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PROLOGUE



The Christmas Eve sky was filled with stars when Mary Bethany found a baby in her barn. They hadn’t had a real snow yet; the island never got the kind of accumulation the mainland did, but it was cold. She had pulled a woolen overcoat that had belonged to her father over her winter jacket and grabbed an old shawl of her mother’s, draping it around her head. Her small herd of goats was letting her know that it was milking time, holiday or no holiday.

Mary hadn’t been leaving a festive gathering. She hadn’t been leaving any gathering at all. Just a cup of hot cider, a slice of the fruitcake sent by her cousin Elizabeth, and a few cats for company and to keep the rodent population down. Walking the short distance from the old farmhouse to the small barn she’d built when the herd got too large for the shed, Mary had remembered the legend about animals being able to speak on Christmas Eve. She’d allowed herself to speculate about what her goats would have to say. They were Nubians, pretty, long-eared goats that gave rich milk with the highest butterfat content and protein of any breed. Her pretty nannies. Her neurotic nannies. Temperamental, easily miffed divas, they let her know with resounding bleats when something was even the slightest bit wrong. She was afraid that given human voices, their conversation would be a litany of slights and sorrows. Or perhaps not. Perhaps they would tell her how much they depended on her, how much they loved her. She had entered the warm barn smiling, and her smile grew broader when she saw the large basket with a big red bow, nestled against a bale of hay. It must be a gift from a neighbor. She hadn’t thought she would be getting any presents. Even her sister Martha’s yearly Swiss Colony cheese log had not arrived. A tag hung from the bow: “For Mary Bethany.” She ignored the goats for a moment and knelt down before the gift.

It was an afghan in soft pastel colors. That would be Arlene Harvey who crocheted so beautifully. The summer people always snapped up her work at the Sewing Circle’s annual fair in August. How kind, Mary thought. It would be just the thing to throw across her lap at night when she sat up late reading. But so unexpected. She hadn’t seen or spoken to the Harveys since she’d brought some of her rose-hip jelly over in early September. It had been a wonderful summer for the Rosa rugosa bushes that surrounded the house and had seeded in what passed for a lawn and, beyond it, the pasture. Mary had gathered the large, bulbous bright orange hips and put up jelly, made soup, even dried some for tea. Looking at the gleaming jars on the pantry shelf, she had decided to bring some to Arlene and Doug—her nearest neighbors, a mere six acres of fields and woods away.

But this was too much! It must have taken Arlene a long time to make; the stitch was intricate and the wool so fine. Then she heard a tiny sneeze. The merest whisper of a sneeze. She pulled back the blanket and she uncovered—a baby! Eyes squeezed shut, a newborn—tiny—about the size of a kid. She rocked back on her heels in amazement, letting the cover drop from her hands. A baby?

The goats were crying louder, insistently. There was nothing human about their speech, but Mary knew what they were saying. She would have to milk them or they would wake the child. Whose child? And what was it doing here in her barn? Mary touched the baby’s face gently. It was soft and warm. A beautiful child with rosy cheeks—Rosa rugosa cheeks—and shiny dark fine hair, like cormorant feathers, escaping from the hooded snowsuit. A blue snowsuit, new, not a hand-me-down. It must be a boy. His eyelids fluttered at her touch, but he slept on. Mary stood up shakily. She would milk the goats, then take the baby inside. That was as far ahead as she could think at the moment. In all her forty-seven years, nothing remotely like this had ever happened. Nothing unusual at all, unless you thought an old maid who kept to herself, raised goats, and made cheese was unusual—or odd—as some did. But nothing really unusual.

Automatically she milked the six goats and put out fresh water, more hay, and the grain mixture of oats, corn, and molasses she fed them. They complained at her haste and voiced their irritation. “I don’t have time to coddle you tonight,” she told them, and something in her voice seemed to chasten them. At least, the noise level dropped. “Besides,” she added, “if anyone should be upset, it should be me. It’s Christmas Eve. You’re supposed to be able to tell me what happened here tonight.”

She brought the baby into the house, setting the basket down by the woodstove in the kitchen, then ran back for the milk, which went into the shed in the second refrigerator. She’d had to buy it after she’d started making cheese.

When she closed the barn door and let the latch drop, Mary looked up into the night sky. It was clear and the stars seemed close enough to touch. There was a large one directly overhead. She blinked and it was gone. Turning at the back door for a last look before she went into the house, she saw the star was back.

In the kitchen, Mary took off her coat and jacket, wrapping the shawl around her shoulders. The baby was awake and making little mewing sounds like a kitten. He must be hungry, she thought, and reached in to pick him up. He settled into the crook of her arm, as if it had been carved just for him.

“You poor thing,” she said aloud. “Who are you? And how could anyone bear to give you up?”

Holding him tight, she pulled the afghan out of the basket. Underneath it were an envelope with her name on it, some baby clothes, cloth diapers, two bottles, and a package wrapped in brown paper—not the kind you buy on a roll, but cut from a paper bag. The letter wasn’t sealed; the flap was tucked in, easy to open with one hand. Mary knew then that the baby’s mother had tried to think of everything, even this small detail—that Mary would be holding the baby when she read the letter. It was short and typewritten:


Dear Mary,

Keep him safe and raise him to be a good man. His name is Christopher.



