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Chapter 1
Harriet Hollingsworth was the kind of person who
 called 911 the minute she spotted a teenager ambling down the street, since as she said there was no sense waiting for them to get up to their nasty tricks. Each week Harriet wrote to the Quoddy Tides, Eastport’s local newspaper, a list of the sordid misdeeds she suspected all the rest of us of committing, and when she wasn’t doing that she was at her window with binoculars, spying out more.
Snoopy, spiteful, and a suspected poisoner of neighborhood cats, Harriet was confidently believed by her neighbors to be too mean to die, until the morning one of them spotted her boot buckle glinting up out of his compost heap like the wink of an evil eye.
The boot had a sock in it but the sock had no foot in it and despite a diligent search (one wag remarking that if Harriet was buried somewhere, the grass over her grave would die in the shape of a witch on a broomstick) she remained missing.
“Isn’t that just like Harriet?” my friend Ellie White demanded about three weeks later, squinting up into the spring sunshine.
We were outside my house in Eastport, on Moose Island, in downeast Maine. “Stir up as much fuss and bother as she could,” Ellie went on, “but not give an ounce of satisfaction in the end.”
Thinking at the time that it was the end, of course. We both did.
At the time. My house is a white clapboard 1823 Federal with three full floors plus an attic, forty-eight big old double-hung windows with forest-green wooden shutters, three chimneys (one for each pair of fireplaces), and a two-story ell.
From my perch on a ladder propped against the porch roof I looked down at Ellie, who wore a purple tank top like a vest over a yellow turtleneck with red frogs embroidered on it. Blue jeans faded to the color of cornflowers and rubber beach shoes trimmed with rubber daisies completed her outfit.
“Running out on her bills, not a word to anyone,” she added darkly.
In Maine, stiffing creditors is not only bad form. It’s also a shortsighted way of trying to escape your money troubles, since anywhere you go in the whole state you are bound to run into your creditors’ cousins, hot to collect and burning to make an example out of you. That was why Ellie thought Harriet must’ve scarpered to Vermont or New Hampshire, leaving the boot as misdirection and her own old house already in foreclosure.
From my ladder-perch I glimpsed it peeking forlornly through the maples, two streets away: a huge Victorian shambles shedding chunks of rotted trim and peeled-off paint curls onto an unkempt lawn. Just the sight of its advancing decrepitude gave me a pang. I’d started the morning optimistically, but fixing a few gutters was shaping up to be more difficult than I’d expected.
“Harriet,” Ellie declared, “was never the sharpest tool in the toolbox, and this stunt of hers just proves it.”
“Mmm,” I said distractedly. “I wish this ladder was taller.”
Shakily I tried steadying myself, straining to reach a metal strap securing a gutter downspout. Over the winter the downspouts had blown loose so their upper ends aimed gaily off in nonwater-collecting directions. But the straps were still firmly fastened to the house with big aluminum roofing nails.
I couldn’t fix the gutters without taking the straps off, and I couldn’t get the straps off. They were out of my reach even when, balancing precariously on tiptoe, I swatted at them with the claw hammer. Meanwhile down off the coast of the Carolinas a storm sat spinning over warmer water, sucking up energy.
“Ellie, run in and get me the crowbar, will you, please?”
Days from now, maybe a week, the storm would make its way here, sneakily gathering steam. When it arrived it would hit hard.
Ellie let go of the ladder’s legs and went into the house. This I thought indicated a truly touching degree of confidence in me, because I am the kind of person who can trip while walking on a linoleum floor. I sometimes think it would simplify life if I got up every morning, climbed a ladder, and fell off, just to get it over with.
And sure enough, right on schedule as the screen door swung shut, the ladder’s feet began slipping on the spring-green grass. I should mention it was also wet grass, since in Maine we really only have three seasons: mud time, Fourth of July, and pretty good snowmobiling.
“Ow,” I said a moment later when I’d landed hard and managed to spit out a mouthful of grass and mud. Then I just lay there while my nervous system rebooted and ran damage checks. Arms and legs movable: okay. Not much blood: likewise reassuring. I could remember all the curse words I knew and proved it by reciting them aloud.
A robin cocked his bright eye suspiciously at me, apparently thinking I’d tried muscling in on his worm-harvesting operation. I probed between my molars with my tongue, hoping the robin was incorrect, and he was, and the molars were all there, too.
So I felt better, sort of. Then Ellie came back out with the crowbar and saw me on the ground.
“Jake, are you all right?”
