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The Red Nun

The day started with a sudden, violent rainstorm. The lake was calm and 
flat, and within minutes the sky darkened and heavy drops kicked up 

a misty froth all across the surface. The rain’s loud hissing roar continued 
for fifteen minutes or more, and then abruptly stopped and the sun came 
out. A perfect day, after all, for a trip to the Rome dump.

1955 was the first summer I was old enough to go along for the ride 
with my cousin-in-law Frank. We would spend the day running a boatload 
of camp trash to the mainland, driving it to the dump in Frank’s old station 
wagon, and ending with a triumphant boat-ride back to Indian Island. This 
particular trip was a big deal because it was my first time alone with Frank, 
who was just beginning to tolerate my company. It turned out to be more 
of a big deal than I expected.

We had several boats, most of them old and dilapidated. The Jezebel 
was the official work boat, with high gunwales and an ancient Scott-
Atwater 16-horse outboard on a makeshift transom. We used it mainly 
for hauling — rocks, big tanks of cooking-gas, and trash. Getting the Scott-
Atwater going was a big part of the dump run. 

Frank’s mechanical skills generally won out after an hour of 
miscellaneous adjustments, plus an exhausting marathon of starter-
cord pulling. During these procedures, which differed only in arcane 
mechanical details, Frank consumed a few cans of Carling Black Label, and 
punctuated his vigorous starter cord battles with what struck my tender 
ears as an eloquent and profound sequence of burps. The other adults 
would frown for my benefit when they heard him, but he took pride in 
the articulation, and managed to utter whole words of more than a few 
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syllables, with occasional complete phrases. His triumph one summer was, 
“We are read-y to go now,” all in one resonant eructation. In my young 
heart I knew this must be one of the reasons my cousin married him.

Apart from beer vocalizations, Frank was a man of few words. He 
was an ex-Korean War GI, and a true New Englander, so the sparsity of 
conversation had little to do with our age difference. Now and then he 
would point out some item of interest inside the Scott-Atwater (“Stuck 
float-bowl; no better than a drip valve”), but mostly he just held out his 
hand for a spanner or handed it back to me. I think he was pleased I 
was finally old enough to handle the engineering challenge. If he hadn’t 
thought so, he would have reached for the wrench himself.

While the motor was being brought back from the dead, the rest of the 
family deposited a goodly heap of trash bags and cardboard boxes on the 
dock. Once the reassembled motor was hauled back onto the transom of 
the Jezebel, we loaded the rubbish onto the boat. I stood on the dock and 
handed things to Frank, who stashed it all into the green-painted wooden 
hull. 

When we were done, I boarded at the bow, and sat on the short deck 
facing Frank while he pulled the starter cord a few dozen times and the 
motor caught, and we backed out of the boathouse in a cloud of blue smoke.

The voyage to the mainland was little more than a mile, but the Jezebel 
was ungainly and covered with so many layers of lead-based paint that her 
hull plowed a tall, wide wake on either side of the roaring and clattering 
Scott-Atwater. Progress was a slow drone at barely two knots. Blue foam 
traced a line back to the island, while a V of rolling white-caps reached out 
across the lake on either side. I could see our wake breaking like distant 
surf on Crooked Island, across from our boathouse. 

Frank sat like a maritime statue with his hand bent back on the 
outboard’s steering arm, staring past me at the north shore, where a short 
marshy stream led to our tiny plot of mainland. I sat facing him, my legs 
dangling over the deck onto the trash boxes, staring past him at the slowly 
dwindling tuft of trees that was Indian Island.

The mouth of the stream was shallow and sandy, with partially 
submerged tree trunks where small snapping turtles sunned themselves. 
When we approached quietly, we often saw a blue heron standing in the 
water among the lily pads. As we drew closer, she would rise slowly into 
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the air with languid strokes of her giant wings and glide silently into the 
nearby marshes.