That was it. No signature. No further explanation. Mary picked up the package and peeled the tape from one end. A packet of bills fell out. She shook it, and more followed. Packets of hundred-dollar bills. A lot of hundred-dollar bills.








CHAPTER 1



Faith Sibley Fairchild slipped quietly out of bed, although nothing short of a sonic boom—or conversely a whimper from one of the children—would awaken her husband, the Reverend Thomas Fairchild, from his deep winter slumber. She walked to the window overlooking the cove. The tide was high and the surface of the water was ablaze with the light from the moon. It had been full the night before, and tonight, Christmas Eve, it was just as luminous. It was so bright out that the snow covering the pines along the shore looked like frosted gingerbread cookies and the meadow in front of the cottage sparkled. Mainers considered their seasons fall, winter, mud, and July. Faith was glad to be experiencing winter, the one she’d missed. She turned from the scene and put on her robe and slippers. Sleep had eluded her. Perhaps a warm drink would help.

Downstairs in the kitchen that opened onto the living room with its row of plate-glass windows, Faith filled the kettle without turning on the lights. There was something magical about the way the moonbeams were streaming in, lighting her way.

A mug of chamomile tea soon in hand, she settled onto the couch in front of the windows. Christmas Eve—or rather Christmas Day. She’d seen that it was past midnight by the clock on the stove.

They’d gone to the early children’s service at the Congregational church in Granville and spent the rest of the night watching a video of Alastair Sim in A Christmas Carol. Although granddaughter, daughter, and wife of men of the cloth, she realized it was the first Christmas Eve service she’d attended where she had not been related to the robed figure in the pulpit. The experience had been oddly disconcerting, like visiting a foreign country, but one that spoke the same language as she did—“‘And it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus, that all the world should be taxed.’”

It must have been a night like this, a starry, brilliant night. Poor Mary, so young and no doubt quite uncomfortable after the long journey on the donkey that ended not in a comfy queen-size bed, but a pile of straw. No midwife save Joseph and then all that company—shepherds, the Wise Men. They, at least, had an entourage and Mary didn’t have to think what to serve them, one hoped. The shepherds, though, would have been ravenous after a cold night watching their flocks. Faith had been older than Mary when her firstborn was brought forth, but she well remembered being sore afraid in those last few hours and completely overwhelmed by the thought of the awesome responsibility she and Tom had taken on. Over the last twelve years, she’d continued to feel this way at times, but oh, the joy! For a moment she was tempted to get up and peek in on Ben and his sister, Amy, three years younger. She knew what she’d find. Her son, in his room, would be sprawled across the bed, having thrown off all his covers. Amy, on the other hand, would lie tucked securely under the covers like a letter in an envelope, in the exact position she’d been in when her eyes closed. Faith was sure that visions of sugarplums were dancing in both their wee heads. Her offspring would be up in a very few hours, yet she stayed where she was, drinking the tea.

Her thoughts drifted back to the chain of events that had brought them to Maine over a week ago—specifically to Sanpere Island in Penobscot Bay—from their home in Aleford, outside Boston. It was an unseasonable time of the year for the Fairchilds to be here. As usual, they’d closed up Columbus Day weekend, not expecting to return until May to air the place out, sweep up the dead flies, and resist the temptation to plant the garden too soon. Tonight, ghostly mounds gave indications of the perennial border in front of the house and she could just make out the raised vegetable beds to one side. They’d put away the fence that kept the deer from destroying their efforts.

She sipped some more tea, enjoying the sensation the warm liquid made as it traveled down her throat. How did we get here? How did I get here? Life took detours and she had yet to meet someone who hadn’t faced them in some form or another—in varying degrees.

Everything had started just after Thanksgiving—and, despite the tranquil scene in front of her, the time on the island, meant to heal, had also not been without incident. She wasn’t sleepy at all, but her gaze was blurring, and the events of these last weeks began to stream across her mind like a Technicolor dream.

It had been a difficult fall—they’d lost a good friend under tragic circumstances and Ben had had a very tough time adjusting to middle school—so when Tom started to have stomachaches and had no appetite, they’d told each other, “Stress.” It was also that time of year—the holidays. Early in their marriage they’d talked about how much they loved the Christmas season, starting with the lighting of the first Advent candle and continuing on to the joys of Christmas Day with its message of hope and peace. Loved it—and hated it. As a preacher’s kid, albeit in a parish on Manhattan’s East Side, Faith knew all about the tension Christmas brought. This was not simply due to the increase in the number of church services—or the lack of private family time (a year-round dilemma)—but the problems that surfaced as lonely people compared their lives to television specials, and harried parents tried to combine work and assembling Notre Dame in gingerbread with their overstimulated offspring. Stress, they’d told each other. That was the trouble. Tom swigged Maalox and crunched Tums. They promised each other some time off in January. Then the pains moved to his back, and one bright picture-perfect winter morning complete with a cloudless blue sky and a shimmering dusting of snow, Faith got a call at Have Faith, her catering firm, from Emerson Hospital. Her husband was in the emergency ward. He hadn’t wanted to worry her and had actually driven himself the few miles from the parsonage in Aleford to the hospital before collapsing in pain upon arrival.

