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Chapter 1: Patrick Arrives in St. Ann’s
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Patrick Callahan got off the tilting skiff and stepped onto the planks of St. Ann's harbor. His polished leather shoes landed sheepishly. The morning fog clung to him like a damp shroud, hiding the wharf's edges. It turned the few visible figures into gray ghosts, moving between stacks of crates and coils of rope. He kept firm grip on his suitcase, his knuckles turning white. The old leather case felt heavy in his hands. Within were not just his meager belongings, but the final traces of his past life.

"Thank you, sir!" he shouted to the old sailor who had taken him across the bay, but the man had already turned away, heading back to the open water. He cut the small boat back through the slate gray surface of the water without any sense of acknowledgment or farewell. Patrick watched it vanish into the mist, then turned to face the harbor. Seaweed clung to the blackened pilings like desperate hands, rising and falling with each sluggish wave. The planks beneath his feet were splintered and worn smooth by fishermen's boots. They were far from the polished hardwood floors of Boston offices. The salty air enveloped him, seeping through every seam of his wool coat. As deeply as the temperature chilled him, so did this sense of strangeness and isolation.

Patrick set down his case and straightened his waistcoat, smoothing out the wrinkles that had formed during the choppy boat ride. His fingers moved quickly over the buttons. He adjusted his collar and fixed his crooked cravat. These small rituals comforted him. They acted like armor against uncertainty. They proved that Patrick Callahan was still a man of refinement and purpose, even in his current situation.

"Patrick Callahan, investor and business liaison," he murmured, practicing the words as if they were lines in a play he was still learning. He was playing a character born of both odd desperation and essential ambition. The name was his own, but everything attached to it had become theater.

He picked up his case again and scanned the quiet wharf. Mr. Bruce should have been waiting as promised. He was to provide transport to the timber office and arrange lodging. The letter had been specific: arrival on the morning tide, the seventh of May, to commence immediate business. Patrick had timed his journey precisely, selling his pocket watch to secure passage on the final leg from Halifax.

To his left, two men in heavy canvas jackets unloaded crates from a small fishing vessel, their movements efficient and practiced. Neither looked in Patrick's direction. A bearded man in a salt-stained coat walked by. He smelled of fish and tobacco. His eyes met Patrick's for a moment, then moved on without interest.

"Excuse me," Patrick spoke, his voice smooth and refined, a mark of Boston's elite, carefully crafted to hide his Irish roots, "I'm looking for Mr. Bruce. The timber merchant?"

The man continued walking without pause, as if Patrick were merely another seagull crying overhead. Patrick's practiced smile faltered. He had spent a long time honing it; years spent in shabby boarding houses, shop counters, and desks where men looked through him, not at him. It was a smile designed to suggest he belonged in rooms more elegant than those he could afford. Now it felt stiff and foreign on his face, a grimace rather than an expression of confidence.

Gulls soared overhead, their loud cries cutting through the heavy morning air. The sound of hammering, steady and rhythmic, came from beyond the docks, a contrast to the soft lapping of the water against the pilings. The world moved on, indifferent to Patrick's presence. He had planned for many things: delays, negotiations, and even skepticism. He did not expect to be overlooked, and he never thought he would be utterly ignored like this. He walked further down the dock, shoes clicking against the wood. St. Ann's harbor was quiet, unlike Boston's busy wharves. It only had a few vessels, mainly fishing boats, with one or two larger sailing ships anchored further out. No steam whistles, no shouts of stevedores, no constant flow of goods and people. Just the persistent fog and the smell of salt and fish.

A dock worker pushing a barrow loaded with nets paused as Patrick approached.

"I'm looking for Mr. Bruce," Patrick said, injecting the words with a confidence he no longer felt. "We have an appointment regarding the timber investment."

The worker, young, perhaps twenty, with a face weathered beyond his years, regarded Patrick with mild curiosity. "Which Bruce?"

"James Bruce, the timber merchant." Patrick pulled a folded paper from his inner pocket; the edges softened from repeated handling. "I have his correspondence here."

The young man squinted, focusing not on the paper but on Patrick. He took in the city clothes, the coat that was too thin, and the suitcase that had once been nice but now looked worn at the edges.

"I can't recall any lumber merchant named Bruce ‘round here," he said, then walked away, pushing his barrow and leaving Patrick alone with his paper and growing confusion.

Patrick stuffed the letter back into his pocket. The familiar weight of panic began to settle in his stomach, a feeling he knew all too well. His aunt's inheritance was supposed to give him more than a share in Bruce's timber operation. It also gave him a new identity: Patrick Callahan, businessman. Not the failed shop clerk he used to be. Not the son of a drunkard. And not the man who preferred men's company to women's, who lived in constant fear of being found out. He swallowed hard against the rising tide of apprehension. Mr. Bruce might have experienced a delay. Perhaps there had been a miscommunication about the meeting place. Perhaps this was simply the first challenge to overcome on his path to prosperity.

The wind strengthened, carrying with it the scent of wood smoke from the village beyond the harbor. Patrick tightened his coat and looked back towards shore. He observed the settlement on the slope by the water. It had simple wooden buildings with steep roofs, a church spire, and smoke rising from morning fires. St. Ann's, Cape Breton: the frontier of opportunity, according to Mr. Carroway. The place where Patrick's life would finally take the shape he had always wanted.

No one waited for him. No one looked for him. No one expected him. Patrick Callahan stood alone on the dock, a stranger in a strange place, the taste of salt and failure bitter on his tongue.

