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A TASTE OF POWER: A short story by Elisabeth Elo

NORTH OF BOSTON


About the Book

Desperate to escape Gaston – where troublesome juveniles are banished to – Louisa Chambers is willing to pay any sum for a get-out pass.

But then the price for her therapist’s backing becomes sexual favours and she knows there’s only one person who can help.

Justice. Truth. Solutions. Her reputation precedes her.

Pirio Kasparov’s a hair’s breadth from freedom, but she’s willing to fix one last quandary. She conceives a plan to help Louisa. Its consequences are beyond anything she imagined …

A digital-exclusive short story prequel to NORTH OF BOSTON by Elisabeth Elo, including the first chapter of Elo’s debut thriller featuring Pirio Kasparov.
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Elisabeth Elo was born in Los Angeles but grew up near Boston, and has lived for much of her adult life close to the Atlantic. With three older siblings who became fanatical sailors and time spent at sea herself with fishermen friends, Elisabeth has a real understanding of the ocean and those who sail on it, which inspired NORTH OF BOSTON. Her essays and short stories have appeared in a variety of publications and her fiction has been nominated for a Pushcart Prize. She teaches writing at Boston College and lives with her family in Massachusetts.


Praise for Elisabeth Elo’s debut novel NORTH OF BOSTON

‘This intense, slow-burning literary thriller, Elo’s debut, paints a subtle portrait of a strong and believable heroine … On this evidence Elo … could well become a major force in the thriller world’ Daily Mail

‘Loyal and tenacious Pirio is a marvellous protagonist. I can’t wait to read more’ Sun

‘An utterly riveting debut thriller … One of the best protagonists I’ve read in years, tough, cynical, wry and compelling’ Lisa Gardner, author of Touch & Go

 ‘A gripping and unorthodox thriller, packed with intriguing characters and unexpected twists’ Tom Perrotta, author of The Leftovers 

‘I was enthralled … What a terrific novel’ Margot Livesey, author of The Flight of Gemma Hardy

‘An outstanding debut’ Publishers Weekly

‘Pirio Kasparov is an alluring heroine. She’s sharp-witted, hell-bent on finding the truth, and her narrative voice is laced with surly sexiness’ Booklist

‘I was enthralled and deeply committed to following Pirio wherever her brilliant author decided to send her next. What a terrific novel’ Margot Livesey

‘A modern, sophisticated, and compelling thriller. Elo’s plot is original, her details deft, and her heroine utterly remarkable’ Ivy Pochoda


The nightly weeping coming from the next room was getting on my nerves.

‘Don’t get involved,’ my roommate, Thomasina, warned. ‘Stinson is looking for any reason to throw you out. If she does, you’ll have to go someplace to repeat the grade. It’ll be a pain.’ She opened her Week-at-a-Glance book and started counting the days. ‘Eighty-six days until the tenth of May and graduation. You can stay out of trouble that long, can’t you?’

‘Sure. No problem,’ I said. I’d been suspended many times since I’d entered the Gaston School in sixth grade and had been threatened with expulsion twice. I think the fact that the administration did not want to lose the exorbitant yearly tuition they collected from my father was the only thing that kept me enrolled. Too bad – I would have liked to have been expelled. But not now. Not in the winter of my senior year with graduation so close.

Keeping a low profile wasn’t easy, though. I’d developed a reputation as something of a fixer. If a fellow student had a problem with a faculty member or another student (or even, once, a parent), they came to me and I took care of it, usually in a way that couldn’t be traced back to them or me. I had three rules: First, I had to believe that the student was telling me the absolute, unvarnished truth. I relied on my gut to make this judgment, and as far as I knew I’d never been wrong. Second, the solution had to fit the problem. I cared about justice, not punishment, and I stayed away from students who were out for revenge. Third, the student had to come to me and ask to have their problem fixed. I didn’t go looking for trouble.

So the weeping in the next room was none of my business. But it sure made it hard to sleep.

