” comment. That was a private joke. “Morning, Ken. Got today’s papers yet?”

“Over there behind the candy barrel,” Ken answered. He eyed David speculatively.

“Who’s your friend?” Ken asked Jessie. “I thought I was your only boyfriend.”

David answered, a little too quickly, “I’m a neighbor. New neighbor. Jessie’s showing me around—that’s all.”

David felt more comfortable adding “that’s all,” but the comment embarrassed Jessie, bringing a red glow to her cheeks. Hastily she made the introductions.

“Ken, this is David. David, say hello to Ken Perfall. He owns the place,” said Jessie in a very businesslike voice.

Ken came around from behind the counter. He was tall and athletic looking. His dark curly hair was flecked with spots of white throughout. His blue eyes, set deep in his lean face, were playful—even mischievous.

David and Ken shook hands. Ken’s easy-going manner was out of place with his rough, calloused, and very strong hands.

“Nice to meet you,” Ken greeted David.

“Thanks, it’s nice to meet you,” answered David.

“David, come here,” Jessie called. She was standing near one of the front windows. In several cases just inside the window were displayed wood carvings, honed fish bone figures, pottery, and pewter beaten into cups, spoons and plates.

“Ken made all of these,” Jessie told David. “Aren’t they great?”

David reserved judgment as he surveyed each piece carefully. Jessie shifted impatiently from side to side. She had hoped David would immediately acknowledge the beauty of Ken’s handicrafts. All her other friends had oohed and aahed appreciatively when Jessie had shown them Ken’s work. Only David seemed to hold back approval.

At last David turned from his review and spoke to Ken. ‘They’re really very good,” he said evenly. “How long have you been doing this?”

Ken smiled. He knew why David didn’t react like the others. Jessie’s other friends had been younger. They were still accustomed to being courteous to adults, no matter what their real opinion.

David, on the other hand, didn’t want to patronize or lie to the older man. A little reserve and a thoughtful judgment were grown-up. David had seen his father and business friends approach decisions in the same manner. The technique often worked to equalize things. Ken understood. He had used the same approach for many years himself.

“Actually, I’ve done this all my life,” he told David. “My grandfather was a handy fellow. He didn’t like store-bought things, so he made as much as he could, rather than buy. He began teaching me craftworking when I was just a kid. And here I am, back where he started.”

“Ken was a big shot in advertising,” Jessie boasted, trying to impress David.

Ken smiled and shook his head. “Well, actually, David, I was a commercial artist and art director for a medium-sized advertising house in the city. But that was almost seven years ago. This is my work now,” he said, spreading his arms as if to encircle the small store that was his world.

“Couldn’t take the rat race anymore?” David teased.

“Never could,” Ken answered with a wry grin. “The morning papers are over there,” he said, once again pointing to the candy barrel. He turned and walked to the rear of the store and disappeared into a back room.

Jessie began looking through Newsday. David picked up the more familiar New York Times and quickly turned to the metropolitan section. They both carefully read each headline and even the lead paragraph to stories that might concern their investigation. But they didn’t find any report of a body discovered in the Sound.

Jessie and David finished their browsing and then bought an orange drink and doughnut to share as they walked back home. They bid a cheerful goodbye to Ken and headed back to the Flanderes’ cottage.

David and Jessie set out on the steady uphill grade that led to the beachfront cottages. The two teenagers took in the view while they walked slowly sipping orange drink, and eating their doughnut.

When they were almost halfway home, David and Jessie heard a car approaching from the rear. Instinctively, they moved to the shoulder of the road and walked single file. The two-lane road was very lightly traveled. With few curves or stop signs it was an easy road to drive, so most cars covered it at a steady speed.

The car behind Jessie and David appeared to be slowing down, however. They could hear the noise of the engine winding down. Jessie turned, curious to see why the car was slowing. She immediately recognized the telltale blue and white colors of a Suffolk County Police car.

Jessie halted and pulled David to a stop. When the driver of the car pulled up and then beckoned to them, the two teenagers approached the car.

The driver turned out to be a young officer, about twenty-five, with curly blond hair and a neatly trimmed moustache. He smiled at them and said, “Good morning.”

“Hi,” answered Jessie.

“Hi,” David echoed.

Jessie stepped back and noted the number of the car. “This is Officer Cerney’s old car. Where is he?”

“He’s been promoted. Passed his sergeant’s test. This is my territory, now. For a while, anyway,” the young officer explained. “My name’s Hoffman.”

“I’m David, and she’s Jessie,” said David, pointing to his partner in crime investigation.

“What are you two up to?” asked Officer Hoffman.

David and Jessie eyed each other openly. Could he know? He couldn’t, they decided.

David smiled at the officer and said, “Nothing.”

Jessie added, “Just hanging around. We’ve just come from the deli.”

“Yeah, nice guy owns it,” said David. “Name’s Ken. Do you know him?”

The officer smiled, “No, not yet anyway. But I’m sure I’ll meet him soon.”

“You’ll like him,” Jessie assured the officer.

“I’m sure we’ll get along fine,” said Officer Hoffman. “Well, I’ll be seeing you two. Nice to meet you,” he said as he put the car into gear.

David called out, “Wait. How about giving us a ride home?”

“Sorry, but I’m not supposed to—” Officer Hoffman began, before David quickly added, “My ankle is killing me. I must have turned it on the shoulder of the road. It’s only a short ride—but a long walk with a bad ankle.”

“Okay. Okay, you win. Get in,” said Officer Hoffman. He smiled and shook his head from side to side.

Jessie sat between David and Officer Hoffman in the front seat. As soon as the car began to move, David launched into his questioning.

“How do you like police work?” he asked.

“It’s the greatest job in the world,” smiled Officer Hoffman. “My father and my uncle were police officers. They loved the work, and so do I.”

“I guess it can be really exciting?” asked David.

“Truthfully, not very often. Now and again it gets the old adrenalin pumping. Mostly, though, I just appreciate being outside and helping people. You know?”

“Yeah,” answered Jessie.

“Ever had a really tough case to solve?” asked David. He was trying to maneuver the conversation so he could ask about their problem.

“Well, I don’t solve cases. Detectives do that. But I help by gathering information and such,” said Officer Hoffman.

“Ever have anything really strange happen,” David asked, “like finding a body washed ashore?”

Jessie’s head snapped right toward David, then to the left toward the officer to see his reaction.

“No. Not while I’ve been on the job. Besides, the currents around here are tricky.”

“Would a body float out with the current?” Jessie asked. David moved uneasily in his seat. She was being too chancy, he thought.

Officer Hoffman mulled the question for a moment and then replied, “It depends. If the person died in the water or was dumped in, where it happened, what time of day—all those factors would determine how long it took for the body to surface.” The officer was obviously enjoying his role as authority.

“Do you mean a body could be dumped into the water—say, off a pier or something—and not appear for a few days?” asked Jessie.

“Could be,” said Officer Hoffman. “It’s very hard to tell, but it could happen that way.”

“This is my family’s cottage,” David broke in, pointing to the private driveway that lead to the Flanderses’ cottage. Officer Hoffman pulled into the drive and stopped.

“Well, thanks for the ride,” said David.

“Yes, thanks,” said Jessie as she slid off the front seat and out the door. “See you.”

“Take care of the ankle,” the officer shouted as he put the car in reverse and drove off.

David and Jessie looked at each other for a long moment. They knew instinctively what the other was thinking. Jessie spoke first.

“I think I can get some diving gear. Have you ever used it before?” she asked.

“Yes. I took lessons last year while we were on vacation in the Bahamas,” said David.

“Good.”

“Then it’s settled?” David asked.

“Yes. First thing tomorrow morning we’ll go diving for the body,” Jessie said determinedly.

“Why tomorrow?” asked David.

“People may be around the beach today. We’ll go out just after sunrise. Okay?” she asked.

“Fine,” answered David. Then, after a startling second thought, he asked Jessie, “What happens if we find the body?”


Diving for Evidence

“This is stupid!” Jessie yelled.

David was pulling an Army duffel bag filled with diving gear along the sand. Jessie trailed behind to erase the trail the bag left.

David stopped, letting the bag slip out of his grasp. “Why?” he asked as he opened and closed his aching hands.

“Because it is, that’s why!” she answered.

“Brilliant. Just brilliant. Come on,” he added. “Let’s get going.”

After all his careful planning, David was eager to begin. Any hitch in the plan was a bothersome stumbling block that David took personally.

“No, wait. What’s the purpose of wiping these ruts away? Who’s here to see us?” Jessie demanded.

“Probably no one,” David admitted, letting his impatience cool. “But we don’t want some person exploring down here, finding our trail, and then asking questions.”

“Asking questions?” Jessie echoed. “What are you talking about? We’ll be right out there,” she pointed to the spot in the water where they were to dive. “Plain as day, for all to see.”

“Yes and no,” David began. He began growing calmer and more self-assured-just as Sherlock Holmes did when he brilliantly explained something very complicated to Dr. Watson.