***
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PATRICK WANDERED TO the edge of the dock, where the boards met open water. He rested one hand against a wooden post slick with sea spray, leaning into it as if drawing strength from its stolid permanence. This moment, he said to himself, was nothing more than an anecdote waiting to be told. It was merely the amusing beginning to his success story, a temporary inconvenience on the road to prosperity. He imagined himself years hence, surrounded by admiring dinner guests: "My first day in Cape Breton? Not a soul to meet me. Can you imagine? From that inauspicious beginning to all this..." The fantasy tasted hollow, like food dreamed of during starvation. The harbor water lapped against the pilings, rhythmic and indifferent. Patrick straightened his posture and squared his shoulders. He had overcome worse obstacles. The son of Irish immigrants did not rise from a Boston tenement to become a businessman without learning resilience. That was the story he told himself, anyway, never mind that the rise remained aspirational rather than achieved.

"Just a matter of finding Bruce," he muttered to himself. "A simple miscommunication."

His words scattered across the water, disappearing into the fog. He pulled his coat tighter, feeling the inner pocket where he kept Carroway's papers. The memory of their meeting surfaced, vivid and warm against the cold gray harbor.

Three weeks earlier, Boston had been buried under a spring blizzard. The overheated tavern off Market Street was crowded with men loosening their collars, seeking relief in amber glasses of beer. Patrick had arrived precisely at seven, as instructed in Carroway's detailed note, delivered to his father’s shop by a street urchin. 

Carroway had claimed a corner table, a vantage point that allowed him to observe the room while keeping the illusion of privacy. Maps lay out before him, like a general planning a campaign. A half-empty whiskey glass sat nearby, along with an ashtray full of crushed, expensive cigars. As he gestured for Patrick to sit, his watch chain caught the lamplight, its gold links flaunting prosperity.

"Callahan," Carroway had said, extending a manicured hand. "Right on time. I appreciate punctuality in a business associate."

Business associate. The words had thrilled Patrick then. Not clerk, not shopkeeper's assistant, not ledger keeper. Associate implied equality, partnership, and respect.

Carroway had a face you might see in newspaper engravings of important men. His jawline was strong and confident. His keen eyes suggested he noticed opportunities that others overlooked. His smile crept up only halfway, but Patrick had not noticed that then.

"Cape Breton," Carroway had said, tapping a spot on the largest map, "is untapped wealth waiting for the right man." His finger traced a coastline, lingering on a harbor marked St. Ann's. "Virgin timber forests stretching for miles. Markets in Halifax, Boston, and New York all hungry for lumber. Railways expanding north every year. And the locals..." he chuckled, his laugh like coins sliding on a counter, "...simple fishermen. They don't see the true value of what's around them."

Patrick remembered how Carroway had leaned forward then, his voice dropping as if sharing a precious secret. "I need a man on the ground. Someone sharp, educated. Someone who understands figures." He tapped Patrick's chest with a gentle touch. "Someone like you."

The flattery had been intoxicating. For years, Patrick watched as other men advanced, while he remained stuck, working behind counters and desks. People recognized his intelligence, but it never led to any rewards. That was when Carroway arrived, practically smelling the news of good fortune, and offering Patrick the chance of a lifetime.

"The initial investment gets you a junior partnership," Carroway said, pushing papers across the table. "Twenty-five percent of profits from the first year's timber harvests. Mr. Bruce manages the operation locally. He has the equipment, the men, and the expertise. What he lacks is capital and business acumen." Another tap on Patrick's chest. "That's where you come in."

Patrick recalled signing the papers with shaking hands. The pen glided across the parchment like a key into a lock. His aunt's inheritance and most of his savings went to Carroway's keeping. This money turned into a promise of prosperity. Dreams that once felt impossible now seemed possible. He began to envision a home of his own, respect in the community, and maybe even enough wealth to shield him from the suspicions he faced in Boston.

Standing now on the St. Ann's dock, contract in hand, Patrick closed his eyes against the chilly wind. He pictured the timber operation ahead: axes chopping into old trees, sawmills buzzing, and wagons loaded with lumber for ships. He saw himself overseeing it all, ledger in hand, respected and admired. Crates stamped with "Callahan Timber" making their way to Boston, to New York, to London.

A seagull's harsh cry broke Patrick's daydream. He opened his eyes to the empty dock and the still harbor. The village showed no signs of the busy industry Carroway had described. There were no teams of lumberjacks, no wagons stacked with timber, and no Mr. Bruce. 

A constriction gripped Patrick's chest, a suspicion. It had slithered into his mind since he stepped off the boat. Reaching into his coat, he pulled out Carroway's contract, unfolding it with care. Though he had memorized every word, he lingered over the page. The elegant signature, William P. Carroway, danced in the damp air, ink bleeding at the edges, as if it longed to escape.

"Cape Breton timber consortium," Patrick read aloud, the words hollow against the sound of water slapping the pilings. "Exclusive rights to harvest..." His voice faded as he read the document's flowery language. He looked for something clear, something that could lead him to Bruce and the promised opportunity. 

Yet, all that remained was a wilderness of empty promises and grandiose phrases. They teased with potential but delivered nothing of substance. Patrick, ever the optimist, yearned to believe. He was desperate to see what he wanted to see rather than what was actually before him. The paper trembled in his hands, not from the wind but from the growing certainty that there was no timber operation. No Mr. Bruce and no fortune awaiting Patrick Callahan in St. Ann's, Cape Breton; just a dock, a harbor, and a tiny village. And the bitter taste of having been thoroughly fooled.