It was pancreatitis, and the sight of him hooked up to an IV and heart monitor, pale as Marley’s ghost, was almost more than she could bear. He tried for a grin, but it turned into a grimace. His doctor was reassuring in that ambiguous manner some doctors employ. Lucky to have caught it—but. Sound metabolism—but. They just needed to figure out why he’d developed it in the first place. Was her husband a heavy drinker? The shocked look on Faith’s face had provided the answer to that one. Tom wasn’t a teetotaler by any means, but the parish hadn’t been going through an unusual amount of communion wine during his tenure. Family history? A quick call to her mother-in-law, who then promptly set out for the hospital, confirmed that Tom’s was the only case so far as she knew. “Ah,” said the doctor. “Must be gallstones.”

And gallstones they were. After the CAT scan confirmed the diagnosis, they’d treated Tom for the pain and waited a week for the inflammation to subside before operating. Faith—and Tom—learned that there were an amazing number of things in life that could be put on hold, that one simply didn’t have to do. Things other people—Faith’s assistant at her catering business, Niki Constantine; Tom’s associate minister; the divinity school intern; the vestry—would do for you, or things one really hadn’t needed to do at all. Postsurgical instructions were rest, a high-carb, high-fiber, low-fat diet—and “stay off the sauce for a while.” The doctor’s bedside manner was similar to Groucho Marx’s. So long as Tom watched for symptoms, he’d be better than ever—probably. The pancreas would repair itself—probably. It was just one of those things. The doctor slipped into Cole Porter mode and Faith had been unable to stop herself from retorting, “Hey, we’re not talking about a trip to the moon on gossamer wings! Is my husband going to be all right or not?” He had smiled in that patronizing way some doctors do and patted her hand in that patronizing way some doctors do. “Time will tell.” Which, of course, was no answer at all.

Time had told, though. And whatever jolly old St. Nick delivered, Tom’s steady improvement—what was she saying? Tom himself—would be the best present under the tree, now and forever.

She’d been stunned by his illness. Tom Fairchild was the picture of health, one of those perennially big hungry boys whose tall, rangy frame burned calories as fast as the woodstove across the room consumed logs. At the thought, she got up to add some more to the sturdy Vermont Castings Defiant model—she liked the name: “Take that, Cold!” They didn’t really need the stove anymore, since they’d put in a furnace when they’d remodeled the cottage several summers ago. But the crackling birch smelled heavenly and filled the room with the kind of warmth no furnace could duplicate. She’d been opposed to putting a furnace in—why spend the money when they would never be on Sanpere Island in the wintertime? She’d suspected it was Tom’s idea of the proverbial thin end of the wedge. He’d spend every vacation on Sanpere if he could. While Faith loved the island too, there were others called Saint Barts and Mustique that beckoned more seductively in cold weather.

But here they were. Thank God. It was, of course, where Tom wanted to recuperate, and it had been a perfect choice. The days they’d been here and the days that stretched out ahead filled with nothing more taxing than the New York Times daily crossword puzzles and the Audubon Christmas Bird Count made her slightly giddy with relief. Tom would be fine, better than ever. The words had become a kind of mantra she repeated to herself whenever her husband looked tired or she thought there was a new crease on his forehead. They’d pulled the kids out of school over a week early and she’d expected them to object to the notion of being so isolated—no friends, a TV that only played DVDs and videos. In fact, they’d quickly adapted to the slower pace. She had a feeling it was a respite, particularly for Ben. Their teachers had supplied them with work and it was finished in the first two days, leaving the rest to spend almost totally outdoors—they’d brought their snowshoes and cross-country skis. Inside the kids curled up with Swallows and Amazons and Jane Langton’s captivating chronicles of the Hall family. Faith never wanted the reason for all this to happen again—she planned that she and Tom would go gently into that good night someday far, far in the future at the exact same moment. She couldn’t bear to think of life without him, but now that he was on the mend, she knew she would always treasure this Christmas and the time the four of them were spending together. The kids had been worried about him too, of course, and watching him return to his good, old Daddy self was reassuring.

Coming to Sanpere: a perfect choice, yes—until she’d come upon the body in the sleigh.

She pushed the scene fast-forward and instead struggled to concentrate on others. The Christmas season on Sanpere Island was similar only in the barest outlines to Christmas in Aleford, or New York City—the standard by which Faith gauged most things. Holiday decorations, the guy in the red suit, Jesus, Mary, Joseph, the manger, and presents were accounted for in all three places. In Aleford, people put up wreaths in late November, which remained securely in place until Easter, never out of synch with the weather. Some of the town’s more jovial residents strung a few lights on their yews, which the less jovial viewed as commercializing Christmas and, worse, a waste of electricity just when the planet was teetering on the edge of destruction.

