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Chapter 1

I pushed the switch and watched the bag of the vacuum expand like the lungs of some strange creature suddenly brought to life. The high-pitched sound of the motor filled the air, and my mind gently relaxed into the soothing white noise. I went back and forth methodically across the floor, making furrows in the pile like a farmer plowing a field. When I was finished going the long way, I went in the opposite direction until I had a checkerboard effect. I found the familiar pattern soothing and figured it was also effective. Somewhere I had read that you had to work the nap both ways in order to get a carpet really clean.

Lots of yoga studios don’t worry much about cleanliness. I make a point of it. The sticky mats get cleaned once a week and the blankets once a month—no lingering smells of year-old perfume or flowery deodorant for me. I even take the covers off the eye bags and wash them every other week. No one wants to catch an infection in her third eye while meditating.

I do all of this not just for the results, but because I find the routine comforting. Some people might say that I seek out the little jobs in order to fill up time—to prevent my mind from wandering to other, less pleasant things. I prefer to think that it helps me live mindfully in the moment like the sages recommend, not dwelling on the past or worrying about the future.

“My name is Alison Randall, and I live in the present,” I repeated to myself like a personal mantra.

As I vacuumed the row closest to the front of the studio I looked out the window, being careful to really see what was actually there and not drift off down the river of free association. I’m on the third floor of a small office building. It gives me an expansive view across Route 1 and out over the tidal marsh, only stopping at the row of what look like toy houses along the edge of the ocean about a mile away. It was a sunny day in late September. From where I stood, the Atlantic was a narrow strip of steel blue defining the horizon off the coast of southern Maine, off the town of Cornwall, to be exact.

Later in the day I would walk on the beach that was invisible from here, briskly going three miles in one direction, focusing on the feeling of the sand moving under my feet with each step. Then, turning around, I would meticulously place my feet back in the same footprints and make my return. According to tradition, some enlightened ones left no footprints in the sand at all. I wasn’t quite up to that. But on a more practical note, being tired by the end of the day would help me sleep. That’s important to me.

Damn, I thought, pulling myself violently back from the future to the present, then remembering, too late, that I should be more forgiving of myself. It’s hard not to live in the future. Even harder, for me, is not to live in the past.

A hand came down lightly on my shoulder. Before the sensation fully registered, I spun around, setting off a sharp flash of pain in my damaged hip. My left hand automatically grabbed my assailant’s arm and my right hand formed a hard fist that drove toward where I estimated his midsection to be. An instant before I would have made contact, I saw Lauren’s pale face, her eyes staring wide with terror. Her expression registered just in time. I checked my motion, stumbling forward and brushing her with my shoulder. She gave a quick scream and tumbled back hard onto the carpet. She sat there looking up at me, making no attempt to get to her feet.

I turned off the vacuum, and took a deep breath to center myself. When my heart rate had returned closer to normal, I reached down and offered her my hand. She stared at it for a while, as if wondering whether it was some kind of lethal device, not a human appendage at all. Finally she gambled and put her hand in mine. I gently helped her to her feet. She backed away a couple of steps, then stood very still as if afraid of provoking me. I was the friendly dog that had suddenly turned and snapped at her. She was afraid and her feelings were hurt. She wasn’t sure whether I had changed permanently into a threatening creature or whether that had been merely a momentary aberration.

Lauren Malcolm was in her early thirties but looked younger due to being slender and petite, and also because she had a wide-eyed expression that made her appear naïve and innocent. I didn’t know if that was really true of her personality or just a physiological quirk. She was a student at my yoga center. I’d introduced myself to her when she started taking classes two months ago. Since then I’d seen her in the studio several times, although she practiced with one of the other teachers.

“I startle easily,” I said. “You shouldn’t have surprised me.”

“I didn’t mean to, Ali. The vacuum was on. I called your name, but you didn’t hear me.”

“Then you should have waited. I would have seen you eventually.”

“I have to talk to you. I need your help.”

I frowned. “I don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Help people.”

She stared at me incredulously with her wide eyes, as if I had announced that I had a spare head that I kept in a hatbox in my bedroom closet.

“You don’t? Isn’t that sort of … selfish?” she blurted out.

