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Chapter 1

The body was all withered sinews and leathery skin, seated on a low wooden chair in the tiny room whose door my friend Ellie White and I had just forced open. Slumped over a table, one arm outstretched, the body wore a sequined chemise whose silver hem-fringe crossed its mummified thigh.

Masses of bangles circled the knobby wrists and rings hung loosely on the long bony fingers. From beneath black bobbed hair the hollow eye sockets peeked coyly at us, the mouth a toothy rictus of mischief.

Or malice. A candle burnt down to a puddled stub stood in an ornate holder by the body’s arm. A tiaralike headpiece with a glass jewel in its bezel had fallen to the floor.

Ellie and I stood frozen for a moment, neither of us able to speak for the horridness of the surprise. Then:

“Oh,” breathed Ellie, sinking heavily into the window seat of the dilapidated parlor we’d been working on. It was Saturday morning and around us the aging timbers of Eastport’s most decrepit old mansion, Harlequin House, creaked uneasily.

Only the wind, I told myself. Outside it was blowing a gale. But the fact brought little comfort, since after a century or so without maintenance, the old mansion’s skeleton was probably less sturdy than the body we were staring at. Being sealed in the room had apparently preserved it like some denizen of King Tut’s tomb.

“A woman,” Ellie added, her voice still faint with shock.

“Yes,” I responded, sniffing the air curiously. Thinking . . . something. I just didn’t know exactly what, yet.

The parlor was lit by a couple of lamps we’d brought from home, the power in the house having been turned on only the day before. This morning was meant to be a work party but it seemed the storm had discouraged all but the two of us. Around us lay damp swathes of stripped wallpaper and the scrapers and putty knives we’d been using to pull down chunks of cracked plaster.

It was behind one of those cracks we’d first found the faint outlines of a hidden aperture, and of course a secret door had been irresistible. Who wouldn’t want to learn what lay behind it, where it might lead?

But now I reentered the chamber cautiously. Its air smelled of the dust to which its occupant had partially returned, and of something else, the faint whiff I’d caught earlier: not dusty.

Not in the slightest. The lamplight barely reached the back of the little room. As my eyes adjusted to the gloom there, I made out the shape in the corner.

And identified it, wishing I hadn’t.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said, exiting hurriedly.

“Don’t worry, I’m fine,” said Ellie, misunderstanding me. “I just felt strange for a minute.”

Her speedy recovery was little more than I expected. Ellie wasn’t usually much daunted by dead bodies, antique or otherwise. Her shaky reaction to this one I put down to the fact that at the moment she was as pregnant as a person could be without actually wheeling into the delivery room.

“Help me . . . oof! . . . up.” Gripping my hand, she struggled to her feet. “I swear this isn’t a kid, it’s a Volkswagen.”

“Only a little longer,” I comforted her distractedly, still staring into the hidden room.

“It’d better be,” she retorted. “If this baby doesn’t come soon I’m going to start charging it rent.”

There were two bodies in there.

“Lots,” she emphasized, “of rent.”

One old body. And a new one. “Ellie, have you ever heard any stories about another door into this room?”

She could have, if one existed. An ancestor on Ellie’s mother’s side, Chester Harlequin, had owned the house in its heyday.

“No.” She peered puzzledly at me. With her red hair softly framing a heart-shaped face, green eyes above freckles the color of gold dust, and a long slim body blooming out at the middle like some enchanted flower, Ellie resembled a storybook princess and was as tough as Maine granite.

But she was in trouble now and she didn’t even know it.

Yet.

“I’d never even heard of this one,” she added. “I have seen photographs of this parlor, though, back when—”

Her gesture took in the ramshackle interior wall where the door had been concealed, its trim removed and panels smoothed over by a coat of plaster topped with the same fusty vines-and-grape-leaves pattern as the rest of the ornate old chamber.

“—the wallpaper was new,” she said. “Last time this room was redone was sometime back in the twenties.”

Although when it was hung, that paper had probably looked ultramodern. In its time Harlequin House had been a showplace, with parquet floors, marble mantels, and chandeliers so grand and numerous that the house for a while was dubbed “the crystal palace.”

Why someone had also walled a body up in it was a question I supposed might never be answered—not after more than eighty years. Which I guessed was truly how long the woman had been dead; the state of the plaster, the wallpaper, and the body’s own costume all testified to it pretty convincingly.

