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Chapter 1
Salt Water Flowers
Darkness swallowed Prim. The blackness was so complete that if not for the sound of crashing waves, she’d have forgotten she stood on the shoreline of Cranberry Cove.
Where was Ellis? Her heart beat faster as she thought of her cousin. He had been standing beside her when the warm rush of murky air had blown over her, stealing the afternoon light.
“Ellis!” Prim waited for an answer, but heard only wind and water. She was about to cry out again when she felt a coolness pool around her bare feet. She jumped back, slipped on seaweed and fell hard on her butt. The impact shook her bones. From beneath her, a strange white cloud began to seep into the air, brightening the darkness, gathering and swirling around her.
Prim scrambled to her feet and cried out for her cousin again. She peered into the white cloud, hoping to find him, but saw nothing. She frantically waved her arms, trying to push the cloud aside, but the more she moved, the faster the cloud turned. She was afraid to look down because the water was up to her knees.
“Ellis, where are you?” She noticed a shadow coming out of the spinning cloud. She forced a smile. At least she wasn’t alone anymore.
“Ellis? I thought you were lost.”
She reached out, but jerked her hand back with a gasp. It wasn’t Ellis! Her pulse raced. Instead of Ellis, a ghostly figure stared down at her with black, hollow eyes. White flowers fell from the pockets of his baggy shirt and drifted down to float on the water.
The ghost reached for her. Prim rushed backwards and stumbled and fell under the rising water. Salty water filled her mouth, and she spat and sputtered as she tried to rise to the surface. The waves tumbled her across the sand and seaweed as if she were a plastic bottle, bobbing in the surf.
Prim slammed into a boulder, then a wave heaved her on top. She clung to it, waiting to catch her breath. Trying not to make any sudden movements, she peered around, searching for the ghostly figure, but it was gone. When something touched her arm, she shrieked and whirled around, almost tumbling off the boulder. It was Ellis!
Her cousin looked at her strangely. “What are you doing?”
“I was . . .” Prim looked around. The dark fog had disappeared and the shore was brightly lit with afternoon sunshine. “I was looking for you.” She sat straighter and took a deep breath. “Did you see him? Did you see the ghost?”
“Ghost?” He blinked, then shook his head. “I didn’t see anything. Why did you run from me?”
“Run from you? Did you see the darkness? The white cloud?”
Ellis raised his eyebrows and gawked at her. “Did you bang your head?”
Prim jumped off the rock and flung her arms into the air. “The ghost! It was right there!” She pointed to the spot on the shore where the ghost had stood. She wasn’t crazy. She knew what she had seen. “It scared me. I fell. I got caught up on the water and . . .”
She stopped talking and touched her t-shirt, then swallowed. The t-shirt was dry. “But . . .”
“Maybe we should go home.”
“Yeah . . . I don’t . . .” She looked up at him. “You’re sure? You didn’t see anything?”
Ellis shook his head. “Nothing.” He reached out and held her hand. “Do you think you can make it, or should I run and get your mom?”
“I’ll be fine.”
Prim replayed the scene in her mind. What had happened? Why had she believed the sky had gone dark and a ghost had appeared? Why hadn't Ellis seen it? It seemed so crazy. She glanced back as he led her away from the shoreline. What was that in the water? White foam? She yanked her hand from Ellis' grip and ran to the water.
It wasn't foam, but white flower petals floating on the water. They were the same as those which had fallen from the ghost’s pockets. Her heart beat faster. The ghost had been real!
* * *
Prim shook herself awake and sat up in bed, gripping her chest. It had been a dream . . . only a dream. A nightmare! Just in case, she searched the small room of the cottage for any signs of a ghost. In the darkness, there was nothing to see. She heard the steady breathing of her younger brother, Henry, and her cousin, Shona, both sleeping in their bunks.
Prim pulled open the window curtain by her bed and looked outside. A sliver of moon twinkled on Cranberry Cove. For several minutes, she searched the calm water and the shoreline, but nothing moved.
Satisfied there was no ghost, Prim snuggled beneath the warm blankets and closed her eyes. She was tired from travelling all day from South Harbour and needed sleep if she were to enjoy her first day in Cranberry Cove.
Prim raced down the steps from the outhouse, letting the door swing shut behind her. She skipped down the narrow path toward the cottage. The dew-soaked grass slapped her black rubber boots. She glanced at the cove and wondered about her strange dream. It had seemed so real. Just thinking of the ghost raised goosebumps on her arms. She was tempted to run to the shore to see if there were flowers floating on the water, but Henry and Shona were waiting for her. Anyway, she didn’t want to go alone just in case her dream came true.
Henry, Prim's younger brother, looked up as she entered the cottage. He shoved the rest of his toast into his mouth and wiped his lips on the sleeve of his sweat shirt. “Ready?” he asked.
“Almost.” Prim grabbed the green soap beside the kitchen sink and submerged her hands in the cool water in the plastic wash basin. She splashed in the water, then reached for the hand towel. That was when she heard a vehicle engine outside. “Who’s here?”
“It’s Leo!” said Henry. With his red baseball cap turned backwards, he pressed his face against the window to see. “Andy ain’t with him.”
“Good,” said Shona as she pulled on a sweatshirt.
“Shona,” said Malina. Prim and Henry’s mother glanced up from clearing the breakfast dishes from the table. “He’s still family.”
“Sorry, Aunt Malina.” Shona bit her lip. “I’ve got to watch that tongue of mine.”
Prim felt the same way, but didn’t say anything. Andy was Leo’s son. He was two years older than she was and acted as if he knew everything. Even though he was a distant cousin, she didn’t like him.
The door swung open, and Leo stepped inside. “Malina, good to see you,” he said, dropping onto the chesterfield. “Just get down last night?”
“Yes,” said Malina. “We went through New Glasgow to pick up Shona. She'll be spending the summer with us.”
“Were you at Uncle Wil’s today?” asked Henry.
“I was there,” said Leo. “I was looking for Ben. Yesterday he told me he had a gas pump for my truck. This morning I went to his place. He wasn’t home, so I checked at Wil’s.”
“Is Ellis awake?”
Leo nodded. “When he heard you were down, he jumped out of bed and got dressed.”
“Let’s go,” said Henry to Prim and Shona.
Prim grinned and grabbed her baseball cap off the hook. She was anxious to see her cousin, Ellis. She liked living in Pleasant Valley, but she loved the adventures they found each summer in Cranberry Cove even more. She and Ellis were the same age, born just weeks apart. Her mom and Ellis’ dad were brother and sister, so the cousins had been best friends since before they babbled a sentence, her mom always said.
Prim followed Henry and Shona out the door. She was excited, wondering if anything adventurous might happen on their first day in Cranberry Cove since last September.
* * *
Henry leaned against the door frame and watched Ellis pull on his rubber boots. “What should we do first?”
“We could go to Minnow Point,” said Ellis. “Or we can see Leo’s piglet.”
Shona's eyes lit up. “Let’s see the piglet,” she squealed.
“Let’s go to Minnow Point,” said Henry.
“Shh,” said Ellis’ mom. “I’m on the phone with Fred at the station. He’s looking for Ben.”
“Let’s see the piglet first,” whispered Shona.
“Okay,” said Ellis. “We’ll go to the point after that.”
Henry moaned, but Prim nodded. “I’ve never seen a baby pig in real life. They look so cute on television.”
Ellis led the way across the grass and down a dirt lane, toward a paved road. They followed the road to the white wooden bridge that crossed their favourite eel and smelt catching pool. Once there, they looked downstream to where the water emptied into Cranberry Cove and flowed out the harbour for as far as their eyes could see. Malina Brekenridge’s summer cottage and studio were on the right shore, surrounded by several other cottages and homes. On the left shoreline was a narrow lane where Ol’ McCracken and Prim's uncle, Ben Meyrick, lived. Minnow Point was a narrow piece of land, jutting into the cove near their uncle’s home.
