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My house is old, and rambling, and in some disrepair, and I think that it is faintly haunted: a cold spot forming inexplicably on the stairway, a scuttling in the hall. Then of course there is the matter of the enigmatic portrait, whose mystery I had not yet managed to resolve on that bright April morning when, after living cheerfully and peacefully in the house for over a year, I found a body in the storeroom.


Coming upon a body is an experience, like childbirth or a head-on collision, that takes the breath out of a person. I went back through the passageway between the kitchen and the small, unheated room where in spring I kept dog food and dahlia bulbs, and where apparently I now stored corpses.


“Ellie,” I said, “there’s a dead man out there on the floor.”


Ellie White looked up from the kitchen workbench where she was planting pepper seeds, sprinkling a few into each little soil-filled peat pot, to be set out later in the cold frame. Ellie has coppery hair cut short around a thin, serious face lightly dusted with freckles; her pale blue eyes are so intense that even through her glasses, her gaze makes you feel your X-ray is being taken.


Her index finger paused in the act of tamping soil onto a pepper seed. “Who?” she asked.


Sometimes I think Ellie has formaldehyde in her veins. For instance, when I moved to Maine I thought sill work meant painting them, and if you have ever restored an elderly house you will understand the depths of my innocence; sill work is slightly less radical than tearing the house down and starting over entirely, and almost as expensive, and if you don’t do it the old house ends up at the bottom of the cellar-hole.


Ellie, upon hearing that this was what my old house needed, merely remarked how lucky I was that I could pay for it, because she knew of another woman whose house had needed sill work, too, and that woman was now living in the cellar-hole. Ellie’s comment shut me up pretty quickly, as she had intended, and I resigned myself to getting the job done in spring, but along about March I’d discovered that sill work was only the beginning. There was also the poignant little problem of the rot-raddled floor joists, and of the support beams holding up the floor joists.


Or rather, not holding them up. “I don’t know who. He’s lying facedown in the corner where everything sags. I should have had that floor jacked up last autumn.”


Ellie was wearing denim coveralls, a bright yellow turtleneck with jade-green turtles satin-stitched onto it, and shiny green gardening clogs over thick, yellow socks. On anyone else the outfit would have been hilarious, but Ellie is so tall and slender that she could wear a painter’s drop cloth, possibly with a couple of frayed dishrags belted around it, and still look just like a Paris runway model.


“I don’t think the floor is the issue here,” she said.


“That’s because it’s not your floor. The only thing holding that floor up now is habit, and when the homicide detectives and the medical examiner and I don’t know who all else start tramping in and out of there, then that floor is going to …”


She was looking at me as if I’d just arrived from Mars. “Jacobia,” she said, “I don’t know what kind of law enforcement you got used to, back in the big city where you come from.”


She picked up the telephone, dialed George Valentine’s number, and let it ring. “But in case you haven’t noticed, you’re not in New York anymore. You’re in Eastport, Maine, three hours from Bangor and a heck of a lot farther from anywhere else, and the only person tramping in and out of that storeroom is going to be George. That is, if he ever answers his phone. He was over at my house earlier, but I don’t know where he is now.”


Of course it was George’s number. In Eastport, George was it: if you had a fire, or a flood, or a skunk in the crawlspace, George was the man you wanted, which was lucky since the rest were out on fishing boats: dragging for scallops, hauling lobster pots, or collecting sea urchins, depending upon the season.


“I’m going out there,” Ellie said, after George had picked up at last and promised to be right over.


People in Eastport do not think the telephone grows naturally out of the tympanic membrane, and some of them will actually decide whether to answer it or not based on what sort of news they are expecting. But George always answered his telephone sooner or later on account of being the clam warden, on call to make sure diggers had valid clam licenses, chase poachers out of forbidden clam areas, and spot-check the clams themselves with his two-inch metal claim ring, through which a legally harvestable bivalve must not be able to pass.


“I think,” Ellie added, “we should make sure the man is really dead.”


This struck me as pointless, since an ice pick in the cranium promised little in the way of future prospects. But Ellie was determined; it was part of her downeast Maine heritage, like being able to navigate in the fog or knowing how to dress out a deer.


“It might be he’s only wounded,” Ellie said. “It might be we can still do something for him.”


Right, and it might be that next we could multiply some loaves and fishes. When she had gone I ran a glass of water and stood there by the sink, pondering whether to drink it or not. Just breathing in and out suddenly seemed to require a series of massive, separately considered decisions, as if each small action of mine had abruptly become huge compared to all the ones the dead man was not taking.


Outside my kitchen window a flock of cedar wax-wings descended on the crabapple tree and began devouring frozen fruit, their short, metallic cries creating a happy clamor. A shower of snow as fine as salt fell around them, whitening the snow already lying on the ground, so their lime-green feathers and candy-corn beaks stood out as brightly as paint drops.


Down at the breakwater, the big ship Star Verlanger sounded her massive horn and cast off, loaded with paper pulp, and the dockworkers jumped in their pickup trucks and headed for a well-earned bottle of Narragansett beer, no bottle of which the dead man would be enjoying. I wondered if his absence would be noticed, or if he was from away. Whichever; by tonight, news of his death would be all over town.


That was what I thought when the whole thing began. But back then, I didn’t know the half of it.
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My name is Jacobia Tiptree, and my ex-husband says I am insane. I have proved this, he says, by giving up a perfectly charming little townhouse on the upper east side of Manhattan—complete with doorman, elevator, and building superintendent—for a huge antique structure every centimeter of which needs paint, plaster, or the underpinnings required to hold up both. The roof leaks, the gutters dangle, and the bricks in the chimneys are quietly turning to sand; when the wind blows hard, which it does very often here, the windows rattle as if they are trying to jump out of their frames, and if you put a marble down on the kitchen floor it will probably roll forever.