It was crucial to navigate within the narrow channel; on either side 
the outboard would grind into the sand or ruin its propeller on a rock 
or chunk of wood. Each summer we found the channel had shifted; the 
stream was always unpredictably serpentine. Navigation was tricky, and 
required proceeding so slowly that the outboard was in neutral most of 
the way. Frank would engage the prop just long enough to nudge the stern 
around, and then we’d resume coasting slowly up the stream, our wake 
barely tilting the lily pads. 

Dragon flies and blue darning needles hovered above the posts at an 
old dock, and the silence of the surrounding woods and marsh settled 
down on us when Frank shut off the outboard. The motor noise had muted 
the birds, but we could hear a few bluebottle flies amid the lapping of tiny 
waves that rippled along the edges of the stream. We tied the Jezebel to 
the posts and off-loaded our small mountain of trash onto the tilted dock. 
Then we hauled it through the still, humid air up to the cars and Frank 
opened up his Fairlane station wagon.

The shore property was sheltered all around by trees, so it baked in the 
summer sun all day without a hint of breeze. The cars sat unprotected for 
days at a time, so we had to keep the windows closed tight to keep out rain 
and bugs and prowlers. There was no shade here. Despite the glories of our 
little stream, I missed the nearby farm where we used to park, in a cool, 
dark cow barn, before my uncle bought this inhospitable scrap of land. 

Frank kept an oven thermometer in the back of his car, and it usually 
read well above 140 degrees. There was nothing to do at the shore property 
but get on with the dump project, so we started packing the station wagon 
immediately, with all the doors and windows open. By the time we were 
done, the temperature inside had dropped below lethal levels, but old 
towels were still required on the nearly melted vinyl seats.

The car crunched through underbrush along the pair of ruts leading 
to an unnamed dirt road, and rumbled on down to the corner where the 
pavement began. Then we were flying through the heat waves on the 
macadam, wind blasting through the open windows, side vents tilted in, 
buffeted and relieved as our sweat began to dry.

The road to Rome was mostly straight, viewed from above, but it went 
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up and down like a roller coaster for miles and miles. Frank would gun 
the engine on the downhill, picking up speed for the next up, and we’d 
be pressed into our seats at the bottom, and nearly weightless at the top. 
There were no seat-belts in those days, so I hung onto the armrest. Frank 
said nothing, but he had a sly grin on his face as we swooped and plunged 
through the deserted Maine countryside.

Cresting the second or third hilltop, we saw a big black sedan down 
at the bottom of the hill with its hood up. It was parked in the other lane, 
facing us, and the driver’s door was open. A nun was bending over the 
fender, reaching into the engine compartment. 

“Is that a nun?” I said.
Frank let up on the gas, and we cruised down the hill more sedately, 

preparing to stop and lend a hand. Frank and Penny went to mass every 
Sunday, and he wasn’t likely to breeze past a nun in distress. I put my hand 
on the door lever, eager to watch Frank’s mechanical prowess save the day. 

The nun turned as we approached with our carload of rubbish, and I 
wondered if the strange cargo would seem threatening. I began to worry 
that we might alarm her. Our windows were still down, and Frank was 
preparing to call out as we pulled up alongside, perhaps to put her mind 
at ease.

Then she turned away from the engine and faced us. A gust of wind 
flapped the sleeve of her habit, and I caught a glimpse of a burly red arm, 
a powerful and hairy man’s arm. Frank said, “Lock your door; close the 
window.” Now I could see the man’s black boots and pants under the nun’s 
habit. He was reaching under the robe for something as Frank pushed the 
pedal to the floor and the Fairlane surged onto the hill. 

I turned as we sped past the nun, and I saw his red face, stubbled and 
mean, angry that we hadn’t fallen for his crude deception. He was still 
fumbling with something under his robe as we gained speed. Near the top 
of the next hill, through the rear window I could see him standing in the 
center of the road, legs spread wide, reaching out toward us with one arm. 
Was he shaking his fist at us?

We crested the hill and lifted in our seats, and I hung onto the arm-
rest. As we started down into the next little valley, I heard a faint pop in 
the distance.