The children crossed the highway and stood on the other side of the bridge, looking upstream at the winding brook which cut through the woods. It was a pretty spot, and Prim climbed up onto the rail of the bridge where she could sit and see it all. Leo’s house and his piglet were up around the bend, just out of sight.
Ellis turned to the others. “I didn’t think you were coming until next week.”
“We were supposed to because of our report cards,” replied Henry.
“Yeah, we were supposed to pick them up on Tuesday,” added Prim, “but Mom said they could mail ‘em to us. She knows we graded.”
“I gotta get mine on Wednesday,” said Ellis. “I didn’t get sick on the way here,” said Henry, grinning at his cousin.
“No wonder. You slept most of the way.” Prim climbed off the bridge rail. “Let’s take the path to Leo’s.”
They followed Prim down the bank and along the brook.
“The water’s high,” said Shona”
“It’s from all the rain we had this week,” said Ellis. “Dad says there’s going to be a really low tide soon. He said it would be a good time to set the wharf on the beach.”
“A wharf!” the rest exclaimed.
“Yeah, so we can tie the boat to it instead of dragging it across the skit when it’s low tide.”
“Can we jump off it when we’re swimming?” asked Prim.
“Yup. It’s long,” said Ellis. “Dad built it this spring. It’s just up the shore from your cottage. I’ll show it to you later.”
The four cousins came to a clearing where a grey house, two small sheds and a larger outbuilding stood. Leo’s wife, Gertie, was hanging clothes on the line. She finished pinning a sock, then waved.
“Well, look what the river washed in,” said Gertie, smiling. “Primadine Brekenridge, when did you get down?”
Prim winced at the sound of her full name. It had been her grandmother’s, and she'd never liked it. “Last night.”
“Well, it's good to see you again.” Gertie propped the empty basket on her hip. “Ellis, why don’t you take them in to see the piglet. Andy’s in feeding the thing now.”
Ellis led the way to the large outbuilding.
When they entered, they found Andy pouring water into a four-litre ice cream container nailed to the inside of the pen. He looked up through strands of black hair when he heard them, accidentally spilling water on the straw-covered floor.
“Hey, Ellis,” he said. “I see you’ve got the twerps with you.”
Prim ignored his comment and leaned over the rail. “We came to see the piglet.”
“Well, there it is. Take a good long look,” said Andy. He leaned against the wall and held out his hand to gesture toward the little pig.
Shona plugged her nose and lingered near the door. “It smells in here.”
“Course it does. There’s a pig in here.” Andy rolled his eyes. “Girls.
“It smells worse than chickens,” said Prim.
“Not worse. Different,” corrected Andy.
“Well, I think they smell worse.” Prim pulled away from the rail. “I ain’t going to pick up that thing. It’s filthy.”
“You don’t know nothing,” said Andy. “Pigs are supposed to smell, and you don’t pick ‘em up and play with them like they’re a doll.”
Shona frowned. “What’s its name?”
“Name?” Andy climbed over the rail separating the piglet from the door. “What’s the good of giving it a name? Dad’s gonna slaughter it in the fall.”
“You’re gonna eat it?” Shona’s hand went over her mouth. “How can you eat a pet?”
“It ain’t a pet. It’s bacon.” Andy grinned and rubbed his tummy. “All the bacon I can eat."
“Jerk!” Shona turned on her heel and left
The rest followed, including Andy.
“Ellis,” he said. “I’m going to the village. You wanna come?”
“Well . . .” Ellis hesitated, glancing at Prim, Henry and Shona. “I’m going to Minnow Point with them. You wanna come with us?”
Andy grunted. “I ain’t hanging with twerps.” He turned toward the dirt road leading to the highway and walked away.
“Let’s go,” said Prim. “He never wants to play with us anyway. He thinks he’s too smart, too big or too something for us.”
The four cousins walked down the dirt lane toward Minnow Point. Prim was thinking about taking off her shoes and dipping her feet in the salty water when movement to the left caught her attention. She stopped and stared at an odd figure standing at the top of Ol’ McCracken’s driveway.
“What is it?” asked Shona, looking back at her.
Prim squinted and pointed through the dappled sunlight blanketing the driveway. “Is that Ol’ McCracken?”
A man dressed in green work pants and a green shirt dragged a large rectangular box toward the house. He was struggling with the box and paused for a moment.
Ellis stood with his hands on his hips, watching. “Yeah, that’s Ol’ McCracken. I wonder what he’s doing.”
The old man seemed oblivious to their presence. He continued to wiggle the box, moving it one way then the other. Ellis took a few steps toward him, but Prim grabbed his arm.
“You’re not going up there, are you?”
Ellis paused before he answered. “Uh, I was thinking about it.”
“Don’t you remember the last time we met Ol’ McCracken? He gave us heck for being on his property. Even threatened to call the police.”
“Yeah,” said Shona. “He’s a mean old man.”
“No, he’s not,” said Ellis.
Prim watched him hesitate. He didn’t look as if he wanted to visit with Ol’ McCracken even though he said the man wasn’t mean. Ellis' face twisted as he looked to Prim for support. She shook her head.
“Hey, guys.” Shona whispered, pointing toward Ol’ McCracken.
The man was staring at them. Prim was certain he was scowling. Everyone was silent. With two quick waves of his hand, he ordered them to go away.
“He doesn’t have to tell me twice,” said Shona and began walking.
“Come on, Ellis.” Prim tugged his arm.
“He’s nuts,” said Henry as he fumbled with the wrapper on a Bazooka Bubblegum
“Crazy,” added Shona.
“Let’s just stay clear of him,” said Prim.
“He can’t be that bad,” said Ellis. “I’ve never heard of him actually hurting anyone, just scaring them.”
“Course not,” said Henry, speaking through the thick pink wad he was chewing. “They never lived to tell about it.”
Shona stared at Henry, but kept silent.
“Now that’s crazy.” Ellis took off his baseball cap, scratched his head, then ran his fingers through his short black hair before putting it back on.
Prim looked toward Ben’s small home, a short distance away. It contained only four rooms: kitchen, sitting room, bedroom and washroom. The sitting room floor was big enough for four sleeping bags, and several times during the summer, she, Henry, Ellis and Shona spent the night there, chatting, watching movies and playing games.
Ben’s front door faced the mouth of Cranberry Cove. When Prim stood on the step, she could see much of the harbour, except for the part hidden behind Mill Island and Ship Wreck Island. A hundred years before, there had been a road here, and now, during low tides, Prim could walk to Mill Island over the pile of rocks that had once been its support. The mill was long gone. The only sign it had existed was the ruin of one corner of a stone wall.
No one went to Ship Wreck Island. It was haunted. Prim had often heard weird noises coming from there on full moon nights. Her uncle teased her by motoring close to it while fishing, but he never went ashore. He was just as scared of ghosts as she was.
Henry rested his hand on the door knob and the door swung open.
“I thought Uncle Ben was away somewhere,” said Shona.
Prim followed Henry inside. Ben lived alone, and year after year nothing in the house changed. The black top woodstove sat in the middle of the far wall. The same old dark wooden table occupied the kitchen. It was surrounded by three mismatched chairs with thin faded cushions. Prim noticed a dirty tea mug, plate and fork rested on the table. An unwashed cast iron frying pan sat next to the sink.
“Uncle Ben?” hollered Henry.
Ellis stood in the centre of the kitchen and looked around. “He’s not home.”
“He forgot to lock the door,” said Prim. She leaned over the steel sink and gazed out the window. From there she could see the spruce trees, the field, and the stone wall on Ship Wreck Island. Her uncle had a perfect view for watching ghosts. Prim shivered. Ever since her dream last night, she had had enough of ghosts.
“What’s this?” asked Shona, picking an old key off the table. It had been sitting by a round, copper-coloured object and a folded piece of paper tucked under the lip of the dirty plate.
“Is that the key for the front door?” asked Henry. He blew a big pink bubble with his gum, then popped it with a snap.