I found the place on a warm August day when the garden was clotted with raspberries and zinnias, poppies and Michaelmas daisies whose blooms were wide as saucers. I was coming back from Halifax and the kind of contentious stockholders’ meeting that sets one to wondering how early man ever found his way out of the cave, and why, considering his natural tendencies, he didn’t stay there, when on impulse I drove over the long, curving causeway connecting Moose Island with the U.S. mainland.


I bought my lunch of a sandwich and coffee at the IGA, and walked all over town before sitting down on the green-painted front steps of a big old white house whose bare windows showed a shimmeringly vacant interior. In front of the house I stood on tiptoe and peered in, watching a patch of sunshine move slowly across a pale maple floor that was badly in need of refinishing. Someone had torn the carpeting down from the stairs; the risers looked wormy with old nail holes.


I noted with surprise how certain I felt, how calm. Later I found my way to a tiny storefront real-estate office on Water Street, overlooking Passamaquoddy Bay, and that evening when I drove back to the mainland, the house belonged to me.


What were you thinking of? my ex-husband asked, and so did my relatives and friends. Even my son Sam looked doubtful, although at sixteen he had begun looking doubtful about everything. With a brain surgeon for a father and a money expert for a mother, he was unhappily aware of the problem of living up to all the brilliant genes he had supposedly inherited.


The trouble was, Sam’s brains were not of the quick, flashy variety so popular with Ivy League admissions committees. He was the type who could take one look at a broken washing machine, come back from the appliance store with a part that cost five dollars, and a little while later the washing machine would be fixed. He could do the same with an ailing cat, or the gizmo that makes (or doesn’t make) a doorbell ring. What he couldn’t do was explain how to fix the washing machine, or what sort of attention to give the cat; his perceptions were visceral and immediate, not filtered by words and numbers. They weren’t particularly quantifiable, either, unless you happened to have a broken washing machine.


Which is to say that despite every effort of mine, he was flunking out of school, and so angry about it that he had turned to a group of similarly estranged young outlaws, each with a bad attitude and a ready supply of marijuana, and I was worried about him.


“Just come and look at the place,” I said. “Will you do that? And if you don’t want to, you don’t have to stay.”


“Yeah, right,” he muttered. “Like I can go and live with Dr. Doom.”


That was what he had taken to calling his father, on account of the dismal prognosis of most of his father’s patients; my ex-husband’s operating room is a sort of last-chance hotel for the neurologically demolished.


“Dr. Doom,” I told my son, “would be delighted to have you.” Over my dead body, I thought but did not say. Sam’s father is a charming fellow when he wants to be, but too many years inside other people’s heads have convinced him that he is an authority on all that goes on there.


Which he is not. When it comes to the sport of human beingness, my ex-husband knows the rules but not the game, and it is never his blood on the playing field. After six months in the presence of his superachieving father, nothing would be left of Sam but a little pile of bones and hair.


“But that won’t be necessary,” I told Sam, “because if you don’t like Eastport, I’m not going there, either.”


Then I held my breath for three days: one while we drove up Route 1 through Bucksport and Bar Harbor and 1A through Milbridge toward Machias, and two more while Sam auditioned Eastport. He explored Wadsworth’s hardware store, and pronounced its nuts-and-bolts selection adequate. He stood on the wharves where the cargo ships come in, the massive vessels looking as incongruous as twenty-story buildings plunked down in the midst of the tiny fishing village. He sat on the bluffs overlooking the whirlpool, Old Sow—the largest whirlpool in the Western Hemisphere—and watched the diurnal tide rise its customary twenty-eight feet, which is nine-point-two inches every ten minutes.


During this time I did not smell marijuana, nor did I see the unhappy look I had grown accustomed to back in the city: the look of a boy with a dozen extraordinary talents, none of them valued or even recognized on Madison Avenue, and by extension not in the rest of the world either, because their possessor was unlikely to earn enough money to buy a lot of expensive products.


On the fourth morning I found him sitting at the oilcloth-covered table, in the big old barnlike kitchen with the tall maple wainscoting and the high, brilliant windows. He was drinking a cup of coffee and looking at a set of papers, registration forms for the upcoming year at Shead High School. Carefully, in the labored but rigorously correct block printing that, at age ten, he had finally managed to master, Sam had filled in all the spaces except one.


Parent’s signature, the line read. “I think,” Sam said, “that you should sign this.” So I did.


And that, as they say, has made all the difference.
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George Valentine came up the back steps, wearing a black cap with Guptill’s Excavating lettered on it in orange script. Dark-haired and with the milky-pale skin that downeast Maine people have been passing on for generations, George had the stubborn jaw, diminutive build, and sharp, banty-rooster bearing of a man who, if he did not always have a lot of other people’s problems to solve, would chronically be creating a lot of them for himself. As it was, I had been depending on George since practically the day I moved here, and while I was not convinced that he could walk on water, I thought he would probably take two or three steps before he went down.


“Miz Tiptree,” George said, slapping his cap against his leg and stomping snow off his boots. Outside the sky had gone grey; to the west, past Carryingplace Cove and the Moosehorn Refuge, loomed a wall of clouds as blue and heavy as lead.


“George,” I began, “I can’t explain this. I don’t even know who that man is. I just found him a few minutes ago and Ellie went out there to make sure he’s really dead, but—”


Just then Ellie came back, looking pale and oddly shaken.


“H’lo, Ellie,” George mumbled, and if he’d been wearing his cap he’d have tipped it gallantly at her. If he’d been wearing a cape, he’d have spread it across a mud puddle for her, too, and if any dragons had been present he’d have slain them or died trying.


