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THEN

JACOBIA. COME ON NOW,” SAID VICTOR. “BE REASONABLE.”

Her husband’s voice on the telephone had a soothing tone, the one he used on patients who would recover if they did just as he said.

His definition of reasonable. Victor was a brain surgeon, and he always tried that voice on her, too, before he brought out the big guns.

Bazookas of sarcasm, rocket launchers of scorn.

But not yet. “Jake, I was here at the hospital all along. The ward clerks must not have realized it, that’s all.”

“Uh-huh. And they didn’t page you.”

She knew they had. It was nine in the morning and she was sitting on a wrought-iron café chair, on the prettily landscaped terrace of their penthouse apartment overlooking Central Park.

The café chair was enameled absinthe green. The shrubs in the huge clay pots were Himalayan forsythia and dwarf Japanese maple.

On the wrought-iron bistro table, a grease-stained paper plate holding a slice of last night’s pizza sat alongside a jelly glass stenciled with the image of Yosemite Sam.

There was a bite out of the slice. In the glass was some of the two-hundred-dollar bottle of wine she had opened once it became clear that not only was he not coming home for dinner as he’d promised, he wasn’t coming home that night at all.

“If they did page me, I didn’t hear it. Maybe I was catching a nap in the on-call room. I don’t exactly always have the luxury of keeping a normal schedule, you know.”

His tone shifted to the terse, coldly annoyed one he used on underlings, nurses or junior surgeons, who hadn’t obeyed an order of his quickly enough. “Some of us have …”

Real jobs. Ones that matter. Life-or-death occupations whose demands trump everything else.

Including you, he didn’t finish, but he might as well have. But she was immune to that now. Especially since she knew perfectly well that he hadn’t been at the hospital last night, as he claimed.

She drank the red wine out of the Yosemite Sam glass in a couple of swallows, refilled it, then picked up the paper plate with the slice on it and sailed it out over the terrace’s railing like a Frisbee, not watching to see where it went.

“I was there,” she said. “At the hospital. You were signed out.”

Brief silence from Victor. From down in the street came the blare of a car horn, possibly as a pizza-laden paper plate landed on a windshield.

“What?” Outrage now. “You mean you came over here to …”

“Check on you. Yes. At midnight when you hadn’t shown up and you weren’t answering your cell, I got worried. So I went out in my party dress and the diamond-and-platinum earrings you gave me when we got married.”

She drank more wine. It was pretty good, actually. She’d have finished it the night before if she hadn’t been distracted by the decanter of forty-year-old Scotch.

“To make sure that you were okay, that you hadn’t had some kind of an accident on the way home, or gotten mugged. Because we had a date, remember?” she added gently, her voice breaking.

Which was silly, really. But the tears prickled in her eyes nonetheless, blurring the soft green tops of the trees in Central Park. It was spring, and the lovers down there were walking hand in hand along the paths beneath the flowering cherries.

No doubt. She swallowed hard. Probably her tears were only on account of the wine. Because she couldn’t still care so much, could she?

“It was embarrassing,” she said. “The ward nurses all looked at me with pity in their eyes.” Poor thing. Wouldn’t you think she’d’ve had enough of it by now? Why doesn’t she wise up?

Why, indeed. “Yeah, I suppose it would be embarrassing,” he retorted angrily. “How would you like it if I …”

I would like it, she thought. If you cared enough to bother, I would like it very much.

But he didn’t. He didn’t even care if she’d humiliated both of them; not really. It was only that this change of subject was convenient for him, focusing as it did on what she’d done instead of on what he’d been doing.

Which she also knew. Because while she’d lingered at the nursing station, waiting for them to page him even though he was signed out and then waiting some more while he didn’t answer, she’d seen the nurses’ schedule posted on a bulletin board.

The schedule listed who was on duty that night, and who was off. Most of the names were familiar; Victor had been a surgeon at the hospital for several years now.

But one name was new. It was also in the phone book, with an address. “I guess nurses must make pretty good money these days,” she said.

“What?” he demanded in the kind of voice that meant someone was being difficult past all reason. “What are you …?”

Talking about. “Monica,” she said. “That Greenwich Village row-house she lives in? That your car was parked outside all last night? It’s nice. The house, I mean.”

Gotcha. Not that she took any pleasure in it. She was just tired of Victor thinking he’d put one over on her, was all.

Thinking that she was stupid. She drank the rest of the wine and resisted the urge to send the bottle over the railing, too.

“Good-bye, Victor,” she said tiredly, and hung up. Probably he had an excuse for why he was at one of the nurses’ homes last night instead of with her, celebrating their thirteenth wedding anniversary. But she didn’t want to hear it.

Not, she reflected, tipping the empty wine bottle upside down sadly, that there was much to celebrate. The phone rang, the display showing Victor’s hospital number.

Now he would try to shame her by telling her how paranoid she was, how her pathological suspicions were driving him to find solace in the arms of another woman.

