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PROLOGUE

Hours after inmate Dewey Hooper, seven years into a twenty-year sentence for manslaughter, escaped from the prison system’s medium-security facility at Lakesmith, Maine, guard Jeff Rohrbach got his orders. He was to collect up all of Hooper’s personal belongings, including books, papers, writings, drawings, and anything else that might give a hint as to the missing man’s whereabouts.

Yeah, Rohrbach thought scornfully. Like that’s gonna happen. Guy decides to pull a runner, he’s gonna leave clues. Little map, maybe, X marks the spot on it. Jeeze, you’d think some of these supervisors had never seen the inside of a prison before. But:

Mine is not to reason why, Rohrbach told himself resignedly, stopping at the door to “D” corridor and turning his face up so that the guy watching the surveillance camera could see him. The locked corridor, called a pod, held a group of a dozen cells that constituted a prisoner’s neighborhood.

While he was here, Hooper had been a good citizen of his neighborhood, or at least a relatively trouble-free one. Took his orders without backchat, no fights, no contraband discoveries. It was as if Hooper had been relieved, really, to have someone else telling him what to do for a change. Arriving for his shift this morning, Rohrbach had been amazed to hear that Hooper had taken the initiative to attempt an escape; that the inmate had actually made it out Rohrbach thought was just short of miraculous.

He waited patiently while the guard monitoring the camera opened the pod door’s electronic lock: ka-click! when it opened, ka-click! again when it closed behind him.

Inside, the brightly lit corridor featured identical doors, each pierced with a small window. At this hour of the morning, the cells were empty, their occupants all out at various scheduled activities: work, school, exercise, and so on. Except for Hooper; what activity he might be engaged in this fine morning was still anyone’s guess.

Rohrbach entered Hooper’s cell, which looked just like all the others: a ten-by-fourteen-foot cubicle with white walls, a white linoleum floor, and a slot window too narrow for a man to get even half his face through, much less his body. The bed was a shelf built into the wall; the combination washstand and toilet was brushed steel, also built in. A desk-shelf with a molded plastic chair tucked under it was the only other furniture. The mattress on the bed was a thin blue plastic pad.

Brackets in the wall above the bed showed where another bunk could be hung, if necessary. There was nothing else in the room: no books, no pictures on the wall, no calendar. A blanket and a towel, neatly folded, were on the neatly made bed, atop Hooper’s pillow. Cell and corridor smelled the same, like Clorox, sweeping compound, cheap air freshener, and men’s sweat.

The cell’s stark impersonality came as no surprise. Others on the corridor, in defiance of regulations, had taped clippings of newspaper stories, their kids’ artwork, and other items that were personally important to them on the walls. But Hooper had been, Rohrbach recalled again grimly, a model prisoner, and when the order came down that all prisoner belongings should be stowed in footlockers, not displayed on the walls as if these were college dorm rooms, Hooper, unlike most of the other inmates, had complied at once.

Rohrbach thought the regulation was stupid. A comfortable inmate was a calm inmate, and a calm inmate was a safe inmate, in his opinion. And unlike the administrators who sat on their butts all day thinking up ways to make Rohrbach’s job harder, when you worked among guys whose nerves were already severely on edge, the last thing you wanted was to make them even more angry, agitated, and resentful.

But that wasn’t Rohrbach’s call to make, either. His job was to root through that footlocker, dig out whatever Hooper-locating secrets it might hold. The idea that Hooper might’ve left a trail of breadcrumbs in the form of a map or a diary was still stupid; hell, the guy was barely literate, as far as Rohrbach could tell.

On the other hand, it wasn’t like they had anything else to go on. The prisoner had simply evaporated. Gone like a fart in the wind, as the onetime head of another Maine prison had been known to say.

Rohrbach pulled the gray molded-plastic box from under the bed. Inmates couldn’t have locks, so it opened easily. Might as well ask a Ouija board where Dewey Hooper is, Rohrbach thought. But when he looked inside the box …

“Holy mackerel,” he breathed. Notebooks. The footlocker was filled to the top with notebooks, the kind prisoners were allowed to buy with their small work-detail earnings: tape bindings, no plastic or metal, cardboard covers removed in case weapons might somehow be fashioned from them.

Alert for sharp objects that might be rusty or contaminated—some inmates hid blades, needles, and other dangerous things in footlockers, and although he didn’t expect any such problem from Hooper’s belongings, you never knew—Rohrbach removed one of the notebooks and opened it.

A limp four-leaf clover fluttered out; as it fell to the floor Rohrbach recalled Hooper’s only idiosyncrasy: superstition. You could make the guy turn his cell into a plain white box, no problem, but don’t try to make him walk under a ladder. Then, as what he was seeing sank in:

“Man, oh, man,” Rohrbach said to himself, recalling again the passive little guy who’d seemed to live only for work detail, his eagerness for new assignments seeming to suggest he was enrolled in a training program for running a prison, not confined in one.

Rohrbach flipped quickly through the pages, then slowed, turning them wonderingly:

They were all the same. Page after page, over and over …

Day after day. Year after year. Hundreds of times, thousands of times … I guess still waters really do run deep, Rohrbach thought, and then a sound from the corridor made him turn.

It was Charlie Theriault, here for armed robbery, nine years into a seven-to-fifteen. “Hey,” Charlie said.

“Hey,” Rohrbach greeted the man in return. Charlie was all right. A little moody but not a problem. The inmate entered his cell, came out with his towel.

Rohrbach looked back down at the notebooks. “Charlie,” he said, “do you recall her name? Hooper’s wife, the one he—”

Killed. Beat to death. He didn’t want to say it, though. Putting violent images in an inmate’s head was never a good idea. And as it turned out, he didn’t have to; Charlie remembered.

“Marianne,” said Charlie, confirming what Rohrbach thought.

As he had expected, the notebooks gave no clue as to Hooper’s whereabouts. What had been on his mind, though, through all those quiet years of him being a model prisoner—

Oh, that was crystal clear. Marianne Marianne, read the first line of the first notebook in childishly rounded cursive script, like the writing of a small boy. And the next line and the next, on both sides of the page.

