


[image: 001]




Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Acknowledgements

 


Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

 


Epilogue

Home-Renovation and Design Tips




Plaster and Poison

“A delightful small-town Maine sleuth . . . Solid and entertaining . . . A pull-no-punches mystery.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

 

Spackled and Spooked

 

“Smooth, clever, and witty. This series is a winner!”

—Once Upon a Romance

 

“Bound to be another winner for this talented author. Home-renovation buffs will appreciate the wealth of detail.”

—Examiner.com

 

“I hope the series continues.”

—Gumshoe Review

 

 

Fatal Fixer-Upper

 

“A great whodunit . . . Fans will enjoy this fine cozy.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“Smartly blends investigative drama, sexual tension, and romantic comedy elements, and marks the start of what looks like an outstanding series of Avery Baker cases.”

—The Nashville City Paper

 

“Polished writing and well-paced story. I was hooked . . . from page one.”

—Cozy Library

 

“There’s a new contender in the do-it-yourself home-renovation mystery field . . . An enjoyable beginning to a series.”

—Bangor Daily News

 

“A strong debut mystery . . . Do-it-yourselfers will find much to enjoy.”

—The Mystery Reader

 

“A cozy whodunit with many elements familiar to fans of Agatha Christie or Murder, She Wrote.”

—Nashville Scene

 

“A great whodunit. Fans will enjoy this fine cozy.”

—The Mystery Gazette

 

“A fun and sassy journey that teaches readers about home renovation as they follow the twists and turns of a great mystery.”

—Examiner.com




Berkley Prime Crime titles by Jennie Bentley

FATAL FIXER-UPPER 
SPACKLED AND SPOOKED 
PLASTER AND POISON 
MORTAR AND MURDER




[image: 001]




THE BERKLEY PUBLISHING GROUP  
Published by the Penguin Group  
Penguin Group (USA) Inc.  
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA  
Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario M4P 2Y3, Canada 
(a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) 
Penguin Books Ltd., 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England 
Penguin Group Ireland, 25 St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd.) 
Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia 
(a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty. Ltd.) 
Penguin Books India Pvt. Ltd., 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi—110 017, India 
Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore 0632, New Zealand 
(a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd.) 
Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty.) Ltd., 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, 
South Africa

 

Penguin Books Ltd., Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

 

PUBLISHER’S NOTE: Neither the publisher nor the author is engaged in rendering professional advice or services to the individual reader. The ideas, projects, and suggestions contained in this book are not intended as a substitute for consulting with a professional. Neither the author nor the publisher shall be liable or responsible for any loss or damage allegedly arising from any information or suggestion in this book.

 

MORTAR AND MURDER

 

A Berkley Prime Crime Book / published by arrangement with the author

PRINTING HISTORY 
Berkley Prime Crime mass-market edition / January 2011

Copyright © 2011 by Penguin Group (USA) Inc.


 

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.

For information, address: The Berkley Publishing Group, 
a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014.

eISBN : 978-1-101-47678-9

 

BERKLEY® PRIME CRIME 
Berkley Prime Crime Books are published by The Berkley Publishing Group, 
a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014. 
BERKLEY® PRIME CRIME and the PRIME CRIME logo are trademarks of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

 



 



 


http://us.penguingroup.com




Acknowledgments

No writer is an island, and this book couldn’t have happened without the help of a whole lot of people.

As always, thanks to my wonderful agent, Stephany Evans, and everyone at Fine Print Literary Management, and my equally wonderful editor, Jessica Wade, and everyone at Berkley Prime Crime.

Thanks to my publicists, Tom Robinson with Author and Book Media and Megan Swartz with Berkley, without whom this book would be nowhere.

Thanks to the Penguin design team for another beautiful book: Rita Frangie for art direction and cover design, Jennifer Taylor for cover art, and Laura K. Corless for interior design.

Big hugs to my critique partner, the wonderful Jamie Livingston-Dierks, who saves my posterior over and over again, and to all my other writer friends, too numerous to mention, who have loved and supported me through it all.

Thanks to Angela Burns, my favorite breed of human—a librarian!—for donating her name to a good cause and for tirelessly pushing my books on her patrons. Thanks also to all the other librarians and booksellers out there, along with all the reviewers, and most especially the readers, who have made this journey possible.

Finally, thanks, hugs, kisses, and undying love to my family, especially my husband and two boys, who know the real me and love me anyway. You guys are the best!




1

[image: 002]

On April Fools’ Day, Derek started work on his dream house. If I had thought about it, I would have realized that that was a bad sign, but no, I was just too excited that he finally had something to do to worry about anything else.

The house was a decrepit 1783 center-chimney Colonial on Rowanberry Island, about thirty minutes up the coast from Waterfield by boat, and he had fallen in love with it six months earlier: leaking roof, leaning walls, broken windows, and all. He’d wanted to buy it right then and there, but we were in the middle of renovating another house, a project where all our money was tied up, and with winter coming on, the timing just wasn’t right. But as soon as the snow melted and the ground thawed, and we sold the house on Becklea Drive and put some cash back into the coffers, Derek was back to harping on about the Colonial on Rowanberry Island. He’s nothing if not persistent.

