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Tide
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One


[image: ]




On the night she stood up to the man who broke bones for a living, Kate Hinshaw was hiding. Noiseless as fog, she glided through back rooms of the large white house on Salem’s Neck, escaping the social chit-chat of her sister’s engagement party and berating herself for not speaking more forcefully when the pompous wife of an equally pompous judge labeled all female college teachers ‘daughters of Lesbos’. The memory fueled Kate’s anger as her hip nudged the swinging door into the kitchen. Slipping through, she felt the room’s humidity mingle with the hot August night to melt her voile dress onto her body.

Peg looked up, knobby elbows dancing above a silver platter she was refilling with lobster puffs and tiny tea sandwiches.

"Here, now. You get back in and be sociable!"

"I have been the very soul of sociability, Peg."

Kate pushed back golden hair that was fashionably frizzled. The cook scowled.

"Let you out on your own for a few years and you think you know everything. If you ask me, your pa's—"

"—wasting good money sending me to that college when it hasn't improved my manners a bit," Kate finished. "I could be like Aggie and her friends," she suggested evilly.

A click of the tongue conveyed Peg's disapproval of Kate's younger sister. Kate laughed and gave her a quick hug, then began to dab pimento cheese onto circles of toast. Peg, for all her grumbling, would be glad of help. The wiry Irishwoman had ruled the kitchen of the rambling old house since before Kate's older sister was born. Tonight's festivities were burying her in quickly depleted trays and mountains of empty champagne bottles.

No matter that the Volstead Act had been in force two years, or that Rosalie's fiancé was in his final year at Harvard Divinity. You had to celebrate an engagement in style, Pa said. 

Ethel, the day girl, was supposed to be helping this evening. As Kate opened her mouth to ask her whereabouts, the girl scurried in with frightened eyes.

"There's a man at the door," she told Peg breathlessly. "Right unpleasant. Says he wants a word with Mr. Hinshaw. When I told him Mr. Hinshaw was entertaining and he should see him downtown tomorrow, he tried to stick his foot in the door — but I slammed it. Now he's out there pounding!"

Kate felt Peg slide her a glance and was startled to realize the cook was waiting for her to take the lead. Apparently living away from home for most of the year gave her some new status in spite of Peg's lectures.

"I'll see what he wants." Kate stuck the spoon into the bowl of cheese with more confidence than she felt.

It was probably one of Pa's charity cases, some working-class man who couldn't afford a lawyer but whose plight appealed to Pa's sense of justice. They showed up afterwards sometimes with gifts, or even a small payment. Ethel scurried out, relieved to return to gathering dishes.

"He makes enemies, your pa does," Peg cautioned. "Maybe we should call the coppers."

Kate hesitated. The last thing she wanted was for anything to spoil this evening for Rosalie. Her older sister was as proper as she was sweet-natured and pretty, and her fiancé's family was positively stuffy. As Kate debated, the screen door into the kitchen crashed. She whirled to see a thick-shouldered man standing not three steps away. He wasn't roughly dressed as she had expected, but there was menace in the sharp lines of his face. 

"Tell Hinshaw I've got a message for him," he demanded.

Kate's throat felt too tight for speech. "You'll have to see him tomorrow." 

"You'd be the middle daughter, wouldn't you?"

The stranger's knowledge chilled her. At the edge of her vision she saw Peg eying a distant drawer where butcher knives were kept. Without warning the stranger sprang, catching Kate's wrist and jerking her almost off her feet.

"Why don't we just find him together?" 

His smile was the insolent smile of a bully who liked to intimidate. And tucked in his belt was a small black leather sap. Her father had pointed one out once; whispered to her they were used for breaking bones.

Her free hand flew behind her seeking anchorage. It found only empty champagne bottles piled on a work table. As the bottles crashed to the floor, she fumbled for the neck of one, and with a breath of hesitation brought it around to crack hard against the wall by the stranger's head. 

He jerked back at the shower of glass, but didn't release her. Kate thrust the jagged edge of the bottle toward him with slashing motions. Swearing nastily he retreated, and she found herself free.

"There are... I don't know how many judges and a police commissioner in the other room." Her words were harsh with fear. She wondered when her knees would collapse.

The intruder's eyes had narrowed in his pockmarked face.

"Tell your old man it ain't healthy defending union troublemakers." The screen door banged again and he was gone.

Then Peg was beside her prying the bottle from her nerveless fingers. Kate looked at the broken glass that seemed to be everywhere. Legs unconnected to her carried her to the kitchen counter. She hoisted herself to the spot where she'd sat when she was in pigtails and drew her hair back with a trembling hand as she struggled for breath.

"We both deserve a drink," she said in the silence swallowing them. "Gin and tonic for me." She laughed weakly at Peg's startled look. 

Peg returned from the serving pantry bearing a glass filled with clear liquid and another with brown. Kate took a large swallow, then raised her glass. "Class of '23, Peg. That's what we say at school when we have a drink. Can you believe by this time next year I'll be graduated?" She knew she was chattering. If she didn't, she would start to shake.

Tension seeped from Peg's face as she sipped whiskey.

"And where in the name of St. Pete did you learn a trick like that?" 

"Oh...." Kate was embarrassed to confess her folly just when Peg was regarding her as an adult. She laughed unsteadily and gulped a little more gin. "A school chum and I went to a socialist meeting — just to see for ourselves what they were about. When it was letting out, some men ran out of an alley and started a fight with the speakers. One was taking a terrible beating when he picked up a bottle and broke it like that. The bullies backed off."

Peg unhooked an upper lip like a snapping turtle's. 

"Like father like daughter. And just see what thanks it gets when your pa puts himself out for riffraff instead of tending to gents of his own class!"

"Justice shouldn't depend on your pocketbook," Kate said lightly. Words she'd grown up with. Sliding from the counter she gave Peg a quick hug, unsure which one of them she was reassuring, then headed for the dining room as if to be sociable.

From the dining room door she could see Rosalie's party was going perfectly well without her. Her sister's face was flushed with happiness as she stood beside her fiancé, who in another year would be the Rev. Dr. Arthur Kent. Rosalie looked dainty as fine lace as they talked with well-wishers. Mama and Pa were surrounded by their friends as well. Even her nine-year-old brother Woodrow was being well entertained, what with Nathan Welles squatting beside his wheelchair and drawing cartoons.

Only her step-cousin Theodore seemed to stand on the edge of things, scarcely hearing when anyone talked to him, scarcely speaking. His golden head seemed perpetually bowed. His tall and once-graceful figure leaned, void of spirit, on the cane which had supported him since the War To End Wars. Grief ate at Kate seeing him so changed and so wasted. Yet whenever his eyes sought her out and the haunted look in them gave way to brightness, panic filled her. They were the eyes of a drowning man reaching desperately for a life preserver.

She felt guilty turning away from this gentle companion of her childhood. She loved Theo, but not in the way he wanted. It was torture to see him drifting, taking interest in almost nothing. It was equal torture to become the focus of that interest.