Shona went to the door and looked at the latch, then shook her head. “The key’s too round. This lock takes a flat key.”
“It must be for a cupboard or trunk or something,” said Prim. She picked up the round object from the table and carefully pried open the lid. Inside, she saw a floating, double-pointed needle and letters. “It’s a compass. It looks old.”
Ellis unfolded the piece of paper on the table. It was the same size as a sheet of loose leaf, but thicker and had a yellow tinge.“Look at this.”
“It looks like a map,” said Prim
“A map of what?” asked Henry.
“Maybe of Cranberry Cove,” said Prim.
“I think you’re right.” Ellis traced the shore line with his index finger. “That’s Uncle Ben’s place. And that’s Mill Island.”
Henry pointed to a large island with a crudely drawn lighthouse. “There’s Lighthouse Island by Seagull’s Point.”
“And Ship Wreck Island,” said Ellis, dragging his finger across the water.
Shona pointed to a group of dots and an ‘X’ on the island. “I wonder what that is?”
Suddenly, something pounced on the table, sending the tea cup crashing to the floor. Shona screamed. Henry fell backwards and landed with a thud on his rump. Prim and Ellis jumped. It was only a yellow cat, who meowed loudly at all their noise. The cat leapt to the floor, then shot out the door.
“Stupid cat!” Henry shoved a fresh piece of Bazooka Bubblegum into his mouth.
“Uncle Ben doesn’t have a cat, does he?” asked Prim.
“No,” said Ellis, shaking his head. He frowned and picked up the map from the floor. “That was Aunt Molly’s cat.”
Shona plopped down in one of the wooden chairs by the table. “Then what’s it doing in here?
I don't know," said Ellis. "Uncle Ben doesn't like cats.”
“I’m glad it’s gone,” said Shona. “That thing scared me half to death.”
Ellis and Prim leaned together and took a closer look at the map.
“What does that 'X' mean?” asked Prim. She touched her finger on a spot between Ben’s place and Ship Wreck Island. “And look at that mark just off the point. I don’t remember seeing anything there.”
“I don’t know,” said Ellis. He adjusted his glasses and peered at the map. Henry and Shona came and stood beside him.
“Maybe it’s where a ship was anchored,” said Prim.
“Or where one sank,” said Henry. His eyes widened, and he chewed his bubblegum faster.
“This might be–” Shona started to say, but everyone finished the thought together.
“A TREASURE MAP!”
There was a moment of silence before everyone began talking at once about the possibility of finding treasure.
“Wait,” said Ellis, holding up his hands. “Wait!” Everyone stared at him. “If this is a treasure map, why would Uncle Ben leave it here on the table for anyone to steal?”
“Maybe he forgot it,” said Prim.
“Maybe he was in a hurry to leave,” said Henry.
“Or maybe . . . maybe he was kidnapped,” said Shona.
The group was silent again.
“Who would kidnap Uncle Ben?” asked Ellis.
“Someone who wanted the treasure,” said Henry.
“We don’t know this is a treasure map,” said Ellis. He folded the paper and returned it to beneath the lip of the dirty plate.
“We can’t leave it here!” cried Shona. “What if someone steals it?”
“If we take it, we will be stealing it,” said Ellis.
“Not if we take it to keep it safe,” she said.
“Let’s look for more clues before we decide.” Prim walked into the sitting room and looked around.
“Uncle Ben may just be in the village.”
“But you heard Ellis’ mom,” said Shona. “Fred was looking for him earlier. He always stops in to see Fred.”
“Hey, look at this,” said Prim. She studied a large photograph on the wall. In the picture she, Ellis, Shona and Henry crowded around their uncle. They all had big smiles on their faces. He was holding a fish and everyone’s hands were on it.
“I remember that,” said Shona. “That was last summer when Uncle Ben caught the biggest mackerel we ever saw. Even he was surprised he could get it into the boat.”
“He almost fell in the water trying to get it in the net,” said Henry, laughing.
“He had a beard,” said Shona. “Remember? It took him all winter to grow it.”
Prim giggled. “How could I forget Pirate Benjamin? He chased me all over the field with that plastic sword. Ellis, does he still have the flag we bought him? The skull and crossbones?” Before he had a chance to answer, movement outside the sitting room window caught Prim’s attention, and she stepped closer to take a look. She jumped back when she came face to face with Ol’ McCracken.
Shona screamed, making Prim’s heart race even faster. The man's grizzly face disappeared from the window.
“I think he’s coming in,” said Prim, holding her hand over her heart. “He scared the heck out of me.”
“Coming in?” whispered Shona.
Everyone stared at the kitchen door. Outside, a heavy pair of boots thumped upon the wooden porch. A shadow fell across the doorway.
The sound of crinkling wrapper mingled with the bootsteps. Prim looked over and saw Henry slip the pink stick of gum in his mouth. The wrapper and miniature comic fell to the floor. Her eyes darted back to the door when she heard the creak of hinges.
The untidy ends of Ol’ McCracken’s salt and pepper hair stuck out from beneath his dusty old brown hat. The strands glowed from the sunlight behind him. His face was shadowed, but Prim saw the corners of his wrinkled, dry lips pinched in a scowl. His large nose, with wrinkles as deep as gullies, dominated his leathered face. The old man's grey eyes shot from one child to the next.
“What are you kids doing in here?”
“We were . . . looking . . . for Uncle Ben,” Prim managed to say.
Ol’ McCracken’s eyes narrowed. Under his glare, Prim felt as if her rubber boots were burning through the wooden floor.
“Well, he ain’t here,” he growled.
Prim took a step forward, then stopped. Ol’ McCracken was blocking her way. “Can we go?”
Ol’ McCracken huffed and stepped aside. Prim, Ellis, Henry and Shona quickly filed past. Only Prim dared to look back and saw Ol’ McCracken walk deeper into the kitchen.
* * *
Once they were out of sight of their uncle’s place, everyone began talking at once.
“He gives me the spooks,” said Prim. “See the way he looked at us?”
“Ol’ McCrazy’s nuts,” added Shona. “Ellis, do you still think he’s harmless?”
Prim glanced at Ellis. She knew he was thinking over what had just happened and thinking of Shona's question. He lived in Cranberry Cove year round, so he knew Ol’ McCracken better than they did. But did he know the real Ol’ McCracken?
“I don’t know,” he said in a hushed voice.
“I hope I don’t ever see him again,” said Henry, who was busy chewing on a huge wad of bubblegum.
Prim stopped abruptly. “Oh, no!”
The rest stopped beside her.
“What?”
“We left all the stuff on Uncle Ben’s table. The compass. The key. The map!” Prim wished she had put it in her pocket.
“So?” asked Henry
“Ol’ McCracken went into Uncle Ben’s,” said Prim. “What if he steals it?”
“I don’t think Ol’ McCracken would take something that belonged to Uncle Ben,” said Ellis.
“Why not?” Shona put her hands on her hips and looked back at the house. “What if he sees the treasure map and then finds the treasure? I knew we should have taken it when we had the chance.”
“If he does, we can tell Uncle Ben who took it,” said Ellis.
“Well, we can’t go back and check now,” said Prim. “He might still be there.”
They reached her cottage, still talking about Ol’ McCracken and the treasure map. When they swung open the screen door, Malina was there to greet them with lunch.
“You finally decided to come home,” she said. “What have you been up to all morning?”
“Around,” said Prim as she dug her fork into a plate of spaghetti.
Shona's eyes widened. “We ran into Ol’ McCracken.”
“Where did you see him?” asked Malina. She sat at the table and watched the kids eat.
“At Uncle Ben’s,” said Shona.
“Did you see Ben?”
Everyone shook their heads.
“No, we didn’t see him.” Prim didn’t want to say too much. She didn't want to worry her mom. Her mom was close to her older brother.
“He’s missing,” blurted Shona.
Prim frowned at her cousin. Shona was terrible at keeping secrets.
