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AT THREE-FORTY-FIVE ON WEDNESDAY, September twenty-third Devlin Muir stood in the middle of Boston’s Longfellow Bridge’s pedestrian walkway, staring down at the broad expanse of the Charles River. He should have been riding the Red Line home, instead of standing under it, listening to the clickety-clack-rattle-bang of the transit cars passing overhead. The sound was far from comforting, but it did semi-drown out the voice in his head that screamed at him that he’d just been fired.

Fired. Devlin Muir, Associate Professor of Art History at Gloria Albertson University. . . let go, canned, shown the door. And all because of a job he’d taken one summer when he was out of pocket and scraping to come up with his fall tuition. It had been so long ago, he’d almost forgotten it—until Dean Wiser had called him into his office this afternoon, and there was a coffee table book glaringly displayed in the middle of his huge desk. Devlin’s pulse had kicked up several notches. He recognized it immediately, and before Dean Wiser said a word, he knew he was in a world of shit. He tried to avoid looking at it, but like a perp in the middle of an interrogation with the crime scene photos spread out before him, he couldn’t seem to help himself. Boston’s Big-Breasted Beauties photography by Devlin Muir.

The book—which hadn’t been his concept originally—had tanked, and there hadn’t been any residuals to keep him afloat financially, just a flat fee up-front that had paid for his books and a third of his tuition. He’d been forced to take a job washing dishes in a local eatery to make up the rest. 

Dean Wiser pushed back in his red leather chair. “Do you recognize this, Muir?”

Devlin had swallowed hard. “Yes, sir, I recognize it.” He strove for a little humor. “Would you like me to autograph it for you?”

The dean’s expression didn’t change. He looked like he’d had bad oysters for lunch. “Do you think this is a joke, Muir? Because I don’t find it the least bit amusing. In fact, it’s downright disgraceful.”

“Well, it’s true that the lighting wasn’t the best, but some of the shots actually turned out rather well. For example, if you turn to page thirty-four—”

“Muir,” the man said in a voice cold as ice, “need I remind you that we are a Christian University? With strict standards? Perhaps you remember your interview for this position? The morals clause in the contract you signed stating that you had nothing in your background that would bring this school embarrassment?”

“Yes, sir. Vaguely.”

“Then, kindly explain this piece of filth!”

Devlin had taken exception to that word, even though he’d been aware he didn’t have a proverbial leg to stand on. He’d made his best argument—that art was in the eye of the beholder, that censure was inhibiting to the artistic mind, that it had been a long, long time ago, and that he’d been quite desperate at the time. He’d made a valiant attempt to defend himself, and in the end, he’d lost. Dean Wiser had torn up his contract and for emphasis set it on fire in the metal waste can. 

It was overkill, but he certainly got the point across.

Devlin no longer had a teaching position at the university. He was no longer welcome on campus, and he’d need to file for unemployment compensation the first thing Monday morning.

And now he had to tell Brie he was out of work. Unemployed. She wasn’t going to like that. She came from wealth and privilege. Her father was a broker on Wall Street. In fact, Devlin had never been so sure that she didn’t date him, just to piss off Daddy. Out of habit, he checked in on her Facebook page to see if she’d written something nice about him. “Brie Dimond, status single.”

Devlin frowned at his phone. “What the—?” He thumbed through to his texts and saw a message from her. He clicked on it.

“Dear Devlin. . . .”   He scanned the three lines and punched speed dial for her number. It went immediately to voice mail. “This is Brie. You know what to do.”

“Brie, damn it. It’s me. Will you pick up? Fine! Could you have picked a worse way to do this? You break up with me via email? What are we? Sixteen?”

It beeped, cutting him off. He dialed back. “The least you could do was to have the guts to tell me to my face. We’ve been dating for two months! Call me,”—beep!—“goddamn it.”

“Hey, man. You gonna jump? Cause if you is, I’ll take dat phone off yo’ hands.”  The man had come up quietly and stood beside him. He had a parti-colored knit cap pulled down to his eyebrows, and a trench coat that had seen better days. A shopping cart filled with wrinkled and battered paper bags waited beside him.

“I’m not jumping,” Devlin said. “I’m thinking. With the kind of day I’m having, it wouldn’t end it all, it would just delay it. Sorry, but you’ll have to get your own phone.”