His pale head raised and Kate dodged back. She slipped up the back stairs to her room. On her dresser lay the letter from Scotland that had arrived that afternoon. The letter that could carry her into company as rare and wonderful as that of the Round Table. Filled with the thought of it, she went to the open window. Night breezes wrapped their arms around her, bearing the scent of adventure from Salem Harbor, connecting her with all who had breathed it before her: captains on the vanished ships of the China Trade, runaway cabin boys, pirates, even the small boats rumored to bobble in almost nightly now with bootleg hooch.

The episode in the kitchen had shaken her more than she'd let on. Cheek pillowed on her arms, she looked into darkness toward Hospital Point and the waves she had loved since earliest memory. She thought about days when she and her sisters and cousins were a single tangle of children running barefoot through the sand without distinguishing boys from girls, dreaming, arguing, measuring the world by how far they could roam in a day.

"It's a hell of a pressure to put on a relative, Oliver!"

She jumped at the nearby voice. The window to her left turned yellow as a light went on in her father's study. It had been her Uncle Phinneas who spoke, but with a belligerence she'd never heard.

"I'm only asking that you repay half right now," her father reasoned.

Kate cocked her head, vaguely guilty at eavesdropping but too interested to do otherwise.

"Half of fifteen thousand dollars is still an unreasonable request!" Uncle Finney sputtered. "I'd have to sell stocks. I'd take a terrible loss."

"You made quite a profit when I lent you the money, as I recall." Her father sighed. "I do hate to press the matter, Phinneas, but it's been three years. Frankly, I'm strapped. Woody's last round of medical bills were horrendous, and the ones before that had all but eaten our savings."

"You'd be in fine shape if you hadn't bought that damn boat."

Anger flickered in Kate at the comment. Pa's Folly was the only indulgence she could remember her father ever allowing himself. Her parents hadn't dragged the whole family through Europe like Uncle Finney and Aunt Helène had done before the war. Her parents didn't go to New York and stay in the best hotels and see all the new plays twice a year. 

"As a matter of fact, I accepted the boat in settlement of a bill," her father said mildly.

She never had known the circumstances behind the two-masted topsail schooner, only that her father, who spent his days in courtrooms, hungered for such a craft when he watched them in the harbor. Six years ago he had simply sailed home in one and announced it was theirs. 

"You see, you've always been a poor businessman. That's why you're in a pickle now," pronounced Uncle Finney.

"Please do be reasonable. When you asked to borrow money so you could take advantage of an opportunity, I said yes. All I'm asking is that you start to repay. How about five thousand for now, the rest when it's more convenient?"

Uncle Finney made an indignant sound. Kate pictured his fly-swatter jowls reddening.

"Never let it be said I don't repay debts," he sniffed. "I'll see my broker tomorrow."

"And not a word to Genevieve about the bills of course," Pa said. "I wouldn't want her to worry."

The light went out. Silence returned. Kate lay with heart thumping. She never had imagined her family having unpaid bills. It became a magnet for other disturbing thoughts: Theo's pleading looks. A man scared away with a bottle. 

Around the shore at Salem Willows, the brassy music of the Flying Horses faded as the carousel stopped and the park closed its gates. Below the cliff, she could hear the soothing whisper of ocean. She yawned, wondering how it would be to ride waves in darkness. She'd hoisted and lowered sail and raised her face to the sea breeze only by day.

***
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The light of the small fishing skiff flirted through the night like a barmaid with her skirt hitched up, daring anyone to ignore her. Joe Santayna, his hand on the tiller, grinned at the possibilities.

"You don't think this is crazy?" ventured the freckle-faced boy who rode in the bow seat.

"Oh, yeah. It's crazy all right," Joe answered.

He wasn't sure how old Billy McCarthy was. Thirteen, maybe fourteen. Old enough to keep his wits about him. Joe tried to remember whether he'd have been scared at that age, or merely excited by an adventure like this. But that had been eleven years ago. Before the war. Another life.

"It's so crazy the cops'll never think it's anything but the truth if they happen to be there," he explained. "I'll tell my tale. You'll whine. I'll box your ears. And that's that." He'd feel bad if he had to hit the kid. But Barlow was paying Joe forty dollars and the kid ten to make this trip. "I'll see Barlow gives you another five if I have to clip you," he added.

Billy McCarthy lifted thin shoulders. "Don't matter. My pa punched me plenty for free before he left."

Joe shook a mass of dark curls. His own dad had been as gentle a man as ever walked. The Santaynas were a rough lot, dock hands and fishermen. They liked to curse as much as they liked to drink; liked to quarrel best of all. But though voices were often raised, fists seldom were, and never against kids.

"So what happens if the cops're there and the others can't bring the booze in?" Billy asked.

"Then they'll stow it under the Flying Horses out at the Willows."

It sounded so outlandish he knew the kid wouldn't believe it. Otherwise he'd never risk telling. He heard Billy snort.

"Don't tell me then."

Twin dimples that were the scourge of Joe Santayna's life — and the downfall of many a girl who'd caught his eye — made inch long creases in his cheeks.

"I won't. The less you can spill, the less risk to you."

He knew nothing about Billy McCarthy. Only that he swept up at Brennan's pub and kept to himself and wiped his nose on a handkerchief instead of his sleeve.

Joe felt his lips twitch in the dark. Wouldn't his Irish aunties be proud to know the manners they'd drummed into him had some effect? They'd helped him pick a kid for bootlegging.

Not that Joe himself was a regular practitioner. But when someone you trusted came along with an offer of money, why say no? It relieved the restlessness he'd felt more and more since he'd come home from France. Odd how in those flat, distant fields with no sight of a shoreline he'd kept himself alive by summoning memories of the smells and sounds of Salem. Yet now he'd been back going on two years, his uncles' fishing boat sometimes seemed as stifling to him as the rat-filled trenches. 

Drawing a breath of the salt tang which always made problems seem smaller, he admired the shapes of houses revealed here and there by late-lighted windows on cliffs above the rocky shoreline they were approaching. He couldn't see details, but their mere size, and their privacy, spoke of an ordered existence unlike any he knew.

"There's where money lives for sure," he said.

It was an easy thing, adjusting your eyes to darkness. He saw Billy's nod.

"I work up at one of those houses we just passed. Running errands and such," the boy said shyly.

"Yeah?" Joe felt the same curiosity he'd felt when he saw a castle, or chateau as they called them there, on a hill in France. "What's it like?"

Billy shrugged. "The house next to where I work, there's two crazy old women. Peg — she's the cook — says one of 'em dresses up like a Chinaman. Where I work they're just regular folks, though, except they dress up every day. Have a little sick boy what's in a wheelchair."

"Money enough for doctors, though," Joe said under his breath. He thought of his cousin Opal, whose toddler had weakened and died because there was no way to pay for the operation that could have saved him.

He was starting to speak again when he felt a prickling between his shoulder blades. It had warned him a time or two in the Argonne. There was someone there on the beach.

"Time to pay attention," he murmured to Billy. He raised his voice. "Dan! Hey, Danny! You there?" He gave it a minute, then bellowed again. "Put some light on, for Christ’s sake! I found the little bugger."