Derek Ellis is my significant other, as well as my business partner. We’d met the previous June, when I’d inherited  two cats and a house in tiny Waterfield, Maine, from my great-aunt Inga. Once I decided to spend the summer fixing it up, Derek was the handyman I hired to help me do the work. And in spite of a rocky beginning, I fell for him like a ton of bricks. When I chose to stay in Waterfield instead of going back to New York and my textile design career, going into business together seemed like a no-brainer.

At this point, Derek was owner and I was resident designer of Waterfield Renovation and Restoration. There were no other employees, so Derek was also plumber, electrician, painter, and general contractor, while I did a little of this and a little of that, including some painting, some tiling, some wall treatments, and some other stuff. I do what I can, in other words, and what I don’t know how to do, Derek either does himself, or he gives me a crash course on the subject and lets me loose. It’s worked for us so far.

The house on Rowanberry Island would be our fourth—and most ambitious—renovation project. After Aunt Inga’s Second Empire Victorian in the historic district, we’d spent most of the autumn redoing a midcentury ranch in a suburb west of Waterfield (the aforementioned Becklea Drive place), before coming back to the Village to spend the early part of the winter turning my friend Kate’s carriage house into a romantic retreat for her and her new husband. They’d gotten married on New Year’s Eve and had flown to Paris for their honeymoon, and we had just managed to get everything into place for their return.

Since Waterfield was still blanketed under a foot of snow, Derek was forced to spend the first couple months of the new year doing small handyman jobs for other people, while I had agreed to teach a couple of textile design and history classes at local Barnham College. Both of us waited eagerly for enough snow to thaw to allow us to start work on the Rowanberry Island house.

The big day turned out to be April first: The weather was beautiful, most of the snow was gone, and the top couple of inches of ground had thawed. We brought all of Derek’s tools down to the harbor and loaded up a little motorboat we had borrowed from Derek’s friends Jill and Peter Cortino. That done, we locked Derek’s black pickup truck and set out for Rowanberry Island.

The island was only accessible by boat. It was inhabited year-round, but just barely. A handful of houses clung stubbornly to the rocky ground on the northwestern—lee—side, but every year it seemed another person or two gave up the fight and moved to the mainland. Kids went away to college, never to return, and the elderly died or were moved to assisted-living facilities off island.

For those who held on, there was a little ferry that docked in the tiny harbor a few times a day. Our house was clear across the island from the village, and Derek and I didn’t want to be dependent upon the whims of the ferry, so we’d arranged with Peter and Jill to use their boat. It was too early in the year for them to use it themselves; the Maine coast in April isn’t conducive to pleasure-boating.

April first was a perfect example. The air was crisp, the sky was a lovely, clear blue, and the wind was strong enough to make me wish I’d put on my down-filled winter jacket instead of a padded vest and the knit sweater with reindeer and snowflakes I had spent a couple of months slaving over. The life jacket Derek had insisted I wear helped a little, but not enough. I couldn’t feel my fingers or my ears, my Mello Yello-colored hair was stinging my face where it blew in the brisk wind, and my lips were turning blue under my lip gloss.

“How much farther?” I squeaked over the sound of the motor. And had to repeat it, louder, when Derek couldn’t hear me. “Derek! How much farther?”

“Not far,” Derek answered bracingly. He was upright, steering the boat, while I was huddled in a miserable, shivering bundle on one of the seats in the back. And, of course, he didn’t look at all cold, even though he was wearing less than me. A pair of faded jeans hugged his posterior, and a cable-knit fisherman’s sweater was covered by an orange life vest. The wind whipped his hair, which looked more brown than blond now, after being covered by a hat most of the winter. In the summer, the sun lightened it in streaks through the front and crown. His cheeks were flushed, and he looked happy. “See that?” He pointed to a low, green shape rising from the water in front of us. “That’s it. It’ll take another ten minutes, tops, to get to it.”

“Great.” I huddled deeper into the life vest, shivering.

“You’ll be OK once we get there,” Derek promised. “It’ll take me a while to hook up the generator, but then we’ll have heat.”

“The little bit of it that won’t escape through the holes in the walls.”

“There are no holes in the walls,” Derek said.

“Fine. The cracks, then. The cracks between the planks that are wide enough for me to put my fingers through.”

He didn’t answer that. Couldn’t, when he knew I was right.

“A week from now we’ll have it insulated and all the rotten wood replaced,” he said instead. “After that, heat loss won’t be a problem.”

I grimaced. And then I took a breath. “I’m sorry. I’m being grumpy.”

He flashed me a grin over his shoulder, which after ten months together still gave me a thrill. “You really are a city girl, aren’t you, Tink? The ocean and the wind and the wide-open spaces freak you out.”

I shrugged, pouting. That pout, coupled with the yellow  hair I often pile in a knot on top of my head, and the fact that I’m a measly five foot two, is what had originally earned me the nickname. Tinkerbell. Now I was stuck with it. My mother thought it was adorable, Kate thought it was hilarious, and Melissa James, Derek’s ex-wife, thought it was cute. She didn’t mean it as a compliment. But then Derek’s nickname for Melissa had been Miss Melly, so I don’t know that she had a whole lot of room to talk.