Although she knew only too well that the arms weren’t what interested him. Ditto the eyes, the ears, the face, or the brain.

Especially not that. The phone kept on ringing. She looked at it for a long moment, then picked up.

“Hello? Is that by any chance my lying, cheating, son-of-a-bitch husband calling me? Because if it is, listen to this.”

She smashed the device hard against the terrace railing and smiled as its parts flew everywhere.

“And that goes double for your latest girlfriend, the poor little dope,” she said into the phone’s shattered shell.

Behind her, a blare of what at normal volume might’ve been music thundered through the penthouse apartment. But cranked up this way, it was more like a sound-wave-based demolition device.

She could practically feel the walls cracking. Any minute, the building superintendent would be up here. She hurried inside.

“Sam!” She hammered on his door. She’d have gone in, but he kept it locked.

He was twelve. “Yeah.”

“Sam, turn it—”

The volume lowered abruptly.

“—down!” she shouted.

“Yeah.”

She contemplated the door. “You okay in there?”

“Yeah.”

She looked at herself in the hall mirror: showered, dressed, and with a little foundation and lipstick applied, in spite of everything. Okay. She’d run a comb through her short dark hair, too, and she had shoes on her feet.

Whoop-de-do, she thought bleakly, eyeing her reflection with skepticism. No beauty queen, but the navy slacks and jacket over a silk blouse were respectable enough, as were the black pumps. Luckily, she had the kind of lean, dark looks that didn’t require much upkeep.

Yet. Much more of this and I’ll be laying on the makeup with a trowel just to look human.

“Sam, I’m leaving for the office. I’ve got an appointment.”

Brief silence. Then, “Okay.”

Well, at least it wasn’t Yeah. “You’re going to school, right?”

He knew she’d call the school later to make certain he was there. The music volume went back up a little, but not as much as before.

She glanced at her wristwatch, the black Movado museum piece she’d bought for herself the first year she’d made any real money on her own.

Or what she’d thought of back then as real money. A few more minutes and she’d be late. “Sam?”

The music went up a notch. “Sam, this is your mother out here talking to you. Now you answer me this minute or I’ll—”

What? she wondered despairingly. What would she do? Summon a locksmith? Or call 911 and have the door broken down?

There was no point talking to Victor about this. If she did, he’d have a fatherly chat with their son, and after Sam fooled him again with another tale about how she was just overreacting as usual, Victor would confront her.

And she didn’t want to hear that, either. Didn’t know what she would do, actually, if she had to—

Sam’s door opened an inch. Through the crack, her son looked out flatly at her, and even as angry as she was at him, the sight was a relief.

She managed a smile. “Hi.”

Sam had dark curly hair, long-lashed eyes, and a full mouth like his dad’s. She wanted to ruffle his hair, but if she tried he would probably slam the door on her wrist.

“Sandra should be here in a minute.” The housekeeper, she meant. “She’ll drive you to school.”

And make sure you go in. Sandra was fat, fair, and forty: not Victor’s type. More important, she was onto Sam’s tricks.

“I left you a casserole in the refrigerator, in case I’m late.” Stouffer’s, actually. But it didn’t matter; he wouldn’t eat it.

“Thanks.” Patiently, waiting for her to leave him in peace.

“Are you going out with your friends later?”

Might as well at least pretend she still had any say in what her son did or didn’t do. She thought lately he was hanging out with the Tooley boy from the fifth floor, but she wasn’t sure.

The Tooley boy was sixteen and had already been in juvenile detention. Still, he was better than the crew Sam used to spend time with, shoplifting and riding the tops of subway cars at all hours of the day and night.

“Sam,” she repeated, “are you …?”

His door closed. The lock clicked. The music went up again, although not enough to bring the building super. It was as if Sam knew just exactly how far he could go.

What do you mean, “as if”? she asked herself bitterly as she left the apartment.

THE LOBBY OF HER BUILDING ON CENTRAL PARK WEST HAD the kind of prewar glamour you couldn’t find in new construction: art deco wall sconces, gleaming black marble floors, crystal chandeliers. Her heels clicked past the concierge’s desk with the vase full of fresh florist’s blooms on it, then the security guard’s podium, and finally the low table spread with complimentary copies of the Times and The Wall Street Journal.

She picked up a Journal as she went by; she could read it as she cabbed to the office. “Mrs. Tiptree?”

Damn. She turned, trying to indicate by her expression and posture that she was late. Which she wasn’t; not yet. But she did not want to talk to the building superintendent, Mr. Halloran.

Or rather, be talked to by him. “Mrs. Tiptree, I’m sorry to have to trouble you.”

Have to. That was a bad sign. “But our other residents …”

She drew herself up. “There’ve been complaints?”

Her tone dared him. But of course there had been complaints. What with the threats and accusations flying between her and Victor, and Sam’s music being played at volumes generally reserved for arena concerts, it was a wonder that the other tenants didn’t assemble outside their apartment door with torches and pitchforks.