“Hi, George,” she said, breezing past him. George said privately that Ellie was still the prettiest woman he’d ever seen, and Ellie said privately that she had survived thirty years unmarried, and thought she could stand another thirty years the same way, but if she did get married it would certainly not be to that tongue-tied, beer-drinking, pickup-driving, gimme-cap-wearing little Eastport clam warden, George Valentine.


I did not point out that George was also a part-time police officer, and thus a very responsible young man in town, since in Ellie’s opinion this was only a ploy to get his beer-drinking buddies out of whatever trouble they might, and by Ellie’s report habitually did, get their own damn-fool selves into. Somewhere along the line, I thought, George Valentine had said or done something that marked him in Ellie’s book as no-account, and that, in Ellie’s opinion, was the end of it.


Now his mouth wobbled as in her presence it tried and failed yet again to form a simple English sentence.


“Jacobia,” Ellie said, “I’m going home. Mother’s got a doctor visit to go to and a hair appointment at Shirley’s, and Dad’s got his lunch at the Happy Landings.”


When she wasn’t at my house, Ellie spent much of her time taking care of her aged parents, for while her ferociously independent mother still insisted on driving the car and her father kept in touch with his broker, in other respects both old people depended utterly upon her. Today, Ellie had promised to do driving duty, since her mother could not take her dad to his weekly social group while at the same time getting a blue rinse put into her white hair.


Ellie dropped the pepper-seed packets into her coverall pocket and swept crumbs of potting soil from the kitchen table, dusting her hands over the wastebasket.


“I’ll call you later,” she said, sounding oddly detached, “and see how things turned out. I couldn’t,” she added, “do anything for him.”


This did not come as a surprise, but the look on Ellie’s face did. Everything okay? I telegraphed wordlessly at her, and her gaze back at me was as loaded with meaning as the clouds barreling down out of the mountains at us were full of April snow.


“I’ll talk to you,” she repeated, “later.” Then in a burst of cold air from the back door, she was gone.


“Have a nice day,” George managed at last as the door closed, but when he turned back to me he was all business again.


“Now,” he said, “about this body.”


I don’t know why I suddenly wanted to stall him. The dead man felt all at once like a dreadful embarrassment, the sort of thing no good Eastport housewife would ever let happen. Ellie’s look bothered me, too; her eyes, ordinarily as clear as spring water, had been full of the old, hard-bitten Yankee secretiveness you still run into now and then in places like this, mingled with what I thought was a plea for help.


George pulled the storeroom door open and our little black Labrador retriever, Monday, made a beeline for the forbidden area, rolling a defiant eye at me.


“Go on, you knucklehead,” George said, “get out of here,” but she ignored him, flinging herself into the storeroom and locating the scent of the mysterious visitor without delay. Her tail began wagging in the joyous frenzy she reserves for human beings of the unmet persuasion; to this she added the canine version of a buck-and-wing, her nails clicking delightedly on the ancient linoleum.


And then she stopped, her tail curving down like a lowered flag. She stared at the body for a moment as if to make certain of its condition. Finally she turned and walked back out of the storeroom, into the kitchen, and I heard the soft shushing of the sleeping-bag material in her bed as she turned around on it and lay down.


“Well, that’s a body, all right,” said George. He looked at the door leading outside, which was closed but unlocked, and at the floor, across which someone had tracked snow. The storeroom was too cold for it to melt, so it lay there in the shapes of boot prints.


“Miz Tiptree,” said George, “do you have a Polaroid camera?” For while he was indeed a tongue-tied, cap-wearing, beer-drinking, pickup-driving little Eastport clam warden, he was also no fool. I fetched the camera while he called Bob Arnold, the Eastport police chief, and told him what we had found.


“We don’t need the ambulance, and we don’t need sirens,” said George. “And we don’t need any hurry. Sand trucks aren’t out yet, and it’s snowin’, and this fella’s not goin’ anywhere.”


I wished he hadn’t said not to hurry. Except in emergencies, Bob Arnold had two speeds—slow and reverse—which after being in Eastport a while I’d found I liked a lot. Bob would think it over before letting his heart beat if he could, which meant he tended to make good cop decisions. Under his slow, non-confrontational scrutiny, guys who would otherwise have charged him with their hats flying and their arms windmilling ended by being driven home peaceably in the back of the squad car to sleep it off. The next day they wound up greeting him on Water Street, too, just as cheerfully as you please, once their hangovers had ratcheted down a notch.


But now Bob was going to take his sweet time, and I wanted that body out of there, pronto. For one thing, nothing makes a place look so decrepit as a body. Also, the body in question didn’t seem to have an ice pick in its head anymore, and where that had gotten to worried me. The size of Ellie’s coverall pockets, for instance, sprang to mind.


“Could be worse,” George said. “Could be summer.” He said it the Maine way: summah. “We’d have to get ice.”


“Here’s the camera.” He took it and, without looking at it, lifted the flash mechanism. It struck me that he had done this sort of thing before, which I suppose should not have surprised me. Not all Maine law enforcement consists of rounding up the good old boys out carousing on a Saturday night. A week earlier, a man in a township so remote that it didn’t even have a name had been charged with double murder, for burning a mobile home with his aunt and uncle in it. And when the fire marshall investigated, he found that in addition to cutting the phone wires and dousing the place with kerosene, someone had nailed the door shut.


George aimed the camera at the boot prints. “Too bad Ellie had to go,” he said. “I sure like Ellie.”


My heart hardly jumped at all in my throat. “I like her, too. She’s been a friend since the day I came here. I don’t,” I added, wondering if my voice sounded as strained to George as it did to me, “know what I would do without her.”


The boot print nearest the dead man had finally begun melting. A trickle ran down the sloping floor into the corner where he lay. An inch above his ear, a small purple hole showed through his hairline; from it ran a thin red track along which the hole had bled, across his forehead and onto the floor.