Devlin turned away from the water, and started the long walk home. He always took the Red Line, but this afternoon he’d been hoping the walk would do him good. It didn’t. It just gave him time to dwell on what a crap-ass day it had been. He stopped at the market four blocks from his apartment for a sub and a six-pack, but as he stepped through the door and onto the sidewalk with his supper a tremendous boom rocked the neighborhood. The display window rattled ominously, and the sidewalk rumbled underfoot. Before the tremor stopped, humanity started to stream out of the tightly packed row houses and into the street. Sirens screamed in the distance, and as Devlin searched the sky in the direction of the noise, he groaned, dropped the sub and the beer and ran for home.

By the time he got there, the pumper trucks were hosing down the old brick shell of what moments ago had been his building. Black and white barricades rerouted traffic, and several police officers on scene kept the curious at bay. Acrid smoke billowed up, thick and charcoal gray, and every now and then a tongue of bright orange flame shot above the gaping hole and scattered rubble that had been the third floor.

Devlin gaped at the destruction, hand resting on the sawhorse barricade. “Clear the area,” an approaching officer said. “Move along, sir, there’s nothing to see here.”

“You don’t understand,” Devlin said. “I live up there.”

“Well, it’s fortunate for you that you’re down here talking to me, and not up there,” the police officer said. “I guess you could say it’s your lucky day.”

“Yeah,” Devlin said. “I sure am lucky.”   He glanced at the afternoon sky. Not a cloud to be seen. In fact, it was the brightest crystalline blue he’d ever seen, but if there was a meteor out there, streaking toward earth, he was absolutely certain it would find him.

“Listen, you got someone you can call?” the officer asked.

Devlin thought about Brie. She wouldn’t answer his calls, and he didn’t want her feeling sorry for him. Pity was like someone having sex with you because you were dying. It sucked all the fun right out of it, and like a third grader, if she didn’t want him, then he didn’t want her first. “Not today.”

“You can take a seat in the patrol car, if you want. You’re looking kind of pasty.”

“My whole life was in that apartment,” Devlin muttered. “What the hell happened?”

“Gas leak on the second floor. They cut the main, but it looks like a total loss. What the blast didn’t destroy, smoke and water will. I’m afraid you’ll have to make other arrangements, at least for the time being.”

Devlin stared up at the now windowless ragged brick and mortar. The glass panes had blown out in the explosion. Jagged fragments littered the street and sidewalks. “Did they get everybody out?”

“Amazingly, nobody got hurt. They took a couple of older folks to the ER just to be checked out, but the paramedics said they thought they’d be okay.”   

The officer went back to work, asking the small knots of people who gathered to soak up the excitement to move along. For the longest time, Devlin just sat on his neighbor’s stoop and stared at his building with a mixture of horror and disbelief. 

How did something like this happen? How did a man get caught in the perfect shit storm, losing his job, his girlfriend, and everything he owned but the clothes on his back all in one day?

A man in a gray flannel suit got out of a Mercedes down the block and strolled up the sidewalk. He was carrying a briefcase and looked totally out of place. Stranger still, he glanced around, then sat down on the stoop beside Devlin. “My God. What happened?”

“It blew up,” Devlin said, and his voice seemed to come from somewhere outside himself. He thought idly that now he knew how it felt to be a ventriloquist’s dummy—though he wasn’t quite as well off. At least most dummies had a trunk they could call “home.”   

He was homeless.

“Anyone hurt?”

“No.”

“You from this neighborhood?”

Devlin laughed. He sounded demented. “Actually, I’m from over there. Third floor walk-up.”

“Mr. Muir?”

Devlin glanced up, frowning. “Yes. How’d you know?”

“Lucky guess. Actually, I’m looking for you. I’d say it’s a good thing for both of us that we didn’t arrive any earlier.”   The stranger took a business card from his jacket pocket and handed it to Devlin.

James W. Thurston, Attorney. “Oh great. What now? Am I being sued?”

“No, no. Nothing like that, Mr. Muir. I’m an estate attorney, and I’m here representing a client. A Ms. Ardetta Foxley. Do you know of her, by any chance?”

“I’m afraid I haven’t had the pleasure,” Devlin said.