Yet there were no additional obvious entrances to the room, and the inner walls were all of unplastered boards. Any break in them, however well repaired, would have been clearly visible. In short it appeared that the room had been sealed since the first body was entombed. So how’d the second one gotten in there?

“I know her,” Ellie said suddenly. “I’ve seen old pictures of her wearing the dress and the tiara. It’s Eva Thane, the woman my Uncle Chester was . . . So that’s what happened to her.”

“Ellie, wait.” She’d gotten her wind back and was about to reenter the room, her shock giving way to the curiosity that was among her most prominent character traits.

“Why?” she demanded impatiently. “I want a closer look at . . .”

Then she understood, or thought she did. “But you’re right of course, a flashlight will help.” She drew one from her smock pocket.

The windowless room was enclosed on all sides with a center hall at its rear, kitchen to its left, the parlor plus a vestibule and coatroom to its front and right. The house was so huge that a square of missing space wouldn’t be missed, especially tucked as it was to one side of an enormous black marble fireplace.

Ellie aimed the flash past me and sucked in a surprised breath. “Him,” she exhaled, recognizing the dead face instantly just as I had, despite the unpleasantness of its disfigurement.

But having been unnerved once, Ellie was not about to show faintheartedness a second time. “Well,” she continued briskly, “this certainly isn’t going the way we planned.”

Which was an understatement. Begun just today, the Harlequin House fix-up was supposed to be a labor of love. Assisted by a small army of local volunteers, we were to ready the old dwelling for a gala put on by the Eastport Historical Society, and in doing so perhaps up the chances that someone—anyone!—might actually take the place off the Society’s impoverished hands afterwards.

And the first corpse, I thought, might even have helped. A long-dead flapper from the Roaring Twenties could have been just the hook this old money-pit needed to snag the attention of a buyer with cash vastly exceeding common sense.

But the newer body was of more than historical interest.

Way more. “We have a problem, don’t we?” Ellie said.

She was starting to catch on. Eva Thane’s antique corpse dropped off her mental radar as a new and more unpleasant light dawned.

“ ’Fraid so,” I agreed unhappily. The dead man was Hector Gosling, Eastport’s most irascible real-estate mogul as well as the current president of the historical society. His face was smudged with grime, as were his clothes, a condition that would have been unthinkable while Hector was alive. But even filthy and hideously exaggerated as it was now, that furious teeth-baring grimace was an all-too-familiar expression.

Combined with his position, however—feet and head on the floor, midsection arched tautly, agonizingly up like a drawn bow—Hector’s look didn’t say fury or anything like it.

What it said, unfortunately, was strychnine.

         

I am the type who goes more for structural guts than shelter-magazine glory, so if Harlequin House had been mine I’d have started renovation with the underpinnings, the wooden sills and the foundation. At the same time I’d be tearing off the roof, all the trim, and the chimneys and siding. All the windows would come out, too, as would the wiring, plumbing, and heating. Inside, I’d pull down every last bit of the cracked, ancient plaster, and fix all the lath.

Only when the house sat four-square on its footings with its mechanicals updated, its windows made weathertight, insulation layered onto it, and its new trim and clapboards coated with oil-based primer and paint would I even give a thought to wallpaper.

Whereupon I would reject it. These old houses have been smothering in garish floral patterns and gloomy scenic designs for long enough, in my opinion. They need paint in a nice light color scheme, off-white woodwork, and freshly sanded floors.

But as I say, the house didn’t belong to me. So for a little while Ellie and I went on puttering and pondering, deciding what we would say when we summoned the authorities.

And what might need doing afterwards.

“I mean, George and I have a problem. But mostly George does,” Ellie said. “Or he might have.”

At last we gathered our tools and arranged them on some newspapers at the center of the room. I’d acquired the “clean up as you go along” habit soon after I bought my own old house and began repairing it.

“Not,” she added, “that anyone will believe he could’ve . . .”

“Of course they won’t,” I agreed hastily.

But privately I wasn’t so sure. Ellie’s husband George was your go-to guy for nearly everything in Eastport. In our little town on Moose Island, seven miles off the Maine coast, George was the man you called if you had bats in the attic, a bad drain, or a pet parrot scared by Fourth of July fireworks into a copper beech tree.

