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Chapter 1


“I don’t see why Reuben Tate had to come back to town at all,” Ellie White complained, digging into her lobster tortilla.


We were at La Sardina, Eastport’s Mexican restaurant. The menu was south-of-the-border with a downeast Maine twist—thus the lobster—but the atmosphere was all laid-back Key West:


Strings of tiny, twinkling colored lights framed the tall front windows. White gauze beach umbrellas slanted over the old wooden tables. And potted plants grown to enormous sizes lent a tropical flavor: palm, spathiphyllum, a flowering bougainvillea like a tree full of purple butterflies.


With her tortilla, Ellie was having a tomato and mesclun salad with blue cheese dressing, and a Dos Equis. “And I don’t see,” she added, “why he had to come now.”


Beside me, my son, Sam, went on attacking his combination plate. “You could strip varnish with this hot sauce,” he remarked appreciatively; at seventeen, Sam thought flaming coals weren’t quite hot enough unless you doused them in Tabasco.


“Reuben’s like a bad rash,” Ellie’s husband, George Valentine, said. “He comes back.”


He cut a slice off his well-done ribeye steak; to George, the French fry is about as foreign as food needs to get, with the possible exception of the English muffin.


“The trick,” he added, “is getting rid of him again. But this time I hear he means to stay.”


At which my friends all sighed sorrowfully. Reuben Tate was the sly, grinning worm in the apple of their happiness that autumn, and it seemed unfair just when everything else in town was looking up:


Summer had come and gone but we still had the taste of it in our mouths, tart and sweet as a drop of lemonade. Dahlias with bright shaggy heads big as dinner plates bloomed in the perennial beds; ripe tomatoes loaded the vines in our back gardens, and the rosebushes massed along the seawall bowed low under their heavy burden of rose hips, huge and juicy as Bing cherries.


Also, for once the town had cash. Sea urchins and sardines had been freakishly plentiful that season, the boats coming back half-capsized by the unaccustomed weight of their catches, and scallop harvest promised to be as bountiful. Until then, foreign freighters—their names, unpronounceable, stenciled in white, rust-mottled Cyrillic letters on their towering sterns—loomed at dockside, loading paper pulp and particle board from the mills up in Woodland, making overtime for the stevedores and truckers.


Finally, at September’s end came the annual East-port Salmon Festival, the last outdoor bash of the year on our little island in Maine, which meant that cash registers in the cafés and shops on Water Street would soon be jingling with tourist money.


So we were content. Only the thought of Reuben with his quick, twitchy ways, his pale, wandering eye and odd laugh—a harsh, painful-sounding bark like a strangled cough; when he uttered it, he meant to hurt someone—kept putting a damper on people.


“Could be this time Reuben’s luck will run out,” said my main squeeze, Wade Sorenson.


Just off the water after guiding a cargo vessel into port—it’s what he does, as Eastport’s official harbor pilot—Wade wore a navy turtleneck, jeans, and a cableknit sweater the color of vanilla ice cream. His gray eyes reflected the light of the candle stuck in the neck of a wine jug on the table.


“Not soon enough,” my ex-husband, Victor Tiptree, said sourly, and I glanced at him in surprise.


“Reuben Tate’s luck,” he emphasized, “can’t end soon enough for me.”


“How do you know Reuben?” I asked, and the others around the table looked inquisitively at him, too.


Six months earlier, Victor had moved here to East-port from the Upper East Side of Manhattan, and in remote, thinly populated downeast Maine his arrival had of course been newsworthy. But I hadn’t thought any of the local people were newsworthy to Victor, and especially not a ne’er-do-well like Reuben.


Tonight, Victor’s dinner had consisted of the olives from his martinis. “It’s not important,” he muttered, and gulped the melted ice from his glass.


Annoyed but determined not to argue—the rule, when dealing with Victor, is never wrestle with a pig; you both get dirty and the pig likes it—I turned away, as a voice from the next table rose in worried complaint.


“Did Reuben really say that?” Paddy Farrell, who ran a textile design studio out of an old canning-factory building he’d rehabilitated down on the waterfront, had clearly been listening in on our conversation. Sitting with Paddy was his longtime companion, Terence Oscard.


“Did he?” Paddy demanded, his close-clipped salt-and-pepper head coming up pugnaciously as he caught my eye. “He’s staying?”


Paddy wore a navy blazer and a tailored button-down shirt, a maroon silk scarf at his throat. “George?” he persisted as George stolidly went on chewing. “Did you actually hear him say that?”


“What I said,” George confirmed after a sip of Miller Lite. “Stayin’ in his mom’s old place out in Quoddy Village, got the little trust fund she left him to live on. It ain’t much, but I guess that’s nothing new to Reuben. He’s never had any job at all, that I’ve known of.”


Terence Oscard, a big-boned, pale-haired man with a beaky nose and a big, pointy Adam’s apple, wore a light blue chambray shirt, khaki slacks, and Topsiders. Good-looking in the way some very ugly men can be, his jutting features regularized by intelligence and kindness, he sat listening with his usual thoughtful attention.


But Paddy seemed agitated. “Reuben can’t do that. Why, the town won’t be worth living in. It’ll be the bad old days all over again.”


Terence leaned over to me. “I’ve got a new Red Cross first-aid book,” he confided. “I’ll be glad to lend it to you when I’ve finished it.”