George took a picture of the hole, and a picture of the blood track, and a picture of the puddle on the linoleum.


“It’s good,” he said, backing up to frame the whole scene, “that Ellie takes care of her parents the way she does. Otherwise they’d be in a nursing home. ’Course it’s her dad, mostly, that she does it for, but still.”


“Yes,” I said foolishly. “Very good.” I was babbling, and I couldn’t stop. “Of course, it’s good that her parents have money, too. Or Ellie would have to get a job.”


George crouched by the body, wrinkling his nose at the pack of cigarettes showing from its shirt pocket; George has asthma, and he hates cigarettes like poison. “Don’t happen to know who this is, I guess.”


“No,” I said. “I don’t.”


He touched the man’s sparse strands of silvery hair with his fingertip. Someone, I decided, had come in and taken the ice pick, and gone out the back door. As I thought this, George got up and opened the door, aiming the camera at the single set of footprints leading to it. The footprints were filling up with snow.


So much for that idea. The problem was, I couldn’t think of any good reason for Ellie to have taken that ice pick, but obviously she had, and saying so could get her in trouble. On the other hand, no one else had seen it but me.


“I wonder,” George said, “where the ice pick went.”


I just stared at him.


“Head wounds bleed,” he explained, “but a puncture wound won’t till you take the weapon out. That’s why you never pull the knife out of a stabbing victim, if it’s in. Ice pick,” he added, “makes a little round hole like that. Or a tanner’s awl.”


He pointed. “See that gash?”


It was a long, jagged cut in the dead man’s scalp, half an inch from the less dramatic but more deadly little puncture.


“That bled straight down his head; he was upright when he got it. Somewhere else, or there’d be more blood right here. But see, you can tell by the way this other trickle ran, he was down when the weapon got pulled from the main wound. Or he’d have bled toward his neck, the way the scrape did, not to the side.”


George turned the body over. The dead man was in his sixties, with light green, half-open eyes and white, bushy eyebrows. His nose, which was pushed to the side from pressing against the floor, was large and had been handsomely shaped. At his throat was a blue-and-red-striped silk tie with a bit of dreadfully familiar gold jewelry glittering in it.


He looked like old money of the kind I used to meet regularly with back in my previous career, trying to persuade it to snuggle down safely in blue-chip securities wrapped up in charitable remainder trusts, and it hit me all at once who this guy must be; Eastport is lovely, but the fabulously rich were not yet flocking here, or at least not in great numbers.


Only one was doing much flocking here, in fact. “Threnody Mcllwaine,” I said.


George nodded glumly. “You knew him?”


“No. I just know he’s a friend of Ellie’s father, and I’ve seen him from a distance. But that’s who wears a tie pin shaped like an infinity symbol with a dollar sign crossed over it.” It had been in Fortune magazine.


I wanted to sit down, but there weren’t any chairs in the storeroom. “George,” I said, “when I found him, there was an ice pick in his head, and I’m afraid Ellie took it with her.”


Threnody Mcllwaine was one of the fifty wealthiest men in the world, a corporate raider so aggressive that it was said, only half jokingly, that his limousines ought to fly the Jolly Roger. It was all in the Fortune piece I’d recently read about him, along with his shameless tie pin.


No way were we going to have a nice, quiet little Eastport police investigation. By tonight, the news of Mcllwaine’s murder wouldn’t only be all over town; it would be all over the globe.


Which meant Ellie needed help. “Oh, hell,” George said, “I thought you two looked a little hinky. Guess I’d best get on the horn to Arnold again.”


He made a careful, experimental jumping motion on the floor; it sprang up and down vigorously. “Better call Tim Guptill, too,” he said, “see if he can get over and put a few jacks in, brace these boards up. Going to be a lot of people tramping in and out of here.”


And so much for Ellie’s prediction; on the other hand, Maine weather has a way of establishing its own priorities. “Um, maybe not,” I said, glancing out the window.


Snow on Moose Island is not as common or plentiful as it is on the mainland. But when we get a blizzard, it is the kind that awakens human genetic memories of snow: fat white flakes falling thickly and determinedly straight down, piling up in driveways and dooryards, deepening in drifts and closing the roads so swiftly that the plows may become trapped in the public works barns before the operators can slog their way over from homes and businesses, to get them running.


An ominous creaking sounded from the century-and-a-half-old rafters. “You know, George,” I said, thinking about the weight of a couple of feet of snow on the roof, “maybe you’d better call Tim Guptill, first.”


The winter had been freakishly dry, allowing me to think that I might really squeak by until spring, but now the snow was coming down fast. I had the clear mental image of a dump truck, unloading a ton of white.


“Tell Tim,” I added, “maybe he should hurry.”
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Back in the eighties, I was a money trader for one of New York’s largest financial institutions. Unlike most traders, I made versatility my strong suit: betting dollars against Deutschmarks, selling pesos against pounds sterling, squeezing the last fraction of a percentage of profit out of a momentary spread between rubles and drachmas, and playing chicken against the legendary yen masters, faceless syndicates who moved blocks of Japanese currency across the trading wires with what some said was inhuman, even supernatural skill.


I earned a lot of money at that job, and nearly ruined my digestion. By eleven each morning the office corridors were filled with currency traders rushing to the lavatories to upchuck their breakfasts; when I caught myself thinking about buying Maalox in large, institutional-size bottles, I decided to pack it in before I, too, became what was known on the street as gut-busted.


Next I became a financial advisor to the wealthy, which some might say is also an anxiety-provoking line of work. Rich people get rich and stay rich by caring about money, and the richest ones care about it a lot. I once met a dowager who dressed like a queen and whose face resembled your sweet old grandmother’s, who was later arrested for beating her husband with a stick, injuring him quite severely, because she thought he had cheated her out of the return deposits on a case of Hire’s Root Beer bottles.