Patrick neatly folded the useless contract. He turned from the dock's edge. Information was his compass now; self-pity could drift away. 

***
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THE MORNING FOG BEGAN to lift, unveiling St. Ann's. To his right, weathered dock men, clad in wool caps and salt-stained jackets, worked among the boats, loading and unloading. Their bodies moved like well-oiled machines. Words were scarce. They spoke in nods and gestures, a language of familiarity. Their silence drew a clear line, marking Patrick as the outsider he was. To his left, A group of fishermen huddled around a spread of nets, repairing tears with thick needles that flashed in the weak sunlight. Their fingers, tough from years of saltwater and rope, moved with surprising care. They pushed and pulled the wooden shuttles through the mesh. 

Patrick paused to watch, captivated by the rhythm of their work. One man glanced up, eyes the pale blue of the winter sky, face mapped with lines as deep as furrows. He stared at Patrick for a moment, then returned to his task without acknowledgment. Patrick walked along the dock, the click of his leather shoes echoing with each step. His waistcoat and pressed trousers, chosen for his new business role, felt out of place. They looked almost comical next to the oilskins and worn canvas around him. 

A small boy sat on a piling, feet dangling above the water, fishing line trailing from a hand-carved rod. He watched Patrick approach with unabashed curiosity, his grin revealing a gap where front teeth should have been. Unlike the adults, he made no pretense of disinterest.

"You talk funny," the boy said when Patrick drew near.

Patrick paused, surprised by the direct address. "I'm from Boston."

"Why?" The boy tilted his head, genuine puzzlement in his voice.

Before Patrick could formulate an answer that would satisfy a child's logic, a commotion at the top of the gangway caught his attention. A crowd had gathered around a horse-drawn wagon, voices raised in concern rather than anger. The overloaded cart leaned dangerously, its rear axle cracked under the pressure. One wheel knocked askew, slowly surrendering to gravity. Crates and barrels, stacked high and full of promise, now wobbled on the brink, threatening to spill their contents onto the ground below. Patrick approached, curiosity momentarily displacing his own troubles. The owner of the wagon, a thin man with a face like a hatchet, paced beside the broken vehicle, hands twisting a worn cap.

"Can't be moved like this," one onlooker said. "Have to unload it first."

"Those barrels weigh three hundred pounds each," the wagon owner replied. "It takes four men to offload each one. Someone go and fetch MacAskill.”

The crowd murmured. Patrick stood at the periphery, watching the tableau unfold. Even with his own troubles, he got caught up in this small drama. He felt thankful for the distraction from his thoughts. The crowd fell silent, then parted. Through the gap, a man of such extraordinary size walked in that Patrick's mind initially refused to accept what his eyes reported. He stood easily seven and a half feet tall, possibly more, with shoulders broad as a doorway and arms thick as small trees. He moved with the careful deliberation of one accustomed to navigating a world too small for his frame, each step measured and precise.

"Angus," the wagon owner sighed, "The axle has gone."

The giant, Angus, nodded once. He surveyed the wagon and its load, then moved to the nearest barrel. Without ceremony or visible effort, he bent and wrapped his massive arms around it. The barrel rose from the wagon bed as if it weighed no more than a pillow, cradled against a chest broad enough to serve as a shield wall and carefully set it down by the gangway. He treated it with the same gentleness as if it were a sleeping child in a cradle.

Patrick watched, transfixed, as Angus returned to the wagon. The giant's hands, each large enough to span Patrick's entire face, grabbed a second barrel. Muscles shifted beneath his simple work shirt as he lifted, the fabric stretching across his shoulders and back. There was no strain in his movement, no trembling, no hesitation, just fluid power controlled with meticulous precision.

Barrel after barrel were lifted carefully from wagon to dock, hefty and daunting. The crowd observed in awed silence, eyes glued to the spectacle. This was no mere novelty act for them. Patrick recognized it as a well-known display of talent, a familiar marvel. Yet, awe danced in the air as he watched, leaving him breathless.

When the wagon stood empty, Angus moved to its broken corner. He crouched slightly, positioned his hands beneath the wagon bed, and straightened. As easily as Patrick might lift a chair, angus lifted the entire back end, the broken wheel now clear of the ground. Two men rushed forward with blocks of wood, propping up the damaged axle while Angus held the weight. Only when the wagon was secured did he step back, brushing his palms together to remove splinters.

"Much obliged, Angus," the wagon owner said.

The giant nodded again and turned to go. He was a man of few words, it seemed. As he did, a weathered dockhand nearby spoke to Patrick, his voice pitched low but clearly meant to be heard, "That's Angus MacAskill. The Giant of Cape Breton." The words carried both pride and a hint of warning. "Strongest man in all the colonies."

Patrick watched Angus walk away. Despite his size, he seemed neither clumsy nor threatening. He turned sideways when needed and ducked naturally under low-hanging ropes. Angus's face showed no pride or embarrassment, only a calm acceptance of his strength and abilities. As Angus passed within a few feet of where Patrick stood, their eyes met for a moment. The giant's were deep-set beneath a prominent brow, their color a warm brown that complimented the serenity of his features. 

For a moment, less than a heartbeat, Patrick sensed that this stranger truly recognized him. Not assessed as a mark, as Carroway had seen him. Not dismissed as an outsider, as the villagers did. But simply acknowledged as another person occupying the same space. Their gazes broke as Angus continued past, the sleeve of his rough shirt almost brushing Patrick's shoulder. A surprising warmth blossomed in Patrick's lower belly, a spark of desire that took him off guard. He had felt attraction for men before, risking it all for clandestine rendezvous in Boston's dimly lit corners. Yet, never had a single glance or fleeting nearness ignited such an intense physical response.