But George was also Hector Gosling’s worst enemy. Or next-to-worst, after whoever’d murdered the old schemer in this awful manner. Strychnine—the very idea made me shudder.

“Anyway, I guess we’d better call Bob Arnold,” Ellie said. It was sinking in now, what this discovery could develop into.

Although, in the call-the-authorities department at least, we were in luck. If anyone knew George’s good character better than Ellie, it was Eastport’s police chief Bob Arnold. So George might still catch the break I already thought he might be needing.

“I mean we can’t very well just wall Hector up again. Can we?” Ellie asked, briefly hopeful.

Actually we could have. Powdered lime for Hector, quick-set plaster for that door, fresh wallpaper, and in a few hours we could be sitting pretty in the corpse-concealment department.

And nobody would ever deliberately go looking for Hector the Objector, so called because no matter what anyone ever wanted to do, he could be counted upon to come up with a dozen reasons why they couldn’t or shouldn’t.

That is unless they wanted to unload parcels of real estate at fire-sale prices. But . . .

“No,” I replied grudgingly. “We can’t take the chance. If we hadn’t wrecked the door getting it open, we could say we’d never gotten it open and never seen him. But people will know we’ve been working in here. So now if anyone else ever does find him, we’ll have an awfully hard time explaining ourselves.”

Oh, it would have been lovely just to walk away and forget him. Poison was too good for Hector, and as for a decent burial, any hallowed soil you tried putting him in would only spit him right back out again the way you would a bad clam.

“We had better just let Bob get the process in motion,” I told Ellie. State police, medical examiner, crime lab van from Augusta: the whole, as Chief Arnold tended to call it, dog-and-pony show.

“All right.” Ellie sighed. “We should find George, too, let him know what’s going on.”

Give him a heads-up, she meant, before some state cop began surprising him with pointed questions. Not that he wouldn’t have all the answers sooner or later, but George always mulled things over a while before supplying any and hesitation would make him into an even better suspect.

Of course he would be cleared eventually; maybe even soon. But until then I thought he could be in for an uncertain time.

“He’s at the marine tech center this morning,” Ellie added, “helping drop in new pilings for the dock, and the granite slabs for the boat ramp . . . mmph!”

An odd look came over her face. “A Volkswagen,” she gasped wincingly, putting her hand on the fireplace mantel and leaning against it, “that kicks like a mule.”

         

As we stepped from under its portico, the windows of Harlequin House peered dourly down at us through a mess of fallen gutters and sagging trim, its mansard roof rotten and the breaks in its wooden gutters home to generations of pigeons. Hunched arm-in-arm we dashed together under wind-whipped maples, unkindly shoved along by gusts bearing rain in overflowing buckets.

Power lines swung wildly overhead as we rushed through the storm-lashed streets. “I guess,” Ellie gasped, “they won’t be putting that dock in today after all.”

“If this keeps up they won’t even have to demolish the old one. Yeeks,” I finished, nearly blown off my feet. “You okay?”

“Fine,” she replied grimly.

For a woman who was carrying the equivalent of a compact car she was moving right along; when I was waiting for my own son, I was lucky if I could move from a chair to the couch. But she just kept putting one foot in front of the other, and much as I dislike the damage they cause I adore these storms. They’re the closest I’ll ever get to being on the ocean in heavy weather.

So I risked a glance back toward the bay where rows of white shingled cottages faced bravely into the gale, shutters rattling and weather vanes aimed stiffly northeast. The sign over the Happy Landings Café swung on its chains as the wind rose to a banshee howl. Gouts of heavy spray burst massively upward, racing waves battered the breakwater, and the stinging rain tasted of sea salt, as trudging forward again we at last caught sight of home.

My home: the big white 1823 Federal house loomed suddenly out of the storm at us, its many-paned windows gleaming a golden welcome from between green shutters. Water gushed from its downspouts, streamed down its brick chimneys, and sheeted along its clapboard sides as if someone had opened a spillway above it. But thus far it didn’t look as if the sump pump had gone on. No water, I saw with relief, poured from the pipe leading from the cellar window.

So one thing was going right, anyway. In the driveway a heap of old truck parts hunkered atop mismatched tires.

“He’s here,” Ellie managed breathlessly, seeing the vehicle.