“Missing?” Malina stood and looked out the window toward her brother’s home.
“Yeah, everyone’s looking for him,” added Henry, his mouth full of spaghetti.
“I know Leo was, but who else?” asked Malina.
“Fred at the service station,” said Ellis. “He called Mom to see if she knew where he was.”
“If I know my brother, he’s not far.” Malina smiled. “He’ll be around tomorrow.” She opened the door and stepped out onto the patio.
Prim nudged Shona’s arm to get her attention, then frowned at her. In a hushed voice, she said, “Why’d you tell Mom about Uncle Ben? She’s gonna worry.”
Shona pursed her lips. “At least I didn’t tell her Ol’ McCracken had killed him and stuffed him in a box.”
Prim’s heart leapt. She was sure that hadn’t happened, though she could tell from the size of Henry’s eyes that he was considering the idea.
“Ben’s fine. I’m sure of it,” she said, though she wasn’t really sure.
Prim, Henry, Shona and Ellis climbed into Malina’s car. They were on their way to see their grandparents, Selina and Thomas Meyrick.
Prim scanned the buildings as they drove through the village. She wanted to see everything that had changed since their last visit in September. “Hey, look! They painted the library.”
Prim loved looking at the old buildings in Cranberry Cove. They had been built long before she was born, long before her grandparents were born. Ben had told her stories about the early days, when people flocked to the town looking for gold after someone struck it big in the nearby community of Yellow Rock. He told her about ships that had come in to port to load the Nova Scotia lumber, and of the fishing industry that had been the life line of the community long ago.
They were all gone now. Today Cranberry Cove was home to one of the nation’s best chocolate factories. And, of course, it was known internationally for its cranberry bogs.
All along the sidewalks, pedestrians went about their evening business. Red-haired Gracie, whose grandparents owned the general store, waved as the car passed. And there was Frankie, the kid with the fastest bicycle in the cove, and Little Sandy and his big brother, Joe, coming out of Dela’s Delicatessen. That store sold the best candy-filled chocolates Prim had ever tasted. It felt great to be back in a place where she knew everyone’s name, every store and every road. Her hometown of South Harbour was just too big for her to know this well.
They drove past The Village Grocery, the post office, and the small Cranberry Cove Park in the heart of the village. The park was a narrow strip of grass along the water. In the middle stood a tall granite cenotaph, flanked on either side by two wooden benches.
“Aunt Malina, why is that flag down?” asked Shona.
Malina followed Shona's pointing finger to the Canadian flag flying at half mast outside the Cranberry Cove Legion. “I think a veteran passed away.”
“What’s a veteran?” asked Shona.
“It’s someone who fought in a war,” said Prim. “You know, like that pilot, Buck McNair. We learned about him in school. He was from Nova Scotia.”
“Do we know any veterans?” asked Shona.
“Well,” said Malina. “Your grandfather’s oldest brother, Henry, served in the Second World War.”
“That’s my name!” cried Henry.
“Yes.” Malina looked back at him through the rearview mirror. “You were named after him.”
“How come I never met him?”
“Because he was killed in action.”
“He got killed?” Henry’s eyes widened. “I’m named after a war hero?”
Malina smiled. “Yes. His name is on the cenotaph we just passed.”
“Wow! Can we stop and look at it?”
“Next time we’re in the village, Sweetie.”
“Do we know any other veterans?” asked Shona.
“Yes, we do. Your great-grandfather, William Meyrick Jr., served in the Great War. Dad said he was there when they took Vimy Ridge.” Malina thought for a moment. Then, with a grin, she said, “And of course, there’s your friend, Ol’ McCracken.”
“That spooky old man would scare everyone and win the war with just his face,” said Shona.
“Ol’ McCracken's a veteran?” asked Prim. “Which war? The Boar War?” She grinned. He was like an old boar.
“The Second World War. Rumour has it he was a sergeant with the famous West Novies.”
Prim thought of Ol’ McCracken in uniform with a gun. The thought made her shiver.
“Is that why he’s so strange?” asked Shona.
Malina chuckled. “Everyone has their quirks. Ol’ McCracken just likes to keep to himself.”
Just before the Cranberry Cove Marina, Malina turned left, away from the waterfront, and drove down a gravelled lane. She pulled into the driveway of a small brown house. The front door opened before the car came to a complete stop.
“Nanny!” squealed Shona. She jumped out of the car and slammed the door shut as she ran to give her grandmother a big hug.
Lorna Meyrick embraced Shona, then opened her arms for the rest. The few strands of grey in her dark hair sparkled in the soft evening light. “Hi, Honey,” she said, giving her daughter a warm hug.
“Hi, Mom. You look great,” said Malina.
“Look who’s here!” Thomas Meyrick stood on the porch. His slanted fedora rested on greying hair. His brown eyes glittered.
“Poppy!” Prim ran to him. To her surprise, he lifted her into his arms. “I’m too big to be carried.”
“Nonsense. Who told you that?” Thomas spun her in a circle, then squeezed her tightly.
“You’re strong,” said Prim as her sneakers landed on the porch. “I bet you could lift Mom.”
Thomas looked at his daughter. Malina stepped back and put up her hands to keep him from trying. “Save your strength for the kids,” she said with a chuckle. “I really am too big to be carried.”
Her father and the rest laughed.
“Come in,” said Lorna. “I’ve just finished icing a chocolate cake.”
“Whoopee!” Henry grabbed his nanny’s hand and pulled her inside.
Lorna and Thomas Meyrick’s kitchen was brightly lit by the sun shining through the many windows and the sky light. Prim always felt good when she entered it. The energy and openness the room generated felt like magic. She sat at the table and accepted a piece of chocolate cake from her grandmother. This was her nanny’s favourite cake recipe, made from scratch with rich, dark cocoa. The centre was filled with homemade raspberry spread and the top was smothered with creamy chocolate icing. Prim’s mom often baked, but she never made a cake that looked or tasted like Nanny’s. A blob of icing stuck to the corner of her mouth. She pushed it inside with her finger. She didn’t want to waste a single crumb.
“I haven’t seen Ben today.”
Prim’s grandfather’s voice burst her cake bubble.
“He was at the post office yesterday afternoon,” said Lorna. “He picked up a registered letter sent from a small town in North Dakota. He was very excited that it had arrived, but the little rascal wouldn’t tell me what it was about.” She handed Henry a second piece of cake and topped up his milk. “All he said was that it was a surprise.”
“He hasn’t been home all day?” asked Thomas.
“No, and we were at his place. The door was unlocked,” said Shona before stuffing another piece of cake in her mouth.
“Fred at the station called Mom because he was looking for him,” said Ellis.
“And Leo was looking for him, too,” added Prim.
“It’s as if he was kidnapped or something,” said Shona.
Prim and Ellis stared at Shona. She wasn’t supposed to say anything about the kidnapping or the treasure map.
Thomas smiled. “I’m sure Ben’s fine. He’s probably gone fishing upriver for a few days.”
“That’s probably where he is.” Prim eyed Shona, hoping she wouldn’t say anything more about what they suspected.
* * *
Just before ten o’clock, Prim climbed the ladder to the top bunk. The bedroom was small with a set of bunk beds on either side. Between them, a narrow isle led to a closet where clothes were stored. Prim’s bed, and Shona’s below her, each had a glass-covered porthole, so they could look outside. Ben had salvaged the portholes from an old ship he had been paid to junk.
Sometime during the night, Prim woke. It was completely dark inside the cottage. She reached for the curtain hanging over the porthole, but accidentally bumped her fingers into the wall. Sliding her hand along the surface, she found the curtain, and pulled it open.
Prim had hoped a little light from the moon would illuminate the water on the harbour, but she could see nothing but blackness. An emptiness crept in as if she had just looked into a dry well. She let the curtain fall closed, rolled over and fell asleep.
Prim ate her toast quietly. Her sleep had been restful, but she had a strange feeling she had missed something during the night. Outside, the harbour was calm, except for the gentle ripples created by shags diving for minnows.
