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    Chapter 1


     


     


    My mama named me without the slightest inkling that there might be a hidden meaning to the name she picked.


    A name like Meredith or Bridget or Chelsea would have been more in keeping with New England sensibilities. She gave me a southern lady’s name, and she was a southern lady herself, brought to northern climes by the love of a good man, who turned out not to be so good after a while. The name she chose for me was, I believe, her thumb in the eye of the hated Yankees, including but not limited to my daddy.


    It wasn’t until I took English Lit in tenth grade that I discovered my name was shared by an Edgar Allan Poe poem that was typically creepy. Our teacher, Mr. Cooper, made the whole class memorize the poem. I took this as an unfriendly act. He could have assigned us any poem. Why did it have to be the one with my name in it? That man never liked me.


    At any rate, I learned it by heart, and I can still recite it.


     


    It was many and many a year ago,


       In a kingdom by the sea,


    That a maiden there lived whom you may know


       By the name of Annabel Lee …


     


    Poe’s Annabel Lee is a dead woman in a tomb, and the lovestruck narrator lies down beside her every night in the dark.


    My classmates had some fun at my expense with this literary discovery, and for some time afterward, I wished I could be anybody other than Annabel Lee Sutter. But I got over it. I reached the point where I didn’t even mind the name. I’d figured out how to make it work as a brand, and even at that tender age I knew that everybody needs a brand.


    Because it’s not enough to be a person; you have to be an icon, a symbol. That’s the difference between a bottle of pop and Coca-Cola. A fast car and a Maserati. A dress and a Louis Vuitton.


    Branding is everything. Without a distinctive label, you’re indistinguishable from the herd.


    I always knew I was destined to stand out. And I did. First in many good ways. Then in some ways not so good.


    And now it doesn’t matter. Like the lady in Poe’s morbid little verse, I’m dead and in my tomb. Only, there’s nobody to lie down beside me.


    I’m here in the dark, all alone.


  




  

    Chapter 2


     


     


    It began with Mr. Baxter and his evil eye.


    Wednesday was my day to visit Mr. Baxter, a neighbor five doors down on my little street. It was a fine old street lined with stately elms that might have been saplings when George Washington chopped down his cherry tree. In autumn, it became a blaze of color that fell in deep drifts and crunched under your boots. But this was late summer, the trees were in full bloom, and the lawns were just starting to lose their luster after being baked in seasonal heat.


    Sometimes I visit that street in dreams. And always in summer.


    I’d relocated to my new address two years ago, after the divorce. Our parting had been amicable enough, and we had agreed to sell our house and split the profits, which turned out to be less than we’d expected because we had the misfortune of selling during a real estate downturn. Brayden, landing on his feet as he always did, lived in a classy upscale condo, new waterfront construction. I’d never been inside—wasn’t likely to be invited—but I’d looked it up on Zillow, which estimated the unit’s market value at $440,000. As for me, I wasn’t pulling down enough money to buy my own place, so for the time being I rented two rooms in a well-kept Cape Cod dating back almost to the Revolutionary War.


    There was no shame in renting, as long as I maintained that I was doing it by choice until the perfect property came along. This strategy planted me in the heart of the affluent southwestern part of town, which was where I needed to be. I was like one of those little fish that swim with the whales. Pilot fish? I’m not sure I ever knew the right term.


    Mr. Baxter, on the other hand, was one of the big fish, or had been until old age shriveled him up. We weren’t related and had never been more than acquaintances, and there was no good reason for me to drop by three times a week, merely because he was elderly and infirm and his son was off in the Far East on business for months at a time. I did it simply because it was the right thing to do.


    I care deeply about people. It is my besetting flaw, as Mama used to say. I open my heart too readily to everybody, regardless of whether or not I receive any recompense. Love, after all, is not a matter of barter. It has to be given freely, selflessly.


    Not that I’m making myself out to be a saint. I simply did what I could. My friends would say, Annabel, there’s not a mean bone in your body. Honestly, I don’t think that anyone, even now, could accuse me of being a bad person.


    So that day, I drove over to Mr. Baxter’s house. I could have walked, but it was more convenient to drive, and there was always a space available at the curb outside his address. Most people knew my white Lexus—I leased a new one every two years ($539 a month), a legitimate business expense, because a person in my line needs to be viewed in a certain light—and I often got compliments on the trouble I took over poor Mr. Baxter. It’s always nice to be appreciated, and it did serve to burnish my public image. A reputation is important in a town like Pequot.


    That was where I lived, and still live, and always will live—Pequot, Connecticut. A thin, scraggly town that ranges from the stony shoreline of Niantic Bay to the snarl of tree roots entangling Mulligan Woods. Pequot was named after an Indian tribe that was largely exterminated in the one-sided Pequot War of 1637, a conflict that puts our forefathers in a rather unfortunate light.