“You see, only one of us will be visible. Only one of us sitting in the rowboat enjoying the fresh morning air. That’s all.”

“Don’t you think they’ll see a diver bobbing up and down in the water? We’re not going very far you know,” she said, unknowingly playing Watson to his Holmes.

“No. Not at all,” he said, getting deeper into his Holmesian manner. “The diver will be out of sight.”

“Out of sight. I can’t stay under for more than a minute or so under the best conditions. You think you can stay out of sight?” Jessie demanded.

“Sure.” David saw the anger flash across Jessie’s face. She was finished playing Dr. Watson, even if she didn’t know she was playing.

David dropped his assumed manner and explained. “Okay, here’s how I see it. The boat will have to be constantly maneuvered so that it is between the shore and the diver. That way, it will look like there’s only one person in the boat to someone on the beach.”

“And no one will bother calling out to a boater who is facing away from the beach” Jessie finished, seeing the most practical advantage of David’s plan.

“Right,” answered David, his enthusiasm returning. “Besides, even if they do call out you only have to pretend you don’t hear anything. You see, there’ll be no trails in the sand to arouse anyone’s interest. No signs of suspicious-looking divers. No one to answer any questions about a person sitting in a rowboat.”

David reached down and took hold of the duffel bag with both hands. He began dragging the bag down to the water’s edge again. Jessie took up her job of wiping away the trail where she had left off. They reached the rowboat, put the duffel bag in, and pushed off into the water.

Jessie took charge. It was her boat, and she knew what to do next. David played the obedient crewman and quickly followed her orders.

“Lay out the rope in circles and put the anchor in the center,” Jessie told him.

David complied, piling the rope in the boat’s bow. Then he began to open the duffel bag, but Jessie suggested, “Better wait until we get anchored”

David obeyed his captain. He sat back and enjoyed the ride as Jessie maneuvered the small boat to a spot off the jetty’s edge.

“Drop the anchor,” Jessie said, as she pulled in the oars. The morning water of the Sound was calm. It was an easy job to move the boat around and position it properly. David watched as the anchor sank in the sand below. Then he helped Jessie lay out the diving equipment on the floor of the boat. They ran through a mental checklist as they checked through the gear. Two wet suits, two belts, assorted weights, goggles, rope.

“Where’s the knife?” David asked.

“There is an old fishing knife that we keep with this gear,” Jessie said as she hunted through the gear a second time.

David dug his hand into the duffel bag but came up empty. “Not here.”

“Too bad, it would have come in handy for digging around down there. Just in case some part of the clothing was down there.”

At the mention of clothing, they both snapped back to reality. Their minds had been filled with the morning’s business of preparing, carrying, and rowing. Now they were almost ready, and the real reason for their excursion might be only a few feet below them.

They rapidly reviewed their plan once more. While one of them stayed aboard to handle the rowboat, the other would dive and search the murky water for the dead body. Clear and simple. Nothing left but to begin the search. David shivered slightly, and Jessie let out a long, deep sigh.

“Ready?” she asked.

David looked anxiously at Jessie, half hoping she’d call it off. He searched her eyes and saw fear there, just below the surface. Somehow the fact that she was scared, too, made David feel better.

“Ready,” he answered.

David wanted to go down first. Jessie agreed.

“It’s too bad the tanks were empty,” she said. “We could have gone down together.”

“Yeah,” said David as he slipped a leg into the bottom of the wet suit. He tugged, pulled, and eventually squeezed into the wet suit.

“It’s a little small on you,” Jessie noted.

“A little. But I’ll manage,” David replied, reaching for the weight belt. Even though they both knew the belt and the weights were unnecessary in the shallow water, they wanted to use the full gear. The adventure became more realistic and fun with the elaborate equipment. The paraphernalia was part of the ritual, and that made it necessary.

“Let’s see,” David began, “we’ll start in this area and move out in an arc for fifty feet. We’ll search a small area of six to ten feet at a time and then move on.”

“Right. If there’s any problem, just pull hard on the rope, and I’ll pull you up to the surface,” Jessie added.

She handed David the last piece of equipment. “Here’s the light. Do you know how to use it?”

“No,” said David.

Jessie showed him how to switch on the light and demonstrated how to protect it from breaking. David was grateful for the delay. He was still nervous.

When Jessie concluded her instructions, David had no further reason to delay. Goggles in place, he secured the rope to a clasp on his belt. The words stuck in his throat, so he waved goodbye instead. Just before he hit the water, David glimpsed Jessie’s crossed fingers as she gave him a good luck wave.

Jessie suddenly began to shake when she saw David submerge for his first dive. She had met David only a few short days ago. Now they were headlong into this mess. The adventure had been wonderfully exciting, but it had also become dangerous.

Below the boat, David began to swim slowly over the Sound’s floor. The last—and first—time he had gone diving had been in the Bahamas. He had joined an informal class that explored a pool of water near the beach where the Flanderses were vacationing. The instructor had been very good. She had been patient, calm, and supportive to the beginner who tended to gulp an unhealthy share of salt water.

The tropical water had been warm. David had felt comfortable in just his bathing suit. This water was very cold, by contrast. Cold, too, when David remembered the summer-time swims he had taken in the Sound’s seventy-degree water.

The temperature wasn’t the only difference. The Caribbean water had been clean and clear. This water was murky. He had trouble seeing anything, even with the light. The constant motion of the water kept stirring the sand and blurring visibility.

David stayed down too long on his first dive. He reached the surface with no breath to spare. He gratefully gulped the air and then sheepishly kicked over to the side of the boat.

Jessie was concerned. “That was too long.”

“I know,” he said. “My mistake.”

“Are you all right?”

“Yes, I’m fine,” David assured her. He waited another minute and then dove again.

This time David moved more rapidly to save time and air. His eyes were beginning to adjust to the murky water. He scanned the Sound’s sandy bottom. There didn’t appear to be a living thing around. Or anything that once had been alive.

David circled slowly to get his direction. He knew that he had moved from left to right and out about ten feet from the boat.

He began to circle back to the boat, peering to the inside of the circle he was making. Still nothing. Only sand. Not even seaweed.

The water temperature was beginning to bother David. His feet and hands, unprotected by the wet suit, were icy cold. He resurfaced and managed one more short dive. Then he gave up and clambered back into the rowboat.

“How is it?” Jessie asked as she finished putting her gear on.

“Cold,” David said shivering.

“I should have brought along some hot tea,” Jessie said.

“That’s okay. We’ll remember to pack some next time we go diving for dead bodies,” David joked.

“Great. I wasn’t scared enough. You had to add that.” Jessie laughed.

After she dove into the water, David settled down in the boat. He wrapped himself in a blanket and toasted his chilled face in the warm morning sun. He wiggled his toes and held them out so the sun could warm them, too.

Jessie suddenly broke the surface of the water. She, also, had stayed down too long on her first dive.

The pair took turns diving for the next forty minutes. At one point, they were both too cold to enter the water. David lay flat on the floor while Jessie sat up. He insisted that only one of them should be visible in case any curious onlooker should wander down the beach.

“I don’t think he’s down there,” said Jessie as she entered the boat after a series of dives.

“It sure doesn’t seem that way,” said David. He sat up and looked out at the water, then back at the jetty.

“Wait a minute. What if he got stuck under the edge of the jetty?”

“I suppose his clothing could be caught on the rocks. I’ll go down and see,” Jessie volunteered.

“No. It’s my turn,” said David.

He slipped over the side and made his way under the boat. He surfaced on the shore side of the rowboat a minute later.

“What are you doing there?” demanded Jessie.

“It’s okay. I can’t be seen. The jetty blocks anyone’s view of me from shore. Just turn and face the shore, Jessie.”

David’s second dive was exhilarating. The other dives had been dull—nothing but sand. Now he had the rocky bottom of the jetty to investigate. He eagerly picked out bits and pieces of debris that were caught in the rocks.

“How’s it going?” Jessie asked when he came up for air.

“Great!” David answered and dove below water again.

David’s interest in the rocky underside of the jetty made him careless. As he circled back and forth, his rope became tangled in the anchor. Even more treacherously, a portion of the rope near David wedged between two big rocks. When he tried to surface after a long dive, David could only make it halfway before the rope cruelly jerked him down again. He tugged at the rope desperately, but neither the line nor the rocks would budge.

David tried to slow his racing thoughts. You can’t get reach the surface until you go back and free the rope, he told himself. Almost out of breath. Must relax. Take it easy. Make the air last longer. You can do it if you just don’t panic.

David turned around and pulled himself down along the rope. The moment he reached the rocks where it was wedged, he knew he could not make it up to the surface. The rope seemed hopelessly caught in the rocks, and he needed air badly. He tried to use the light to look for a way to free the rope, but it was too late.

He began feeling a burning in his chest and throat. Air. His mind gulped it in, but his body only got the salty water.

Panic hit him. He dropped the light, and furiously tugged at the rope. It wouldn’t budge! He began wildly lunging against the rope.

In the rowboat, Jessie anxiously scanned the water for David. He had been gone for a long time. Where was he? What if he was in trouble? How could she find him?