Patrick stayed in place long after Angus was gone. He felt a strange awareness, one that had nothing to do with his failed business or his uncertain future. For the first time since stepping onto St. Ann's dock, he had forgotten, momentarily, to be afraid. The strange heat in his body slowly cooled, like metal taken from fire. The distraction, pleasant as it had been, changed nothing about his circumstances. He needed answers. 

***
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SCANNING THE DOCK, he spotted an older man sitting on a wooden crate near a small shed, mending what looked like a lobster trap. Unlike the others who had ignored Patrick, this dockworker had the air of someone who might be willing to talk. Patrick stepped forward, trying to look confident instead of confused. The man looked up as Patrick's shadow fell across his work. His beard was a mix of salt and pepper, more salt than pepper, framing a face weathered by decades of sun and sea wind. Deep creases surrounded eyes that had spent a lifetime squinting against the glare off the water. He wore a thick woolen sweater. Someone had darned the garment in many places with different-colored yarn.

"Excuse me," Patrick began, striving to keep his voice steady. "I'm looking for information about a local businessman—a Mr. Bruce. He operates a timber company here in St. Ann's."

The old man's hands, thick-knuckled and scarred, continued their methodical work on the trap as a wooden needle wove new twine through the broken section with practiced precision.

"Been in St. Ann's thirty-three years," he said without looking up. "Know every soul here, living and buried. No Bruce in timber." His voice had the Cape Breton lilt Patrick noticed on the ferry. Vowels stretched and consonants softened, making even simple statements sound musical.

Patrick shifted his weight, the hollow feeling in his stomach expanding. "Perhaps he's new to the area? James Bruce. He's meant to be managing a substantial logging operation."

Now the man did look up, his pale blue eyes assessing Patrick with a mixture of pity and faint amusement. The needle stilled in his gnarled fingers.

"No timber industry here, son. Not for fifty miles."

The words, delivered with such calm certainty, struck Patrick like a physical blow. He had suspected, had begun to fear, but hearing it confirmed aloud made it suddenly, irrevocably real.

"But there must be," Patrick insisted, hating the edge of desperation that had crept into his voice. "I have documentation. Contracts. Maps of the forests, and projected yields."

The dockworker set his trap aside and stood with a slight grimace, knees cracking audibly. He was shorter than Patrick but solid, with the dense musculature of a man who had spent his life hauling nets and crates.

"This ain't forestry country," he said, gesturing toward the hills that rose beyond the village. "Too rocky, too exposed to the sea winds. Trees don't grow big enough for proper timber. What we have is fishing, some farming in the sheltered valleys, a bit of coal mining up north." His tone was almost fatherly, explaining simple facts to someone who should have known better.

Patrick fumbled in his inner pocket. He withdrew the folded contract. He opened it with great caution, as if it might disintegrate under too rough a touch.

"This is signed by William Carroway, representing the Cape Breton Timber Consortium. It details the entire operation: the location, the equipment, and the men." Patrick held the contract out, feeling disgusted by the tremor in his hand. "It names Mr. Bruce as the local manager."

The old man barely glanced at the document before shaking his head. He looked at Patrick with an expression that had shifted from amusement to something more solemn.

"Seen this before. Boston man, was it? Gold watch chain? You're the third, maybe the fourth one to make it all the way out to St. Ann’s Bay on that line."

The words hung in the chilly air between them. Patrick's fingers tightened on the paper, crinkling its edges. The third or fourth. Not even unique in his folly.

"How does he..." Patrick began, then stopped. It did not matter how Carroway operated his scheme. What mattered was that Patrick had fallen for it completely.

"They come up from the States," the dockworker explained, as if reading Patrick's unfinished question. "Find fellows looking to make their fortune, sell them on Cape Breton timber or mineral rights. Take their money, send them here with promises that someone will meet them." He shrugged. "By the time you boys figure it out, they're long gone with your coin."

Patrick carefully refolded the contract along its worn creases. Each precise fold was a moment to compose himself, to hold back the tidal wave of panic and humiliation threatening to engulf him. His entire inheritance, every penny his aunt had left him, was gone. The bridge-burning letters he had sent to his former employers in Boston, boasting of his new venture. The debts he had left behind, promising to settle them upon his return. All for nothing.

"Thank you for your time," Patrick said, his voice tight, holding back his true emotion. He slipped the worthless document back into his pocket with fingers that felt distant from his body. "I appreciate your candor."

The old man looked at him a moment longer. Patrick could tell he regretted being the bearer of such crushing news.

"Is there any place I can sleep tonight, at least?” Patrick asked.

“This ain’t really a tourist destination, young man,” the grizzled old man replied.

Patrick nodded, not trusting himself to speak further. He straightened his shoulders, pulling up the last bit of his dignity. Then he turned away from the dockworker's knowing gaze. Each step required conscious effort, as if his body had suddenly forgotten how to perform this basic function. One foot before the other. Spine straight. Head up. The practiced posture of a man who refused to be defeated, even when defeat had already claimed him.

Behind him, he heard the old man return to his work. The soft scrape of the wooden needle through twine was the only sound marking Patrick's departure from the indifferent harbor.