    Before we actually get to Mr. Baxter, I suppose I had better tell you more about my surroundings. I believe this is what is called, in literary circles, “setting the scene.”


    The main thing to know about Pequot is that it’s a small town. Nearly all the towns in these parts are small; some are barely more than villages. And they feel small. Volunteer fire departments, charity picnics, mom-and-pop stores run by actual moms and pops—or more likely, grandmas and grandpas these days.


    The winters are cold, but not as cold as they used to be. Old-timers still talk about the big blizzard of ’78 when the governor closed the state. Pequot, warmed by river, bay, and ocean, rarely gets more than a dusting of snow.


    The cost of living is high because Pequot is a high-value community—educated population, low crime, plenty of open space, a decent showing of history and culture, and the availability of a weekend getaway in New York City. The streets are quiet, and the stars come out bright and clear over the rooftops. People boast that they don’t even lock their doors, but they lie. Nobody is that innocent anymore.


    Pequot has grown up in fits and starts, making the transition from fur trapping and dairy farms to data processing and boutique emporia. Old farms and new call centers, overgrown meadows and gated communities, a woodland trail that dead-ends at the back wall of a bayside yacht club. Speaking of trails, wear long sleeves if you go hiking, or you’ll play host to the region’s deer ticks, the ones named in honor of nearby Lyme.


    The people are a mix of hedge fund managers working from home, trust fund babies who aren’t babies anymore, retired executives, and a few celebrity writers, artists, and show people. That’s at the high-end of the scale. Slightly lower down are the old-money families now somewhat outclassed by the nouveau riche, the contractors who racked up a small fortune in unglamorous fields like roofing and paving, and the hustlers and strivers—like me—who live just slightly beyond their means. Lower still, you’ve got college alumni who liked Connecticut well enough to settle here, and their professors emeriti, most of them linked to Wesleyan, Trinity, and Yale, and some naval personnel from Groton, and all the usual middle-class flotsam you find anywhere and can safely ignore.


    There are few blacks, fewer Hispanics, vanishingly few Asians. A fair number of gays, though. Not that I ever noticed any of that. I have no prejudices.


    Is there anything else you ought to know? Maybe only that I’ve lived in Pequot since I was born in 1985, and it hasn’t changed much. To save you the trouble of doing the math, that makes me forty years old at the time of the events I’m recounting. I was born in Ronald Reagan’s second term. The first president I remember clearly was Clinton. People around here were mad for Clinton. They’re mostly Democrats. As a result, so am I. When in Rome …


    Yes, I did fit in here. I made sure of it.


     


    ***


    It was early afternoon when I parked outside Mr. Baxter’s musty old Colonial. I seldom stayed longer than fifteen minutes. There would have been no point. Mr. Baxter was eighty-nine, and a series of strokes had rendered him paralyzed and, for the most part, speechless.


    For the most part. That was where the trouble came in.


    But I’m getting ahead of myself.


    Stone lions flanked the front walk, guarding a pair of lawn jockeys, their faces tactfully painted white in an attempt to conceal their racist origins. The house was old and drafty and, though worth $2.3 million as per Zillow, not particularly well maintained. It could have could have held a large family, but was in fact occupied only by one old man and his live-in caregiver Consuelo, a fat, bustling Filipina who I assumed was making generous use of her patient’s credit cards. Mr. Baxter‘s son Gavin had arranged for the caregiver through an agency, a move I interpreted as a sign of guilt, since he was twelve thousand miles away and unable to do anything personally for his dad. Gavin’s mother had died years ago, and Gavin, who was pushing fifty but still suspiciously unmarried, was the only family his father had left.


    Consuelo never seemed to appreciate my visits. She appeared actually hostile at times, as if I were trespassing on her private domain. But people of her class never trust anyone who operates on a purely disinterested basis.


    That day, I was alone with Mr. Baxter in what was called the sitting room, really a converted spare bedroom on the ground floor, while Consuelo made distant clattering noises in the kitchen. The sitting room was large and bright and unspeakably depressing. It smelled of cleaning agents and old age. Dust shimmered in the August sunbeams. Heat pressed against windows with ruptured seals and permanent condensation fogging the insides.


    The room was silent except for Mr. Baxter’s breathing, no louder than the purr of a cat. He was wedged into his wheelchair, his stick-insect legs grotesquely twisted. His skin was tissue-thin, mottled with bruises, a few blue veins showing through. He had yellow fingernails in need of trimming. I remembered the old story that fingernails keep growing on a corpse. He might have been a corpse already.


