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Dedicated to the proposition that the American government should be of the people, by the people, and for the people.






“Money insulates, but power protects.”

—Lily Thornfoot








PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS


	
Ryan Tapia: ex-FBI agent living outside Bangor, Maine

	
Ed Healey: aging general practice doctor in Bangor

	
Ted French: a local lawyer in Finney Junction, Maine, north of Bangor

	
Betty Groleau: a reporter for the North Country Times


	
Lincoln Addison: owner and editor of the same newspaper

	
Bap Salim: graduate researcher in geology at the University of Northern Maine

	
Verdella Skillings: wife of Pete Skillings, town manager for Finney Junction

	
Diane Peligroso: lobbyist for Future Minerals and other companies

	
Lily Thornfoot: Diane Peligroso’s twin sister, a lawyer and blackmailer

	
Future Minerals: a mining company owned by a private equity firm

	
Future Minerals Maine: its operating subsidiary in Maine

	
Dick Auger: Adams County district attorney

	
Nina Daigle: recent girlfriend of Tapia

	
Jacob “the Growler” Coffin: Maine woods hermit








PROLOGUE TOWN JAIL IN SALEM, MASSACHUSETTS BAY COLONY


JULY 1692

Martha Foot slumped on the side of her bed in the dank cell, leaning forward, her long, coal-black hair almost covering her face. In the other bed, just two feet away, her father, his face gaunt and livid with pain, rattled one last time. Then, mid-breath, he stopped. She leaned in to look closer. She had never seen a dead body before, but at that moment, she knew with certainty that he was gone. He was so absolutely still, and seemed slightly smaller.

At this moment, at the age of sixteen, she became entirely alone in the world. Her mother, his wife, had been hanged as a witch a month earlier. Meanwhile, Martha and her father had been jailed in a room in the stone-lined cellar of the Town Building, themselves awaiting trial on the same charge. She looked upward, trying to comprehend this hard life.

As she sat on the edge of her bed, she sensed she was not alone. There was an odor in the air. The jailer—really just the keeper of the Town Building—had been watching from the shadows.

“Who’s there?” she asked, though she knew.

“Only I, girl,” the jailer whispered. Unusually, he was trying to be pleasant, which made him all the more terrifying. He turned his key and opened the metal door of the cell, giving the fresh corpse just one quick glance of confirmation. “I will take care of you.”

What did that mean, she wondered. She shook with fear.

“Lay back on your bed,” he ordered, again in that soft, breathy voice.

She didn’t know jail procedure. What did this have to do with the death of her father? She did as she was told.

He reached down with a second key to unlock the cold black shackles that held her ankles four inches apart. They dropped off.

“Now lift your skirts,” he instructed. “And spread your legs.”

Now she was certain this was wrong. She reached under the thin, damp mattress for the gift her father had left her, really the only object he had still possessed. It was a sharp-pointed, four-inch-long dirk. The jailer lay his belly upon hers. Supporting his bulk with his right elbow, he reached down with his left hand for his erect penis.

There is a feminine instinct for male vulnerability. At the moment men feel most in control, that is the moment to strike. As he moved his chest upward to guide his red penis into her, she inserted the little knife below his ribcage and then, with a hard push, thrust it up toward his heart.

She hadn’t expected so much blood when she had rehearsed this move in her mind. She must have severed an artery, something her father, a self-trained physician, hadn’t warned her about when he had made the gift of the knife to her. The bright red fluid arced over her. She lifted her two arms and pushed his still-warm body away. She covered it with her blanket. She closed the heavy door behind her and walked up the wooden steps and out the back door of the building. She put her hand up against the side of her neck and felt where the man’s warm, sticky blood had splashed her.

She knew the town well, but her parents had warned her against going at night to these few rowdy blocks along the waterfront where sailors drank, whored, and gambled in three taverns, or “ordinaries,” as they were called. She took a right and walked down to that area, taking alleys and side streets. At the first corner she came to the Black Horse but slipped by it. Next, she came to the Hole in the Wall, the smallest and priciest of the three, frequented more by skippers and others inclined to avoid rubbing shoulders with the regular seamen. These were the masters and commanders, as well as the merchants of the town who supplied them with their outgoing cargos. Lucrative deals were reached nightly at those tables, even if the details sometimes were difficult to remember in the foggy light of the subsequent dawn.

