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THE BOOK OF

OLD HOUSES



Chapter 1






Driving up I-95 through New Hampshire and on into Maine, Dave DiMaio noticed as if from a distance how anger made the familiar route look alien to him. The Way Life Should Be, the sign welcoming visitors to the Pine Tree State proclaimed. But to Dave it was as if he were seeing it all by moonlight, everything bleached by rage.

Once he was nearly overcome by the urge to lean forward onto the steering wheel and howl over the murder of his friend Horace Robotham, whose death Dave had learned of only the night before. But he was speeding along the turnpike, so he couldn’t.

He pulled off at a service area to use the restroom and wash his hands. Blinking tourists, kids with dogs straining on leashes, vans and campers with bikes, canoes, and kayaks lashed to their roofs crammed the asphalt parking area. Coming back out into the sunshine with the air faintly tinctured by exhaust fumes and the smell of breakfast sandwiches from a nearby fast-food place, he was tempted to linger, stretch his legs and work the kinks out of his neck.

But Horace’s death—murder, Dave reminded himself fiercely, his friend’s brutal murder—wasn’t all that troubled him. The thing he’d tucked into his glove compartment before leaving home seemed to broadcast its evil presence on a special wavelength that only police officers and car thieves could hear. Then he noticed the scrap of paper on his windshield, tucked under the wiper, and the fragments of red plastic littering the pavement at the rear of his car.

During the few minutes he’d been inside, someone had bumped the car’s tail light, shattering it. The note on the windshield held an apology and a promise to pay for the repair, along with a name and phone number.

Dave tossed the paper into a trash receptacle and got back on the road. If a smashed light was the worst that came out of this trip, he would count himself lucky.

At Bangor he threaded his way through numerous highway signs and across the Penobscot River bridge toward coastal Route 1A. On the bridge’s far side he pulled into a convenience-store parking lot to buy a soft drink.

All around him the midmorning bustle of ordinary people on ordinary midmorning errands continued, just as if Dave’s oldest friend had not had his skull savagely crushed in with a rock one recent night while he was out for a walk.

Thinking this, he changed his mind about the soft drink. A lady coming out of the convenience store peered at him before getting into the car next to his, and it took him a moment to understand that there were tears running down his cheeks, the dark well of mingled fury and grief brimming over again without warning.

Wiping a hand hastily across the moisture on his face, he mustered a smile and a weak It’s okay wave for the lady, whose own hands now touched her lips in an uncertain praying gesture as if she was trying to decide whether or not to get out of her car and come over to him. But at his wave she just nodded minutely instead, her kind, plain face seeming to say that she’d had a few unscripted teary moments of her own over the years.

That it could happen to anyone. She backed out and drove away, and after another moment Dave did too, following the map’s directions to a twisty rural road leading to Route 9.

The sudden change from four-lane highway to something that was little more than a paved trail triggered a flashback to a trip Dave had taken years ago with Horace, to New Mexico, where they’d pulled in very late one night to a motel on Route 66.

Once they were in the room Dave had gone to the rear window and pulled the curtain aside, expecting to look out onto another brightly lit commercial strip of gas stations and restaurants. But he had seen only moonlit desert, dark shapes of what he supposed were saguaro trees marching toward distant mountains.

It had startled him then the way civilization could end so abruptly, and he felt just as vulnerable here in Maine. Once you left a city and the thin buffer of suburbia surrounding it, wilderness closed in on you again in earnest.

He and Horace had risen before dawn the next morning, and as they departed the motel’s parking lot Dave had happened to glance in the rearview mirror just in time to see the light over their room’s door wink out.

Only theirs, none of the others. To Dave it felt ominous, like a message from the darkness that had enclosed them all night. Horace had seen it too, and as they pulled onto Route 66 in the predawn gloom he’d glanced silently at Dave, wearing that funny little smile of his that Dave now remembered so painfully.

Dave hit the gas just as he had all those years ago, roaring out onto Route 9 between a log truck and a highballing eighteen-wheeler, causing his underpowered old Saab 99 to labor briefly. Soon a lane for slower vehicles opened on the right and he pulled into it to give the faster ones a chance to pass.