From behind a boulder the sudden spotlight of a police launch blinded him.

"Cut your motor and float to shore. Keep your hands on your head," a voice ordered over a megaphone.

Joe grinned. That burst of light would be all it took to warn Barlow to take his cargo of rye a bit farther up coast. If there was a welcoming party here, they almost certainly wouldn't have men a mile away.

"Hey! I got a kid with me. Don't do anything crazy!"

He'd obeyed the megaphone order. Now, squinting past the spotlight, he could make out a circle of faces. Five or more boys in blue keeping the precinct safe from rum runners while the Coast Guard laid in wait at the three mile limit and half the local citizens nipped at smuggled bottles behind closed curtains. As he nosed to shore the police launch swung behind to block his escape by water. At the head of the group of cops he recognized Colin O'Malley, newly promoted to sergeant and rumored to have his hands in a couple of tills.

"Evening, boys." Joe leaped lightly into the sand with hands raised. 

"Well, well. Might have known you'd turn up in the net sooner or later," O'Malley sneered. 

"If you're thinking I'm bringing in bottles, look in the boat. Only cargo I've got is this punk who busted Danny Murphy's window and took off to keep from paying."

"It ain't true!" Billy whined as a cop collared him.

"Nothing in the boat — or out waiting to land, either," another reported.

Barlow's boatful of rye was running dark, and well out of the range of the searchlight on shore. A fresh-faced rookie who didn't look much older than Billy snickered nervously. O'Malley, deprived of the prize he'd expected, raised his fist to cuff his younger captive on the side of the head.

"I wouldn't," Joe warned, his voice going hard.

O'Malley's arm jerked to a halt. The puffy features that looked mismatched with his sharp little speck of a nose flattened with anger.

"You interfering with the law, bean-eater?"

"Just concerned you might stumble into a wall some night."

Though he couldn't see the policeman's face redden, Joe knew it was happening. They'd been on the same troop ship back. He'd seen men spit when O'Malley walked past. He'd heard how on two occasions O'Malley's cowardice had cost other men their lives and how one night a blanket had been tossed over his head and his nose and some teeth rearranged. "Must've stumbled into a wall," someone told the top sergeant next morning.

Forgetting Billy, O'Malley took a step toward Joe. He was six inches shorter but puffed up by his uniform.

"If I do, your cousin Pete'll go upstate for assault before you can spit, Santayna."

Joe stiffened. Pete had thrown a few more punches than he should have before he was married. But he'd straightened out now; had a kid; hardly so much as drank a beer after work, even when it was legal. O'Malley was son-of-a-bitch enough to go after him to get back at Joe.

"Menace to the public safety being out in a boat with a busted light" O'Malley hefted his billy club and swung it against the bow light on the skiff. 

***
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Unable to sleep, Zenaide Cole sat wrapped in the shadows of ivory statues and velvet furniture, running parchment hands through the mountain of pearls overflowing her lap. Their company nudged back her loneliness. It was not their value, but the memory they held; the air of the rare and exotic; the taste of unseen distant shores. They enchanted her as much now as they had when she was ten years old and Grandfather presented them.

Zenaide sat on the floor, an undignified pose for a woman who had reached seventy. But apart from her, only Tatia lived in the house these days, and Tatia wouldn't waken to scold Madame or to spoil her pleasure.

There had been lights down on the beach tonight, late. Maybe men smuggling whiskey. Perhaps it was the thought of it which left her unable to sleep. Next door they'd had a party, but she'd never cared for parties. She preferred the company of the familiar shapes whispering through her fingers — some smooth and round, some strange and knobby — the soft glow of their faces. Most of the faces were white, but some were golden, a few handsome black. Gentlemen from the Orient and gentlemen from Africa. And ladies. Welcomed into society because they were ambassadors. Caressing them with her fingertips she relived the day she had received them, here in this very room.

They had heard the day before that Grandfather's ship was expected. For half the morning she'd waited, shifting from foot to foot, until a small hire boat brought him from the harbor. She had hurled down the back path and up, up into the scratch of his beard with its scent of sea spray and pipe smoke. Governess had punished her later for running, but Grandfather had swung her aloft and loosened the bow on her braid like a mischievous boy and laughed his great laugh. At noon she had been allowed to dine with the grownups, where Father predicted there would unquestionably be war between North and South and Mother pursed her mouth at Grandfather's table manners. 

It was late afternoon, just before teatime, when Grandfather sent for Zenaide to come to his study. She had sat on this same Persian carpet, its royal blue fibers prickling through her dress exactly as they did now through her silk dressing gown.

"These are for when you're a mite older, Zenny my girl," Grandfather said. "For when you'll be having beaux and going to balls. But the China Trade hasn't the treasures it once did, and who knows how many more voyages I'll be making?"

With that he opened the carved wooden casket he held and upended its treasure of pearls into her spread skirt. Mother protested, of course, saying he couldn't possibly shower such extravagance on a child. Zenaide wondered later if Mother was jealous, even though Grandfather had presented her with a choker of pearls clasped with diamonds and a glittering blue sapphire. 

As it was Grandfather's house in which she and her parents lived, Grandfather and his father and his father's father who had amassed the fortune into which Mother married, Mother swallowed her objections. Zenaide sat at Grandfather's feet, draping herself in barbaric splendor with bracelets and necklaces, delighting most of all in the odd pearls that scattered loose. 

They became her friends. The fat Chinaman bigger than her thumb with eyes and a mouth — Grandfather could see the face when she pointed it out. The African gentleman with the high, high forehead. The stunning white pearl that was shaped like a pear; and the misshapen one that seemed to go in all directions as if it had legs; and the one like a dome that she'd always meant to have set in a ring, except she couldn't stand the thought of losing its company; and the fourteen pearls that made up a family, from father down to the newest baby.

Grandfather told her they came from the bellies of oysters. He told her that most of them he had bought from a one-armed sailor, which made her shiver. Her Chinaman, he whispered with a twinkle in his eye when her mother looked away for a moment, he had won gambling.

She had never lost a one of those rare bits of magic from the sea. She knew exactly how many there were. Their secret companionship delighted her more than showing them off for others. Not that she didn't love to have the strung ones with her, whispering around her as she walked.

"Why have you put on such a silly grin?" her husband had snapped once at a party when she was smiling at the thought of them around her neck.

It had hurt her terribly.

With a sigh Zenaide let the memories fade. The music from the Flying Horses she had always longed to see had ceased its dream notes long ago. It was close to morning. Another day to be defined only by the serving of meals and the cleaning of teeth. When she was young, she had been permitted sometimes to row down the coast with Grandfather or one of the servants. Then Mother had said she was growing too old and should act like a lady. Tyler, when she'd dared the excursion once as a young bride, had called it unseemly.

The pearls which had kept her company now murmured to her of a lifetime lost to tedium. Tears stole their way through the crevices in her cheeks. She recalled a story Grandfather had told her about a girl whose tears turned to pearls.
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Two
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Joe fought the urge to kick the steps of the rented row house as he climbed them. In spite of a breeze from the harbor, a faint whiff of sausage and bread still crossed the street from Padilla's market. It made his stomach growl and he wasn't sure what if any leavings he'd find in the kitchen. He should have stopped at a speak along the way.