He was a martyr to numerous imaginary ailments and, perhaps on account of these, a self-taught first-aid expert. I liked him a great deal; everyone did.


“Thanks, Terence, I’ll look forward to it,” I said, and he sat back, pleased.


“Doesn’t anybody,” Paddy demanded, “remember?” He glared at us, fists clenched as if he might punch someone just to refresh people’s recollections.


“Don’t see as there’s much we can do about Reuben sticking around if he wants to,” George said, his tone unperturbed as he went on eating his steak and potatoes. “Still a free country.”


I noticed, though, that George didn’t raise his eyes, a sign that he wasn’t enjoying Paddy’s conversation. Paddy was intense, quick to anger, and inclined to pound the table, while George was the opposite: the quieter he became, the more tactfully and carefully you’d better go, or eventually he would lower the boom on you.


“Unless,” George added to Paddy, “you’ve got some brilliant new idea.”


At this, the air around us seemed to grow darkly electric, charged with some knowledge I didn’t share. Silence lengthened as the three Eastport natives at our table—Ellie, Wade, and George—went on eating their dinners, concentrating on their plates. Sam and I looked puzzledly at them, while Victor continued drumming his fingers on the table, wanting the drinks waitress.


“No,” Paddy said at last. “No new ideas. Finished, Terence?” Shoving back his chair, he flung down his napkin furiously.


Nodding agreeably, the big man got to his feet. Then he staggered, briefly but unmistakably, placing his hand on the table to steady himself. But he recovered smoothly, dropping some money by his plate and smiling his farewell to the rest of us.


He hadn’t been drinking. Terence never did; the faint muzzy feeling induced by even a single glass of wine always made him think he had some rare neurological condition. And as they left together, he seemed fine again: bending as always to hear whatever Paddy was saying, Paddy accompanying his words with his usual energetic gestures.


Watching them go, I sensed an ongoing liveliness of interest undimmed by the comfort of habit; they were by all accounts a devoted couple. I thought they were lucky, and that Terence had somehow simply missed his footing.


But Paddy’s comments had dropped a pall over our table, with George, Ellie, and Wade looking suddenly even more dismal.


“Come on,” I said. “How bad can it be? I’m sure a few of the boys from the dock can take care of Reuben Tate, if he gets to be too much trouble.”


Ellie’s lips pursed. “You only know him by reputation,” she began, and was about to say more.


But just then a harsh bark of laughter was followed by the warning rasp of barstools being shoved back. Next came the voice of Ted Armstrong, La Sardina’s formidable bartender and bouncer.


“Okay, now, that’s enough. We don’t want to be breaking any expensive glassware, make the price of a beer go up another half-buck just to pay for it all.”


The scuffling quieted as the sound system began playing a cut of Bela Fleck’s new jazz-bluegrass fusion CD, “Throwdown at the Hoedown.” La Sardina’s owners had eclectic tastes in music, and so as a result did the guys who tended to occupy their barstools.


Or most of them did. “Throwdown” cut off in the middle of a banjo lick so breakneck, it had to be heard to be believed, and the music switched to something about how lonesome somebody was going to be tonight.


“He’s in there,” Ellie said quietly. “One thing he hates is decent music. You wait, before the night’s over, Teddy’ll have to toss him out of the place, and then won’t there be hell to pay?”


“Is there anything,” I asked, “that Reuben doesn’t hate?”


“Money and misery,” George replied, forking up the last of his baked potato.


With his dark hair, milky-pale skin, and a bluish black five-o’clock shadow darkening his small, neat jawline, George looks as if he stepped out of the hills of Appalachia about five minutes ago. His black gimme cap, with GUPTILL’S EXCAVATING embroidered in orange script on the front, sat on the table beside his plate.


“The one he tries getting from you and the other he tries giving you, when he can. Which,” George added, “is pretty often.”


“Well, what’s the matter with him?” Sam asked. “Is he sick? I mean, you know, disturbed?”


Sam’s own disposition is so sunny that he has managed to stay on good terms with both his father and me, which as a feat is a little like being Switzerland during WWII, only for longer and with more bombs. In fact, it was mostly due to Sam’s ongoing diplomatic efforts that his father was with us that evening.


But as I watched Victor fidget, I thought he had some other motive for coming, too, like maybe he hadn’t wanted to be alone for some reason.


Not that I cared much. Victor and I weren’t having a truce, exactly. More like a cease-fire.


George looked at Sam. “Reuben Tate’s not sick. He’s broken. Like a dog you can’t cure of being vicious. Stay away from him, Sam. He’s got more ways to clean a guy’s clock than you’ll ever learn. And,” he emphasized seriously, “you don’t want to.”


Sam blinked. “Wow. Okay.” For George to utter so many words in a row was unusual. In the tone he’d taken, it was stunning.


“Someone,” Victor piped up from behind his fresh martini—the drinks waitress had taken pity on him—“ought to get rid of Reuben Tate once and for all.”


As always, he resembled an ad out of Gentleman’s Quarterly: blue striped silk tie, charcoal slacks, tasteful gold cufflinks. Even the hairs on the backs of his wrists looked groomed. Only the look on his face conveyed a sense of rumpled dishevelment, in part I supposed on account of those martinis. But I remember thinking again that something else was going on with him.


Wade put down his glass of O’Doul’s. “Think so, do you?” he commented mildly to Victor. “Someone should get rid of him? Just take him out?”