After that it was smooth sailing, the landscape rising and the road curving up into it with breathtaking swiftness. Dave sped through tiny settlements surrounded by dairy farms, their pastures stone-studded and terraced by plodding hooves.

Next came land so thinly settled that the towns didn’t even have names, only numbers, gated access roads, and desolate highway-maintenance yards sited in the clefts of the high hills. The enormous sand-heaps in the yards testified to the shortness of summer here in Maine, and the treacherousness of winter.

Not that this particular highway wasn’t an attention-grabber even in August. Dave drove Route 9 for a long time, his anxiety increasing each time an oncoming truck hurtled around a curve straight at him, then roared past without overturning or losing its load as it seemed the massive vehicle surely must do.

He couldn’t imagine confronting those huge trucks when it was snowing or the road was slick with sleet, sand-heaps or no. But Horace used to say that if you wanted to experience the real Maine, come when it was cold. Winter, he claimed, was when the sub-zero temperatures squeezed a few scant drops of the milk of human kindness out of even the dourest old Maine coot.

Without warning, a flashing light appeared in Dave’s rearview mirror. His heart lurched as the thing in the glove box, half-forgotten in the seeming endlessness of the challenging road, began to give off its evil Here I am! vibes again. He located a narrow gravel turnout just ahead and put his signal on.

The blue Ford sedan with the flashing blue light bar on its roof pulled in behind Dave and the trooper got out, wearing a pair of mirrored sunglasses. Dave felt sure the sunglasses were special, law-enforcement-specific ones that would enable the cop to see right through the Saab’s dashboard straight into the glove box.

Courage, Horace used to say, doesn’t mean not being afraid.

The trooper slammed the squad-car door deliberately, looking down briefly at his summons book as he did so.

Courage, Dave’s good old murdered, skull-crushed buddy used to say, means doing it anyway.

He’d said it back in New Mexico all those years ago once the sun had come up and the errand they’d been on, to a small adobe house at the end of a dirt track in the mountains’ shadow, had ended benignly.

As not all of their errands did. Dave hoped Horace’s insight about courage was true, partly because of the police officer’s presence. But mostly his errand frightened him. While the trooper was still looking down at the summons book, Dave reached forward to open the glove box, sliding the envelope that held his documents out from beneath a dark lump of metal, cold and oily-feeling.

“’Morning, sir. May I see your license and registration?”

Dave looked up at the trooper, whose practiced eyes were no doubt scanning the car’s interior from behind the mirrored sunglasses. The glove box was shut, the requested items out and ready for inspection.

Over the years he and Horace had done things this young cop wouldn’t believe. Thinking of them kept Dave’s voice level, even though in the past when weapons-handling had been necessary it was Horace who’d always handled them. “You certainly may. May I ask what the trouble is, Officer? I didn’t think I was speeding.”

Horace said that Dave might be an ivory-tower academic and a pacifist besides, but he still had the coldest blood this side of a reptile cage, when it was necessary.

Used to say. The trooper handed Dave’s documents back. All in order, apparently. The sunglasses regarded him. “No, sir. You weren’t speeding. D’you know your tail light’s broken?”

Dave smiled. “Oh. Yes, it happened just today. I’m going to get it repaired as soon as I get to Eastport. That’s where I’m going,” he added.

The trooper didn’t smile. “Yes, sir. Eastport, you say?”

Dave waved at the map that should be on the passenger seat, then remembered that in his haste and grief he’d forgotten it, leaving it on the desk in his office. “Old school pal moved there,” he explained to the trooper. “I just got the idea I might try looking him up.”

He was talking too much. Lying, too, which he knew was even riskier. The man he’d be looking for in Eastport wasn’t a pal in any sense of the word. He was a killer.

Dave was certain of it.

The trooper nodded. “Right, then. Be sure to get that light fixed. And have a nice day.”

Dave was about to agree that yes, he would certainly have the tail light repaired at the very first opportunity, when the glove box door fell open. The sound and the unexpected flicker of motion from the far side of the car caused the trooper’s head to tip mildly with the beginnings of interest.