Melissa and Derek had gotten divorced almost six years ago, and Melissa had been shacked up with my distant cousin Ray Stenham ever since. Until just before Christmas, when something happened to change that, and now Melissa was back on the market and looking for someone to replace Ray. My big fear was that she had realized what she’d lost when she let Derek go, and now she wanted him back. I felt like she’d been coming around rather a lot lately, like I was stumbling over her every time I turned around, although I suppose it could have been my imagination. It’s just that she’s so damned perfect....

“There it is,” Derek said. I looked up.

The island was closer now: close enough that I could see the craggy coast, with its big boulders and rocky coves with grainy, grayish yellow sand. Most of the interior seemed taken up with pine trees, tall and dark, outlined against the china blue bowl of the sky.

I squinted; we were heading northeast, it was fairly early, and the sun was shining. “That’s not our house, is it?”

“Can’t be,” Derek said, “our house is on the other side of the island. Where?”

“I can’t see it anymore. But there was a building of some sort in the trees. Big and white. Look, there it is again. Are you sure that isn’t our house? It looks exactly like it.”

“Not exactly like it,” Derek said, squinting into the sun,  the corners of his eyes crinkling. “That house looks like our house will look three months from now. When it isn’t falling down anymore.”

“But it is a center-chimney Colonial, isn’t it? It looks like one.”

“I’m sure it is,” Derek said, navigating the boat around the south end of the island, away from the other house. The one that looked just like ours, no matter what he said. “There are two of them. Twins. The man who built them had two daughters, and he built them each a house.”

“Those were the days.”

“Apparently the girls couldn’t get along, so he built one house on one side of the island, and one on the other, facing in opposite directions. That way, the girls never had to look at one another again if they didn’t want to.”

“How do you know all this?” I asked.

“Irina told me. The first time she showed me the house. You didn’t want to come with us, remember; you and John Nickerson were busy picking out furniture to stage the house on Becklea Drive, and I went on my own.”

“With Irina.” I nodded. “I remember.”

Irina Rozhdestvensky is our Realtor, a Russian transplant who lives just down the street from the house on Becklea Drive that we renovated in the fall.

I had met John Nickerson, the owner of an antique store on Main Street, around that same time, and he had let me pick some things out of his store to stage the house for showing. That’s what we’d been doing when Irina first drew Derek’s attention to the house on Rowanberry Island.

“Did Irina know anything else about them?”

“Nothing she mentioned.” Derek aimed the boat toward a small cove and rocky beach and cut the engine. “There’s our house. See it?”

I nodded. It was big and square, positioned with its rear  against a backdrop of dark pine trees and bare birches and oaks, getting closer every second as we drifted toward shore. The chimney had fallen in, there was a hole in the roof, more than half the windows were broken, and there wasn’t a speck of paint left on the entire front of the house, the old planks faded to a silvery gray from the constant onslaught of wind, sun, and salt. I shuddered.

“Isn’t she a beauty?” Derek said, and meant it. His entire attention was focused on the house, his eyes soft and dreamy, and his mouth curved in an adoring smile. Another woman might have felt a twinge of jealousy—I don’t think Melissa had ever understood why he’d look at a run-down wreck of a house with more emotion than he ever showed her—but I’ve gotten used to it. It’s no reflection of how he feels about me, it’s just how he feels about old houses. It seemed a pity to disturb his no doubt beautiful dreams; however, I didn’t have a choice.

“Derek? Look out. You’re about to hit the dock.” Literally.

“Oops.” His eyes came back into focus, and he made the necessary adjustments to bring the boat up alongside the decrepit-looking dock leaning into the water at a precarious angle. “Sorry about that.”

“No problem. Is the dock safe, do you suppose?”

“I’m sure it is,” Derek said, looping a rope around a pylon and bringing the boat to a rocking stop. He bounced out and onto the dock, which looked to me as if it could break into pieces under his booted feet at any moment. Miraculously, it held. “C’mon.”

He reached down. I grabbed his hand and used the support to get to my feet, unsteadily. Growing up on the coast of Maine, Derek had been in and out of boats his entire life. I was born and raised in Manhattan, and the closest I’d ever gotten to a boat was the occasional trip on the Circle Line ferry when friends from away came to visit.

“Upsy-daisy.” He lifted me onto the dock. Sometimes it’s nice to be petite. Especially when your boyfriend is a strapping six feet or so and used to hauling lumber and other heavy objects. I tottered—just slightly on purpose; the dock was slippery and about as wobbly as it looked—and he put an arm around me to steady me. I leaned in. The puffy orange life vest made cuddling less fun than usual, but his arm was nice and warm and solid through the wool sweater, and the brisk wind hadn’t managed to eradicate his particular aroma: Ivory soap and shampoo mixed with paint thinner and sawdust. Mmmm!

All too soon he let me go, though, and turned to survey the house again. I sighed. “You’re more comfortable in the boat than I am. Why don’t you hand the stuff up to me, and then we’ll carry it to the house together.”

“Sure.” He tore his gaze away and went back into the boat. We unloaded for a few minutes, and then we picked up what we could carry and started across the meadow toward the house.