“Yeah.” Victor glowered. “As a matter of fact, I do.”


When Victor first moved here, I was concerned that he would become a serious fly in my ointment, in the romance department especially. Having your crazy ex-husband living down the street from you might just tend, as a for-instance, to discourage your boyfriend from parking his pickup truck overnight right out in your driveway where everybody can see it.


Lately, though, Victor hadn’t bothered me quite so much. It wasn’t that he had gotten saner; maybe the opposite. His personal idiosyncrasies—his obsession over physical cleanliness, for example—seemed to have gotten stronger. But here in Eastport everyone’s a skinful of quirks, so in a way Victor was just like the rest of us. Also, Wade parked his pickup where he pleased, as he always had.


None of this, however, made Victor a congenial dining companion. Now his immaculate, close-clipped fingernails tapped the table again, impatiently, as if he couldn’t just get up and leave on his own whenever he wanted to.


“So, are you people finished or what?” he asked.


“Stop it,” I hissed at him, and for a wonder he subsided, though his gaze still strayed anxiously to the bar area and then to the door, as if calculating some daring exit strategy.


But I still didn’t put two and two together.


Instead I turned back to Wade; the O’Doul’s interested me. Ordinarily, he enjoys breweries so micro that they measure their ingredients out by the thimbleful.


But in reply to my silent inquiry he just lifted his glass, and the suggestion his amused gray eyes conveyed to me then was so personal—and so fully detailed, right down to my keeping the dog not only off the bed but actually out of the whole bedroom—that I was struck speechless for a moment.


Wade is not the most verbal guy you will ever meet. Once on a boat in a storm he lost, in short order, his mast, his engine, and a sizable chunk of his left arm, which later required twenty stitches, and I have it on good authority that his only comment was “darn.” But when he wants to, he gets his message across.


And not only to me, I realized as Sam got up and announced that he would be bunking at his dad’s this evening, so I should please not leave the back porch light on for him or the neighbors would think he had stayed out all night without permission.


“But me and Tom Daigle and some other guys are watching the playoffs,” he added, “so I might not get in till past midnight.”


The World Series, he meant; Sam and his young buddies were slaves to the guy-stuff scene lately. But that wasn’t all of it. Victor peeked at me, figuring how to play this: be-cool dad, or tough, stick-to-the-curfew father?


The deciding factor being which might most irritate me. Like I said, it was only a cease-fire.


But Sam picked up on that, too, cuffing his father on the shoulder affectionately. “Chill out, Dad. It’s Friday, remember? See you later.”


Wistfully I watched him pass by outside La Sardina’s window, its dark condensation blurring him to a neon-lit smear. Once upon a time, I had been that boy’s whole world; now, he plotted so that Wade could be alone with me.


And I wasn’t at all sure I liked it.


Suddenly a shriek like a bird being torn wing from wishbone came from the bar area. “My ear! That little bastard bit my ear!”


Moments later a boy-sized man strutted from the bar. In his forties, he wore tight black Levi’s, a T-shirt with rolled sleeves to show off his small, hard arm muscles, and black leather boots with metal cleats on the heels. He had blond eyelashes and hair so blond it was almost white, combed in a ducktail, and a purple birthmark shaped like a teardrop under his left eye.


It was Reuben Tate himself, and he was obviously out of his skull: tequila, or some other high-proof engine of destruction. His eyes were as bright as highway flares. But he held it well in terms of motor skills; rumor had it that Reuben could walk, talk, and perform an astonishing variety of bad deeds while laboring under a blood-alcohol level that would pickle a lab rat.


The cleats clicked purposefully across the floor and stopped right beside my ex-husband, and all of a sudden I knew why Victor had not wanted to leave without us.


“Well, well,” Reuben said smirkingly. “What have we here?”


“Shut up, Reuben,” Ellie said, startling me. “Leave him alone or I’ll knock your block off.”


In a pink cashmere sweater, cream slacks, and a sheen of pink-tinted lip gloss, with her red hair falling in waves and her freckles like a sprinkling of gold dust, Ellie looked just about as dangerous as your standard lace-trimmed valentine.


Reuben ignored her. “My ear!” somebody moaned from the bar. There was a smudge of blood on Reuben’s T-shirt.


“Why, it’s the doctor,” Reuben drawled, his bright eyes surveying Victor’s perfect grooming mockingly. He kicked the leg of Victor’s chair with the toe of his black leather boot.


“Hey, doctor.”


Here I suppose I should explain that Victor was, or anyway had been until recently, an accomplished brain surgeon. Back in the city, he was the guy you went to after the other surgeons refused you, because if they took you into surgery you would very likely die on the table, ruining their operating-room statistics.


That, by the way, is why when a surgeon does agree to operate, you will probably survive; surgeons love their win/loss numbers more than they love their own mothers. But I digress:


“Hey, Reuben. Cut it out.” George ate the last bite of his steak, washing it down with a final swallow of Miller Lite.


Reuben kicked the leg of Victor’s chair again, harder. “Aww, what’s the matter? Big-shot doctor, too good to talk to me?”


“Reuben, do you remember that time in the playground?” Ellie inquired sternly. “When I beat you up?”


She sat up straight and gazed at at him without fear. “Well, I’m about to do it again. I’m not scared to get into it with you, Reuben. You know that. You know that I am not.”