George, she meant. We staggered up the porch steps and into the back hall, shedding our wet jackets and sodden hats as my black Labrador, Monday, danced and wagged her tail in joyful greeting.

“Hi, girl.” I patted her silky head, then reached to bestow equal attention on our red Doberman, Prill, who demanded nothing, adored everything, and received her petting with solemn gravity.

George was at the kitchen table drinking a cup of coffee and listening to the radio’s report of the storm’s unexpected power. Wearing a green flannel shirt, faded overalls, and battered work boots, he got up quickly when he saw Ellie.

“Hey, hey,” he said, frowning a sharp question at me as he took charge, guiding her toward a chair. “You look all in.”

He was the one who appeared exhausted, his chin stubbled and his eyes deeply shadowed with fatigue. He’d been working harder than usual lately to buy things the baby needed and to pay doctor bills, and the strain was beginning to show.

With him at the table was another local guy, Will Bonnet; he and George had grown up together. Will took in Ellie’s drenched condition silently, then went back to the newspaper he was reading.

“I’m fine.” She leaned affectionately against George but didn’t sit. “I just need to get these wet clothes changed, that’s all.”

Wisely, George backed off. Ellie was the oxygen in his air, the stars in his sky, his own personal moon over Miami. But he knew better than to try making her do what she didn’t want to.

“Hop in a warm bath, though, why don’t you?” I said, putting the kettle on. “Seriously. You’re giving the kid a chill.”

Which was the secret: most of the time you couldn’t get her to do anything strictly for herself. For the baby, though . . .

“Dry clothes of yours are in my dresser,” I called after her as she went up the stairs. Over the years I’d known her, our two houses had intermingled until they had become virtual annexes of one another. “Clean towels in the linen closet.”

Then I turned to George, who was still eyeing me narrowly. He was a small man with dark hair, grease-stained knuckles, and the milky-pale skin that runs in some downeast Maine families. But his size was made up for by an alert, banty-rooster bearing and thrust-out chin; most folks didn’t give him any backchat.

“George, she wouldn’t let me get the car,” I began before he could reproach me. “It was either stand in the cold rain arguing with her or make a dash for it. It wasn’t raining when we started out earlier.”

He relented. “She is hard-headed, isn’t she?” Hahd—the downeast Maine pronunciation. The radio started in on a fiddle-and-banjo version of “Beaumont Rag,” a tune that always makes me feel like dancing.

But not now. I glanced around the big old barnlike kitchen with its tall bare windows, pine wainscoting, and bright braided rugs on the hardwood floor. It seemed a haven against any storm.

Still, I had a feeling the sensation of safety wouldn’t last much longer. There was a window sash standing in the corner by the washing machine; I’d removed it earlier and now just to keep my hands busy I began tinkering with it.

“George. We found two bodies in that house.” A length of metal weatherstripping lay atop the washing machine, along with a sharp chisel, a hammer, and some small nails. “And one of the bodies is Hector Gosling’s.”

He’d returned to his chair to wait for Ellie so he could take her home. Now he peered blankly at me, his look unreadable.

Will looked up too. By contrast he appeared delighted. “Ain’t that,” he pronounced succinctly, “a goddamned shame.”

“We haven’t told anyone,” I went on. “We need to inform Bob Arnold.”

I’d already nailed weatherstripping into the sash channels. Now I turned the window sash so the bottom edge faced up. “And George, the police will want to speak with you.”

But George shook his head. “Bob’s mom took ill last night in Kennebunk. State boys’ll be covering us till he gets back.”

Which was not welcome news. Something Bob Arnold might’ve given instantly—such as for instance an ironclad character reference for George—wouldn’t be available at all from a cop whose usual task was patrolling the interstate, 200 miles away.

“Anyway, why would they want to talk to me? And who’s the other one?” he inquired mildly. George had a way of not getting too exercised over anything not relevant to him.

A dead body, for example. If it wasn’t his or Ellie’s, and it wasn’t someone from my household—my son Sam, my husband Wade Sorenson, my ex-husband Victor, who lived down the street, or any of our animals—then to George it was an item to be read in the newspaper and that was the end of it.

But Will, a big, handsome fellow with jet-black hair, blue eyes, and a deeply cleft chin—in red plaid shirt, narrow jeans, and polished boots, he was the Hollywood version of Paul Bunyan—had begun looking even more interested. “Yeah? Whose was it?”