“Fabulous.” The downspout lay beside me. Apparently I’d flailed at it with the hammer as I was falling and hooked it on my way down.
Ellie’s expression changed from alarm to the beginnings of relief. I do so enjoy having a friend who doesn’t panic when the going gets bumpy, although I suspected there was liniment in my future, and definitely aspirin.
“Oof,” I said, getting up. My knees were skinned, and so were my elbows. My face had the numb feeling that means it will hurt later, and there was a funny little click in my shoulder that I’d never heard before. But across the street two dapper old gentlemen on a stroll had paused to observe me avidly, and I feel that pride goeth before and after the fall, like parentheses.
“Hi,” I called, waving the hammer in weak parody of having descended so fast on purpose. The sounds emanating from my body reminded me of a band consisting of a washtub bass, soup spoons, and a kazoo.
Some were the popping noises of tendons snapping back into their proper positions. But others—the loudest, weirdest ones—were from inside my ears.
The men moved on, no doubt muttering about the fool woman who didn’t know enough to stay down off a ladder. That was how I felt about her, too, at the moment: ouch.
In the kitchen, Ellie applied first aid consisting of soapy washcloths, clean dry towels, and twenty-year-old Scotch. A couple of Band-Aids completed the repair job, which only made me look a little like Frankenstein’s monster.
“Yeeks. All I need now is a pair of steel bolts screwed into my skull.” The split in my lip was particularly decorative and there was a purplish bruise coming up on my cheekbone.
“Yes,” Ellie said crisply, putting the first-aid things back into the kitchen drawer. “And you’re lucky you don’t need bolts.”
Responding to her tone, my black Labrador retriever, Monday, hurried in from the parlor, ears pricked and brown eyes alert for any unhappiness she might abolish with swipes of her wet tongue.
“You could have killed yourself falling off that ladder, you know,” Ellie admonished me. “I wish you’d let me—”
Wriggling anxiously, Monday threw a body-block against my hip, which wasn’t quite broken. Monday believes you can heal almost anything by applying a dog to it, and—mostly—I think so, too.
But next came Cat Dancing, a big apple-headed Siamese with crossed eyes and a satanic expression. “Ellie, I’m fine,” I said, trying to sound believable. “I don’t need a doctor.”
Except maybe a witch doctor if Cat Dancing kept staring at me that way. She was named by my son Sam for reasons I can’t fathom, as the only dance that feline ever does will be on my grave. She wouldn’t care if I died on the spot as long as my body didn’t block the cabinet where we keep cat food. We’d gotten her from my ex-husband Victor, who lives down the street and is also reliable in the driving-me-crazy department.
“Right,” Ellie agreed. “Why, you’re just a picture of health.” Pick-tcha: the downeast Maine pronunciation.
When Ellie’s Maine twang gets emphatic it’s a bad time for me to try persuading her of anything. Fortunately, just then her favorite living creature in the world padded into my kitchen.
“Prill!” Ellie’s expression instantly softened as she bent to embrace the newcomer.
A ferocious-looking Doberman pinscher, Prill sported a set of choppers that would have felt right at home in the jawbone of a great white shark. But the snarl on her kisser was really only a sweet, goofy grin. Prill was an earnest if bumbling guardian of balls, bones, dishrags, slippers, hairbrushes, and cats.
Especially cats. Squirming from Ellie’s hug, Prill spied Cat Dancing and greeted the little sourpuss by closing her jaws very gently around Cat’s head. Then she just stood there wagging her stubby tail while the hair on Cat’s back stiffened in outrage and her crossed eyes bugged helplessly.
“Aw,” I said. “Isn’t that cute?”
Cat emitted a moan keenly calculated to warm the heart of a person who has just pushed the cat off the kitchen table for the millionth, billionth time, and that was about how many times I’d done it just in Cat’s first week here.
“Prill,” Ellie said in gentle admonishment. Days earlier she and I had found the big dog alone and tagless on the town pier, gamely trying to steal a few mackerel heads from the seagulls. No owner had yet claimed her, and I doubted now if anyone would.
Cat’s moan rose to an atonal yowl as Sam came in with his dive gear over his shoulder, wearing his new wristwatch which read out in military time. It was, my son had informed me happily, the way the Coast Guard did it. In love with all things watery, this summer he’d signed up for an advanced diving-operations seminar so risky-sounding, I disliked thinking about it.
But if he was going to be in and on the water for a living, as seemed inevitable, I guessed as much supervised practice as possible was only prudent. Now he dropped his gear beside the buckets of polyurethane and tins of varnish remover I’d put out a few days earlier. Besides the gutters, I was also refinishing the hall floor that spring.