Frank didn’t say anything, but after a while I said, “Was that a gun?”
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“Could be,” he said. “Didn’t look friendly back there.”
We drove on in silence and I wondered what that man did with his 

victims. It seemed pretty obvious that he killed them and took their 
possessions. He probably would have been disappointed with an entire 
station wagon full of garbage and empty bottles and cans.

We reached Rome soon after, and drove slowly through town. Across 
from the tiny court-house a fat cop was needlessly directing traffic, such as 
it was. This was the cop who had given Frank a ticket two summers back, 
for not stopping fully at a stop sign in the middle of nowhere. “Car didn’t 
lurch,” the cop had said. Frank still grumbled about it, and we all made 
jokes about the Fat Cop of Rome.

Frank slowed as we drove by the cop. He waved out the window and 
said, “Excuse me, officer.”

The cop sidled up to the car and said, “What?”
“What’s the name of this dump?” said Frank.
The cop’s mouth dropped open, and he scowled. Then he stuck his 

head right up in the window and growled, “What did you say?”
Frank looked him in the eye and said, very quietly, “I said, which way 

is the dump.”
The cop closed his mouth and appeared to be thinking.
The car behind us blew its horn, and the cop gave it an angry glare. 

Then he glanced at the heaps of rubbish in the car and turned back to 
Frank and said, “About a mile on down.”

“Thanks,” said Frank, and we drove out the other side of Rome and left 
all our trash at the dump, with the toothless old guy who never stopped 
smiling. The dump might have held my attention under normal conditions, 
but I was still thinking about the nun, so today it was just a field of trash 
with a rusty bulldozer sitting on it, and lots of flies. You could hear the flies 
from the car. The toothless guy who ran the dump was pretty memorable, 
I’ll admit, because I’d never gotten such a good look at somebody’s gums 
before. He really did never stop smiling.

On the way back, past Rome, we drove fast down each ripple on the 
empty old Maine highway. When we were near the lake, at the place where 
the black sedan and the red-faced nun with hairy red arms had been, Frank 
got serious and sped up. I think I saw the speedometer edge over 80, which 
was the fastest I’d ever gone.
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The black sedan was still there, but there was no sign of the red nun, 
and after a few more hilltops Frank slowed down to a normal speed. We 
looked at each other and grinned. “No stopping for muscle-bound nuns,” 
he said.

Back at the little clearing by the stream we rolled up the windows and 
locked the car and untied the Jezebel from the old sloping dock. I used a 
boat-hook to get us pointed down-stream while Frank pulled and pulled 
on the Scott-Atwater. Eventually it caught, and we eased our way along the 
winding channel, past the turtles and lily-pads. As we rounded the last 
corner, the mouth of the stream opened up, and the whole lake was spread 
out before us under a blue sky, with Indian Island a tiny tuft of green in 
the center.

Out in the open water, I asked Frank, “Shouldn’t we have reported that 
nun to the cop?”

Frank stared at me, and then I realized I had to shout over the outboard.
“The Fat Cop of Rome wouldn’t have done anything,” he shouted back.
I thought about it for a while. Then I hung my arm over the gunwale 

and dragged my hand in the racing green trough that ran alongside the 
Jezebel. By the time we reached our island, I’d forgotten everything but the 
lake, and the sun, and summer itself.

◊
We didn’t have electricity on the island, except when we needed to pump up 
the water pressure, and that required hand-cranking an old generator that 
roared and belched exhaust until the water tank was full. So we avoided 
using the generator and usually ate supper before the sun went down. We 
went to bed early and got up with the dawn, although I always had to go 
down much earlier than everybody else. 

Once the grownups were all at the table — Mom and Dad, Frank and 
Penny, my sister Nora, and myself — I was desperate to tell everyone about 
our close encounter on the way to the dump. 

“A highwayman, sounds like,” said Dad.
“Yes, and he’s probably still out there murdering people.” I said.
“Hush, dear,” said my mom, patting my leg rather firmly. She didn’t 

like it when I got excited at the table.
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“He really did look like a nun at first,” said Frank. “But it was pretty 
obvious he wasn’t, once we got close.”