He and the kid had been forced to hitch and hoof it back to town. It had soured his humor. A good chunk of what he'd earned tonight would be eaten up replacing that bow light. He wouldn't even have the satisfaction of landing a punch on O'Malley's flabby chin.

He let himself quietly into the front room, careful not to wake his cousins Rose and Cecilia asleep on the couches. As he closed the door, he could feel the energy and caring of the people in the house surround him. 

Seven adults and six children shared five rooms and an attic, exactly the same as when he'd come to live here. Only the generations had changed. When he'd come here at age seven after his mother's death, Nana and Papa had the downstairs bedroom and their two youngest slept on the couches. Vic and Irene and their three toddlers — one dead a year later — lived in one room on the second floor and Great Uncle João in the other. Joe and his dad shared the attic with Joe's young bachelor uncle, Drake. 

Now his uncle and aunt, Vic and Irene, had the bedroom of honor and two kids on the couches. His cousin Arliss, two years younger than him, lived on the second floor with four babies under three. The other room was occupied by Nana, now mercifully deaf. Joe and Drake were still in the attic, joined by Joe's cousin Sebastian who was twenty-one.

A ribbon of yellow showed under the kitchen door. Vic and Drake were probably rationing a bit of whiskey. Nudging the door open on its well-oiled hinges, he stepped through to join them.

"You're prowling later than usual," Uncle Drake observed.

It was neither censure nor question. The Santayna men granted each other the respect of privacy. If you needed help they were there. If you had business of your own, it was your business. 

A bowl of Portuguese beans and a bottle without a label sat on the table. Uncle Vic shoved both toward him.

"Broken light on the skiff," Joe said taking a fat bean between thumb and forefinger. In a practiced motion he shot it free of the hull and into his mouth. "I'll fix it tomorrow."

Vic grunted. His body was shaped like a barrel and his face was good humored. Even a nose curved sharply as a hawk's and pits from long-ago chicken pox failed to make it forbidding unless he was riled. His younger brother Drake had the lean build Joe had inherited. They sat in their undershirts, the bare ceiling light reflecting off faces creased and toughened by the glare of sun off water.

"The Irish aunties sent a message they want to see you first thing tomorrow," Drake said. "They say it's urgent."

Joe nodded and fired another bean into his mouth.

"They keep you tied to their skirts, those two old biddies."

He let it slide. There was no explaining to the men at the table that his spinster great aunts reminded him of bright little songbirds in a cage. If they scolded and fluttered a bit, well, that was their nature. They darted about, cheerful and unaware of a world which could swallow them up. But they added something to life which he couldn't define. There was something rare about them. Even thinking of them made him smile.

"They'll turn you into an altar boy yet," Vic teased. "Probably have a nice job in a dry goods store lined up for you."

Joe rolled his eyes. You'd think his mother's people and his father's people inhabited two different planets. They heard the same words at mass, drank the same kind of booze, had the same sort of wakes for their dead. But the Santaynas thought the Murrys put on airs; the Murrys thought the Santaynas lacked both manners and ambition. They had fought over him, Joe knew, from the day he was born.

"We can get by without one pair of hands tomorrow," Vic said pouring neat whiskey. "No point in a big catch anyway. Price is down for everything — even lobster. We traded Myron Pell cod for a dozen two-pounders for supper and both sides called it a good deal. Go see what the old girls want. Family's family."

***
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"Why, sweetheart, we didn't expect you so early," Aunt Maggie beamed drawing Joe past a waist-high potted fern and into the depths of a sunny second floor apartment she shared with her sister.

Joe suspected she was squeezing the truth a bit since instead of a housedress she was wearing her new tan linen. Aunt Norah was in a navy number she usually saved for Sundays.

"Uncle Vic said you said it was urgent."

"Well, not that urgent."

Joe stifled a groan. For a year or more he'd been begging his aunts to let him pay for a phone for them. He'd put most of his army earnings away in the bank and would gladly have given them that small treat. But they argued that it would be wasting; besides, they liked giving little Timmy Murphy pocket change to run messages over. There was no point going around that bush again.

"Are you hungry, Joe?" Aunt Norah wiped her hands anxiously on her apron. "There's bacon fried up — and blueberry muffins."

Now Joe was certain these girls were up to something. Funny how he always thought of them as girls though both were past sixty and Aunt Maggie had been married once for a year or so to a man who was killed in the merchant marines. 

"A muffin would be nice," he allowed. Curiosity tickled him. 

Maybe they seemed girlish because of the way Aunt Maggie primped, and despite her white hair was still trim and pretty, he thought. Or maybe it was because they seemed footloose, unlike other women he knew who were tied down by children and husbands.

"How are you, Joseph?"

Aunt Maggie reached over and patted his knee as he settled himself in the wing chair he knew he was expected to take. Much to Joe's distress she liked to tell everyone in her parish how handsome he was: 'Gets his dark curls from his father's side, his blue eyes from his mother's side and his dimples from the devil.' 

Aunt Norah reappeared with a dainty cup of strong black coffee and a plate containing a warm muffin fragrant with blueberries. Joe took a bite and nodded the approval which would make her smile.

"Delicious."

She sat down in the rocker but made no move to reach into the basket of handiwork which she kept beside it. A third clue — as if he needed any — something was afoot.

African violets bloomed on the windowsill. The chair where Joe sat and the camelback sofa were covered with a pattern of flowers. Crocheted doilies, washed and starched every week, protected the arms and back. A silver frame containing a photograph of his mother sat on a small polished table. Only the crucifix on the wall suggested any similarity to the Santayna household. Here was a serene, fragile world which Joe always felt the urge to protect.

Aunt Norah's hands twisted in her lap. She was older than Maggie, and stouter, with iron gray hair; the practical one. When she hadn't reached for her crocheting, it had told Joe the aunties were worried. He made the way easier.

"You both look good," he said. "So you want to tell me what this is about?"

They exchanged a look. Sisters discussing things and making decisions together for more than half a century. 

"Joseph, we didn't know who else could help. It's your cousin Michael. He's a good boy—"

"A good boy," Aunt Maggie echoed quickly.

"— but, well—"

"He's in jail," finished Aunt Maggie, the trip in her voice suggesting something near awe.

Joe sipped his coffee and didn't reply. 'Good boy' the Pope's ass. His cousin was a spoiled whiner who had picked fights all his life.

"We don't know what to do." Aunt Norah continued. Each word struggled from her throat. "They've accused him of taking money. He's working at a place in Beverly, you know. The manager called him a lazy Mick a few months back and Michael hit him. But Mike senior went to talk to them and things got smoothed out."

"Michael says the manager's trying to even the score. Set him up," supplied Aunt Maggie.

"The lawyer Mike senior went to said he couldn't do any good against the sort that folks from Beverly could afford to bring in, so they might as well not waste money. But it's — it's a shame on the family, Joseph."

The last words floated on the air for a moment, borne on the sunbeams that made their way over the African violets.