Some people would find her directness charming. I had heard that Lauren was a realtor, and perhaps her clients considered her apparent openness to be reassuring. After all, someone who revealed her emotions so easily wouldn’t possibly attempt to deceive anyone, would she? I didn’t know the answer to that, and didn’t intend to find out.

“No, it isn’t selfish,” I said, “because I don’t expect others to help me. I don’t mistreat people, I simply avoid getting involved in their lives.” I paused, not sure how much to try to explain myself. After all, even explanations are a form of involvement. A way of exposing yourself to others. I kept it short. “I live my own life. I don’t have any energy left over for others.”

“But you’re the only one I know who can help me.”

“Why?”

“My boyfriend has disappeared.”

I frowned at her non-responsive answer but played along.

“How do you know?”

She gaped at me as if I weren’t making sense.

“People choose to go away all the time. They hit the road, take a hike, vamoose, make tracks, follow their bliss, so just because you don’t know where he’s gone doesn’t mean that he’s disappeared.”

She shook her head. “It’s not just me. No one knows where he is.”

“Why not go to the police?”

“They think maybe he committed suicide.”

“So he’s dead, not disappeared?”

“Can’t we sit down and talk about this?” Lauren asked, desperately glancing over her shoulder in the direction of my small front office.

I didn’t budge. Every bad journey begins with the first step.

“So why did you come to me?”

She sighed. “Because I’ve heard that you were an M.P. in Iraq.”

“This isn’t Iraq, and we’re not in the military,” I pointed out.

“And you’re the only woman I know who’s been shot.”

I was tempted to shake my head to see if I could get her disjointed comments to line up in some kind of order.

“How do you know I was shot?”

“It gets around. People talk. Plus anyone can see that you’ve got a limp.”

And here I’d figured it was hardly noticeable anymore.

“I wasn’t shot, I was hit by shrapnel. And what does any of this have to do with finding your dead or missing boyfriend?”

“He was married—sort of—to somebody else. Only another woman is going to take my problem seriously.”

I sighed. Her first good answer so far.

“Let’s go into my office,” I said.


Chapter 2

Calling my office an office is a gross misuse of the word. Situated off the lobby, where the students sit on facing benches lined up along the two walls to remove their shoes, it’s more in the nature of a grotto. A dark, windowless space with a desk where my computer resides, a beast I am slowly training to develop a mailing list that will eventually generate more business in one of my future lifetimes. Next to the computer is a phone with an answering machine that fortunately has been ringing slightly more often lately. There are two chairs and a set of shelves that holds my small collection of yoga and meditation books. I sat in the marginally more comfortable chair behind the desk, while Lauren perched on the edge of the cheap green plastic model that a previous renter had generously left behind. “Your missing boyfriend is married?” I asked.

“But separated,” she added quickly. “He’s getting a divorce, but it won’t be final for about another four months.”

I guessed she pretended to estimate in order to save her pride. I was willing to bet that, if pressed, she could tell me down to the day, hour, and minute when the divorce would come through. I would have asked, but I didn’t want to embarrass her.

“We’ve been going out for six months. Once his divorce is final, we’re going to get married.”

I kept a neutral expression. I am a woman, after all, despite my limitations. A man’s face would have given a skeptical twitch at this point in the story, revealing his belief in the universal gullibility of women when it comes to love. Having been on the receiving side of that twitch, I wasn’t comfortable dishing it out.

“So why do the police think your boyfriend could be dead?”

“They found his car parked by the beach. They think … they think that maybe he walked into the ocean.”

I liked that expression. Going for a stroll out into the ocean was an oddly liberating image; it got me wondering how many people chose that particular method of suicide. I’d heard that the Jains, a relatively small religious group in India, sometimes practice it, although they generally prefer self-starvation. Of course, they believe it’s only appropriate for those who have reached the right point of spiritual development. I doubted that Lauren’s boyfriend was a Jain.

Off the coast of Maine the water in September would still be fairly warm. Your body wouldn’t rapidly become paralyzed. A picture came to me of a man walking and walking until the water was over his head, then continuing to walk along the ocean bottom. But wouldn’t your body naturally float? And what if you could swim? Did you keep swimming toward the horizon until exhausted, then just sink? Of course, there have been nights when the full moon has thrown an inviting snow-white path across the ocean’s surface that I’ve been tempted to travel. I forced my mind back to the present.

