

    
        
          Dark Side of the Moon

        

        
        
          Sarah Wisseman

        

        
          Published by Sarah Wisseman, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      DARK SIDE OF THE MOON

    

    
      First edition. August 12, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Sarah Wisseman.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8227091819

    

    
    
      Written by Sarah Wisseman.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Sarah Wisseman

	    

      
	    
          
	      Flora Garibaldi Art History Mysteries

          
        
          
	          Catacomb

          
        
          
	          The Botticell Caper

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Lisa Donahue Archaeological Mysteries

          
        
          
	          The Dead Sea Codex

          
        
          
	          The Fall of Augustus

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Bound for Eternity

          
        
          
	          Malice Archaeological

          
        
          
	          Death on Display

          
        
          
	          Good for What Ails You

          
        
          
	          Dark Side of the Moon

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Sarah Wisseman’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Sarah Wisseman

Dedication

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-one

Twenty-two

Twenty-three

Twenty-four

Twenty-five

Twenty-six

Acknowledgments

Further Reading: Bound for Eternity

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For my family

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

One


[image: ]


​Some days Lin thought she was going mad.

That’s when she painted the sea in all its moods, preferring moving gray clouds and tumbling surf to sunshine and calm waters. At night, she dreamt of Sadie sitting in a flickering light in a room packed with strangers. Lin slept poorly and woke up feeling a hundred years old.

This morning was no different. Lin sat in her favorite spot, in front of her worktable overlooking the Maine Coast. A cup of coffee steamed next to her right hand. Oil paints, solvents, and brushes in various stages of disarray littered the table on either side, and a very preliminary canvas lurked on its easel to the left.

Grandfather’s house perched on a small bluff overlooking the ocean. Instead of a sandy beach, the property boasted boulders and piles of smaller rocks framing a spectacular view of water and sky. Lin’s painting table, positioned in front of the living room window, allowed her to take advantage of the scene in all weather and lighting conditions. A painter’s drop cloth protected her grandmother’s rug on the floor.

Driftwood, shells, misshapen bits of glass, and unidentifiable but interesting artifacts covered the ledge in front of Lin’s table.

Chin in hand, she surveyed the soaring gulls and the waves pounding against the granite boulders outside Grandfather’s windows. When the caffeine reached the desired level in her bloodstream, she hoisted herself to her feet and padded into the kitchen in a robe and furry slippers. Lin reached for her grandmother’s favorite frying pan and pulled out a sturdy mitt from the drawer next to the stove. Spotting bright colors at the back, she discovered the looped potholders she had made as a child: they were tiny, in no way big enough or thick enough to protect the user from a hot pan. But her granny had saved them...

After her third cup of coffee and a cheese omelet, Lin opened the storm door to measure the chill and shivered as a sharp wind buffeted her. In her grandparents’ former bedroom, she donned a lined jacket and a wool hat against the early spring cold. Lin grabbed her knapsack, already packed with the ancestral painting, and stepped into the graveled yard.

The Maine coast drew artists from far and near due to its wild beauty and changing light. Today, her painter’s brain imagined using Payne’s gray, Prussian blue, titanium white, and several shades of brown to render the sea and rocks. Lin would use touches of olive green and yellow ocher for the seaweed and touches of red-orange, like daughter Sadie’s Venetian blond hair.

Don’t think about Sadie. Think about painting.

Everywhere Lin looked was a scene to capture on paper or canvas.

She tramped along the curving road past numerous summer homes, most with weathered wooden slats in dark gray with white trim. Lin passed the side lane that led to Seal Beach. She would visit the seals soon, she promised herself.

The house of Gregory Baxter loomed ahead of her, overlooking a small cove ringed with granite rocks and a tiny beach. A blueish-gray building sprawled long and low on top of the cliff, with what looked like a modern addition on the back side. Lin recalled her earlier phone conversation with the reclusive art restorer.

“Mr. Baxter? I was given your name by an art history colleague at Boston University. She says you restore oil paintings, especially seascapes?”

“Yeah?” The voice sounded impatient. “I’m not accepting more work just now.”

“It’s a Winslow Homer. I’m told that’s your specialty.”

He sighed gustily. “Another Winslow Homer. If you knew how often I’d heard that claim. If you don’t have a cast-iron provenance—”

“But I do. The painting’s been in my family for two generations, and I have the paperwork to prove it.”

“Well, let’s have a look then. But I promise you nothing until I’ve examined it.” He gave her directions and they fixed a time.

Her family’s little oil painting, which lacked the traditional Homer signature, had been valued ten years ago and re-attributed to Homer himself rather than a student of Homer. Called “Lighthouse Under Siege,” it depicted a classic Maine lighthouse perched on rocks battered by surf. The sky was gray and purple with pockets of dirty orange, and the overall effect was of a flimsy building losing a battle with the elements. One could almost see roof shingles flying off the attached dwelling and paint peeling off the wooden walls from the force of the wind.