Marianne Marianne Marianne …

Page after page, notebook after notebook. Year after year:

Marianne.


CHAPTER 1
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Harold had Facebook, and LiveJournal, and Twitter. He had a BlackBerry, an iPad, an iPod, and a third-generation Kindle.

He had a pain, mild but constant, a fluttery twinge in the soft tissue just above his left eye, deep in the hollow where you’d put your thumb if you were going to try lifting him by his cranium. Sometimes late at night, in his tiny apartment in a grimly forgotten, perpetually unfashionable corner of Lower Manhattan, he would find himself Googling: twinge, eye, flutter. Or: thumb, skull.

When it occurred to him what that last pair rhymed with—numbskull—he stopped Googling it. But he couldn’t forget.

Each weekday, Harold took the subway to his job at a video store a few blocks from Ground Zero, a place with a sale bin out front and a sputtery neon sign in the grimy window. Once it had thrived, but the only videos people rented nowadays were ones they wouldn’t dare view on the Internet for fear of prison time.

The films didn’t have brightly illustrated cardboard sleeves, or even titles. Furtive men—no women, in Harold’s depressingly extensive experience—entered the store with money in hand, and asked without looking up at Harold for number 19, or number 204.

Harold wondered if they were ashamed of themselves, or if maybe they just didn’t like seeing his eye twitch. If maybe they were creeped out by him. What he didn’t wonder was what kind of unspeakably sordid images the videos contained; he needed the job too much for that.

But after three years in the store—the sputtering neon sign, the nagging eye pain, the worn black plastic cassettes or clear jewel cases that he wiped thoroughly with spray cleaner anytime one of them got returned—he also needed a vacation. So when the store’s owner laid Harold off for two weeks due to cash-flow problems, he decided to go to Maine.

He’d never been, just seen pictures of the place. Probably Maine colors weren’t as bright as they looked in the pages of magazines, with lighthouses as red-and-white-striped as new candy canes, and water as blue as … well, nothing in this life was ever really that blue, Harold felt sure.

But it didn’t matter what it was like there. It was the idea of Maine that attracted him: clean air, not too many people. Forests you could walk into and not find your way out again, mineral-clear lakes, numbingly cold, where you could wade in and dissolve with a sigh, like a fizzy lozenge.

Not that he meant to; wade into one of those lakes, that is, and never wade out. But the idea of such wilderness—of surfaces that hadn’t been handled and breathed on, or even looked at, by millions of people—spoke deeply to him, somehow, even though he had never experienced any such place himself.

So Harold left all his electronic gadgets at home and took a bus from Port Authority to Bangor, Maine, then a smaller one whose seats were made of hard plastic. As they wound out of Bangor, the driver drank Diet Coke and blared Top Forty on the radio propped up on the cluttered dashboard while the bus juddered along the twisty, crumbling two-lane blacktop.

Hours passed while Harold stared out the window at a world growing steadily more rural and less like anything he’d ever seen before: small wooden houses with garishly colored plastic toys in their rough yards, lobster traps stacked along unpaved driveways, boats sagging on trailers. Next came lengthy stretches where it seemed no one at all lived, the unfenced fields high and boulder-studded and the forests appearing darkly impenetrable.

At last they reached a small, desolate-looking intersection marked by an out-of-business gas station and convenience store. No sign, but the driver said it was the right place; hoisting his backpack, Harold got out and the bus trundled away, leaving him alone on the gravel shoulder, which was littered with hundreds of old and new filtered cigarette butts.

All around him loomed giant evergreens, their pointed tops etched on a fiercely blue sky. A big white-headed bird—a bald eagle, Harold realized; he’d never seen one of those before, either—sailed above.

The roar of a diesel engine shattered the silence as a log truck loaded with forty-foot tree trunks hurtled past, the smell of fresh pine sap sharp in its wake. Watching it go, he felt a sudden, drowning sense of isolation and loss, as if his old life had been torn away and had yet to be replaced by anything.

If it would be. Abruptly, he wished he hadn’t come. Back in the city, he was always so surrounded and assaulted by crowds and clamor, it was easy there to pretend that he wasn’t alone.

Here it was different. Turning, he heard the gravel crunch loudly beneath his feet. A big dog barked, somewhere on the other side of a line of trees. From the rotting eaves of the boarded-up convenience store, wasps drifted, each one materializing in the gloom at the nest’s entrance, then launching itself.

Harold wondered suddenly what it was like in that nest, in the insectile dark. But he didn’t think he’d better try to find out. Just then a car pulled up to where the gas pumps used to be.

“You waitin’ for a ride?” The car was an old, dark blue Monte Carlo with the word TAXI inexpertly stenciled on it in white.

The driver, a large, whiskery man wearing a fedora, chewed a cigar stub. Harold did not recall any cabdriver back in the city ever waiting so patiently or looking at him so frankly, as if genuinely engaged in this interaction and curious about Harold’s reply.

Harold hefted his backpack, which he had let down onto the cracked concrete pad that the absent gas pumps had once stood on. Ten minutes later, after crossing a causeway and traversing some of the most astonishingly beautiful geography he’d ever seen—trees, a long beach with legions of small birds striding stick-legged on it, a wide expanse of water, then more trees and water again—he reached the island city of Eastport, Maine.

“Here you go. That’ll be seven bucks. A buck a mile,” the taxi man explained around the cigar stub.

Harold blinked, still stunned by the beauty and variety of the fields, forested land, and reedy marshes he’d been whisked through, the ponds, pools, and tidal inlets he’d passed over.

Chomping the cigar, the driver eyed him wisely. “City boy, eh? Don’t worry. You stay here, you’ll get over it. Eventually,” he added with a wink, taking the ten Harold handed him.

“Keep the change,” said Harold. The Monte pulled away in a belch of gray exhaust fumes that the breeze, smelling strongly of salt water and creosote, snatched up and dispersed.