Then she saw the air bubbles from David’s tortured struggle. Immediately, she was over the side and heading straight for the floor of the Sound.

In just a few seconds, she was at David’s side. She almost panicked, too, when she saw his eyes bulging with terror, his arms and legs violently thrashing the water.

Jessie went for David’s belt. In David’s panic, he had tried to free the line from the rocks. Jessie merely unhooked it from his belt. Then she encircled David’s waist with her arm, and kicked upward for the surface.

When they broke the surface together, David screamed. Grimly, Jessie grabbed for the side of the boat. Then, while she clung to the boat with one hand, she tightened her grip on David’s belt with the other to support him.

For a long time, the two teenagers remained in the water in that same position. At last, David’s coughing and shuddering breaths faded. He began to breathe normally again.

When he could speak, David turned to Jessie and humbly said, “You saved my life.”


What Now?

Once David’s strength returned, the two teenagers climbed into the rowboat. David sat sprawled in the boat as Jessie busily pulled in ropes and anchor and headed for shore.

“I can’t believe it. I panicked. I could be dead right now.” David smiled nervously at Jessie.

“Jessie, if there is anything you want or need, ever, just ask me. I owe you—”

“Nothing,” she interrupted. “You owe me nothing. If I was in trouble, you’d have been right there. Wouldn’t you?” asked Jessie to prove her point.

David was feeling better, more alert, and more himself. After a long pause he said, “Well, if it wasn’t too dangerous, I suppose.” He laughed, releasing the last knots of tension from his scrape with death.

Jessie laughed, too. But, unlike David, the seriousness of the mishap was just beginning to hit her. Everything had happened so fast. There had been no time for anything except action.

Now Jessie had time to think about what had happened to David. How stupid, she thought. What are we trying to do? Two dumb kids getting in trouble. She shuddered at the thought of the danger they had narrowly escaped.

“Jessie, are you all right?” David asked.

She didn’t answer. He pulled the blanket around her and sat her on the floor of the boat. Then he rowed the last few yards to shore.

The rowboat rocked to a halt in the shallow water near the shore. David jumped out and pulled the boat up out of the water onto the beach.

Jessie had recovered. The sun and the blanket’s warmth eased her shivering. But the memory of the chill water still clung to her.

“David, we have to stop this,” Jessie began. “There’s something going on here that we don’t understand. We’re not thinking straight and we could get into real trouble. I guess we were lucky this time.”

“Jessie, this doesn’t sound like you,” David said. “The cold and my accident have got you scared—got us both scared. But we have to continue. Don’t we agree that we saw a body dumped into the water?”

Jessie nodded.

“Then we have to find out what happened,” David concluded.

“Only we must be more careful, David,” she insisted.

“Agreed. Everything has to be planned carefully,” David answered. “Okay?”

“Okay. What now?” Jessie asked.

A moment ago, David had been charged with eagerness for their investigation. Now he was faced with a question that brought the case to a dead stop.

“I don’t know,” he reluctantly admitted to Jessie. He didn’t want to leave it at that—he didn’t like unanswered puzzles. His mind pushed for solutions.

“There must be some way to find out what happened,” David fretted.

“We can ask Old Jimmy,” Jessie said, “but I don’t think he’ll be too cooperative.”

“No, I don’t think so,” David admitted with a wry grin. “What do you know about him anyway?”

Jessie sighed, collected her thoughts, and said, “He’s been here as long as I have. We moved here seven years ago. I remember seeing him more often in those days.”

“What do you mean?” asked David.

“Well, he was on the beach more. Fishing in his boat or off the jetty. Old Jimmy and his cat, Barnacle. But Jimmy’s not around much anymore. He’s changed too.”

“How?” David questioned.

“He looks very old now. He didn’t the first few years we came here, but now he looks old and terribly stooped over. I’m not sure how he was able to carry that body out to the jetty,” she said.

“Well, the fact is he did. Somehow.” David mused. “Does he ever get any visitors?”

Jessie thought and then said, “No, not that I’ve seen. Only Ken—but he mostly delivers groceries and supplies, that’s all.”

“Doesn’t Jimmy have any family?” asked David.

“No, I don’t think so,” Jessie answered.

“Does he ever leave the house?”

“He goes to the post office. He doesn’t get mail delivered here. I don’t know why.” So many blanks. That disturbed Jessie as much as it disturbed David.

“Not much to go on, is there?” David commented.

Jessie simply shook her head.

“What would we do if we were real detectives?” David wondered aloud.

“We’d follow him,” answered Jessie.

“Right.”

“But he doesn’t go anywhere,” Jessie said.

“But we do have to keep an eye on him. Get his routine down. See if there is something we missed.”

David was on the trail again. Now that he had a route to explore, the fun and excitement of investigation was back.

“Great idea,” said Jessie, catching David’s enthusiasm. “We’ll take turns watching Jimmy’s house.”

“We’ll have to keep a diary. Hour by hour, recording each time he leaves,” said David. His mind was clear now—sharp and ready for action.

Not far away, a silent observer was also sharp and ready for action. Old Jimmy Bedloe’s tomcat, Barnacle, slipped out of the shack window where Jimmy kept watch. At first, Barnacle approached the two teenagers as if he were stalking prey. He darted quickly through the beach scrub, then stopped behind a small mound of sand. There the cat burrowed down to watch his quarry.

For several minutes, Barnacle merely stared motionlessly at David and Jessie. Finally, at some mysterious prompting, the cat rose. With a twitch of his ear and a sniff of the air he crept toward the prey.

But when he had cleared the last piece of covering, Barnacle rose from his half-crouch and suddenly abandoned his game. Lazily, he strolled over to David and Jessie. He puffed himself out, like a sponge wrung dry, and flicked his tail in a mischievous manner.

“Hi, Barnacle” Jessie called when she spotted the cat. “Come over here and say hello.”

Barnacle obeyed. He leapt gingerly onto Jessie’s lap and began purring immediately.

“Isn’t he a beauty?” Jessie asked David.

“Sure—if you like cats,” David replied with a shrug.

“I do. He’s a special cat, too,” said Jessie.

“How do you mean?” asked David.

“He’s friendly, he likes people. Most cats are very standoffish. Not Barnacle. He comes when you call, just like a trained dog,” she added.

At the mention of the word dog, Barnacle hunched his back.

“Calm down, Barnacle,” Jessie cooed. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

“Jessie, can we get down to business?” David asked, amused.

“Sorry,” Jessie said, still stroking the purring tomcat.

“Okay, here’s the plan. We’ll take shifts watching the house, writing down everything that we see. We’ll try to get a clearer picture of what Old Jimmy’s up to.”

The moment David finished his outline, Barnacle leapt from Jessie’s grasp. He trotted dutifully up the beach and jumped through the open window of Old Jimmy’s shack, exactly as he had come.

“Did you see that?” David demanded.

“What do you mean?” Jessie asked.

“It was as though that cat left to take a message to his master.” David shook his head in disbelief.

“Don’t be silly,” Jessie laughed. “Cats can’t talk.”


The Surveillance

David took the second shift in the watch on Old Jimmy’s house. Jessie had nothing to report for the first shift. She had watched the house from behind a rise in the sand dune on the beachside. She had no way of knowing if Jimmy entered or left from the rear of his house.

David decided to use the cover of the trees and bushes behind Jimmy’s house to get as close to cottage as he could. His shift lasted from four to six o’clock. Six was dinner time, and neither he nor Jessie could think of a convincing excuse for missing dinner.

David and Jessie decided to forego a watch from six until seven-thirty. After dinner, they would meet and continue their surveillance.

Notepad in hand, David settled onto a stump of an old oak tree. Old Jimmy’s house was clearly in sight about seventy-five feet away. David could not be seen from his place of hiding.

He was safe. Safe? He thought about that for a while, recalling the scare he had while diving. His brush with death had been quick, maybe ten seconds at the most. But he would remember those seconds all his life.

What made him so sure he wasn’t in danger now? David quickly stood up and looked around. Not a sound. Still daylight, easy to see. And see what? An old man of eighty who can barely walk upright. What a baby, you’re just being stupid, he jeered at himself.

David sat down again, smiling about his sudden fear. He dug into the pocket of his windbreaker and took out a pencil. Then he opened the notepad, the kind used at school to write down homework assignments. Many pages had been torn out. Only twenty or so remained.

On top of the first page, Jessie had written

SPECIAL SURVEILLANCE—OJB

April 10
2—4 P.M. Nothing to report. I mean absolutely nothing! J.N.

David read it and chuckled to himself. That Jessie, she’s something, he thought. Always joking, never afraid. Smart, too. He slipped the notepad into his jacket pocket.

For the next hour, nothing happened up at the house. The sun burrowed deep into the western horizon off to David’s left. The wind kicked up and the seaside air began to cool. David pulled his windbreaker around him tightly. He crossed his arms and tucked his hands under his armpits.