“Wow, where’d you get that big shiner?” Sam asked with the half-worried, half-admiring interest of a young man who thinks his mother might have been in a recent fistfight. At nineteen, he had his father’s dark hair, hazel eyes, and the ravishing grin—also his dad’s—of a born heartbreaker.
“Oh, no.” I rushed back to the mirror, finding to my dismay that Sam’s assessment was correct. An ominous red stain was circling my right eye; soon my face would be wearing two of my least favorite human skin colors: purple and green.
And speaking of green . . .
A bolt of fright struck me. “Ellie, come and hold my eyelid out, please, and look under it. I think when I landed I shoved a contact lens halfway into my brain.”
One blue eye, one green; oh, blast and damnation. But just as I was really about to panic, Sam’s girlfriend Maggie arrived with a tiny disk of green plastic poised on her index finger.
“Did you lose this?” Maggie was a big red-cheeked girl with clear olive skin, liquid brown eyes, and dark, wavy hair that she wore in a thick, glossy braid down her plaid-shirted back.
“I spotted it on the sidewalk,” she added. It was Maggie who’d bought Sam the military wristwatch, shopping for it on-line via her computer.
Then she saw me. “Jacobia, what happened?”
Well, at least the lens wasn’t halfway to my brain. “I was testing Newton’s law. The demonstration got away from me.” I popped the other lens out. Suddenly I was blue-eyed again. Both eyes. “I’m okay, though, thanks.”
Actually parts of me were hurting quite intensely but if I said so, Ellie would insist on taking me to the clinic where Victor was on duty. And rather than submit to my ex-husband’s critical speculations on how my injuries had happened, I’d have gone outside and fallen off that ladder all over again.
“I guess I can’t be in your eye-color experiment, though,” I said. Like Sam, in the fall Maggie would be a sophomore at the University of Maine. “I don’t think I should put the lens back in right away,” I explained.
The experiment, for a psychology-class project, was to see how long it takes a person to get used to a new eye color. If my own reaction was any indication, the answer was never. It was astonishing how jarring the past week had been, seeing a green-eyed alien with my face looking out of the mirror at blue-eyed me.
Disappointment flashed in Maggie’s glance, at once replaced by concern. “Oh, I don’t care about that silly experiment,” she declared.
But she did. She had designed it, proposed it, and with some difficulty gotten it approved, to get credits while staying in Eastport—where Sam was, not coincidentally—for the whole summer. It wasn’t easy getting people with normal sight to wear the lenses, either. I was among the six she’d persuaded, the minimum for the project. “It’s you I’m worried about,” she added.
The girl was going to make someone a wonderful daughter-in-law someday. But it wouldn’t be me if Sam didn’t hurry up and get his act together. Other mothers fret if their kids get romantically involved too fast, but my son’s idea of a proper courtship verged on the glacial.
Luckily in addition to her other sterling qualities Maggie was patient. “You should put something on it,” she said. “A cold cloth or some ice.”
“That,” Ellie interjected acidly, “would mean she’d have to sit still. And you’re allergic to that, aren’t you, dear?”
Dee-yah. Catching the renewed threat of a clinic visit, I sat down and accepted the ministrations she offered: aspirin, a cloth with cracked ice in it. If I didn’t, she might hog-tie me and haul me to Victor’s clinic. She could do it, too; Ellie looks as delicate as a fairy-tale princess but her spine is of tempered steel.
Also, I’d begun noticing that something about Newton’s law had hit me in a major way. Sunshine slanting through the tall bare windows of the big old barnlike kitchen wavered at me, and the maple wainscoting’s orangey glow was shimmering weirdly.
“Oh,” I heard myself say. “Psychedelic.”
“Jake?” Ellie said in alarm, reaching for me.
Then I was on the floor, Prill’s cold nose snuffling in my ear while Monday nudged my shoulder insistently. Faces peered: Sam, Maggie. And Ellie, her red hair a backlit halo, green eyes gazing frightenedly at me and even the freckles on her nose gone pale.
“Okay, now,” I began firmly, but it came out a croak.
“. . . call the hospital?” Sam asked urgently.
“Lift your feet up,” Maggie advised.
So I did, and felt much better as blood rushed back downhill to my brain again. Newton’s law apparently had advantages, although if my brain planned depending on gravity for all of its blood supply, I was still in serious trouble.
