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CHAPTER 1

Hattie:  Maine – April
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That morning shimmers in memory—that time when our lives had such sweetness, such promise. Before the edges crumbled, before the pieces broke away.  

I see it now, I feel it, as if it’s happening again . . .

A sliver of sun creeps under the drapes on the ocean-facing patio door. It would be nice to stay in bed a bit longer. I turn to Eli and press myself against him, inhaling the morning scent of him. I never tire of it. Everything about him still intoxicates me, even his morning breath, even after more than five years together. He moves his back against me and we lie here, content with each other and our life. Only for a moment, for there’s the sound I anticipated.

Our daughter is waking. We hear her infectious laugh and her sweet three-year-old voice talking to her dolls and teddy bears, giving them directions for the day. 

“Yellow baby, get up now,” she says to her favorite. I laugh picturing it. A huge, stuffed yellow creature, almost as big as Lilly, head and arms dangling after such strenuous loving that the stuffing is now crammed into the stomach, legs, and feet. I picture her kissing yellow baby’s flattened head and crushing him to her. Eli breathes a soft laugh—he must be picturing it too. He brings my hand to his lips and kisses it.

I roll away from Eli and swing my legs to the floor when the feeling hits me. That feeling like I’m on a roller coaster and careening down the longest incline, knowing I shouldn’t have gotten on, waiting to get to the bottom. A wave of nausea floods through me and I put my head in my hands, willing myself to be calm, wait it out, knowing it will pass. I take three deep breaths, like I learned in meditation class, and picture my perfect day. Everything is all right. I’m happy now, married to my love, mother of a beautiful child. Not like before when I was all alone in the world and burdened by so much guilt. All that is past. Yet this feeling haunts me lately, won’t let me be. 

Eli bounds out of bed, full of energy, always excited for a new day. He walks around the bed and kneels in front of me to give me a proper kiss.

“Hattie, love, what is it?” he says, forehead creased with concern. “Have a bad dream?” 

I know he remembers all I’ve told him about the old days, when every night brought a nightmare, each different yet eerily the same, and every day brought guilt and regret. But so much has happened since then. I’m a different person now. I can’t let fear overtake me. I’m affronted by this intrusion, this emotion more at home with the old me.

“No, I’m done with that,” I say, smiling at him and welcoming his kiss. “How could I have nightmares when I have you and Lilly to make me happy?”

I pad across the hall to get our daughter, and the uneasy feeling dogs me, nips at my back. My yoga teacher, Maia, would say it’s the Universe telling me something is about to happen, something I can overcome and turn into good. And my friend Celine would say, “Oh, come on, Hattie, don’t let this get to you, you’re overthinking again.” And Agnes, dear Agnes, that elegant, cultured woman who changed my life and is like a grandmother to me—she knows everything, so what would she say? Maybe I’ll tell her this morning, talk to her, let my worries out. It might make me feel better.

I go to Lilly’s bed and let down the side so she can hop out. She’s beautiful, my Lilly, like a tiny fairy princess, all golden hair, blue eyes, and starlight. I hug her close to me and squeeze, breathing in her little girl scent, till she shouts, “Mommy, no,” and struggles free to run out to the kitchen and find Eli, poor yellow baby in tow.

I laugh and follow. The aroma of fresh coffee wafts by as I turn the corner to the kitchen and see my husband and daughter, yellow baby stretched between them, dancing around the kitchen table. “Happy morning to Mommy, happy morning to Mommy,” they singsong, and run over to circle me. Such love fills my heart, I can’t speak. I brush a tear from my cheek. They mustn’t see that.

“Wow, do I love you two, or what?” I ask and join in the silly dance.

This is my life now. Not lonely like before. This is my family. And nothing must happen to them. Nothing. 
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CHAPTER 2

Frank: Florida – April
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Frank had details to attend to before he put his plan into action. He’d take his time with this idea of his, orchestrate every move. He had always thought something like this was out of his league. He was small time and before now had been at peace with that. Selling drugs, petty thefts, running numbers. He’d never taken this kind of chance. But hadn’t that been his problem all along, not taking chances, not going for the one big score? 

First order of business—he needed a new identity. He could do it himself if he had the patience, but patience wasn’t one of his virtues. All the worry, going through old death notices, finding one about his age, securing the death certificate, a social security card, birth certificate, that all took time and, in a small town like his, could arouse suspicion. This meant he’d have to go to a nearby larger town time and again till he got all the documentation he needed. No, it was easier to have someone do it all for him.