But the super-rich are as little lambs when placed up against an ex-Wall Street money hustler, equipped with a take-no-prisoners mentality and fully accustomed to the piquant sensation of having half a billion of the bank’s favorite dollars burning a hole in her trading account. I found that advising the well-fixed set suited me fine, especially after I got married and had Sam and the bottom dropped out of the money business.


Well, you couldn’t expect the world’s governments to sit quietly while packs of hyenas savaged their currencies, could you? So by the late eighties they began building in safeguards to make money’s value reflect more closely what went on—productivity, national revenue, other real, at least putatively measurable factors—and this went directly against the whole underlying idea of money trading in the first place, which was to make it reflect whether or not somebody felt lucky.


I certainly did. My clients paid huge fees, in return for which I kept them from having to pay the IRS even more. Meanwhile, currency reform sent thousands of my ex-colleagues trudging back to graduate school, or worse, out into the imploded job market (the swishing sound they all heard was their employment prospects circling the drain), and I was happy not to be among them.


Or at least I was happy until I learned that besides being a brain surgeon and the father of my ten-year-old son, my husband was a lying, cheating, son of a bitch with a stone where his heart belonged.


Fortunately, I had not spent all that time on the currency desk for nothing, or in the confidence of flinty-eyed tycoons with smiles on their faces and larceny in their hearts, either. By the time I discovered the obligatory bit of black lingerie stuffed into my husband’s coat pocket, I was an expert not only at getting blood from a stone, but at making it spurt bright green cash.
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I couldn’t very well not tell Sam about the dead body, which I was reluctantly coming to think of as our dead body on account of its having been in the house for hours and hours, but I didn’t want to upset him or worry him, either. So when he got home from school that afternoon, I sat him down calmly and explained to him that there was a deceased person in the storeroom. I said that the care of a human being’s physical remains was a very special duty, and the two of us should try to think positive thoughts about the departed, and maybe even pray for him, and that the presence of the body was also an opportunity for Sam to consider the immense preciousness of life.


“Wow,” he breathed happily when I was done, “a stiff!”


“Do not,” I commanded him in my best I-am-your-mother-and-I-control-your-allowance voice, “touch that telephone.”


But it was too late; Sam’s ten best friends were programmed into the speed dialer, and for the next hour and a half I could hear his excited murmurings, interrupted by periods of silence during which he did his homework, and by tiptoeing trips to the storeroom door so he could observe and report the latest details of what was happening out there.


Which, I am sorry to say, was not very much. Some men from Guptill’s had come over with jacks and crawled down into the space beneath the storeroom, set the jacks up, and began hauling on them, which was when I discovered that jacking a floor up is not at all the same as changing a car tire. When you jack up a floor, you are allowed to raise the jack a scant quarter-inch per day; otherwise you end up with nice, high floor jacks around which the house has collapsed. Also, no one had told me about the sounds an old house makes while it is being lifted. An antique house, as it turned out, sags because it wants to, and the unholy creaks and groans of agonized protest that I endured all afternoon made a dead man’s presence seem not only natural, but positively required.


Sam hung up the telephone, and I heard him rummaging in the closet under the stairs. A moment later he appeared in the living room doorway with his cross-country skis over his shoulder.


“Hey, Mom, the guys say it’s gonna snow three feet! And all my homework is done, so can I go out in it before it gets dark?”


Sure, I wanted to say, and take the stiff with you. Special duty or not, I was feeling less reverent by the minute.


Sam took my silence as assent; it was a trick of his, lately. First he hit me with some thoroughly mind-boggling request, like could he drive to Caribou to go ice-fishing? The other guys’ moms had already all said okay so could he please, please go, and he would only need the car for two days? And then while I was still struck dumb by the outrageousness of it, he went ahead and did it.


Only this time he didn’t. “Unless,” he ventured, “you want me to stay with you. While he’s out there, I mean. The dead guy.”


Occasionally, and by that I mean very rarely, a teen-aged boy will happen upon a perception so accurate, and react to it so sweetly and manfully, that it takes all the strength a mother has not to throw her arms around that boy and weep. George had gone down to the office on Water Street to file a police report, and after that he had traffic duty, because in the snow a few cars would be certain to slide off the causeway. In weather like this, his habit was to sit in a squad car at the causeway’s end until the tide went out, so that any drivers who did slide off the road would not compound their bad luck by drowning.


“No,” I told Sam, “if you’ve finished your homework and left it out for me to look at, then you go on and ski.”


For a sixteen-year-old, it was a very conservative request, and I was saving my ammunition; next time he’d be demanding to know if he could row to Deer Island, or go bear hunting. “Bob Arnold’s coming,” I added.


I let my hand rest on his arm for the instant of contact allowed to mothers of teenaged boys. He was taller than I was, and solid muscle on account of all the outdoor exercise he got, and I remembered with a burst of nostalgia when he was a skinny little twerp. “Besides,” I said, “I think your dad’s going to call, and I want to be able to tell him you’re out.”


Sam nodded. He’d been putting off discussing his college plans with his father, whose wish list included Harvard and Yale.


“Thanks. Mom, do you think Dad will ever understand?”


No, I thought. “Yes,” I said, “of course he will.”


Sam’s own plan was for the local technical college, and a course in the fundamentals of boat building. He was looking forward to a two-day visit to the school, but had not yet informed his father of his intentions.


“Go on, now. And be careful,” I called after him as he went out into a rumble of young male voices.


“Be care-ful, Tiptree,” rose a mocking falsetto as they glided away in a mob down the snowy street. I recognized the voice as that of Sam’s closest pal, Tommy Daigle. “Don’t get hurr-urt.”