Which was how things stood when my husband, Wade Sorenson, walked in. Tall and square-jawed, built like a stevedore, with brush-cut blond hair and grey eyes, he surveyed the scene with an air of calm competence that I found hugely refreshing under the circumstances. And while Sam asked again if he should phone the hospital and Maggie insisted I put my feet up higher and Ellie was all for summoning an ambulance right that instant, Wade said:
“Hey. How’re you doing?”
He doesn’t freak out, he doesn’t screw up; he’s the only man in the world into whose arms I would trustingly fall backwards.
Or forwards, for that matter. Crouching, he assessed me, smelling as always of fresh cold air, lime shaving soap, and lanolin hand cream. He’d already noticed that I was breathing and had a blood pressure. The dogs backed off and sat.
“Your pupils are equal,” he commented mildly. Meaning that I likely did not have the kind of brain damage that would kill me. Or not right now, anyway.
Victor would have scoffed at the notion of Wade assessing anything medically, but guys who work on boats learn how to eyeball injuries pretty accurately, reluctant to forfeit a day’s pay for anything but the probably-fatal. And as Eastport’s harbor pilot, guiding freighters safely through the watery maze of downeast Maine’s many treacherous navigation hazards, Wade works on boats pretty much the way mountain goats work on mountains.
Eager to lose my invalid status, I sat up. Not a good move. “Hey, hey,” Wade cautioned as the room whirled madly. “Take it slow.”
“Okay,” I said grudgingly. That Newton guy was beginning to be a real pain in my tailpipe. But I was not lying down again.
Ellie was just waiting to bushwhack me into the clinic, Sam resembled a six-year-old who wanted his mommy, and Maggie—
Well, Maggie looked solid and unruffled as usual, for which I was grateful since I had an idea I’d be needing her, later.
For one thing, I’d planned a special dinner in honor of the tenant who’d moved into my guest room that morning, an aspiring music-video producer filming his first effort here in Eastport.
For another, somewhere between the ladder and the ground I’d had an important epiphany. Harriet Hollingsworth wasn’t just missing.
She was dead. And she’d probably been murdered.
“She had no car, no money. No family as far as anyone knows. So how did Harriet drop off the earth without a trace?” I asked a little while later, sitting on the edge of the examining table at the Eastport Health Clinic.
The clinic windows looked out over a tulip bed whose frilly blooms swayed together in the breeze like dancers in a chorus line. Across the street, a row of white cottages sported postage-stamp lawns, picket fences, and American flags. Beyond gleamed Passamaquoddy Bay, blue and tranquil in the spring sunshine, the distant hills of New Brunswick mounding hazily on the horizon.
“Well?” I persisted as Victor shone a penlight into my eye. “Where’d Harriet go? And how?”
The clinic smelled reassuringly of rubbing alcohol and floor wax. But years of marriage to a medical professional had given me a horror of being at the business end of the medical profession. Ellie had brought me here while Wade finished the gutters, knowing that otherwise I’d go right back up the ladder again; if you let any element of old-house fix-up beat you for an instant, the house will get the upper hand in everything. And although I wasn’t graceful or surefooted I was stubborn; so far, this had been enough to keep my old home from collapsing around me.
Victor snapped the penlight off. He’d tested all the things he could think of that might show I was non compos mentis, which was what he thought anyway. When I came here from New York and bought the house he’d had a world-class hissy fit, saying that it showed my personality was disintegrating and besides, if I moved so far from Manhattan, how would he see Sam?
I’d said that (a) at least I had a personality, (b) if mine was disintegrating it was under the hammer blows he had inflicted upon it while we were married, and (c) as it was, he hadn’t seen Sam for over a year.
That shut him up for a while. But not much later he’d moved to Eastport, too, and established his medical clinic.
“Normal,” he pronounced now, sounding disappointed.
“A person needs money to run,” I reminded Ellie, “even when money trouble is why they are running in the first place.”
“She scavenged, though,” Ellie countered. “Cans, returnable bottles. Over time, Harriet could have gotten bus fare to Bangor from that.”
“Then what?” I objected. “Start a new life? Harriet was barely managing to hang on to the old one. And what about all that blood at her house?”
“Nobody reliable ever saw any blood,” Ellie retorted.
After her boot was found, a story went around that a lot of blood had been seen on the top step of Harriet’s porch. By whom and when was a matter of wild speculation, and when I’d gone to see for myself it hadn’t been there, so I’d discounted the rumor. But now . . .