Standing in the shadows of the alley, she watched through the tavern’s front window across the street at the drinkers inside. It was a muggy summer night, but she was shivering from the experience in the jail cell. After a few minutes, a man she vaguely recognized staggered out of the tavern. He was perhaps thirty-five years old, stout but strong. She had seen him around the town, but not like this—his face was red, and his black beard dripped with sweat or ale or both. His gait was uneven, one foot moving, then the other, then a pause.

She followed him for a few steps, then touched his sleeve. “I need your help,” she whispered.

He blinked and peered at her. “One of the, uh, witches?” he said, squinting. He was not seeing well, but he could smell. He leaned in and sniffed her and her black frock. Suddenly his voice was clearer, a bit more sober. “And drenched in someone’s blood, I’d say. And you need my help?”

“Please,” she said.

“Very well,” he said. He threw a heavy arm across her shoulder. She walked, half leading him down toward the lapping waters of the midnight tide.

“Your vessel, sir?”

“The Sea Hawk. Port side of the dock, third down.”

She located the craft, which despite its lofty name was a slow-moving, broad-hulled fifty-five-foot-long sloop built for the donkey work of coastal freighting—rum and wood one day, cobblestones the next, hay and grain the third. And, always, in a corner of the hold, a pile of second-rate tools and cooking pots for sales along the coast. The upcountry rubes paid well for tools bought in Salem or Boston, even though their metals were cheap and brittle. She led him aboard. A Black man, sleeping on the foredeck, raised his head and stared at her and his captain for a moment, then dropped his head back down.

“We sail on the morning ebb,” the skipper said to her. “Go below and stay there.” He pointed at the hatch.

She went down, wrapped herself in canvas, and closed her eyes. When she awoke many hours later, she could hear the soft “shhhh” of water along its hull, just inches from her head. So we are at sea, she thought. Her black shift was stiff with dried blood. She climbed the three steps of the ladder to the deck and saw a rough-looking man—neither the skipper nor the Black man from the night before—holding the tiller. She said, “A bucket of water, if you please.”

“Get it your own fucking self,” the man at the tiller barked, barely looking down at her but pointing at a wooden bucket near the taffrail.

She did, then went below to wash the dress.

Late in the day, the skipper appeared below. “Now you’ll pay your way,” he said. He raped her and left. A while later, the Black hand appeared with a plate of black beans, rice, and boiled pork. Without a word, he handed it to her and left.

That became the routine of her life aboard the Sea Hawk. Cold biscuits and hot tea in the morning, a rape by the skipper in the afternoon, then, at the dog watch, an evening meal. On the third day the cook caught a big cod, and that became the substance of several meals that day and the next, first roasted and later in a chowder. The Sea Hawk was cutting north and east, she could tell by the locations of the sun.

She stayed below as the vessel put in at the lesser ports of the coast at the part of the Massachusetts colony called “Maine,” trading barrels of rum, bolts of cloth, and sets of metal tools for salted cod, smoked venison, and pelts of bear, beaver, and otter.

On the fifth day after leaving Salem, the sloop edged up to the town dock at Castine. Sitting below, near the hatch, she heard an angry voice on the dock. “You’re not to tie up here, you’ve got a witch aboard, we hear,” a man was saying. “That Salem plague is not welcome here.”

The skipper did not argue. The sloop cast off the one line that had been tied and its jib caught the wind to head back down Penobscot Bay. Once out of the harbor, its crew of three—the skipper, the mate, and the cook/carpenter/second mate—gathered around the tiller to mull the next step. She stood near the foot of the hatch, where she could hear them talking. “Throw her overboard right now,” the mate counseled. “Finish the job that Salem began.” The cook said nothing she could hear.

“That’s like throwing away real silver,” the skipper countered. “I know a gunkhole where we can land her.” They sailed south and then east. He filled the dinghy with the tools of survival that he usually peddled in ports—axes, saws, knives, hammers, fishhooks, fishing line, rope, nails, two blankets. And to tide her through, a bag of kidney beans and a jar of olive oil.

They sailed up an uninhabited shore to a narrow cove bounded by two forty-foot cliffs but with a small beach at the end. He rowed her in, unloaded the dinghy, and then laid her down and raped her on the sand. She sat up and watched him row away. Then, when the Sea Hawk turned south, she slept.

She was handy with an axe and saw, and soon built a livable cabin. When she found an old sail on a beach she cleaned it and stuffed it with rabbit fur and pine needles that made for a luxurious mattress.

And so it went for years. From June through October, the Sea Hawk would appear once a month off her cove. The skipper would bring her a tool or other supplies and demand sex. In July of the third year, she asked for a big meat cleaver, “the better to butcher the deer,” she said.