    I noticed a thread of drool unspooling from his mouth. It needed to be wiped off, but I didn’t want to touch it, not with my bare hand or even with a tissue from my purse. There must be a pair of gloves or an old rag around here somewhere.


    Against one wall stood a bureau backed by a mirror. I pulled open the drawers one by one, looking for something I could use. In one drawer, I saw a gleam of metal. It wasn’t what I wanted, but it caught my eye.


    A wristwatch. And not just any watch. A Rolex, and a beauty. It sparkled like gold.


    I made sure Mr. Baxter‘s eyes were still shut, then lifted the watch by its metal wristband. The weight of it, the solidity, told me this was no gold-plated knockoff. This was the genuine article, a solid gold watch.


    The band, too, was pure gold. I knew this, because it was inscribed with a mark: 18 KT.


    I turned the watch over. On the back of the case was the same mark, along with these words:


     


    TO LLOYD L. BAXTER


    FOR 45 YEARS OF INSPIRED LEADERSHIP


     


    The ultimate cliché—a gold watch presented upon retirement. But what an expensive cliché. I didn’t pay close attention to the commodities markets, but I knew gold had risen sky high.


    I balanced the watch in my palm and estimated its weight—case and band—at ten ounces. Mentally I subtracted an ounce for the watch’s interior workings, gears and cams and cogs and such, and twenty percent for the nongold portion of the alloy. That still left at least seven ounces of yellow gold, maybe more, and I was pretty sure gold went for over $3,000 an ounce these days.


    I sneaked another peek at old Mr. Baxter. Still asleep.


    He probably didn’t even know the watch was here. He must have forgotten it long ago. It surely wasn’t doing him any good. When he passed, it would go to Gavin, who was already rich as Croesus and raking in still more money in Asia right now. An extra twenty thousand wouldn’t mean anything to him.


    It would mean a lot to me, though.


    I could take it. Just drop it into my purse and walk out. No one would know. Why shouldn’t I? I’d been stopping by three times a week, Monday, Wednesday, Friday, for the past six months to make cheery small talk with a dead man. That was more than his loving son had done. Honestly, if you thought about it, I was the closest thing Mr. Baxter had to real family, the only one who was there for him on a regular basis, save for Consuelo, and she was only the hired help and didn’t count.


    Consuelo. The thought pinched me. It was only a matter of time until that nosy Filipina went through the drawers and came upon this treasure. You could bet she wouldn’t hesitate. She’d take it in her grubby hands and convert it to cash at the first opportunity. That was the way the way they did things in the Philippines. Stealing, like begging, wasn’t disapproved of. It was expected.


    Essentially, my choice came down to taking the watch or letting la cucaracha take it. And when I saw it that way, it was no choice at all.


    I opened my purse and slipped the watch inside.


    When I turned, I caught a slight stir of movement from Mr. Baxter. It was subtle, no more than a flicker of change in his face, but it could have signified the sudden closing of his eyes.


    As if he’d been awake and watching me.


    My back had been turned, but he could have seen my reflection in the mirror.


    If he’d been awake at all.


    “Mr. Baxter?” I said softly.


    He didn’t react.


    I repeated his name twice, louder each time. He never budged.


    Could be playing possum, the nasty old coot.


    But I didn’t think so. He was so old and worn out, I couldn’t imagine him having the wherewithal to carry out any kind of charade.


    I decided I’d only imagined the change in his face. He’d seen nothing.


    When I left a few minutes later, Mr. Baxter was still dozing, or so it appeared.


  




  

     


    Chapter 3


     


     


    Most nights, I lounged in my pj’s (Derek Rose, $465) and watched TV. At the moment, I was bingeing on a reality show called Monterey, which followed the lives of several upscale women, detailing their personal dramas and conflicts in supposedly unscripted fashion. When I’d last checked in, Bobbi had begun an ill-advised affair with Clarice’s husband, and the big question was when Clarice would find out.


    While watching, I admit to sneaking an occasional cigarette, though lung cancer killed my mama. I didn’t like to analyze that too much. I might have gotten the idea that I had some kind of death wish, which was not the case by any means. I’ve always been a very healthy-minded person. Ask anyone.


    I never, ever smoked in public—that was a bad look and all wrong for my image—but when I was alone in the evenings with nothing to do, mentally reviewing all the unchecked items on my ever-growing to-do list … well, sometimes a nice long drag would calm my mind. Occasionally I paired my Parliament Whites with a glass of pinot noir (Domaine Drouhin Laurene, $75 a bottle). Never more than one.


    On the night after my visit, though, there were no cigarettes, no wine, and no Monterey. I had work to do. I’d come home with a package from the hardware store, a few small items I’d selected after watching an instructional video on YouTube.


    There was the inscription, you see. It was a problem. I needed to get it off.
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