Inspiration hit her. “Talk to my husband about it.”

“But—”

“The man of the house,” she practically spat at the unlucky building superintendent. Really, he didn’t deserve this.

But by now she was late, and anyway, there wasn’t a thing in this world she could do about any of it, and especially not about the music; heaven knew she’d tried. So for now she thanked her lucky stars that Sam at least still lived at home, and not on the street half the time like the Tooley boy.

Outside, limos picking up other tenants sat idling along the curb while their drivers read the papers and drank coffee. On the sidewalks, elderly ladies in pastel Chanel suits tottered along behind tiny dogs on pastel leashes; nannies pushed Italian-made strollers and luxury baby carriages.

Changing her mind about the cab, she turned south, hoping a walk might clear her head. At this hour she could travel faster on foot than the traffic could move, anyway.

Thirty minutes later, at Madison and Thirty-fourth, the city was one part blaring cab horn, one part jackhammer, and three parts way too many people, all hustling like mad. In the deli on the corner, she got coffee and a bagel and carried them into her building, where they were nearly knocked from her hands by a man rushing past her out through the lobby.

Gray fedora, salt-and-pepper mustache, scarred face …

She knew him, and he must have recognized her, too, because he turned around and came back in. It was Jerry Baumann, known to his friends and associates as “Da Bomb.”

She did not like thinking about why he was called this, or how she knew.

“Listen,” Jerry growled, not pausing for niceties. “I went upstairs and told him the situation. It’s not gonna change. He gets the money to us by tomorrow, or—” He drew a crooked finger across his throat.

“I beg your pardon?” Jake began, aware of the doorman listening with interest from his desk just inside the front door. “How did you even—”

The whole reason for having a doorman at all was that no one was supposed to be able to get upstairs without first being announced via intercom, and approved.

But when she glanced over inquiringly, he was suddenly extremely busy with some papers in one of the desk’s drawers.

Come on, Jerry “Da Bomb” Baumann’s face said clearly. You think some freakin’ rent-a-cop’s gonna stop me?

“You tell him,” he repeated as he opened the door to the street. The sudden clamor of noise was so loud that it was almost comical.

“Don’t let him get thinkin’ anything else,” Jerry Baumann said, and then the door swung shut.

“Some help you are,” she said to the guard, who upon Jerry’s departure found his paperwork less engrossing.

“Yes, ma’am,” the guard said evenly, unsmiling.

“Who’s up there?” she demanded. Despite leaving home late, she’d made good time; her appointment wasn’t for another ten minutes.

But just then the guard’s desk phone rang, and the elevator doors opened. The hell with it, she thought as she stepped in, pulling the key to her office from her shoulder bag with one hand while balancing a paper bag with coffee and a bagel in it with the other; she’d find out who was there herself.

She didn’t need the key, though, because the office door—no name, just the suite number—stood open. Inside, the anteroom smelled like Old Spice laced with bubblegum.

And something else. Fear sweat, she thought. “Hello?”

She didn’t have a secretary or a receptionist. She wouldn’t even have had an office, but some of her clients weren’t the kind of people she wanted coming to her home.

Some of her clients, she didn’t even want them knowing where she lived, although they probably did anyway. “Anyone here?”

The bubblegum smell was getting stronger. On the tan carpet, a few grains of something granular was sprinkled, like a trail of … She knelt and touched the stuff, and after a moment tasted it.

Sugar. What the …?

“Hello.”

She looked up. A little boy, maybe ten years old, stood in the doorway to her inner office, where she met clients.

The boy, scrubbed so clean he practically glowed and with an obviously fresh haircut under his kid-sized baseball cap, wore a blue blazer. Under it he wore a white dress shirt and a striped silk tie—a real one, not a clip-on. His slacks were belted, and from the way they broke just so over his oxblood shoes, they had obviously been tailored for him.

“Hello. Who are you?” She got up, brushing sugar granules from her fingertips while the kid went on eyeing her somberly.

“Steven. My mother calls me Junior.” The boy blinked once, slowly. From the white bits around his mouth, she gathered that the ones on her carpet were from something that he’d been eating.

“Are you going to let the bad men kill my father?” he asked.

His voice held an odd, remarkably unchildish undercurrent of menace. Then it hit her, who he must be. Oh, for Pete’s sake.

She should have known; under that new haircut of his, the kid’s ears stuck out a mile.

Just like his dad’s.

“Hi, Jake. Sorry we’re a little early.”

Steven Garner Sr. appeared in the doorway behind his son. “I slipped the guy downstairs a little something; he let us up,” he confided.

Unlike the boy, he did not look freshly laundered. He wore rumpled slacks over white high-top sneakers that had seen better days, a polo shirt with dryer wrinkles still in it, and a blue cotton warm-up jacket with an egg splotch on the front.

“I saw Baumann in the lobby just now,” she said, and watched Garner’s face tighten with anxiety.

The kid was still staring at her. “You hungry?” she asked him, despite the evidence of a recent meal—a doughnut, probably—around his lips.