"We... thought maybe a better lawyer.... We've got a little something put by."

Joe ached for his aunt, turning herself inside out over his lout of a cousin. He'd bet Michael hadn't been to see the pair of them since he was ten. Even Mike senior, first cousin to Joe's mother, didn't call on them unless he wanted something. Two or three times a year he picked them up for Sunday dinner at his house and no doubt felt smug about doing his duty. Sometimes Joe was included in the invitation.

"We don't want charity." Aunt Maggie's forehead wrinkled with a concentration which didn't come naturally to her. "We can afford to pay." She nodded twice, preparing herself for the step they were taking. "Five hundred dollars."

Ordinarily, Aunt Norah would have been the one taking the lead. But Aunt Norah looked worn today, and more stooped with age than Joe remembered. She had worked as a nurse for most of her life. Her ankles were thick from long hours on her feet. She shifted them restlessly.

"You get around," she said. "And you know how to do things. We thought maybe... maybe you could find someone."

It occurred to Joe to wonder why they hadn't asked Father Anthony for a name. They depended on him for advice on day-to-day matters more often than on spiritual ones. Maybe they were too embarrassed. Or maybe they'd asked and he'd told them to save their money.

"Will you help?" asked Aunt Norah anxiously.

Joe scooted lower in the chair and stretched out his legs. He damned sure wasn't going to help them waste their whole savings. Three hundred, maybe, since they had their hearts set on this.

"There's a lawyer who might do it," he said. "His name's Hinshaw. Ran for alderman but didn't spout the line the party bosses wanted, so he didn't win. Fancy office downtown, but he takes cases for working folks sometimes. There's a girl lost a hand at the shoe factory. He got them to pay enough to her to take care of her the rest of her life. I could try to see him."

***
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"Don't let the door slam. I've got a crashing headache," Aggie pleaded looking around from the kitchen cabinet where she was foraging for the bottle of seltzer crystals Peg kept.

The sun was up. Aggie still wore the peach silk shimmy she'd had on last night. Her gleaming jet hair, in the shortest of bobs, was rumpled in places. She was just coming home. Kate let the door to the back hall slip from her fingers with a satisfying bang and watched her wince.

"You vile, bad-tempered brat!" Aggie sagged on the counter, the seltzer bottle in hand, and stared at her sister.

Kate crossed the room and picked up the glass juicer with its squeezings from freshly cut oranges. The kitchen was immaculate; no trace of broken glass, not so much as a tray awaiting return to its proper place. Green linoleum and polished oak counters gleamed in the sunlight. Aggie swirled seltzer in water and made a face as she drank the results.

"What's eating you? Oh... you think I was out all night, don't you? Well, all the fellows were much too ossified to drive me home. I spent the night at Kitty Thorne's— "

"After you and Harlan Peale — or is it Harry? — rolled around on the beach like a couple of cats."

Aggie's startled squint might have been a widening of her green eyes had she not been hung over. It hadn't occurred to her that Kate or anyone else might come down the long flight of beach stairs for a breath of air during Rosalie's party.

"Not that I give a damn if you get pregnant," Kate added. "But you might think of what a scandal would do to Rosalie's wedding plans. And to Pa and Mama."

Though pretending indifference, she wanted to shake her little sister. Despite three years' difference in age they'd been closer than twins growing up. Now all Aggie seemed to care about was proving her wildness. 

Lively now in spite of her headache and the rouge faded on her cheeks, Aggie threw back her head and laughed. Her Cupid’s-bow lips danced with mischief. 

"Oh, Kate! Don't be such a flat tire. Of course I won't get pregnant." Hoisting herself onto the counter top as Kate had done the previous night, she eyed her shrewdly. "Or doesn't Big Sister know there are little rubbers and thingumys you can use?" 

The swinging door to the dining room opened and Peg came in with an empty tray.

"Morning, Peg," Aggie sang, waving.

The cook's face tightened. She, too, realized Aggie had spent the night out, but the knowledge would go no further. She stumped out carrying the coffee pot. 

Laughter which Aggie had barely hidden bubbled from her throat. 

"Don't be so repressed, Kate. There's more to life than tea parties. You know it too, or you wouldn't spend yours crawling around looking at birds' nests." She slid from the counter. "Now all these greasy smells are too, too much. I'm going to bed." 

"I hope you puke your guts out before you make it." Kate raised her juice glass in bright salute.

Already at the back hall door, Aggie struck a pose, one leg kicked up behind her.

"Only flat tires upchuck." 

Gritting her teeth, Kate went into the dining room. Her father, the only one in the family habitually up and stirring at half-past seven, looked up from his paper. The coffee pot Peg had brought out gleamed on the long walnut table. 

"It's a shame you and Mama didn't limit yourselves to two children." She filled a cup and snagged a triangle of buttered toast.

"Are we discussing Mrs. Sanger or are you and Aggie squabbling?"

Kate bit into the toast, letting butter soak over her teeth. "I cannot fathom how she always gets under my skin."

"Know your adversary, Kate." Her father dabbed a starched napkin at his mustache and its twitch of amusement. He was still in his shirtsleeves and vest. His suit coat would come later, just before he left for the office. 

"I'm sorry I put my foot in my mouth with Mr. Benning last night. I had no idea he had a relative working with the prosecution in Sacco and Vanzetti."

Her father waved it away. "You were right. Their foreign names will affect the outcome as much as their anarchist politics. Mr. Benning is patronizing at times. Probably didn't expect you to know who they were. 

"By the way, Peg tells me a thug barged in making threats about my representation of the string-makers union, and that you persuaded him he'd better clear out. The union-busters are a tough lot. What did you say to get him to go?"

Kate chewed carefully. "Oh... well... told him he was a damned fool to make trouble when the police commissioner was in the next room. Something like that."

Her father's mustache spread with amusement.

"While I disapprove of the language, I applaud the tactic. Pity you've set your sights on science instead of the law. And lest you worry, the men who sent him are more snarl than snap with anyone other than underpaid workers. I do carry a pistol when I go out in the evening. Just in case."

As Kate hid her surprise, he tossed his napkin aside and fished a gold hunter's case from his pocket, checking the time.

"I see you're in trousers. Are you out to provoke your mother, or does this mean I'm taking the Folly to work?"

Kate rose with an energy that matched his own. In her father’s company she seemed able to gather thoughts clearly and give them voice. Between the two of them hung the unspoken knowledge that she was more like him than his other children. 

She went to the kitchen closet and slipped on the Keds which Mama and Peg had banished from the rest of the house out of fear of what rubber soles might do to carpets. She was on board the Folly unlashing the mainsail when her father came down the beach stairs. Behind him was Billy McCarthy, the freckle-faced boy who by rights was supposed to be doing garden work or helping Peg this morning. Though he seldom spoke, Kate was sure he, too, enjoyed these trips they made several times a week. 

The sun was warm. The breeze stirred her hair. As they raised first the mainsail, then the other sails in sequence and the dark brown canvas swelled with morning breezes, Kate felt as always a wild urge to sail toward places she'd never seen, drawn by unseen oceans connecting her to thousands of strangers and hundreds of shores.