***
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PATRICK WALKED AWAY from the marina, each step heavier than the last. The incline of the rough dirt road leading into St. Ann's proper was gentle, but his legs responded as if he were climbing a mountain. His breath came quick and shallow, insufficient against the tightness in his chest. Sweat gathered at his hairline despite the cool air, trickling down to sting his eyes. He blinked it away, focusing on the simple mechanics of movement; anything to delay full consideration of what he had just learned. One foot before the other. Keep walking. Do not think yet. Except his mind, always his most faithful and treacherous companion, refused to grant him even this small mercy.

The weight of his situation crashed down upon him with the force of a collapsing building. The inheritance, gone. The stroke of Patrick's pen handed over $1,842, the total of his aunt's modest wealth, to Carroway with a flourish. The money that was to be his fresh start, his chance to become something more than a shopkeeper's assistant with dreams too large for his station.

Cold sweat broke across his forehead. Patrick wiped it away with a handkerchief already damp from earlier use. His skin felt clammy, his mouth dry. One thousand eight hundred and forty-two dollars. The amount echoed in his head like a church bell, resonant and judgmental.

Carroway's voice ghosted through his memory: "A man of your talents deserves more than bookkeeping." The words had been delivered with such conviction, such clear sincerity. Leaning over the Boston tavern table, Carroway looked at Patrick and it was as if someone finally saw him: his smarts, his potential, and his desire for something more.

"You have the vision that others lack," Carroway said as he refilled Patrick's glass, making it seem generous. "Men like you and me, Callahan—we see opportunities where others see only wilderness."

Patrick had basked in that false recognition, that counterfeit respect. How eager he had been to believe him, how desperate to be seen as Carroway's equal rather than what he truly was: prey.

"I could place this opportunity with a dozen men," Carroway had confided, creating an urgency that existed only in Patrick's mind. "But I need someone with both intelligence and courage. Someone who isn't afraid to seize the moment."

Patrick had seized it. He seized the chance with both hands. He thought he was bold and visionary, not just gullible. Now he walked through St. Ann's, past weathered cottages and stern faces.  The road wound gently, unveiling the village like a secret. Smaller than Patrick envisioned, it was a patchwork of fifteen or twenty scattered homes and buildings. It was a quaint village but hardly seemed to be a place where a fortune could be made. Smoke rose from stone chimneys, carrying the scent of cooking fires and home. A woman hanging laundry on a line paused to watch him pass, her expression curious but not unfriendly. A dog barked from behind a split-rail fence, more of an announcement than a threat. The small church came into view, its white clapboard siding bright against the gray sky.

It all seemed so ordinary, so prosaic. No sign of the bustling timber industry Carroway had described, no evidence of untapped wealth waiting for the right man to claim it. Here was just a small fishing village, insular and self-contained, neither as primitive nor as promising as Patrick had been led to believe.

Boston felt like a place that was beyond reach. Not just the physical separation, the days of travel by boat and coach, but the conceptual remove. The city, with its crowded streets and smoky taverns, its gossip newspapers and burlesque theaters, existed in another world entirely. That was a world where Patrick had known the rules, had understood how to navigate social currents, and how to present himself to his advantage. Here, his accent marked him as foreign. His city clothes sought respect but seemed out of place among work shirts and sturdy trousers. The clever words that helped him in Boston would not work in St. Ann’s.

Patrick reached into his inner pocket and withdrew his wallet, the leather worn thin at the corners. He knew precisely what it contained, but he counted anyway, fingers moving through the familiar ritual. A ticket stub for the ferry from Halifax. A small brass key to the room over his father’s store. A scrap of paper with Carroway's address: an address that probably led nowhere. Two dollars and seventeen cents. Certainly not enough for passage back to Boston or even Halifax. Not even a bed in St. Ann’s to sleep in.

The panic, which had been building like water behind a weakening dam, threatened to overflow. Patrick forced himself to keep walking, to support the appearance of purpose. Inside, his thoughts spun frantically. He could telegraph Boston for money, but from whom? His father, perpetually half-drunk and wholly disappointed in his son? The former employers to whom he had written such boastful letters? The few friends who had their own precarious finances to manage? No. There would be no rescue from Boston.

His hand slipped back into his pocket, fingers dancing over the coins. Counting, hoping that somehow, they might multiply. Two dollars and seventeen cents. The harsh truth hit him like a cold wave: he got himself marooned here, in unfamiliar territory, with no friends, scant funds, and zero prospects on the horizon.

He paused in the middle of the road, momentarily frozen by the enormity of his predicament. A cart passed him, the driver giving him a curious glance but not slowing. Patrick made himself move again, one foot before the other. He had no destination, no plan, nothing but the pressing need to look busy. Meanwhile, his mind raced through possibilities and found none. The brass key in his pocket pressed against his thigh, a small, sharp reminder of a life that no longer existed. Patrick Callahan, businessman and investor, had been a fiction, a character he'd tried to inhabit with an actor's conviction. Now the performance had ended, the audience had departed, but he remained on stage, still costumed for a role he could no longer play.

***
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PATRICK AMBLED AROUND a gentle bend in the road, arriving at a spot that could graciously be called St. Ann's village square. To call it a "square" was a stretch, as it served merely as a dusty gathering point for intersecting dirt paths. Dominating this quaint expanse was a weathered water pump, its iron handle polished smooth by countless hands. Three women filled buckets. They paused their chatter when Patrick arrived, then continued in hushed tones. Patrick hardly registered their presence; his gaze was captivated by a tall silhouette near a small bakery on the square’s edge. There, like a lighthouse in a quiet harbor, stood the unmistakable figure of Angus MacAskill.