This is boring, he thought. How do those detectives do it? Sitting in cars, slouched down out of sight. Full-time surveillance must be very dull. I wonder how many detectives fall asleep?

David straightened up. Something different, at least—Old Jimmy had turned his house lights on. But nothing strange about that. It was almost dark. Night sounds began to play softly in the air.

His ears picked up a slight stirring in the ground brush, different from the wind lifting the brush. This was the sound of someone or something pushing through the undergrowth.

It was hardest to determine the direction of a sound at sundown, David knew. After several tries, he located the noise at the back of the house. He heard a scratching noise, a snapping of a twig, and then silence.

David strained to see any movement, but nothing was visible. He swirled with a start at another noise. The prowler appeared to be on the move again. Bushes rustled and more twigs cracked.

The noise grew louder. Then, in a clearing off to David’s right, the stalker appeared at last. Barnacle leapt free of the brush, stopped, and sniffed the air.

David didn’t like this cat. The tom was a handsome fellow, all right, but he was strange somehow.

Barnacle hissed. He sensed an intruder in his world. He arched his back angrily. David could see the raised hair on the tom’s neck even in the dim light. Barnacle crept forward, hissing and spitting. He had spotted David.

David tried to calm the cat, fearing all the noise would bring Old Jimmy. “Shh, Barnacle. It’s me, David. Nothing to fear, old boy.”

The cat paused for a moment. Then he let out a high pitched cat—wail that brought David to his feet. David began to back up uneasily. Barnacle followed—slowly, deliberately, eyes fixed on David.

The cat wailed his terrible cry again. David moved off several steps, stopped, and faced the cat. “Are you blind old fellow? Can’t you see me? It’s David,” he coaxed.

Again the cat wailed. This time he sprang into a trot, coming straight at David.

The surveillance was ended. David darted across the clearing and through the woods. All the while he could hear Barnacle coming.

David stopped only when his cottage came into view. The lights were on and the cottage looked warm, inviting, and safe.

David reached the cottage’s doorway. He turned back for a second and listened for the cat. But the wild chase appeared to have been called off. David stopped a moment to catch his breath. Then he gratefully entered the cottage, ready for dinner and peace.

Hidden in the shadows, Barnacle kept watch on the Flanderses’cottage. Five minutes after David had disappeared inside the house, the cat crept forward. He jumped to a flower box below the kitchen window and sat there patiently, purring contentedly.

When David happened to glance at the window, Barnacle was ready. The cat snarled, hissed, and arched his back angrily. Barnacle waited until he saw the look of terror on David’s face. Then he jumped down from the window box. Lazily, he strolled back through the woods and returned to his house and master.


Dad’s Advice

David was still jittery when he sat down to dinner. That cat actually chased me away from the house, he thought. He’s more a guard dog than a cat. The picture of Barnacle, hissing and springing towards him, kept flashing through David’s mind.

His mother and father, on the other hand, had spent a relaxing afternoon. His father had finished his magazine article and was in a very lighthearted mood. The dinner was intended to be a celebration of sorts.

David’s parents were joking together, in fact, when Mrs. Flanders noticed David’s face. Her son was sitting with a forkful of food in midair, staring openmouthed out of the kitchen window.

Mrs. Flanders nudged her husband. “Roy, look at David,” she said.

Mr. Flanders glanced over at his son. He smiled, shook his head, and said, “What’s the matter, Mara? That’s not an unusual expression for our son. His body may be here, but his mind is off somewhere, combing the galaxies or spelunkering in dark caves”

“I know,” said Mrs. Flanders, “but he seems frightened, doesn’t he?”

Mr. Flanders looked closely at David. He did see fear in his son’s eyes. He wasn’t concerned, but he said anyway, “Let’s see where he was.” He winked at his wife.

“Earth calling David. Come in.”

Mara laughed and took up the game, imitating the voice of a computerized robot. “Earth calling David. Come in. This is Earth Station Rocky Point, come in, please.”

His mother’s playful, staccato speech brought David out of his own thoughts. He quickly hid his fear and responded, “This is David calling Earth. Do you read me? Over.”

Mrs. Flanders stopped the game. “The question is, do you read us, David? Are you all right?

“Sure,” David lied as he tried his nothing-ever-bothers-me smile. He noticed the forkful of food in his hand and gobbled it quickly, pretending he was hungry. Actually, hunger was the farthest thing from his mind. But he was supposed to be eating so he did just that.

He continued to wolf down his food until his mother ordered, “David, put that fork down and take a breather.” David placed his fork on the almost empty plate and nervously fingered his napkin.

“What’s up, Dave?” his father asked. He looked closely at his son for a sign that would explain his unusually bizarre behavior.

“Nothing,” David answered.

“Nothing?” his mother pressed.

“Nothing,” repeated Mr. Flanders. “I guess that explains it,” he said playfully. He knew the easiest way to understand David was to team up with him.

Mrs. Flanders was more direct. Acting experience had taught her to confront problems and challenges. She applied the technique on and off stage.

“David, you were just sitting there, fork in midair, eyes off in space.” Mrs. Flanders imitated her son’s actions. “You looked as though you were thinking about something frightening.”

David’s eyes flashed. Frightening? Was he that transparent, that scared?

For a moment, he considered revealing the whole mysterious story and his own miserable investigation to his parents. But the same old reservations sprang to mind. What proof did he and Jessie have that Old Jimmy had even been out on the beach that night, let alone dumped a corpse into the waters of the Sound?

No, he would have to keep his mouth shut. As it was, everyone accused him of a wild imagination. Without any evidence to back up his story, he stood no more chance of being believed than the boy who cried wolf.

David thought quickly. He laughed and said, “I was just thinking about an idea I have for a story.”

His father was interested now. “A story? What kind of story?”

“It’s a school assignment,” David explained. “I have to write a story that appeals to an emotion.”

“Sounds interesting,” Mr. Flanders said. “Which emotion did you choose?”

“Fear,” David blurted out, fighting down the uneasy feeling that lingered.

“Good choice,” his father commented. “What’s your story about?”

“Cats,” answered David.

“But you don’t like cats,” his mother remarked.

“Yes, that’s why I picked cats. I have to be able to convey the emotion as realistically as I can.”

“Tell us your story,” Roy said.

“Well, it’s only in the idea stage,” David answered, stalling for time.

“Tell us anyway, we’d like to hear it,” Mr. Flanders pressed.

“Yes, David, go ahead,” his mother seconded.

“All right. My idea revolves around a cat that has the ability to understand human speech. Not just everyday commands like ‘here’ or ‘stay.’ This cat can actually follow a human conversation.”

“Go on,” Mr. Flanders prompted.

“Anyway, this cat is kind of a spy. He listens to people and reports back to his master,” said David.

“Then he speaks, too?” asked his mother.

“Huh?”

His father elaborated, “Well, if the cat listens and reports to his master, then he has to speak to communicate with his master. Right?”

“Maybe not,” David replied. “Couldn’t he and his master communicate without words?”

“You mean ESP?” Mrs. Flanders asked.

“Just simple mind reading,” said David.

“Why not? It’s your story,” Mr. Flanders granted.

“Now, what’s the story problem?” his father continued.

“Two investigators have come on some evidence that links the cat’s master to a crime. The cat overhears the detectives plotting their investigation and communicates those plans to his master. So whenever the two detectives try to uncover some evidence, they are stopped cold by the cat and his master.

‘That’s where I’m stumped,” David concluded. “What happens next?”

“That’s easy,” Mr. Flanders stepped in. “The investigators must get into the suspect’s house when the cat and master are gone and hunt for clues. Criminals are always leaving behind a telltale clue that points the finger at them. At least, so say all the mystery books.”

“You mean go into the house?” David suddenly realized that his make-believe story had a real-life answer, and that frightened him.

“Sure,” his mother agreed.

“Why not?” David murmured. From that moment on, he knew the direction his investigation must take.


Inside Jimmy’s Place

Immediately after supper, David met Jessie on the beach. He quickly told Jessie about his father’s suggestion.

“We have to get into his house,” he explained. “That’s the only route left open to us.”

“I know, I know. But it sounds so illegal.” Jessie grimaced.

“It is illegal,” David admitted. He quickly continued, “The point is, we have no other choice. We’ve tried everything else, haven’t we?”

“I guess so. I just want to be sure, that’s all,” Jessie answered.

“I understand, but there is no other choice, Jessie. We’ve thought it out. The only possible clues left are in Old Jimmy’s house. What do you say?” David waited for Jessie’s answer.

If there’s no other choice—if a search is the only way to get to the bottom of this mystery—then let’s go ahead,” she said.

“Okay,” David said. “And this time I do have a plan. We’ll continue our surveillance until we establish Jimmy’s daily routine. Then we’ll both watch his house at those times he is most likely to leave. When he’s gone, we’ll make a quick entrance, check for clues, and make a mental list of everything we see. Then we get out of there quickly.”

David paused and then asked, “What do you think?”

“It sounds reasonable,” Jessie answered.