“The other one’s too old to make any difference to us,” I said. Let Ellie tell the rest of that story, I decided, sometime when we didn’t need George awakened to his own personal peril.

A bomb might do it. Or an air-raid siren. George’s feisty nature was controlled by a routine of daily habits; in his youth he’d been a terror, racketing around with Will Bonnet and getting into all kinds of mischief. But with time—and after an incident that he didn’t like talking about, nowadays—he’d learned to behave.

“They’ll want to speak with you,” I told George, “because you are the one who hated his guts the most.”

If your window locks with a top clasp that holds the bottom sash down tightly, you can make it draft-free by installing some weatherstripping on the bottom edge of the window.

“And,” I added to George, “everyone knows it.”

There was another more specific reason, too, but I didn’t want to mention it yet. Maybe I wouldn’t have to at all. I positioned the length of weatherstripping in the window well, cut it to fit by tapping the chisel on it with the hammer, and lay the cut-to-fit strip on the bottom edge of the sash.

“Join the club,” George said, perusing a section of the newspaper he’d picked up. “Can’t think of many who didn’t hate him. Can you?”

“No.” I began nailing the weatherstripping to the sash with little taps of the hammer. “But they weren’t talking it around that if they could find a good way to do something to Hector, they’d do something to him.”

He looked unimpressed. “So you think I should get my ducks in a row? Trump myself up a good old-fashioned alibi?”

Tap, tap. “That’s just what I think you should do, but a real one, not trumped up.” I didn’t think he was taking this seriously enough.

“And the more wide-ranging and comprehensive the better,” I went on, “because . . .”

Because we didn’t know yet just when Gosling had died. But a week earlier while Ellie was at a baby shower, Will and George had gone out on the town together. They’d ended up in Duddy’s Tap, drinking beer and regaling the crowd with hilarious schemes.

And what all those schemes had in common, I’d been told the next day by one of Duddy’s regulars who’d been there too, was the sudden, violent, and unsolvable murder of Hector Gosling.

“I just think you ought to,” I finished, lifting the sash and placing it back into the window opening. The sash trim went up in a twinkling; I hadn’t even bothered taking the nails out. Now I slid the sash experimentally up and down, then locked it.

It worked, the weatherstripping pressed tight by the locked window. “Nice,” Will Bonnet observed.

“Thanks.” A little burst of pleasure flooded my heart. “And it will be even nicer this winter.”

“Hey, there.” George’s face brightened as Ellie returned, a towel around her head and the rest of her swathed in an enormous hot-pink sweater. With it she wore fuchsia leggings with crimson flowers printed on them, and a lime-green crocheted vest. Purple legwarmers, plaid socks, and sandals completed her costume.

“Oh, I feel so much better,” she beamed.

Will Bonnet grinned at her and I suppose I must have, also. You couldn’t help it; combined with the outfit, her smile made her look like an explosion at the happiness factory.

“George, did Jake tell you what we found?”

“Ayuh. She seems to think folks’ll b’lieve I did it.”

“Well.” The smile dimmed a few watts. “Bob Arnold is going to want to talk to you. So you’d better be ready.”

But she didn’t sound nearly as concerned as before. I hadn’t mentioned the Duddy’s Tap stuff to her, feeling it was not a part of my duty as a friend to tattle on George. Now I guessed she must have thought things over again and decided that we were just worrying too much, earlier.

Which left me for the role of Chicken Little. “Bob isn’t around,” I started to tell her as I began clearing up tools and scraps of weatherstripping. But she’d begun rubbing the towel over her hair and wasn’t listening. On the other hand, the sky wasn’t falling, either . . . so far.

“Hector was a crook,” George declared. “Whoever’s done for ’im should’ve done it sooner. Before”—he emphasized this with a shake of the sports pages—“Gosling and his quack pal Jan Jesperson got near my Aunt Paula. Rest,” he added sadly, “her poor addled soul.”

This was the crux of the matter and the reason for George’s dislike of—black hatred for, actually—Hector the Objector.

That Hector didn’t object to swindling town ladies out of their money. Or anyway, that was the rumor: that over the years he and his partner in crime Jan Jesperson had conspired to identify women who were alone in the world, and befriend them.