In Sanpere, however, every yard was crowded with snowmen, reindeer, elves, and Santa, of course. Colored lights outlined every house, glowing “icicles” dripped from the roofs, and even more wattage lit up the trees. Faith knew there was a contest each year for Best Holiday Display, but she’d never suspected the contestants would rival Rockefeller Center. They’d had to make several tours of the island to revisit the kids’ favorites—the basketball hoop that had sprouted a fully trimmed tree outside a bedecked trailer; lobster boats in and out of the water outlined in lights and looped with fir garlands. The hands-down favorite was the “tree” constructed of fifty lobster traps, trimmed with pot buoys and topped with a huge star in one of the fishermen’s front yard. At night, its rope lighting could be seen from miles away.

The merchants in Granville and Sanpere Village, the smaller of the island’s two main towns, had given over their windows to the season, even stores that were closed in the winter. The photo studio, a fixture for at least two generations, featured a gingerbread village made by the island’s kindergarten class. A local artist had created a Nativity scene in another store, and a life-size Santa stood on the roof of the bank. Sanpere’s lone electrician, whose business had formerly housed one of the small markets that used to dot the island, had filled the front window with a cozy scene of Santa in a rocker sitting in front of a colorfully trimmed tree, all bathed in soft orange lighting that mimicked firelight. Sanpere’s paper, The Island Crier, ran its annual “What Christmas and the Holidays Mean to Me” supplement filled with artwork, poems, and prose from the island’s schoolchildren. This year many focused on what one’s cat and/or dog would do or had done in the past—“Lucky will probably knock the tree down. He will also probably shred the presents.” “Inkspot left paw prints all over the icing on the cake my grandma made.” One fourth-grader had been refreshingly frank: “Easter is really my favorite holiday, then Halloween, but I like Christmas all right too.” Must be something about being in fourth grade; another cut straight to the chase: “Christmas means my uncle Roger coming. He once played football and could have gone pro, but he turned down his chance.”

Holiday flags fluttered, and having spent many hours making the fragrant balsam wreaths that were shipped all over the country, islanders had also turned out plenty for themselves. Everywhere one looked there was some sort of decoration. There was nothing restrained about celebrating the season on Sanpere, culminating in the biggest difference between a Down East Christmas and Aleford’s: Santa arrived via lobster boat.

On Friday evening Faith and Tom had taken the kids to the town pier in Granville to greet him along with most of the island—population 3,134 in the winter. They’d cheered Santa ashore along with everyone else and joined the crowd for cocoa and cookies in the Grange hall. With no school the next day for the children and, sadly, most of the boats out of the water for the fishermen, due to the economy, not weather, the night took on a leisurely character. It was only the women, Faith had noted, who had that to-do-list look. She’d felt a bit guilty at how short hers was, but remembering previous years, decided she was owed.

The Fairchilds had hung a wreath on their own front door and bought a small, living tree in a tub. It was trimmed with ornaments they’d made during the week from pinecones and clam and mussel shells. So it would look as pretty at night, they’d added a string of tiny white lights purchased at the Island Variety Store. The only decoration Faith had brought from home was the exquisite Gladys Boalt Treetop Angel figure Tom had given her their first Christmas together. She always put it on the top of the tree even before they put the lights on—that normally tedious job. The angel had become a kind of talisman and Faith had promised herself that no tree they’d ever have would be without it. She glanced over at it now. The angel’s deftly painted smile looked enigmatic—or perhaps it was Faith’s imagination.

Yes, everything had been perfect until she’d found the body in the sleigh. And now in this early-morning hour, the scene played, unbidden, as sharply focused as when it had occurred.

Tom had been napping and she was taking the kids on their first tour of the island decorations. They’d stopped at the market to pick up some things for supper and were greeted by Santa handing out candy canes. He turned out to be Sonny Prescott underneath the beard. Sonny would normally be found at his dock; he was a seafood dealer. Mostly lobster these days, since there were no ground fish near enough to speak of. He’d explained he was doing the occasional stint as Santa at the store in exchange for the use of the “rig” Christmas Eve and Christmas Day for various family parties. Faith had duly admired the lush velvet outfit and realistic silky white beard and wig. In return, Sonny told them to be sure to stop at the display on the Sanpere Historical Society’s front lawn, promising it was “some pretty.”

The society was housed in the oldest farmhouse on the island and attracted people from the time it opened in May through the fall, especially those who were researching their roots. The former barn had been restored a few years ago and served as the setting for the society’s collection of antique farm machinery, carriages, and other modes of transportation. Another outbuilding was filled with glass cases of ship models.

They’d driven straight over and were not disappointed. The house itself boasted a fir wreath at every window. Set in front of the door was one of the sleighs that had provided the only means of transportation during the winter months before four-wheel drive and Ski-Doos. It was filled with gaily wrapped presents, and three mannequin passengers peeked out from beneath a carriage robe. It was all very Currier & Ives. Faith had brought the camera and had been taking pictures of Ben and Amy in front of all their favorites. She hadn’t sent out cards this year—another reprieve, although she liked catching up with friends and family. The sleigh would be a wonderful backdrop for a shot of the two children, fortuitously dressed—Amy in a red parka, Ben in forest green. She could have prints made at the Rite Aid in Blue Hill and send them to family and a few close friends at least. Others must have had the same photo-op idea; there were several sets of footprints leading to the sleigh, stopping alongside. The kids hadn’t been as willing to pose for this picture as the others. They were getting tired—and besides, they liked the lobster-pot tree better. She’d urged them on, walking ahead.