The boy nodded; what little kid wasn’t always hungry? “But my mom doesn’t let me …” he began as she brought out the bagel.

“Steven,” his father told him gently, “go sit down over there and eat the bagel, okay? Go on,” he repeated as the boy looked doubtful. “I’ll make it okay with your mom.”

The boy rolled his eyes, giving Jake the idea that making things okay with his mom generally wasn’t so easy. But he did as he was asked.

“And don’t do anything else,” his father told him, which Jake thought was a little strange. The look he gave the kid was odd, too: stern, but with a thread of fear in it. “Just sit.”

“Come on,” Jake said, waving Steven Sr. back into her inner office, which was even more spartan than the outer one.

The desk was a gray metal cube squatting in one corner, the chairs like ones in the Motor Vehicle Department’s waiting area, square and serviceable. No pictures or diplomas hung on the walls or stood on the desk; venetian blinds covered the windows.

All business here, the room’s bare, utilitarian chill said clearly. She sat at her desk, gestured at the seat in front of it, and watched Steven Garner sink onto it gratefully.

“So. How can I help you?”

Although she already knew. His hangdog expression, a mobbed-up minion down in the lobby … even the security guard had known enough to go deaf and blind with Baumann around.

Garner, by contrast, was just a low-level errand boy, the kind of guy who lived for the moment he would be invited along on a truck highjacking.

And who would die waiting, because guys who were always as much in need of cash as Garner was could never be trusted. So she would be his last hope, and his next words would be …

“I need money.” He glanced up at her. At his day job he was a school photographer, she knew.

Not exactly a big earner. “A lot,” he added, “of money.” He leaned across the desk. “Because they’re going to kill me if I don’t get it to them.”

“Yeah, so I just heard. But I’m not in the business of—”

Loan-sharking. Or whatever you wanted to call it. “I help people take care of their money, you know?” Jake said carefully. “Invest it, diversify it …”

Launder it, get it out of the country. She’d set this appointment up only as a favor to one of those other clients, and she was already regretting it.

“Yeah, I know,” Garner conceded. “I just thought …”

“How much are we talking about?”

He looked up, his eyes alight with hope for a moment. But when he saw her expression, his own face fell again. “Fifty.”

The amount he’d named shocked even her. “Thousand? You’re into them for—”

“Yeah. Don’t ask me how it happened, okay? It happened the way it always happens. You lose, you chase your losses, next thing you’re on their shoot list.”

Only Baumann didn’t say shoot. “I’ve got a family. You saw the kid; he’s a good boy.”

Right, she’d seen the kid because she’d been intended to see him, maybe feel a little sorrier for Garner. She did, too.

Just not fifty grand’s worth. She was about to say so when a small head peeped around the doorframe. “Dad?”

Garner frowned. “I told you, siddown out there, okay? Wait for me, I’ll only be a—”

The boy didn’t move. His big, not-quite-innocent eyes took in the room with its clinical lack of decoration, the metal cabinets and the shelves stuffed with file folders.

He didn’t smile. He looked … sly. “Steven, maybe you could just sit down in the chair out there until your father and I are finished here,” she said gently.

His eyes didn’t change, their expression calm and knowing. It gave her a chill, suddenly, realizing that the boy understood what his father was doing.

That he was begging for his life. But he’d come to the wrong place, because the only thing she knew for sure about Garner was that if she did lend him money, he would never return it.

Heck, he hadn’t paid the mob back, and they were willing and able to kill him on account of it. So what chance would she have?

The boy went back to the outer office. She got up and closed the door. “What have you got?”

“What?” Garner looked confused. “I … What do you mean, what have I—”

“House? Car? Anything? A coin collection? Has your wife got any good jewelry?”

He was shaking his head. “There’s the house, but it belongs to my wife. It was her parents’ place, and anyway, what would you want with—”

She sat across from him again. “You’re not getting it, what I’m saying to you. I don’t want it. But they might.”

Despair filled his face. “Just … you mean …”

He glanced at the door, beyond which his son waited. Right now the kid had a roof over his head, a place to go at night.

And tomorrow maybe he wouldn’t. But his dad would be alive. “Steven, I’m suggesting you offer them something. It’s harsh, I know. But it’s the best I can do for you right now.”

Or ever, she didn’t add, but he understood. When he got up from the chair he moved like an old man.

She got up, too. “A house is a big thing, Steven. If you’re lucky, maybe they’ll take it.”

“Yeah,” he said bitterly. “If I’m lucky.”

She didn’t offer to put in a word for him. It wouldn’t have done any good. He knew that, as well. He opened the door to the outer office, then turned.

“Listen, I was thinking I might take the kid out for lunch, maybe to a ball game. You know? But …”

He spread his hands helplessly.

He was tapped out, of course; his last twenty to the guard downstairs, probably. Without a word she opened her desk’s top drawer and drew out five hundred-dollar bills.