The giant stood with his back partially turned to Patrick, chatting with an older woman in a flour-dusted apron. From a distance, Angus’s height made the bakery's entrance look small, like a cabinet door. As the morning sun broke free from the harbor fog, it glimmered off the woman’s white hair and Angus's sturdy shoulders. The result was a picturesque tableau, choreographed in flawless harmony.

Patrick stopped, instinctively stepping into the shadow of the nearest building. His troubles momentarily receded as he watched the interaction across the square. The baker woman, round as a robin and full of life, gestured emphatically as she spoke. One flour-dusted hand would occasionally tap Angus’s forearm, adding emphasis to her words. She tilted her face sharply upward, ensuring her gaze met that of the towering giant. Angus, bending slightly at the waist, leaned in with rapt attention, his head inclined and ready to absorb her lively chatter. Angus stood slightly stooped. His arms were close to his sides, and his feet carefully placed. He tried to soften his presence with every gesture. It looked like he wanted others to feel comfortable, despite his size. In a certain way, Patrick recognized this behavior, although he had learned to adjust his own image for different reasons. 

Angus offered the baker a small, paper-wrapped parcel. Their transaction complete, she stretched up to her full height and playfully pinched the giant's cheek. Angus received the affection with calm dignity, just as he had on the dock, neither shy nor superior in his response. With a smile, she tucked the package into her pocket. Angus said something clever that made her laugh, the joyful sound echoing across the square like sweet birdsong.

Patrick could not look away. It was not just Angus's size that drew him in, though that was striking. The giant wore simple clothes: sturdy trousers, a homespun shirt rolled to his elbows, and suspenders that showed off his broad chest. Unlike Patrick's wrinkled city clothes, Angus's outfit was practical and unpretentious. It was clean and well-kept, with neat stitches where it had been mended. This showed care, not vanity, but a sense of self-respect.

More striking was the evident ease with which the villagers accepted him. The baker treated him with the casual familiarity of long acquaintance. Two men passing by nodded in greeting, receiving a slight nod in return. A child ran up to him, tugging at his pant leg before dashing away in what appeared to be a familiar game. Each interaction reinforced what Patrick had sensed at the dock. Angus truly belonged here. He did not just exist or survive. He was woven into the community’s fabric, just like the wooden boards in its buildings.

Patrick pressed himself further into the shadow of the overhang. His fascination with Angus was more than just physical attraction. That initial spark still lingered, warm and present beneath his other thoughts, but what drew his eye now, was something more elusive: the giant's clear contentment. Angus MacAskill moved through the world with a certainty that Patrick had spent his life pretending to possess.

The difference struck Patrick with unexpected force. He spent years creating a careful facade. He looked confident, but inside, he calculated every word and gesture. Always performing, always watching for the slip that might reveal too much about his ambitions, his desires, his fears. The constant vigilance had become so familiar that he barely noticed its weight anymore. Angus, on the other hand, exuded an aura of self-assuredness. His care to accommodate his impressive size did not hint at insecurity; it radiated genuine consideration for others. The contrast was clear and important. Angus's changes came from strength, but Patrick's were based on vulnerability. 

The giant was finished his conversation with the baker and so he turned, preparing to cross the square. Patrick felt sure that Angus could sense his watchful eyes. He watched as the giant walked with unhurried purpose, each step deliberate on the uneven ground. Despite his height and mass, there was nothing awkward in his movement. Rather, it was a controlled grace that spoke of a lifetime adapting to a world built for smaller men.

What would it be like, Patrick wondered, to move through life with such assurance? To belong somewhere so completely that your presence raised no eyebrows and needed no explanations? The question ached within him, more pressing even than his immediate concerns about shelter and funds.

Across the square, Angus paused to adjust his pants, the morning light catching on his profile. For a moment, the giant seemed to sense Patrick's gaze, his head turning slightly toward the shadowed overhang where Patrick stood. The distance was too great to make out his expression clearly, but Patrick felt the weight of attention like a physical touch.

Then Angus continued on his way, disappearing around the corner of a small cooperage. Patrick remained motionless, watching the empty space where the giant had been. His fascination was dangerous. It distracted him from practical concerns and was a luxury he could not afford right now. Yet it persisted, a strange counterpoint to his panic and uncertainty.
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Chapter 2: MacAskill’s Corner
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Patrick's feet screamed with each step as he limped along the narrow dirt road leading away from the village center. After hours of wandering, his polished leather shoes became torturous. The thin soles wore through in places, and the fine stitching began to unravel. Hunger gnawed at his belly, a persistent ache that had sharpened from discomfort to distraction over the long afternoon. He paused, swaying slightly, and looked up to examine a sign he had been passing while weighing his meager options: MacAskill's General Mercantile & Grist Mill. He could see it had been painted over, maybe multiple times, testimony to the relentless sea winds. 

The store stood at the edge of the village, a sturdy two-story wooden structure with wide eaves and a covered porch. It may not have been grand by Boston standards, but in St. Ann's, it earned its respect. It was solid, permanent, and built to endure coastal winters and summer storms. Patrick approached slowly, each step a negotiation between pride and pain. His once-crisp trousers were now dust-coated, his waistcoat creased beyond salvation. His polished image wore away after so much pointless loitering. He faced the harsh truth: he had nowhere to go.

Outside the store, beneath the shelter of the porch overhang, stood several barrels. One contained apples, small but firm, their red-green skin catching the slanting afternoon light. Patrick's stomach contracted painfully at the sight. Two dollars and seventeen cents remained in his pocket. He had counted the coins a dozen times during his wandering, hoping each time that the sum might somehow increase. It had not.