“Ellie,” I said quietly. I couldn’t understand why Wade and George weren’t shushing her, too. She was half out of her chair.


“Ellie,” I repeated insistently. But she didn’t look at me.


“Reuben? Are you listening to me?”


There was a moment, then, when anything could have happened. But at the end of it Reuben backed down.


Sort of. “You’ll talk to me,” he told Victor, stepping away. “Like before. Or you know,” he added menacingly, “what I’ll do.”


“Damn it, Reuben, I told you to get out of here,” Ted Armstrong bellowed, charging from the bar ham-fisted and ready to thump someone. “I’ll drop-kick your butt off the fish pier.”


Reuben turned on his cleated heel, hands raised placatingly. “I’m going, I’m going. See you, doctor,” he promised with an evil wink. “Oh, and . . . thanks for that other thing.”


Then he was gone, leaving us sitting there like the stunned victims of some sudden, cataclysmic natural disaster.


“What brought that on?” I asked Victor, but he only waved an exhausted hand and wouldn’t answer.


Ted Armstrong brought us each another drink without anybody asking and motioned Wade’s money away. “On the house,” he said. “Sorry about that. Jeez, I knew I shouldn’a let him in here. But later, you know, that Reuben makes you pay for it, if you don’t. Jeez, does he ever make you pay.”


He wiped his hands on his apron, apologetically. “Listen, doc, you probably don’t feel like it, and a bite wound’s probably not up your alley anyway, you bein’ a big brain man an’ all.”


Victor’s prowess as a head doctor was already town legend; in Eastport it was almost as good as being able to fix a crapped-out carburetor with a hairpin and a twist of coat-hanger wire.


“But I got a guy in there,” Ted went on plaintively, “he’s bleedin’ like nobody’s business. Friday night, clinic’s closed up at this hour, and I’m gonna run outta bar towels.”


Victor tucked his beautiful blue striped silk tie into his shirtfront, out of the way of the action.


“Sure,” he said. “Tell your guy he’s in luck. The doctor”—he downed his fourth martini in a gulp—“is in.”


“So much for a quiet Friday night in Eastport,” Wade said as Victor strode off.


George snorted wryly. “Folks in the big city hear about it, they’ll all be up here. Mecca of excitement.”


Somebody dropped another coin in the jukebox: Tony Bennett.


“Ellie,” I asked, “are you out of your damned mind?”


“I can take Reuben,” she replied, “with one hand tied behind me. And wouldn’t I love to?”


Resting there in front of her, Ellie’s fists looked slender but businesslike, pale pink nail polish notwithstanding.


“Guys,” I said, turning in appeal, but Wade and George just grinned at me.


“Ellie beat the you-know-what out of Reuben, once, out in the schoolyard. Course,” George added judiciously, “back then we were all a little wilder.”


“Man, that day she took Reuben on, he ran home to his mother, crying,” Ted Armstrong agreed admiringly. He had come back to our table and was standing there, listening and nodding.


“That girl,” he enthused, “could punch. Reuben was a big kid, too, remember. For his age, then. Big and stupid.”


“No, Ted. You’re misremembering,” Ellie corrected gravely.


George and Wade suddenly looked sober again, also, and as I watched I began realizing that in their view, Reuben Tate was far more than a disruptive annoyance. To them he was serious trouble.


But I still didn’t know why.


Meanwhile, dinner hour was over, a younger crowd drifting in as the local band Double Shot began setting up on the small stage near the door. Wade paid the check as Ellie and I began gathering our things.


Passing the bar, I glanced in to where Victor was stitching a guy’s ear up, using a needle and thread that he always carried with him since God forbid he should lose a button. Also in his walking-around kit were dental floss, a nail brush, some antiseptic hand wipes, and throat spray.


The guy sat motionless, his shirt drenched crimson, his gaze fixed tranquilly on some far horizon no one else could see. I didn’t know if the guy was so drunk that he was anesthetized, or if Victor had hypnotized him; Victor is like a snake charmer with patients. One look and they trust him utterly.


Wade put his arm reassuringly around me. “He’ll be okay,” he said, meaning Victor. Not for the first time, I went mentally down on my knees and thanked my stars. Wade was so serenely unthreatened by Victor, he actually wished him well.


Meanwhile the fellows at the bar watched Victor over their beers, their rapt eyes following the needle’s progress intently and their expressions admiring.


“He can do something useful. And he’s willing to. That’s the key to it, in Eastport,” Wade said sensibly.


“Yeah,” I said. “I guess. You’ve got to wonder, though. A little town like this, light-years from anywhere. You can’t tell how it’ll affect a person.”


And especially Victor, who until six months ago thought a passport was required for venturing out of Manhattan; that and a guide for negotiating the wild, outer reaches of Westchester.


“Kill you or cure you,” Wade agreed.


George and Ellie were waiting for us on the sidewalk. “You okay?” I asked Ellie. She was an Eastport girl right down to the marrow, and she had been my friend since my first day in town, a couple of years earlier. Now, though, her expression looked queer to me: distracted. Oddly distant.


“Fine.” She forced a smile, while Wade and George conferred privately about something. “I was just thinking again about what Ted Armstrong said.”


Her gaze probed uneasily into the shadows along the dock, away from the harbor where the deck lamps of the freighter Star Hoisin lit the cargo platform like a movie set. Beyond the ship, the night was so clear and dead calm that you couldn’t tell where the stars ended and their reflections on the flat water began.