She crossed the room and handed them to him. In the outer room, the little boy sat in a chair with his ankles crossed and his hands clasped in his lap, waiting. Watching.

“Thanks,” Steven Garner said, stuffing the bills into the inside pocket of his cotton jacket. “C’mon, kid.”

They turned to go. She followed them to the door, hoping Garner wouldn’t decide to just take a flyer out the propped-open window at the end of the corridor.

He didn’t. As they moved away down the hall, the little boy glanced back over his shoulder before they disappeared into the elevator. Those eyes …

Jake shivered, not liking the expression in them and glad when the elevator closed. And that was the last she ever expected to see of them:

Steven Garner Sr., his boy, and her five hundred bucks.

But she was only two-thirds right.
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1
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HER NAME WAS JACOBIA TIPTREE—JAKE, TO HER FRIENDS—and on that bright day in July twelve years after the Manhattan meeting, she was scraping loose paint off the porch steps of her big old house in Eastport, Maine, when the guy on the bike went by again.

Or she’d thought the paint would be loose, anyway. But as her son Sam always said, hope springs infernal, and the reality was something else again. Meanwhile:

Pedaling slowly, looking right at her, the guy on the bike frowned as if he’d just sniffed a spoiled carton of milk. He was decent enough looking otherwise, clean-shaven and neatly dressed.

But this was his third trip past her home in the last half-hour. And each time he went by, he’d been staring at her in that same unpleasant, almost accusing way.

Still holding the scraper, she got up, trying to recall where she’d seen his sour expression before. That she had seen it she felt certain, but on somebody else’s face.

A similar face. The guy turned the corner, not looking back. She stood there another moment, wondering. But then with a mental shrug she knelt by the steps once more and returned to work.

After all, it was nearly the Fourth of July, and the remote island town of Eastport—three hours from Bangor, light-years from anywhere else—was full of tourists. No doubt the bicyclist was one of them, and she really had seen him around, somewhere.

As for his riding by so often, maybe he liked the house. She had when, upon finding Eastport over a decade ago, she’d fallen instantly in love with the old place. Now from the porch steps she pictured it as she’d first seen it:

An 1823 white clapboard Federal with three stories plus an attic, it had three red-brick chimneys and forty-eight windows, each with a pair of green shutters. Among its other selling points were a huge yard, a fireplace in every room, and original hardwood floors.

Unfortunately, it had also been a wreck. Under nearly two hundred years’ worth of charm lay nearly as many of neglect; she’d had to get the wiring redone and the chimneys rebuilt, and it had needed painting.

All of which she’d had done, for an amount slightly less than it would’ve cost to bulldoze the place and start over. Back then, she’d known no better; nowadays, mostly from necessity, she was a halfway decent home-repair enthusiast.

But it wasn’t only about money. Scrape off enough old paint, patch enough plaster, sand the wood floors and rehabilitate half a hundred antique windows plus shutters, and you too could begin feeling that maybe—just maybe—you’d rehabilitated yourself.

Too bad the half she was any good at was so rarely the half that needed doing. This time, she’d decided to paint all the parts of the house that she could reach and farm out the high work. The plan had seemed reasonable as she was formulating it.

But for one thing, the porch was massive. So there was a lot of old paint to scrape off before the new could go on. Also, the peeling bits clung like barnacles. Wielding the tool, she went at them with fresh energy; they hung on for dear life.

“Grr,” she muttered, but they couldn’t hear her, and even if they could it would probably only make them more obstinate.

As she thought this, the guy on the bike appeared again, pedaling along. Dark hair, striped red-and-white polo shirt, blue jeans … in his middle twenties, maybe, she thought.

The bike was a balloon-tired Schwinn from the fleet of them that were available for rent downtown, with a wire basket up front, fake-leather saddlebags, and a bell.

Brring! She wouldn’t have thought a bike bell could be rung threateningly, but he managed it.

“Hey,” she began, taking a step toward the street.

Climbing sharply from the waterfront, Key Street featured big antique houses fronted by huge maples lining each side. It was the very picture of a traditional Maine coast town’s prosperous old residential area. Scowling, the guy stood on the pedals and pumped, speeding away through it.

Once more she felt she knew him from somewhere. But there wasn’t much she could do about it, so when he’d gone she returned to removing a ton of porch paint one stubborn chip at a time.

Soon a warm, salt breeze, sunshine like pale champagne, and the faint cries of seagulls over the bay had all but erased her memory of the bike guy … until, just when she’d really forgotten about him, he came back yet again, half an hour or so later.

Using a belt sander, she was at last making progress on the job. Under the power tool’s howling attack, the paint came off in clouds of sawdust.

And that was more like it. She’d finished the first step, begun on the second, and shut the sander off to replace a clogged belt when someone behind her cleared his throat meaningfully. On its own, her hand moved to grab the sharp-edged paint scraper.

“You won’t need that.” His voice was New York–accented.

She stood, turned, and took a step toward him, forcing him to move back fast.