He would, though, and probably soon; to my ex-husband, the technical school was about as real an education option as one of those earn-your-veterinary-assistant-certificate-at-home schemes they pitch on cable TV. In his view, Sam just didn’t try hard enough; never mind that Sam would have sat down in front of a freight train if he thought it would please his father.


And then I was alone. All around me, the big old house seemed to hunker down against the coming blizzard; what we’d had so far was only the teaser. Reports out of Bangor and Augusta said Routes 9 and 1A were closed, which meant that about a trillion reporters were holed up in Holiday Inns and Ramadas, waiting to descend. I went around checking windows for drafts and plugging them when I found them, trying not to remember that what I saved in heating oil I was probably spending on rope caulk.


Trying not to think, too, of a certain harbor pilot of my acquaintance, who if memory served was right now out on the icy water, guiding a freighter into port. It ain’t the fog that’ll do you, he’d said of his job, nor tides, nor the ledges, neither. It’s the wind. When the wind comes, look sharp.


Another gust rattled the windowpanes. As real weather came on, the wind was rising and swinging around out of the northeast. By the time Wade Sorenson got the good ship Amaryllis within sight of the harbor beacons, it would be blowing a gale.


I caulked the last window and started on the drafty doorways: tacks and felt weather stripping. One of the pleasures of fixing up an old house is knowing that you can never be finished; there is always another small task, a creaky floorboard or a leaky radiator valve, to keep your hands occupied and your mind from becoming the devil’s playground.


A creaky floorboard, for instance, like the one on the other side of the storeroom door.


Which was ridiculous; there was nobody out there but the dead man. Probably the jacks were making the floorboards creak.


Only, not to the rhythm of stealthy footsteps.


Steeling my nerves, stiffening my spine, and praying hard for whoever it was to go away, just go away and leave me alone, I yanked open the storeroom door. This, in retrospect, was probably the stupidest thing I could have done, but at the time I’d had it to the eyes.


“What’s going on out here?” I bellowed, loud enough to bring Monday barking to defend home and dog chow. Seeing who it was, she gave me a look and ambled back to her fort beneath the dining room table, where she had been dismembering a rawhide bone.


The bare lightbulb hanging in the storeroom swung wildly in the gusts from outside, hurling Ellie’s shadow against the walls and snatching it back before the door leading to the yard slammed shut. “Jacobia,” she said weakly, jumping up, and her tone broke my heart; Ellie never sounded weak.


For an instant I thought of asking her why she had come in by the storeroom door. Then I saw the ice pick, glinting from beneath the body where she had been trying to hide it. The idea, I supposed, was that while Mcllwaine was still alive the weapon had fallen from the wound, or he had taken it out, and then he had rolled onto it. The theory might have flown—maybe he really wasn’t quite dead when I found him—if George hadn’t turned the body over, then turned it back. But now Ellie might as well have left the police a little note: Weapon Not Here Earlier.


She might as well have signed it, also, because there would be fingerprints, and because I had already told George the truth.


She saw it in my face. “It’s okay,” she said. “I’d have told him, too.”


I went to the outside door, opened it, and peered out. The wind had dropped off, gathering its gumption for another blast. In the moment of stillness before I pulled the door closed again, I glanced across the yard to the pale lighted windows of the Whalen house, ghostly in the snow, and the arrowhead shapes of the pines forming a windbreak along its white clapboards. To the side, a low palisade fence separated my driveway from Victor Sawtelle’s trim, empty bungalow; Bath Iron Works was hiring, and Victor was bunking over there for the duration.


The foghorn at West Quoddy Light honked in the dusk. It was only four-thirty, but the snow had pulled around us like a thick curtain, smelling of salt and woodsmoke. The red glow of the sanctuary lamp in Christ Church spread bloodily through the plastic-sheeted windows, diffusing onto the white lawn.


One street over, Sam and his friends were having a snowball fight, their shouts muffled by the falling flakes. I latched the door, and the silence in the icy room was huge. “At least you’ve got the money to hire a lawyer.”


“Not anymore.” She broke off staring at Mcllwaine and looked up at me, and I thought that if it came to a choice between the truth about the ice pick and the truth about the expression on her face, I’d take the ice pick.


“Not after what he did. Threnody Mcllwaine,” she spat, “the big-deal expert. I wish I’d slit his throat for him, that’s what I wish.”


Which was when I got the message, finally, or thought I did. “You know, Ellie,” I told her, taking her arm and guiding her through the passageway, sitting her down at the kitchen table, “you need to shut up.”


I filled the kettle and smacked it onto the stove. “Because,” I went on, determinedly filling air time since if I did not she was only going to talk some more, which in her situation was about as helpful as washing cyanide down her throat, “you and I may be good and dear friends, and we are, but what we aren’t is married.”


I slapped mugs onto the table. “And that means,” I said as she opened her mouth and I gestured sharply to make her shut it again, “that means I can be required to testify against you. Which naturally I would be loath to do, and I would go to jail to avoid it, except of course that if I did get put in jail, Sam would have to go and live with his father and I don’t know what might happen to Monday.”


I flung tea bags into the mugs. “So don’t put me in that position any more than I am already.”


Back in the old days, Ellie’s ancestors had made a living off the blockades intended to keep Americans from trading with the British, many of whom lived within sight of Eastport just across Passamaquoddy Bay. After a few skirmishes, both sides figured out what a silly waste of ammunition this was, what with the War of 1812 going on and all. Thereafter, the American traders began quietly allowing the seizure of meat, grain, and other delicious items much hungered after by their British neighbors—cargoes they just happened to have taken out for a sail, of course, just to give them a breath of fresh air—and the British traders in ports like St. George and St. Andrews bought the seized cargoes. Finally, the payments made their way back to the American traders, who promptly ransomed their boats and went home to start the process over again.