I’m not sure what the reason was; whether it was that this was the first time I’d seen the place clearly, in bright sunshine, since early November—and the light hadn’t been that good then, with the fog and the rain—or whether it was because this was the first time I’d seen the house uncovered by snow while we owned it . . . but I was aware of a horrible sinking feeling in my stomach. Had it really always looked this bad? Or had the winter months and the snow done a number on the place so that it now needed another ten or twenty thousand dollars’ worth of work above and beyond what we had expected to put into it? Had the hole in the roof always been so big? Had there always been so many broken windows? And how was it possible that I hadn’t noticed how the whole thing tilted to the right like something out of a Dr. Seuss book?

“What?” Derek asked when I stopped dead in the middle of the grass, my eyes round. “You OK, Tink? You look like you’re gonna faint.”

“I feel like I’m going to faint,” I said. “Did it always look this bad?”

He stared at it. For a long time, before he turned back to me. “Pretty much, yeah.”

“Oh.” I bit my lip. “I didn’t realize . . . I mean, I knew it would need a lot of work, but I had no idea . . . This is, like, a hundred times worse than Aunt Inga’s house!”

Derek examined the house again. “Not quite,” he said judiciously. “I mean, yeah—it’s rough. It’s gonna need a lot of work. A lot of work. But it isn’t a hundred times worse than your aunt’s house.”

My voice reached an uncomfortable, hysterical pitch, even to my own ears. “The roof has a hole in it! Big enough for a helicopter to land in the attic! If there’s an unbroken window in the entire house, I can’t see it, and the whole thing is leaning! Like the freaking Tower of Pisa!”

“Maybe we can turn it into a tourist attraction?” Derek suggested, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.

“I can’t believe you’re laughing at me! It isn’t funny, dammit. We’re gonna sink every dime we own into this place, and it won’t even make a dent, and then we’ll have to rob a bank or something to keep going, and when we’re finished, assuming we aren’t caught and sent to jail, it’ll be years from now, and we’ll have spent so much money we’ll have to sell the house for a couple of million to get our money back, and no one’s gonna wanna pay that much for a house on an island in the middle of the ocean where it isn’t even warm!”

“You’d be surprised,” Derek said. He dropped a rolled-up tarp he’d been carrying across his shoulder on the grass. “C’mere, Avery.” He put his arm around my shoulders and  began steering me in the direction of the house again, murmuring encouragement the whole way. The medical profession lost a great doctor when Derek retired his license; his bedside manner is excellent, both in and out of the bedroom. “It’ll be all right, you’ll see. It won’t cost as much as you think. And it won’t take as long, either. And you’d be surprised how much someone might pay for a place like this, all fixed up. That other Colonial we saw? It belongs to Gert Heyerdahl.”

“The author?” My feet were moving, independent of my brain.

Derek nodded, prodding me gently along. “The same. He’s only there for a few months in the summer. The rest of the time he divides between his penthouse in Miami and his villa in Tuscany.”

“What a life. Maybe I should become a thriller writer.”

“Or maybe you should just stay here with me,” Derek said. “There are a couple of other houses like that, too, here and on the other islands. All of them summer homes; the only people who live here full time are the ones in the villages. And I guess maybe some of the big houses have staff. Or maybe not; they may close them down for the winter and only open up again for the season.”

“M-hm.” We had reached the front steps now, and they appeared in no better shape than the leaning dock down by the water. “Think this’ll hold our weight?”

“It’s held mine every time I’ve been here. Along with Irina’s. And she’s a lot bigger than you.” He dropped his arm from around my shoulders and started up the wooden stairs. They creaked under his feet but didn’t break. Something that had been underneath must have shared my misgivings, though, because it streaked out from under the porch and disappeared in the brush. All I saw was a blur of fur going by at warp speed. I squealed.

“What?” Derek said, turning around.

“Animal. Furry.”

“Mouse?” Derek said.

I shook my head, knees knocking together. “Bigger. And blue. What kind of animal is about this big”—I held my shaking hands a little less than a foot apart—“and blue?”

Derek thought for a moment. “Cookie Monster?”

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous. Cookie Monster is much bigger. And it wasn’t that kind of blue. No animal in nature is Cookie Monster blue.”

“More of a blue gray? A squirrel, maybe? Or a rat?”

“Not a rat. We don’t have rats.” At least we’d better not. “I think the legs were longer. And I didn’t notice much of a tail.”

“Hare? They’re gray. With white stubby tails.”

“Maybe. Although it didn’t hop.”

“We’ll find out,” Derek said. “If it lives under there, it’ll be back.”

“True.” And wouldn’t that be lovely?

The distraction of the blue gray furry thing—and the fact that Derek had been jumping up and down on the porch—had alleviated one of my fears, anyway. If it could hold him, surely it could hold me. I crept up the steps while Derek fumbled in his pocket for the key. He turned to the heavy front door. While he wrestled with it, he gave me a crash course in architecture, most of which I knew already—from mandatory architecture classes at Parsons School of Design—but some of which was new to me.

“The center-chimney Colonial is the first distinctive housing style in New England. It started out as a very simple one-story design: two rooms around a central chimney. Then it got expanded to one-over-one: two stories, four rooms. Three bays wide.”

“Bays?”

“Doors and windows.” He grunted, trying to turn the key in the lock. “This house is five bays wide. Center door, two windows on each side. That style came later. After 1750, say. And we’ve got two stories. Plus an attic. And a tight run-around staircase. That, there.”