“Did he come at you?” asked Dad, becoming interested.
“Nope. I floored it. We were long gone before he could do anything.”
“He shot at us!” I said.
Dad looked up, much more interested.
“I’m not so sure,” said Frank. “We might have heard a gun, but we were 

well away by then.” 
I looked at Frank in shock. “But — ” Mom gave me a silent poke in the 

leg.
“Could have been anything,” Frank said.
I waited until there was a long pause, and said, “We should have 

reported it to the State Police.”
Dad smiled. “You’d have had to go all the way to Waterville to do that, 

I’m afraid.”
“But they’d want to know,” I said.
“I’m not sure they’d drive for an hour to Great Pond on such a vague 

report,” he said.
“But it wasn’t vague,” I said. “The nun tried to trick us into stopping, 

and then shot at us!”
Dad looked at Frank, and Frank gave him one of those grownup smiles 

that means, “he’s just a kid,” and I knew I wasn’t going to get anybody 
interested. 

After dinner, we cleared the table, and then Frank and I set up the ping 
pong net and played for a while. When the light began to fade, Mom sent 
me down to the cabin for the night. At nine, that was still something of an 
adventure in itself, so I got my flashlight and made my way through the 
trees to our cabin. Dad built it right on the edge of the island, so you could 
always hear the water on the rocks, even when the lake was as still as glass.

As darkness gathered around the cabin, I listened to the lapping and 
waited for a loon to yodel hysterically from far away down the lake.

◊
The next morning I wandered up to the summer house, expecting to find 
Frank and my dad frying potatoes on the wood stove, but they had gone out 
before dawn in the Jezebel to find driftwood. Most of our firewood came 
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from trees we found floating in the lake. A few big ones could keep the 
stove and the fireplace burning for the whole summer. I was disappointed 
not to go with them, because logging always involved a great tour of the 
lake, and I could help by jumping in and tying rope around the wood so 
we could tow it back.

This morning my mother, my sister Nora, and my cousin Penny 
(Frank’s wife) were busy preparing lunch. I took an old Galaxy science 
fiction magazine from the window-seat and settled out under the pine trees 
to read for a while. A house fly joined me, which was a rarity, so I got a 
fly-swatter and hunted it down. We hardly had any flies or mosquitoes on 
the island; Dad said it was because it was too far to fly, and too small for 
them to get stuck in the trees. Last summer we went hiking up the middle 
of Hoyt’s, a big island to the west, to get some spring water, and there were 
plenty of flies there, mostly black-flies that flew into your face and bit your 
arms and legs. Another reason we appreciated our tiny island out in the 
middle of the lake. 

Even at age nine I loved the long stretches of silence, when all you could 
hear was the splash of water on the rocks rimming the island. The lake was 
always there, no matter where you looked, in all directions. Once in a while 
you’d hear an outboard going by far out in the water, or the deep-throated 
Chris-Craft that lived nearby on the mainland. That always got me to my 
feet to watch the mahogany speedboat smoothly churning along, bow in 
the air, deep wake spreading out to smash against the rocks in a long slow 
rhythm.

This morning what got me up was the raw sound of the mail-boat 
approaching. It always headed straight for our boat-house after a stop on 
the opposite shore, so the sound was even-pitched but steadily louder. I ran 
down to the boat-house and out on the middle dock where the mailbox was 
held in place with a big rock inside. Dave Webster was just recognizable, 
standing in the stern of his home-made wooden runabout with an extra 
long tiller on the outboard. It was a 35 Evinrude, and went almost as fast 
as the Chris-Craft.

I opened the mailbox and pulled out the mail so I could hand it to 
Mr. Webster. He was still coming at the boathouse full tilt, kicking up 
quite a wake. At the last minute, he deftly spun the tiller around until the 
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mail-boat was pointing away from the dock, cut the throttle, flipped the 
outboard into reverse, and came to a stop inches from where I stood.