Raspberry jam stuck to the corner of her mouth, and she swiped at it with her tongue. She liked sitting in this spot while she ate her breakfast, gazing out the window and daydreaming. At home, in South Harbour, everything was a rush. She imagined her father was already up and at work. If she were home, Mom would be on the phone with one client or another, juggling breakfast and business. She would be caught up in the panic to get everything done on time.
Being here at the cottage gave her family the space they needed and the time to sit and eat at their own pace without interruptions. Here was exactly where she wanted to spend her summer vacation.
Henry had been standing on the big rock by the shore watching the shags. Prim saw him turn and run up the grassy bank to the cottage.
“Leo’s here,” he shouted.
Leo parked his truck and stood outside for a moment, watching the birds.
Prim pulled her sweatshirt over her head, then sat at the table to finish her apple juice. “At least he’s not with him,” she whispered to Shona.
Leo and Henry walked in the door. Leo plopped down in the same chair he'd used the day before. “The harbour is something to look at this morning.”
“Looks beautiful,” said Malina.
“Did you see the light last night?” asked Leo.
“What light?” asked Shona.
“The light on the harbour and Ship Wreck Island.”
“I didn’t see anything,” said Henry. He walked to the window and looked out.
“It was probably too late for you kids,” said Leo.
“What do you mean by light?” asked Prim. “Someone in a boat with a flash light?”
“Malina, haven’t you told them about the mystery light, the pirate ghosts and the treasure?”
The four cousins’ mouths popped open.
“Leo, the stories about the light are just rumours. In fact, they’re probably lies.” Malina took a large black pot off the wood stove and poured steaming hot water into a dish pan.
“That’s not what we believed when we were kids,” said Leo. He looked at each of the cousins in turn. “Every kid around here tried to solve the mystery, but no one could.”
Just then, Ellis walked into the cottage.
“Ellis, come here and listen,” said Prim. She stared at Leo. “Did you ever try to solve the mystery?”
“What mystery?” asked Ellis.
Prim quickly explained, and they all stared at Leo.
“One year,” said Leo, “when we were about your age, your mother and I tried to solve the ghost light mystery.”
“What happened?” asked Prim.
“What did you find?” asked Shona.
“Nothing,” said Malina.
“Why not?” Prim looked at her mom.
“Because we were scared as chickens.” Malina chuckled. “Leo, Wil, and I went looking for it in the pitch black. We got as far as where Ben’s place is now and were too afraid to go any further. From there, we watched as the light reached the shore of Ship Wreck Island and made its way upward and disappeared. We waited a long time for it to return, like the local folks said it would, but it never did. The next day we rowed near the island, but didn’t find anything.”
“You didn’t go ashore?” asked Prim.
“Are you kidding?” Her mom tried to make a serious face. “We were terrified of ghosts.”
“I don’t remember ever seeing the light,” said Prim.
“You were just a wee one the last time the light came,” said Leo. “It returns every eight years. No one knows when it first appeared, but some of the old folks say it’s been here for more than a hundred years. Burt Brown’s great_grandfather said the light first came the night there was mutiny on a pirate ship.”
“Pirates? Here in Cranberry Cove?” gasped Shona.
“What were their names?” asked Prim.
“Yellowbeard? Captain Kidd? Black Bart?” asked Henry.
“No one that famous.” Leo chuckled. “They were just local pirates. But the captain had a great treasure and didn’t want to share it with his crew. The first mate started a mutiny.”
“What kind of treasure?” asked Henry. “Gold? Coins?
“No one knows because it’s never been found.
“Where is it?” asked Shona.
“If we knew that, we’d dig it up.” Leo scratched the side of his unshaven face, making a raspy sound like finger nails scrapping sandpaper. “The ship was damaged during the struggle and took on water. The captain was tied to the mast and went down with her. The crew rowed to Ship Wreck Island in a life boat. They buried the treasure there.”
“Why didn’t they just take the treasure with them when they left the island?” asked Ellis.
“They couldn’t. Not without being found guilty of mutiny and murder of their captain. They’d have been hanged.”
“What did Burt Brown’s great-grandfather say the light was for?” asked Prim. She began to mentally assemble the pieces of the puzzle.
Leo leaned forward. “He said the light was the ghost of the captain. Every eight years, it raises a life boat from the sunken ship and rows to Ship Wreck Island. He makes his way up the grassy hill and into the woods to the very spot his first mate and crew buried the treasure.”
“Wow.” Henry pulled a Bazooka Bubblegum from his jeans’ pocket and unwrapped it.
“Why every eight years?” asked Prim. “Why not every year? That’s usually the way the story goes.” She loved a mystery, but it had to be logical.
“I don’t know,” said Leo. He noticed the smile on his cousin’s face. “Malina, tell ‘em I’m not making this up. That it’s true.”
Malina looked at the kids who were all staring at her, waiting for confirmation. “Yes, it's true. Every eight years the light returns to make the journey to Ship Wreck Island. It’s always during the first new moon of June.” She thought for a moment. “The light makes the journey for seven nights in a row.”
“Mom, what do you think the light is?” asked Prim.
“I’m not sure. I just know it has been coming since long before I was born. Before your grandfather was even born.”
“You know,” said Leo, sounding mysterious. “There’s a clue to the treasure, but nobody has ever solved it.”
“What clue?” Ellis, Prim, Henry and Shona asked together.
“The carvings by the first mate on Pirate Rock.”
After Leo left the cottage, the cousins sat around the table discussing the mysterious light, the treasure and Pirate Rock.
“Let’s look for Pirate Rock,” said Henry.
“Let’s go to Ship Wreck Island,” said Prim. She froze. What was she saying? The others stared at her. She didn’t really want to go to the haunted island, but maybe there were clues there. “Well, we could go near the shore. Just to look.”
“We can take my punt,” said Ellis.
Malina stood between Prim and Ellis and put a hand on each of their shoulders. “The story about the light is old and has changed since I was a kid. Those with bigger imaginations have more elaborate stories to tell.”
“Mom, has the light really been in Cranberry Cove for a hundred years?” asked Prim.
“That’s what your grandfather said. He grew up with the pirate story, too.”
“Then it must be a ghost,” said Prim. “Nobody lives a hundred years.”
“If you want to solve this mystery, keep an open mind.” Malina pulled her fleece vest from the hook and slipped it on. “If you’re going out in the punt, remember to wear your life jackets.” She put her hand on the screen door, but stopped to look back at the children. “You four remind me of a group of kids I once knew.” She smiled. “Mysteries, whether solved or not, make good adventures. Let me know if I can help.” She gave them a little wave, then left the cottage and headed down the path to her studio.
“I think we should go to Uncle Ben’s and see if the map is still there,” blurted Shona. “We can see if Ol’ McCracken stole it.”
“Ol’ McCracken is not a thief,” said Ellis. “He’s Uncle Ben’s friend.”
“Some friend,” said Shona. “Sneaking around like a burglar.”
“He’s probably looking after the place while Uncle Ben’s gone.”
“Maybe he’s the one who kidnapped Uncle Ben. Maybe Uncle Ben is in that crate we saw him dragging. It was big enough to hold a body.” Shona put her hand over her mouth as if she'd shocked herself. “Oh my gosh. What if it was Uncle Ben in that crate? What if Ol’ McCracken killed him?”
“Hold on,” said Ellis, frowning at her. “This is crazy. Ol’ McCracken is not a killer.”
“Prove it!” snapped Shona.
Prim shook her head and left the table. Her cousins were always arguing about something, and usually neither could prove they were right. Prim grabbed the shed key from the hook. “I’ll get the life jackets.”
She walked around to the back of the cottage toward a small shed. The rest followed. Inside the shed were all sorts of garden and carpenter tools. The life jackets were hung beside a set of oars. Prim took a life jacket for herself and gave one to each of the others. She pulled it on over her sweatshirt, zipped up the thick orange zipper and snapped the elastic belt around her waist.