He pushed the protesting door open and pointed. I nodded, stifling a moan.

It wasn’t the staircase so much. The staircase was fine, really. Narrow and cramped, yes, sort of doubling back on itself, but compared to some of the other features, not a big deal. Quite attractive, really.

The floors were wide planks, and if they’d ever been sanded and polyurethaned, it wasn’t in my lifetime. The windows were small and deep set—and dirty and broken—and the light filtering in was pale and weak. It didn’t help that the ceilings were low and made the rooms seem even darker. At least in Aunt Inga’s 1870s Victorian cottage, the ceilings had been ten feet tall. Here, they looked like they’d brush the top of Derek’s head once he started walking around. I made a mental note: no hanging light fixtures. They’d all have to be flush-mounted or even recessed. Except maybe in the dining room: a chandelier-type light fixture is really de rigueur above a dining room table.

The temperature was freezing; it was even colder inside than outside, and although spring had officially come to down east Maine, it was really only warmer compared to the frigid dead of winter. If I couldn’t quite see my breath in front of me, I felt like I ought to.

Derek rubbed his hands together. I’m not sure if it was the cold or the anticipation. Probably the latter. When he turned to me, he didn’t look daunted in the least. “Guess we’d better get started.”

“I guess.”

“Can you help me carry the extension ladder from the boat? That way, I can get the tarp off and start patching the hole in the roof.”

“Sure.”

He looked at me for a second before he reached out—with both arms this time—and pulled me close. With the stupid orange life vest gone, I could snuggle in and put my cheek against the scratchy wool of the sweater. His body was comfortably warm through the layers, and his heart beat steadily against my ear.

“It’ll be OK, Avery.” He said it into my hair. “Come June, you won’t recognize this place, I promise. And you’ll feel better once we start working. You felt the same way about rebuilding Kate’s carriage house, remember? You didn’t think we could do it. But we did, and it was great. You did an awesome job. And you’ll do an even better job this time. This house is going to be a showplace by summer. I promise.”

“If you’re sure.”

“I’m sure.” He tilted my face up and kissed me. “Now shake a leg. The sooner we get started, the sooner we’ll be done.”

“I’ll drink to that,” I said and followed him outside and down the stairs and across the meadow to the dock again. In the corner of my eye, a small blue gray shadow darted through the brush and under the porch.
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Derek was right: I did feel better once I started working. Even if all I did for the first two days was hold the ladder while he climbed onto the roof, and then stand below to make encouraging remarks and watch him like a hawk so he didn’t fall off and plummet to his death.

He spent the first day rebuilding and tuck-pointing the substantial chimney: making sure the mortar holding the bricks together was strong and not crumbling. Once the new mortar was set and the chimney was safe, he tied a rope around his waist and looped the other end around the chimney; that way, if he fell—through the roof or over the side of it—he wouldn’t fall too far. And then he proceeded to walk around up there holding on to the rope with one hand. Just wandering back and forth, peeling off old layers of roof shingle and decking and assessing the damage, whistling as he worked. All while I stood below with my heart in my throat, stomping my feet and twitching with worry. From time to time he’d even turn to give me a  cheerful wave or thumbs-up, as if to make sure that I was all right.

By the time he finally came down, two and a half days later, I was wrung dry emotionally. To the point where, as soon as he had put the second foot on the ground, I said, “I need a break.”

Derek looked surprised. “OK. Um . . . from what, exactly?”

“The worry. I’ve been worrying for two days straight.”

“Except when we were doing other things,” Derek said, a reminiscent twinkle in his eyes.

I blushed. “All right. Yes, except when we were doing other things. But I’ve been standing here for the past two days, worrying that you’ll fall off the roof, and I need to do something else for a while.”

“You can start working on the inside,” Derek suggested, since I had refused to do that while he was outside.

“Other than that.”

He sighed. “Fine. What do you want to do?”

“I want to take a walk,” I said firmly.

“A walk?”

“Across the island, to the other Colonial. I want to see it. Up close.”

“Oh.” His face cleared. “Sure. Go ahead.”

“You don’t want to come?”

He smiled. “I’d love to come. But the sooner I get the holes patched and the windowpanes replaced, the sooner we can hook up the generator and get some heat and power going. It’s been a while since I had to work only with manual tools, and I can’t wait to get my electric drill plugged in somewhere.”

“Oh.” I nodded. Totally understandable. I’m not good at roughing it, either. A hotel without room service is about as far as I’ll go. “OK, then. I’ll just take a quick walk across the island—it shouldn’t take much more than ten minutes  to get there, do you think?—and have a look around, and then I’ll come back. Thirty minutes, tops. Just to see what they’ve done to the place, you know?”

“Be careful,” Derek said. “Knock on the door before you start peering through the windows. Just in case someone’s there. You don’t want to catch Gert hanging around in his boxer shorts drinking beer and watching NASCAR.”

I shuddered. “Definitely not.” Derek watching TV in his boxer shorts was one thing, gorgeous specimen that he is. Gert Heyerdahl, with his beard and long hippie hair, was another, and not one I wanted to experience firsthand. “I’ll be careful.”

