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Jack of Hearts 
 
 
By cracky, it was. A human body.  
Winthrop Spalding froze in midstep. It couldn't be. Sure looked like it, though. He set 

aside his rollers filled with clams and his clam shovel and cautiously climbed down closer to the 
surging sea for a better look.  

Here the sea pounded directly against the rocks of the shore, against endless piles of 
black, slippery boulders festooned with barnacles, periwinkles, blue mussels, a dozen kinds of 
slimes and algae. Relentless sea against unyielding Maine granite, forever and ever. The clam 
flats, oozy skirts of mud that formed a buffer between sea and land, lay behind him nearly a 
quarter of a mile.  

Winthrop had been doggedly slogging back to his car after an afternoon's work digging. 
An honest day's work for an honest buck. And now this. 

Looked like a woman, face down, sloshing in and out with the shifting surf. Her long 
black hair floated, and tangled in the rocks, and washed free again. He knew that hair. This was 
one of those fancy models from New York or someplace, who were up taking pictures for some 
magazine. He'd seen them a couple times, working here and there on the island. In that photo 
party there was a black girl (not real black, but you could tell she was coloured), two blondes, 
and this brunette. 

Now what? He knew from TV that you shouldn't ever disturb the scene of the crime. On 
the other hand, this probably wasn't the scene of the crime. This was probably just the scene 
where the body happened to float to. 

Winthrop sat down on a big boulder and considered this a minute. He was short and slim 
and wiry, particularly as today’s football-player-size kids went. His sixty years had put a lot of 
grey in his hair and taken a little of the spring out of his step. Not much. A little. He probably 
wasn’t up to carrying this tall girl the additional half mile to the road. Besides, he had on his 
knee-high rubber boots today, not the best things to wear if you want sure-footedness. 

He ought go tell someone, of course. But if he walked clear to his car and drove to a 
phone, the body'd likely float away, with the tide coming in already. On the other hand, he wasn't 
supposed to touch anything. He knew that much. 

Knowledge of the tides and currents triumphed over knowledge gained off the TV. If he 
didn't touch it, there'd be nothing here when he got back with the authorities--Hancock County 
Sheriff, probably, this far from town, or maybe the Acadia park rangers. Then the county, or the 
rangers, would waste a whole lot of his tax dollars having to go look for it.  

He stepped carefully, balancing and holding on all the way, down to the body. He leaned, 
stretching, and grasped a clammy, cold ankle. He sat back and drew the woman up across the 
rocks, inches at a time, to high tide line. Then Winthrop Spalding picked up his rollers and his 
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clam shovel and continued on to his car. 
 
 * * * 
 
Boy, was Jack pooped. Body parts he didn't know could talk were telling him things he 

didn't want to hear. He was stiff as a crutch and half as lively. 
When stupider ideas are coined, this was the one they'd have to beat. How could he be so 

dumb? When he got this job of National Park Service investigator-at-large, so to speak, Jack 
Prester had settled in Hutchinson, Kansas, a central location within two days' drive of any 
national park in the contiguous United States. Naively, he had believed the highway map that 
promised him any venue in 48 hours. Like so many promises do, this one extracted an arduous 
and painful toll. 

The road from Kansas to Maine had turned into a long, long, hard, two-day drive, and he 
wasn't there yet. At least this was, according to the map, the last short leg--not that he believed 
maps anymore.  

He had driven through Ellsworth and past the Stanwood Wildlife Sanctuary, a place he 
wanted to come back and look at when he had some time. He had gone through a cluster of 
buildings that called itself Trenton. He had passed two lobster pounds, both closed. Were they 
closed for the season, it being the middle of October, or were they open weekends, it being the 
autumn color season? Now he drove across a smooth, low cement bridge, from mainland 
America onto Mt. Desert Island, Maine. 

Beside him, Maxx snarfed and noisily licked his chops. The big black lab lay curled up 
on the passenger seat, snoring. In warmer weather, usually, Maxx rode in back. Jack had 
installed a jump box in the front of his pick-up's long bed, and a three-foot-high-by-three-feet-
deep steel cage in lieu of a tailgate. The cage doubled as a dog kennel and holding tank for 
suspects, should Jack ever be clever enough to catch a suspect. Today in the autumn chill, 
whipping along freeways at sixty-five or so, Maxx rode in the cab. 