“You’re on private property. And I want you to leave now.”

The fellow smiled at her. Not a pleasant smile.

More like a baring of teeth. “Yeah, I guess you would.”

Close up, he appeared clean and neat, with a careful shave and a recent haircut. “But hey, not everyone gets what they want in this world.” The smile slid into a smirk.

Her heart thumped. “You’ve mistaken me for someone else.” She took another step. “You’ll have to go, or I’m going to call the police and let them take care of you.”

At this he let out a laugh of genuine amusement. She was gripping the paint scraper very tightly, she realized.

“ ‘Call the police,’ ” he repeated. “That’s a good one.”

“Okay, that’s it. I mean it, you need to go.”

She searched her mind for an exit strategy, not wanting to turn her back on him. Besides, the screen door at the top of the steps was locked so the dogs wouldn’t barge out through it.

Oh, the hell with it. Back in Manhattan, half the pedestrians on the sidewalk were pushier than this guy. Scraper in hand, she advanced on him.

His hands went up in a conciliatory gesture. “Okay, I get the idea. You don’t want to hash over old times.”

She followed him to the end of the sidewalk. He got on the bike, rode it in a tight circle, then braked hard, skidding.

“I guess if I were you, I wouldn’t want the past coming back to bite me, either. Not if I’d done what you did.”

Speechless, she could only stare.

“But it has,” he continued. “What’d it say in that famous guy’s play? ‘Murder will out’?”

She found her own voice. “You’ve got the wrong person. Now please take your nonsense and—”

His hands gripped the handlebars: smooth skin, pristine fingernails. “I know you, though. And what you did. Anyway, you’ve got until the fourth,” he added. “When it’s over, you will be, too. Over, that is.”

As he spoke, a little cloud sailed across the sun and the sky darkened suddenly. The breeze stiffened, and all at once the gulls’ cries sounded hostile.

“That play-writing guy had it right,” said her unpleasant visitor. “ ‘Blood shows up again. Murder will out’.”

He began pedaling slowly away. “And now,” he called back as she stared after him, “right now, it’s here and it’s outing you.”

Brrring!

SHE WAS STILL SHAKING WHEN SHE GOT INSIDE. LOCKING the back door, she hurried to the front to be sure the screen really was on the hook.

It was, and the bicycle guy was nowhere in sight. Her heart hammering, she checked the dogs and found them both asleep in the laundry room, the coolest place in the house.

Not that they’d have been any help. At thirteen, Monday the black Labrador was too ancient to be roused by much, and Prill the Doberman would be inclined to kiss a burglar to death.

Meanwhile, her husband, Wade Sorenson, and her grown son, Sam, were out fishing together; her father, Jacob Tiptree, and her stepmother, Bella Diamond, were away for the morning, too.

So for now she was on her own with this. Whatever this was; maybe nothing. But who was the guy … and what could he want?

Back in Manhattan, it might not’ve been so strange. Some of her clients there were so crooked that when their sons went to prison, they regarded it as the equivalent of graduate school.

But eventually she’d wised up, throttled down, and left the city behind, along with an ex-husband so faithless that the only thing she could depend on about him was that she couldn’t depend on him.

By contrast, the old house in Eastport could be depended on for many things: faulty plumbing, a foundation that was fast rotting into the ground, and a bad fuse box, for instance.

When she moved in, the old plaster was falling down anywhere that the antique wallpaper wasn’t holding it up. The floors were indeed lovely, but so uneven they resembled the heaving deck of a storm-tossed ship. The bath was a mildewed horror, the woodwork needed refinishing, and the roof leaked, so the gorgeous old tin ceilings were lacy with rust.

In other words, the place was exactly like her ex-husband, Victor, only fixable. So naturally she’d fallen for it.

Now she looked around at the big, bright kitchen with its high, bare windows, pine wainscoting, and scuffed floor. Even as old-fashioned and faintly shabby as it was, due to her stepmother Bella Diamond’s efforts the room always glowed as if lit from within by the spirits of Betty Crocker and Holly Homemaker.

And the old things in it—the soapstone sink, the pass-through to the butler’s pantry—just made it more familiar and comforting. But with the arrival of the bike-riding stranger, the past abruptly took on a threatening edge. And what had he meant about her having until the fourth? Had he actually been threatening her?

At the thought, her whole life here felt suddenly so fragile that it was all she could do not to rush to the cellar for one of the handguns she kept there, locked in a weapons box.

She knew how to shoot them, too. Half Wade’s courtship of her—besides being Eastport’s harbor pilot, he was a crack shot and old-weapons expert—had happened on the town’s firing range.

But wanting a gun now was surely overreaction. The guy on the bike was no one to worry about, because real threats didn’t advertise, did they? They crept up on you. They—

The back door opened behind her. But she’d locked it, she had definitely—

She was halfway to the cellar door, thinking, Key, lockbox, Smith & Wesson .342 Special, when the familiar voice stopped her.

“Hello? Anyone home?”