In August he brought it, a huge and heavy implement. She spent her evenings in the following weeks before the fire in the little cabin she’d built, honing the cleaver to a hair’s-width sharpness. The edge of the blade shone like gold in the light of the flame. She never used it on the deer. She was reserving it for a special task, one she contemplated nightly.

He didn’t come in September because of storms. In October, he fought the cold wind out of the northwest to return with woolen clothes she’d requested for the winter. He told her to lie down. She did. After he was finished atop her, he rolled over and closed his eyes to rest. She got up and picked up the razored cleaver. She raised it above his neck and swung down. His eyes flashed open and his left hand shot up to seize her right wrist. “I suspected you were too full of cheer today, you burnt-tail bitch,” he snarled. He twisted his hand and forced her to drop the cleaver to the floor.

But she also had done some anticipating. At her side, in her left hand, she gripped the same dirk she had used in Salem years earlier. While he wrenched her right wrist, trying to break the bone, she jabbed the dirk in her left hand into his side. She hit him hard, but still was surprised that bubbles instantly shot out of the wound. She must have struck a lung. He gasped, wide-mouthed, and let go of her wrist. He writhed in pain on the mattress. She grabbed the cleaver and brought it down, slicing the side of his neck. Now there was a second surprise: He was a strong man, even twice wounded. He rose from the bed, clapped both his hands on his neck, and took one step, then a staggering second, toward the cabin door. Then he fell forward on his face, fainting from pain or loss of blood. As he lay there, she stood over him and brought the cleaver down again, faster and more accurately. This time she was surer of her swings. With the third long arc, his head came loose from his body.

She picked it up by its long black hair, finding it surprisingly heavy, perhaps sixteen pounds. She walked up the path she had cut through the blueberry bushes and ground cedars. At its end, at the top of the cliff, she flung the dripping head out at the Sea Hawk, anchored below in the cove. It landed on the deck, bounced twice, and rolled to a stop near the tiller. Soon the mate and the cook/carpenter weighed anchor and set sail.

She gave birth the following May. Her infant daughter had the black hair of both her parents, and the dead skipper’s muscular build. She named the child Lily.

She carried her daughter in a wrap on her back when she went hunting. In later years, they roamed the island together. The girl grew up strong and, thanks to Martha’s early schooling, literate. By this time, Martha had acquired a dory that the two rowed down the coast to sell salt and hides and to buy tools and seeds. When she was asked her name at a store in Castine, Martha said, “Thornfoot.” Thus she commemorated the thorn the town of Salem had placed forever in the Foot clan.

At the age of fifteen, out hunting by herself on another island, the girl Lily met a young man. The two fell in love, but when his parents heard of it, they rowed over to see Martha. In grave and slow words, they told her to keep Lily far away from their son. “We’ll have no witches in our family,” they said.

Lily decided that if the world thought she was a witch, she would indeed be one. She gave birth nine months later and named her child Martha. She never saw the young man again.

And so, mother and daughter and granddaughter lived for decades in what other islanders had come to call “Witch Island.” Old Martha died. Young Martha grew up and, in some quiet way, unknown even to her own mother, also became pregnant and gave birth, to another Lily. The American Revolution, the War of 1812, the Civil War—all came and went. The Thornfoot women, a steady march of Marthas and Lilys, maintained their hold on their little island, despite holding no legal claim. People living on nearby islands in the bay steered clear of them.

The women came and went, burying the generations before them. Their graveyard, unmarked on the maps, and really lacking a recognizable path, lay undisturbed until three decades into the twentieth century. Then, on a hot morning in June 1934, a long-faced lawyer from Rockfish tied up at their dock. They walked down to ask what his business was on the island. He said he represented a banker from J.P. Morgan who summered on nearby North Haven. He told them that Witch Island, to which they never had held a formal title, had been purchased from the town. “You’re to move off, of course,” he said. He added that the purchaser had renamed the place “Lamont Island.” He told them, “You’re welcome to move your family graves, of course, but after that you’re not to come back to this island.” They quietly moved to a nearby cove on a smaller, uninhabited island.

A few weeks later that lawyer hanged himself. The following summer, the buyer from J.P. Morgan drowned, along with his wife and daughter, when a sudden squall capsized their catboat just outside Pulpit Harbor. The local talk was that these catastrophes were the entirely predictable consequences of messing with the Thornfoots. The islanders knew better than to do that. After those two deaths, the women returned to the island and were left alone there, unmolested, for many more decades. They fished, hunted, trapped and quilted. They rowed to Castine to sell their goods and purchase canned fruit, nails, and other essentials.