But the stillness felt ominous and the sunrise that morning had been red, promising weather; maybe not soon, but sometime in the next week or so. All the boats from the fishing fleet were snug at their moorings inside the boat basin.


“What?” I said, wondering again what Victor had gotten himself into. “About Reuben Tate being so big and mean? Because he isn’t. Not big, anyway.”


My voice sounded uncertain. I’d never seen him up close before, and his size had surprised me, even reassured me. But now an unwelcome mental picture of him rose up: those arm muscles, and the boots. His small, neatly modeled features radiated malice like the face of an evil, flaxen-haired doll, the more malevolent for being in miniature.


As if summoned by my thought, footsteps came out of the darkness where Ellie was staring. Somebody back there on the seawall, I realized, was walking.


Listening, maybe, too.


“No,” Ellie said. “I mean about him not being smart. It’s a mistake, underestimating Reuben. He’s sharp as a tack.” She shook her head, her red hair moving like water under the neons.


Water with something in it. My imagination was getting the better of me, courtesy I supposed of an extra margarita and that guy with the bloody shirt.


“That’s what makes him so different. So dangerous. He’s too smart. I wish,” Ellie said earnestly, “he hadn’t come back.”


Then she thought of something else. “Are you,” she frowned, “still involved in that deal with Victor?”


“Yes,” I admitted, knowing she disapproved.


I did, too, actually; involvement in anything that included my ex-husband was a prescription for trouble. But now that he was here, for Sam’s sake I’d thought I needed to do something about Victor. And the something had involved money: my investment in a new trauma-care center that Victor was starting in Eastport.


“It’s a very good plan,” I said to Ellie. “All he needs to do is the medical part. I can handle the rest. And once it’s all going, it’ll keep him out of my hair.”


As usual when I tried to explain this, she looked skeptical. Her apparent interest in big money ranged somewhere between zilch and nada and, her idea of keeping Victor out of my hair involved wrapping an anchor chain around his legs, then taking him on a boat ride.


“One more week and the financing’ll be wrapped,” I said. “I’m just the seed money. He’s got to meet the people I’ve lined up for him. The other investors. Afterwards, it’s a done deal.”


There was, actually, a little more to it than that, and Ellie knew it. Under the neons, she gave me what Sam would have called the hairy eyeball: Yeah, sure. But before she could say any more, George came over and took her hand.


Out on the water, a foghorn honked in the distance. Across the bay, the lights on Campobello were like a string of rhinestones. The four of us parted in front of the old Eastport Bank building, a tall brick Victorian pile jutting darkly against the dark sky.


Wade’s arm draped around me as we walked up Key Street to my house, passing beneath the half-bare branches of the maples, spectral under the streetlights.


“You okay?” he asked.


“Yeah,” I said, but I wasn’t. Not really.


At the corner, Victor’s lovely old Greek Revival house stood proudly, gleaming with fresh paint, new windows, and tall rebuilt red-brick chimneys. He had at first meant to put a medical office in it, but lately he’d made these other plans.


“I wonder what Reuben meant about talking to Victor again,” I said. “What would Victor have to talk to Reuben about?”


The worry went on nudging me as we passed more antique houses—Federals, Victorians, old Queen Anne cottages with their gables looking out every which way. The moon rose, backing the rooflines with silver.


Wade shrugged. “You know Reuben. Or anyway you’ve heard about him, enough to figure it out. He likes to say threatening things, even when they don’t mean much.”


“I suppose,” I said, not believing it. “He picked on Victor because he was there, probably. And because Victor’s so different from most everyone else in town.”


Different, I meant, from the fishermen, dock-workers, boat handlers, and rough-hewn but determined entrepreneurs of various stripes that made Eastport a vibrant place. There was another group beginning to grow in town, too, of scholars, artisans, and craftspeople. As we climbed the hill I noted the lights in Ron Cumberland’s potting studio, in the old stone house now occupied by a museum curator, and in the neatly kept cottages of a small but increasing bunch of painters, writers, and musicians.


But even among these, Victor with his meticulous appearance and deliberate city airs was a curiosity. Not all the attention he attracted around town was entirely benevolent, though he was working to change this.


“It probably,” I said, “just makes him a natural target for a guy like Reuben.” I was trying to convince myself, but in fact it wasn’t Reuben Tate’s behavior that troubled me; it was Victor’s. And the reason was simple:


Victor didn’t suffer fools gladly, especially with a few martinis in him. And when your line of work involves cutting holes in other people’s heads and repairing what you find inside there, you either develop a lot of confidence or you find a way to fake it, somehow.


Which Victor had. He should have stood up to Reuben Tate and blustered at him until it was Victor’s ear that Reuben decided to take a bite out of. It was the only reaction consistent with Victor’s character.


Instead he had looked frightened. And knowing him as I did, I couldn’t help suspecting that I understood why.


“Hey. Going to invite me in?”


We had come to my own house on Key Street: an enormous 1823 white-clapboard Federal with dark green shutters, forty-eight tall, double-hung original wooden windows, and the original stone foundation, much patched but still as fundamentally solid as it had been two centuries earlier when the oxcarts hauled the granite blocks there, and the men laid them into the cellar hole.


It’s the rest of the house that is gradually falling down, but that is the natural condition of very old houses. As long as I kept working on it, I could stay ahead of it.


I hoped.