The mutt had spent half the morning slurping his tongue on various parts of his anatomy, 
some of them obscene. He had spent the next hour just being obnoxious, licking Jack's arm, 
slobbering on Jack's jeans leg, putting nose prints on the windshield and shoving his head up 
under Jack's elbow--his Pat me! gesture. Now, worn out from the taxing rigors of being a total 
jerk, he snoozed, with his broad, boxy head shoved up against Jack's hip. If there were a doggy 
version of the odd couple, Maxx was the quintessential Oscar Madigan. 

The timing for this trip couldn't be better, Jack mused. New England is known world 
wide for its spectacular fall color, and Jack was driving through the best of it. Maples splayed 
vivid reds, oranges and salmon pinks across the landscape. Yellow alders, horsechestnuts, and 
brown oaks struck fetching poses in front of dark and frowning evergreens. Gorgeous. Truly 
gorgeous. 
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Jack hit the brakes and pulled over just beyond the bridge. Maxx slid unceremoniously 
off onto the floor. 

"Next time, wear your seatbelt." Jack scooped up the leash as Maxx scrambled back up 
onto the seat. "Come on. And behave yourself. If these people are who I think they are, they're 
sophisticated, high-class city folks."  

He slipped into his sheepskin-lined denim jacket and pulled his Stetson out of the wire 
hat rack on the back window. He got out and essentially ground to a halt. He felt incredibly 
wooden from sitting so long. He appreciated lining in his jacket. The clammy chill of this marine 
air went right through you. He stood on the road shoulder a moment, looking around. 

The bridge crossed a narrow strait between the mainland and the island, with a tiny 
stepping-stone island in between. Rocky, boulder-studded ground lined the shore of Mt. Desert 
Island here as it lined the shore of the mainland over there. Fallen trees and various jetsam drew 
dash-lines among the rocks. Two vans, their back doors gaping open, were parked along the road 
shoulder immediately behind Jack's pickup. 

Two hundred yards away on the cluttered rocks of the island shore, half a dozen people 
milled about. A big tin reflector screen and what looked like a folding table with equipment on it 
stood near them. This ought to be the fashion photography crew for whom the murdered girl had 
worked. 

As Jack approached them, he could make out the activity on the rocky shore. A girl was 
posing out by the water, as a photographer and the other ancillary folk gathered around.  

A bulky fellow the size of a bull buffalo suddenly charged away from the others. At a 
trundling lope, he ran down along the shore. The bruiser seemed headed for a man stooping and 
digging in a distant mud flat. Jack walked on past the party at the water's edge to his right and 
paused to watch the Incredible Hulk go after the digger.  

The digger, a wiry, spry little guy half his accoster's weight, stood erect as the buffalo 
charged up to him. The buffalo waved his arms. From the gestures it was obvious he was telling 
the slim little guy to go dig somewhere else. The slim little guy stood his ground. The buffalo 
grabbed him, shoved him down into the mud and was hauling him back to his feet by the time 
Jack could yank Maxx's collar off and yell, "Maxx! Go hold him!" 

Maxx, bless his doggy heart, was one of those mutts that just loved to play police dog. He 
didn't often get the chance, so he made the most of any chance he got, grandstanding, acting 
gruff, laying it on thick. It wasn't a real good attitude for a dog to have, but Jack forgave it, 
probably because he shared it. 

Maxx boiled forward now from 0 to 60, accelerating so impressively he tore up grass.  
Jack broke into a run. He could hear Maxx snarf and growl in basso profundo. The digger 

and his adversary both turned and froze in place as a hundred-plus pounds of coal black lab came 
hurtling toward them. Maxx's ponderous charge lost a little of its impressiveness when he left the 
grassy bank and floundered out into the tideflat mud. Slurping and galumphing he porpoised his 
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way toward the buffalo. 
Son of a gun if the buffalo didn't reach for a weapon in an underarm holster! 
Jack yelled "Freeze! Police!" a superfluous order if ever there was one, since both men 

were standing there with roots that sank to bedrock. 
"Maxx. On guard." Jack slowed up as he left terra firma and sloshed out into terra mudda. 

The greasy slop sucked at his running shoes. His shoes and socks both would never be clean 
again. Probably not his jeans, either. He was breathing heavily as he approached the two, as if 
he'd been sitting still in a truck seat for thirty-two hours. He pointed a finger at the buffalo, since 
his revolver was holstered at the small of his back and he didn't feel compelled to go for it just 
yet. "Just keep it tucked away or we put you away." 