Another generation of Thornfoots came and went. And in 1990, nearly three hundred years after her ancestor had fled Salem, Martha Thornfoot gave birth to twins, a first for the family. Both were girls, of course. She named the one that came out first Lily, and the second Diane, introducing a new name into this singular, hard, rugged, isolated family of Maine island women. And thereby hangs this tale.






PART I






1 A DEATH IN THE WATER


PRESENT DAY, FINNEY JUNCTION, MAINE

The first person to notice a change in the water of the Salmon River was Dr. Ed Healey. It was a fine Maine morning in late October, so he was out fishing. The mornings were chilly, the breeze a bit brisk, but it was still pleasant if you dressed right and stayed in the direct sunlight. It was the end of the growing season for plants and animals alike. As the morning sun warmed the shallows, the fish were hungry, which was why the doctor was out just after dawn, looking to catch a trout or two before going to work at the hospital in Bangor. There was no finer lunch, he had found, than melting two tabs of Irish butter and sautéing the filets of the trout you caught that morning before work. Salt them, slap them on toasted artisan bread, and you were set.

He already had bagged two smaller trout and an errant togue. But today he was searching for a long rainbow trout he’d seen before. It was at least fourteen inches, maybe even sixteen. He waded out into the riffles of the clean, fast-running Salmon, casting into an eddy where he’d seen the big rainbow. He felt something float up against his right boot. He looked down and saw a dead brook trout bobbing there in the little eddy made by his legs. He stared, puzzled, at the smaller fish, a speckled brown specimen perhaps five inches long. It was upside down, showing its white and orange belly and bloated gills. He could tell it probably wasn’t a victim of a botched “catch and release,” because there was no blood evident around its mouth, nor any indication of a hook wound. Rather, there was a white foam bubbling out along the edges of its gills, just above the pectoral fins. Its dead eyes were bulging a bit. He’d never seen a fish in that condition before. Curious, he netted it up, slipped it into a plastic sandwich bag, and put it in his belt basket.

Healey cast his line again, but his mind kept drifting back to the odd little corpse of the brookie. What had killed it? After pondering that question, he reeled in, gave up on fishing for the day, and began walking against the current along the riverbank. Soon he came to the mouth of Spring Brook, a tributary stream that ran along the northwestern edge of his property. He had fished there hundreds of times. But on this fine morning he noticed that along its sides, many of the plants and rocks carried something he’d never seen there before, a kind of rust-colored fuzz. He also noticed that there were no tadpoles, frogs, or minnows in the water. Nor even any bird, who normally would be feeding ravenously in preparation for their fall migrations.

The doctor knew this cold little brook well. In the depths of winter, he had walked its frozen surface, contemplating likely fishing spots that the melt-out would bring along in a few months, in late spring. He knew there was no factory nearby, nor even a gas station that might have messed up and dumped some chemicals or oils. Indeed, there was not even a road crossing this little tributary. And in just half a mile, bubbling out at the base of a small cliff, was the spring that was its source. The doctor followed the bank of the stream all the way to the spring. There, coming out of the base of a cliff in the green woods, he saw that the spring too had that unhealthy rust-colored fuzz all around its mouth. He looked at it, shook his head, and turned around to head for the hospital. All the way on the drive, he pondered what was happening to that spring and that stream—and that little brook trout.






2 A BOON FOR SOME TOWN MANAGERS


One of the hardest occupations in Maine is town manager. The most difficult time to do the job tends to be late winter, when funds for plowing, salting, and sanding the roads are running low. A good town manager needs to keep the plows rolling, and also make sure they stop by and clear the driveways of the old people who can’t afford private plowing. That wasn’t an official duty of the town, yet at the same time everyone considered it an essential service. What kind of town wouldn’t take care of its elderly?

And when those driveways are plowed and open, a good town manager stops by and checks on those oldsters. Are they warm, eating, getting their prescriptions, staying in touch with people? And sometimes you find that even inside their houses they are wearing winter coats, woolen caps, and gloves, yet still are blue lipped from the cold. They explain that they have stopped buying heating oil because they have been forced to choose between paying for their prescription drugs or heating their houses. “Food, drugs, and heat—we get two of the three,” Warren Blanchette, a retired schoolteacher, said to Pete Skillings during one visit. “This month, it’s food and drugs, and whatever firewood I can drag in. Next month, maybe we go half rations on the expensive medicines.”