“Oh, I guess you can come in,” I told Wade. “Seeing as your shaving kit’s upstairs, and your clothes, and your work stuff for tomorrow. We should try practicing some restraint once in a while, though, don’t you think?”


He drew me nearer. Much nearer. “I’m practicing it right this minute.”


“Oh. Well, in that case, let us not delay,” I managed, and his answering chuckle implied absolutely no restraint whatsoever.


Going in the back door, we met Monday, my black Labrador retriever, who greeted us with her own canine version of the old buck-and-wing, toenails clicking on the hardwood kitchen floor.


“Hey, mush-head,” Wade told the dog affectionately, opening the refrigerator and the freezer at the same time, and I really knew better than to accept the chilled, cut-crystal flute of ice-cold, perfectly delicious champagne he offered to me then.


But I did accept it, and the next one, too, so that one way and another—


—and what with keeping the dog not only off the bed but actually out of the whole bedroom—


—I forgot what Reuben Tate had said to my ex-husband, Victor, that night at La Sardina.


And I shouldn’t have.




Chapter 2


My name is Jacobia Tiptree, and when I first came to Maine with my son, Sam, I had ideas about how our lives would be, here.


For one thing, I thought I would go back to Manhattan a lot. I was well fixed financially, still reasonably young, and decent-looking; not gorgeous, but my face didn’t stop clocks. And I’d lived in the city since I’d gotten off a Greyhound there at age sixteen, alone, penniless, and without an idea of how to do anything useful.


But nobody in the world is so interested in money as a poor girl, and I’d pursued my fascination with a vengeance, first at night school, eventually via grants and graduate work. Soon I was managing large amounts of other people’s money along with my own, and I’d become skilled at life in Manhattan:


I could get a cab in the rain, a good table at Four Seasons, or a bagel so fresh that just by eating it, you could learn whole phrases of vernacular Yiddish. In short, I’d grown up in the city, and I thought I might miss it. On the other hand, I was also miserable:


Victor’s idea of an amicable divorce had turned out to be one in which the parties stopped short of using automatic assault weapons. No woman, no woman, had ever dumped him before, and my doing so had deeply affronted him; his idea of monogamy was serial monogamy—he was faithful to the girlfriends, anyway, although not to me—and the number in the series had climbed to the triple digits by the time I bailed out. But he still felt I was being unreasonable.


Then there was Sam, whose new attitude toward me lay in the no-man’s land between carelessness and contempt. Since achieving puberty, a condition he apparently equated with immortality, he’d been running with a posse of computer-literate young outlaws with nicknames like Pillz, Wanker, and Doctor Destructo 357—


—this latter nom I had seen painted artistically in bright, poisonous Day-Glo yellow on subway overpasses, up there with the wrist-thick high-tension cables, the sight of which did not reassure me in the slightest—


—whose collective mission in life was, I gathered, to hack into a top-secret military database and start World War III.


At anything else—anything lawful—they were hopeless, which was a part of what made them all so angry. Sam could barely read, a problem that at the time I attributed to his behavioral difficulties, and the others had ditched school entirely. But their illiteracy and general ineptitude overall was, to me, no particular comfort; at World War III I thought this bunch might succeed. For one thing, their personalities fitted their goals: dark. Suicidally apocalyptic and brilliant.


Sam, I discovered during my bouts of shameless, terrified eavesdropping, was especially useful to the project, since while he could barely decipher the label on a cereal box, he could fix absolutely anything. Even while stoned on marijuana, which often he was without even bothering to hide it anymore, he was a real mechanical genius, unfortunately for civilization as we know it.


As for the notion of discipline or a heart-to-heart talk: oh, please. For all that boy listened to me, I might as well have been speaking Urdu. I tried everything, including a psychologist who believed in back-to-the-womb regression. When she turned on the sloshing sound of the amniotic fluid and the lub-dub of what was supposed to be his mother’s heartbeat, Sam bolted from her office and didn’t come home for two days.


Toward the end, I found myself standing before a Santeria shop window in a neighborhood up above 125th Street, desperately examining a display of magic candles and some vials of powdered sheep entrails, wondering if maybe . . .


Well, I bought a candle—you can always use candles—and a week later I discovered Eastport and fell in love with it at once, in the same sudden, irreversible way that a person might be struck by lightning or run over by a bus.


The town was on Moose Island, as far up the Maine coast as you can get, and reachable only by a narrow causeway. There was no reeking smog, no hostile gangs of drug-addled, dysfunctional little teenaged computer terrorists. Also, there was no Victor, and to get away from Victor at that point I’d have signed up for a colony on Mars.


Still, even as I sold my Manhattan penthouse, complete with twenty-four-hour uniformed doorman, private elevator, and panoramic view of Central Park—


—and even as I signed the papers that meant I owned the shambling, dilapidated but utterly charming antique house on Key Street, stepping into it afterward filled with the shimmering knowledge that something momentous had happened.


Even then, I had no intention of giving up my status as a streetwise, dyed-in-the-wool New Yorker. I would go back to the city often, I thought: on weekends, and during Sam’s school vacations.


All of which strikes me as fairly hilarious now, because after a week in Eastport I forgot whether Park Avenue runs uptown or downtown, and didn’t care. Soon whole chunks of my past life began dropping away from me like pieces of a plaster body cast, leaving me feeling liberated and exposed, my skin unaccustomed to the air moving freely on it.