Cautiously, reluctantly, the buffalo raised his hands wide. The scowl on his face would 
have fried an egg. He wore a dark green nylon parka emblazoned in pink with Sitting Pretty. He 
didn't look the least bit pretty, with crooked teeth, a bur haircut and a white scar down his cheek. 
But then he wasn't sitting. Maybe sitting, he was prettier. "Who're you?" 

Jack dug out his badge case. He wasn't expecting to need it so soon. He held it up at an 
angle conducive to clear viewing. "National Park Service out of the Washington office, 
investigating the death of Veronica Wayne." 

The fellow scowled. "I don't know you." His deep, gravelly voice sounded like a cassette 
player when the batteries are running low. 

"And at this rate you never will. I assume you're security for the company doing the 
fashion magazine layout. I recall Sitting Pretty is the company name. John Prester." 

The goon looked down at Maxx. "I suppose he's outta the Washington office, too." 
"You bet! Expertly trained and sharp as a banana."  
Maxx was pouting. Whether the buffalo could tell or not, Jack knew. Maxx was grasping 

the fact that there would probably be no action, and he was a sore loser. He looked pretty darned 
ferocious, though, for a banana. 

The bruiser studied Jack a good five seconds. The tree-thick arms drooped. "Clyde 
Wilkins. What do you want?" 

"It appeared from the road there that you two have a difference of opinion. I figure this 
gentleman and I put together probably equal your weight, especially if we throw the dog in, too. 
Just keeping things even." 

The spry little digger chuckled. "He thinks I oughta move somewhere else. As if I could 
dig clams ashore." Why was the man chuckling? His fanny and legs were wet as an eel from 
getting pushed into the slop. Jack realized, now that he got a better look at him, that the fellow 
had to be at least sixty years old. 

"He's in the way of the shoot," Wilkins snarled. Barely-masked rage clouded his face.  
The clam digger appeared bemused, and not the least bit worried that he might get his 

head knocked off in any ensuing fight. 
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Jack weighed the situation a moment, and what cooperation he might need from Clyde 
Wilkins during the investigation. "Tell you what. Let him dig clams. He'll add local color to your 
backgrounds, and since he's so far away, you won't need a model release." He paused for effect. 
"And I'll forget you went for that gun." 

"I got a permit." 
"Not to intimidate." 
"I was protecting myself from that cur." 
"Then call it a draw." Jack took a giant step aside. The mud slurped like a calf getting 

dinner. The guy had a good five miles of America left to walk past Jack in, before the Atlantic 
Ocean began in earnest. The side step was a suggestion. 

The buffalo took the suggestion. Still snarling, he slogged to high ground and headed 
back toward his party. 

"Shot tide today," the digger announced. "Better get back to it, if I'm gonna fill the rolluh 
yet." 

"Shot tide?" 
"Shot tide. Not as low as usual." 
"Shot. You mean like a giant is tall but a dwarf is shot." 
"Ayuh. That's what I said." 
"Jack Prester." Jack reached out for a handshake. 
And got one. "Winthrop Spalding." 
The name rang a bell. "You found the girl's body two days ago." 
"Ayuh. How'd you know that?" 
"My boss mentioned your name when he was briefing me about this case. You're famous 

all the way down in Washington DC, where my boss is, and Kansas, where I came from."  
"Clear from Kansas!?" 
"Crazy, isn't it? Good luck clamming." 
The wizened man nodded. "Good luck with that outfit." He turned aside, prowled all of 

two steps and stuffed his tool, a low sort of shovel, into the mud. He dug and prized a bit and 
brought up a shovel full of dripping mud. Deftly he extracted a clam Jack wouldn't have found in 
a year in that slime, and dropped it in a slatted carrier made of wooden lath. 

"Maxx. Come." Jack waded back to high ground, his every step sounding like a kid who 
just ate chocolate licking his fingers. His toes, soaking wet, ached with cold. 

He put Maxx's collar back on and brought him under tow. Maxx was even muddier than 
Jack; the dog's feet had sunk in up to his belly. They walked the two hundred yards through 
dying autumn grass to the cluster of people.  

A tall, lovely blonde girl with waist-length hair stood picturesquely, holding a wide-
brimmed hat on her head as her yellow spring-looking dress swirled in the breeze. The dress was 
sleeveless, the temperature at the moment maybe 48. At most. 
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A photographer was shooting her at twelve frames a minute as he crouched in front of 
her. He twisted and turned, aimed from this angle and that. An assistant of some sort held a 
three-foot wide square reflector, trying to make the murky, overcast afternoon into a bright 
spring day. In a ripstop nylon parka like Wilkins's, a tall, thin woman a decade older than anyone 
else here stood off to the side frowning. Her short-cropped dark hair was greying. 