Patrick glanced around. The road was empty. No one watched from nearby windows. The apples sat unattended, easy to take. Just one would ease the worst of his hunger. His hand moved forward, almost of its own volition, fingertips just brushing the smooth skin of an apple near the barrel's edge.

He jerked back as if burned, shame washing through him in a hot wave. Patrick Callahan was many things. He was a fool for trusting Carroway. He was ambitious beyond his station. He was secretive about his true desires; but he was not a thief. His father, for all his faults, had instilled that much in him. Whatever else he lost, he would not surrender that final scrap of dignity.

Patrick stepped back from the barrel, his stomach protesting the decision. He carefully brushed dust off his coat sleeves, fixed his collar, and smoothed his hair back. The gestures were familiar, automatic, and utterly futile. No amount of adjustment could restore him to the polished figure who had stepped off the boat that morning. That man, confident, ambitious, full of dreams, seemed to belong to another lifetime.

He stood before the store entrance, hesitating. To enter meant to encounter people, to subject himself to scrutiny, to risk questions he could not answer. Yet the alternative, continuing his aimless wandering until darkness fell, held no appeal. The two dollars and seventeen cents might at least buy him a meal, perhaps information about a place to sleep. Decision made, Patrick squared his shoulders, lifted his chin, and pushed open the door.

A small brass bell announced his entrance with a gentle chime. Patrick stepped across the threshold and into another world. After hours in the harsh sunlight and dust of the village roads, the store's interior enveloped him in cool, ordered tranquility that took his breath away.

Shelves lined the walls from floor to ceiling, each one precisely arranged. Glass jars filled with preserved fruits and herbs sparkled in the light, creating colorful prisms on the dark wood. Bolts of fabric—wool, cotton, and linen— stood in graduated rows according to color and texture. Tools hung in neat rows; their metal surfaces polished to a soft gleam. Barrels of flour, sugar, and salt stood sentinel near the far wall, their contents protected by tight-fitting lids.

The air was rich with a bouquet of complex aromas. The sweet tang of fresh sawdust hinted at new lumber nestled at the back. Flour's earthy embrace wafted in, evoking a sense of warmth and nostalgia. A crisp, clean note of soap added brightness, cutting through the richness. Underlining it all was a faint medicinal scent, reminiscent of Boston’s old apothecary shops. This blend created an intriguing atmosphere. In this space, everything belonged, and each scent carried a hidden meaning.

A heavy wooden counter split the room in two, its surface worn smooth from years of use. Behind it hung various tobacco products. Behind the glass front were more valuable items: small vials of vanilla, other extracts, delicate sewing needles, pencils, and paper. The counter showed signs of use, shallow indentations from countless coins and deeper grooves from heavy items. Still, it had been oiled and polished with care. Every nick and dent was preserved, telling the store's story.

Several lanterns hung from ceiling beams, though only one was lit, casting a warm glow over the nearest shelves. The floor, Patrick noticed, had been recently swept; not a speck of dust marred its worn boards. The windows facing the dusty road were surprisingly clean. Minor smudges showed they were regularly washed.

The order and care evident in every aspect of the store struck Patrick with unexpected force. In Boston, he often visited grand stores. They had marble counters and gaslit chandeliers. These places showed off their importance with flair. This place spoke instead of steady purpose, of attention to detail, of pride taken in service rather than appearance. It was honest in a way Patrick had rarely encountered or practiced.

His reverie broke as his stomach growled in the quiet space. Heat rushed to his face. He moved deeper into the store. He feigned casual interest while browsing the shelves. In truth, he had skipped lunch, nearly broke, and had no place to go once the store closed.  His fingertips trailed lightly over jars of preserved peaches, sacks of coffee beans, tins of tobacco. Each item stood for a small comfort, a normal life, stability, everything he had gambled and lost.

Patrick calculated and recalculated what he could afford. The numbers tumbled through his mind with practiced ease; the one skill from his clerk days that never abandoned him. A small loaf of bread. Some cheese. Not both. His gaze lingered on dried apples, on jars of molasses, on a wheel of cheese beneath a protective cloth. Hunger sharpened every sense, making the store's abundance almost unbearable.

He noticed movement behind the counter—soft footfalls brushing against weathered wood. Patrick steeled his resolve, mustering the last remnants of his charm. Whoever ran this store would see only what he allowed: a gentleman momentarily thwarted, not a desperate victim of his own gullibility. With a practiced grace, his mask fell into place. He pivoted toward the counter, poised to greet the keeper of MacAskill's General Mercantile.

A young woman emerged, whose presence anchored the carefully arranged store. Her blonde hair was twisted back neatly, showing a face that was both youthful and wise. She seemed no older than eighteen or nineteen. Still, her green eyes showed a deep wisdom as they tracked Patrick's movements between the shelves. One hand rested on her small belly under a clean, flour-dusted apron. The other hand helped support her lower back, showing the natural posture of pregnancy.

She watched him pretend to browse with the patient attention of someone accustomed to observing rather than being observed. There was nothing coy in her gaze, no flirtation or demure lowering of eyes when Patrick glanced in her direction. She simply watched, cataloging details with the same precision visible in the store's organization. Patrick stood by a display of tinned goods. He acted like a purposeful customer, but he was just stalling. The silence grew, and Patrick became conscious of his own breathing. He felt the ache in his feet as they shuffled on the floor. The building suddenly creaked around them.