The Gaston School specialized in adolescents with behavioral problems, and I was a fairly typical case. My mother died when I was ten, and when my father remarried, my new stepmother, Maureen, moved into the house with piles of wallpaper and fabric books, and an exhaustive list of rules designed to control virtually every aspect of my behavior. My own mother hadn’t cared much for rules, and as far as I was concerned I’d done just fine without them. I naturally declined to participate in Maureen’s hysterical over-parenting. Eventually, she got a psychiatrist at Children’s Hospital to agree with her diagnosis of Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD), and it was decided that sending me to a boarding school with lots of ‘structure’ and ‘discipline’ would be the best way to help me overcome my ‘problem’. As I soon found out, structure and discipline were code words for rigid schedules and sadistic punishments. Staying sane in a place like Gaston wasn’t easy, and students often developed elaborate coping mechanisms. Becoming a fixer was mine.

The Weeping Girl, as I thought of her, was Louisa Chambers, the Whistle Clean heiress from San Antonio, whose behavioral problem wasn’t immediately obvious, unless they’d gone and slipped a new disorder, Lachrymose Tendencies, into the DSM V, the official encyclopedia of mental disorders. She reminded me of a flamingo – tall and thin, with long, gawky appendages. Her hair was blond and stringy, and her expression was usually morose. Yet there was something intriguing about Louisa Chambers. If you took a moment to imagine her without the adolescent awkwardness and moodiness, you could see that she just might become an elegant, graceful woman some day.

Almost two weeks into the nightly weeping, I slipped into the empty dining hall late one afternoon, cranky from exhaustion, hoping to score an illegal coffee from my friend Leon who worked in the kitchen. The dining hall was New England prep school all the way – high arched ceiling, chandeliers suspended from heavy crossbeams, heavy refectory tables, and so on.

Louisa Chambers was sitting by herself in the back. I don’t remember if she was crying – I think not. Thomasina’s words resounded in my ears, but I couldn’t help myself. I needed sleep. I’d also become increasingly troubled at the idea of so much grief and sorrow pouring out of one person for so long. I made a beeline for the table, pulled out the chair across from Louisa, and peremptorily sat down.

‘Louisa. What’s with the crying every night? Do you realize you’re keeping people up?’

She muttered ‘I’m sorry’ so softly I could barely hear her and closed the notebook she had been writing in. Then she started to get up.

I put my hand on her arm gently. ‘No, stay. Tell me what’s going on.’

She sat down again abruptly, as if she’d been pulled by a crank. I got the impression she was easy to control. Her lower lip began to tremble, and she stuttered, ‘I … I …’

‘This is your first year, right?’ I said.

‘Uh-huh.’

‘So by now you’ve probably figured out that this can be a really fucked-up place.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Good. Acceptance is step one. Now you’ve got to start looking for constructive solutions to your problems. Take it from me. This is my seventh year here. I’m practically a lifer.’

‘I know. I’ve heard about you.’

‘Did you hear I fix things?’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Try me, then. I might be able to help.’

She shook her head mournfully. ‘I’ve thought it over a hundred times. No one can help me.’

‘There are always options.’

‘How can you say that when you don’t know even know what the problem is?’

‘Unless you’re dead, you have options. You’re not dead yet, are you, Louisa?’

She pursed her lips thoughtfully, as if the question had stumped her.

I waited. Her eyes, the pale green of sea glass, had more spark than I expected.

Finally, she said, ‘You won’t tell anyone?’

It was a straightforward case of poorly executed bribery. Gaston students could be returned to society when Catherine Stinson, the Head of School, gave the OK, and she depended primarily on therapists’ reports. It only made sense that the wealthier students would offer to pay their therapists for good evaluations, and I was aware of one instance in which this strategy had actually worked.

Louisa, the Whistle Clean heiress, was one of the lucky few who could afford to engage in bribery. Her bank account was replenished regularly by a family lawyer, according to her stated needs, and he didn’t look too closely into what those needs were. So she invented school fees and activities fees, added an exorbitant clothing allowance and a generous amount of spending money, and ended up with enough funds to offer her therapist $5,000 for a stellar Mid-Year Therapeutic Evaluation. If this report, co-signed by the student’s therapist and the Head of School and sent home to parents, was followed a few months later by an excellent End-of-Year Therapeutic Evaluation (for which Louisa had promised her therapist another $5,000), the student in question could expect to receive an official ‘Letter of Release from the Gaston School’, a document which many students dreamed of. This was Louisa’s endgame, and her therapist had willingly agreed to do his part.

Everything seemed to be going well, so it was a shock when Louisa discovered
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