So when a company comes by the town office and says that they want to run a horizontal mineshaft three-hundred feet down, well below the town, in lateral boring from elsewhere, and that no one on the surface will even feel the slow, steady drilling, and adds that the company will pay the town $100,000 a year for mineral rights, you listen, if you’re a town manager in a small town in the northern interior of Maine. That money can pay for an awful lot of heating oil and plowing, and perhaps make it so the principal can offer a valued teacher or two a $1,000 bonus for turning down an attractive offer to move to a wealthier school down on the coast.

And if the company’s representatives throw in an extra $5,000 in cash “for your troubles,” maybe you turn it down the first time, even the second. But you know some kids in town are hungry. That money could make up some helpful grocery bags of chicken, milk, bread, peanut butter, potatoes, pasta, and peas for the families that really need it and are too proud to ask. Especially in Maine’s traditional “starving time,” early spring, when the deer have been shot and butchered and the canned vegetables consumed, and no grass or vegetables are growing yet.

“It’s great,” Pete Skillings, the manager of the town of Finney Junction, told his best friend, Marty Flurry, the town postmaster, over the cups of coffee they had together every weekday morning at ten. “We get the money, and we’ll never see or hear the mine. The shaft’s entrance is south of here, miles away. They’ll just have a robot boring machine down there, chugging away, and a conveyor belt shipping out the rock and soil. And we get a hundred grand a year.”

“What’s the catch?” asked Flurry, his white hair cascading around his head in curls. Skillings thought Flurry looked a bit like a wizard.

“Ain’t one,” Skillings said happily. “The payment papers have a severance clause that explicitly states that the mining company maintains or asserts no claim on the land, underground or surface, other than extracting minerals.” He drained off the last of the coffee in his heavy white cup.

“Dude. There’s always a catch,” countered Flurry, who thought of himself as more worldly, having labored in a fruit and vegetable distribution warehouse in Boston for several years after high school. In rural Maine, that was considered to have tasted a bit of the big outside world.

“Maybe so, but I haven’t seen it yet,” replied Skillings, always the more optimistic of the two. He looked at Flurry. “Don’t be so glum, chum. In fact, it’s almost too good to be true. They’re prospecting for cobalt. And they say the only place in America where they’ve found it in large, commercially viable deposits, is right here”—he pointed downward—“under our feet in a vein running from the Salmon River up toward Mount Katahdin. Word to the wise, they’ve asked us to keep that hush-hush, at least until they have contracts signed with us and with Asbury and Beecher. They said, like, ‘there are national security concerns at play here.’ ”

“What makes this company so special?” asked Flurry.

“I looked it up,” he continued. “Cobalt is becoming like the oil of the twenty-first century. You can’t make smartphones or electronic cars without it. Well, you could, but you’d have real problems. People don’t pay a lot of attention to it, but it turns out that cobalt makes lithium batteries more stable, less prone to burst into flames, and able to hold a charge longer. The federal government has even designated the stuff a ‘strategic mineral.’ They’re worried because almost all of it right now comes from vast mines way off in far southeastern Congo, where the cobalt is buried in huge nuggets. They mine it there, ship it off to China, where it gets refined and put into batteries. Uncle Sam worries that China could squeeze the market one day.

“The deposits hereabouts are different, the company’s guy told me. Unusual for cobalt. High-grade, but found in one little old narrow thin vein that runs underground across north-central Maine, mixed with copper. And they say that as the first major domestic source, the Maine mine would be able to sell as much output as it wanted to the US government itself.”

What the mining company hadn’t shared with Skillings was that this new find thus enjoyed twin benefits: Politically, it would be difficult for environmental activists to challenge its existence—those activists wanted electric vehicles, but you couldn’t have them without cobalt. And simply by coming into play, the mine here would have the market effect of tempering the price of cobalt exports from the Congo.

Postmaster Flurry remained skeptical. He was right to be so. In fact, as he suspected, the soft-talking executive from Future Minerals’ subsidiary company hadn’t been entirely candid in describing the mining operation to Town Manager Skillings. The mineshaft’s surface entrance would indeed be, as the man had said, located miles to the southwest. There was just one problem, and it was a big one: The shaft the company already had begun excavating was damp, with a constant trickle of water running down its low walls. Much of that water, carrying leached acids and heavy metals, eventually was pumped out into a holding area called “a red dog pond” in the mining industry. Soon its bottom would be thick with a toxic sludge. And that outflow was handled according to all relevant environmental laws and regulations. And so on.