Don’t react. Dave didn’t know what the officer could see from where he stood by the driver’s side of the car.

Wondering this, he felt his blood chilling down to the temperature of a Maine winter night, the kind of night when the sand trucks were out in force and even the dourest of Horace’s beloved old coots could muster up a few thin, bluish drops of the milk of human kindness.

“Thanks, Officer,” he said. He slid his registration and insurance card into the open compartment and shut it firmly. “You have a good day, too.”

Then he waited to be asked to step out of the car, spread his legs, put his hands on the doorframe, et cetera. But the trooper merely turned away. Dave watched, his hands resting with elaborate casualness on the steering wheel, as the cop got nearly to his own car, then paused and came back again.

“Sir?” The cop leaned down to Dave’s window.

“Yes, Officer?” Dave’s own face was now reflected in the sunglasses. Fortyish, dark hair, big ears. Not particularly guilty-looking, and why should it be? He wasn’t guilty of much.

Yet. The trooper stabbed a finger at Dave. “You go on from here about thirty miles, you’ll see a sign. Little side road meets up with 214; it’ll knock half an hour off your trip to Eastport.”

“Great,” said Dave, not yet reaching for the ignition key. “Thanks very much.”

He waited until the squad car pulled out ahead of him before starting the Saab. Reptile or not, he’d been certain for a minute that his quest for information in the matter of his old friend’s murder was over before it began.

Information and more. Horace said pursuing revenge was like setting a bear trap and sticking your own foot into it.

But not this time. Route 214 turned out to be a winding lane through sweet-smelling fields long abandoned to goldenrod and blackberry brambles. Cicadas whined shrilly in the silence on either side of the cracked pavement.

Not this time.

As the trooper had promised, the shortcut knocked half an hour off Dave’s trip.



Chapter 2
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My name is Jacobia Tiptree and when I first came to Maine I took modern bathing facilities for granted. Tubs, showers, sinks with their faucet handles so cleverly and usefully marked Hot and Cold—

These, I’d believed in the depths of my innocence back then, were the ordinary amenities of life. And when they got broken I thought people could fix them.

Other people, I mean; ones who understood stopped drains, leaky pipes, and shutoff valves that when you turned their knobs—or in my case when you threw all your weight into breaking their rust encrustations—responded by shutting off something.

Instead of just snapping off in your hand, as the handles in my old bathroom did the first time I tried turning them. Next came a moment of stunned horror followed by a geyser so forceful, it hosed all the mildew off the places where the blackish stuff had flourished for decades, way up there on the bathroom ceiling.

And then I called a plumber.

Sadly, even plumbers could do little but stare helplessly when confronted with pipes so anciently decrepit, they belonged in a museum. Probably my bathroom was regarded as the absolute height of modern convenience when the nearly two-hundred-year-old house was modernized. For one thing it eliminated, you should excuse the expression, the backyard privy.

But seventy-plus years later, the bathroom in my old house was not much more than a closet with running water. I finally did find a fellow to replace some of the fittings, so you could take a shower without having to go down in the basement to turn on the hot and cold. But you could still only take a bath if you wanted to fill up the bathtub with a bucket.

And if you wanted to sit in the tub, which I didn’t. Call me crazy, but I’m a big fan of bath water that doesn’t have other people’s personal molecules floating in it, and I especially draw the line at seventy-year-old molecules.

As a result I’d filled that tub repeatedly with enough hot bleach to sterilize a dozen operating rooms. But I still couldn’t get comfortable in it, until one day I just went up there and took a sledgehammer to it.

And although I failed spectacularly in my attempt to remove the hideous old fixture—swung hard, the hammer bounced back up off the cast iron with a sound like the ringing of some massive gong, nearly taking my head off on the rebound—may I simply say right here that just trying to destroy an old bathtub with a sledgehammer turned out to be a heartwarming experience.

So I demolished the rest of the bathroom instead. Wham! went the cockeyed old wooden shelves, their peeling paint stained by ancient medicaments and scarred from decades of use.