“Do you have the paddles for the punt?” Prim asked Ellis.
“No. They’re in the shed at home.”
“We can use the oars.” Prim took the oars from their hooks and carried them down to the water. A few minutes later, she and Ellis were pushing the small, brown, flat-bottom punt from the shoreline. Prim sat at the stern and helped manoeuvre the little boat into the cove. The tide was going out and would soon be low. The punt glided through the water, sending ripples across the calm harbour. Mill Island was directly ahead. Ben's place was on the other side of it.
“We should be able to pass over the rocks between the island and the shore,” said Prim. They would save ten minutes of paddling by not going around Mill Island.
“The tide may be too low,” said Ellis.
“Let’s try,” she said. “We can get out and lift it over if we have to.”
Ellis reluctantly agreed. Prim knew he preferred to paddle around Mill Island if there was a chance the short cut was too shallow, but she always wanted to challenge it unless the rocks were breaking the surface of the water. Fortunately, she was right. The bottom of the punt glided silently over the flooded Mill Island roadway and entered the mud bottom cove in front of her uncle’s home. A few trees grew along the shore, but Prim could see through them to the front door.
Shona ducked low in the punt. “Let’s get out of here,” she whispered.
“Why?” asked Prim, looking around to try and figure out why Shona was concerned.
Shona pointed toward Ben’s place. “Ol’ McCrazy.”
Everyone looked just in time to see Ol’ McCracken take two strides across Ben’s wooden porch and disappear inside. Prim nodded at Ellis and both paddled away from the shore, heading for Ship Wreck Island.
“He must see us,” whispered Prim.
“Only if he’s looking out the window,” said Shona. “A little farther and we’ll be behind that hill.”
Prim and Ellis paddled steadily away. Soon the high bank along the shore hid them from view of anyone inside the house.
“Still think he’s not a thief?” Shona snapped at Ellis.
“Yes, I do.” Ellis kept paddling towards Ship Wreck Island and didn’t look at her.
Prim was glad Shona decided to keep quiet instead of continuing to argue with Ellis. There was no way to escape an argument while stuck in the punt.
The little boat floated out of the small cove and into the channel separating Ship Wreck Island from the mainland. They paddled for about twenty minutes before Prim thought they might be halfway between Minnow Point and the island.
“Wasn’t the ‘X’ on the map around here somewhere?” she asked.
Ellis' eyebrows rose in surprise. “You’re right.” He leaned over the edge of the punt and stared into the clear salty water.
“I don’t see anything,” said Henry. His pink bubblegum fell out of his mouth and plopped into the water as he spoke.
“We’d never see anything on the bottom,” said Prim. “It’s too deep here.” She scanned the shoreline of Ship Wreck Island, but there were no signs of ghosts. Her hands warmed as she resumed paddling toward the island. If she got out and looked around, she might learn something no one else had. Nothing too terrible had happened on the island, she reminded herself. It was just haunted. She wondered if the ghost in her dream came from the island. Her heart beat faster. Her hands were slick on the oars, dripping with sweat. Beneath her, she felt the boat slow. When she looked, she discovered Ellis had stopped paddling.
He held the oar across his lap. “What?”
Prim’s mouth was dry. When she finally spoke, she felt almost desperate to get out the words. “Let's go to the island.” When he lowered his brow, she knew he didn’t understand. “We have to get on the island.”
“Oh, no, we don’t!” Shona crossed her arms and scowled at Prim. “I’m not going on that haunted island.”
“We can see fine from here,” said Henry.
Prim looked to Ellis for support. “Ghosts come out at dark, right? And we don’t have to go far, just check out the shoreline.
“That’s not what Uncle Ben says.” Shona glared at Prim. “Ghosts are always out on Ship Wreck Island.”
Prim scoured the shoreline. There was nothing unusual about it. If she turned back now, she’d learn nothing about the island. She looked at Ellis, sitting in the front of the boat. He appeared concerned, but not terrified.
“Let’s go,” she whispered. She gulped as he nodded and began paddling.
Shona and Henry complained the entire time. They told stories they had heard about ghosts and about someone who had been lost on the island for three days. When they were finally found, they couldn’t remember a thing. Prim and Ellis kept paddling.
Prim held her breath as the bow of the punt slid across the soft seaweed and came to rest at the edge of the water. She believed the others were doing the same because Henry and Shona fell silent. For a long moment they sat, the punt bobbing up and down on the water.
“Do you want me to get out first?” Prim bit her lip. She had hoped Ellis would volunteer. He looked back at her from the bow.
“I’ll go.” He steadied himself and stepped over the edge of the punt. His boot smacked the seaweed.
Shona and Henry swung around to stare at Prim. From the looks on their faces, she could tell she was next. She slid the oar into the punt and half stood. Using their shoulders as support, she walked between them to the front of the boat. Ellis was waiting to steady her as she stepped onto the shore. To her surprise, she didn’t sink out of sight, get snatched by a ghost or lose all her hair. She gave Ellis a weak smile.
“I’ll stay here and guard the boat,” said Henry.
“I’m staying with him,” said Shona.
Prim stiffened her shaky legs and walked away from the punt. “Okay.” She forced a grin. “But if we find treasure, we don’t have to share. Right, Ellis?”
“Yup,” he said. He tied the bow rope to a large tree root.
“Just holler if a ghost tries to steal the boat.” Prim didn’t look back. After a long pause, she heard two more sets of footsteps. Good. It would be the four of them against whatever was on this haunted island.
Prim walked to the slate rock wall separating the shore from a field. Her eyes followed the tree line up the hill, along the grassy top and back down to the water. She was glad Ellis was beside her.
“Wasn’t there a house on the top of the hill long ago?” she asked.
“Yeah. Poppy told me about it. He said it was there when he was a kid, but it was old. A mysterious fire burned it down.”
“Probably ghosts fighting over it,” said Shona. She was so close to Prim she stepped on the back of her rubber boot.
“Let’s find the cellar,” said Prim. She took a deep breath to calm her nerves, then started walking up the hill. At every step, her eyes darted to the field, to her path and to the shadows of the trees to her left. Her ears were on high alert, too, listening for any mysterious sounds. By the time she reached the top of the hill, she was more excited than scared. She had made it further than anyone she knew.
“There.” Ellis pointed to a large hole in the ground. Thick clumps of grass lined the inside walls. Rocks were clearly visible along the edges. Odd-shaped pieces of black wood were scattered about the hole.
“Do you think the treasure is buried at the bottom?” asked Henry. He was busy chewing a wad of bubblegum.
“That would be too obvious.” Ellis climbed into the hole. He poked around for a few minutes while the rest watched from above. “There’s nothing here,” he said and made his way out of the old cellar.
“Let’s search the edge of the woods,” said Prim. She walked along the field, peering deep into the shadows. A low rock wall ran along the tree line. They continued searching until they reached the corner of the field. What she saw there stopped her in her tracks.
“What is it?” asked Shona.
“Treasure?” asked Henry.
Prim waved her hand toward a large rocky field. “Look at this!”
Thousands of small white flowers grew between slate rocks, setting roots wherever a bit of soil was found. Not one weed grew within the small clearing -- not a dandelion, not a buttercup, not even a blade of grass. “They’re all closed.
“So?” asked Henry.
“The sun is shining. The flowers should be open, so the bees and other insects can pollinate them.” Prim noticed their odd expressions. “I learned it from a book I found in Mom’s studio.”
“Still. They’re just stupid flowers,” said Henry.
“But I’m sure this is where the ‘X’ was on the map,” said Prim.
“Flowers ain’t treasure.” Henry grew impatient.
“Treasure comes in many forms.” Prim bent to smell the flowers. A faint scent escaped the tightly closed petals.
“I’m not standing around smelling flowers,” said Henry. He turned and walked away, but when the wind made the trees creak, he stopped.
Shona knelt beside Prim. “Do you think there is something special about the flowers?”