Leaving him alone, again, though here at least there were people going about their business: into the hardware store, the pizza shop, and the T-shirt-and-souvenir store all located in the three-story red-brick buildings directly before him. To his left loomed another brick edifice, an old bank now repurposed into an art gallery, with a fountain and a small terrace in front of it. There was an ornate metal park bench placed on the terrace, which he thought was a nice touch.

Right behind him was an old-fashioned diner. Through a small screened front window, he saw a long Formica counter and a series of red leatherette booths, and suddenly realized he was starving. He’d been on the road almost two days with only snacks and small bottles of juice to eat and drink, from the vending machines in various bus stations.

Turning to enter the diner, he got his first view of the bay, which even after all of the water he’d already crossed he hadn’t realized was so very near. Seeing it on a map had been one thing, the letters printed over it spelling out Passamaquoddy Bay, which he guessed must be a Native American name. But being right next to it was another thing, especially since there was no one on it.

Or almost no one; dark blue with flocks of gulls hovering over it, the bay was narrow and extended a long way to his left and right, which he recalled from the map were north and south. A few fishing boats puttered, their wakes boiling white, engines puffing up clouds of diesel. The bay itself looked serene, though, not like the busy, commerce-clogged waterways at home.

He gazed for another moment, inhaling the salty air. But more delay than that, the pangs of his appetite would not allow. A whiff of grilled bacon drifted sweetly out of the diner’s screen window, seized him by the nose, and drew him hungrily in.

Half an hour later he was sopping up the last bit of egg yolk with his last corner of buttered toast. The waitress was so free with the coffee refills, he thought she’d have left the pot if he’d asked. He washed the delicious mouthful down with a sip from his freshly topped-up cup and, sighing, leaned back.

He’d made it. He’d gotten here, all the long way to Maine’s downeast coast, so far from the island of Manhattan and, as he had already begun realizing, so utterly different from it.

And he felt … fine. Scared, a little, and still not sure how he was getting away with such an adventurous, such a previously unthought-of, expedition. He didn’t quite trust his success yet, he guessed. But so far, so good.

Two men slid onto stools at the counter. They were in their sixties, maybe, Harold thought from their work-bent postures, and they were similarly dressed in jeans, boots, and faded plaid shirts, with Red Sox ball caps on their heads. When they spoke, continuing a conversation that had evidently begun outside, their accents amazed Harold.

“Pretty fah from heah.” The first man stirred sugar into his coffee.

“Fah,” the second man agreed. “Nawt thet fah, tho.”

They were saying that something was only somewhat far from here, Harold realized. He listened some more.

“State prison’s just a hop, skip, and a jump from here, if you’ve got a car once you make it outside the fences.” Cah.

“They didn’t say he’s got a car. In the newspaper.”

Paypah. “Maybe he didn’t. Not then. He might by now, though. Have one, that is.”

The second man drank coffee, then added, “He’s not coming here, though. I know, I know”—he put his work-worn hands up to ward off objections—“this’s where he’s from originally. Killer like that, though, he does a runner”—runnah—“he’ll hightail it to somewhere else, prob’ly. Somewhere he can blend in.”

Somewheyah. “Prob’ly,” the first man agreed, nodding sagely. “Like New York City. Hell, I guess most anyone you’d meet out on the street might be a killer, there.”

You’ve got that right, Harold thought wryly, gathering from what he’d just overheard that a convicted murderer had recently escaped from the state prison and was on the loose. But that had nothing to do with him, he told himself reassuringly. All he wanted was a walk in the woods, and there was certainly nothing there, he felt sure, to appeal to a prison escapee.

He got up from his booth. The men had turned to discussing a hunter who’d gone out three days ago and hadn’t returned. Old Bentley, they called him. Bentley Hodell; had heart trouble, poor guy. Had an attack out there, maybe—mebbe—out in the woods.

“Excuse me,” Harold cut in. “Could either of you tell me a good place for a fellow to take a hike? Like, out in the forest?”

The men, who when they turned he saw to his surprise were not in their sixties at all, but closer to his own age, perhaps in their mid-thirties or even younger, gazed silently at him for a moment. During it, Harold saw traces of the fresh-faced boys they had been before hard work began taking its toll: bright blue eyes, open expressions, regular features.

“Not in a park, though,” Harold added. “I want to hike in the real Maine backcountry.”

The men looked communicatively at each other as if silently agreeing on a place to recommend. Then they told Harold about it, even borrowing the waitress’s ballpoint to draw him a rough map on a paper napkin from the bright metal dispenser on the counter.

“Watch out for the killer,” they added, but laughingly, and Harold decided that if they weren’t worried, he wasn’t, either.

Killah.


CHAPTER 2
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My name is Jacobia Tiptree—Jake, to my friends—and when I first came to Eastport I thought I’d never get rid of my awful ex-husband, Victor. After our divorce, he’d followed me here for the express purpose of annoying my wits out, and then he did so: earnestly, diligently, and unceasingly, displaying in the process a sly creativity he’d previously shown only while cheating on me.

That was a dozen years ago; now fast-forward six years, to him in a rented hospital bed in the guest room of my antique, ramshackle house on Key Street. Victor was dying, and he said he was doing it at my place because nobody else would have him.

Which under the sad circumstances of course I denied, but he was right. Cross a good-looking, smart-as-a-whip slime toad with a pit viper and presto, you’d have Victor; by the time the brain tumor showed up on his head scans, the only personal-relationship bridges he hadn’t burned were the ones he’d dynamited.

Still, he was my son Sam’s father, so we took care of him.

And then we buried him, which at least solved the getting-rid-of-him problem … or so I believed then.

Fast-forward once more, though, to just recently, and to me in that very same big old house. It was a bright, breezy morning in mid-October, six years to the day since Victor had died; his death-iversary, Sam always called it. Busy trying to prepare for a trip, I was getting a few towels out of the linen closet in the upstairs hall when someone spoke to me, the familiar voice saying my name faintly but distinctly.

Instantly the hairs rose on my arms. “Victor?” I whispered. Which was ridiculous. And yet …

Glancing nervously around, I even scanned the hall’s pressed-tin ceiling and crown moldings, two of the many antique features—a fireplace in every room, hardwood floors aged to the glowing amber of good whiskey—that had attracted me when I’d first seen the two-hundred-year-old dwelling.