“If you’re not back in an hour, I’ll come looking for you.” He turned and headed up the stairs to the front door. I went the opposite way, around the corner of the house and along a narrow, partially overgrown path that led away from the ocean and into the woods.

The state tree of Maine is the eastern white spruce, tall and straight, with rough bark and blue green needles. There are also a lot of other trees indigenous to the area: various birches and elms, poplars and oaks, maples and hickory. They like the cold climate, and grow tall and dense. Only the spruces and pines were green, of course; the rest looked like they might be thinking about throwing out buds but hadn’t quite made the commitment yet, just in case we got another cold snap. The lack of growth made it easier to see where I was going as I shuffled along the narrow ribbon of beaten earth that led into the woods, surrounded by more trees than I’d ever seen in one place before in my life.

After a few minutes’ walk, the path split: one branch going left, the other continuing more or less straight. Both new paths were even less defined than the one I’d used to get this far. I stopped at the fork, squinting through the pine needles and bare branches at the sun and trying to  picture the layout of the island in my head. It started out wide and flat on the southern end, where Derek’s and my house was. The other Colonial house was positioned on the western side. The little village, meanwhile, was situated at the back of a little cove on the northwestern shore, up where the terrain was higher. On the other side of the woods, and past more meadows. It would seem, then, that the path going straight led north to the village, and the one on the left went due west to Heyerdahl’s house.

I struck out to the left, jumping over the muddy ruts left by the recently melted snow and skipping over gnarly tree roots and patches of dormant vegetation that bisected the skinny path, ruminating on my situation as I went.

A year ago, the idea that I’d own not just one, but two houses in Maine, in addition to a car and two cats, would have been laughable. The picture of me, wandering through the woods in worn-out jeans tucked into a pair of Wellies, would have made my eyes pop. My Wellies were pink with red lipstick kisses on them, admittedly, nothing traditional, but still. Amazing, the difference a year can make.

When I had first arrived in Waterfield, it had been early summer, and I’d planned to spend a weekend finding out what my aunt Inga wanted, and why she had summoned me, a relative she hadn’t seen for twenty-six years, to spill the beans about family secrets and truths and lies. Only to discover, when I got here, that Aunt Inga was dead and I was her heir. But I still had no thoughts of staying. Renovating the house before putting it on the market was just to maximize return on the sale. I’d thought I’d stay a few months and then go back to my regular life in Manhattan. I had a boyfriend, a job I loved, good friends I enjoyed spending time with, and the hustle and bustle of the city around me felt essential.

Yet here I was, ten months later—house, car, cats, and  all—pretty much as happy as a clam. Sure, I still missed certain things. Like Balthazar coffee in the morning. Decent Thai food. And going to the grocery store at three A.M. The coffee wasn’t too bad up here, even if it wasn’t Balthazar, and the seafood was great. I can live without Thai. And Derek was a hell of a lot better than any other boyfriend I’d ever had. In fact, Derek made it all worthwhile.

Before Derek, I’d been—shall we say—unlucky in love. Or so determined to find Mr. Right that I saw him in every man I met. To my detriment. Over the years, I got involved with a string of guys I should have stayed away from, and that maybe I would have stayed away from, had I not been so eager to find my soul mate.

But this time, I’d found something real. Derek, who’s sweet, and caring, and funny, and smart, not to mention good with his hands and good-looking, as well. At least if you’re a sucker for tall, lean guys with dreamy blue eyes, the way I am.

While I’d been thinking about—all right, gloating over—my uncommon luck, I’d made my way through the woods covering the middle of Rowanberry Island, and now I could see the ocean blinking in the distance, between the trees. Another minute or two and I was out of the woods—literally—and standing in front of, or behind, the other Colonial.

From the back, it looked exactly like ours, except for the fact that this one was freshly painted, with no wood rot, and no blue tarp covering the roof.

It was a gleaming white, the windows shuttered for the winter, but I was willing to bet none of them were broken.

Sighing enviously, I picked my way around the side of the house. From this view, also, it looked exactly the same as ours, except for the condition. Four windows on each floor, plus an attic. No holes under the eaves for squirrels and birds to get into and build nests. (We’d be dealing with  that little problem soon, hopefully in time to keep out the migratory sparrows and warblers that were, even now, I figured, on their way up from South America.)

The place looked deserted, although there was a boat tied up at the dock, a dock which, incidentally, was far superior to ours. Not only did it not droop into the water, but it had room for at least five boats in addition to the one that was there now. The extra berths were in case Gert Heyerdahl decided to throw a party for his friends, I imagined. There are a lot of writers who live in Maine. Maybe they got together for Algonquin-like roundtable discussions when Gert was in residence. Or debauchery and drink, at least.

I doubted Gert was in residence right now. Aside from the shuttered house, the boat didn’t look like something a bestselling author would own. It was utilitarian, wooden rather than fiberglass. Not a fishing boat—I’d seen plenty of those in the harbor in Waterfield—but nothing like a yacht, either. There wasn’t anything sleek or expensive about it; it was old, with a little deck house with curtained windows, and some coils of rope and things stowed on the deck. It reminded me of houseboats I’d seen in pictures, traveling the canals in England. Smaller, though. Too small to live on, but possibly big enough to spend a night or two in the cabin, if there was no other alternative. The name of it was  Calliope, or so it said on the prow in red letters.