Next, people said, Jan wielded a pill-bottle and Gosling worked the social angle. Hector wooed the ladies with old-fashioned courtliness while Jan turned them into doped zombies from whom it was child’s play to extract shaky power-of-attorney signatures.

And after that, it was Katie-bar-the-door: estates looted in the name of investment opportunities, ladies dumped into distant “assisted living” facilities that later turned out to be little more than grim boarding-houses and sometimes much less.

“She’s not a quack, though,” Will corrected George. “Not a doctor at all. She’s what they used to call a detail man. Or,” he added, “in her case, detail woman.”

I turned curiously to him. “How do you know?” Jan Jesperson was in her late sixties or so, I estimated: single, retired, and tight as a tick about her private life.

“Did a little research,” he replied wisely. “Used to be, the drug companies all had salesmen. They would go around to doctors’ offices with a satchelful of samples.”

Ellie’s ears had pricked up, too. “And that was Jan’s job? She sold pharmaceuticals?”

“Yup.” He preened, happy to be listened to. “See, doctors now don’t make all the decisions the way they once did. Somebody needs medicine, they could be stuck with what the insurance company or HMO will pay for. Used to be different. A good detail man kept his customers happy and satisfied, just like any other salesperson, kept them using his company’s line of goods.”

“And you learned all this how?” I persisted.

He hesitated. “Well, you know those services on the Internet where you can get background checks on people? I thought maybe if I could find out something on her, I could get her to go away.”

My face must have showed how likely I thought this was.

“Hey, it could happen,” he protested. “Matter of fact you’re right, it didn’t turn up any juicy stuff. I didn’t want to pay what a serious search costs. Lot of dough.”

And anyway, talk about bait and switch. Some of the online services promise the moon and deliver green cheese.

“But she’d won herself a business award once so there’d been an article about her,” Will added. “Little more reading on the drug business, I could figure out what she did. And it was like I said, sales.”

“Very enterprising of you,” I commented, then turned to George. “And how about you? Any online investigating you want to tell me about? Or any other kind?”

George on a computer was as easy to envision as me on a high wire. He had enough to do in the real world, never mind the virtual kind. Still, if the browser on Ellie’s computer was going to reveal a suggestive history—a search on Hector’s name, for instance, or on Jan’s—I wanted to know about it.

But he just made a face. “Nope. Sales is right,” he told Will. “Sold my Aunt Paula a load of bull.”

“So you think Jan might have been squirreling drug samples away over the years?” Ellie asked Will. “And maybe used them when she and Hector were softening up their victims?”

“Don’t know,” he replied. “Don’t even know if it’s possible. Fake her records or something. But it’d make sense. Even went and asked her once. I said, what’s the deal with you and Gosling? How come bein’ friends with you two’s so bad for the health? And she told me, watch what I was saying or she’d slap a lawsuit on me.”

He bridled, remembering. “That’s a hot one, her suing me. I told her so, too. Those poor women shut away far from home . . .”

“If a person goes into care in Eastport,” George agreed, “it is different. Nursing home, or the poor farm here in town.”

It wasn’t a poor farm. It was a place to live if you weren’t quite sick enough for constant nursing and you weren’t quite well. But everyone called it that and it had the best water view on the island.

“There people can check on you, even if it’s only when they are visiting their own folks,” he said. “People know.”

“George,” I began, trying to think of some way to change the subject. But too late: he was on his horse again.

“Poor old Aunt Paula,” he mourned. “Witch that she was, I had a soft spot for her. Wouldn’t have let those two Evel Knievels go to town on her if I had known.”

“Not your fault,” Will reminded him. “She wouldn’t talk to you. How were you to know those vultures had their claws in her?”

It was the reason Will himself had come home to Eastport: his own last living relative, his elderly aunt Agnes Bonnet, was a natural next target for the predatory Hector and Jan.

“If you hadn’t told me what’d happened to Paula,” he added to George, “I’d never have known.”

“How is she, Will?” Ellie inquired kindly. For it seemed Jan and Hector had gotten a start on Agnes, too.

Will shrugged sadly. “Not good. I don’t know what that woman might’ve given her, and she says she never gave her nothing.”

Anything, I corrected him silently. Will was a charming guy, but he was a little rough around the edges.

“Doctors can’t find a thing. She’s so fragile, though, it could have messed her mind up even after she stopped taking it.”