Meanwhile Sam’s expression took on an odd listening quality, as if he were hearing music. I held my breath, waiting for the other shoe to drop; when he got bored, I thought, he would start agitating to go back to New York.


Instead he took up walking, from one end of the island to the other. He scoured the shore for periwinkles and beach glass, examined obsessively every boat he could wheedle his way aboard, and returned in the evenings with his face glowing pink from all the exercise and fresh air. When he was home he ate like a horse, slept like the dead, and said very little, but when he did speak, he spoke politely.


And there was another thing, which he only confided to me later: in those first days, he really had been hearing music. The tune—he could hum it straight through, and a local Historical Society member eventually heard him, and identified it—was an old one, written by a man who had once lived in our house. Town legend hinted that he had died there, too, and under mysterious circumstances.


But when I learned all this, I was busy and preoccupied; at the time, Victor had just begun threatening to move to Eastport. Probably the tune had survived in downeast Maine lore, I decided, and Sam had picked it up somewhere, possibly from one of the men on the boats.


So I paid little attention to the old town legend.


At the time.




Chapter 3


Early on the Saturday morning after our dinner at La Sardina, Ellie White and I found Reuben Tate with his throat slit, hanging upside down by a rope knotted hard around his ankles from one of the iron gates in Hillside Cemetery.


His eyes were open, strafing the stones of the old graveyard with undimmed malice. A crow swooped down, attracted by the glint of his upturned boot cleats, and flapped off with a cheated caw. The puddle below the body, dully glistening in the pale sunshine, resembled fresh tar.


“Reuben,” Ellie said softly, her face disbelieving.


I said nothing. We’d started our walk as we always did, down Key Street to the bay which was just then brightening to silver. On Water Street, cars and pickups crowded around the Waco Diner, town men having their eggs and coffee before heading out to work.


At the freight dock the Star Hoisin loomed massively, cargo bays open. Guys in coveralls and rubber boots went down the metal gangways to the finger piers and onto the fishing boats, the grumble of diesel engines mingling with the slopping of small waves against the breakwater and the cries of seagulls. A bell-buoy clanked as tinges of deep pink rose behind the Canadian islands, dark blue blotches against the lightening sky.


As we walked, I’d been giving Ellie a few stock tips. It was advice I had lagged away from following for myself since I’d been in Eastport, but someone might as well get the good of it. Ellie had been half-listening as she always did, or so I’d thought.


Now in the cemetery all thoughts of money flew from my mind; instead I was busy trying to hold on to my breakfast, breathing the way they’d told me to do while Sam was being born. It hadn’t worked very well then, either.


Ellie reached out and touched a finger to Reuben’s leather jacket, as if to confirm what she was seeing. The whoop-whoop of a squad car sounded somewhere down on the waterfront.


“Be careful,” Ellie murmured as if reminding herself, “what you wish for.”


I sat down hard, leaning against one of the old gravestones with my head between my knees. The face was bad, shrouded in red, and his hair was no longer the pale whitish color of sun-bleached straw, but it was the hands that really got to me. Stiffened into caked, curved claws, they had obviously been at his throat.


“Nobody,” I managed, “wishes for that.”


Ellie turned slowly, expressionless. “No. Not anymore.”


Then the sirens started again. I got up and called Monday and snapped her onto her lead. The squad cars were coming fast. Somebody must have seen the body before we found it and gone to find Bob Arnold, Eastport’s police chief, to let him know.


The thought troubled me; there wasn’t much traffic on the cemetery road at this hour of the morning. Moments later, Arnold’s squad car appeared, speeding between the maples and the larch trees that made a bright avenue of the road in autumn. But behind him were a couple of state squads, and that wasn’t right, either. All three cars pulled to the curb, cherry beacons whirling.


Bob Arnold emerged from his squad and stalked over to us furiously. “Jesus H. Christ,” he grated. “One’s not enough?”


“One what?” I asked puzzledly, and then I knew: the siren, and the state cops already in town. Another body.


“He was alive when he went up there,” I said, gesturing at Reuben. “Somebody tied him and lifted him, hung him upside down.”


I was babbling. “And then . . .”


“I get the picture, Jacobia.” Arnold pronounced it the Maine way: pictchah.


By now it was full morning and a pickup truck was pulling in behind the squad cars. George Valentine got out and walked over to Ellie, while Arnold and the state guys conferred by the gate.


“The guy Victor sewed up last night,” George said. “In the bar? They found him down on the seawall a couple hours ago, cold as a flounder.”


A town truck with a bunch of orange traffic cones in its bed parked behind George’s vehicle, and some fellows from the highway department began using the cones to block off the road where it entered Hillside Cemetery.


“Couldn’t figure what happened,” George went on. “Bruises on him. And something blue sticking out of his mouth.”


“Blood all over his shirt,” Arnold added, approaching. “But that was from the events of earlier, in the bar.”


He looked at me. “No mystery there. We’ve got a complete and fully detailed report of that. Fully,” he emphasized, “detailed.”


Uh-oh. Suddenly one those details came back to me: blue. But of course what I was thinking wasn’t possible.


Behind Arnold, the state men began marking off a perimeter, using yellow tape weighed down with small stones to form a circle about twenty feet in diameter.


“Tell me it wasn’t,” I said to George, who had been at the restaurant with us. Who had seen . . .