Frank had heard about this guy known as Bobby D, through one of the drug connections he had in Miami. Bobby D was the guy the Miami crime families used when one of their own had to disappear from the feds or maybe just from his old life due to complications. But Bobby’s name and location were closely guarded secrets and Frank only got them through blackmailing Nicky Angellini, one of his drug sources who had been skimming from one of the local bosses, Nicky’s own uncle, Big Tony. Big Tony hadn’t realized how Nicky had been cheating him yet, and Nicky wanted to keep it that way. There was a delicate balance here, and Frank had to be careful. He couldn’t make Nicky too nervous, or the whole thing could backfire. So far, he had handled things just right, kept Nicky informed without divulging any details about why he needed the ID. Nicky claimed Bobby D owed him a favor, but even so, Frank was paying way more than he should have for the product, and he was sure Nicky was getting a cut. Frank didn’t care, though—it was a necessary step toward his goal. The meeting with Bobby D was set for tomorrow and Frank was ready. It was worth it, he reminded himself. Sort of an investment. An investment in his future. 

This riffraff he had gotten mixed up with down here in Florida, they were brutal, dumb, and uneducated, to tell the truth. He was better than this, he knew that. How had he gotten involved with these losers? He knew how. He could blame it all on . . .

Shit. Sharon was calling him from the kitchen. “Blah, blah, blah,” on and on. What the hell did she want with him now? God, he was sick of that woman. He’d give her a good roughing-up later, when he felt like it. That always kept her shut up for a day or two. Women. They always thought they could run you and run your life. Like his ex-wife, the one who left him years ago. Yeah, he had batted her around a bit—who doesn’t do that? But he never imagined she’d take off like that. Before that, she always seemed beaten down, trying to stay in the background, stay out of the way. Then she ups and leaves him and steals their money. What the hell? You never know with women. 

But now, things were different. The whole ex-wife thing, that’s what gave him this great idea. Things had changed for her, that’s for sure. She had managed to fall into a real pot of gold, although she had to kill a guy to do it. He had read all about it on the internet one day, could hardly believe his eyes. His mousy ex-wife had killed a guy to save the life of some rich old broad she worked for, and the old lady treated her like royalty now. As if that wasn’t enough, the ex’s second husband was some wimpy artist who made a fortune designing furniture. Furniture Frank wouldn’t even give away. How did she manage to get so lucky? It pissed Frank off. But now he was going to use all that to cash in for himself. 

His ex was responsible for his current situation, now that he thought about it. Her leaving him all those years ago, that’s what had gotten him into this life. So, now, she had to get him out. It was only fair. 

Because as far as Frank was concerned, this ex-wife of his? She owed him. Big time.
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CHAPTER 3

Hattie: Maine – April
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I tapped on Agnes’s bedroom door and invited her to join us for breakfast. This house was Agnes’s summer home for years before she moved here permanently. Every spring and summer she would come up to Maine from New Jersey and bring someone with her to be her companion. Six years ago, I was that someone. When I met and married Eli we moved to his small cottage, but when Lilly was born we had to look for a larger place. Since I was worried about Agnes being all alone at night, and because she asked us to, we moved in with her. At Agnes’ urging, Eli transformed the house into two sections, one for Agnes and one for us. For me, it’s like a dream house—spacious, airy and light-filled, situated on a cliff overlooking the Atlantic. Most of the rooms have an expansive ocean view, and I’m still flooded with gratitude when I look out and remind myself that I really live here.

The arrangement works for all of us. Lilly adores Agnes, and why wouldn’t she? Agnes showers her with attention. She loves to talk to Lilly and tell her about the “olden days,” as Lilly calls them, when Agnes and her diplomat husband traveled all over the world. This morning, after they made up a wild story involving yellow baby and monsters, Lilly climbed down from Agnes’s lap and ran to play with her dollhouse. I used the quiet time to confide in Agnes. 

“I had that feeling again today,” I told her. “It’s making me nervous. Do you think it could be a premonition or something? The last few days, I can’t seem to shake this sense of dread, like a dark cloud over me.”

Agnes regarded me over her reading glasses. She has a whiff of old money and the old world when she speaks that is a result of her privileged background and her years of traveling with her husband. As a result, everything she says sounds especially measured, wise and thoughtful, and usually is. I always take her advice seriously.