It occurred to me that the doctors might not be doing drug tests. So his Aunt Agnes still could be taking it. Whatever it might be.

“You know, you might want to look around in the house.”

He was living with her now, caring for her as best he could despite her increasing dementia. “In case there is anything, she might be confused and think she should swallow it,” I added.

Which was a nicer way of saying in case she’s as sneaky as any other addict. My own son Sam used to hide pills in ballpoint pens or rolled up in his toothpaste tube. Once he glued capsules behind his ears; when he pulled them off some cartilage came too, and he’d needed plastic surgery.

“Yeah, huh?” Will replied thoughtfully. Before coming home to Eastport he’d been in Boston for a dozen years, and city life had made him quick to pick up on the behaviors people might be getting into. “Yeah, maybe I should,” he agreed.

“That Jan Jesperson,” George said, understanding also what I was suggesting, “is one tricky piece of work.”

With this I had to agree, if only because nothing alleged against Gosling or Jesperson had ever been proven. On the face of it, George’s aunt had simply died of old age. By the time George heard about it she’d been cremated, on instructions that Gosling and Jesperson had helped her issue shortly before she expired.

“You know anything yet about the estate?” Will asked.

George shook his head. “Don’t guess I’m going to, either, at this late date. You aren’t in it, they don’t tell you about it.”

Which we assumed must be the situation: that George’s aunt had left her estate to that pair of shameless carrion-eaters.

“But it’s not about the money. It’s that I could’ve tried harder,” George insisted stubbornly. “She could’ve had us, ’stead o’ bein’ alone in that big house of hers, rattlin’ around amongst a lot of tarnished silver and dusty old furniture.”

He looked at Will. “It was her own choice the way she shut herself off from everyone but I don’t b’lieve she’d’ve ever been suckered by ’em if she wasn’t so lonely. Aunt Paula was always smart. You, though, you’re lucky. You got back before things got too bad.”

Will shrugged sympathetically. “Maybe. I hope you’re right, but we’ll see. Agnes was in pretty sad shape when I arrived.”

George got to his feet. “Anyway, I better go double-check the stuff I was using this morning. I need to make sure the rain didn’t seep in and wash it anywhere I don’t want it to go.”

Will followed him to the door. “I should get moving too. Almost time for Agnes’s lunch.” He’d been a restaurant manager in Boston and hoped to start one of his own, a seafood joint, here in Eastport.

Which was another story; I had my doubts about it.

“At least she’s eating well,” Ellie told him approvingly.

But then George’s remark struck me. “Stuff? I thought you were working out at the marine center, putting in the new dock.”

“Weather’s too bad.” He took his slicker from its hook in the hall and draped it over Ellie’s shoulders.

“So I got started on those red ants over to Cory Williams’s. Christ in a handcart, but he’s got a case. Never saw so many.”

Decades ago some big schooner must’ve come in here with stowaways: European fire ants. Furiously aggressive and equipped with a fierce formic acid bite, the ants had multiplied.

“And you know,” George went on, tucking Ellie’s hair under the earflaps of his sou’wester, “Cory’s trying to raise little pigs. Pot-bellied pigs, sell ’em as pets. Says people keep ’em in their houses like dogs. Smart as dogs, too, he says.”

At this Prill and Monday got up from the dog bed where they were lying together and left the room, which was probably only a coincidence. Meanwhile, with that day-glo yellow slicker and black rain hat laid on over the rest of her outfit, Ellie appeared to be wearing an entire storewide clearance sale.

“I’ll make the cop call,” I told her quietly. “And you call me if anything happens.” The baby, I meant, and she promised to.

“So Cory,” George went on, “has to eliminate the ants.”

Unlike the rest of us, who doused ourselves with bug dope in summer and with cortisone ointment on the many occasions when bug dope didn’t work. Boric acid sometimes got rid of them, though, and was unlikely to have been the stuff that eliminated Hector.

For that my money was still on strychnine. The awful grin on his face was a giveaway. So I felt better.

Temporarily. “Turned out, Cory’s got another problem, too, with all the feed and the straw and the refuse,” George added.

“Yup,” Will agreed, pulling on a windbreaker. “Although he keeps those pigs so clean you could lie down next to ’em and sleep. He’s set up such nice pens for ’em, you might not mind it.”

I would mind. But it was what George had said that had my attention now. “Other problem?” I asked.