Prim poked around the closed petals, wondering if they would give up their secrets. “I’m not sure. I’ve never seen this type before.” She searched the clearing. “Not one is open.”
“Maybe it’s because they’re surrounded by trees and growing in rocks.”
“But there’s plenty of sunlight.”
“Your mom might know what kind of flower this is.”
“You’re right.” Prim gently slid her hand down the thick green stem. Near the soil, she bent the stem with her fingers and thumb. To her surprise, it broke easily with a gentle snapping sound. A warm milky liquid seeped from the stem and onto her hand.
“It’s getting into your cut,” said Shona.
Prim held up the bottom of the stem, so it dripped on the ground. “My hand is covered with sap.”
“I hope it isn’t poisonous,” said Shona
Prim placed the flower on the ground, wiped her hand on her pants, then picked it up again. “It’s sticky, but I got most of it off. I’ll rinse it in the water when we get back to the punt.”
They started to walk away, but Prim suddenly froze when she realised where she had seen the delicate white petals before: in her dream!
The walk down the hill was exhilarating. Although Prim was still wary of ghosts, her fascination with the mysterious flowers consumed her thoughts. It was incredible to think that someone had created a garden with the delicate flowers, and even more fantastic that they had shown up in her dream.
As they paddled toward Cranberry Cove Marina, they kept a look out for Pirate Rock. Leo had said it was a large white boulder resting along the shore. He hadn’t been to it since he was a kid, so he wasn't exactly sure where it was. An hour later, they reached the wharf of the marina without sighting the rock.
“We should find Howard Reid,” said Prim. “We can ask him if he’s seen Uncle Ben.
“And about Pirate Rock,” said Ellis. “He’s been here forever. He must know where it is.”
They searched the large wharf. Although summer had just begun, the marina was busy with tourists and folks returning to open their summer cottages. Prim looked around at the small groups of people, but couldn’t see Howard Reid.
Ellis bumped her arm. “There he is.”
Prim looked to where he pointed. Howard Reid, the owner of the marina, was speaking with a female employee who was dressed in white shorts and a cranberry-coloured sweatshirt.
Ellis led the way, zigzagging between the groups of people until he reached Howard.
“Hello, Mr. Reid.” He waited until the older man looked up from his clipboard before continuing. “Have you seen Uncle Ben? Is he working today?”
Mr. Reid shook his head. “Nope, I haven’t seen your uncle. He left a message on my cellphone saying he wouldn’t be in for a few days.” He huffed. “Imagine abandoning ship on the last weekend of June. We’re busy. We need every hand on deck. I don’t need my first mate running off on some cockamamie adventure.
“Do you know about Pirate Rock?” asked Shona.
A look of understanding appeared on Howard Reid's face, and he relaxed his stance. “Ah, the mystery light.” He smiled mischievously. “If you go along the right shore toward the mouth of the harbour” – Howard pointed past a green and yellow yacht – “you’ll find a large white boulder this side of a small brook. That is Pirate Rock.”
“Can you still read what is written on it?” asked Prim.
“Just like it was carved yesterday.”
“Will it lead to treasure?” Henry’s face lit up.
Howard Reid chuckled. “We can all dream it does.”
At that moment, a middle-aged man wearing the Cranberry Cove Marina colours appeared beside them.
“I must get back to work,” said Howard. “Good luck in your search.”
The four cousins followed the shoreline toward the mouth of the harbour. They had travelled about thirty minutes before Ellis pointed to a babbling brook trickling into the salty water of the channel. Beside it was a large, white boulder.
“There’s Pirate Rock!” shouted Henry.
Once ashore, they raced to be the first to see the infamous boulder.
“I don’t see anything,” said Henry.
“The writing has to be here somewhere,” said Shona. “Howard Reid said it was.”
“It’s here!” shouted Ellis.
Everyone crowded around the side of the boulder facing the woods. Small shapes, numbers and letters were carved on the underside of a jagged edge of the stone. Here the etchings were protected from water and wind erosion. The cousins got on their knees to take a closer look.
“I can’t make any sense of it,” said Shona. “I thought it was going to be a map to the treasure.”
“If it was that obvious, the treasure would have been found years ago.” Prim traced the grooves with her finger. “This looks like a year.” She leaned closer and slowly read, “1-8-9-4.”
“Wow, that’s more than a hundred years ago,” said Henry.
“There’s a name over here.” Ellis traced each letter as he read it out loud, “C-O-R-A-L-E-A-H. Cora Leah.”
“Why would a pirate carve a girl’s name on a treasure map?” asked Henry.
“It might be the name of a ship,” said Ellis.
“That looks like a boot.” Shona pointed to a symbol just below the name. “I’m not sure what the triangle means. It might be a mountain.”
“Or a tall tree,” said Henry.
Prim leaned away from the stone to get a larger view of the carved symbols. She had seen this design somewhere before. She pulled a small note pad and a pencil from her jeans’ pocket. Bending this way and that to see around the others, she sketched the symbols.
“Too bad we didn’t have a camera.” Ellis sat beside Prim and looked at her sketch.
“It would be easier, but the camera might miss something,” said Prim. “My digital camera is back at the cottage. I’ll bring it the next time we come.”
Shona looked at the brook. “I wonder if there was a reason this particular rock was chosen.”
“Let’s see if we can find a clue,” said Ellis.
Beneath the sparse evergreens, thick moss covered the forest floor. Shafts of sunlight pierced the canopy, creating spotlights and deep shadows. After a short search, Henry shouted to the rest. The three scrambled toward him.
“Look! A cellar.” Henry pointed to a shallow hole lined with stacks of slate rock.
“You’re right, Henry. There was once a house here.” Prim slapped him gently on the shoulder. “Good job.”
“I don’t remember a house being here,” said Ellis.
“Maybe Mom knows who lived here,” said Henry.
“We’d do better to ask Poppy.” Prim walked around the cellar to look for more clues.
“Maybe the person who lived here carved Pirate Rock,” said Shona.
“Pirates don’t live in houses. And they don't plant gardens.” Henry crossed his arms and frowned. “First flowers, now pirates living on land. Everybody knows they lived on ships and sailed the seven seas.”
“Maybe it wasn’t a pirate who carved the rock.” Prim tried to imagine what the land could have looked like with a house. The owners had a great view of the harbour.
“We should go,” said Ellis. “The tide’s coming in, and it might carry away the punt.”
As Ellis had predicted, the incoming tide was tugging the small boat from the shore. They put on their life jackets and paddled slowly along the shoreline toward home.
“Can’t we go faster?” Henry groaned. “We’ve been through here many times before.”
“And we missed Pirate Rock each time,” said his sister.
“That’s because it was hidden.” Henry’s stomach growled. “I’m hungry.”
“Just the same, we can take our time.”
They travelled for about ten minutes before Shona let out a squeal.
“Look at that over there! That thing on the rock!” She jabbed her finger in the direction of a huge boulder. The top half of the rock was white while the bottom, clearly marked by the tide line, was black.
Ellis rested his oar across his knees. “What about it? I’ve seen that rock lots of times.”
“The black thing on top. It looks like a big chain.”
They paddled over to the large boulder, and Ellis, Henry and Shona scrambled on top of it. Evergreen branches hung over them, casting them in deep shade.
“What is it?” Prim waited in the punt, holding it safely in place by gripping a huge tree root.
“It looks like a mooring ring,” said Ellis.
“What’s it for?” asked Shona.
“It was probably used to tie up big ships, but I’ve never seen a ship or a yacht or even a row boat tied up here.”
Ellis climbed down the side of the boulder to take over the punt, and Prim joined Shona and Henry up top. She saw an iron ring secured to the huge boulder by a large pin, driven deep into a crack. She gripped the cold ring and pulled, but nothing moved. It was solid.
“The water’s deep,” said Ellis, looking over the side of the punt. “A huge ship could anchor here.”