I wasn’t really interested in the boat, though, other than as an indication that someone was here, so I turned to look at the facade of the house.

The Colonial looked just the way I hoped that ours would look one day. The white paint gleamed in the sunlight, all the windows were neatly shuttered, and it had a rather nice slab-stone stoop; not rickety wood, like ours. I made a mental note to ask Derek whether he thought such a stoop might  be hidden underneath the little wooden porch outside our house; whether someone might have simply built the porch and wooden stairs right over it. Certainly worth looking into. I also wanted to figure out what lived underneath the porch. I’d seen the streak of blue gray fur a few more times in the past couple of days, but never close enough to identify. It had four legs and not much of a tail and it ran fast, but so far, that was all I’d been able to determine.

Colonial homes are pretty simple constructions, really. As Derek had told me, the style started out as your basic two-room cottage or cabin, then grew to a one-over-one and two-over-two as time went on. Three bays, a door and two windows, turned to five bays. A center chimney turned to matching chimneys, one on either end. The simplicity and symmetry continued to be a part of the design, though. The windows are on the small side, and unadorned; six-over-six panes, not much taller than they are wide. No six-or eight-foot windows here, like in Aunt Inga’s Victorian. The only true ornamentation on the exterior of a Colonial home is usually the front door area. This one was no exception. The door itself was extra wide, made of vertical planks painted a pale sage green, same as the shutters, and held to the frame with black iron hinges. It sported a heavy black handle and separate deadbolt. Not very historical, that last one, but Gert probably had some nice stuff inside that he wanted to protect. Computer equipment, certainly, maybe even a home theater.

Above the door was a half-circular window, a fanlight, while beside the door on each side were sidelights. Outside that were pilasters, half columns, supporting a pediment that looked like the mantel on a fireplace. Heavy, black, iron carriage lamps hung on each side of the door, completing the picture.

I was gaping at the whole thing, so overcome with  door-envy that I didn’t hear the footsteps behind me, until a voice asked me what I thought I was doing there, and then I realized I was no longer alone.

A skinny, middle-aged man with sunken cheeks and a ruddy complexion stood behind me. Or maybe he just appeared ruddy because he was outside in Maine in April. The wind off the ocean was brisk, even here on the lee side of the island. He was dressed for the elements in a pair of padded coveralls of the sort worn by construction workers. The fingers of a pair of black gloves stuck out of one pocket, and a ski cap was bunched on top of his head, ready to pull down once he got into open water.

His eyes were muddy brown, like pebbles, and suspicious. He repeated the question, and added, “Who are you?”

I extended a hand and my best smile. “Hi. I’m Avery Baker. My boyfriend and I just started fixing up the other Colonial. You know, the house across the island. The twin to this one.”

He didn’t take my hand, nor acknowledge that it was there, and after a few moments I lowered it, feeling awkward.

“I . . . uh . . . Someone told us this house is exactly the same as ours, so I thought I’d take a walk over to . . . um . . . look at it. To see if I could get some ideas, you know? I mean, it’s so beautiful, and . . . eh . . . clearly very well maintained. Are you the . . . um . . . caretaker?”

He wasn’t Gert Heyerdahl, whose hairy, considerably younger face I knew from the flaps of the dustcovers of his books. Derek had a few sitting around. Gert Heyerdahl is a man’s man, writing a man’s book, a hardcore thriller series about some former KGB agent or spy going around “solving problems” for people and ending up saving the world.

The man nodded.

“It’s a beautiful place. You must work really hard to keep it looking like this.”

He shrugged.

“I guess Mr. Heyerdahl isn’t here at the moment, right? I mean, with the shuttered windows and all?” I glanced at them.

“Mr. Heyerdahl lives in Florida,” his caretaker ground out, practically without moving his lips.

I nodded. “Right. Derek—my boyfriend—told me he has a place there. Good for him. Um . . . I don’t suppose there’s any chance you’d show me the inside of the place, is there? Since it’s not occupied at the moment?” I fluttered my lashes and smiled my sweetest smile. Sometimes it works. This time it didn’t.

“Sorry,” the caretaker grunted, without making an effort to sound like he meant it. “Not without Mr. Heyerdahl’s permission.”

“Right.” I nodded. “Of course. Sorry I asked. Um . . . when will Mr. Heyerdahl be here?”

His eyes maintained their flat lack of expression, but somehow he managed to look maliciously amused. “June.”

Two months from now. “I see.”

OK, then. I wondered if the caretaker lived here or just came out every day to work. From Waterfield or Boothbay Harbor or just around the island from the village?

“Um . . . I don’t suppose you’d allow me to look through the sidelights before I go?”

He hesitated. For long enough that I thought for sure he’d say no. Then he shrugged. “Why not.”

“Really?” Wow. I scurried up the two stone steps to the front door and leaned forward, straining, my nose practically pressed against the wavy glass. (Original 225-year-old glass!) The inside was dark, with no lights on and all the windows covered. After my eyes adjusted, I could just barely make out wide plank floors—like ours, but polished to a high gloss—and another tight run-around staircase.  The threads were polished hardwood, the risers painted white. The walls were paneled—225-year-old paneling; not 1970s—and also painted a light color. And that was all I could see. The doors to the left and right were closed, so I got no glimpse of furnishings or decor, and the hallway receded into darkness just a few feet in. I stepped back, fighting disappointment. “Thanks.”