“My dear, you are just being fanciful. You can’t let that sort of thing bother you. It’s natural, someone like you who had such a troubled childhood, to worry about losing the happiness you’ve found. Just put it out of your mind.”

“Agnes, if anything happened to Lilly, or Eli, or you . . . ”  

Agnes shook her head. “No. Do not think that way. You mustn’t revert to your ‘Harriet’ days. You’re past all that.”

“I know. That did seem to mark a change in my life—when Eli started calling me Hattie. In a way, that marked the end of my Harriet days, all those years of self-doubt I had put myself through.” I shuddered. “Those really were bad days, weren’t they? When I had so much guilt about what happened to my mother. It transformed my life, finding out what I couldn’t remember—that I had tried to save her, tried to fight off my stepfather when he killed her.”

“Yes, that was a huge turning point for you. You were a brave little girl and almost died yourself.”

“I know. Funny how finding out that one thing changed the way I thought about myself. I had always considered myself an . . . I don’t know, a bad person, I guess. A coward. Someone who didn’t deserve any of the good things in life. And then I found out I wasn’t that at all. Now I have Eli, and Lilly, and . . . “

“And you honored your mother by naming your daughter after her. That was a beautiful tribute Hattie, a way of coming full circle for you, I think.”

“I hadn’t thought of it that way. I hope so, Agnes. I hope somehow my mother can see Lilly and watch over her. I would love to think that.”

“I have no doubt of that, my dear. And she watches over you, too. She’s with our dear Lord, now, Hattie. You know I believe that. So you don’t need to worry. She loves you and is watching out for you.”

I loved hearing Agnes say those words. How wonderful to believe that. “So you think all this worrying is just me, maybe having a little relapse?”

“I do. You are so far past all those days of fear and guilt, and you mustn’t look back. Now you have the life you deserve. Remember that, Hattie. If it helps you, channel your yoga teacher, Maia, why don’t you? With all those positivity—what do you call them?”

“Affirmations.”

“Right. But put these fearful thoughts out of your mind before they take hold.”

“I know, I can hear Maia now.” I recited the mantra, “‘You get back from the Universe the energy you put out there.’ There’s something to that, I believe.”

Agnes laughed. “Nonsense in my opinion. I just trust in the good Lord. But if that makes you think more positively, then do it. Your life is good, now, Hattie, and it will stay that way.” She pressed my hand between both of hers, while I leaned in and hugged her and kissed her on the cheek. 

“You always make me feel better. You know that, right?”

Agnes straightened up and lifted her chin. “I do,” she said.

I said good-bye to Agnes, kissed Eli on the head as he finished his cereal, then dressed and got Lilly ready for nursery school. I’m lucky—the school and day care center are close by, at Barton’s Point. I’m a special education teacher for the first through third grades, and the school building sits right next to Lilly’s day care center. It’s close enough to our house that I could walk it if I chose, but I drive to work with Lilly every morning and drop her off before I walk across the parking lot to my classroom. I love that time in the car with Lilly, and we usually sing silly songs as we drive along. 

That morning I parked, walked Lilly into her building, and stopped to say hello to the grade-school principal, who had become my friend, on the way to my classroom.

“Joanna, how’s it going?”

“Great, Hattie. Wow. Don’t you look nice today! New dress?”

A blush spread across my cheeks. I still wasn’t used to flattering remarks like that, even after over five years married to Eli. I looked down at the pale-blue cotton dress and smoothed the skirt. It was pretty, wasn’t it? It gave me pleasure wearing attractive things after all those years dressing to be invisible.

“Thanks, Joanna, it is new. Hey, I brought a sandwich today. You going out for lunch?”

“No, I brought something too. Why don’t you bring your sandwich over here at lunchtime? We can eat in the conference room.”

“Okay, great, see you at noon,” I said. I walked to my classroom and opened my classroom window to the brisk April air. As Maia often advised, I visualized my worries and fears floating away on the morning breeze.

After a pleasant morning, I checked on Lilly in the day care, and walked back to the conference room to join Joanna for lunch. She had already spread her lunch out and laid out napkins and two cups of tea. I sank into the chair opposite her and unwrapped my lunch.