But there was indeed a catch, though it was invisible: The company only captured about 30 percent of the water flowing through its tunnel. Most of the rest seeped downward, pulled by gravity into layers of soil and rock. Some of that eventually trickled its way down into a water-bearing sedimentary level, labeled on geological maps as an aquifer. That tainted water ran inexorably through that gravelly level, and then, six miles southwest of the mineshaft entrance, it hit a layer of impermeable clay, which forced it to bubble up in the form of springs, either at the surface or in the beds of streams. And even before that water came to the surface, the aquifer was being tapped by wells. And at that point, every single molecule of water was laden with potent minerals, not all of them healthy for fish—or indeed for human beings.






3 LILY THORNFOOT’S BUSINESS


After law school, Lily Thornfoot had spent three long, hard, lonely years on the staff of a federal prosecutor in Newark, New Jersey, where she specialized, as did many in that state, in minor financial crimes—corporate kickbacks, bribery of officials, fraudulent tax schemes. But she hadn’t thrived. She had felt bored with the work and stymied by bureaucracy. She didn’t like having a boss. She hated working in a system that moved at a snail’s pace. And she really didn’t know how to make friends, especially among city people whose smiles always seemed false to her.

So she quit the federal job and drove back to Maine. She instantly felt at home, even living on the mainland. It was still on the coast, so she could smell the salt air most mornings and feel the breeze off the water in the afternoons. She set up a law practice in Ellsworth. She mainly handled wills and real estate transactions. But even at the start, while that routine drudgery paid the bills, she labored weekends and nights to develop a new niche business. It wasn’t legal, but she knew it could soon be profitable. To wit: When she had been in the federal employ, she had noticed in every case of financial malfeasance that there almost always were people at the periphery who could have been indicted but weren’t. They were enablers or people who knew or should have known. Also, she noticed, there tended to be parallel situations—when one company flourishes through illegal or corrupt practices, people at other companies often are doing the same. But there was usually no particular reason to go after those parallel cases, because the offending company had been caught, and that had the effect of stopping the practice across the board. Prosecutors would select the low-hanging fruit, the easier cases to prove, picking off the weakest in the herd.

Lily perceived a business opportunity in those murky situations at the shadowy fringe of such fraud cases. If the contracting officer at Company X had taken bribes or kickbacks, she calculated, there was a good chance that people holding similar positions at major competitors, Companies Y and Z, had been approached as well. To narrow down her target set, she focused on senior people who retired unexpectedly—say a guy who punched out at the age of fifty-two and in good health, without any hint of sexual harassment, substance abuse, or erratic behavior, from Company Y within a year of the case being brought against Company X. She found that about half the time, those people had gotten out one step ahead of the feds, having done the same things but done them more intelligently, or without pissing off someone who would turn them in. She narrowed her focus to those living in the northeastern United States. It took about a year, but this quiet sideline soon started turning a profit. It helped that she had brought with her from her federal job a bundle of backdoor entry codes to dozens of financial institutions. To be blunt, she knew how to hack into account statements from brokerage firms. And the more she did that, the better she got at it.

Soon, the most lucrative part of her law practice was blackmail. But she was careful, and had figured out how to make it have the appearance of legality. On paper, she simply was being paid retainers for her legal advice in certain specialized areas related to shady corporate dealings. And for appearances’ sake, she kept active in working on real estate closings, even if it bored her to tears. It paid some bills, maintained some contacts, and provided good cover. In chitchat over signing closing documents, she often learned of a big new purchase of a coastal mansion or a hunting lodge.

The downside to the blackmail was the amount of time it took to put together the case before approaching a given target. At the outset, getting the business up and running had eaten up all her savings. Preparing a blackmail case against a target often involved multiple trips to courthouses and investigators and crime locations around the country, and it always involved countless hours with documents. The upside was that the cases she was delving into already had been compiled, in indictments, depositions, testimony, and plea agreements. You just had to have the patience to put them together, and the imagination to make them come alive. For example, if a document mentioned that unindicted executive Y met with the same prostitutes sent the previous day to executive X, and in the same hotel room, 972, then you got a photograph of that room and put it in the dossier. Such images tended to jog guilty memories. The target would see the couch in the photograph and remember the two Vietnamese prostitutes nicknamed “the Muppets” who had been sitting there. When shown the photo, the target’s next question sometimes would be, “How much do I pay you?” And then visible relief that it was just a few thousand dollars a month.