But of course no one was there. The hall window looked out toward Passamaquoddy Bay, a long, narrow body of water that separates Moose Island—the two-by-seven-mile chunk of granite where Eastport, population 1,545, is located—from the Canadian island of Campobello.

Directly across, I could see the huge shoreline estate where the Roosevelts spent summers back in the 1940s. From the rambling shingled mansion with its wide swath of grass sloping down to the beach, they swam and sailed, played croquet, and walked the windswept shore as if they were any other vacationing family.

Nowadays the estate is a park; thousands of people visit it. But the voice I’d heard couldn’t have come from over there, either. A storm had washed every hint of haze out to sea just the night before, and even though the razor-bright fall air made the island look near enough to step practically out my front hall window onto, it was really almost two miles distant.

“Jake.” Again, more insistently this time. Telling myself it must be what Sam would’ve called a Fig Newton of my imagination, I tried to ignore it, instead letting my gaze wander down to Key Street, where a double row of maple trees lining the thoroughfare glowed reddish gold in the morning sun.

Behind them, antique clapboard houses like my own presided over autumn lawns; in the gardens, the last straggling asters and chrysanthemums flung their bright heads this way and that in the breeze. Beyond, a jumble of downtown roofs jutted at angles, soft charcoal scribbles of woodsmoke blowing horizontally out of their chimneys.

Then came the bay itself, still choppy after the chaotic squalls of the night before. A little red scallop dragger bobbed energetically on the flowing tide.

“Jake.” The window was open, gauzy white curtains billowing, but the only sound coming from there was the growl of a nearby leaf blower. Frowning, I glanced up the stairs to the third floor, where a framed-in hatch led higher still, to the attic.

But that area couldn’t possibly be occupied. Days earlier, I’d taken the stepladder from its usual place propped against the hatch, hauling it downstairs to patch the trim around the leaded-glass fanlight over the front door.

And so far I’d neglected to haul it back up again. Besides, I knew that voice, and its owner couldn’t be talking: not to me, not to anyone.

Not even on his deathiversary. But there was no denying that I thought I’d heard him, and when the phone rang I jumped a foot.

Answering distractedly, I was still busy trying to convince myself that what just happened couldn’t have. Because first of all, there was the whole thing about him being dead, a condition that I firmly believed impeded even the most determined attempts at communication. And anyway, what would Victor have to say after six whole years?

He’d said it all—the good, the bad, the deeply, hideously atrocious—back when he was alive. That, however, didn’t seem to matter to the hairs on my neck, which had taken a cue from the ones still bristling on my arms.

Meanwhile, on the telephone, Dan Weatherston—the editor of our local newspaper, the Quoddy Tides—was trying to persuade me of something. “Sure, Dan,” I heard myself replying. “No problem.”

Ordinarily I’d have cheerfully agreed to get my thumbnails yanked out rather than tell anyone that I would write five thousand words about anything, and before I’d have said I would do it by the following Friday I’d have pulled them out myself with pliers. But at the time, I barely heard what the Tides editor was saying, still too preoccupied by what had—or hadn’t—just occurred, so I answered him without thinking.

After I hung up, though, it hit me: what I’d promised, and what I would have to do to fulfill that promise. Downstairs in the kitchen, in a full-on bout of knuckles-to-the-front-teeth horror more chilling than anything my ghastly—and now possibly also ghostly—ex-husband could inspire, I considered calling the editor back to say I’d developed a case of dyslexia. Or maybe a brain tumor; after all, Sam suffered from the former ailment and Victor had died of the latter one, so I could plausibly pretend to have either.

Not that I’d have tempted fate that way … I think. But why, why had I agreed to write a newspaper column?

“Jake?” The voice came suddenly from behind me and this time it definitely didn’t belong to my dead ex-husband.

Well, of course it didn’t, I told myself sternly; it hadn’t been his the first time, either. Also, it hadn’t been his face in the bathroom mirror that morning, in the steam from the shower I had taken. And once the face was gone, dissolved all at once like a magic trick, the droplets trickling on the mirror’s still-foggy surface absolutely had not been trying to form words.…

“Jake?” Again, but now instead of being scared speechless, I was too stunned by the pickle I’d gotten myself into to reply.

All Dan Weatherston wanted was an article about old-house fix-up tips and tricks, which was what I’d been doing pretty much nonstop since I came here from New York. But while many of the tasks I’d done were standard—window salvage, falling-plaster rejuvenation, doorknob rejiggering, and the ever-popular old-plumbing rescue maneuver (consisting of [a] know where the water main is and [b] shut it off), my methods usually weren’t.

Standard, I mean. Just for starters, I almost always broke something while trying to repair some other thing, and no home-repair book that I’ve ever read recommends this. Then there was the parts problem; modern plumbing, for example, is done with space-age glue, PVC pipe, and hard plastic connectors, whereas in 1823, when my house was built, the plumbing consisted entirely of a cast-iron hand pump, plus buckets.

Later upgrades—pipes, faucets, a drainage system that didn’t rely heavily on one of those buckets—hadn’t been exactly space-age, either, unless you count Sputnik. The most recent refit of anything mechanical in the whole place, in fact, was back in the sixties when they reluctantly got rid of the coal furnace.

As a result, trying to get replacement parts for my old house was nearly impossible, or if they were available they were wildly expensive. I could tell you what an early-nineteenth-century brass window latch costs at a salvage warehouse, for instance, but if I did I’d have to start taking blood-pressure pills.

So—and perhaps also, as my son Sam has suggested, because I enjoy a battle—I’d gotten into the habit of improvising. A strip of Teflon tape applied to the threads of an antique screw, for example, can make it seat securely in an old threaded fitting that is otherwise too stripped to be of any further use. Or a piece of a rubber glove, say, wrapped tightly around a leaking pipe and then C-clamped above and below the leaky place, can ward off a flood if despite my advice of earlier you (a) don’t know where the main valve is or (b) it breaks off when you try turning it. (Don’t ask me how I know that last part; see pills, above.)