Joanna is the picture of the perfect grade-school teacher turned principal. On the short side, well-padded, as she likes to describe it, with medium-brown hair and clear hazel eyes. She’s the kindest, most child-centered of women, but as I remind the children and teachers’ aides, it’s wise to stay on her good side. Usually, there are several teachers eating lunch in the conference room, but today it was just us. I welcomed the chance to catch up on personal news. 

Before I attempted to speak, she flashed me one of her truth-inducing frowns. “What’s going on with you lately, Hattie? You seem preoccupied, worried, or, I don’t know . . . ”

I sat back in my chair. “You don’t miss anything, do you? You’re right, I have been worried lately. Feeling spooked, like something bad is going to happen. I managed to shake the feeling today when I got to school. But it keeps coming back. I haven’t felt like that in a long time. Makes me think of the old days when things were—different. I don’t like it.”

“Right. I know you went through some traumatic things, back before I knew you. I didn’t live here then, so I only know what I’ve heard. People consider you a sort of heroine, don’t they? A tough label to live up to, I suppose. Is that it?”

“No, nothing like that. I don’t consider myself a heroine, anyway. I did what I had to do.”

“If you don’t mind talking about it, what happened exactly, Hattie? How did you get in the middle of all that with Agnes and that man you, uh—” 

“That man I killed, you mean? Wow. It’s a long story.”

Joanna settled back in her chair and sipped her tea. “Well, how did you come to work for Agnes? I know you came here from New Jersey.”

“I did. I came here in April, almost six years ago, to work for Agnes as a summer ‘companion.’ I remember the concept of a paid companion seemed crazy to me, but I was drawn to Agnes. She was such an elegant, grand lady, so different from anyone I’d known, and I hoped the few months in Maine would give me the incentive to start a new life back in New Jersey after my job up here was done.”

Joanna frowned. “But how did that man get involved?”

“He was Agnes’s nephew. You know, I still can’t believe I killed him that day, that I summoned the strength. The whole thing seems like a horror movie, so removed from reality that, sometimes I still can’t process it. I guess it’s true that you don’t know what you’re capable of until you’re tested. I was tested, all right.”

“How did it happen?”

“Well. This nephew of Agnes’s, Alex, he was her sole heir. I knew that because I had typed her will when I worked at her lawyer’s office back in New Jersey. He needed Agnes’s money to get himself out of some trouble he had gotten himself into in his financial consulting business. After his plan to poison Agnes ran into trouble, he concocted this elaborate plan to smother Agnes and blame it on me. Fortunately for Agnes, I walked in on him while he was doing it. I did what I had to do to stop him. It was horrible.” Picturing that scene sent a shiver down my spine.  

Joanna reached for my hand. “Oh, Hattie, you poor thing. What a terrible thing to go through. But you were so brave. I can’t imagine.”

I said what I had thought a thousand times. “I’m sorry it caused his death, but he would have killed Agnes and he would have killed me. He gave that his best effort. Agnes was in the hospital for weeks, and I have a metal plate in my shoulder where he smashed it trying to kill me. So, I suppose I shouldn’t feel guilty about it. I spent so much of my life before that feeling guilty, though; sometimes I worry it’s my natural state. All those years of guilt about my mother’s murder.” 

“I know, you’ve told me about that, but I didn’t know what happened with Agnes. Well, it sounds like Agnes owes you her life. That’s quite a story, Hattie. Maybe you should write a book.”

“I don’t know about that.” I pressed my hand to my stomach. All this reminiscing wasn’t doing much for my digestion. Even so, I was glad to have told Joanna, to have gone over the events in my mind. I hoped it would clear my head, make me realize how worry-free my life was compared to what it had been before.

I was wrong. That afternoon, as I went through my routine with my students and later as I drove Lilly home, the undercurrent of unease I had experienced earlier crept back. I tried to shake it off, determined to put it out of my mind. 

That evening, I stood on our flagstone patio, facing the ocean, wondering why these feelings had resurfaced. Why now, after six years?

I stood there thinking, while the breeze grew cold and the dark sea murmured beyond the cliffs. A shadow passed overhead, and as I shivered and pulled my jacket tighter, I looked up. A lonely bird, late back to the nest, I thought. But there above me I saw the spiked silhouette of a bat and heard the flapping of its jagged wings.
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CHAPTER 4

Frank: Florida - May 
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Frank congratulated himself on being some kind of genius. He had arranged to get not one new name and all that went with it, but a second name as well. He’d use the first name to carry out his scheme, then the second after he had the money and made his escape. He spent hours poring over information on the web about places where a person could “disappear,” and there were plenty to pick from.