The two sat quietly now on the sandy hillside above the beach. The sky was black, dotted only by the distant stars. The full moon, off to the south of their position, cast shadows of the two youngsters. The wind was calm, and so was the water.

“It’s a bad night for surveillance,” said David. “Too bright, easy to see.”

“Yes,” Jessie agreed. “Let’s start the surveillance tomorrow. This day has been really long and exhausting.”

“Okay,” answered David. “I’m tired, too.”

The young detectives returned home to the comfort of home and family. Before long, both had turned in for the night. They slept poorly, however, troubled by dreams. Jessie dreamed about being lost and alone, unable to find which direction to go.

David’s dreams replayed his near scrape with death. Only now, he also was an observer of the struggle. He saw himself drowning, gulping in water, tugging at the rope, desperately trying to surface. Still the rope held him down.

David wanted to help himself in this dream. He wanted to untie the rope, as Jessie had done. But he was only an observer, helpless to do anything but watch his own drowning.

Neither Jessie nor David were up when Old Jimmy received a visitor the next morning. The young messenger left his car parked on the access road and walked over to Jimmy’s cottage with the telegram. The messenger didn’t like his job or this particular errand. His dispatcher had spun him a mystery about this Mr. Jimmy Bedloe.

The messenger recalled the dispatcher’s words: “You’ll deliver this telegram to a crazy old guy who lives on the beach. Old—no one here can guess how old.”

“What about the crazy part?” he had asked.

“Singing on the beach, all hours of the night. Burning fires in the heat of the summer. Friends with sea gulls—and a huge cat that acts more like a dog.”

The dispatcher continued, waving the telegram at the messenger, “And he gets these weird telegrams about three or four times a year.”

“No kidding,” the messenger eyed the dispatcher with amusement. All Old Jimmy’s “crazy” peculiarities sounded harmless to him and not really very crazy, at all.

“Yeah, all they ever say is a guy’s name, some kind of military or navy rank, and a place and time.” The dispatcher shook his head.

“One more thing,” he added, “don’t expect any tip. Never gave one yet, as far as I know.”

The dispatcher’s warnings made the messenger curious. He was more persistent than usual when no one appeared to his knock. The door finally opened after the messenger had hammered away for a minute or more. The messenger glimpsed Old Jimmy for just a second before the old man grabbed the envelope and slammed the door. Neither the messenger nor the receiver spoke a single word.

The messenger turned back to the road with a sigh. At least the dispatcher had been right about the tip.

Jimmy read the message. The wording was the same as all the others. The telegram gave only the stranger’s name, his rank, and the time and place for the pickup.

Jimmy folded the message with a sigh. He would have to send a message back. He’d never done that before, but he had to now. It was impossible to carry out this last crossover. There was no time and he was so tired—he needed rest. Those nosy kids had made him edgy. The sender would have to use someone else this time.

Thoughtfully, Jimmy bent down to stroke Barnacle’s glossy back. “Barnacle, old fella, you stay here and take care of things,” he instructed. “I’ll be back later. Sit out in the sun. All this excitement is no good for an old tomcat like you.”

Old Jimmy put on his dark blue sailor coat and searched for the keys to his broken down pickup. The old man paused for a moment to reread the telegram. He seemed to waver for a moment but finally crumpled the message and tossed it on the floor. Then master and cat slipped outside.

Barnacle escorted his master to the pickup. Jimmy started the truck with difficulty. The machine awoke with a cough. With assorted creaks and rattles, the truck rolled off, leaving a puff of gray-black smoke behind.

Barnacle watched the pickup disappear. Then he walked back towards the cottage and lay down before the front wooden steps. He stretched, yawned, and soon slipped off to sleep.

David and Jessie were sitting on David’s front porch when they heard the rumblings of Jimmy’s truck.

“Come on,” Jessie had said. She took off at a trot through the woods with David right behind. They arrived at Old Jimmy’s house in time to see the battered truck disappearing down the road.

“This is it,” David whispered. They move through the woods to the back of the house. No one around. Barnacle was nowhere in sight.

Jessie whispered back, “We’d better hurry. We probably have only fifteen minutes or less.”

“Okay, but let’s not rush so fast that we overlook important clues,” David cautioned.

“Right,” Jessie replied.

The windows at the rear of the cottage were too high to look through or climb through. So David and Jessie circled the house, searching for another way to get inside.

As they turned the corner, David spotted Barnacle planted like a watchdog in front of the cottage. David held up his hand and motioned for Jessie to keep quiet. David didn’t want to tangle with the cat again.

Slowly and quietly they crossed to the front door. David held the doorknob and turned it to the right. It moved easily and clicked open. Jessie followed David inside. She watched as David painstakingly closed the door without a sound.

Jessie and David stopped and absorbed the mystery of the small cottage room. As they looked around, they began to sense the uniqueness of the place. It was as though the cottage was alive, breathing with a rhythm all its own.

On the western wall was an open hearth bordered by stone. A mantel made of a weatherbeaten wooden beam stood over the fireplace. Strewn across the mantelpiece lay bits and pieces of Jimmy’s life.

David stepped closer to the fireplace to examine the odds and ends. He recognized Jimmy’s pipe—a handmade piece cut into the likeness of a sailor. Next to the pipe were pipe cleaners and a canister of sweet smelling pipe tobacco. Match boxes, piled three and four high, were mixed in the clutter. The mantel top included no ash tray. All the pipe ashes had been dumped into the fireplace.

One lone photograph, unframed but backed by heavy cardboard to keep it from bending, stood atop the mantel. Near the picture was a storm lantern. The photograph was the obvious focus of the lamp’s light. Two people were framed in the oval picture. A woman and a young child. Mother and daughter.

The woman stared grimly out at the viewer. Her plain dress contrasted with the dapper sailor’s suit her child wore. Other signs showed the little girl was the center of the picture. Her hair had been meticulously curled in soft ringlets and her small shoes shone.

The picture must have been quite an occasion for the child—she smiled broadly and openly. David picked up the photo to study the woman’s and child’s faces. He turned it over to scan the back. An inscription written in a thin, spidery hand read: Amanda holding Thelma, 1925.

David and Jessie scanned the rest of the cottage. Near the center of the room was a table, its top conspicuously clean and bare. There was no chair tucked under it.

A smaller table with a solitary chair stood in front of a small icebox. One cabinet hung above the refrigerator. The cupboard door, slightly ajar, revealed a few dishes, cups, and a glass.

The rest of the small kitchen area was equally sparse and ill-kept. Three battered cooking pots hung from the low ceiling. The sink was gray and coated with food stains. Master’s and cat’s unwashed breakfast dishes had been haphazardly dumped on the counter.

Jimmy’s bedroom was a wobbly cot pushed into the corner. The bed consisted of a mattress and a blanket, which was in a ball at one end.

In general, the room was dirty and poorly furnished. The woods behind the house filtered any sunlight that might have strayed through the dirty rear windows. Jimmy’s cottage seemed a cold, dark, and uninviting place.

“Let’s get to work,” David whispered.

Jessie began exploring a small footlocker near the bed. As she opened it, she saw a newspaper clipping taped on the inside of the lid. The headline read: Mother and Daughter Lost in Waters of Sound. Jessie read the story and discovered that Amanda Bedloe and her daughter Thelma had been drowned in a boating accident on the little girl’s fourth birthday.

“Poor Jimmy,” Jessie whispered.

“What?” David started. As the minutes ticked past, he grew increasingly jumpy.

David read the story and answered Jessie’s sympathetic statement, “That is terrible, Jessie.”

As Jessie bent back down to replace the clipping, she spotted some books beneath Jimmy’s cot. She immediately indicated her find to David. The two pulled out a pile of ancient books stowed under the bed. One of the books was bound in red stained cloth and edged in gold leaf. The yellowed pages crinkled as David turned them.

The book was very old, maybe several hundred years old. There was no publisher’s page—only a first page with a large sprawling script that could not be deciphered.

Jessie had picked up a leather-bound ledger. The columns had been drawn freehand, and they narrowed from top to bottom. On the last page that had been written on in the volume there were eleven names and dates. The dates spanned the past three years. The most recent entry had been written in only several days ago: John W. Wiley.

“David, take a look at this,” Jessie whispered.

David put down the big, red book that he was trying to decipher and sat next to Jessie.

“What is it?” he asked.

“I’m not sure, take a look at it,” she said.

She moved the book nearer to David. He flipped through the pages in the front.

“Seems like some kind of naval listing,” he mused.

“Right.”

“See this,” David pointed to one of the columns. “Seaman, Captain, First Mate—those are naval ranks. These men are all sailors.”

“Were all sailors,” Jessie corrected.

“Were?” David questioned.

“Yes,” she answered, “look at the dates on the end columns.”

The page David was examining listed dates from as far back as twenty-three years ago.

“They’re probably retired by now,” David said.

“Or dead,” Jessie offered.

“Dead?” asked David. A picture of Jimmy carrying each dead sailor to his watery grave flickered across his mind.

“Is it possible that all of these sailors were buried here, the way that other sailor was buried?” he asked Jessie in a hushed voice.