But none of that is my point: not my methods, or even that I’d learned them mostly by doing. It’s that in the process, I’d found that keeping an antique dwelling in even halfway decent shape had more to do with Rube Goldberg and the less-mentally-well-balanced characters from Looney Tunes than with anything in any how- to book, other than maybe the one about how to drive yourself … well, loony.

Which was how I felt, just thinking about trying to write anything about any of it.

“Jake.” Looking impatient and a little worried, my friend Ellie White touched my shoulder, then shook it gently. “Earth to Jake. Is everything all right?”

“What? Oh. Fine,” I managed at last. “Just distracted, is all.” Which was putting it mildly: an impossible voice, an even more impossible project …

Turning, I focused on her striking presence: red hair, pale skin with a scattering of gold freckles across a face that belonged on an old-fashioned storybook princess, plus a flair for the dramatic—also to put it mildly—in matters of costume. For our planned outing today, she wore a canary-yellow peasant blouse with red rickrack around the neckline, a turquoise skirt with patch pockets in vivid orange and green, and purple leggings plus leather sandals with bright brass buckles.

On anyone else it would’ve looked as if the color wheel from the paint store had collided with a truck hauling fireworks, but Ellie’s outfit matched her outlook perfectly. “So, are you ready?” she wanted to know. “Because by now I thought you’d be—”

Yeah, ready. I looked around a little wildly. Nearly noon; how had it gotten so late?

“Almost,” I lied unashamedly, waving at the stuff I’d piled up on the kitchen table. When other people went to a lake for a week, they took swimsuits and suntan oil, fishing gear and light reading material.

“See? We’re practically on our way,” I said, indicating what I was bringing instead: sacks of galvanized nails, work gloves and safety glasses, a T square, a carpenter’s level, and a box of carriage bolts big enough to use for fixing the Brooklyn Bridge. The gasoline-powered chain saw and cordless drill, which, as its name suggested, ran on a battery, were already in the pickup truck, along with three huge coolers loaded with food, drinks, and ice; I’d been making progress before the phone interrupted me.

And before that damned voice. “Hmm,” Ellie said skeptically, noting the absence of suntan oil, etc. “No frivolity for you, I gather.” But the cottage we were going to belonged to my current husband, Wade Sorenson—it had been in his family for decades—and this was supposed to be a working trip.

During it I intended to finish the deck we’d been building all summer, yet another thing I’d said I would accomplish that I was beginning to regret. But there was no help for it; a few days earlier, I’d foolishly bet Wade a hundred bucks that I could complete the project this week: the steps, the railings, and most of all, the decking boards, dozens of narrow planks that had to be nailed down, one by one, to form the deck’s floor.

And time, as Ellie had so pointedly reminded me, was a-wasting. “Just let me make sure I’ve got everything,” I said.

Once we were there, a trip back to the hardware store could take up the entire morning. “Chisel, claw hammer …”

While I examined the heaps of stuff I’d already assembled, Ellie picked up the Bangor Daily News lying on the table by the carpentry supplies. Escaped Killer Avoids Capture, the headline blared.

Ellie scanned the article. “Wow,” she said, and then began reading aloud about a convict who’d sneaked out of the Maine State Prison by the astonishing method of (1) removing the body of a newly deceased prisoner from a body bag, (2) placing himself in it, and (3) hopping out once the body bag got to the hospital morgue.

Then came the kicker; they’d put the “who” at the beginning of the second sentence. “Dewey Hooper,” Ellie said, looking up.

She rarely read the paper at home, too busy with a house, two gardens, a coop full of hens, enough anonymous good deeds to win the Nobel Peace Prize if they ever became known, and a five-year-old daughter, Lee, so active and energetic that even when she was a tiny infant, we’d had to tie a badminton net over her crib.

Ellie frowned at the BDN’s front page again. “He’s the one who …”

I zipped a canvas carryall open. “I remember.” How could I forget? “Seven years ago. Strangled his wife, over in Perry.”

It was a small rural town on the mainland, about ten miles distant. “Said she deserved it,” I went on, stuffing the bag of galvanized nails, the carriage bolts, and carpenter’s level into the carryall, “because she couldn’t make good coffee.”

Of course, the fact that, according to the coroner, Marianne Hooper had been regularly kept chained to a post in the cellar of the shack they had lived in might’ve had something to do with that. The filthy bandanna her husband had kept tied over her eyes could have been partly behind her inability to brew decent java, too.

There was also the possibility that he wouldn’t have known a good cup of coffee if it bit him in the elbow, but never mind.

“He put her body outside in the middle of a blizzard; guess he figured it would keep until spring, when he could bury her,” I recalled, sorting through more tools on the table.

Unfortunately for Dewey Hooper, though, a January thaw had coincided with a visit from some leaflet-distributing Jehovah’s Witnesses, and even with their attention mostly focused on their list of local heathens in need of salvation, they noticed that one of the logs peeking through the melting snow on the woodpile was wearing a blue housedress.

“Hooper,” I continued, “was a nutball with a mean streak a mile wide. And I’m betting he still is.”

I dropped the T square, a retractable tape measure, some pencils, and a pencil sharpener into the carryall. “But at least he’s not headed this way.”

I knew this because there was a picture of Hooper under the headline: low forehead, heavy eyebrows, wide, smirking mouth.

The moment I’d seen it, just to be on the safe side I’d called up Bob Arnold, Eastport’s police chief.

“And he says,” I reported now to Ellie, “that there’ve been recent developments.”

I tossed some duct tape into the carryall. “According to the state police, the latest thinking is that Hooper stole a car in Lewiston, another in Portland, and a third in Scarborough.”

A car, a van, and a delivery truck, actually, stealing items and cash from each. Ellie nodded, relieved.

“So he’s headed south, toward the big cities. More people, more places to hide … that makes sense.”

But then she tipped her head assessingly at me. “How’re you feeling about it, though? Him being out at all, I mean.”

“Me? I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” she replied, imitating my brisk tone. “Maybe because you testified against him.”