Besides the believable identity, though, he had to look different too. He wanted everything to be perfect when he arrived in Maine, and a disguise was essential. Ideally, he would get a job in the town where his ex and her husband lived. The husband, Eli Matheson, was a successful, well-known furniture designer. Frank had checked Eli out online, read an article in the area’s pitiful, so-called newspaper, and saw that his business was expanding, that he was selling his handcrafted pieces all over the East Coast. The pieces were unusual, Frank had to admit that. Intricate carvings on some of them, like leaves, flowers and birds, but some of the stuff sleek and smooth, just different kinds and colors of wood. Nothing Frank couldn’t do if he put his mind to it. He might be able to get a job working directly for Eli. Wouldn’t that be a hoot?

Frank guessed that this Eli considered himself hot shit. Artistic, creative—big damn deal. Frank was artistic, too—everyone always told him so. And he was artistic without being a wimp or a prick. When he was younger, he had done a few graphic novel illustrations for a friend of his who had made it big, not that this friend deserved it or was any more talented than Frank. Later he had drawn designs at a tattoo parlor for extra money. His mother had always nagged him that he should have gone into design. That wasn’t unusual, she had nagged him about everything—one reason he hadn’t seen her in years. Anyway, drawing came easily to him. He could do the kinds of designs they used for the furniture if he wanted to. And he’d exaggerate his experience, make it sound great on a resume. He had this one shot at making a big score and then he’d disappear under his second name and documents. 

But now, here Sharon was, yammering at him again. 

“You look weird in that getup, you know that?”

“Of course I do, Sharon. Don’t be so stupid. I want to look totally different, that’s the whole point. I can’t look anything like I did years ago, or if my ex sees me, she’ll realize who I am. I’m taking a risk here, and I’d like a little support from you. You’re going to benefit from this too, you know.”

“Oh, shut up. I know, I get it. You told me a million times. I know everything I have to do.”

“Yeah, you just wait here till I get everything I need and when I get up north, I’ll let you know. Then you’re gonna drive up to Pennsylvania, nice and casual-like, and wait at your mother’s house. Like you’ve done lots of times before, right? You just wait till I tell you what to do next.”

“It won’t be long, though, will it?”

“Look, I told you, I don’t know how long. Could be a month, could be six months. I’m not sure exactly what I’m gonna do, but I’m gonna get some money out of this. I gotta wait till the perfect time, try to keep it non-violent. I don’t want to hurt anybody, not if I don’t have to. But I might have to, like we talked about.”

“Why are you walking all funny like that, like one leg’s shorter than the other? You gonna be able to keep that up?”

“Like I said, dummy, I have to look different, move different, talk different, you name it.” He patted his stomach. “This extra weight I’m carrying won’t hurt, either. I used to be built like a stick. Now, I’m kinda getting into this. Maybe I should have been an actor or something. People always told me I had talent back when I was in school.” Frank careened around the room, exaggerating his new gait. “Look. It’s easy, don’t even have to think about it. And I have this scar now, from the bar fight.” He rubbed his cheek where the skin felt numb from the scar tissue. “It makes me look real different.”

“You gonna leave your hair looking all wild like that? And that beard you’re growing is way too long. It looks like it has goddamn bugs in it.”

“That’s part of the disguise, stupid. I look completely different with a beard. And I used to have thick hair, all straight and spiky. Dyed it black, my eyebrows too, all that stuff back then in my Goth days. My ex won’t recognize my real color, she never saw it. And all this gray coming in, that’s even better. Gray hair you give me, being such a bitch.” He snickered and grabbed at Sharon, as she jerked her arm out of his grasp and stood behind the couch.

“Are you sure that’ll be enough?”

“Yeah, I’m gonna let my hair get even longer, and let the beard grow more too. But here’s my secret weapon, right here.” He held up his finger with a tiny disk on the end of it, then brought it to his right eye and inserted it over the iris. “I’m gonna cover up these baby blues.” He put the other contact lens in place and gave Sharon a wide-eyed stare.

“Wow, you look so different.” Sharon squinted and walked over to him to inspect the result. “Man, I wouldn’t recognize you myself with those dark eyes. You look more intense, like. Those blue eyes of yours are your best feature. They’re what got to me, y’know?”