“Ahem,” Victor said pointedly. He had dark hair with a few threads of grey in it, hazel eyes, and a long jaw clenched in a grim expression. Partly this was his normal look while ferreting out illness and coming up with ways to knock its socks off.
Also, though, it meant I was not regarding him with sufficient awe. “Could you,” he requested irritably, “pay just a little more attention to the situation at hand?”
Reluctantly I focused on him. This took some doing, a fact I’d failed to mention when asked about symptoms; blurry vision, I understood, could mean Something Bad. But I was determined not to become a patient if I could help it, and I had just taken out the contact lenses . . .
“You might have a mild concussion,” he pronounced at last.
“That’s all?” Ellie questioned. “She seems quite shaken up.”
She was complicating my exit strategy: find the nearest door and scram through it, lickety-split. I rolled my eyes at her to get her to pipe down; the room lurched, spinning a quarter turn.
“The simplest possible explanation is usually correct,” Victor intoned. “‘Shaken up’ is as good a description as any.”
“So I can go?” I slid hastily off the examining table. If it meant getting out of here right now, I’d have hopped off a cliff.
Which, it turned out, was just exactly what getting off that table felt like. Somewhere were my shoes, making contact with the tiled floor. They seemed far away and not entirely reliable, as if connected to my body by long, loose rubber bands.
Feets don’t fail me now, I thought earnestly. If I had to, I would take floor-contact on faith.
The way, once upon a time, I’d taken Victor. “Someone would remember if Harriet took the bus,” I told Ellie.
Victor frowned. He feels everyone should keep silent until he finishes giving his opinions. And as he will finish giving his opinions a day or so after his funeral, mostly I ignore him.
But now we were in the land of traumatic head injury, where Victor is king and all he surveys is his to command. He’d gotten reeducated for country doctoring, but back in the city Victor was the one you went to after all the other brain surgeons turned pale and began trembling at the very sight of you.
So this time I listened. “Twenty-four hours of bed rest,” he decreed. “Watch for headache, disorientation, and grogginess.”
Breathing the same air as Victor made me groggy. We’d had a peace treaty for a while, but now Sam was away at college most of the time and without him to run interference for us, Victor and I were about as compatible as flies and flyswatters. And guess what end of that charming analogy I tended to end up on.
“Great,” I said glumly. It wasn’t enough that I looked like I’d gone nine rounds with a prizefighter. My X rays were clear but my face was a disaster area, and the click in my shoulder had gone silent, probably on account of the swelling.
But I couldn’t lie down. I had things to do: dinner guests.
And Harriet’s murder. First, I had to convince Ellie that it had happened. I had a pretty clear idea of how to do that, too; Harriet hadn’t owned much, but she had possessed one thing . . .
“Well, maybe not actual bed rest,” Victor allowed. “But if you won’t take it easy,” he added sternly, “I’ll admit you to the hospital for forty-eight hours of observation.”
An odd look came into his eye, and I realized he could make good on this threat if he came up with dire enough reasons. Wade might believe Victor, if he sounded sincere; Ellie, too.
And Victor was good at sincere. “I will,” I vowed, “take it easy. Um, and is it okay to put the contact lenses back in?”
Because if I could, Maggie’s project might get saved. Victor looked put-upon.
“Oh, I suppose,” he replied waspishly. “It looks bad but the orbital processes were spared, the swelling’s minimal, not in the eye at all, and you have no signs of neurological dysfunction.”
Never mind if your face looks like roadkill; if you can follow his moving finger with your eyes and touch your nose with your own, you’re good to go. “But why in heaven’s name are you participating in amateur-hour science?” he wanted to know.
“Thank you, Victor,” I cut him off. It’s yet another of his talents, making me feel like a rebellious child.
Leaving Ellie to settle up at the business desk I made for the exit before he could decide to prescribe a clear liquid diet. Maybe I’d learn later that I’d knocked an essential screw loose and it needed replacing right away, before my brains fell out.
But I doubted it. And I doubted even more that the gleam in his eye had been benevolent, when he realized that if only for an instant there, he’d had me in his power.
Again.
So I was getting the hell out of Dodge.
My name is Jacobia Tiptree and once upon a time I was a hotshot New York financial expert, a greenback-guru with offices so plush you could lose a small child in the depth of the broadloom on the floor of my consulting area. I was the one rich folks came to for help on the most (to them) important topics in the world:
(A) Getting wealthier, and
(B) Getting even wealthier than that.