I stuffed another roll of duct tape into the bag; you can never tell when you might need more duct tape.

“Or maybe,” Ellie went on, apparently thinking I might like a change of subject, and she was right, the day I’d gone on the stand against Dewey Hooper had been one of the most upsetting of my whole life—

“Maybe it’s because in the paper back then, there was a picture of her from before she married him. Marianne Hooper, and when we saw it we both said—”

“Right, that she looked like you.” In fact, before Hooper got hold of her, Marianne had been the spitting image of Ellie: that hair, that face. That is, before the fractured cheekbones, split lips, and other injuries they found at autopsy.

“That’s still no reason for me to feel anything about it now, though,” I countered.

Ellie lifted the carryall I’d been filling, unfazed by its weight. Her slender build and fine features made her look as fragile as a china figurine, but she was an Eastport girl born and bred.

So under all that extravagant prettiness of hers, she was as tough as an old boot. “Right.” She drew the word out skeptically.

The resemblance, she knew, had bothered me a lot back then, as if just looking so much like the dead woman might put Ellie in danger. But that was clearly unreasonable, and Hooper was now headed directly away from our area, which as Ellie had said made sense; he was crazy, not stupid, and people around here knew him by sight. So we dropped the subject, and she went out to the backyard with my two dogs, Monday the old black Lab and Prill the Doberman.

Through the kitchen window, I watched the animals dancing around her in anticipation, just in case she should accidentally drop any biscuits. Which—accidentally, of course, from one of those patchwork pockets that just happened always to be full of them—she did. Next came her laughter, and the dogs speaking for treats, a trick they would do only at her expert command.

Listening, I suddenly felt very grateful for her. She’d been my friend since practically the day I arrived in Eastport, still shell-shocked from a divorce battle so vicious that it might as well have been fought with rocket launchers, and accompanied by a teenaged son so rebellious and moody I’d been tempted to make him ride in the car’s trunk. In fact, back then Sam had hated me so much, he’d probably have preferred the trunk. Also it was dark in there, and all the recreational drugs he was hooked on at the time had made his eyes sensitive.

But now everything was different. Ellie and I had been pals for a dozen years. She had a daughter, Sam was a clean and sober young man—I’d been a very youthful mom—and Victor was gone.

He was, damn it, I told myself again. Gone …

But not forgotten, apparently. “Okay, so now are you all ready?” Ellie wanted to know, coming back into my big, bright kitchen with its tall pine wainscoting, high, bare windows, and scuffed wooden floor.

“Well. There is one other thing.” Swiftly I told her about Dan Weatherston’s call, during which he had been able to make an outrageously impossible task sound doable.

“He wants me to write down how I transformed a two-centuries-old Federal-style house with three full floors plus an attic, forty-eight antique double-hung windows, three brick chimneys, and a bathroom so primitive it belonged in the House of Usher …”

I took a breath. “Into one that’s at least not immediately likely to fall down on your head,” I finished.

The key word there being, of course, “immediately.” What the house might do next week I had no idea; only the fact that it had lasted nearly two hundred years already gave me any confidence at all in its standing-upright potential.

At least the bathroom didn’t still look like Edgar Allan Poe would feel right at home in it; maybe if I kept on being able to communicate with ghosts, I thought, I could get him to write a newspaper column about it.

“Oh, Ellie, I can’t believe I told Dan I would …”

“Never mind. Sit.” It sounded like one of her dog commands; reflexively, I obeyed.

“Now, as I understand it,” she said, “first you and I are going to drive up to the cottage.”

At the old soapstone sink, she ran a glass of cold water and handed it to me. I drank it to humor her, and also because I felt faint again about what I’d promised to the Tides editor.

“Five thousand words,” I managed. The Tides would run it in sections, but the editor wanted to see the whole thing all at once, right up front. “About rehabilitating an old—”

“Where,” she went on, ignoring me, “after spending the day with you, I’m going to leave you there, along with the supplies you need to stay there for a week.”

Her tone conveyed what she still thought of that idea. The cottage we were headed for was a remote, rustic lakeside cabin thirty miles distant, at the end of a dirt road with no running water, no TV or Internet connection, and just enough solar power from the collecting panels propped on the outhouse roof to run a reading lamp in the evening.

“Alone,” she added, leaving me no doubt about her opinion of that part of the plan, either.

The truth was, I felt a little hesitant about it myself. I’d never spent so much time there alone before, and the deck job was a sizable one even though most of the heavy work was already finished; only the bet I’d lose if I didn’t do it spurred me on.

Although now that I’d cleverly arranged to have a writing assignment hanging over my head, too, what I really felt like doing was leaving the country. Or maybe the planet.

“Ellie,” I began again, annoyed with myself now, “every bit of this is absolutely my own—”

Fault, I was about to say, ignoring Ellie’s try at breaking it all down into bite-sized chunks so it didn’t seem so bad. The no-plumbing part, especially, was starting to weigh on me; in the wake of last night’s storm, colder air had begun rushing down from Canada, and when it was frosty outside, a late-night trip to the facilities could put, as Sam had once expressed it so vividly, an icicle on your bicycle.

In fact, the whole project was beginning to seem the exact opposite of the lighthearted lark that I’d imagined it would be, back when I was just planning to do it. Despite my wager, I was about to ask Ellie how she thought I might bail out of it even halfway honorably, but just then my live-in housekeeper, Bella Diamond, hustled in, hauling a rented rug shampooer.

Rawboned and hatchet-faced, with dark henna-red hair skinned so tightly back into a rubber band that her eyes pulled sideways, she wore a navy blue sweatshirt with the Maine Maritime Academy’s gold anchor emblem on the front of it, jeans whose fraying knees were heavily patched with darned-on squares of red plaid, and an expression that suggested she was experiencing the pleasure of a mouthful of lemon juice.

“Hello,” she uttered, wrestling the rug machine on into the dining room, where I knew she intended to do battle with a stain on the carpet. But she said nothing more, except for a muttered oath when the rug machine ran over her sneakered toe; Ellie and I rolled our eyes at each other and kept prudently silent.