Prim followed the others back to the boat, and they continued down the shore. Further along, they passed a narrow log skit with a wooden rowboat tied to it. Looking up the grassy trail leading to the shore, they saw Ol’ McCracken’s old green pick-up truck and his back porch.
“Everything looks so tidy,” said Prim. “Even though Ol’ McCracken doesn’t.”
“Let’s just get out of here fast,” said Shona.
Ellis and Prim kept paddling until the high banks in front of their uncle’s home came into view.
“Let’s pull ashore,” said Prim. “If Ol’ McCracken is still at Uncle Ben’s place, he won’t be able to see us, but we’ll be able to see him.”
As soon as the punt touched the shore, they heard a vehicle engine.
“That could be Uncle Ben.” Prim scrambled out of the punt and climbed the short bank. Suddenly, she stopped, ducked behind the tall grass and pulled her little brother with her. It wasn’t her uncle who climbed from the shiny red car, but a tall, dark-haired stranger. The man looked around quickly, then peeked in Ben's window. He slowly opened the door and stepped inside.
“Ellis, do you know him?” Prim peered through the tall grass.
“I’ve never seen him before,” he whispered. “I see his shadow in the sitting room. I wonder what he’s looking for?”
Henry's bubblegum wrapper rustled as he plopped another piece into his mouth.
“Obviously not Uncle Ben,” said Prim. She noticed the stranger had left the car running.
Shona rested close to Prim in the tall grass. “Ol’ McCracken can’t be in there.”
“But if he heard the car, he might come over to see who it is,” said Ellis.
“I hope not,” said Shona.
Prim thought it might be a good thing if Ol’ McCracken came to investigate. Then the stranger would be caught entering when no one was home.
“He’s coming out,” whispered Ellis. “He’s in the kitchen.”
Everyone sunk deeper in the grass and watched the man jump into his car and drive away.
“Let’s go.” Ellis was up and over the hill before the others dared to move. They raced after him. “He didn’t even shut the door,” said Ellis when he reached the step. He went inside and walked to the table. It was empty. There were no signs of the map, the compass, or the key.
“It’s all gone!” cried Shona. “I knew Ol’ McCracken was a thief!”
Ellis frowned at her. “Do thieves wash dishes?” He pointed to the frying pan hanging on the wall beside the wood stove.
“Maybe he’s trying to cover his tracks,” snapped Shona.
“Maybe the stranger in the red car took them," said Henry.
“He didn’t have time to do the dishes!” cried Shona. “It had to be Ol’ McCracken!”
Prim ignored her and scanned the kitchen. Everything was clean and orderly. Even the broken tea mug had been cleaned up. She stepped into the sitting room, glancing at the photograph of the cousins and Ben holding the big fish. If the stranger in the red car had been looking for something, he hadn't messed anything up in order to find it.
She noticed a white piece of paper sticking out of a closed drawer on the desk. When she opened the drawer, she found a mess of papers. Bill statements, letters, photographs and other official-looking documents were in complete disorder.
“I think Uncle Ben keeps his desk neater than this.”
“You’re right,” said Ellis, coming to stand beside her. “That guy was looking for something.”
“It might have been Ol’ McCracken,” said Shona.
Ellis rolled his eyes, but kept his mouth shut.
Prim also ignored Shona’s comment. “Ellis, do you know of any papers someone would want to steal?”
“No.” Ellis scratched his head. “Uncle Ben just works at the marina. He never does anything exciting or unusual.
“Except not show up for work,” said Prim.
After one last look, the cousins left, shutting the door behind them. Outside, they spotted Aunt Molly's yellow cat prowling in the tall grass. They climbed into the punt and were soon marching up the hill to Malina Brekenridge’s cottage.
Prim carried the white flower she had picked. Once inside, she placed it in a vase and added water. The petals were still closed.
Just then, the screen door opened and her mother walked in.
“You must be starved.” Malina pulled several spreads from the fridge and put them on the table with a loaf of bread. She made sandwiches and served milk as she listened to the children chatter.
“Mom, do you know what kind of flower this is?” Prim held up the vase.
Malina shook her head. “Where did you find it?”
“On Ship Wreck Island.”
“You went to the haunted island? The one you swore you’d never set foot on in case you dropped dead from fright?” Malina gave her daughter a mischievous smile. “Not even your uncle could get you to visit it. What made you go?”
“Mom.” Prim moaned. “We’re older now. We’re not scared.” She glanced at Ellis. Well, she wasn’t as scared now, but she’d never go back to the island alone. Anyway, she was sure she was right about the ghost thing. They only came out at night.
“There was a whole patch of flowers over there,” said Prim. “And every one of them is closed like this one. Is that normal?”
“No, it should be open.” Her mother peered closer. “I think I’ve seen this flower before, but I . . . I’m not sure.” Malina tilted her head, then went for the door. “I’ll be right back.”
A minute later, she rushed in, gripping a book. She flipped through the pages, then laid the book open on the table.
“There.” She pointed to a brightly coloured picture of hundreds of white flowers in a rocky field. All the flowers were closed.
“That’s it!” cried Prim. “That’s exactly like we saw on the island.”
Her mother took a deep breath and flopped down in the chair. “This flower is very special. The book says it was first discovered many centuries ago along the shores of a loch in Scotland. There’s no record of it being in Canada.”
“So we discovered something new?” asked Shona.
Malina hesitated. “I’m not sure. There’s not a lot of information about it in the book. The strange thing is I had dreamt about that flower before I even bought this book at a yard sale when I was a kid.” She stared at the children. “That was the summer we tried to solve the mystery of the light.”
Prim swallowed hard. Her mother’s dream, the flower and the book were more pieces to the puzzle of the mystery light.
Prim pushed the tree branch from her path. She was eager to get to the village and visit the library to learn more about what had happened in 1894. If her hunch was right, something big took place in Cranberry Cove that year. She was certain she’d discover what it was by reading the newspaper that had been published at that time.
As she, Henry, Ellis and Shona entered the old walking trail, she welcomed the deep shade of the large evergreens. After fifteen minutes of walking, she saw someone approaching from the village.
“It’s him,” whispered Shona.
Prim squinted; it was Ol’ McCracken. In one hand, he clutched a brown paper bag, and in the other he carried two plastic grocery bags. As he neared, she was surprised to see he was freshly shaven and wearing clean clothes. She was even more surprised at the quick nod he gave them as he passed. All four cousins returned the silent nod and kept walking.
After a short distance, each glanced back to watch Ol’ McCracken disappear into the shadows of the trail.
Prim was the first to speak. “He looked clean.”
“He usually is on Saturday,” said Ellis. “That’s when he visits the Legion.”
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen him that clean,” said Shona.
Just before the trail entered the village, it opened up. The large evergreens were left behind for low growing shrubs and deciduous trees. Here the trail was grassy on the edges and beaten down to the brown earth in the centre by the many travellers who walked or bicycled on it.
The cousins walked past a large, well-manicured lawn in front of an old, three-story home, then crossed the paved lot of Fred’s Service Station. A car pulled up to the pumps, and a loud cow bell sounded. Fred came out of the service station to serve the customer. He stopped when he saw them. “Good afternoon,” he said.
They each said hello, then Shona asked, “Did you find Uncle Ben?”
“No. I don’t know where he’s got to.” Fred removed his hat and scratched his head. “He made an appointment to have his truck serviced, but he never showed up.”
The customer waiting at the pump honked his horn impatiently. Fred waved at the driver and headed toward the car. The cousins continued across the parking lot and into Quick and Quigg's General Store. The familiar ring of a cow bell sounded overhead.
“Look who’s here,” cried a thin lady from behind the counter.
Mrs. Quigg had operated the General Store with her husband for as long as Prim could remember. In fact, her mom said the Quiggs were there even when she was a kid. Prim liked talking with Mrs. Quigg. She thought that even for an old woman, Mrs. Quigg dressed cool. She always wore black pants and a brightly coloured shirt. Her shoulder length grey hair was neatly kept in loose curls.
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