“Look here.” Jessie turned to the last entry. “See, only a few days ago: John W. Wiley. He’s probably the one we saw Jimmy dump into the water that night.”

“Then it must be true,” David exclaimed excitedly. “If John W. Wiley was the man Jimmy lugged down to the water, all the sailors listed in this ledger must be dead and buried right off the jetty.”

“But how does it happen?” Jessie asked.

“Keep searching,” David urged. “The answer has to be here, somewhere.”

Finally, behind the footlocker, Jessie discovered the clue they needed. There laid the telegram that Jimmy had just received.

Jessie uncrumpled the message and eagerly read it. “Look at this!” she called to David. “It’s a telegram. But it looks just like a listing from this ledger.”

Just as David was reaching for the telegram, the two teenagers heard an angry thump against the front of the cottage. A terrifying screech followed. In the same instant, they both spotted Barnacle at the window. The big cat began clawing savagely at the pane trying to get in. His eyes blazed with fury. The hair on his arched back rose like needles.

Jessie dropped the ledger and the telegram and clapped her hands over her mouth. David wildly scanned the cottage for a means of escape. The door was the only way out. Should they try to get past the wild tomcat, he wondered. Would the cat attack them? But what else could they do—they had to try.

“Jessie!” he called above the cat’s fearsome wailing. “Jessie, we’ll have to go out the front. That cat isn’t going to give up, believe me! And his noise is bound to bring someone.”

Jessie nodded and shouted back. “I know. But, David, let’s at least try to trap Barnacle. When we open the door we’ll let Barnacle in. Then we’ll get out fast and slam the door behind us.”

David dug up two small logs from the woodbox and handed one to Jessie. “If he comes at you, Jessie, use this. When I open the door, follow me outside quickly.”

David placed his hand on the doorknob. He took a firm grasp and then looked at Jessie to make sure she was ready.

“Here goes,” David murmured. He took a deep breath and then turned the knob. With a jerk, he pulled open the door. They watched Barnacle charge past, hissing wildly.

“Let’s go!” David shouted. He flung the door open wide, flew straight out of the house, and stumbled right into Officer Hoffman’s open arms.


Caught in the Act

Officer Hoffman’s strong grasp put a halt to David and Jessie’s headlong flight. Though the two teenagers twisted and tried to squirm loose, they couldn’t free themselves. Barnacle watched the trio from the doorway. The cat was calm now and as poised as a statue, as though nothing had happened.

“Easy you two. Take it easy,” Officer Hoffman ordered. “You’re not going anywhere, so you may as well stop trying.”

David and Jessie knew he was right, and they gave up. When they stopped squirming, Officer Hoffman released the teenagers. Jessie and David puffed, out of breath.

“Now, what’s going on here?” Officer Hoffman asked firmly.

“Nothing,” David answered belligerently. He stared up into the officer’s face.

Officer Hoffman was a likable policeman. During his days in the police academy, he became known as a liberal cop. Some thought him too easygoing.

He looked down at David and saw fear on the teenager’s face. Better go slow with these two, Officer Hoffman thought. But he knew that he would have to play the hard-nosed cop for a little while if he wanted to get any information out of David and Jessie.

Officer Hoffman put on his stern, unreadable face and grunted, “Nothing, huh? I see. Well, I guess I have no choice but to bring you two down to the precinct and turn you over to the desk sergeant.” He turned away to hide a smile.

Jessie responded first. “We weren’t doing anything. Honest,” she protested.

“That’s hard to believe,” Officer Hoffman replied.

“But it’s true,” David chimed in. “You see, we were chased by the cat that lives here. He’s vicious and evil.”

Officer Hoffman glanced behind David at Barnacle who was lazily cleaning his whiskers. “He doesn’t look very vicious to me,” the officer remarked.

David and Jessie turned and looked at the cat. Barnacle continued acting the part of the friendly old tomcat. Angrily, David waved his arms and yelled at Barnacle to try to stir the cat into his recent ugly temper. Barnacle only blinked and continued washing his whiskers. David rolled his eyes in exasperation.

“Come on you two. Let’s have it. What were you doing in there? Is Mr. Bedloe here?” asked Officer Hoffman.

“No, he’s not here now,” answered Jessie.

“Did he leave here recently?” asked Hoffman.

“Yes,” said David, seeing a way out of this scrape. “We were all sitting around talking about the old days. You know, sailing on the open ocean and things like that.”

“You were here, talking about old sailing days,” Officer Hoffman reviewed.

“Yes, then he—Jimmy, I mean—said he had to run an errand. So Jimmy took off. But he told us that we could wait here until he came back,” David said, beginning to enjoy his story.

“I see,” said Officer Hoffman, pretending to make notes on his pad. “So you two were just sitting in Mr. Bedloe’s cottage. And suddenly you decided to tear out the door as fast as you can. Why?”

“I told you,” David explained. “It was Barnacle. He scared us, so we ran. That’s all.”

David was half ashamed of the lie and half proud of his inventiveness. The pieces were all fitting nicely.

All except one. Just then the officer and two teenagers heard the unmistakable sound of Old Jimmy’s truck heading down the drive to the cottage. Barnacle heard it, too. He trotted off around the house and disappeared.

“Can we go now?” David asked. He tried to hide his keen desire to be out of sight when Jimmy came around the corner of the house.

“Hang on a second,” Officer Hoffman said good-naturedly. “You’ve waited this long for Mr. Bedloe. Don’t you want to see your friend?”

“Sure we do,” Jessie lied, “but we were supposed to be home an hour ago. So long,” she added.

Before David and Jessie could even move a step, Barnacle came prancing around the corner of the house. He seemed very pleased with himself. Immediately behind the cat was Old Jimmy Bedloe himself.

David had never really seen the old man up close. He was shorter than David had realized—and older. It was as if time had shriveled Jimmy, pressing him closer to the ground like a withering corn stalk.

Jimmy moved like an old man, too. He walked with a slow, ponderous gait as though he was carrying something heavy. His back was hunched slightly forward, causing his neck and head to bend towards the ground.

More than old, David decided. It seemed to David that some labor had molded Jimmy to that shape—just as though Jimmy still carried the weight of all those bodies he must have borne down to the Sound.

But there was still power in the old man. The muscles in his large, gnarled hands, broad forearms, and heavy shoulders hinted at Jimmy’s strength.

Jimmy did not look up until he had almost reached the porch. Then Jimmy sensed their presence and looked up. For the first time, David glimpsed the old man’s blue eyes. Jimmy stopped and coldly fixed his fearful gaze on David and Jessie.

For a very long moment, Jimmy simply stood still and stared. Finally, he turned his attention to the tall, young policeman.

“I’m Officer Hoffman, Mr. Bedloe,” the officer introduced himself. He stepped forward as he closed his pad and slipped it into his pocket.

Jimmy didn’t seem particularly interested in the information. In a flat, gruff voice he asked, “What can I do for you, Officer?”

“Well, actually, Mr. Bedloe, you can’t do anything for me. But maybe they can,” Officer Hoffman replied, pointing to Jessie and David.

“Oh?” said Jimmy, still motionless.

“I found them running out of your cottage. They ran right into my arms, as though they were running away or being chased,” the officer explained.

David and Jessie held their breath. Jessie had never been in any serious trouble before. David had never been personally involved in any wrongdoing, either. He had once watched a friend shoplift a cheap radio, however. Now he felt twice as guilty and as scared as he had that time. Jessie didn’t need the comparison—she knew she was terrified.

Old Jimmy did not comment on the policeman’s remarks. Officer Hoffman finally broke the awkward silence to explain David and Jessie’s story. He finished and searched the old man’s face for a sign of some kind.

“Officer,” Jimmy said, “may I ask you something?”

“Sure,” said Officer Hoffman.

“May I speak with these two, privately—inside?” Jimmy waited, then added, “It will only take a minute.”

“If that’s what you want—,” the officer said.

“It is,” Jimmy replied. He turned and entered his home.

David and Jessie looked at each other and then at Officer Hoffman. They seemed less scared than before.

“Do you two want to talk?” the policeman asked.

“Sure,” David said.

“Yes,” answered Jessie. “We have a few things to discuss.”

“Okay by me,” said Officer Hoffman.

Jessie and David entered the cottage once again.

“Close the door,” Jimmy said.

David pulled the door shut behind him. The room looked the same except that the books they had been reading before Barnacle appeared at the window were gone. Barnacle sat on the table that stood in the center of the cottage. Jimmy sat on the lone chair, hands folded on his lap.

Jimmy looked younger in the dim light of the cottage. Only his sagging body, bent even as he sat, indicated how old and tired he was.

For an instant, Jessie felt sorry for the old man. Then she remembered the night she saw him drop a body into the water. The memory doused her sympathy.

David opened the conversation with a calm announcement. “We know all about it,” he assured Jimmy.

David had decided to adopt the old detective’s ploy and pretend that he and Jessie knew all the facts. He hoped the technique would shake some important information out of Old Jimmy.