Everything was about money. Fallen in love? Break out the prenuptial agreements. Somebody died? The family is frantic not with grief for the dearly departed but because the old skinflint stashed his loot in an unbreakable charitable remainder trust.
Loot being the operative term; most of my clients were so crooked their limousines should’ve flown the Jolly Roger. But I didn’t care, mostly on account of having started out with no loot whatsoever, myself. Until I was a teenager my idea of the lush life was glass in the windows, shoes that fit, and not too much wood smoke from the cracks in the stove chimney, so I could read.
At fifteen I ran from the relatives who were raising me, trusting in my wits and a benevolent universe to pave my path, which is why it was lucky I turned out to have a few wits about me. Getting through Penn Station I had the sense I’d have been safer in a war zone; men sidled up to me, crooking their fingers, weaving and crooning. With my pale shiny face and hick clothes, lugging a cheap suitcase and in possession of the enormous sum of twenty dollars, I must’ve looked just like all the other fresh young chickens, ready for plucking.
Fortunately, however, all my cousins had been boys. Something about me must have said I knew precisely where to aim my kneecap, and the nasty men skedaddled. Before I knew it (well, a couple of weeks after I hopped off the Greyhound, actually) I was living in a tenement near Times Square where I’d found the best job a girl from my background could imagine: waitress in a Greek diner.
My feet were swollen, my hair stank of fryer grease, and in the first couple of days I learned thirty new ways to buzz off a lurking creep-o. Meager wages and no tips; Ari’s Dineraunt wasn’t a tipping kind of place, except on the horses. But it was all-you-could-eat and most of the other girls didn’t enjoy the food. Too foreign, they said, turning up their well-nourished noses.
Which left more for me. Short ribs and stuffed grape leaves, moussaka and lamb stew; ordinarily the owner was tighter with a dime than a wino with a pint of Night Train, but for some reason Ari Kazantzakis thought it was funny to watch me shoving baklava into my mouth.
Maybe it was because he had enough family memories of real hunger to know it when he saw it. Ari had a photo of Ellis Island behind the counter, and one of the Statue of Liberty in his fake-wood-paneled office. The tenement where I lived was just like the one his parents had moved into when they got here. Or exactly the one.
Whatever. Anyway, one day Ari’s accountant didn’t show up and the next day they found him floating in the East River, full of bullet holes. Suddenly it wasn’t all sweetmeats and balalaikas at the Dineraunt anymore. More like hand-wringing and sobbing violins until I said I was good at math and that when I wasn’t slinging hash I was taking accounting courses. By then I’d gotten a high school equivalency and talked my way into night school.
I’d figured it was the only way I would ever get near real money, which was true but not in the way I’d expected. Two days later I was carrying a black bag, the one the accountant had been expected to pick up and deliver. That was how I got to know the men at the social club, several of whom later became my clients.
They thought it was hilarious, a skinny-legged girl with big eyes and a down-home accent running numbers money. But they didn’t think it was so funny a few weeks later, when every other runner in the city got nabbed in an organized crime crackdown.
All but me. Like I said, I’d had boy cousins, and if there was anything I was good at besides math, it was evasive action. A few years later when I’d finished school, gotten married, begun solo money management, and had a baby, one of the guys from the social club came to my office.
He wore an Armani suit, a Bahamas tan, and Peruggi shoes. The diamond in his pinky ring was so big you could have used it to anchor a yacht. His expression was troubled; they always were on people with money woes. And this guy’s familiar hound-dog face was the saddest that I had ever encountered. But when he saw me behind my big oak desk, he started to laugh.
Me, too. All the way to the bank.
And there you have it: my own personal journey from rags to riches. Victor’s another story, not such a pleasant one; first came the hideous coincidence of our having the same uncommon last name. At the time, I regarded this happenstance as serendipity. And I’ll admit I was still full of bliss when our son Sam appeared. But soon enough began the late-night calls from lovelorn student nurses whom I informed, at first gently and later I suppose rather cruelly, that the object of their affections was married and had a child. And in the end I got fed up with the city, too.
I’d thrived in it but when Sam hit twelve it began devouring him: drugs. Bad companions. And our divorce half killed him. So I chucked it all and bought an old house that needed everything, on Moose Island seven miles off the coast of downeast Maine.
It’s quiet: church socials and baked-bean suppers, concerts in the band shell on the library lawn when the weather is warm. There’s the Fourth of July in summer, a Salmon Festival in fall, and high school basketball during the school year, of course.
But that’s it. Not much out of the ordinary happens in Eastport.
Unless you count the occasional mysterious bloody murder.
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