The breath went out of her in a whoosh as she recognized her best friend, Ellie White. “Ellie. I thought you were a—”

The dogs scrambled from the laundry room. Even Monday, her whitened face sweet with an old-dog smile, could always manage a welcome for Ellie.

Laughing, Ellie began dispensing dog biscuits, then froze when she caught Jake’s look. “Everything okay?”

Ellie was tall, slender, and redheaded with pale green eyes and freckles like gold dust sprinkled across her nose. Today she wore a white smock, a bright patchwork skirt, and sandals.

Jake sighed. “You startled me, is all.”

Ellie had house keys. “I knocked,” she explained, “but …”

But Jake had been preoccupied. Now she busied herself making coffee, trying to cover the fact that her hands were trembling.

Ellie wasn’t fooled. “Speak,” she ordered as the dogs went back to the cool room.

“It’s nothing. Really, I just …”

Since the day they’d met—Jake the newcomer in town, Ellie the native Eastporter—they’d been practically inseparable. Now, without asking, Ellie began making lunch.

Soon sliced bread, butter, and honey appeared on the table. The coffeemaker burbled comfortingly. Ellie didn’t speak until she’d gotten Jake busy with eating and drinking.

When they’d both finished, Ellie fired up Jake’s laptop computer. Her own was on the fritz, which was why she’d come over here in the first place, she’d already confided. “Mind if I use your email?”

Jake waved assent.

Moments later: “Who’s Nemesis?” Ellie asked. “You’ve got an email from …”

Jake turned from the sink. Having a housekeeper who was also your live-in stepmother was a sure way to begin cultivating tidy habits.

“No idea. Open it, please.” She rinsed the last cup, sprayed the sink, and wiped everything thoroughly. When Bella did this, it produced sparkling results.

But when Jake did, it didn’t. Perhaps she hadn’t practiced enough to make it perfect. “Um, Jake?” Ellie said.

On the screen, the email from “Nemesis” contained three words: BEWARE THE FOURTH. Ellie turned. “Is this some kind of a joke?”

“I’m not sure.” Jake yanked all the kitchen windows’ shades down. “Ellie, have you seen a strange guy riding around town on a bike this morning?”

Silly question. In July, prime Maine tourist season, it seemed half the population of the world was riding a bike around Eastport. Still:

“Big ears, red-and-white-striped shirt?” Ellie asked.

“That’s him.” Jake described the visit, and his threatening rant. “And by ‘the fourth,’ he must mean the Fourth of July.”

Which was two days from now. Jake went to the back parlor, where Wade stored records of his harbor-piloting trips in a big green logbook: the ship’s name, her owners, the cargo, captain’s name, and notes on unusual incidents.

A Post-it note was stuck to his computer screen as a reminder: military F-18s would be flying over Eastport on the holiday, and he wanted to be sure to see them, or hear them if they arrived after dark. Jake pulled the curtains closed, casting the bright room into gloom.

Back in the kitchen, they peered again at the laptop screen. “A Web-based email address,” Ellie noted. “He could have signed up for that address just this morning.” To harass Jake with, she meant. She shut the laptop. “But you know what? I think we should just forget about it.”

“Really?” Jake eyed her doubtfully.

Ellie spread her hands. “Really. I mean, you don’t know who he is. For all you know, he bothers everyone he sees. And even if he really is mad at you for some reason, or thinks he is, that still doesn’t mean he’ll do anything.”

“I suppose.” Had she really thought he seemed familiar? “And the email …”

“You don’t know it’s from him,” Ellie replied. “It could be some joke thing from one of Sam’s friends, for instance.”

True; home from college for the summer, Sam commandeered all electronic gadgets on sight, and her laptop was no exception.

“And if he was going to do something bad, why warn me about it, right?” she asked slowly, trying to convince herself.

“Right,” agreed Ellie, decisively. “So come on, let’s check out the Fourth of July preparations.”

Her own daughter, little Lee, was at a children’s party with her cousins. So Ellie was at liberty for a few hours.

“We’ll get ice-cream cones,” she added persuasively.

“Well …” She could take another whack at the porch later. And what harm could some guy on a bike do her, anyway?

“All right, let’s go then,” Jake gave in, throwing a sweater over her shoulders as they went out into the bright day.

But even as she turned her face gratefully to the sunshine and smelled the sweet, salt-tinctured fragrance of a Maine island in summer, one phrase kept repeating in her head over and over:

Beware the Fourth.

AT AGE TWENTY-THREE, STEVEN GARNER WAS ON THE FIRST serious mission of his life, and so far it was going pretty well.

He’d set out on the bike just to get a look at her house, for instance, but instead he’d gotten to confront her, too. He’d already set up other things meant to unnerve her, which should be delivered soon if they hadn’t already been.

Later, he meant to provoke all her fears, drive her right up to and over the edge of terror. But scaring her face-to-face, in advance of the main event, was a bonus.