Crash! went the towel racks some long-ago do-it-yourselfer had fastened to the plaster without bothering to find any wooden studs to secure them to first, so anything heavier than a single wet washcloth made them fall down by themselves.

And finally, kerblooie! went the pedestal sink, its basin so unspeakably chipped, stained, and rusty that for the last year or so I’d had to close my eyes just to finish brushing my teeth.

“Lovely,” said my housekeeper, Bella Diamond, appreciatively, coming in to view the wreckage.

Once, the sounds of mayhem I’d been creating would’ve made her call an ambulance. But nowadays she knew the score and just came running with the whisk broom, a dustpan, and—this being Bella—a steaming pail of hot, soapy water.

“Yes,” I replied, pleased that I’d remembered to shut off the water before smashing the sink. Plaster chunks littered the wooden floor, which someone had coated with a lot of thick, dark varnish about fifty years earlier.

I don’t know which I like less in a bathroom, wooden floors or old varnish. “Now we can put a new bathroom in. And we’ll open the wall on one side to make it bigger,” I said.

Presently we had to stand in the bathtub to get the door closed, and to open the tiny window it was necessary to squooch tightly up against the antique cast-iron radiator and bend into a pretzel shape.

And don’t even get me started on the whole idea of big radiators in tiny bathrooms. For efficient use of space you might as well put a woodstove in there; then at least you could burn all the old magazines in it.

As for a medicine cabinet, it was a milk crate on the floor, and if you cared to use a hair dryer you were out of luck unless you felt like running an extension cord from the hall; ditto your electric toothbrush.

Not that there was room for one of those, either. But the adjoining room was plenty large enough to nab a few square feet from, partly because, like all the rest of the bedrooms in the old house, it had no closets.

“We can push all the pieces out through the window,” I told Bella, “and the junk man can collect them.”

To get rid of that sink I was more than willing to bend into a pretzel shape, and to stay that way for months if necessary.

“The tub,” I added a bit less cheerfully, “will be something else again. Maybe we can hire a team of fellows to remove it.”

I was starting to realize that my fit of sledgehammering might’ve opened a can of worms. Because besides being hideous, that bathtub was far bigger than the doorway opening.

So no amount of turning or angling had a prayer of getting it out in one piece. Also it probably weighed a ton; the fellows would all have to be related to the Incredible Hulk.

Thoughtfully I raised the balky window sash, tearing only a few of my more important back muscles to do so, and peered down. The sidewalk leading to the back-porch steps lay almost directly beneath. I made a mental note to shout “Look out below!” when the sink parts exited.

But the fact that they would exit at all was encouraging. And I was sure I could find some way of getting that tub removed, too, even if we had to swing a wrecking ball in here and haul it out with a crane.

“A vanity cabinet,” I fantasized aloud, turning back to the demolished room and imagining where I would put one of these exotic items.

Pedestal sinks are meant to conserve space but in my opinion consume it; the only way you can put anything beneath a pedestal sink is if you attach one of those awful little gingham skirts to its rim, whereupon it will look spiffy for ten minutes.

“And baseboard heating,” I said optimistically. Taking out an old cast-iron radiator is nearly as difficult as bashing up a bathtub. “Plus maybe a towel warmer?”

My arms were still vibrating from the impact of the hammer. Still, I hadn’t gone completely crazy; I’d left the commode in place, for instance, figuring I could remove it last and install a new one as an early part of the remodeling process.

Strategy: in a very old house you may think you need books on remodeling, but what you really need is Sun Tzu’s The Art of War. That radiator might’ve looked harmless just standing there in the bathroom corner, but I knew it intended to resist its own removal by the heating-system equivalent of nuclear winter.

And speaking of conflict, please don’t talk to me about how I was destroying venerable antiques. Because first of all, 1930s plumbing isn’t venerable; it’s intolerable.

On top of which, do you know how much it costs to get an antique tub out of a house, transported to the place where they promise they will put a brand-new, sort-of-porcelain-ish surface on it, and then get it back in again and up a flight of stairs to your bathroom once more?