All of which was of course very strictly forbidden, and subject to punishments including fines, confiscation of boats, and in the worst cases, being hung for the crime of treason, and this, if you ask me, is among the many historical reasons why downeast Mainers are such silent types: like navigating in the fog or knowing how to dress out a deer, it runs in their blood.


Ellie watched me pour boiling water onto the tea bags, and waited for me to set out the sugar and cream, then dosed her mug liberally with each. Putting her face over the rising steam, she inhaled it gratefully, then lifted her mug and took a sip.


“There,” she said, seeming to accept my warning. “That’s much better.”


And then we said nothing, sitting companionably together while the windows rattled and the clock ticked and the woman in the portrait propped on the kitchen mantelpiece watched over us, her eyes luminous and intelligent. In the portrait she was wearing a white linen shift, shirred at the smooth, round neckline, and a strand of pearls. Her dark hair was beautifully cut to take advantage of its wave, and sidelit so that it shone like sun on water; her complexion was smooth and apparently without makeup, her expression serene but not dramatically so.


There was nothing of theatricality about her, and nothing of impatience. She neither smiled nor frowned. She simply was, in that long-ago moment when the shutter snapped and the image of her became captured, to be passed down through who knew how many years and generations until one day, while sorting through a pile of age-stiffened draperies in a forgotten cupboard, I came upon her.


No one knew her: not her name, or whose wife or mother or sister or cousin she was, or if my house had once been hers. She might have lived twenty years ago or two hundred, so timeless was her unspoiled serenity. I was about to ask Ellie again if she could think of anyone else in town who might remember, when footsteps clomped up the steps.


Sam, I thought hopefully, or Wade Sorenson, back early from the boat. But of course it wasn’t, and now here was Ellie at the scene of the crime.


“Jacobia,” said Bob Arnold, his round face ruddy with cold. Snow crusted his hat brim and the furry rims of his earflaps. “Hey, Ellie. Wicked bad out. Cars all over the side of the road.”


He looked hopefully around for coffee as two more men came in. The insignias on their jackets said they were from the Washington County Sheriff’s Department and the Maine State Police. I shot Ellie a look to tell her to keep quiet; if she had anything on her conscience she could unburden herself later, preferably to an attorney, should unburdening prove necessary.


But it was no use. Ellie looked at Arnold and smiled, her silence not bred in deep enough, or perhaps it was, but some long-ago pirate’s briny lies were bred in stronger and deeper. Cargoes are not only for trading, after all, but for heisting, and this is especially so for illegal shipments, and that was how Ellie’s forebears had made their bloody livings: by the hissing of steel cutlasses, at the dark of the moon, on nights so cold that rags of sea smoke trailed over the water like remnants of tattered sails.


“I did it,” she announced. “I killed Threnody Mcllwaine with an ice pick, after he swindled my father out of a fortune.”


The men looked wonderingly at her.


“And,” she added in bold, ringing tones that I thought owed plenty to her rascal ancestors, damn their eyes, “I would do it again.”
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“So they let her go home,” said Wade Sorenson. “That’s good. Makes good sense.”


It was two in the morning, and the Amaryllis stood safe at harbor. From the dining room window I could see her glowing through the gale-driven snow like a beacon somebody has thrown a sheet over, her decks floodlit for the line-haulers laboring to make her fast.


Waking from an uneasy half-sleep, I’d come downstairs to see whether Wade had returned from the water and found him at the dining room table, cleaning an antique Smith & Wesson revolver. The room smelled sweetly of gun oil but not, I noticed gratefully, of Hoppe’s No. 9 Bore-Cleaning Solvent, which is so awful I sometimes wonder why people bother shooting actual bullets; the stink alone could kill you at twenty paces.


“Hi,” Wade said, reaching up to put an arm around me, and for a moment I just leaned against him. He had his own little bungalow down at the water’s edge, on Liberty Street, but in his quiet way he had recently installed a spare shaving kit at my house. Coming from Wade, it was a gesture akin to a gift of diamonds.


I let my arm rest on his shoulder, and my head on his wiry hair. He smelled of soap, shaving cream, and the bay balm he used to keep his hands from cracking in cold weather; his body, squarish and solidly muscled from years of activity on and around the water, had nothing to do with workouts and everything to do with work.


“Glad you’re back,” I said.


“Glad to be back. Didn’t mean to wake you.” He squeezed hard around my waist once, then gazed up assessingly at me as if checking the status of some complex machinery that he very much wanted to make sure was operating properly.


“You didn’t wake me.” I gestured at the table, unsurprised that he was still busy at this hour. A harbor pilot in the act of guiding a thirty-six-thousand-ton commercial vessel up to a cargo dock is one of the more wideawake persons you will ever meet, and he will stay that way for hours after a job. “What’s the project?”


He grinned like a kid with a new Christmas present. “A six-shooter. Cowboy gun. 1876. Smith & Wesson made a zillion of them for the Russians, but it turned out a lot of guys here liked ’em, too. See, it’s a top-break, the barrel’s on hinges, opens down.” He broke open the most recent addition to his antique weapons collection and handed it to me, and I took it unhesitatingly.


Which right there was pretty remarkable. When I first came to Maine I believed that if I even touched a gun, my right hand would shrivel up and fall off. Guns were for guys who drove old pickup trucks riddled with body rot, who took their girlfriends line-dancing on Saturday nights and beat them bloody-faced afterwards, who drank Lone Star and spat plugs of chewing tobacco and said things like, “Ma’am, you look vurry, vurry purty tonight,” while the jukebox played Johnny Cash singing “Ring of Fire.”