“Right, that and my big dick—right, baby?” He pushed her away, pulled off the stained T-shirt, and shrugged out of the baggy jeans. “Okay, the show’s over, I gotta get ready to go get my new ID.” 

He didn’t mention he was getting two. The second one for when he’d gotten what he needed and took off with the money. Without Sharon.

On the way to get his IDs, Frank went over all his options. There were several different ways he could get money from his ex-wife, and any one of them could work. Tonight, he’d write them all down, list the pros and cons like an old teacher of his had taught him. Due diligence, that’s what the teacher had called it. He knew he was destined for more in this life, more than the petty crimes and drug deals. He had been biding his time for the right idea to inspire him—and it had. Now all he had to do was stay focused and follow through.

Bobby D had the IDs ready, just like they had arranged. He forked over the outrageous sum, more than he had made on his last two drug deals, and gathered all the documents together into the briefcase he had brought along for that purpose. He shook Bobby’s hand, said thank you.

“You take care, those documents are worth the money. I got great-looking references in there, like you asked me, for that job you told me about. Created a whole history for you, going back years. Made you sound real interesting, so you can use a fake accent like you wanted. You need anything more, you let me know.” Bobby nodded toward the side door that opened to a winding corridor leading to a back alley. “Take that way out. You were never here, never heard of me, you don’t tell nobody where you got these, hear? I only do work for certain people; referrals usually come from, uh, let’s say the management. You were a favor to Nicky, see? You keep it to yourself, so he don’t get in trouble with the boss.” Bobby D stood at the door to the front of the building—a small newspaper, magazine, and cigar store Bobby and his son operated as a front for their other activities. He waved Frank toward the side door and disappeared into the store.

Clutching the briefcase, Frank made his way down the winding corridor, past entrances to other stores and businesses, past the kitchen of a pizza shop, and out into the spring sunshine. He blinked and surveyed his surroundings. He’d have to walk through several parking lots and cross the street to get to where he had parked his car, far away, to avoid detection. 

He got to the side of the narrow building and stopped when he heard a car horn honking. Could that be someone honking at him? Who would know him around here? He patted the gun at his waist as sweat trickled down his back and beaded his forehead. He shaded his eyes and looked around. 

Ah, man. Exactly who he didn’t want to see. Nicky Angellini. Why the hell was he here? Should he acknowledge the guy or keep walking? He hesitated for a moment, and Nicky got out of his car, nodded in his direction. 

“Yo,” he shouted. “Got a minute?”

“Shit,” Frank mumbled. He shouted, “Hey, Nicky, how you doin’?” as he crossed the parking lot to where the other man stood. “It went good, everything’s good. Thanks for the,”—he searched for the right word—“ah, referral.”

“Yeah. Whatever. You owe me now, you got that? My uncle, he don’t like Bobby doin’ nothin’ for nobody unless he refers them. So, I took a chance helping you out. Now, I need a favor, you come when I call, right? You’re workin’ for me now.”

Frank stood up close to Nicky, in his space, to gain an advantage with his height and said, “Yeah, and Big Tony would hate to hear you’re skimming off the drug deals, wouldn’t he? Doesn’t he wonder why you don’t bring in as much as some of his other guys? I bet he’d like to find out why.” Frank stared at Nicky, held the man’s gaze, hand on his waistband and the gun under his jacket. “I’d say that makes us even, don’t you think?”

“You won’t say nothin’. You bought a lot of those drugs off me, shithead. This deal here,” Nicky gestured toward Frank’s briefcase, “that was my insurance, that’s all. I need a favor, I call you, right? Or I’ll come for you and that skank you live with.”

Frank chewed the side of his mouth and glared at Nicky. He didn’t care about all this crap—he’d be gone in a few days. All he cared about was the IDs. He’d just have to go along with this idiot Nicky for a little longer.

Nicky edged toward Frank, hand in his pocket, arm outstretched. Frank felt a jab in his side and knew what it was. 