Enough to put that disgusting old object on the moon, that’s how much. And afterward you can only clean it by wiping it very tenderly with the same kind of extremely soft cloth you’re supposed to use for polishing your eyeglasses.

Which never would’ve worked with Bella around. She was the kind of housekeeper who believed dirt was a manifestation of moral rottenness; her daily cleaning tools included a wire brush and a jug of carbolic acid.

Although at the moment she wasn’t cleaning anything at all. Instead, while I caught my breath from my exertions and regarded the mess I’d made, she gazed past me into the mirror on what was left of the wall above where the sink had been.

Amazing, that her reflection didn’t break the mirror. Bella was smart, honest, hardworking, and funny as hell. But she was also so ugly, people around town said she probably had to sneak up on a pail of water to get a drink.

Now, in preparation for cleaning that god-awful bathroom one last time, she took her henna-red hair out of its rubber band and twisted it in again, skinning it back even more tightly from her long, pallid-complexioned face.

“All right,” she pronounced ominously, brandishing the whisk broom.

Her grin of anticipation exposed big, bad teeth, and the look in her bulging grape-green eyes was one I’d seen once in an old science-fiction movie, just before the team of intergalactic space warriors cranked up their flamethrowers to exterminate the giant radioactive bugs.

“Now, Bella,” I said, hoping she wasn’t planning to bring a flamethrower in here.

I didn’t own one but I did have a heat gun for removing the thick layers of paint that clung to nearly every surface in my old house. And behind all the plaster walls, the ancient wood was so feathery-dry that you could light it with a match.

“Don’t go too wild,” I cautioned, glancing past her at my own reflection: lean, narrow face, stubborn chin, and large eyes with dark eyebrows that other people called wing-shaped.

Not gorgeous, but at least my looks didn’t cause small children to hide behind their mothers. I shoved a dark straggle of plaster-dusted hair behind my ear with a grimy finger.

“Bella, what were you and my dad arguing about down in the kitchen this morning?” Their voices had woken me.

“Your father couldn’t find his own backside with both hands and a flashlight.”

Which was not exactly an answer. I squinted into the mirror. Bits of sink wreckage clung in my hair with the plaster dust, and the elastic-strapped safety glasses I’d worn while swinging the sledgehammer had left deep grooves in my face.

Also it occurred to me suddenly that I’d just destroyed the only shower-taking apparatus in the house. Not deliberately, mind you, but a couple of times that sledgehammer had zigged when it should’ve zagged. If you turned on the water now, the resulting flood would probably drown all the mice in the basement.

“Yes, but . . .” I began.

My father, an explosives expert and ex-federal-fugitive who was for many years suspected of murdering my mother—he hadn’t—lived alone in his own small cottage a few blocks from here on Octagon Street.

But lately he’d been spending most of his time at my place, where he made himself useful at a variety of old-house chores while at the same time alternately annoying Bella and making her laugh so hard that she had to sit down.

“Your father thinks he knows what’s best for everybody,” spat Bella, wiping furiously at a spot on the old pine beadboard paneling that went halfway up the bathroom walls.

The rest of the walls—what remained of them, anyway—were brightly papered in a long-outdated design featuring silver swans swimming tranquilly on a background of Pepto-Bismol pink.

I didn’t have the heart to tell Bella that the beadboard was bound for glory, too, along with the old wallpaper, which I didn’t even plan to bother steaming off the rest of the plaster before I got rid of it. Crash, bash, gone in a flash was my plan.

But just then a car pulled into the driveway. I left Bella rubbing her knobby hands together in über-hygienic glee at the prospect of never having to scour that bathtub again—by the end she’d been employing a product called Kapow! that was so strong, in a pinch you could use it to loosen the mortar between chimney bricks—and went downstairs to find out who the visitor was.



The car in my driveway was an older red Saab I’d never seen before, with Rhode Island plates, a pleasant-looking middle-aged man behind the wheel, and a duffel bag on the backseat. He got out, blinking behind his horn-rims in the bright late-August morning.