"What a shame it would've been to miss this," Pa murmured turning his face to the sun as she had done. Removing his suit coat he tossed it to Billy to stow below deck. As he stood at the wheel, he looked trim and youthful.

Now was the time. Kate took the envelope from her pocket. "If I could earn half the cost of a ticket to Scotland by the time I graduate, could you and Mama lend me the rest?"

Hospital Point was slipping by to port as they headed for Middle Ground where they would change course, and from which they could almost pick out her uncle's house on Scot's Beach. Her father scanned the letter.

"Kate, this is wonderful. Do I understand this Professor Shaeffer-Pierce is inviting you to do research under him after you graduate?"

"To assist him with his. If my final data and written report on the gulls' nests 'passes muster', as he puts it. His opinion that females lack commitment for research is insulting, but at least he's forthright. And he's doing brilliant things — substantiating Haeckel's theories. I never in a million years thought he'd say yes when I applied to him."

"Well done, then. And of course we'll pay for your ticket." He handed the envelope back. "You're happy in academia then? Your mother worries, you know. Thinks it's odd for a girl to want to study her brains out."

"And Peg swears too much learning will make me sprout hairs on my chin. Coupled with her belief that sailing will give me hands like a scrubwoman, she's quite sure I'll end up a spinster."

"I believe I'd find it intriguing to meet an educated young woman with a callus or two on her hands." Pa's eyes shone.

As usual, they seemed to reach Middle Ground too soon. The sails snapped in the crosswind. They talked of inconsequential things the short distance into Salem Harbor. Pa stepped ashore at 8:15, having shrugged into his jacket and its attendant responsibilities. In ten minutes he would be at his office.

"I'm awfully proud of you, Kate." He started away with a spring in his step, then turned back to wave. "See you tonight. Don't forget me!"

***
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Two hours waiting. It was like the damned Army. Joe Santayna stirred restlessly on the steps of the gray stone courthouse as the bells on St. James invited the faithful to noon Mass.

Chances were he was a damned fool to be cooling his heels in hopes of catching a few words with a rich lawyer who might not give him the time of day. He'd tried Oliver Hinshaw's office, but the clerk there said Mr. Hinshaw would be in court all morning and didn't have any appointments open this afternoon. The longer this was up in the air, the longer the aunties would worry. Joe ran a finger under the collar of the tweed jacket he'd put on to make himself presentable and shifted impatiently.

Funny, he didn't recall being restless as a kid. Back then he'd spent hours sitting on the beach and collecting shells, or just looking out to sea while his mind roamed. Something had begun to seep into him the year he had his scholarship at Boston College, and later, in the Army. Now, increasingly, it stirred. When it did, he wanted something beyond the life he'd grown up with, but he wasn't sure what it was. 

Not to be a priest, he thought with a grin. He suspected the aunties had set their hearts on that once, long before Father Anthony and Father Andrew had wangled him the scholarship. He'd shattered the prospect the morning he was caught in a cloakroom with the gloriously naked Colleen O'Conner. They'd both been fourteen, but she'd seemed much older when she'd invited him to discover carnal knowledge. If she hadn't kicked Monsignor Murphy when they were discovered, and called the shocked cleric names that would make a stevedore faint, Joe might have found himself in a great deal of trouble, he'd realized many years later.

As it was, there'd been two churches in a stew about his immortal soul, for the aunties' Father Anthony had felt honor bound to tell Father Daniel at the Santaynas' parish. Both priests had given him enough Our Fathers to sink a freighter. Both sets of relatives had lectured. The only one to mention anything about the here-and-now had been Aunt Norah. In a whisper she'd told Aunt Maggie that a girl who behaved like that might have a disease. Joe had thought it was a crazy thing to worry about when Colleen wasn't coughing or anything. 

The bells on St. James struck a final warning. Joe let his memories of the ruckus over Colleen linger for a moment, entertaining him. A few swells started to filter out of nearby buildings. Three workmen with lunch buckets appeared and sat on a patch of grass across the way. 

Joe felt the impatience again. He was the only one hanging around with nowhere to go. He and a guy on the sidewalk with an overcoat over his arm though the only clouds in the sky looked like ice cream. The guy on the sidewalk had buck-teeth. He seemed to be waiting for someone too.

Joe rehearsed what he wanted to say.

Sir, I read about you helping that girl from the shoe factory...

The doors behind him opened. A group of men came out. When they opened for a second time, Joe was fairly sure the tallish man with a mustache was Oliver Hinshaw.

He was about to step forward when his shoulder blades prickled. He caught the blur of motion behind him. He heard the explosion.

"Send my sister to Danforth, will you?" the man with the overcoat screamed as people shrieked. Two of the men with lunch pails ran across Federal Street to grab the pistol he held and wrestle him to the ground.

Joe was jostled off the steps by people crowding around. Someone shouted to run for a doctor. But Joe had seen enough men die in France to know by the way the body fell that Oliver Hinshaw was dead.
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Three
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"Damn fine wake." A man who strutted along like a pigeon swirled a short glass of whiskey. He boomed to Uncle Phinneas as if this crush of people in the parlor after the funeral were there for a party.

Kate ground her fingernails into her palms and told herself not to wish it were Uncle Finney who had been lowered into the ground... how long ago? One hour? Two?

"Wanted the best for my brother-in-law," Uncle Finney replied. "Anything to comfort my sister just now, you know. And I don't mind telling you, booze like this cost a pretty penny."

The pigeon nodded. A thick gold watch chain spanned his waistcoat and his cufflinks were shaped like the heads of some sort of animal.

"I've got a shipment of Scotch whiskey stuck in Canada," he confided lowering his voice. "A thousand cases. First rate stuff. Boat that was to bring it in for me blew a boiler and I can't find anyone else willing to make the run. Easy money, almost no risk if they're smart about it — but here I sit with money tied up and nothing to do but wait. Damned frustrating."

"That's the problem with those Micks and Eyetalians. Don't want to work and can't tell 'em what's what when they do."

Kate turned away angrily. Talking business, for God's sake.

Aggie gripped her arm from behind with such force that Kate winced. "I can't bear it!"

Aggie's sparkle had vanished. Her black dress with its small white collar was almost as long as Kate's and she showed no interest in the liquor flowing around them. Her set jaw trembled. 

"Mrs. Teal and Mrs. Harrington are discussing hemlines! Hemlines! Can you believe it?"

Kate hooked her arm through Aggie's and they moved off together. She'd found more comfort in Aggie's presence these last few days than in anyone else's, and Aggie had seemed to need her too. They could sit in mute misery, not making the strained conversation that everyone else deemed proper. The explosion of their world had thrown them together again like the old days, and though Kate suspected differences would eventually drive them apart again, for the moment they provided each other a refuge of sorts amidst numbness. 

Almost as staggering as the loss of their father was how her family unraveled without him. Aggie and Rosalie had been in tears because the car was broken. Kate had guessed at once they'd let it run out of gas. Last night a fuse had blown and Kate had been the only one with even rudimentary knowledge of how to replace it. She'd half expected to be electrocuted.