Another advantage was that the targets came in bunches—perhaps two or three executives each at companies Y and Z, and another few at suppliers or joint venture partners.

She would build the cases slowly. Around the walls of her back office, she kept six card tables. Each new target got his own table. Cases that were related got adjoining tables. Little things would pop up that would spice up individual cases—for example, an executive having a little side hustle firm that was retained as a “consultant” by a foreign firm that was contemplating entering the field. The feds wouldn’t worry about such a case, but it would spice up a dossier. The executive’s former employer might not have been informed about such shady side pursuits, and might cut off retirement health care coverage if it found out.

Her favorite moment in preparing a case was deciding what her monthly fee would be. For standard, low-level, run-of-the-mill tax evasion, the charge was $1,000 a month. Her best type of target was the executive who had been a survivor and knew it, someone who hadn’t been caught but knew he might have been. These men—and thus far they all had been males—prided themselves on keeping a low profile and acting discreetly. They valued their privacy. And in this case, that meant they would pay good money on a regular schedule. She especially liked that, with the scandal that took down a competitor or colleague now receded a few years into the past, these prematurely retired executives were just beginning to breathe easy, tucked away in rambling houses on the Maine coast, or in rural Connecticut, sailing their boats in the summer, spending winter vacations golfing in Florida or the Carolinas. But their respiratory systems tended to seize up soon after she knocked on their front doors.

So Lily Thornfoot was especially pleased on this sunny afternoon when she drove up a long driveway to find her newest target living in a pleasant but not ostentatious house on a lake in the Maine woods about a half hour north of Damariscotta. Perhaps the only giveaway was a four-car garage, an unusual structure in Maine. The owner of the place, named Charles Rappaport, had been a top executive at a data communications firm that had provided services to the Pentagon office that, among other things, performed the final legal review on all major defense contracts before they were awarded. His friend, the chief technology officer at the firm, had figured out on the q.t. that buying the stock of companies that were about to win major contracts could get him in trouble. But there was another, subtler stock play: No one seemed to notice when, a few times a year, he shorted the stocks of companies that had been expected to get contracts but did not. It was only when his friend left his wife for his young and alluring executive assistant that this clever insider trading scheme began to unravel. The scorned wife knew a woman in their Bethesda, Maryland, neighborhood who worked for the enforcement division of the Securities and Exchange Commission. They had a cup of coffee together. “Oh, honey,” the SEC woman said. Later that day she went to work. The chief technology officer soon faced a bevy of SEC charges.

But the SEC did not go after the man who at the time was the executive IT architect, and who had piggybacked his friend’s insider training, but more carefully, in several different small accounts. It was that man, Charles Rappaport, upon whose door she now knocked. It opened slowly.

“Mr. Rappaport?” she said. He looked older than she expected, and had an unhealthy pallor to him. He nodded but said nothing. He looked her up and down—in her mid-thirties, attractive, her coal-black hair done in a severe bowl cut, wearing her standard outfit of a fringed brown leather jacket, black jeans, and cowboy boots. It gave her a whiff of an Old West gunfighter, which indeed was how she liked to think of herself.

She hinted at why she was there. “I’m Lily Thornfoot, a lawyer.”

He squinted at her. “You look more like a cowboy. Or cowgirl, I guess.”

She ignored that assessment. “I’ve been looking at the mess a few years back at your old company, right after you left and the CTO was charged by the feds.”

“That’s all in the past,” the man said, moving to close the front door.

“And that’s my job, to keep it there,” she said. She smelled Scotch on his breath. It was not even three in the afternoon, she noted to herself.

“What exactly is that job?” he said. He stopped closing the door.

“Mine?” she said. “Legal advice and financial consulting.”

“I’m satisfied with the people I currently have for those.” He kept his hand on the door.

“As you should be,” she said, sliding the toe of her left boot forward. “They are first-class firms. Especially Cat Cove Financial.” She watched as he registered the fact that she knew where much of his investment portfolio resided. He didn’t seem very fast on the uptake, she thought, but perhaps that was his age or the glass of whisky already in him. “They’re careful and honest. Not real imaginative, but you can’t have everything.”

“So why should I talk to you?”

“Because I offer an ancillary service. One you may not be aware of needing. There are facts that you need to keep quiet. And I can do that.”

“Like what? I was never charged.”