Then she stopped.

“Ben, Amy, go back to the car. I’ll be there in a minute.”

“But, Mom, I thought you wanted to take a picture of us,” Ben had protested. He was out of the car and cooperating and now his mother was telling him to get back in? Adults never knew what they wanted.

“Another time. Please, get in the car right now.”

Both kids had been quick to pick up on the tone of her second request. They’d obeyed without hesitating.

Faith herself stood frozen. Not sure at first that what she was seeing was real, she was very sure now. There were three figures—a male and two females—in the sleigh, but only two mannequins. One female was not an example of Sanpere’s Christmas cheer, but the polar opposite.

The girl was dead.


There was no question about that, but how did she come to die? How long had she been in the sleigh? It was late morning. Most of the island was at work, and school was still in session. No one would have been out taking holiday photos except someone with Faith’s free time.

The girl was young, but looked college, not high school, aged. Her face was waxy white and there were no signs of violence other than the contorted mouth. Her eyes were closed. Faith felt for a pulse on her neck. Her skin was freezing and it was like touching a marble statue. There was no pulse; there was no life left at all.

Cell phones only worked on the shores that faced Swan’s Island to the north, where there was a cell tower. The historical society was inland. She’d have to knock on a neighbor’s door. She looked for signs of smoke from a nearby chimney. Someone was home across the road. She stepped carefully away from the footprints by the sleigh and took a final look back at the scene. The mannequins had not been disturbed, nor the presents—although there was a brown paper bag with some words stamped on it shoved next to the gifts. It didn’t look as if it had been an original part of the display.

Just as the girl hadn’t.

She sat between the two other lifeless figures, carefully placed—or perhaps she had climbed in herself? She, or someone else, had pulled the heavy woolen lap robe that was part of the display almost up to her chin. Faith couldn’t see much of what she was wearing, just the top of a thin flowered blouse—not exactly winter garb. Her hair was short, very blond, white-blond like Marilyn’s. Her ears, an eyebrow, and her nose were pierced, sporting an array of small rings and studs. Faith realized she was still holding her camera in readiness and took pictures of the tracks in the snow, the sleigh, and its contents. She had to force herself, hating the notion that they would join her holiday snaps—for a time anyway.

She stopped briefly at the car and told the kids it would be a little longer. At the market, she’d given in to their pleas and bought a half-dozen store-baked, sugar-shock cupcakes, iced red and green with plenty of sprinkles. She told the kids they could each have one now while they waited. On no account were they to get out of the car.

Then she walked across the road and knocked on the front door. There hadn’t been a doorbell in sight. An elderly woman answered so quickly that Faith was sure she must have been watching the scene from her window.

“There’s been some kind of accident. There’s a dead girl in the sleigh across the street and we need to call 911.”

The woman nodded. “My eyes aren’t what they were—cataracts. My daughter wants me to have that surgery, but I don’t want anything stuck in there. Anyway, I thought there’d only been two dolls, or whatever they are, in the sleigh yesterday. The phone’s in the kitchen.”

She led the way into what was undoubtedly the warmest room in the house. It was a blend of two, perhaps three, centuries. The linoleum on the floor and the Magic Chef stove were mid-twentieth. The Kelvinator fridge looked to be the same vintage. The walls were covered with the old house’s original beadboard and plaster; the heat source was an Empire Crawford wood cookstove, blackened and its chrome gleaming—all these dating from the nineteenth century. There was a Hoosier as well. But there was also a brand-new stainless dishwasher, and a large flat-screen TV dominated the room. Following Faith’s glance, the woman told her, “My grandson gave it to me so’s I could watch my shows. Gave me the dishwasher too. Didn’t really need that, though. Here’s the phone.”

Faith made the call and was relieved to hear that there was a cruiser on the island. An officer would be there immediately. With no police on Sanpere, except for the Field Troopers who periodically patrolled from the Maine State Police branch in Ellsworth, she’d been afraid she’d have to wait with the kids for a long time or call someone to take them back to the cottage. She knew from previous experience that she couldn’t leave the scene.

“My children are in the car. I have to go back outside. I’ll wait for the police there. Thank you so much.”

“You’re that Mrs. Fairchild who lives on the Point in the summer. Friends with the Marshalls.”

It wasn’t a question, but a statement of fact—and a vetting.

Faith nodded. “We’re here for Christmas. My husband has been ill and we came up here so he could rest.”

This seemed like information the woman already had, which, given the nature of the island grapevine, didn’t surprise Faith.

“I like Christmas. Got my first present last night. My grandson, same one, came by late—he knows I don’t sleep much anymore—and handed me one of those things you put your feet into. Water bubbles around and my bunions feel a treat this morning.”