Now Lin approached Baxter’s house, skirting the white fence around the property to a stout gate. She opened it with some difficulty and arrived at a black front door flanked by a doorbell and metal grill. She pushed the button. A disembodied voice said, “Who is it?”

“Lin Abrams to see Mr. Baxter.”

Click. The door swung inwards with a screech straight out of Gothic romance. Lin ventured into a dark hallway. In the dim light, a scruffy man dressed in jeans and a baseball cap loomed.

“Lin Abrams?”

“That’s me.”

Fierce dark brown eyes glared at her from under the cap. “I’m Baxter. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

No social niceties here. Lin followed her host into a long, narrow room that resembled an old-fashioned museum or a cabinet of curiosities. Paintings covered the walls, and there was no place to sit except for a couple of overstuffed, elderly chairs. Despite the poor lighting and the layers of dust over everything, Lin spotted a suit of armor in one corner and a battered globe on a stand in another. Rock and shell specimens cluttered every surface.

Just as Baxter disappeared into the next room, the telephone rang. A voice said, “Shall I go?” and something large fluttered at Lin, passing mere inches from her face. She jerked back, almost losing her balance.

Lin stood still until her heart stopped pounding.

When she caught up with Baxter, a tropical parrot had perched on his shoulder. Both man and bird wore identical smug expressions. Baxter said, “Mr. Bean here greets all my visitors. Points for you that you didn’t scream.” He turned away from her with a sly chuckle.

Lin opened her mouth and then shut it again. This guy was every bit as peculiar as she’d been told. So was his pet bird with its silly name.

Feeling like she’d stepped into an old movie set, Lin navigated a kitchen with every surface piled high with dirty dishes. Baxter led her to a square room at the back of the house. Clearly a garage converted to a studio, it held two large tables and shelves for tools of Baxter’s trade: paints, solvents, varnishes, and racks for drying paintings. Old frames hugged one corner, and shipping supplies filled the rear wall. He shoved aside a large oil painting from which half the yellowed varnish had been removed, making room for her small offering. Lin pulled her canvas out of the knapsack and unwrapped it.

“Here, put it under the light.” Baxter whipped off his cap, revealing long, straggling gray hair and bushy eyebrows. His arm muscles bulged, and his movements were vigorous. Lin guessed his age at mid-fifties.

He moved the magnifying light slowly across the painting, grunting a couple of times.

“Huh. Right colors and subject matter—not surprising since any fool can render rocks and water in some form. Brushstrokes: plausible. Varnish peeling and filthy—needs a new coat. Paint scratched near the top.” Baxter looked directly at her face for the first time. “It’s not signed. Who told you it was a Homer?”

Lin quoted the recent article by a fellow art historian who’d discovered that not all of Winslow Homer’s early paintings were signed. Then she named the conservator (her ex-husband, Dan Abrams) who had examined it a decade ago at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. “Before that, my family believed the painter was an associate of Homer, so its declared value was substantially less than it is now. Here are the papers.” Lin pulled papers out of her knapsack pocket and spread them out on the table next to the painting.

Baxter glanced over the specialist’s evaluation. “More likely to be a student of Homer’s, but it’s hard to get anyone to commit to an attribution these days. Too damn risky, too easy to get sued.”

He certainly wanted her to think it wasn’t a Homer.

“You know, I don’t really care whether it’s a Winslow Homer or not. It’s a darn good painting no matter who painted it. I don’t want to sell it, just keep it.”

Baxter’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “You speak your mind, don’t you?”

Lin ignored his dig. “The painting has sentimental value to our family, and I promised them I’d get it restored. I just want the scratched area repaired and the varnish replaced. Can you do that in the time I’m up here?”

“Probably. How long are you staying in Biddeford?”

“Until the second week of September, when my teaching job in Boston resumes.”

“All right.” He named a price Lin could barely afford.

After giving him her contact information, Lin glanced around the room and saw a door leading into a larger workroom—the addition she’d spotted from outside the house. Lin caught a glimpse of more stacks of frames leaning against the far wall, a welter of paints and brushes scattered on another worktable, and a stack of boxes. “What’s in there?”

Baxter’s face changed suddenly from alert to vague. “A colleague works there, and he hates having people see his unfinished work.”

Her inner skeptic raised an eyebrow, but Lin followed Baxter back through the jam-packed living room, the parrot twisting its head to keep her in view with one beady eye. She wondered if it could swivel its head as far as an owl.

As Lin approached the door, the parrot squawked, “Goddam female!” She stumbled for the second time. Baxter didn’t bother to offer her a hand. “Mr. Bean doesn’t like women.”

Lin snorted. “You hardly need a watch dog with that unfriendly bird around.”

Baxter cackled as the door swung shut behind her.

Her spine prickled as Lin hurried to the gate. Something made her turn back, and she saw Baxter watching her from the window.