The caretaker nodded.

“I’ll just be on my way, then. Back to my own house. Nice to meet you.”

As I walked away, I turned to look over my shoulder. He was still standing in the same place, watching me. I guess he’d stand there until he was sure I was off Mr. Heyerdahl’s property and not coming back.

In my hurry to get away from Gert Heyerdahl’s house and back to my own, I guess I must have taken a wrong turn somewhere in the woods, because instead of ending up at our decrepit Colonial by the sea, I found myself on a path that ended at a little, old saltbox house instead.

They’re called saltboxes because back in the time when they originated, in the late sixteen hundreds and throughout the seventeen hundreds, salt was kept in containers with that shape. A square box with a sloped lid, taller in the front than the back. Basically, the roof of a saltbox is much longer in the back than in the front, because it extends over a one-story addition called a lean-to. The saltbox style became popular after Queen Anne imposed taxation of houses with more than one story; because the two-story front of the house went down to just one story in the back, saltboxes were exempt from the tax.

With no other houses in sight, the place looked desolate and lonely, if also picturesque sitting there, half hidden in the brush. I walked around it but saw no sign of life. Like on Gert Heyerdahl’s house, the tiny windows were covered  with plain wooden shutters, and the door was locked up tight. (Yes, I tried the knob. Sue me.) The decrepit little dock, in worse shape even than ours, was boat-free.

[image: 004]

“Probably another of the summer homes,” Derek said when I had made my way back to our own place and had described the property to him. “It may even be the original van Duren house. Where Mr. van Duren lived. The guy who built our house. And Gert’s.”

“It looked old enough. Very small and primitive.” I shrugged. “I don’t care about that, though. The guy at Gert Heyerdahl’s house—really seemed like a weirdo and he wasn’t that friendly. . . .”

All right, I was the one who wanted to peek through someone else’s windows, so maybe I was the weirdo, and he had let me . . . but he’d still freaked me out a little.

“I wouldn’t worry about him, Avery,” Derek said. “If he’s responsible for keeping Gert’s house maintained and protected while the great man is in Florida, it’s understandable that he wouldn’t want some dippy blonde wandering around inside.”

“I’m not a dippy blonde!”

Derek grinned. “I know that, and you know that, but how’s he supposed to know that? You’re female, you’re blond, and you’re wearing pink rain boots with kisses on them. You probably batted your eyes at him, too, while you were trying to talk him into letting you in.”

I made a face. So what if I had?

Derek chuckled.

I had found him standing with his hands on his hips contemplating the fireplace, his eyes serious. My story distracted him for a few minutes, but now his attention moved on. I turned to looked at what was so interesting.

As fireplaces go, this one was pretty basic. Nothing like Aunt Inga’s intricately carved and mirrored mantels in dark wood and tile, taller even than the top of Derek’s head. This was much shorter, barely coming up to my waist, and it didn’t even really have a proper mantel; just a red-brick hearth and surround set into a paneled wall, like the ones I’d spied through the sidelight windows at Gert Heyerdahl’s house. The paneling was intricate and lovely, with big rectangles over small rectangles, and crown molding ringing the room below the ceiling, as well as around the brick, but it looked pockmarked, not smooth. Holey and uneven.

“What’s wrong with it?” I asked, brows wrinkled.

“Worms,” Derek answered.

I took a step back, my wet rubber soles squeaking on the wood floor. “Worms?”

He glanced at me. “They’re long gone. But at one time, there were wood-boring insects in that piece of paneling. They chewed tunnels through it.”

“Yuck.”

“It’s no big deal. There are wood-boring insects in lots of wood. Old furniture, picture frames, even houses. And not only old houses, either. A lot of infestations are found in houses less than ten years old. It happens a lot around here, since the beetles like fir and spruce and other coniferous woods. The kind of wood we have a lot of in Maine.”

“Beetles?” I repeated, wrinkling my nose. “I thought you said they were worms?”

Frankly, I like beetles even less than I like worms. It’s the legs, I think. And the clicking noise they make when they move.

“Figure of speech,” Derek said. “They’re known as woodworms, but the tunnels are actually made by larva. Then the larva turn into beetles, which make the exit holes. But there aren’t any here. This is old damage.”

“Oh. Good.” I took a relieved breath. “Will you be able to fix it? Or are we going to leave it? For verisimilitude, or something?”

Derek smiled and put an arm around my shoulders. “You know me; I’d love to leave it. It’s part of the natural process. But I don’t think whoever we sell this mansion to once we’re finished with it will want wormholes in their paneling. We’ll have to cut it out and replace it.”

“That seems a shame.” If it had been here for two hundred years already.

“I’ll make it look good,” Derek promised. “Just like it was always there.”

“If anyone can do it, you can.” I snuggled a little closer. He laughed and dropped a kiss on the top of my head before he let me go.

“C’mon, let’s get busy. We’ll have time for that later.”

“That?” I tilted my face up at him.

“You know what.” But he relented enough to give me another kiss, this one on the mouth. “Now can we get to work?”

“Sure,” I said happily.
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