“Well, that’s too bad. Nice lady. I’ve known her for a number of years.”

“Pardon me if this sounds rude, but what does this have to do with me?”

Mr. Thurston smiled. “Ardetta Foxley passed over six months ago at the age of ninety-three. Thurston and Thurston is handling the estate.”

“I still don’t get it. I don’t know Ms. Foxley, and it’s been a bitch of a day, so maybe you can cut to the chase for me?”

“You haven’t heard of Ms. Foxley, but you’ve surely heard of Foxley Shipyards?”

“The place that went belly up a few years back? Yeah, I’ve heard of it. Who hasn’t?”

“Ardetta lost the larger portion of her assets but managed to hang on to a sizeable sum and a piece of property near Bar Harbor. Am I to understand that you are the adopted son of Elaine and Harry Muir?” Mr. Thurston said.

“I am. Or, at least, I was. They’re both deceased.”

“Have you searched for your biological family?”

He hadn’t. Being shuffled from foster home to foster home had left him heart sore, and by the time the Muirs had adopted him, he’d pulled inward, shielding himself from the outside world. He knew only that his birth mother had been twenty-three when he came along and had refused to even see him. Father was listed as unknown, and that’s where it ended for Devlin. There were times when not knowing was easier, because it had allowed him to build a fantasy around his mysterious beginnings. Kids tended to do that. It was part of what made them so resilient. Give them a tin can, and they transformed it into a high-tech cell phone. 

To the lawyer sitting across from him, he said, “I’m afraid I haven’t had the time.”

“Ardetta left everything to her niece’s grandson. The niece gave the child up for adoption, specifically to a couple from Charleston, South Carolina. It took us quite a while to track you down, Mr. Muir, but I’m glad we finally found you.”

Devlin shook his head to clear it. He couldn’t have heard that right. “Are you saying that I’m a Foxley?” He gave a sick-sounding laugh.

“That’s exactly what I’m saying. It took a few months to connect the dots, but all of the facts fell into place. The Foxley Mansion is yours, Mr. Muir, along with remaining two-million dollars of Ardetta’s fortune. However, there is a codicil attached to the inheritance: the bulk of the money is slated for the upkeep of the mansion and grounds, and will be remitted through a trustee—specifically me. She did permit me to pass along a check for moving expenses and so on, however—let’s call it ‘seed money’ to get you settled. Should you choose to vacate the premises, you forfeit all rights to those funds, and the property will be immediately remanded into our custody.” He handed Devlin a check for seventy-five-thousand dollars, and an eight-by-ten glossy of a sprawling house on wooded grounds.

The place was huge. “A mansion?” Devlin said. “And seventy-five grand? Is this a joke?”

“No joke, Mr. Devlin,” Mr. Thurston assured him. “If you’ll sign, we can finalize this, and I’ll hand over the keys.”  He smiled. “At least now you have someplace to stay.”

Devlin took a long look at the rubble across the street. His life was in ruins, and he was being handed a new start. Maybe the cop had been right. Maybe this was his lucky day. He took the pen Thurston offered. “Where do I sign?”
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DEVLIN OBVIOUSLY HAD BEEN TRAVELING in the wrong circles, because he’d never heard of the Foxley Mansion, or of Ardetta Foxley, for that matter. After Thurston shook his hand and walked back to his car, Devlin caught the six-fifteen bus downtown, and put his check in the night deposit at his bank. There were details to take care of. He had to file a claim with his renter’s insurance to replace his belongings, and he needed a car, some clothing, a camera, and a notebook computer. 

By the time the sun was going down, he’d rented a car, and purchased some jeans and T-shirts at a local thrift store, a new Olympus digital camera, and a Sony notebook. So much for priorities. There wasn’t much point in making the drive up the coast at midnight, so he found a decent, inexpensive motel outside of Boston and booked a single room for the night.

Over take-out Chinese, he surfed the web, searching for all things Foxley. He found a few old pictures of Ardetta when she was younger, and she’d been quite the babe. She had an arch look about her, like she knew something no one else could even guess and she wasn’t telling, that he found appealing. But there was no family resemblance in her face or his that he could see.

As for the Foxley Mansion, it was a twelve-room monstrosity overlooking the ocean, ten miles north of Bar Harbor and just
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