“When did this happen?”

“Friday. It was in the newspaper,” Lauren said in a tone that accused me of not following current events.

“I don’t read the newspaper.”

“And you don’t teach the Saturday or Sunday classes, so I couldn’t reach you here,” Lauren said sharply, as if I were being lax. “I wanted to call you over the weekend, but your phone number is unlisted. And when I took Karen’s class on Saturday, she said that you didn’t let people give out your personal number.”

Karen was one of my teachers. Neither she nor Julie, my other employee, would be foolish enough to give out my cell number. They know I value my privacy.

“You could have left a message on the phone here. I check the voicemail from home once in a while.” She opened her mouth to respond. But before she could complain some more about my irresponsible lifestyle, I asked, “Was your boyfriend depressed?”

I could see her start to deny it, then she paused. “He was worried about his two sons growing up without a father in the home. I think he was also concerned about whether the divorce would have an effect on his practice.”

“His practice?”

“He’s a medical doctor down at the Cornwall emergency care center. Maybe you know him, Dr. Jim Schianno?”

I shook my head, but that was a lie. I just didn’t want to get into a long discussion of the guy with Lauren. I had met Dr. Jim, as he had asked me to call him, about two months ago. This first-name business is phony friendliness in my opinion. Priests and doctors should stick with their last names so the lines of authority remain clear. Everyone knows that the moment you disagree with them rank will quickly reassert itself, so why start off as if it were anything other than a power relationship?

I’d gone in to see Dr. Jim to have a piece of shrapnel removed that was starting to break through the skin. The big pieces that went deep into muscle tissue had been taken out shortly after the attack, but there were lots of smaller shards left behind. The docs said that it would do less damage to leave them there than to dig around looking. They assured me that eventually most of them would work their way to the surface on their own—little metallic mementos of my vacation in Iraq. Possibly I could have dug this one out myself. I’ve done it in the past. But it felt like a bigger piece than I wanted to pull out using a hand mirror and a pair of eyebrow tweezers. Dr. Jim had silently studied my left hip, which looks like someone had ravaged it with a dull peeling knife.

“That must have been very painful when it happened.”

“Only after the shock wore off.”

“How long did that take?”

“It hasn’t yet.”

To give him credit, Dr. Jim took my answer as a sign that I didn’t want to chat.

“Probably you should see a surgeon about this. Technically it’s a hospital outpatient procedure.”

I began to get dressed.

“I guess I can take care of it myself,” I said.

He placed a firm hand on my arm.

“I’ll do it.”

He walked over to the cabinet and removed a vial.

“What’s that for?”

“An injection of local anesthetic.”

“Skip it.”

“I’ll have to cut to get it all out.”

I shrugged.

“This might hurt.”

“I’m sure it will.”

When he was done and taping a piece of gauze over the wound, he rolled his stool around where he could see my face. “You’re not a flincher.”

“What’s that?”

“Most people pull away from the scalpel at the last minute because they anticipate the pain. You didn’t move.”

“I expect pain. If I weren’t willing to accept it, I wouldn’t be here.”

He cleared his throat slowly, debating with himself whether to take on an even more unpleasant job than cutting through my skin.

“Have you gotten any counseling?”

“Sure. I had a couple of meetings with an army shrink just before I got out.”

“What did he say?”

“He told me to think positively.”

Dr. Jim gave me a bleak smile.

“Are you seeing a counselor now?”

“I’ve got a friend.”

“Does he have professional training?”

“He’s a Reiki Master.”

To his credit, Dr. Jim remained expressionless.

“Does he help you?”

I paused for a moment. That was a question I couldn’t remember ever having asked myself. I kept seeing Izzy because I enjoyed our conversations, but it had never occurred to me to ask whether our association was doing me any good.

“Yes. I think he does,” I answered, surprising myself.

Dr. Jim nodded.

“Whatever works,” he said and gave me a crooked smile.

I tried to picture Dr. Jim walking out into the ocean with that same bemused smile on his face, but couldn’t quite bring it into focus. I turned my attention back to Lauren.