His blue button-down shirt was open at the collar, the knot of his striped tie loosened, and his sleeves rolled up over his forearms. Stretching gratefully in the onshore breeze, he brushed thinning brown hair off his forehead with a tired gesture.

“Hello,” I said. He looked up, surprised.

“Hello. Are you Jacobia Tiptree?”

Might be, I felt like replying as another car tore by. It was a snazzy red Mazda Miata with a young blonde woman behind the wheel. The blue scarf tied around her head let her pale hair show prettily, and the movie-star-style sunglasses she wore increased the overall impression of glamour.

And money; this was not the kind of person we generally saw a whole lot of around Eastport, even in summer. But she was gone before I could wonder much about her.

My visitor approached the porch steps. If the Miata driver’s looks shouted cash, his yelled brains. And something else; smart, dark eyes, pale skin with a bluish hint of five o’clock shadow, a drawn expression that hinted strongly at grief . . .

“I’m Dave DiMaio,” he said, and at my blank look he went on, “I was a friend of Horace Robotham.”

“Oh. Oh, my.” I descended the porch steps and took the hand he offered.

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” I said. The obituary had been in the Bangor Daily News.

He smiled warmly. In his forties, I guessed, but with the lean build some very fortunate men keep throughout their lives. “Thanks. Horace and I corresponded about you before he . . .”

Horace Robotham had been a Maine-based rare-book expert and I’d sent him a volume my father had unearthed in the cellar of my house. But I hadn’t heard much back from him except a few brief notes to say he was working on it, and then he’d died suddenly, murdered by someone who had apparently attacked him while he was out on his evening walk.

A random mugging, the police called it. That had been three weeks earlier.

“I’m very sorry about your friend,” I repeated. “Won’t you come in? You must have had a long drive.”

Not that I knew where he’d come from but getting to Eastport at all—a town of about two thousand on Moose Island in downeast Maine, three hours from Bangor and light-years, it often seemed, from anywhere else—nearly always involved serious travel times.

Dave DiMaio followed me inside to the big old high-ceilinged kitchen with its tall bare windows, pine wainscoting, and hardwood floor. “This is beautiful,” he said.

“Thanks,” I replied. His gaze took in the built-in pine cabinets, linoleum-topped counters, woodstove-equipped fireplace hearth, and the antique soapstone sink, all bathed in the watery sunlight pouring in through the windows’ rippled panes.

From her usual perch atop the refrigerator our cross-eyed Siamese cat, Cat Dancing, opened one piercing blue eye while twitching her tail in irritation, then went to sleep again.

“Sit down, won’t you?” I invited. And tell me why you’ve come, I wanted to add.

But the poor man looked exhausted so I gave him a glass of lemonade and set a paper plate of oatmeal lace cookies in front of him instead.

“Oh,” he breathed when he’d drunk down half the lemonade in a swig. “Oh, that hits the spot.”

He was trying his first cookie when the dogs pelted in, Monday the black Labrador wagging ecstactically at the sight of company, Prill the red Doberman hanging back, her amber eyes alert.

“It’s okay, Prill,” I said a little nervously.

Prill was a rescue dog with some terrible history that I was better off not knowing. Fine with the family and with anyone else to whom she’d been introduced, she still thought s-t-r-a-n-g-e-r spelled trouble.

Dave DiMaio got up. “Hello, girl,” he said conversationally to the dog, crouching before her.

Prill’s ears flattened. “Really,” I told Dave, trying to keep calm in the face of imminent disaster, “you shouldn’t . . .”

“Hello,” he repeated to the unhappy dog, who dropped into a crouch of her own and crept forward, lip curled ominously.

But when she got near enough, DiMaio reached out fearlessly and ruffled her ears, as casually as if she didn’t weigh over a hundred pounds and possess nearly as many teeth. I just stared as under his caress her suspicions melted.

Then she rolled onto her side, her stubby tail tattooing the floor. “Dogs seem to like me,” DiMaio explained with a shrug.

Prill yawned happily and let out a whimper of joy.