Jimmy didn’t respond. He remained as motionless as he had outside. But David wasn’t shaken by Jimmy’s stony appearance. He knew how this waiting game was played. The first one to speak would have the weakest position.

David was determined he would not give in before Old Jimmy did. His bluff would work.

Jessie hadn’t guessed David’s strategy, however. Determinedly, she cut in with her own challenge. “It’s true. We know all about you—and the dead bodies you disposed of in the Sound.”

David had expected that Jessie’s speech had thrown away their advantage, but Old Jimmy’s self-assurance stunned him. “Is that so?” the old man answered coldly. The two teenagers fell silent, unable to think of anything to shake Jimmy’s confidence.

“What do you think you know?” Jimmy taunted. Old Jimmy was a good judge of character. He believed David and Jessie knew something, but he didn’t know exactly what information the teenagers had. Best to find out here in private, and then see if he couldn’t scare them back into minding their own business. He stared at David with his icy blue eyes.

David returned the old man’s gaze without fear now. He knew Jimmy was trying his own scare tactic, probing for the truth and weaknesses in David’s spirit. Finally, the old man broke his gaze and demanded again, “What do you know?”

Jessie spoke first, “We know about the body you dumped in the water a few days ago. We know about the names in your ledger.”

“And we know about the telegram,” David added, hurling a defiant look at the old man.

Jimmy gave no response. He sat with immeasureable patience and watched the two teenagers. A fisherman learns patience and Jimmy was a good fisherman. He would say nothing, give nothing away. He could afford to wait.

But David could not wait any longer. Officer Hoffman was on the other side of the door, expecting a resolution to this private conference. And here was perhaps their only opportunity to solve the mystery.

David pressed for an answer. “We know what you did to those people. The evidence is in your ledger and in that ancient book.” David added, hoping Jimmy would weaken, “What do you say now?”

Jimmy said nothing.

“Maybe we should tell Officer Hoffman?” Jessie asked David as she eyed Jimmy.

“Good idea,” David said. “Let’s go,” he said to Jessie. He turned to leave.

“You are two foolish children,” Old Jimmy said suddenly.

David spun around, and Jessie halted in her tracks. “Are we?” she asked angrily. She was piqued by the word children as much as by the charge that she and David were foolish.

“Why is that?” David demanded.

“What will you tell this policeman? Will you tell him that an eighty-year-old man carried a body to the water all by himself? And even if that was possible, why would I do such a thing? For what reason?”

“You’re forgetting the other evidence,” David said. “The names in the book.”

“Names of friends. Sailors I’ve known. I’m entitled to my memories,” Jimmy insisted.

“You’re forgetting the other evidence,” David said. “The names in the book.”

“Names of friends. Sailors I’ve known. I’m entitled to my memories,” Jimmy insisted.

He continued after a short pause. “No, you don’t dare to talk to the policeman. He would laugh at you. He would think you are foolish children—children who have gotten into some rather serious mischief. Trespassing and breaking and entering are rather odd games.”

Slowly Old Jimmy stood up. It seemed their discussion had come to an end. He walked past the two bewildered teenagers and headed for the door. They watched the old man reach the door, open it, and leave without so much as a glance backward.

“What do we do now?” asked Jessie.

“Let’s go,” David said. He marched purposefully out of the door. Jessie followed.

The policeman spoke first. “Mr. Bedloe, is everything straightened out?”

Old Jimmy turned to David and Jessie one last time. He fixed his blue eyes on them. David and Jessie felt caught by that gaze somewhere between shame and defiance.

“What do you say, Mr. Bedloe?” the officer asked again.

Jimmy turned away from the two teenagers. “Yes, everything is straightened out.”

“Okay, you two, you can leave now,” Officer Hoffman said. “I don’t want you to get in trouble getting home late.”

David and Jessie hesitated. Were they going to let Old Jimmy get away with this? But the old man was right. The police would never take their story seriously. David and Jessie reluctantly gave in and headed for home.

As the two teenagers walked dejectedly down the beach, Officer Hoffman turned to Jimmy. “They’re good kids, Mr. Bedloe,” he assured the old man. “I don’t think they meant any harm. Was there any damage done?”

“No, no harm done,” said Jimmy thoughtfully. “Though kids are snoopier than almost any creature alive. They cause trouble. But no harm done—this time.“


The Biggest Sea Gull of All

It rained all the next day. The cleansing downpour washed over the rooftops, dry beaches, and trees, stirring the spring season to life. Thousands of young plants began to stretch and crack the earth’s surface to begin the yearly cycle of growth.

With the chilly, gray rain fell a melancholy mood. David and Jessie could not escape the feeling. No more steps to take, no further investigation, no more excitement. They were beaten.

“It’s your turn,” Jessie reminded David.

“Sorry,” he said absently. He rolled the dice and moved his marker around the game board. Again he slipped into a distant gaze.

Jessie shook her head. “You just won $50 in case you didn’t notice.” She handed David the play money.

“Thanks,” he mumbled.

“It’s crazy,” she said. “This whole mess is crazy. I mean we saw a man drop a body into the water, and there’s nothing we can do about it.“

“I know.” David sighed. “I feel so helpless and frustrated,” he muttered.

A long silence followed. They played the game in a mechanical, uninspired way. Once, David rolled the dice and landed in jail.

“The wrong person is in jail,” David muttered.

“You’re right,” agreed Jessie. After a moment she added, “There must be something we can do.”

“If there is, I can’t see it,” David said. “We’ve tried everything once. That’s as much as we can do, isn’t it?”

“No,” Jessie answered, suddenly excited.

“No?”

“We’ve tried everything once. Why stop at once? What we have to do is retrace every step we’ve taken. Maybe with the extra information we have now, we’ll see something different the second time through.”

“You’re right,” David beamed.

The melancholy that had hung in the air was gone. David and Jessie now had a glimmer of hope that they could solve the mystery after all. They quickly packed up the game without discussion.

“What do we do first?” David asked when they had finished.

“Check out the jetty again, I suggest,” answered Jessie.

“Right,” David readily agreed.

David went to his bedroom closet for a raincoat. He slipped into his fisherman’s style raincoat and met Jessie at the door. She already had on her green rain slicker.

“Ready?” she asked.

“One second.” David quickly jotted a note to his parents, telling them he would be gone for a while. Then he and Jessie headed out the door.

They walked through the soft, misty rain down to the jetty. The wind kicked up the water and formed whitecaps on the surface. No boats of any kind were out on the Sound that day. No sea gulls prowling the beach, either. And, as far as they knew, no Barnacle or Old Jimmy to observe their detective work.

The jetty was treacherous. The rain made the slippery surface difficult to walk across. Slowly and very carefully, David and Jessie crawled across the jetty to the end. This time they stopped every few feet and poked into the rocky crevices, searching for any clue at all. They found nothing out of the ordinary.

Both David and Jessie were drenched before they had combed half of the jetty. Clumps of Jessie’s hair hung soaking wet across her brow, and her soggy sneakers squeaked whenever she moved. David’s new tennis shoes were even dripping blue dye. But both the teenagers were too intent on their search to mind the discomfort of the weather.

When they reached the jetty’s edge they found a used pipe cleaner wedged between three rocks. David pulled it out and put it into his pocket.

“What’s that for?” Jessie asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe it will only be a reminder. Maybe nothing at all.”

The pipe cleaner was Jimmy’s. But David and Jessie knew the cleaner was a symbol, not a clue. They made their way back across the jetty again, empty-handed.

By the time they had returned to the cottage, David’s parents had returned. An inviting fire burned in the fireplace. Mr. and Mrs. Flanders were sitting on the sofa drinking coffee.

“Where have you two been?” Mrs. Flanders said, looking up with a warm smile.

“Exploring,” David volunteered.

“What did you find?” his father asked.

“That you get wet when you go out in the rain,” David joked.

“Very wet,” Jessie added as she swept her damp hair back off her brow.

“Why don’t you two dry off, and I’ll make you something hot to drink?” Mrs. Flanders offered.

“Sounds good to me,” David said.

“By the way, David, we’re going to have to leave a little earlier than expected,” Mrs. Flanders said. She hoped her son would not be too disappointed by the announcement. She believed, however, that David’s daily coming and going and his friendship with Jessie indicated he was having a good time.

“How much earlier?” David asked, masking his concern as best he could.

“Tomorrow,” his father answered.

“Tomorrow? Why? We were supposed to stay until Monday.” His despair was clear to his parents.

“I’m sorry, David, but I have a shooting in two days. My agent called this morning,” his mother explained.

“The weather has turned bad anyway, Dave,” his father added. “It’s supposed to be cold and rainy through the weekend.”

David couldn’t blame his parents. How were they to know that just a few days could mean the difference in clearing up this mess?

Quickly he reassured them, “That’s okay, Mom and Dad. I understand.”

He picked up his wet raincoat off the coatrack near the door and then handed Jessie’s coat to her. “Guess we’ll go out again, then. We’ve got to fit all our exploring into one day. See you later, Mom and Dad.” He headed out the door again, followed by Jessie.