Why?

At least the damn bird hadn’t followed her.

​
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The next day started in a most unusual way.

After lying awake for a while trying to decide why so many alarm bells had gone off for her at Baxter’s compound, Lin slept surprisingly well. She rose with a little zing in her step and ground fresh beans for her coffee. Braced by the enticing smell of Columbian coffee at its best, Lin took her usual seat in front of the picture window.

The first thing to catch her eye was a bundle of seaweed tumbling in the waves like a load of laundry against the rocks. Green and gray and dark brown, all tangled together. Lin saw a flash of white as it flipped over.

Was it a lobster buoy mixed up with seaweed? Or maybe a child’s toy from Fortune’s Rocks Beach? The fog drifting in and out of the small cove clouded her vision.

Just when she’d decided to walk down to the clump of seaweed to see what the sea had thrown up this time, a skinny boy with carroty-orange hair jumped into view. He looked so much like her daughter leaping the very same rocks as a young girl that her heart jolted. Sadie... now nineteen and as far away as the dark side of the moon.

Lin wrenched her mind away from the terrifying subject of her daughter and focused on the boy. What was he doing here? He was no respecter of private property. He might pick up the object at the sea’s edge before Lin had a chance to claim it.

The boy leapt like a gazelle, long-legged and agile. Then he stopped. A curious rigidity overtook him as he gazed at the bundle of seaweed. After a long moment, he advanced cautiously over the next few boulders until he stood at the water’s edge.

Lin was already shrugging into a sweater as the boy turned toward her, his mouth open in a yell. She raced for the breezeway door, pulled it open, and ran around the north end of the house down the sloping lawn to the rocks.

“Help!” The boy called again. “Somebody, help!”

“Coming!” Lin gasped, leaping over the first boulder with far less grace than the boy had managed.

All too soon, she stood next to him and saw the bundle of seaweed up close.

The fronds moved back and forth, mounding over a pile of clothes. As the clothes rolled, part of a pale arm appeared. Then a leg poked out.

A dead body. The body of a dark-haired man wearing jeans, the dirty remnants of a white T-shirt, and one sneaker.

Lin saw from the greenish tint of the man’s skin that he was past all help. The body rolled again, revealing a dent on the back of the head and sand in his left ear.

She glanced sideways at the boy. Her brief spasm of irritation at the boy’s intrusion vanished as Lin saw the shock in his face. Then her feelings caught up with her, and her stomach flip-flopped.

“Come away,” Lin said. “We shouldn’t move him, and I should call nine-one-one.”

Lin took his arm. He shook it off but followed her back to the breezeway door. She motioned to him to wait a moment and fumbled her cell phone out of her pocket with a shaking hand.

“Hello? I’d like to report a... a dead body...” She gulped and tried again. “On the rocks just off Fortune’s Rocks road. Yes. It’s below my house, the old Boyd place. On the east side, a little south of St. Phillip’s Chapel...”

Lin disconnected and turned to the boy. His blue eyes were enormous and his face was fishbelly-white. “You’ve had a shock. So have I. Come inside and have something hot to drink. We’ll both have to speak with the police because we found the body.”

“Okay... I guess.”

“Don’t mind me, I don’t bite. My name’s Lin Abrams, and this is my grandfather’s house.”

“I’m Zach, Zach Calloway. I live up the hill with my dad.”

They entered through the breezeway door on the west side of the house, facing the road. A realtor might call this the front of the building, but to Lin, the front was the east side that faced the Atlantic. The big windows were the house’s eyes on the waves and sky.

“How does hot cocoa sound?” Lin asked Zach.

“Good.”

“Coming up.” She moved into the galley-shaped kitchen and motioned to Zach to take a seat at the round table facing the waves in the adjoining dining room. While Lin zapped two mugs of milk in the microwave, he sat and shivered.

“I’ve never seen a dead body before,” he ventured.

“That makes two of us,” Lin said stirring in a cocoa mix with mini-marshmallows. She deposited a mug in front of him, grabbed some oatmeal raisin cookies from the jar on the counter, and plopped them on a plate. She placed the cookies in front of Zach and sat down with her own hot drink. Lin wrapped both hands around her favorite cat mug.

He tried a change of subject. “What a great view.”

“That’s what my family always says. It’s why we kept the house after my grandparents died, so we could come back and stay here. I’m on sabbatical this semester.”

“Sabbatical from what?” 

“Teaching at Boston University.”

He smiled. “My dad and I live in Boston, too, most of the time.”

The sound of a siren approaching from the north cut off her potential questions.

“We’d better go back outside. Feel free to bring your cocoa.”

An ambulance pulled up, followed by a police car. Two officers emerged.

“Ms. Abrams?”

“Yes, that’s me. And this is Zach Calloway, the boy who found the body. Over there.” Lin pointed.

“We’ll take a look. Please wait here
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