"I never even stuck my head around to say good-by to him that morning," Aggie said, tears welling.

Pa's death had nothing to do with his work for the unions. It came because he'd uncovered an embezzling scheme while defending a wealthy client. All the same, Kate was glad the others knew nothing about the man who'd come to the house the night of Rosalie's party.

"Here comes Mama," she cautioned.

Aggie wiped her cheeks hastily as their mother made her way toward the corner where they'd taken refuge. 

"Girls, I need you to come upstairs now. To — to your father's study. Mr. Garrison needs to read us the will. He's in the midst of a trial and has to be back in court in the morning. As soon as it's over, he really must join his family at their summer place. They've been vacationing two weeks without him already...." She pressed the heel of her hand to the base of her carefully done pompadour as if all this detail, all this effort of moving ahead was too much. "I — need you all with me," she faltered. "Except Woody, of course. He's so young. It would only upset him. Peg's putting him down for a nap...."

"Of course, Mama." Kate took her arm gently before she could waste more energy on speech. Her mother was dainty like Rosalie, and wondrously pretty with her honey colored hair and perfect features. Lines had appeared on her face these past few days. Though she moved and spoke, she seemed bewildered.

"Helène and Mrs. Drury will see to everyone while we're gone," she chattered.

"Mama!" Aggie said in exasperation.

Their mother blinked, not understanding its source.

"It's okay," Aggie muttered taking her other arm. "We're glad enough to get out of this crush."

They made their way into the hallway and up the broadloom of the front staircase. Kate's heart squeezed at the sight of sad, thin-haired Paul Garrison behind her father's desk. It seemed wrong for anyone else to sit there. Her father's law partner seemed to think so too. He fidgeted with the papers spread before him. His eyes were somber behind the glasses which, along with his vanishing hair, made him look almost her father's age though he was some fifteen years younger.

"What's Uncle Finney doing here?" she hissed as her gaze took in the room's other occupants.

Her mother seemed unaware of the dislike coloring her daughter's voice. She smiled tremulously.

"Why, I asked him, of course. We'll depend on him to look after our finances now that your father is gone."

"But why?" Kate could tell as the words burst from her that they startled her mother. 

Before she could argue, Rosalie, whose dark hair was in a pompadour much like Mama's except for tendrils escaping around her oval face, came over and guided Mama to a chair. Their older sister attempted a smile at Kate and Aggie, but she looked exhausted. It was Rosalie who was comforting Mama, staying beside her, making deft, soft suggestions while they made clumsy attempts and then fled their own awkwardness. As she stepped behind the chair and rested a hand on Mama's shoulder, the small diamond on her left hand scattered dots of brightness which seemed out of place.

Aggie nudged Kate and they moved toward a sofa. The only other one present was Theo, his golden hair shining and his tall form braced by his cane. His eyes had come alive at sight of Kate. He seemed on the verge of joining them, but when Kate averted her gaze he settled back into place beside his father. Kate felt the small, sharp gnaw of guilt.

Paul Garrison cleared his throat.

"This is never a pleasant occasion, especially with friends. There is some..."

Kate could almost see the word "comfort" form on his lips to be discarded.

"...wisdom in finishing what must be finished, however. It's difficult to think at a time like this. Knowing the status of Oliver's estate will help you plan for the future. Not right away, perhaps, but — at some point."

Kate frowned as his hand darted under his glasses and massaged the bridge of his nose. Surely he had performed this thankless task hundreds of times. Why did his words seem to halt so awkwardly?

"As might be expected, Oliver made you sole beneficiary of his estate, Genevieve. That consists of this house, his car and boat, all bank accounts and business accounts receivable, plus a modest income from investments."

He hesitated. Behind the wire rims of his glasses his eyes dipped down, then raised again.  "Unfortunately, you also inherit his encumbrances. I'm afraid they're substantial. Among others there's... a loan of some fifteen thousand dollars against this house. A payment is due. They'll be decent enough to delay it a month or two, except.... Even if you could meet it, there'd be no way to cover the next one."

"But.... " Mama's head shook in slow denial. "It can't be. We had savings — Oliver's life insurance—"

"Woody's medical bills these last few years have been far steeper than you've been aware," Paul Garrison said gently. "Oliver had recently faced the need to take on cases where he could collect larger fees. He could have kept things afloat. But now...." The lawyer's fingers seemed to steady themselves on the desktop. "I'm afraid you'll have no choice but to sell the house."

A stream of ice invaded Kate's stomach and spread to her fingertips. Aggie emitted a small sound of animal pain. No one in the room seemed able to speak.

"Wait!" Kate spoke before she could force her thoughts into order. It brought her to the edge of the sofa as she looked at Uncle Phinneas. "The money you'd borrowed — it would be just enough to pay off the loan."

Her uncle looked startled. Almost at once his face smoothed into an affable mask.

"My dear girl, I have no idea what you're talking about."

Kate had to open her mouth twice before words came out. "The money you borrowed from Pa three years ago. You talked about it the night of Rosalie's party."

Her uncle's fly-swatter face turned a dull red. He lifted his hands in a shrug as he turned to her mother.

"Ginny, I've no idea where she got this notion. The shock, perhaps." He smiled at Kate, his manner indulgent. "I do recall telling your father about some investments I'd made —"

"No!" Kate was on her feet now. "You'd borrowed fifteen thousand dollars three years ago. Pa said it was time you repaid it."

"Kathryn!" Her mother's voice shook with anger and tears. "Surely you're not suggesting your uncle would lie."

Kate couldn't answer. There was no point. Her mother wouldn't believe her. Couldn't believe her, maybe. Uncle Finney was Mama's brother. Mama needed him; needed to believe in him. Aggie's gaze had narrowed with interest. The others, except for Uncle Finney, looked uncomfortable.

"Apologize," Mama said, each syllable an effort.

"Oh, no need," Uncle Finney said heartily. "We're all under a strain. And even though I knew Oliver had let things get in a bit of a muddle, I'd no idea the situation was this bad.

"Don't you worry, though. We'll sell this house and I'll invest the money for you. With Rosalie marrying next year there's no sense you staying in a place this size anyway. We'll find a cozy little cottage—"

"Mama!"

The frightened voice from the doorway wrenched Kate's heart from the anger consuming it. Her brother's small wheelchair wobbled into the room as fast as his frail hands could move it.

"Mama, I don't want to leave our house! I want to stay where I can see the apple tree Pa and I planted. I want to feed Mr. P. Please don't make us leave, Mama!"

Woody's pinched face was screwed even tighter to hold back tears. Mama sat frozen, unable to reassure him. 

"Woody, you're supposed to be resting," Rosalie said weakly.

The others seemed incapable of action. Kate reached Woody's wheelchair and scooped him into her arms. He was so small for nine — more like six or seven. He clung to her, muffling a sob.

"It's just speculation, Woody. Things we could do if we wanted. Don't worry. You'll keep feeding Mr. P. until he's so fat we can serve him for Thanksgiving."

"Got to be a man now, Woody," Uncle Finney said with a wink.