“Yes, so I see,” I said. “This one should’ve liked you with a little barbeque sauce and maybe a side of fries. How did you do that?”

The big red dog got to her feet and wandered unconcernedly away into the dining room where I heard her drop into her doggy bed with a soft thump. Monday followed.

“I don’t know. Good vibes?” DiMaio smiled briefly as he straightened. “But listen, I’m sorry to barge in here. I’ve obviously interrupted you in a project.”

Bathroom wreckage, I realized with embarrassment, remained in my hair, and although I’d washed my hands before putting out the refreshments, the rest of me looked fit for digging ditches.

Meanwhile Bella was still upstairs, dropping big chunks of sink into, apparently, a metal bucket: clunk! clank! thunk!

“I have been a little busy,” I admitted, all at once keenly aware of my costume: tattered jeans, a paint-smeared shirt, loafers with most of the stitching torn out.

But then I managed a smile of my own as something about this guy—the set of his jaw, or the odd, brooding darkness that lurked behind the friendliness in his eyes—suggested he’d seen worse.

Much worse. “Have you by any chance brought me back the book your friend had?” I asked.

After reading in the paper about Horace Robotham’s death I’d tried writing to the address I had for him, hoping someone might be clearing up the rare-book dealer’s affairs. But I’d gotten no answer. I’d just about decided I might have to drive to Orono, Maine, where he’d lived and had an old-book business, to try locating my volume.

DiMaio shook his head. “No. I’m sorry to say I don’t know where your book is. Horace’s partner, Lang Cabell, looked for it. But it wasn’t there. I just talked to Lang last night,” he added. “I’d been . . . away.”

The light dawned suddenly: my old book, a sudden death, and now this stranger, arriving without warning. . . .

“So that’s why you’re here,” I said. “You want it, too. You’ve just found out he died, and that the book is gone. And you think maybe someone—”

“No, no,” he interrupted, putting his hands up in a warding-off gesture. “Nothing like that. Really, I don’t know there’s any connection at all between . . .”

Protesting too much. And at my skeptical look he gave in. “All right. It’s your book, after all. I guess you’ve got a right to a few answers. The few I have.”

He let his hands fall to his sides. “Long story, though. Do you want to take a walk with me while I tell it?”

What popped into my mind immediately was a walk-and-talk, the kind of stroll people take to discuss something confidential when they suspect their current location might be bugged. Back in the big city where I worked as a money manager to the rich and dreadful, many of my clients were so paranoid about eavesdropping that the only place I ever saw them was out on the street.

 But DiMaio’s explanation was less paranoid. “I started out before daybreak this morning from Providence, Rhode Island,” he told me. “I teach at a small college you’ve never heard of, special topics in late-nineteenth-century American literature.”

“Really,” I said evenly. Heard about a death just last night and hopped into his car bright and early; fascinating.

“Anyway,” he added, “I’ve been on the road for hours, and I want some exercise if I can get it.”

He wanted more than that, I felt certain. But by now I was curious, and it was a beautiful day. Pausing only to brush a few larger shards of pedestal sink out of my hair, I grabbed the dogs’ collars from their hook in the hall, which brought them running.

“You’re on,” I told Dave DiMaio. “I’ll give you the fifty-cent Eastport tour and while we’re out, you can also explain to me why my old book’s so important to you,” I said, bending to leash the animals.

Still assuming that the book was the only thing behind his visit. But when we got outside, DiMaio paused. “Um, listen,” he began, with an uncertain glance back at his car.

“What?” I asked, peering up at the window through which the entire bathroom would soon be exiting. Once that was finished, we were in for approximately the same amount of construction that it took to complete the Brooklyn Bridge.

And bathroom work wasn’t the only thing I had on my plate this fine August morning. The quarrel between Bella and my dad had sounded serious, and her remarks weren’t reassuring.

A rift between those two could throw all of our reasonably tranquil domestic arrangements into a cocked hat, so I supposed I would have to do something about it.

Also my just-past-teenaged son, Sam, had recently returned from alcohol rehab. And while I’d realized at last that it wasn’t my job to keep him sober, I still couldn’t help trying.