“How long has the car been there?”

“The police aren’t sure. I talked to his nurse. She said that he left work at five o’clock on Thursday. He was supposed to be at my place at six-thirty. He always comes to my place on Tuesday, Thursday, and Sunday,” she announced proudly, as if that were the temporal equivalent of a wedding ring.

“Does he stay overnight?”

“Unless he’s got something important going on at work first thing in the morning.”

He was in family practice, not a surgeon, I thought. What kind of early morning work did he have? Maybe he just liked to be alone or with someone else.

“When he didn’t show up on Thursday night,” Lauren went on, “I figured maybe something had come up at the hospital or with his kids, although I was a little surprised that he hadn’t called. He’s always been good about letting me know if he can’t make it. I waited until about ten, then I tried to call him on his cell phone, but got no answer. That’s when I started to get concerned.”

Frantic with worry, anger, and fear of rejection was more like it, I guessed.

“I still couldn’t get through to him at his apartment on Friday morning, so I called the practice when it opened. His nurse told me he hadn’t come in yet, and he had patients waiting. She had tried his apartment, too, and gotten no answer. She said his wife had no idea where he was either. Maggie Croyson, that’s his nurse’s name, said she had tried calling every place she could think of with no success.”

“Did she know about you and Dr. Jim?”

Lauren nodded.

“But she didn’t call to see if he was with you when he didn’t show up at work?”

“Jim went out with her briefly after leaving his wife and before he met me. I think she’s still a little jealous and doesn’t like to talk to me.”

I nodded.

“After I told her that he hadn’t shown up the night before, she got really worried and called the police. At first they didn’t want to do anything because he hadn’t been missing very long, but Maggie insisted that he always came to work, so something serious must have happened.”

“What did the police do?”

“They went to his apartment. He wasn’t there. It didn’t look as though he had been there overnight, and his car was missing. They alerted their patrol officers to keep an eye out for it. That’s how they found his car.”

“Where was it?”

“On a street that ends at the beach on Turtle Island.”

Turtle Island was part of Cornwall, connected by a short causeway that you’d miss if you blinked. Anyone with a halfway decent arm could toss a stone from the mainland to the island. There were maybe thirty houses, most belonged to families that had bought in a couple of generations ago and passed the places on. Today even the dumpiest of them was worth well over half a million. There were few year-round residents. Since it was now after Labor Day, the island would be mostly deserted except on weekends, when folks might come up from Boston or down from Portland to eke out a few last days of summer.

“Do you know if the police found anything that suggested violence?”

Lauren shook her head. “I finally got up my nerve and called Jim’s wife. She told me that the car was locked. They had to get a locksmith to open it. But there was no blood or anything.”

Would someone about to commit suicide lock his car? I wondered. I remembered one soldier who carefully made up his bed and secured his footlocker before going out behind the barracks and blowing his head off with his M16. But he was known to be an obsessive-compulsive. I could see Dr. Jim closing his car door before taking a watery walk, but locking it was more questionable. I remembered having it drilled into me that everything a suicide does just before committing the act has significance; nobody performs meaningless acts during their last moments. The trick was figuring out what that meaning might be.

Lauren had lost all of her earlier energy and was slumped over in the chair, staring at the floor. Even her hair seemed to have lost its body and hung limply across her face.

“What do you think happened to him?” I asked to keep her focused.

Her head came up halfway and she glanced at me like a whipped puppy. I didn’t know which she needed more, a warm hug or a bracing slap on the face. She wasn’t getting either one from me. Both were too intimate.

“I was kind of pressuring him to set a date for when we’d get married. And he was worrying about paying alimony and child support. Maybe he just couldn’t take it any more.”

“And did what?” I asked.

“I hope he just went somewhere to think about things,” she said softly.

Drove down to the beach, left his car, and then ran away. I considered it. That would be enough to plant the suspicion of suicide in the minds of the cops and slow down any enthusiasm for a search. It would also suggest that he’d had some help—at least a ride out of there. But was this a little vacation from responsibility, or was Dr. Jim under enough pressure that he’d give up a good profession and start all over again somewhere else just to avoid a bitter wife and an insistent girlfriend?