George checked his pocket for his key ring, pulled out a massive one loaded with the fifty or so labeled keys he used on a regular basis, working around the island for people. It also held a truck key as backup for the one in the vehicle’s visor.

“Seems no matter how clean you are with ’em, if you keep ’em outdoors,” George said, “the feed spills, coupla grains here and a coupla grains there, pretty soon you’ve also got—”

Ellie looked at me and I looked at her, and I could feel our hearts sinking together like anchors. Because she’d seen Gosling too, and I knew she’d have come to the same conclusion as I had.

Strychnine is controlled, now. For all practical purposes the ordinary person can’t even buy it. But once upon a time many households had a tin of the stuff. People used it to kill . . .

“Rats,” said George, stepping out into the storm.

My sentiments exactly.

         

My name is Jacobia Tiptree and when I first came to Maine, my old house needed more rehab than your average heroin addict. The roof leaked, the floors sagged, and the cast-iron radiators were antique, charmingly ornate containers clogged with mineral deposits and rust.

And speaking of addicts, back then my son Sam needed rehab too. It was why I’d brought him to an island in remote downeast Maine, as a last resort before the horrors of locked hospitals and teenage boot camps.

In the city he’d been a young teen going on twenty or so, running in a wolf pack of friends with eyes as blank and shiny as dimes. Too old for spankings and too young for jail, scornful of school and contemptuous of kids who actually went there, the boys roamed Manhattan with money in their pockets and mayhem in their hearts.

When I polled the others’ parents, hoping for help, I found attitudes ranging from “boys will be boys” to the extremities of tough love; those parents at any rate who could be located and who were sober enough to express an opinion. One youngster, whose dad was a well-known rock star (see sober enough, above) lived in a penthouse with views more extensive than the kid’s own faraway stare. With him lived a maid who spoke no English, his mother’s boyfriend (she was climbing Mount Everest and writing an article about it for Vanity Fair), and a down-on-his-luck former dot-com honcho to whom the kid had, for no particular reason that I could discover, given a key.

Not that my own situation was any less ridiculous or desperate. Sam wasn’t yet hooked on heroin but only because he liked other substances so much better. And some of them changed my son into someone neither of us recognized. One night as he was leaving our apartment I caught at his sleeve; in response he swung around, put his hands on my throat, and began squeezing. And when I looked into his eyes to try snapping him out of it, croaking his name through the diminishing space in my airway, no one was there.

No one at all. Why he stopped choking me and slammed out, I have no idea; the next day he didn’t remember any of it.

And then there was Sam’s dad; when I mentioned a divorce he’d pledged a civil, even cordial arrangement, then hired a pack of lawyers who were about as civil as wolverines. Victor was amazed that I’d thought when we were married he would be faithful. To him this was as foolish as believing that once people landed on other planets there would be air there.

Just because people needed it. Just because, actually, they were dying without it. When, after he showed absolutely no sign of leaving—he did get his own phone line which his girlfriends began using; the hots-line, Sam started calling it—I threw him out, Victor had a hissy fit that deteriorated into a meltdown.

And even when it was over—all I wanted was custody, which he didn’t want but fought savagely for anyway just on principle—he kept pestering me bizarrely. For example he stole my wedding dress, wrapped a dead fish in it, and sent it to me in a box.

And Sam, of course, opened it. “It doesn’t mean anything,” I remember telling our son. “He’s angry and his feelings are hurt.”

Sam looked at me, and despite the hots-line I could see him thinking that if his mother weren’t such a bitch maybe his dad wouldn’t be driven to such extremes, and he wouldn’t be opening a package in hopes of finding a Game Boy and coming instead upon a lace-wrapped carp.

So maybe it was that: Victor, and not Sam’s addiction or the increasingly dismal task of being a hot-shot financial advisor in Manhattan. Which I was, and I was a whiz at it, too; big clients and bigger commissions. Let the rest have their fifteen minutes of fame on the financial networks, touting stocks they owned and barking at competitors like a company of trained seals. I was the real deal and publicity was the last thing I wanted or needed.

But the money business had changed and so had the city, and probably so had I. Looking back on it now it seems so impossible that I could have stayed, it’s hard to come up with one reason, a single motivating factor for my departure.

Bottom line, I just needed a planet with air on it.
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