He smiled, still not quite believing that he was actually in Eastport, where he’d fantasized being—where he’d imagined acting on his plans, finally—for so long.

But now here he was. Ahead, Passamaquoddy Bay spread blue and calm, puffy white clouds and seagulls floating above it like features in a child’s watercolor. He braked the bike to a halt.

To his left, the old red-brick public library was having a sale on its lawn, used books and strawberry shortcakes. Across the street, a pub had set up a barbecue grill on its deck.

People in shorts and T-shirts wandered around munching hot dogs from the pub. Some got beers from the keg; others headed to the library for dessert, and a book to read while they ate it.

Steven considered what to do next. The street was blocked off by sawhorses and tape with the words Do Not Cross on it. But the tape was to prohibit cars, not people, so he edged his bike past the barriers and continued toward the harbor. Might as well get the local geography straight in his head.

The guidebook he’d studied on the bus ride that had brought him here said Eastport was on Moose Island, a chunk of granite two miles wide and seven long. Now he walked the bike along the town’s single downtown street, facing the bay and appropriately enough called Water Street.

Opposite the harbor, two- and three-story brick or wood frame buildings housed shops on their first floor, apartments—mostly unoccupied, he decided, from their bare windows—on their second and third. The shops offered hardware, pizza, T-shirts, and local art. There was a tattoo shop and an attorney’s office. Beyond that, a florist displayed red, white, and blue chrysanthemums.

No McDonald’s or Pizza Hut, though. Steven wondered how he would find anything to eat in this town. He was not going to put any strange burgers or sausages in his mouth, that was for sure.

He paused outside a secondhand shop to get his bearings. The street was full of booths selling trinkets and more strange foods—fried dough and smoked salmon, cups of fruit ice and big paper cones brim-full of onion rings.

Across from a huge statue of a fisherman, a wide wooden pier stuck out into the bay. Beside it hulked a pair of tugboats, one red and the other blue. On the pier’s other side, a schooner floated; near it, a scrawled sign advertised whale-watching and sunset cruises.

Yeah, he thought skeptically, imagining the boat’s bowsprit sticking straight up for an instant before the whole craft sank. The very idea of getting on a strange boat with strange people—

But never mind, he concluded. They’d probably think what he was up to was pretty strange, too, if they knew.

Displayed behind the glass of the store window, cups and saucers in the Golden Wheat pattern reminded him of his mother. So did a tin percolator, a china planter shaped like a panther, and a fake fur coat. Behind them in the shop, a lady in a turquoise velour pantsuit sat at a card table.

At the sight of her, a sharp pang of homesickness struck him and he turned away, moving on to a craft store whose offerings he found even more upsetting: crocheted pot holders and macramé plant hangers, paint-by-number landscapes and stitchery portraits.

All were things that might have been his mother’s, that she might have displayed back when she was alive. Which now she wasn’t; many items just like these were in her house right this minute, waiting to be thrown away.

But they might wait forever, because there was no one else to do it, and he wasn’t going to. Now that she was gone and he was out from under her thumb, he had better things to accomplish.

Better, and more important … The thought summoned up all the preparations he’d made and the items he’d brought with him, sharp ones and shiny ones … Oh, the things he would do. And soon; the Fourth of July was nearly here.

But for now, his first impulse had been correct. He would learn the territory, the hiding places and points of usefulness; while looking so much like the other tourists, he was as good as invisible.

Wandering on past the big granite post office building, he came to the Quonset hut from which he’d rented the bike. Here he paid to keep it for a few days more, then continued out the wide concrete breakwater.

On it stood a wooden hut called Rosie’s, with people lined up in front. It was a hot dog stand, and despite his earlier resolve, the aromas enticed him mightily.

But he resisted, because as his mother always said, you never knew what people might have done with restaurant food before you got it. That was why it was best to eat at home, where you were sure your meal was clean; next best was a fast-food place where you could see into the kitchen.

Failing that, you could go to a grocery store and buy things in factory-sealed packages. Not the stuff that got wrapped in the delicatessen, gooey egg sandwiches or rolls full of mystery meat, but brand names that were machine-sealed were okay. So his mother had said on the few occasions when he couldn’t be home for the good, nourishing meals she put on the table for him.

Nutrition, in fact, had been a significant problem since she had died. She’d known how to make the things he liked: meat loaf, mashed potatoes with butter, and vegetables—green beans or peas.

Always canned vegetables, because processing destroyed the germs and other contaminants. And they at least were easy to get. But here in Eastport, he had nowhere to cook even the few meals he had learned to prepare.

He’d bought packaged food, but even that was all stashed at the place where he was staying. And he didn’t want to go near it again until later this evening, when it was dark.

Somebody might see him. And that could jeopardize his plan. Which mustn’t be allowed; since his mother died, he’d thought of little else but getting vengeance for his father.

His father’s death. His father’s murder. And now …

He stood on the breakwater, holding the bike up, staring at the waves. His stomach growled but he ignored it, because—

 … now it was time.
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