Grouchy, Ellie mouthed. Supremely, I agreed, wondering if maybe a week up at the cabin wasn’t a good idea after all. Bella had recently married my father, becoming my mother-in-law as well as my employee; the combination had created a domestic situation that, for its yield of hilarious scenes centered on our differing opinions on household hygiene—Bella was a clean freak right down to the molecular level, me not so much—I’d actually come to enjoy.

Only not lately. Something was eating Bella, and she wouldn’t say what. “You still here?” She came back for the bag of rug-shampooing attachments; Ellie moved toward the door. “Because I don’t want to start on this until after you’ve gone.”

“Almost,” I told Ellie, meaning I wasn’t quite ready to go yet.

“Yes,” I told Bella, meaning the obvious. “I am still here. But start whenever you want.”

“Hmph,” said Bella, going out again. Grumbling, she hauled the bag into the dining room; a moment later I heard her dump the attachments unceremoniously out.

“What’s with her?” Ellie asked.

“No idea. I’m hoping while I’m gone she’ll get over it.”

We got busy hauling the bags of supplies; in the driveway my husband, Wade, had just finished checking the oil and tire pressure in the pickup truck.

“You sure you want to do this alone?” he asked, wiping his hands on a rag as he dropped the hood.

Wade was tall and broad shouldered, with blond, brush-cut hair, a square jaw, and pale, intelligent eyes that were blue or gray depending on the weather. Stuffing the rag into the back pocket of his Levi’s, he strolled toward me.

“You’re the one who bet me a hundred bucks I wouldn’t be able to,” I retorted. “So it’s all your fault.”

Working together on weekends all summer, Wade and I had cut up all the broken sections of the old deck and hauled them away. We’d dug new foundation holes, filled them with gravel, then set in concrete blocks and bolted a half-dozen upright posts to them. Finally, we’d built the frame and fastened in the joists, which were the crosspieces all the decking boards would get nailed to.

By me, and I didn’t like the pockmarks the nail gun made, so I’d be hammering them in by hand; my arm hurt already, just thinking about it. But I’d made that bet, and now I was stuck with it.

“Well, yeah,” Wade said, meaning the all-his-fault part; he was generous that way. “But honestly, Jake, I didn’t think you’d take me up on it. Your judgment,” he added delicately, “may have been clouded at the time, besides.”

What he meant was that while we discussed it he’d made me a quince margarita, a drink that for firepower belongs right up there beside an AK-47. “I think,” he murmured into my ear, “I’m going to mix that drink for you more often.”

“Fine,” I said into the sweet-smelling flannel of his shirt. As Eastport’s harbor pilot, Wade guided big cargo ships into the freighter terminal, through the wild tides and contrary currents of our local waters. When not doing that, he repaired antique guns here at home in his workshop.

“But for now,” I added, stepping from his embrace, “the bet is still on.”

Having Wade’s arms around me generally makes me forget any other plans I may be pursuing. But I’d gotten my gumption back now, and I was determined: “I’m going, and I’m doing it.” The deck, I meant, and the newspaper column; the day was crisp and bright, the air tangy with sea salt, chamomile, and beach roses.

So why not? Let them all be amazed, I thought, when I came back next week—my laptop, whose battery could be charged off the truck’s battery, was in my pack—having finished the project and written five thousand publishable words.

I certainly would be. “I’ll say goodbye to Sam and your dad for you,” Wade said as he walked around the truck one last time, eyeballing the tires and peering under it for fluid leaks.

“Thanks.” I swung up into the cab. My son, no longer a sourpussed little renegade but an accomplished, pleasant-to-be-around young fellow now that he wasn’t drinking, had gone to the boatyard earlier to try helping a guy with a sailboat.

Sam said the boat had a few problems but at least it hadn’t sunk yet, which he thought was a good sign. Meanwhile, my dad was spending mornings downtown lately at the woodworking shop he shared with a couple of other older Eastport gentlemen; thinking of him made me hope Bella’s bad mood wasn’t marriage-related.

But even if it was, I couldn’t do anything about it. Ahead, Ellie pulled out in her own small sedan; I followed, pausing at the end of the driveway to look back at the house. With its neat white clapboards and forest-green shutters, red-brick chimneys, and porch flanked by pots of blooming geraniums, it looked solid and safe, like the kind of place I’d always wanted to live in.

It looked like home. But then on impulse I glanced up, just in time to glimpse the faint, stealthy twitch of a curtain at one of the attic windows. If you go, you might never see any of this again, that furtive curtain-twitch seemed to signal.

And that really was silly, I scolded myself. Maybe the deathiversary was preying on my emotions even more than I’d thought; even now, it seemed that my deceased ex-husband, Victor, had retained his talent for making me feel bad.

That is, unless I stopped letting him, by going about my business as planned. And anyway, with Wade waving behind me and Ellie already pulling out ahead, I didn’t have much choice.

So, swallowing the sudden lump in my throat, I set off down Key Street in the pickup truck. After all, there was that deck to complete, and a newspaper column to write—or try to.

Besides, the lake was beautiful this time of year, with cool brilliant days whose sunshine was pale as champagne, night skies full of stars glittering like ice chips. It was quiet, too, now that the summer visitors had mostly gone home, the only sounds in the surrounding forest made by the wind and wildlife.

If nothing else, I would have a peaceful time there.

Yeah, sure I would.

Once Jake and Ellie had left for the lake, Bella finished shampooing the carpet. She brought the rented rug shampoo machine back to the store, then managed to kill a little more time by mopping the kitchen floor, scrubbing all the knobs on the front of the stove with Comet cleanser and a toothbrush, and dusting the parlor piano, then polishing it with her secret mixture of lemon juice, olive oil, a drop of rosewater, and beeswax.

But her real task for the day still waited, and although she had been dreading it for weeks, she couldn’t put it off forever. Once each year, rain or shine … So with her kit of cleaning gear she trudged upstairs to the guest bedroom.

Still and silent, the room had a double bed in a spare maple frame, two matching maple bedside tables, and woven throw rugs. A roller shade and a pair of plain white cotton curtains hung at each of the two windows; a small television, never turned on that Bella could recall, stood on the maple dresser.