“Morning, Mr. Webster,” I said, holding out the mail.
“Morning to you,” said Dave, in his gravely Maine voice. “Got some 

mail for you today.” He pulled out a bundle from his mail-sack and handed 
it to me. He took our mail and stashed it in another sack. “Looks like we’ve 
got a missing tourist,” he said.

“Wow,” I said. That was a first for me. “How’d they get lost?” 
“Don’t know. Some fella from Boston rented McTaggart’s cabin. Harry 

Miller went to give him the keys but he never turned up. Harry gave up and 
went home.”

“Maybe something happened,” I said.
“Must have,” said Dave. He started up the Evinrude with one pull, and 

waved at me as the boat lifted its bow out of the water and raced back out 
toward somebody else’s mailbox on the north shore.

I was half-way back up to the summer house with the mail when I 
realized I should have told Dave Webster about the red nun. And then I 
noticed the connection — maybe the red nun had something to do with the 
missing tourist. By the time I got to the kitchen, it had become quite clear: 
the red nun had flagged down the tourist, robbed and killed him, and hid 
the body in the dense Maine woods where nobody would ever find it.

◊
Mom was still in the kitchen, so I gave her the bundle of mail. 

“Can I go out in the green boat?” I asked. All our boats ended up 
painted green, except for the big Old Town sailing canoe, whose canvas 
bore dozens of layers of white.

“Alright,” my mother said, stirring the potato salad. “But be careful, 
and ask your father first.”

Dad was tinkering with the generator and was covered with oil and 
grime. He straightened up and gave me a long look. “Where are you 
planning on going?”

“I was going to go around Crooked,” I said. But then a wild thought 
popped into my head and I added, “But I thought it would be fun to go by 
McTaggart’s farm.”

We used to park our cars there, before we bought the little place up 
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the stream, but Mr. McTaggart retired from farming a few years ago, and 
nobody lived there anymore. Except renters in his little cabin on the water, 
where the missing tourist was supposed to be.

Dad thought about it. This was the farthest I’d ever tried to go by 
myself, and my chances were slim. 

“It would be really neat to see the old landing,” I said.
Dad thought some more. Last summer was my first time out alone in 

a boat. The ‘green boat’ was a tiny flat-bottom row-boat with a 5-horse 
Johnson on it, and I could probably row it the width of the lake if it 
developed engine trouble.

“OK,” Dad said. “Make sure you bring — ?” He waited like a teacher 
prompting for a lesson.

“Oars, anchor, life preserver, and a rope.”
“A line,” he said. “Not a rope.” I nodded. “And if you’re not back in an 

hour, I’ll come looking for you.”
I sure didn’t want that, so I nodded as seriously as I could. 
“Did you ask your mother?”
“She said OK if it’s OK with you.”
“Good. Be careful.”
The grown-ups were obsessed with being careful, but I knew 

better than to take their admonitions lightly. I mumbled the required 
reassurances, and then sprinted to the boat-house. 

I topped up the Johnson’s gas tank from one of the pre-mixed Jerry 
cans, cast off the ropes (lines), and jumped into the rowboat. The oars and 
anchor were already aboard, along with a couple of flotation cushions. The 
motor was almost new, and it started on the third pull, and I backed out 
into the open water. 

My parents probably hadn’t noticed that this little flat-bottomed boat 
could go into a full plane if you sat on the floor in front of the rear bench, 
but when you did, and the lake was calm, the hull would lift up onto the 
surface and skip across the water like a hydroplane racer.

The lake was dead calm, so the skiff skimmed along without resistance, 
and the Johnson hummed vigorously at full throttle. We left almost no 
wake, and the thrill and freedom transported me. The oars and anchor 
bounced around as we flew, and in a few minutes I was almost to the mouth 
of the stream. This was no Jezebel.
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The old landing at McTaggart’s farm was in a smaller cove to the west 
of the stream. As I approached, I slowed down and kept my eyes peeled for 
swimmers. Also, the water was shallow here, and I didn’t want to ground 
the prop on anything. 