Hard to think of a comment other than a murmured, “How nice for you.” Faith moved toward the door to the hallway. The woman followed her.

“I’m Daisy Sanford, by the way,” she said.

Ursula Rowe, the mother of Faith’s friend and neighbor Pix Miller, had once told Faith that you could figure out a woman’s age by her name, particularly with flower names. “Born sometime in the twenties or thirties, although I hear they’re coming back into fashion now. But introduce me to an ‘Iris,’ ‘Rose,’ or ‘Daisy’ and I’ll be looking at a woman in her seventies or older.”

Faith remembered the remark; this Daisy looked as if she’d earned all her wrinkles over the course of at least seventy-five years.

“Sorry to meet you under these circumstances.” Faith was at the front door. Daisy nodded.

“I knew something was wrong. Looks like we’re heading toward a white Christmas for sure and that always fills the churchyard. Should have gone out to check, but I promised my family I wouldn’t tackle the walk without one of them being next to me. Did you know her?”

The girl’s face was not one she would ever forget, but no, Faith didn’t know her. Had not, she was almost certain, ever even seen her.

She shook her head. “She’s young, no more than late teens or early twenties, and unless she worked someplace—waitressing at Lily’s or in one of the stores open in the summer, I wouldn’t have run across her anywhere.”

People the girl’s age tended to hang out on Main Street in Granville or in the old ball field also in Granville on summer nights—not places Faith frequented. If you drove by, you’d see the red glow from their cigarettes and maybe catch one of them heading for a car and a clandestine beer. There wasn’t a whole lot for teenagers to do on the island.

“Why don’t you send your little ones in here where it’s warm? I baked this morning.”

Faith had been aware of the aroma of bread and something sweet like molasses filling the kitchen. The offer was tempting, but she wanted to keep Ben and Amy close, speak to the police, and leave as fast as possible.

“Thank you, that’s very kind, but I’m hoping this won’t take long and I can get them home.”

“Change your mind, just knock.” Daisy sighed heavily. “There’s going to be broken hearts on this island soon.”

Someone’s daughter, granddaughter, niece, cousin, friend—the web of connectedness on the island left almost no one untouched in good times and bad.

Faith saw the cruiser coming down the road and hastened across before her children could be startled. She was very happy to see that it was Sergeant Earl Dickinson in the driver’s seat. The Fairchilds had known Earl since their first days on Sanpere and he was married to Faith’s good friend Jill Merriwether, owner of the Blueberry Patch, a seasonal gift and book store in Sanpere Village.

She told the kids, whose mouths were stained bright red and green, everything was all right—that she just had to speak to Earl for a moment—and greeted him as he stepped out of the car, the little notebook he always carried flipped open to a blank page.

“Tell me what happened,” he said in his calm voice, and Faith felt the full weight of the last half hour lift. It was such a relief to turn the whole thing over to him that she felt dizzy for a moment. She took a breath and started talking.

Once she’d finished, Earl said she could leave soon. He’d verify what she’d described. She showed him which were her footprints and he carefully placed his over them. He stood at the sleigh, then turned and shouted that she should go home. He’d call if he needed anything more from her. She’d slipped into the driver’s seat and saw him talking into what looked like a walkie-talkie with a long antenna. She realized she’d forgotten to tell him about the photos, but she didn’t want to get out of the car. In a very short time the scene would be photographed in much greater detail than she’d achieved, and right now, she had to tell her children why Earl was there.

“What’s going on, Mom?” Ben’s voice, which had recently started to travel up and down many octaves, sounded at the moment like a very little boy’s. A very scared little boy.

She’d turned around and reached for both their hands.

“I’m sorry I had to leave you. I had to get the police to come immediately. There was a young woman in the sleigh who’s had some sort of accident and is dead.”

“Dead!” Amy had shrieked. “Was she all bloody?”

“No, honey,” Faith said gently. “Nothing like that. I think we’ll find that for whatever reason she climbed into the sleigh and—”

Ben interrupted. “Had a heart attack. I bet that’s what happened. Like maybe she had this thing wrong since she was born and nobody knew it.”

“Possibly.” Faith could read her daughter’s mind, though. “But usually people with congenital—that’s what it’s called if you have something from birth—conditions are aware they have them. Every year you go to Dr. Kane for your checkups. He knows what’s going on in your bodies inside and out.”

Faith could feel the muscles in Amy’s little hand relax. Just the mention of the pediatrician’s name had been enough. Amy adored him.

“But people on the island don’t have good health care. You’ve said that yourself. Even with the Island Medical Center. Maybe she didn’t get checkups. She could have had a heart condition and not known it.” Ben was nothing if not stubborn. He always had been and adolescence was making it much worse. Faith feared the years to come would be a test of wills, particularly hers.

“It’s possible, Ben.” She turned back around and started the car. “Now what should we make Dad for dinner? Sonny told me he had brought in the shrimp and crab we bought at the market, so we know it’s going to be especially tasty. Risotto? You can help me stir.”