Don’t be silly, she scolded herself as, after hesitating in the doorway a moment, she went in. After all, just because a person had died in a room didn’t mean it was haunted, she decided as she took down the curtains, pulled the sheets, the pillowcases, and the white chenille bedspread into a pile, and rolled up the throw rugs. If it did, the whole house would be thronged with ghosts.

But this was not a thought she wanted to pursue while alone in the old dwelling, and especially not here, in the room where Dr. Tiptree had breathed his last. Grimly she removed her shoes, then stepped up onto the mattress; from there she could reach the overhead light fixture and the ornate glass shade covering it.

A dead spider inside the shade lay with his legs curled up tightly over his body as if trying to protect himself. I know how you feel, she thought, brushing the poor creature’s husk out onto the floor where she could get it later with the vacuum cleaner.

Right now, in fact, she felt the same way, hollowed out by anxiety, wishing she could wrap her own arms around her body and curl up into a ball, as if that might hold the fright off. But it wouldn’t, any more than it had held off death for the spider.

Or for Dr. Tiptree, either, whose presence she still felt in the room even after all this time. Replacing the glass shade, she stepped down with a sigh of relief from the mattress that he had spent his final days on.

Foolish, she scolded herself. You’re just a superstitious old scaredy-cat, that’s all.

But she wasn’t. Only in the past few weeks, as the date of his death approached, had she felt some new, unpleasant sense of here-I-am-ness from the deceased man, as if what Jake called his deathiversary were summoning him back for a reenactment. From a faint, easily dismissed notion of some … some otherness, there and gone like a whiff of perfume or a few barely heard signature notes of an old, half-remembered melody, the uneasy feeling had grown until it was all she could do not to shout, sometimes, with the dreadful anxiety it produced in her.

And that, Bella knew, was ridiculous. First because ghosts couldn’t hurt you, and even more important, because as everyone knew, there was no such thing as them.

Thinking this, she turned with the bottle of Windex to the mirror over the bedroom dresser and gasped with shock at the face hovering in it, just behind her. But in the next instant, she let her breath out; it was only the dust rag hung on the bedpost, its shape curved by shadows and her imagination into a pair of eyes, a twisted nose, and a soft, drooping grin.

Angrily she swiped dust from the mirror, wiped off all the baseboards, brushed fluff from the corners. The closet door stood open a crack; yanking it the rest of the way, she forced herself to look inside.…

Nothing. Well, of course there isn’t, she told herself as she damp-mopped the hardwood floor. The window shade slipped from her fingers and flew upward with a bang; her hand went to her throat. But she composed herself, and began wiping the top edge of the old window sash, then opening it an inch to air the room. Which could use freshening, she thought, because it smells like …

Cologne. She recognized it at once: the expensive, dryly witch-hazel-scented stuff that Dr. Tiptree had always used before he started smelling like pain medicine.

And later, like pain. Bella stepped back from the window, caught in a moment of memory so clear it was like diving into a pool. He’d walked into this room and stood for a second, looking at the bed. Knowing, she supposed now, that he would die in it.

But not how soon. Awful, that final illness of his, seeking whom it might devour. At the time, though, she’d merely come up with some fresh towels, and when he saw her in the doorway, he’d thanked her.

For, he’d said, making it all so pleasant. He’d smiled at the flowers she’d put into a bowl on the dresser; peonies, she recalled.

“Jake always says what a genius you are,” he’d told her as he sat down on the bed.

Testing it, she supposed: Good to lie in? To die in? “I see now that Jake was right,” he’d said, and even then she’d thought his eyes looked a little sunken in, his lips a little blue. Maybe that had been the light, because the windows in here faced north.

Or maybe not, because he’d leaned down to unlace his shoes—it was then that she’d smelled cologne, the clean astringency of a prosperous, well-barbered man—and as far as she could recall, she’d never seen him wear them ever again.

Bella had other memories of him in this room, but none she wanted to recall. He’d died three weeks later. Lips pursed, she bent to gather up the bedspread and linens into her arms. Then, turning with them, she glanced once more into the mirror on the dresser, and her arms tightened reflexively around the bundle she held.

Bella. That voice, that cologne whiff, that face …

Not a dust cloth this time, or anything else she could blame it on, either. Squeezing her eyes shut, she tightened her fists, shook her head in mute rejection and denial, mingled with bone-deep fright. Please. Go away, she thought.

Just go away, and—

And when she opened her eyes again, he had.
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To eliminate a small dent in wood
(floor, banister, furniture, etc.)
steam it with a damp cloth and a
steam ivon (you might have to do
this several times.)
—Tiptree’s Tips
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Never use furniture polish on
wooden floors or stairs. It makes
them shiny—but way too slippery!
—Tiptree’s Tips
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Painting outdoors? Wear sunscreen,
a hat, and (especially if it’s
white paintl) sunglasses.
—Tiptree’s Tips
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Unstick a balky metal window
screen with a few squirts of
powdered graphite.
—Tiptree’s Tips
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The more washing a surface will
need (i.c., kitchen cabinets,
door frames, etc.), the glossier the
paint on it should be.
—Tiptrees Tips
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To repair pitted metal surfaces,
apply a “liquid metal” product,
let dry, and sand smooth.
—Tiptree’s Tips
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To nail small or thin picces of wood
without splitting them, drill the holes
first, then tap the nails in.
—Tiptree’s Tips
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To remove screws easily, use o
screwdriver bit and the “reverse”
setting on your clectric drill.
—Tiptree’s Tips
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Is your wrist sove from lots
of nailing? Try using o
lighter hammer.
—Tiptree’s Tips
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Moisten plaster cracks with water
before filling them with
spackling material.
—Tiptree’s Tips
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To remove several layers of
wallpaper in one go, steam or sonk
them all the way through before
beginning to scrape.
—Tiptree’s Tips
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You can add ceiling trim to any
room easily with pre-cut molding
pieces, finishing nails, and paint.

—Tiptree’s Tips