Victor, tossing back that final martini. And afterwards . . .


George nodded, looking unhappy. “Pried open the guy’s mouth, see what was in there, that’s when we found it.”


One of the state officers went back to his car and got on the radio, while the other began marking off a second perimeter a few yards out from the first. At the center of it all, Reuben hung there like some ghastly flag.


“And to judge by how far down his windpipe it was,” Arnold went on, “I doubt that fellow just happened to mistake it for a cheeseburger. I don’t care,” he finished, “how rip-roaring drunk he’d got, couple-three hours earlier.”


My mind’s eye showed Victor readying himself for impromptu surgery, in the course of which there might be blood. So that Victor, always a poster boy for the compulsively fastidious . . .


“Mistook what?” Ellie demanded.


Monday stopped nosing around and sat down beside me, wanting to go home. Me, too.


“Victor’s tie,” George said. “What the guy strangled on.”


He must have taken it off. Tucked it into his shirt-front, first, but that hadn’t been enough for him; it might get dirty. So he’d taken it off.


“Part in his mouth, and the rest,” Arnold supplied, “damned near down into his lung. Have to wait for the medical examiner, of course. And the way his dance card’s filling up already today, it could take a while. But I’d agree the guy suffocated on it.”


Somebody touched my shoulder and I jumped: Sam.


“Mom? I think you better come. Dad’s at the house, and he’s pretty upset.” Sam kept his eyes averted from Reuben.


“Oh, brother. He knows about the tie?” I asked Arnold.


“Yeah. Teddy Armstrong remembered who he’d seen wearing it. I talked to your ex-husband about it a little while ago. Told him I’d see him at your house, and I was on my way over there. But then,” he gestured in disgust at Reuben, “I got diverted.”


I got up. To Victor, everything was always about him. But this was going to put the frosting on it.


“Did Reuben have relatives?” Bob Arnold asked, squinting at the body. Thinking, I supposed, about a funeral.


Ellie shook her head. “His parents were from away. Both gone now. Buried away, too, I’ve forgotten quite where. They both had,” she added, “that same white-blond hair. And those white eyelashes—to look at them, you’d think they must be brother and sister. But,” she came back to the practical present, “he didn’t have any brothers or sisters, himself.”


Trust her to know; Ellie’s memory contained a veritable orchard of Eastport family trees. “Come on, kiddo,” I told Sam. “Let’s go settle your father down. I guess he must have left that tie in the bar last night. He’d forget his head, you know, you feed him enough martinis.”


“Uh-huh,” Sam agreed, not sounding convinced, but I just laid it to general upset. When Victor gets going, he can generate emotional shock waves that would shatter the Rock of Gibraltar.


Ellie came too, looking grimly gratified now that the first surprise of our discovery had worn off. She is ordinarily the mildest of souls but her gentleness conceals some icy attitudes, partly I think because her ancestors were cold-water pirates, men who cut their eyeteeth on barbecues of long pig and rum until a hurricane blew them out of the Caribbean, eventually to downeast Maine, back in the 1700s.


Since then her family had flourished in Eastport and the surrounding towns, as tenacious as barnacles and when necessary as coldly pragmatic. I got the impression she felt some rough justice had been served there in the cemetery.


George stayed behind with Arnold, calling on Arnold’s radio for sawhorses to hold more perimeter tape and for a second body bag from the small stock of them kept over at the medical clinic.


Which made two more body bags than our little town tended to use in a year. When we have bodies in Eastport they are generally the result of elderly people—and by that I mean very elderly; in Maine, if you should pass before the age of one hundred, your obituary will call it unexpected—signing off more or less on schedule.


So I still felt reasonably sure that the sudden run on body bags was a statistical anomaly, not the beginning of a trend.


Wrong.




Chapter 4


Before Wade went out on the water that morning, he’d brought all forty-eight of my old wooden storm windows up out of the cellar and lined them against the picnic table in the side yard. I’d bet him I could remove the upstairs window sashes and weatherstrip them before snow fell, and he’d said that if I did he would repair and hang the storm windows for me.


But when Victor is in trouble, he thinks he is a swallow and my house is Capistrano, so I wasn’t going to get to the weatherstripping anytime soon.


“Sam,” I said as we approached the back porch. “Why don’t you go on over and hang out with Tommy Daigle awhile? Let your dad and me have a conversation.”


“You sure? He’s pretty, um . . . you know.” Sam waved his hands in a pantomime of something flying to pieces.


“I’m sure,” I replied as reassuringly as I could, and to my relief he headed off. Tommy Daigle was a sensible, good-hearted boy, and his company would be an antidote to Sam’s distress.


Now all I needed was an antidote to my own, but I wasn’t going to get that, either. Mounting the back steps with Ellie, I could hear Victor in there muttering to himself.


“Well, it took you long enough,” he snapped as he saw us.


Scrubbed and freshly shaved as usual, he looked pink as a shrimp. But his eyes were narrowly anxious. I looked at the coffeepot, nearly full when I’d left—Sam had made the coffee, and since he believed it should compete with battery acid, I’d hardly drunk any—and empty now.


Then Ellie and I swung into action: I filled the coffeepot and started it again while she got cups and saucers and sliced bread for toast. I cracked eggs into a bowl, adding milk and waiting for the butter in the pan to sizzle before I dumped them in; she washed the bowl, dried it, and put it away before the eggs had time to need stirring.
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