“David,” Jessie called, as he marched ahead of her. “Wait a minute.”

David stopped and waited for her to catch up. “Where are you going?” Jessie asked.

“Well, I’m not going diving again, that’s for sure,” he said.

“Then what?” Jessie demanded.

“To continue the surveillance. That’s all we have left. Maybe Old Jimmy will panic and try something. I want to be there if he does.”

“Okay,” Jessie answered.

They circled Jimmy’s house and took up their old positions again. Squatting in the underbrush beneath an old pine tree in back of the cottage, they settled down to watch the house.

After a soggy hour of surveillance, David’s determination softened. “Maybe we should call it quits. What do you say?” he asked Jessie.

“David, I think we’ve done everything we could do. It’s just more than we can handle.” She looked tired, sopping wet, and disappointed.

David stood up, not caring if he was seen on the old man’s property. He arched his back and stretched his legs. “Let’s go.”

As David and Jessie trudged back to the Flanderses’ cottage, they reviewed the events of the past few days. But, strangely, the case now seemed less important than their relationship. They knew that their friendship would be threatened by David’s departure tomorrow. Sure, they would see each other on vacation and during the summer months. But to leave such a close friend behind would not be easy.

“If the rain stops, let’s take a walk later,” Jessie said. “Okay?”

“I’d like that,” David agreed. “I’ll come over and get you.”

“Great,” she said. “See you later.”

David went home. After a warm shower and a change into dry clothing, he began packing for tomorrow’s return to the city. Then the excitement and uneasy nights caught up with him and he fell asleep. He dozed until late afternoon when the smell of biscuits and hot soup awakened him.

Dinner that night was just what David needed. His mother had prepared a special meal for their last night at the cottage. The Flanderses spent a relaxing evening, talking and joking with one another. Both his nap and the warm dinner left David feeling stronger and calmer.

After dinner, David asked his parents if he could go over to Jessie’s cottage for a last goodbye.

“Invite her back here for dessert,” suggested Roy.

“Thanks, that’s a good idea,” David said. “I’ll be back in a little while.”

The night was cool, overcast, and wet. Even though the rain had stopped, the air was still heavy with moisture. David drew up the hood on his coat and ploughed down the messy beach. The sand had been packed into layers by the rain. David’s shoes were caked even before he reached Jessie’s house.

Jessie was waiting for David when he stopped for her. They silently fell into step together, reflecting on the same thoughts they had turned over that afternoon. The days at the Sound had been filled with wonderful mystery. They had loved every exciting minute.

Out of habit, they returned to the spot where they had seen Jimmy on that strange night that launched their investigation. They gazed at the Sound and then reluctantly back towards the woods. They should be heading back towards the Flanderses’ cottage soon—nearly time to return for dessert.

“When do you go back to school?” David asked.

“Tuesday.”

“Me too,” David sighed.

They dropped their attempt at a conversation. With their silence, the silence on the beach suddenly became noticeable. The persistent wind dropped and the rush of the tide fell to a murmur. As before, a deadening hush seemed to muffle all the noises of the beach. Nothing seemed to move in that silent haze. The world had become a black and white photograph, slightly out of focus.

Then, somewhere off in the distance, the sound occurred.

Jessie spoke first, breaking the silence. And just as on that earlier night when they had heard that same noise, all sound returned when she spoke.

“Oh, not again,” she pleaded.

“It can’t be,” David gasped.

But it was. The sound of Jimmy’s footsteps was coming closer to them every second.

They listened now with expectation, no longer afraid. “This is it. We’ve got him,” David whispered excitedly.

They moved together down towards the jetty more carefully than on that first night. This time they knew the path to take. Their destination was clear.

Feathery patches of fog blocked their view, but the sound of Jimmy’s plodding steps directed them. They waited until they heard him pass and move along the jetty. When Old Jimmy had reached the jetty’s end, they started after him slowly and noiselessly.

They had traveled thirty feet when they spied the flash of a light at the end of the jetty. Creeping closer, they caught a glimpse of Jimmy’s face as he put a match to his pipe. He extinguished the match but each time he inhaled the flame leapt up, lighting his face.

“Did you see that?” Jessie whispered.

“It’s Old Jimmy, all right,” David answered. “But I didn’t see a body—did you?”

“No,” Jessie whispered back.

They inched forward until another sound brought them up short. The ancient seaman had begun humming an eerie, lonely tune.

“It’s going to happen soon,” David said.

They moved quickly now and with less care than before. Only twenty feet from Old Jimmy, they were still hidden by the darkness and the thickening fog.

When he ended his tune, Old Jimmy stood up. David held his breath, while Jessie craned her neck.

“I still don’t see a body,” she whispered.

Abruptly, Jimmy extinguished his pipe, knocking the ashes out of the bowl. The last sparks fluttered away.

Now they could barely see Jimmy through the curtain of darkness and fog. Jessie touched David’s hand when she saw the old man stand up. They watched as Jimmy calmly placed his pipe on the rocks next to him and reset his hat. For a moment, he appeared to contemplate the black waters at his feet. Then he moved to the edge of the jetty and stepped into the cold water.

David and Jessie leapt to their feet at the sound of the splash of water. They waited breathlessly for a moment, straining to hear something that would explain what had happened to Old Jimmy. There was no cry for help, no sound of a swimmer striking out through the water, no noise of a body—live or dead—sinking into the Sound. It was as if Old Jimmy had been swallowed up instantly by the sea.

David and Jessie could wait no longer. They tore down to the jetty’s end, ignoring the rocks that threatened to send them stumbling. But before they could reach the water’s edge, a huge sea gull burst up through the Sound’s surface.

David and Jessie fell back, astounded by the bird’s appearance and its size. The bird was the largest sea gull they had ever seen—its wingspread was twice the width of a typical gull’s. And it was pearly white, the color of morning fog and sea foam.

The huge gull rose above David and Jessie and hovered momentarily. Then the bird screeched and dove at them. Its sharp beak missed them only by inches. With one last angry screech, the bird flew off over the water and disappeared into the dark.

David and Jessie stood still for a minute, too stunned to move from their uneasy positions. Finally, Jessie stumbled out to the edge of the jetty. She found Old Jimmy’s pipe, still warm, cooling on the rocks. David took the pipe and pulled Jessie away from the water’s edge.

“What just happened?” Jessie asked in a daze.

“Are you all right?” David was concerned.

“David, what happened to Old Jimmy?” she demanded.

David fumbled for an explanation that would sound half sane. “He just waded into the water and—somehow—somehow, Jessie—he became that sea gull.”

But that was crazy, David told himself. How could that sea gull be Jimmy Bedloe? How could he know for sure?

But David knew. He also knew what had happened to those sailors listed in Jimmy’s ledger. Suddenly, David needed to see the ledger and the ancient book again.

“Jessie, the books! Hurry!” he urged. He pulled Jessie, half stumbling, along the beach.

The flames in the fireplace were just dying down when David and Jessie burst through the door of Jimmy’s cottage. David pulled up short at the sight of Barnacle, stretched out by the warm chimney. But the old cat merely looked up at the intruders, blinked once, and then closed his eyes again.

“What’s happened to Barnacle?” Jessie questioned.

“I don’t know, but I like him this way,” said David. He immediately began to search for the books.

He found the ledger and strangely coded book tucked away under the mattress. He and Jessie drew closer to the fire to scan the books, once again. With unsteady hands, David opened the huge ledger first and turned to the final page.

There it was. Beneath John W. Wiley, in the same clear, steady hand, the last entry had been recorded—James Bedloe.

David wordlessly shut the ledger and turned to the ancient book. This time he searched the pages more slowly, even taking time to absorb the texture of the book. He ran his fingers over the raised letters of the printing and flipped the crackling, yellowed pages one at a time. He felt the answer was so close—this time he would not skip over any clues.

Then he found it. After several minutes of poring over undecipherable paragraphs, David came to a page that unfolded the mystery. On the page was a pen and ink drawing of a seascape. The artist had sketched a huge sailing ship, surrounded by a flock of sea gulls. Aboard the ship, one man stood near the railing of the vessel. He held the body of a dead sailor cradled in his arms.

David bent closer to the page. There, faintly etched in silver, a dotted line had been drawn linking the dead sailor to one of the sea gulls. Another line sprang from the gull and curved to the horizon etched on the page.

In a sudden shift of the firelight, something else caught David’s eye. Another word—a word he could read—had been written in silver on the page.

“What is it, David?” Jessie asked. “Did you see something?”

In a soft voice, David told her. “Right below the drawing. There’s a caption. It reads: ‘Crossover.’ ”


 

 

 

David Flanders wants a little terror in his life. So he is ready for a break from the humdrum rigors of his ninth grade honors class. And spending spring vacation at the family cottage on Long Island Sound seems the perfect solution, especially after David meets spunky Jessie Nordvig.

But the idyllic days end sudenly when David and Jessie spot a gnarled sea captain dragging a body down to the water’s edge. Here is all the terror David Flanders wants —and more, much more!
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