In canvas directors' chairs nearby sat two pretty girls, all wrapped up in blankets. One 
was a platinum blond and the other a black girl. Nobody looked happy except the girl being 
photographed, who was no doubt being paid handsomely to smile, and the vast majority here 
appeared downright miserable. 

Clyde had continued out toward the road. He stopped, keeping a wary eye on Jack. He 
wasn't happy either. This fashion modelling business must be a real drag. 

The thin woman in the parka was probably Edith Cray, the manager of this modelling 
agency. The photographer would be either a Mike Kovik or an Arturo Fracci. Jack had no idea 
what the assistant's name was; he didn't remember an assistant mentioned in any of the material 
Hal had faxed him. There had been a wardrobe mistress who doubled as make-up artist, but he 
didn't see anyone around like that.  

The only one of the three models Jack could identify for certain was Athalia Adams in 
one of the chairs, because she was the token black in this outfit. Coffee with cream, as all black 
models are. The two blondes looked too much alike to call. 

Jack stepped up beside the shivering girls in the chairs and smiled. "Afternoon." 
"Nuthin' good about it," Athalia Adams grumped. She drawled her words out in a 

southern accent, Georgia or possibly South Carolina. 
"Didn't say there was. Jack Prester, Miss Adams." 
Her eyes went wide. "Do Ah know you?" 
"Sure. Athalia Adams. We just now met." 
The blonde beside her laughed, a tinkling giggle that didn't sound the least bit air-head. 

"Are you gay?" 
"You need work developing better pick-up lines, Miss Laren. As opening remarks go, 

that's pretty much a bummer." 
She shrugged fetchingly. "It can save a lot of time. How do you know who we are?" 
"I'm only guessing that you're Lauren Laren. Shot in the dark. Fifty percent chance since 

you're one of two blondes. So I take it that's Marlette freezing down there in the yellow dress." 
He nodded toward the water's edge. "Does Marlette have a last name?" 

"Not that she'll admit to." The blonde giggled again. "And you got the freezing right. Too 
bad goose bumps don't show in the photographs." 

"Too bad they don't pay extra for them, so much per bump." 
Miss Adams cooed, "Ah luuuhhhv the way you think. What you say your name was?" 
"John Prester. Jack." Jack dropped down to a squat, the better to converse at eye level. 
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"Maxx, sit." 
"And who's this? Max?" Miss Adams nodded toward Maxx as the mutt plopped his 

bottom down in the grass. "He's so shiny black. Glossy. Not counting the mud, of course. And 
fat. No, not fat. I guess 'bulky's' the word. Beautiful." 

"Hall's Maximian Luxembourg, officially. Maximum Licks and Burps." 
The huge eyes got huger. "You wouldn' call that poor dog something so crude. He's so 

cute." 
"Cute is as cute does. When he belches, dishes rattle." 
The girls laughed aloud. Swathed in blankets, these professional glamour-pusses seemed 

so unpretentious and relaxed.  
Not the least relaxed was their fellow model, Marlette, in front of the camera. Jack could 

see her mouth quivering in the cold. Her lips were blue, her fingers white. The kid was suffering, 
earning every dime, no matter how many dimes she got for this job. 

As he watched glamour in action, Jack tried to imagine any of these people murdering a 
pretty young girl. He couldn't. And yet, quite probably one of the persons here had reduced 
Veronica Wayne's face to a broken and bloody pulp and cracked her skull. A crime of extreme 
violence. Extreme passion. And as he watched he changed his mind. Any of the three young 
ladies here could have done it in a second, but not to a fellow model. To the person who arranged 
this miserable gig. 

The photographer stood erect and Marlette instantly lost her brilliant smile. Utterly smile-
less, she came walking rapidly up the slope from water's edge. 

Edith Cray called, "The white number, Lauren. Come on, come on, while we have the 
light." 

"Lambs to the slaughter," the platinum blonde muttered. She stood up, tall and graceful, 
like a willow withe in the breeze. She started down toward the water in a lovely white summer 
dress as Marlette came up. 