Both children were comfortable in the kitchen and catholic in their tastes. They’d gobble down a seafood risotto with as much pleasure as they’d inhaled the cupcakes. The tiny Maine shrimp and peekytoe crabmeat would make for a delicious risotto and, paired with some steamed broccoli with a squeeze of Meyer lemon, would meet everyone’s dietary needs. Plus risotto was comfort food for Faith; the creamy Arborio rice served the same purpose for her that mac ’n’ cheese did for others.

They’d gone to bed early. This whole time on Sanpere had seen increasingly early lights-out. The kids hadn’t whined once; tired from their days outdoors, they’d fallen into their parents’ laid-back rhythm. Unlike in Aleford at the parsonage, the phone never rang interrupting meals—or sleep. It hadn’t even rung the evening after Faith had discovered the body. She wasn’t needed at present.

But the next morning there was a knock on the door.

It was Nan and Freeman Marshall, their nearest neighbors on the Point. Nan held a casserole and Freeman something wrapped in aluminum foil that looked very much like a pie. Older than the Fairchilds with children and grandchildren scattered across the island and several states, they’d nevertheless become close over the years. Refusing the job of caretaker, as he did for others, Freeman “kept his eye on things” when the Fairchilds weren’t there, and they’d never had a problem with clammers tearing up the small meadow in the front of the house with their pickups or hunters breaking in looking for shelter—and a bottle or six-pack.

As she greeted them, Faith saw at once it was a more formal visit than usual. She called for Tom, who was upstairs reading. The kids were making yet another snow fort—this time back in the woods away from the shore. She knew it was a formal visit, because Freeman’s hair was slicked back and he was wearing one of his Carhartt jackets that didn’t smell like bait, over several flannel shirts. The top one was pressed. Nan had a bright blue fleece on that matched her eyes and the slight sheen in her white hair. Faith remembered that their daughter was working at Hair Extrordinaire across the bridge in Sedgwick and Nan had obviously been there recently—getting ready for the holidays. Faith was happy to see them. She was always happy to see them, but a little uneasy too. Freeman was one of the few fishermen who still had his boat in the water. Why wasn’t he working today? It was sunny and milder than it had been the day before. The icicles hanging from the roof had been dripping steadily all morning.

Faith led the way toward the seating area, Tom came down, and everyone exchanged pleasantries. The casserole (scalloped potatoes and ham) and the pie (lemon meringue, Tom’s favorite) had been handed over and Faith’s thanks were genuine. Nan was one of the best cooks on Sanpere.

Then they came to the point.

“The girl you found; it was Norah Taft. Thought you might not have heard and that you’d want to know,” Freeman said.

Faith realized that the girl’s identity, or lack thereof, had indeed never been far from her thoughts. Taft wasn’t an island name. Yet, from his tone of voice, it sounded as if Freeman had known her.

Tom reached over and took her hand.

“Her mother was a Prescott,” Freeman continued. “Married someone from away and came back here after the divorce when Norah was fourteen or so. But we all knew her. She used to spend summers with her grandparents. Tiny little thing. No brothers or sisters, which is why Darlene—that’s her mother—used to send her home. Plenty of cousins.”

Nan’s eyes were filled with tears. “She was a real favorite and the apple of her grandparents’ eye. They were gone when she came back to live for good and maybe they could have helped. She wasn’t the Norah we’d known. Angry at the world, especially her mom. Changed her name last year. We had to call her ‘Zara.’ Don’t know where that came from. She started running away when she was fifteen, but she always came back. Until last summer, that is. No one’s seen or heard from her since August. Never even started her senior year.”

The only reference Faith knew to “Zara” was the Spanish-owned clothing outfit that had come under fire in 2007 for marketing a handbag with swastikas on it, then again several months later for a T-shirt with an update of the racist late-nineteenth, early-twentieth-century golliwog figures. Either Norah Taft had come in contact with fashionistas or she’d simply liked the sound of the name.


“You were close to her,” Tom said.

Freeman nodded, reached in his pocket for his red bandanna kerchief, and blew his nose loudly.

“As I say, we all knew her since she was born. She’d come to our house and make cookies with Nan and our grandkids. Took her out on the boat with me more than once. There wasn’t an evil bone in her body. I don’t know what happened between her and her dad, but she never mentioned him when she came back and we never asked.”

“What were people saying? About the divorce? About why her mother came home?” Faith asked. She was sure they knew.

“The same old saw.” Nan threw an apologetic look at Tom, indicating she wasn’t lumping him in with this sorry group. “He’d found another woman and left them flat is what people said. To my knowledge, Norah never was in touch with him again.”

A hard time to lose a parent under any circumstances, Faith thought. Norah would have been around Ben’s age. With a foot in childhood and the other stepping toward adulthood, kids entering adolescence could easily slip into any number of crevasses—ones that could become permanent dwelling places.

“Where did she live?” Faith asked. “I don’t remember ever running across her.”

“Darlene’s parents had a camp on Little Sanpere and they moved in there,” Nan said. “It isn’t much, but it has heat and plumbing.”