There was an old crank telephone on a tree by the dock. We used to 
crank two short, two long to call Ray Boomer, who had a commercial 
camp on Hoyt’s island. He’d come over in his big touring lake-boat with a 
scalloped canvas canopy, and drive all of us and our luggage out to Indian 
Island, where our own boats were hauled out of the water for the winter. 
I loved those trips, and the lake-boat, and the smell of McTaggart’s dairy 
barn, where he let us park our cars.

There was nobody around, so I pulled the green boat up onto the sand 
next to the dock and started up the road. The barn wasn’t far, and the white 
farmhouse was just beyond. There weren’t any dairy cows, though, since 
the McTaggarts moved away, which was too bad. I liked to visit them and 
stare into their huge brown eyes and wonder what they were thinking, 
chewing their cud all day long out in the sun.

The big barn doors were padlocked, but they were so rickety and 
warped that it was easy to wriggle inside. The barn was cavernous and 
dark, with bright strips of sunlight coming in between the boards. It still 
smelled like a cow barn, and I stood for a minute to soak up the feeling of 
dark animal space. A couple dozen cows had lived here for decades, since 
long before I was born. 

I was wondering what interesting relics had been left behind, when I 
noticed something in the shadows on the other side of the iron milking 
stalls. I took a few steps closer, and realized that it was three black things, 
hanging on nails near a side door. Squinting, it became clear that these 
were robes of some kind, and that was when two things happened at once.

First, I realized I was looking at three nun’s habits, hanging in a cow-
barn. And second, before the shock fully hit me, I realized that farther 
away, hidden in the shadows, was a big black sedan.

Then I was half-way down the road at a full run, and the only thought 
in my head was the red nun, lumbering after me, his red face enraged, and 
his red arms reaching out for me. 

I got the boat untied and off the beach in seconds, but I didn’t look 
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toward shore until the motor was running and I’d backed a hundred feet 
out from the dock.

There was nobody in sight. The red nun wasn’t chasing me.
When the boat plowed back into the open water, a breeze had come 

up, and there was light chop all the way back to Indian Island. I stayed on 
the seat, and drove the boat as if I was just using it for transportation, like 
a responsible adult. When I tied it up back at the boat-house, my heart was 
still pounding, and it took a few minutes before I was calm enough to check 
in with my dad.

He’d finished with the generator, and it was time for lunch. My sister, 
Frank and Penny, and my mom were already eating sandwiches and 
potato salad outside the summer house under the trees. There was another 
housefly, and I took care of it, as a service to the grown-ups. Nobody 
noticed.

Half-way through my sandwich, I casually mentioned that I thought 
I knew what happened to the missing tourist. Dad was the only one who 
seemed slightly interested, so I told him about the nun’s habits in the barn, 
and the big black sedan. “Isn’t it obvious?” I said. “The red nun is hiding 
out at McTaggart’s, and he keeps his nun outfits there.”

Dad laughed and the women rolled their eyes. Frank burped, discreetly 
in mixed company, and said, “If he’s using the barn as a hideout, they’ll 
find him soon enough.”

“But shouldn’t we do something?” I said. “We could flag down the 
game warden.”

“The warden’s boat went by last week,” said Dad. “He won’t be back 
for days.” I frowned; they were crazy not to want the highwayman caught 
before he killed someone else. Dad winked at me, which made me even 
more frustrated. “It might not be as dire as you think,” he said.

I took the rest of my sandwich and stalked back down to the boat-
house.

◊
After lunch, and after the requisite half-hour for digestion safety, the lake 
was calm again and Nora came down to the boat-house and asked if I 
wanted to go out in the canoe. She didn’t like canoing alone, and I still 
wasn’t allowed by myself, so I jumped at the chance. 
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The Old Town was a sailing canoe, although we rarely got it rigged 
with the wide lee-boards and mast. It was big, though, and Nora and I were 
barely able to slide it down the side dock into the water. Due to its weight, 
it was almost impossible to capsize, and this made it ideal for casual trips 
across to Crooked and other nearby islands, but not so good for solo use.