Of course there was a third alternative.

“Can you think of any reason why he might have gone to Turtle Island to meet someone?”

Her eyes flashed and her spine suddenly straightened. “You mean a woman?”

I shrugged.

“Jim wouldn’t cheat on me.”

I nodded. His wife and nurse Maggie had probably already sung that old country tune.

“Did Dr. Jim do drugs?”

“No. Why do you ask?”

“Some doctors do. And Turtle Island is a nice quiet spot for that kind of transaction.”

She shook her head until her hair swirled. “Jim was a responsible man and a good doctor.”

“Have you noticed any changes in him recently?”

“He’s been a little down for a while, but like I said, I figured that was just because of the arguments with his wife over the divorce.”

“Any worse most recently?”

“On Tuesday when he came over he was really distracted.”

“Did he give you any idea what was bothering him?”

“He didn’t want to talk about it. You know how men are.”

I didn’t actually, and neither did she.

I steepled my fingers and sat staring at them as if lost in thought about Dr. Jim’s mysterious disappearance. Actually I was trying to figure out how to tell Lauren that there was nothing I could do for her. If Jim had committed suicide, that was his own decision, one I could possibly respect, but do nothing about. If an enraged girlfriend or a drug dealer had murdered him that night, then it was a police matter. If he’d done a runner, I was sure he’d had his reasons. From our brief acquaintance, I’d liked him more than I liked Lauren, so I wasn’t about to drag him back to her happy love nest.

“Will you help me?” she asked, clasping her hands and stretching out her arms in front of her in a classic pleading posture. I wondered if she’d ever acted in bad amateur theatre. “Look, Lauren—”

She grabbed for the small purse that hung over her shoulder. “I can pay you for your time. I have plenty of money saved up.”

“No,” I said, waving a hand in the air, pushing the thought away.

She smiled and reached out, touching my hand. It took all my self-control not to pull back. Instead I gradually liberated my hand and returned it to the safety of my lap.

“I knew you wouldn’t take money. I knew you were a good person.”

“I’m not,” I said, shocked almost speechless by the thought. “Let the police do their job. They’ll find out whatever there is to discover.”

Her outstretched arms twisted into a reasonable facsimile of the Eagle Arm posture as she continued squeezing her hands in front of her face.

“Whatever they find out, the police won’t tell me anything. I’m just the other woman. They’ll tell his wife. She’s passed along a few things to me so far, but I can’t keep calling her. She was so cool and distant. It made me uncomfortable. That means I won’t know what’s happening. I’ll be left in the dark.”

She was right. She had no legal standing, and the police, generally being rather traditional in their thinking, would not be much inclined to share information with her. In my own different way, I knew what that felt like.

“I’ll talk to the police and see what I can find out,” I said. “But that’s all I’ll promise.”

She jumped to her feet and opened her arms, clearly planning to put them around me, a move that would have been hard to gracefully avoid in such a confined space. But just then the door opened, stopping Lauren in her tracks, so I didn’t have to use force to avoid her show of affection.


Chapter 3

Julie and Karen walked into the lobby. As soon as they saw Lauren and me standing in the office doorway facing each other as if at the end of a melodramatic scene in a soap opera, they stopped talking and hesitated as if unsure whether they were intruding. Lauren’s expression when she turned to face them was so forlorn it begged for someone to ask what was wrong.

“Come on in, guys,” I said with enthusiasm, and as quickly as I could slipped past Lauren and out into the relative freedom of the lobby.

I sounded so uncharacteristically happy to see them that they were momentarily paralyzed. I made a show of checking the time by studying my large statue of the Buddha with a clock face in his belly that I keep on a table in the lobby, a bit of kitsch I’d picked up at a tag sale when decorating the studio. It was three feet tall and made of heavy terra cotta. Really spiritual people were probably offended by it, but I figured it showed that I have a sense of humor. Something most people seem not to believe.

“Almost time to get ready for class,” I announced cheerfully, sounding manic even to myself.

“Right,” Julie said, recovering first. Only a couple of years out of college, she was almost as tall as my five-ten, but with more generous curves and a wholesome prettiness that I lacked.