And mostly, guns were for guys. But then I got to Eastport, and the first thing that happened was this: a skunk settled in under the porch. Every night at ten o’clock, that skunk would come home and direct an aerosol of the most astonishingly penetrating poison fumes I have ever smelled in my life, straight up through the floorboards of the house.


Well, we just about died. You couldn’t think, you couldn’t sleep, the reek drilled into your sinuses and poured out through your tear ducts. It got so bad that Monday would run up two steep flights of stairs into the attic, which was as far as you could get from the skunk’s residence, and hide in a closet and howl.


That was what I felt like doing, too. We tried blocking the skunk’s entry-hole with chicken wire, and after he chewed through that we tried filling it with bricks, which the skunk most definitely did not like, and his protest nearly gassed us to death. We bought one of those catch-and-release traps and were all ready to use it, only neither Sam nor I could figure out what to do once we captured the skunk, since neither of us owned a chemical warfare suit and the release portion of the program seemed likely to be fatal without one. We even thought of putting out a bowl of delicious (to skunks) antifreeze, so that he would drink it, stagger away, and die, but then Sam had a bad thought: what if he didn’t stagger away? What if he crawled up under the porch, into the wall, and decomposed there?


So it was a skunk stalemate. He wanted to get rid of us so he could live in the whole house, and we wanted to get rid of him so that we could live in any portion of it at all; by now even the orange juice in the refrigerator tasted like wild animals, and people were beginning to look oddly at us when we went into the library or the grocery store, on account of the aroma we had begun radiating.


And then one day a fellow came to the door, who said that his name was Homer—only of course he pronounced it the Maine way: Homah—and that he had heard we had a skunk problem.


I didn’t quite fall down and kiss Homer’s feet, but I did bring him into the kitchen. I poured him a cup of coffee and gave him a sweet roll and begged him, positively implored him, to tell me how to get rid of the skunk.


“Oh, that’s easy,” Homer said, chewing appreciatively on the sweet roll. He swallowed. “I come ovah, late one night, and blow ’im to nevah moah. You can keep the cahcass if you want, or I can take it with me.”


I told Homer he could keep the cahcass, and any others he happened to find on the property, at which he brightened. “There is,” he confided, “a nest of squirrels in your shed roof, fouling your attic ventilation.”


But there wasn’t for long. One night soon after I met Homer, our whole neighborhood sounded like a battle between the Hatfields and the McCoys, and the next night we did not get fumigated by a skunk. It wasn’t a solution any animal-welfare advocate would have appreciated, but we enjoyed being able to go to bed without having to wear gas masks; soon even Monday would come downstairs without whining, and my eyes stopped resembling peeled grapes.


So I had to rethink my attitudes about firearms, and without getting too deeply into the murky area of my childhood history—deeper, that is, than my knowing all the words to “Ring of Fire” must inevitably, I imagine, suggest—may I simply say right here that for one thing, the whole idea of shooting a varmint without having to pick the birdshot pellets out of it and eat it afterwards came as a revelation to me. Then in my fast-paced city-dwelling adulthood—before I came to Eastport to work on the house, relax, and just breathe in and out for a while—the word “shoot” got itself linked with such tabloid phrases as “convenience-store clerk,” “domestic dispute,” and “postal worker,” not to mention the ever-popular “gang-style execution” and the ubiquitous “romance gone tragically awry.”


But here in Maine, I was learning very quickly, things were different. People had shotguns, rifles, and handguns of all descriptions, and mostly they didn’t shoot their neighbors, their co-workers, or their kids. Women didn’t blow their husbands’ heads off, men didn’t romp around the household threatening to add extra apertures to their wives, and generally if somebody wanted to use a weapon on someone, they bonked them with a telephone or smacked them with a two-by-eight, or in the tougher cases ran over them with their cars. Maine could be violent, especially in winter when people drank more—witness the trailer-home fire up there in the numbered township—but it was low-tech violence; for one thing, ammunition was so expensive. Guns, I decided, especially rifles, weren’t so bad, particularly during deer season when they put venison on the tables of people who otherwise couldn’t afford to eat meat.


And that was where I had gotten to on the topic of firearms, on the morning—about six months before Mcllwaine died—when a big, burly fellow named Wade Sorenson waltzed into my life, carrying a six-shooter the size of a cannon and enough cartridges to re-enact the gunfight at the OK Corral. He was going, he said, target shooting.


And at the confident look in his pale grey eyes, the soothing, unhurried sound of his big, deep voice, and the easy, no-problem expression weathered into his rugged face, I’d felt a bull’s-eye forming in bright, iridescent circles around my heart.


Now Wade took the revolver back and closed the barrel up. “So how’d that happen? Them letting Ellie go home, I mean.”


“Well, the state guys didn’t want to, at first,” I replied. “There was too much wind to drive anywhere by then, but they were all for putting her on a fishing boat to Lubec, and having someone from Machias pick her up there. Or calling in a helicopter, if you can imagine that. I don’t know who they expected would fly it, in this weather.”


Ordinarily, Bob Arnold would have had to drive Ellie thirty miles to Machias, where they had modern conveniences like fast-food restaurants and jail cells, but because the sheriff’s deputy and the state guy were already here, Arnold said that one of them would probably end up doing it after the snow stopped.


“Arnold could have put her in the lock-up at the Coast Guard station,” I said, “but that would have meant putting a seaman on duty there, and in an emergency he couldn’t stay with her.”


Once they realized the tabloid nature of the situation—murdered billionaire; remote, snow-choked town; beautiful young suspect—neither the deputy nor the state officer had wanted to take custody of Ellie without first receiving further instructions from his superiors. A case with national publicity could kill you or cure you, career-wise, Arnold had explained, and in the event one of their agencies decided later to punt, they didn’t want to have created a tar-baby.
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