We paddled out into the water and paused to look back at our island. It 
was the only one that far from land, and it always seemed magical to me, as 
if it had just appeared in the middle of nowhere.

We enjoyed keeping a rhythm, and Nora sat in the stern, alternating 
her strokes with mine so she could use her paddle as a rudder every other 
stroke. I sat far up in the bow, where the canoe was very narrow, and took 
long silent strokes that made little gurgling whirlpools.

Around the far side of Crooked, another canoe was moving slowly out 
from the mainland. Nora immediately steered toward it, and I increased 
my tempo so we could catch up. For a few minutes, I listened to the swirling 
water around my paddle and the wet swish along the side of the canoe, and 
watched the other canoe slowly grow larger.

There was only one person paddling, a big guy with a red plaid shirt 
and a straw hat. He saw us, and headed our way, paddling harder. Before 
long, I began to make out his face, and it slowly dawned on me that I’d seen 
him before. His ruddy complexion was unmistakable. I turned around to 
look at my sister, and to my horror, she was waving at him.

“It’s him!” I said, in a loud whisper.
“What?” said Nora, keeping her gaze fixed on the other canoe.
“The red nun!” I said. I started back-paddling to turn us around.
“What are you doing?” Nora said, switching sides to correct our course.
“We’ve got to get out of here!” I said. 
“What are you talking about? Stop back-paddling.”
By then, it was too late. The other canoe had swiftly closed the gap and 

was pulling alongside. Nora reached out and grabbed the other canoe’s rail, 
and the red nun grabbed ours. We were welded together.

I’d been kneeling on the ribs, but now I was up on the thwart, 
brandishing my paddle. The red nun had been smiling, but now he looked 
at me oddly.

“Don’t fall in,” he said. 
“Nice day,” said Nora.
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“Is that a sailing canoe?” the red nun said, obviously trying to sound 
casual.

My sister said, “Technically yes, but it’s a lot of work to mount the 
rigging. We’re from Indian Island.” She pointed past the end of Crooked at 
our little tuft of trees.

“Don’t tell him!” I snapped. How could she be so oblivious?
“Is there a problem?” said the red nun.
I nearly choked. Yes, a big problem, thanks to you, but I didn’t say it out 

loud.
“I’m Nora,” said my sister, “and this is my little brother Andy.” She said 

it casually, but I could hear the snide emphasis on ‘little.’
“Name’s Charles,” said the red nun. Fat chance, I thought.
“Are you staying around here?” said Nora.
“Over at McTaggart’s cabin,” said Charles.
I couldn’t take it any longer. “I saw you yesterday,” I stated, not looking 

directly at him.
“That’s interesting,” he said. “I just arrived today.”
“No you didn’t,” I said, feeling bolder. “We saw you on Route 25. You 

tried to get us to stop.”
“Was that you?” he said. His red face was more serious now. “I had car 

trouble.”
“Yeah, sure,” I said.
“I just drove up from Springfield,” he said. “I was supposed to meet the 

agent at the cabin, but my fuel filter clogged up.” He paused. “I wondered 
why you didn’t stop. It was hours before I finally got running again.”

“You shot at us,” I blurted. For some reason I assumed he didn’t have 
his gun in the canoe.

“I what?” He started to laugh, and then realized I was deadly serious.
“Andy, I didn’t shoot at you. I don’t even own a gun. What ever gave you 

the idea I shot at you?”
“I heard the shot when we were driving away,” I said.
“Well, I didn’t hear anything, and if there was a shot, it wasn’t me.”
Nora had grown increasingly uncomfortable. “Andy, that’s enough. It’s 

a shame you and Frank didn’t stop to help him. Frank could have fixed his 
gas filter in ten minutes.”
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I waved my paddle. “Well, then why was he disguised as a nun?” I 
demanded.

“A what?” said Charles. Nora rolled her eyes.
“You’re the red nun!”
Charles’s mouth dropped open.
“You were wearing a fake nun’s robe,” I said. 
“A habit,” said Nora.
Charles laughed out loud; his red face began to look a lot less mean. 