"Are you planning to buy something, or just admiring the dust collection?" The young woman spoke with a Cape Breton lilt. Her tone was crisp and direct. It lacked the deference Patrick expected from shop girls in Boston.

He turned, startled by the bluntness of her question. "I'm considering my options," he said, using a tone that felt a bit condescending, like he would with a shop worker in Boston. The moment the words left his mouth, he regretted them. This was not Boston, and he was in no position to affect superiority.

"Consider faster, then." She shifted her weight, wincing slightly as she adjusted her stance to better support her pregnant body. "I close at six, and you've been staring at those same tins for near ten minutes."

Patrick became flushed. He moved toward the counter. His city shoes clicked loudly on the wooden floor. The hollow sound the heels made sounded off compared to the soft thump of the locals' leather boots. "I'll take some licorice, please."

A slight arch of her eyebrow suggested she found his choice interesting but not particularly inspired. She reached behind her to a glass jar filled with black twists of candy, removed three pieces, and placed them on a small square of paper on the counter.

"Three cents," she said.

Patrick carefully extracted the coins from his pocket, painfully aware that his entire fortune now rested in his palm for her to see. He picked three pennies with care, as if the rest of the coins meant wealth instead of coming hardship and set them on the counter.

Her fingers, slender but strong, with short, practical nails, swept the coins into the till without comment. If she noticed his hesitation or the meagerness of his remaining funds, she gave no sign. Instead, she folded the paper around the licorice with efficient movements and slid it toward him.

"You're not from around here." It was not a question.

"Boston," Patrick said, taking the small package. "I arrived this morning."

"Figured as much. The shoes gave you away." She glanced down at his blistered feet with a practical assessment that held neither pity nor scorn. "Nobody here wears shoes like that. Too thin for the rocks, too stiff for walking."

Patrick's instinct was to defend his footwear. They were good shoes, bought from a reputable cobbler on Beacon Street, but the absurdity of the impulse struck him. 

"They've served their purpose," he said instead, allowing a hint of his true circumstances to show. "Though perhaps not as well as I'd hoped."

The young woman nodded, a glimmer of approval in her eyes at his honesty. "I'm Mary," she said.

"Patrick Callahan." He extended his hand before remembering that such formalities might not be customary practice here. To his relief, she accepted the gesture, her handshake firm and brief.

"You MacAskill's wife?" Patrick asked.

A short, bright laugh escaped her. "Lord, no. Just his humble shopgirl." She adjusted her apron over her rounded belly. "This one belongs to John David MacGregor, my husband, not Mr. MacAskill." She emphasized the syllables of her surname, highlighting the difference from the store owner's. "Angus gave me this job four years back, after my father's boat went down in a September storm. I was fifteen, alone in the world, and he needed help reaching the low shelves."

Patrick unwrapped one piece of licorice and bit into it, the sweet-bitter flavor flooding his mouth. He chewed slowly, savoring both the taste and the small pleasure of having something to eat. "That was generous of him."

Mary shrugged. "That's Angus. Looks like a giant, acts like one too when it comes to carrying or lifting, but he's got a softness for folks in trouble." She rubbed her lower back again, shifting her weight to find comfort. "Not that he'd admit it. He'd say he just needed the help, and I was adequate."

"And were you? Just Adequate?"

A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. "I do my best.”

Patrick nodded, recognizing in her words the same pride he carried—the need to be valued for ability rather than pitied for circumstance. It created an unexpected bridge between them, this shared insistence on capability.

"Your husband works on the fishing boats?" Patrick asked, noting how she had referred to her father's boat rather than her husband's.

"Aye, with his brothers. They'll be back by sundown if the wind holds." Her hand moved to her belly in an unconscious gesture of connection.

Patrick took another small bite of licorice, making it last. The simple black candy had become precious, not just for its flavor but for the legitimacy it granted him. As long as he was a paying customer consuming his purchase, he had a right to this warm space, this moment of respite.

"And what brings Patrick Callahan from Boston to our little corner of nowhere?" Mary asked, leaning her elbows on the counter. Her green eyes held no malice, but they missed nothing. "Most who come this far have kin or business. You don't strike me as having either."

The directness of her question caught Patrick off-guard. In Boston, conversations ran through layers of social pretense, words serving as much to obscure truth as to reveal it. Here, it seemed, questions arrived unadorned by politeness.

"Business," he said, the lie rising to his lips without any conscious notion. Then, meeting her clear gaze, he amended: "At least, that's what I thought. Turns out the opportunity I came for doesn't exist."

Mary nodded, unsurprised. "Timber scheme or mineral rights?"

Patrick stared at her, his carefully maintained facade cracking. "Timber," he admitted, the word barely audible.

"Carroway?" she asked, and when Patrick's eyes widened in recognition, she nodded. "Third one I know of. The others gave up and took the skiff back to Halifax."

Patrick felt shame and anger. He took the final bite of licorice, chewing slowly to delay response.

"The others must have had return fare," he said finally, the words tasting more bitter than the candy.

Mary's gaze lingered on him, a softening shadow crossing her face. Silence enveloped them, yet her stance shifted, hinting at a gentle easing of judgment. They might have seen a common struggle, even with their remarkably different lives. Patrick unwrapped another candy, the twisted black licorice coiling like a languid serpent in his fingers. The shop's warmth hugged him tight, crafting a cozy refuge. As Mary glided along the counter, she returned items with deft precision, her pregnancy adding a tender rhythm to her movements. Patrick nibbled on the candy, savoring each bite, stretching these moments of calm like warm taffy, reluctant to let go.
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