“And then you left the company very quickly, after that kerfuffle about shorting the stocks of companies that lost out on big federal contracts. That was interesting. And I think the IRS especially would be eager to know more about the taxes you didn’t pay on the money you took in. By my count—which I know is far from complete—your profits ran into more than two million dollars.” She paused. “You know, they tend to want not just disgorgement but also civil penalties. Which really are punitive fines. In cases like yours, even a stretch of prison time.”

“Jail?” said the man, blanching a little. The prospect clearly had not occurred to him before.

Lily waved a hand dismissively. “Don’t worry about that. That’s almost always in a Club Fed, which isn’t so bad. You could do it.”

“Isn’t there, like, a statute of limitations on tax evasion?”

He was asking the questions she wanted to hear. It was time to set the hook. “Funny you should ask,” she said. “That’s Title 26 stuff, in the seven thousands of the federal statutes. You’re right, on the surface of it, at least. The statute of limitations is indeed three years.”

“But?” he said cautiously, almost not wanting to hear the answer.

“But, and this is where it gets interesting, that limit can be waived if civil fraud can be established. And of course, there the burden of establishment is lower—not the criminal standard of being beyond a reasonable doubt. Instead, the civil burden is just the clear preponderance of evidence. So concealment, misstatements, subterfuge—that’s pretty much all they need to overcome the statute of limitations. Bottom line, yes, they still can come after you. And they probably will, if I give them a hint or two.” She paused. “Sorry to bore you with the details.” He was, of course, anything but bored. Little shots of adrenaline were cutting through his stupor and jolting his heart and brain. He put a hand on the entryway wall to steady himself. He was growing alarmed and a little angry that his lawyer years ago hadn’t been clearer. Of course, he had not been quite open with his lawyer back then, either. This woman clearly had the facts in hand, many more than he had seen fit to share with legal counsel back then.

Usually at this point, she would drop a heavy hint or two. Perhaps pull out a page from a deposition that named this executive. In this situation, that wasn’t required, because today’s target cut to the chase. Rappaport stood thinking, and finally said, “What you are proposing is extortion.”

“I am not threatening violence. So I prefer to think of it as profit-sharing.” She cocked her thumbs into the belt loops of her jeans.

“Why don’t I just call the police?”

“Because you didn’t back then, did you? You had reasons not to, back then, and most of those reasons still exist.” She squinted at him, taking his measure. He failed. “Nah, you’re not gonna squeal, I’m sure of that.” She moved on. “Would you like to see the account statements?”

He was curious. “How do you survive, carrying out this kind of operation?”

“That’s a thoughtful question, even if it does possibly indicate homicidal thoughts on your part. How I survive is this: I’m careful.” She looked him in the eye. “Real careful. More than you ever were.” That remark hit home. He realized she was kind of playing with him. Toying with his fears.

Lily Thornfoot could see he was impressed. She continued. “As you’ve seen, I do my research. And I protect myself. I make multiple copies of each dossier, with instructions at several law firms about where to send them in the case of my death, accidental or not. So you better hope I don’t cross paths with a drunk driver on my way home today.”

“Those types of files can be located.”

“But you’d never be certain that you had them all, would you? And simply locating them, on more than one continent, would be expensive and, in most cases, quite illegal. And the clock would be ticking. It could get real messy real fast. Which is why my business model works: It is cheaper to work with me than to try to stop me. A lot cheaper. Always.”

“How do I know you’re not bluffing?”

“I think you already understand I’m not. But this is how it works: When your first check clears, I will mail you a copy of the file on you, holding back only a few choice documents. You read it and decide whether I have you red-handed enough to retain my financial and legal services.” She rocked back on the heels of her boots. She had made her case. His move. She waited.

“You bitch.”

She winked at him. She enjoyed this. It was almost like winning a high-stakes poker hand. “Then I’m hired?”

“Yes.” He sighed. He seemed almost impatient to agree, which surprised her. She wondered what else was going on in his life.

“First check is twenty-five thousand. It’s like a renter’s deposit. Thereafter five thousand a month, unless you give me any trouble, in which case the monthly fee doubles. I don’t like difficult clients.”

He nodded, albeit a little sleepily, she thought. Nevertheless. Charles Rappaport was signed up as one of Lily’s more lucrative clients.

He closed the door and went off to take a morphine pill. That wasn’t because a good day had just turned bad. All his waking hours nowadays were dark, and now, with the stage 4 cancer tightening its stabbing grip on his guts, they were getting even duskier.
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