Jack pulled off his jacket. "Miss Marlette? Here. It's warm." 
She didn't hesitate, didn't ask his identity, made no double-take or doubtful glance. Like a 

rabbit ducking into its warren she dived for the coat and did a half turn, sliding her arms into the 
sleeves as he held it for her. She clasped it around her front. She stood motionless for a count of 
ten, her eyes closed, as she apparently did nothing but blot up the body warmth in the sheepskin 
Jack had just been wearing.  

She opened her eyes to him like the curtain rising on a ballet performance. They were 
wonderful deep eyes you dived into, like blue pools in Hawaii. Her five-nine almost matched his 
five-eleven, making the eye-to-eye nearly literal. His eyes were brown, as was his hair--no match 
there. Jack wouldn't necessarily bet the ranch on it, but she seemed to be a natural blonde. Her 
honey-gold hair tumbled in loose waves and disappeared inside his sheepskin collar. 

"Jack Prester. How do you do. And Maxx." 
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"I'm pleased to make your acquaintance." She pronounced it Oy’m playzed to mike your 
aquine-tance. Her voice flowed smooth as syrup onto pancakes. "This feels so good I can't 
manage to feel guilty for taking your coat." This fails so good Oy cahn’t mahnage to fail guilty 
for tyking your cowt. 

Jack fully intended to say, "Hey, it's my fault if I'm cold. I took it off." But he couldn't. 
He couldn't think; he couldn't react, as memories came flooding in. His heart was jammed up in 
his throat too tightly.  

The only woman he ever really loved, the woman he wooed and won eleven years ago, 
spoke in silken tones just like Marlette—with a strong Australian accent.  

Just like Marlette…Except that his Marcia had been born and raised in northern 
Queensland, near Cairns. Her accent and Marlette's were different in subtle ways.  

He said aloud, "You're from somewhere down around the Melbourne area. Victoria."  
The blue eyes brightened. "That's right. Bendigo." 
"Sure. North of Melbourne. Ever go on holiday up to Echuca? Ride the riverboats?" 
"You've been there!" She pronounced "been" "bean," as it is spelled. 
"Love the area." 
Marlette looked past Jack toward his rig. She turned to the petite woman. "Edith," she 

called, "I'm going back to the motel." 
"We'll need you at seven for the night shots at the dock," the woman called back. 
"Come get me then." Marlette looked at Jack. "Will you take me back to my motel in Bar 

Harbor, please?" 
"You don't know me." 
She dipped her head toward his truck. Wisps of blonde hair followed belatedly. "Does 

your ute have a heater?" 
"Yes, Ma'am..." 
"That's all I have to know." She started for the truck. 
"Maxx, heel." Jack fell in beside her. "You're desperate." 
"I'm not really made out of blue glass."  Oy’m nawt rail-ly mide out of blue glahss. "I just 

appear that way." Oy just ap-pair thaht why.   
Jack basked in the accent. Wallowed in it. So many memories. 
From behind them Lauren shouted, "I'll be done in fifteen minutes, Jack. Can I get a ride 

in, too?" 
Jack wheeled and called to her, "I'll be right back." 
Marlette handed the floppy hat to Clyde without slowing. Jack jogged ahead in his 

soaked and muddy running shoes and had the passenger door open when she got there. He 
motioned Maxx up into his cage in back, and slid behind the wheel. He glanced toward the photo 
party. Clyde the security man stood there scowling as black as a Kansas thunderstorm.  

Jack torched it off. One nice thing about Dodge Ram pick-ups; their super-sized heater 
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really warms the cab up in a hurry. He flicked the lever to the extreme red end of the spectrum 
and ran the fan lever up to high. He checked the mirror and pulled out onto the highway.  

"Where's Kansas?" she shouted over the roar of the heater fan. 
He looked at her. 
"You're licence plate." Not only was she beautiful, she was observant. 
"Middle of the country. If Bar Harbor is Cairns, Kansas is Ayers Rock. I just arrived from 

there." 
"Clear from Kansas?!" She lapsed into silence and stared ahead. 
"Are you also going to ask me if I'm gay?" 
"That would be Lauren. She fancies herself efficient." The blue eyes flicked his way. 

"Right now I couldn't care less, and you told me your name but I've forgotten. I don't care that, 
either. I only want to stand in a hot shower until I shrivel up." 

"Has the whole shoot been like this? Freezing your buns?" 
"Horrid! Just horrid." 
"When you get around to caring, it's Jack Prester." 
"Jack. Jack of Hearts." She laughed melodiously. "Fair go, Mate!" 
And Jack Prester was in love. 

 