“It’s a poncho,” he said, almost giggling. “It was pouring rain when I got 
to McTaggart’s, and my shirt and jacket got soaked unloading the car. I 
found a bunch of old oil-cloth ponchos in the barn when I was parking. 
Then I realized I was almost out of gas, so I went back out, drove to Rome, 
and filled up. On the way back, the filter clogged, just before you drove by.” 
He paused, still on the verge of laughing again. “You really thought I was 
a nun?”

“You sure looked like one.” I looked at Nora. “Frank thought he was a 
nun.”

Nora smiled. “Frank wasn’t entirely convinced,” she said.
“We thought you were a highwayman,” I said. 
It had rained yesterday morning, and I’d forgotten. But my inner 

detective still wasn’t convinced. “Why wear a poncho when it isn’t raining? 
Out in the hot sun!” 

“Right,” he said, rolling up his sleeve to show his lobster-red sunburn. 
“I burn faster than most. Carrot-tops do, you know.” Nora nodded. “I was 
just lucky I had it in the car.”

But the really serious mystery remained — the missing tourist. Charles 
and Nora had obviously decided to gang up on me, as grown-ups usually 
did, but I still held the Ace.

“Then where’s the missing tourist?” I said, slowly and softly.
“What?” said Charles, pulling his canoe more tightly against ours. 
I shrank back a little and took hold of my paddle. “There’s a missing 

tourist,” I said. “What did you do to him?”
Charles frowned, and my sister was definitely getting annoyed.
“Did you kill him?” I said, trying not to let my voice shake.
“Kill who?” said Charles. “The tourist?”
“Yes,” I said, “the missing tourist. Everybody’s been looking for him.”
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“Andy,” Charles said, and then paused, letting his smile grow 
conspiratorial and mischievous. 

“What?” I said.
“I’m the tourist.”
I was truly shocked. Looking back, I guess the grown-ups were way 

ahead of me, but at the time it just didn’t seem possible I could be that 
wrong. Crushingly wrong.

“You?” I said.
“I was supposed to meet Harry to get the keys to the camp yesterday 

afternoon, but when my car broke down I didn’t make it until after dark. 
The cabin was locked, so I drove back to the barn and slept there.”

My face was probably as red as Charles now, and I looked down 
sheepishly.

Charles went on. “Harry said they’d been wondering why I didn’t turn 
up. I hope nobody called the police.”

Nora said, “The mail-boat man mentioned a tourist had gone missing. 
Some of us thought he ran into an armed highwayman disguised as a nun.”

Her needless emphasis on ‘some’ made me shrink down deeper into 
the canoe.

“I see,” said Charles. “I suppose that could have been the case. Except 
that I’m the missing tourist and I’m also the red nun.”

The canoes were drifting apart again, to my great relief, and I looked 
up at my sister. “I think I need to get back,” I whispered.

Nora nodded, and gave Charles a smile and a shrug that said My kid 
brother’s paralyzed with embarrassment.

As we paddled back to the island, Charles called out, “Andy! Let’s go 
for a sail in that big canoe of yours someday.”

I looked back and waved. I was beginning to think it might be fun to 
do that. Charles waved back, and then pointed his finger at me, with the 
thumb up. Then I remembered Dave Webster said the missing tourist was 
from Boston.

The wind had picked up again, and it was starting to look like rain.

◊
Looking back after all these decades, I can still see that angry red face, and 
that burly red arm poking through the sleeve of what I thought was a nun’s 
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habit. And I can see Charles’s smile as he pointed his finger at me like he 
had that morning on the road to Rome when we sped away. And I also can’t 
help wondering if Charles slipped up when he mentioned driving up from 
Springfield. 

My sister and I never got around to sailing with Charles, although we 
did see him in his canoe a few more times, early in the morning when the 
lake was as still as glass. The next summer he wasn’t there, and we never 
saw him again. But I still wonder about that missing tourist; Dave Webster 
said he was from Boston, not Springfield. I wonder whether he ever made 
it home.

Ω