“Don’t get cocky, ’cause I know where you live. So, don’t do nothin’ funny. You get any action, I need a piece of it. You’re workin’ for me now.”
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CHAPTER 5

Hattie: Maine – May
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A succession of rainy, dreary days had the children at school on edge and bored, and me subdued and fretful. Lilly, too, seemed unsettled by the weather, whiny and hard to handle. Our dog, Max, unable to work off his energy outside, lumbered around the house and, to amuse himself, chewed on my favorite shoes. Even our cat, Edgar, deprived of his usual sunny windowsill perches, got underfoot, almost tripping Agnes. Eli, who had been working late for weeks, came home exhausted and drained. The cumulative effect of all this intensified that sense of unease that had been distracting me.

One night, after Lilly was tucked into bed, and Agnes excused herself to read, I decided to do something to lighten our moods. I loaded the CD player on the sun porch with our favorite music, lit candles all around, and started a fire in the fireplace to take the chill from the air. The effect was just what I wanted. The soft glow of the candles illuminated the raindrops pattering against the windows while the steady thrum of the rain and rhythm of the surf created a hypnotic background hum. I poured two glasses of wine, fluffed up the sofa cushions, and pulled Eli away from a design sketch he had brought home to work on. 

“Come on, Eli. That can wait. You’re working too hard, and we both need to relax.”

I led him to the sofa, put my arm through his, and snuggled next to him with my head on his shoulder. Eli was so tense, I could feel the muscles knotted along his shoulders and neck. 

“Okay, this won’t do.” I turned his back toward me and massaged his shoulders, back, and neck until he loosened up a bit.

“Oooh, that feels great,” he said as he stretched his neck side to side and rotated his shoulders. “Have I told you lately how awesome you are?”

“No, not for hours,” I said. “It’s been awful.”

“Well, you are. You’re the best.”

We settled into the cushions and sipped our wine. My tension drained away and Eli looked relaxed for the first time all week.

“So, how’s everything?” I asked. “You’ve been working so hard—is everything okay? I don’t like to see you all tense and preoccupied. It’s not good for you.” 

“Oh man, I was going to tell you—I can’t believe how well the business is going,” Eli said. “I can’t keep up with the demand anymore, ever since that article about me in Yankee Magazine. I’m getting calls from all over. I might have to hire a couple of new people.”

“You mean carpenters, or what? What do you need them to do?”

“I have enough people for carving and carpentry, but I could use some help in the design end, somebody who could do sketches, help me come up with some fresh ideas, expand our catalog. So far, it’s all me, and I feel like I’m getting stale, worn out, you know?”

“Right, somebody you can kick ideas around with, get the creativity flowing?”

“Yeah. That would be great. And, I was thinking, it would be a help to have someone just to do general cleanup, local delivery, maybe even some out-of-state delivery, things like that. It would save on shipping costs if we could make our own deliveries in the New England, mid-Atlantic area. The designer could be hard to find. But for the other work, I could take someone in need of a job, give them a chance. Maybe Agnes knows someone through her charity work?”

“Maybe.” I thought back, trying to remember whether Agnes had mentioned anyone in need of a job. “I don’t think so, but I’ll ask her and ask around at school. You could advertise in the local paper too. And don’t forget your Facebook page and your website.”

“Okay, thanks. I forget about the online stuff; that’s a great idea.  I’ll do that.” Eli kissed the top of my head. “It always helps me, talking things over with you.” He pressed me against him. “I remind myself every day how lucky I am. You and Lilly, my two beautiful girls.”

“Oh, Eli.” I kissed his neck and put my arm across his chest. “I love you so much. I don’t know what I’d do without you, really I don’t.” A hint of fear rose in my chest and I snuggled closer.

“Hey, you’ll never have to do without me, you know that. Till death do us part and all the rest.”

I wondered if saying that felt awkward for my husband. He had lost his first wife and his young son in an auto accident several years before we met, and I knew those memories must sometimes haunt him. We shared the stories of our pasts when we first dated and the fact that we had both lost loved ones drew us closer together. Eli once told me that he believed his quota of heartbreak had been met, and that I should, too. 

Still, I closed my eyes and pushed away the vivid images his words evoked. The word “death” echoed in my ears. “Don’t say that,” I said. “Don’t even think it.” Like a child, I didn’t want him to say the word, fearing it could come true— summoning some witch’s curse. “Just tell me we’ll be together always, you and me and Lilly. And Agnes. I don’t want anything to hurt my family or take any of you away from me.”

“Hattie, come on now. Where’s this coming from? We’re all fine. It’s been a funky week, and I’ve been a bit preoccupied, that’s all. But everything’s fine and you’re stuck with us.”