She flashed a giant smile in the direction of Lauren and me, which didn’t mean anything because Julie was that way with everybody. She went into the large classroom to begin stretching. Whatever private psychodrama was going on, she wanted no part of it.

Dressed in her tight fitting yoga togs, Julie Sawyer could provoke envy in most women and lust in the occasional male who took classes. She offset both by being politely cheerful and friendly. A mask that kept her students at a distance but at the same time offended no one. I’d never seen the mask slip, even when the two of us were alone. That was fine with me. Seeing people’s real faces was above my pay grade.

Karen Unger, in her late thirties and more maternal than Julie, made a beeline over to us and asked Lauren if anything was wrong. Karen’s large brown eyes were filled with concern. Probably most people would have described them as caring, but to me they were bovine. I could see Lauren getting ready to repeat the sad story of Dr. Jim all over again in every detail, so I quickly suggested that they go into the classroom where Karen was scheduled to teach and have their conversation in private. I breathed a sigh of relief as they walked off side by side. Lauren usually took classes with Karen, and I hoped that Karen, with her gentle disposition and aura of concern, could handle whatever soul baring remained to be done.

I went back into the cave and sat down. I glanced at the calendar and saw that it happened to be six months to the day since I had opened the studio. A date worth celebrating, if I believed in that sort of thing. Julie had been the first person I’d hired. I’d started by teaching five classes a week myself and hired Julie to cover the three additional classes offered. Having only one part-time employee seemed like a good way to keep costs down until the business was on its feet. Like most plans, the weakness in this one was in the planner. I discovered within a month that I couldn’t teach five classes in my usual style without having a constantly aching hip. Some yoga teachers tell you what to do, then watch to see that you’re doing it properly and offer advice. I think of that as the drill sergeant approach. I prefer to do the exercises right along with the student—I don’t expect you to do anything I wouldn’t do. I lead from the front.

I had struggled along for another month, practicing alternate nostril breathing to ease the pain until I’d practically forgotten how to breathe through both nostrils at once. By then the number of students had slowly begun to grow, and I figured that the summer months would bring even more students along with an influx of tourists. So I revised my plan. In July I cut back on the number of classes I taught and hired Karen.

I’d had a few doubts as to her skills at first because she was short and rather pear-shaped, hardly the slender yogic ideal. After sitting in on a couple of her classes, however, I realized that she was extremely strong and flexible, an inspiration to all students with larger bodies. Although she was only in her late thirties, maybe ten years older than I am, there was something solid and nurturing about Karen that seemed to attract the young mothers and the singles with problems. Since Julie appealed to the young and the vigorous, I was left with the ragtag remainder, composed mostly of the eccentric, the physically injured, and the old. That suited me just fine because they were so caught up in their own lives, they didn’t ask about mine.

One exception was Jack Branson, a police detective lieutenant here in Cornwall who’d been taking classes with me for the last two months. His back had gotten racked up when he was rear ended by a drunk while assisting an officer at a routine traffic stop. A nurse down at York Hospital, where he was doing rehab, had suggested that yoga might help him regain flexibility. Unlike some men I’ve had in class, he took it seriously, but I could tell by his attempts to initiate small talk that his interest in yoga extended to the teacher. A couple of inches taller than I am and not bad looking in a soulful sort of way, he seemed like a smart, sensitive guy who would be fun to know. In another lifetime I might have been interested. After my promise to Lauren, I was more interested in him as a source of information.

I felt the vibration of feet coming up the stairs. In a few minutes the lobby would be crowded with women chattering noisily while taking off their shoes in preparation for the two classes. Monday is the busiest morning, as everyone tries to start the week off right. If I stayed in the office, someone was bound to pop into the doorway and try to strike up a conversation. I’d pretty much depleted my store of small talk for the day with Lauren, so I stuck my head in Julie’s room and told her to lock up when she left because I was going out. Then I rushed down the stairs, going against the tide of women heading to class, calling out a couple of random “hi’s” and “how’re you doin’s” to keep them sweet, while being careful not to make eye contact. When I reached the parking lot, I took a deep breath and looked around me, savoring the moment of aloneness, then I walked over to my car. I tried to be present in the moment. I walked slowly, feeling my foot making complete contact with the asphalt on each step.

My green Mazda
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