Little Sanpere was a small island that was connected by a causeway to Sanpere, many times larger. The bridge that spanned Eggemoggin Reach stretched from Sedgwick to Little Sanpere, and people who lived on Sanpere, including the Fairchilds, generally thought of Little Sanpere as a place they quickly passed through on their way home. In turn, those who lived on Little Sanpere were a tight community, the same families occupying their land for generations.


“She worked at the day camp one, maybe two summers. You probably saw her there when you dropped the kids off or picked them up,” Freeman continued.

Faith shook her head. “I don’t remember seeing anyone that blond. She looks…looked Scandinavian.”

“That was another new thing. ’Bout a year ago she did it herself with peroxide. Before that she was a redhead. Like a copper penny,” Nan said.

A copper penny brightly shining in the morning or afternoon sun. Faith had seen her before. Seen her smiling face and watched the campers vie for her attention; try to stand next to her as they waited for a parent. She felt her own eyes fill with tears.

“Oh, Tom, you must remember her too. It was when Ben first started going.”

“Is there anything we can do? Would it help if we went to see her mother?” Tom asked. He was squeezing Faith’s hand harder now.

“Early days. Maybe in a while. Darlene’s not in great shape. Blames herself,” Freeman said.

Faith nodded. She’d blame herself too.

“Have the police determined the cause of death?” Tom asked.

There it was. The question that Faith had been both wanting and not wanting an answer to since she’d found the body, muffled against the cold, in the sleigh. The body, so cold that no carriage robe would ever warm it again.

Freeman stood up and walked over to the large windows.

“Been a funny winter so far. Plenty of snow, but not even the cove froze yet.”

“It was drugs,” Nan told them. “An overdose.” She broke down completely and sobbed. “She had tracks up and down both arms. The syringe was right there in a bag. A heroin addict. That’s what they’re saying. Not even eighteen and hooked.”

Faith got up and put her arms around her friend.


“I don’t know what this world is coming to when children—she was still a child in my book—are in this much misery that they have to escape that way,” Freeman said, turning away from the winter scene in front of him. “Come on now, mother, let’s go home. We’ll call you if there’s anything new. Imagine there’ll be a service. Darlene’s a regular churchgoer.”

At the door, Nan said, “We thought you’d want to know and better to hear it from us. You know what this island is like for gossip. But you put it out of your minds now. It was a tragedy just waiting to happen for a long time. We all knew that. You concentrate on getting better, Tom, and everybody having a good holiday. Remember, you’re invited for Christmas dinner.”

Faith smiled. After hearing about this festive gathering for years, being here for it was a lovely bonus. “We wouldn’t miss it for the world. And you still haven’t told me what to bring.”

“Just yourselves is—” Nan started to speak, when Freeman interrupted.

“Some of that chocolate bread pudding stuff you gave us last summer would go down a treat,” he said, rubbing his hands together and obviously picturing the groaning table. As they left, everyone brightened visibly at the prospect of being together for a happy occasion.

 

The empty mug in Faith’s hand was stone-cold and she realized with a start that the room was cold too. Outside, the Christmas sky was still as bright as day. It was very late. Accidental death, or maybe suicide. That’s what the coroner had ruled. In the end, Norah’s mother had decided she couldn’t take a large funeral—the entire island had been in shock at Norah’s death, especially the kids her age, and they would all turn out. A fund had been established in Norah’s memory for more drug abuse prevention and awareness in the schools. Darlene had been quoted in the island paper and the Ellsworth American—“I don’t want any parent to ever go through what I am going through and will for the rest of my life. I would have traded it for my Norah’s if God had let me.”

God hadn’t, and Faith was reminded of what the late Reverend William Sloane Coffin had said after the accidental death of his twenty-four-year-old son: “God’s heart was the first of all our hearts to break.” As she trudged up the stairs to bed, Faith knew that when Norah slipped away, God’s was the first of all those broken hearts Daisy Sanford mentioned.

 

Miraculously the kids slept until six thirty before jumping on their parents’ bed and urging them to wake up to see what Santa had brought. Ben had managed to keep the secret of the jolly old fellow’s true identity, whether out of real regard for his sister or to save as a weapon for when she did something really outrageous such as entering his room without permission; Faith didn’t care—just let Amy keep believing a while longer. Last night in a whisper before sleep, her daughter had confessed her fear that Santa might not know they were in Maine. He might think they were in their house in Aleford as usual. Faith had reassured her of Saint Nick’s omniscience; he’d always find them.

They’d had juice, coffee for Tom and especially Faith, plus the cardamom raisin bread that Faith always made for Christmas morning. They were due at the Marshalls’ at noon, so they skipped a big breakfast, just eating some yogurt and fruit, with a sprinkling of granola, after the stockings had been emptied and the gifts beneath the tree opened. The phone rang at nine.

“It must be Granny and Grandpa!” Ben was up like a flash. It would be Tom’s parents; Faith’s would be involved with church services.


“Just a minute,” she heard him say. It must not be her in-laws. “I’ll get her. Oh, Merry Christmas.”

Ben handed her the phone and said, “It’s for you, Mom.” He hunched his shoulders and raised his arms. Not somebody whose voice he recognized.

“It’s Mary Bethany, Faith.”
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