I kissed Eli’s cheek and pressed him close to me. “Good,” I murmured. “That’s right where I want to be—stuck with you.”

The rest of the week seemed to slog along in a sodden haze until Friday, when the weather finally broke and everyone’s mood improved considerably. 

Eli came home from work flushed with excitement that evening. We’d made plans to go out to dinner, up the coast to our favorite restaurant. He had worked late, and I waited on the sun porch, Lilly already in bed, Agnes reading a book, and Bernice, Agnes’s longtime housekeeper, finishing up the dishes in the kitchen. She was staying late to help Agnes if Lilly woke up. 

“Hey, gorgeous,” Eli called as he rounded the corner and bounded across the patio to the door. “You got a hot date or something?”

I stood and twirled around to show off my new dress and strappy sandals. I was rushing the warmer season but had a woolen shawl to wrap around me if I felt cold. Eli whistled. “Man, who’s the lucky guy?” He grabbed me from behind and kissed my neck. “Oh, wait, it’s me.”

“You’re in a good mood! You look like you’re ready to burst. What happened? Big sale or something?” I led him over to the sofa and sat, patting the cushion next to me.

“No. Even better. I set up an interview for a new guy today. I feel like a weight was lifted, like soon I’ll have some breathing space. If it goes well, I mean. Crazy how things happen sometimes.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, this guy contacted me Monday and we’ve been emailing and texting back and forth. He’s from out of state and read about me on the internet. He’d like to get into design, said he saw pictures of my furniture and that he’d love to work for me, learn from me. He emailed me pictures of some of his sketches, and I think he’ll be great. He never designed anything like furniture before, but he’s done other things, some graphics, illustrations, some other types of design work. I think I can train him, have him work on some of my ideas, maybe come up with some of his own. I can’t believe how all this fell together.” 

“You’re just interviewing this one man?”

“For the design job, yeah. But remember I told you I’d like someone to help with cleaning up, keeping the shop and work areas neat and clean, maybe do some deliveries? Well, another guy contacted me, sounded older, said he’d be willing to take anything just to have a job in the area. And, turns out he’s done all kinds of things, did some design work, drove a delivery truck before, worked as a handyman. Anyway, he just took a chance I might need somebody when he saw my shop mentioned on the town website. He emailed me some references and they seem pretty decent. I’m not sure what I want to do about that, though, I’m still deciding. I mean, I can do without that job, it’s not crucial.”

“Everything at once, right? Must be like Maia always says—the universe wants you to be happy.” I knew these kinds of statements drove him crazy. I gazed at him, eyes wide and innocent.

Eli gave me a lopsided grin. “Yeah, right. It was just dumb luck, but I feel so relieved. We’re gonna get champagne tonight, babe.” Eli kissed me again. He let out a long breath. “If things work out, maybe I’ll be able to get home at a decent time again.”

“Well, great. I’ve missed having you around in the evenings. Now, go get changed and take me out for that champagne dinner.” I patted his shirt and sawdust floated out in a cloud and landed on his worn work jeans and my dress. I brushed off my dress and pointed toward the stairs. 

“Be right back.” Eli jumped up and bounded out of the room, then turned and called back to me. “This is gonna be a great spring and summer. We’ll get to do more as a family now that I’ll have more time. You’ll see.”
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CHAPTER 6

Frank: Florida – May
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Frank packed the last of his things in the secondhand suitcase he had gotten at the local flea market. Didn’t want to look too prosperous when he showed up in Maine for his interview. Everything would work out fine, just fine, he knew it would. He was lucky. Everyone always told him that.

Sharon came into the room, threw her arms around him from behind, and nuzzled his neck. Shit, the woman was a nymphomaniac sometimes. Yeah, he liked it when he was in the mood, but he had business to attend to now. 

“Dammit, Sharon, cut it out. We screwed a couple’a times last night.” He pushed her away and put the suitcase by the door.

Sharon followed him, stomping like she was pissed and with an ugly pout on her face. She probably thought it looked sexy. If she only knew. It made her face look all scrunched up like a spoiled five-year-old. Not sexy. Not at all. He looked at her orangey-bleached hair and obvious makeup, black eyebrows like no human ever had in nature. No class. What he needed, what he would get when he had money, was a woman with class. A woman like his ex-wife had become. Well, his ex ought to look classy, all the money she had now.
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