"Fine! We'll excuse ourselves and see about finding him a job in a factory." Aware of shocked looks at her rudeness, Kate returned Woody to his chair and whisked him from the room.

"You didn't really mean it, did you, Katie?" he asked wide-eyed. The thought of joining the ranks of children his tender age who did work held less terror for him than leaving the house that was nearly his whole world.

"Of course not, Woody. We were just squabbling. Families do that."

Woody's eyes filled with tears.

"Nothing's going to be left! Pa's gone and you'll leave again and—"

"I'm not going to leave you, Woody. I promise. And we're not going to lose our house."

***
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Once anger abated, Kate was appalled by the promise she'd made to her brother. Not about not returning to school; that was out of the question now with money short. But the house — there was no way they could save it. Unless Uncle Finney came clean, which looked unlikely.

She sat on the beach on the flat rock where she retreated to think, but her brain felt as lifeless as the pebbles she'd picked up. She stared at the ocean. A fishing boat was heading back for Salem harbor. Small white sails bobbed merrily in the August sun. A Coast Guard cutter skimmed the waves. Gulls cried. Life moved ahead, oblivious to their loss. 

When she'd sat for a time, half-drowned by despair, she became aware of the soft crunch of sand. Looking around she saw Theo making his way toward her, his cane sinking into the coarse sand and shell litter with every step.

"Oh, Theo!" She sprang from the rock, dismayed at the thought of him toiling down the beach stairs.

He gave a short laugh.

"The doctors keep telling me I should exercise. I suspected I'd find you down here."

The rock was low. He raised himself onto it, bereft of his old grace, and after a moment, too miserable to resist the companionship that had bound them in childhood, Kate returned to sit beside him. Picking up one of the flat stones she'd gathered, he threw it, and they watched it fly. In perfect, resonant silence Kate flung another. Without a word they repeated the acts, not competing, merely observing a cause and effect which over the years had engaged them for thousands of hours. Each stone was a paradox, casting off thoughts yet gathering them.

"What you said about my father was true, wasn't it?" Theo asked.

Kate nodded. Her life and Theo's had been too tightly braided for her to lie or for Theo to doubt her. They were closer to each other than to their own siblings; knew each other better than their families knew them.

"Bluster and business — that's all there's ever been to him. It was Uncle Oliver who taught us stickball and took us for ice cream and pleaded our cause when we came home dirty. How can our two families have been so different?" Theo sighed. 

"Your father told Mama once it came from her marrying a Unitarian. I don't think it was meant as a compliment."

They both laughed.

Alternating, they threw more pebbles.

"Remember when we made our raft and nearly drifted out to sea except Uncle Oliver spotted us and came rowing after us like a galley slave?"

"And never told Mama or Aunt Helène because he said our being scared was lesson enough?"

They leaned against each other and for a bit it felt as if the clock had turned backward. The wind was fresh. Theo was smiling. His hair was golden with sun.

When he spoke again, his voice had deepened.

"The best times of my life were here on this beach with you, Kate." He turned as unease stirred in Kate's midsection. "Hear me out, please. Don't be your usual impetuous self and start an argument before I even finish.

"I know I'm not much of a prize. I can't dance, can't walk at more than a hobble, can't even drive the damn car. God knows what I'm going to do with my life. But I think I can make you a decent husband for all that. I've the small trust from my grandfather. I could pay off your house. Your mother and Aggie and Woody could stay in the place they love."

Kate's hands were covering her ears even though she was listening. As if her act could make words disappear.

"Theo, don't! You're my cousin. My brother, almost. How can I possibly think of you that way?"

"I think of you differently now." His gentle voice made her want to weep. "I have for a long time. On the hospital ship I kept myself alive by thinking of you."

"Please don't!" Panic and guilt were making her wild, and she had nowhere to run. "I can't. Don't you see? If I said yes, it would be for the wrong reason."

Theo's features went rigid with hurt.

"Out of pity, you mean?" He slid from the rock and stood erect on his cane. "I'd settle for pity, Kate. It's you who can't stomach the thought of it, I think."

She opened her mouth to cry out, but words wedged in her throat. Maybe she was deceiving herself. Was she being selfish? To Theo as well as to Mama and Woody, whose lives could go on untroubled if she took this one step with a kind, gentle man?

Already he was at the stairs, making his way back up them with fierce effort. If she ran after him, tried to reason with him, offered an arm to help, his hurt would be intensified. Only if she could give him the answer he longed for would her presence be welcome. 

Brushing sheets of wetness from her cheeks, she crushed her head in her hands. Where were they going to find fifteen thousand dollars? She could get a job, but she'd never find one in time nor earn enough to pay what was due on the loan. Damn lying Uncle Finney and his friends who thought about nothing but making more money and how to get their bootleg hooch. 

Dejected, Kate reached for the last of the throwing pebbles. On the verge of throwing it, her arm jerked to a stop. Letting the smooth stone slip from her grasp, she ran toward the stairs. Resolve transformed her bones into molten steel.

There were no cars in sight when she reached the house. Aggie sat in the kitchen with her shoes off eating graham crackers while Peg wept silently into the dishwater.

"They've all left," she said with glum relief. "Everyone's resting."

Kate took a graham cracker and nibbled companionably though her tongue felt as though it would never want food again. "Generous of Uncle Finney to finance such a lavish wake. What do you suppose all that liquor cost him?"

Aggie shrugged. "I've heard good Canadian's going for upwards of ten bucks a case. From the bottles Peg cleared away I'll bet there were two cases anyway. Did you really hear Pa saying he'd lent Uncle Finney that money?"

Kate nodded. That shipment of a thousand cases stuck in Canada was worth ten thousand dollars. "Not that it matters. The subject's closed as far as Mama's concerned. So Uncle Finney gets to go on boasting about his investments like half the other men who were here today." She paused, struggling to make her tone careless. "Who's his chum who walks like a pigeon?"

Aggie looked blank and then laughed. "Oh, you mean...?" She curved out her chest and bobbed her head. "That's Malcolm Townsend. Gobs of gold for cufflinks? I think he's a big wheel in dry goods or something downtown, but he also has a spanky little speakeasy out on the road to Beverly."

Kate smiled vaguely. A few minutes later she went upstairs and tore the letter from Scotland into a hundred pieces.
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Four
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Felix Garvey lighted a cigarette and flicked a grain of tobacco from the pleat of his white linen trousers. The phone he held to his ear rang twice before his employer answered.

"The problem's solved," Felix reported.

The problem's name was Sylvia, a small time singer who had complicated Hugo Brewer's life. Girls like her came and went with Hugo, but when he'd tired of this one, she'd made a scene, threatened to go to his wife.

"You're sure?" There was relief in Hugo's voice. He was keen on all the family trappings.

"She'd been drinking. The window was open. She fell out."

Not exactly how it had happened, but a safer version for Hugo. The boss didn't care how Felix dealt with men who complicated his liquor business, but he didn't like to hear about details. Felix wasn't sure how he'd react if he knew Felix had hit the girl too hard and broken her neck. 
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