There was something else, too, that I ought to remember but couldn’t, I thought distractedly. I knew one thing, though: I had no intention of getting involved with murder.

If that was even what it was; if Horace Robotham’s death wasn’t just a mugging gone tragically wrong, as the police seemed to believe.

“Well,” Dave began, “I just wondered if in your house—”

“Yes?” The dogs yanked mercilessly, Prill west and Monday east.

“In your house,” Dave DiMaio said seriously to me, “would there by any chance be a good place to hide a gun?”



Half an hour after he pulled into my driveway we’d stashed Dave DiMaio’s horrid little firearm in the cellar lockbox where I kept my own collection of weaponry.

The best of the bunch was the Bisley six-shot revolver my husband, Wade Sorenson, had given me before we got married. With its long, blued steel barrel, checkered walnut grip, and general air of being able to stop anything including a charging rhinoceros, the Italian reproduction of the gun that won the West was my favorite, even aside from the sentimental attachment I felt for it.

With the Bisley was a small, gray .38 Police Special, the carrying of which I tried hard to avoid, since if I did it meant I was in way more trouble than I could handle. High among its virtues, though, was the fact that the Police Special was concealable, a big plus in any situation whose successful outcome depends at least in part on your looking like a dumb-bunny.

An appearance, by the way, that I am able to achieve with no difficulty whatsoever. But back to the lockbox and my third gun, a .22 Beretta Model 87 target pistol with an extended barrel.

Dave looked uneasy. “You struck me more as the anti-gun type,” he said as I examined the target gun, then locked the box again after putting his weapon into it.

“Mm. Watch out for first impressions,” I replied.

The gun he’d handed me was a .22 revolver. It was a cheap, evil-looking piece of junk perfect for dropping down a sewer grate after you’d used it in a convenience-store robbery, but not for much else.

“My husband repairs high-quality firearms when he’s not out being a harbor pilot, and he’s a good shot,” I told DiMaio.

Which was putting it mildly. Wade guided freighters into our harbor, through the wild tides, vicious currents, and treacherous granite outcroppings with which our local waters were plentifully furnished. Also, he could stand flat-footed and shoot the eye out of a gnat.

“He taught me to shoot,” I added, “and I discovered I liked it.”

Back then I’d thought guns were for guys with broken washing machines on their porches and mean dogs tied in their yards. But to get closer to Wade I’d have fixed all the washing machines and made friends with every one of those dogs, and after quite a while of his slow, patient instruction I found out that shooting was fun.

Plus, a couple of hours on the target range can make nearly any problem look manageable, since if worse comes to worst you can always just blast the daylights out of it.

I wasn’t hands-on familiar with Dave’s gun but unloading a revolver is no big brainteaser and I’d accomplished it without embarrassing myself, swinging the cylinder out and dumping its contents into my pocket. I’d have gone on to tell Dave that the Beretta 87 would’ve been a lot better choice for him than the ghastly little item he carried. For one thing, the Beretta’s extended barrel made sighting easier for a beginner. But he’d already lost interest.

“This cellar’s amazing,” he murmured, gazing at the hand-adzed beams, worn granite foundation, and the arched brickwork in the doorways to the small side-rooms where in the old days they hung meat.

Not to mention bushels of potatoes, rows of quart jars full of fruit, jams, relishes, and pickled eggs, boxes of salt pork and dried fish, sacks of pebble-hard peas, beans, and corn kernels . . . “Cellars got a lot of serious use in the 1800s,” I replied. “In those days, they weren’t just catch-alls.”

Like this one now: bottles, cans, newspapers for recycling, Sam’s snow skis and his snowmobile-riding gear, cans of paint and plastic buckets of plaster-patching compound . . . overall, the place looked like a hurricane had washed a lot of miscellaneous flotsam and jetsam into my basement.

But the big iron hooks remained bolted to the walls and ceiling beams; tufts of deer hide, grayish with age and nailed to doorframes, still testified to the success of long-ago hunting trips.

“That’s where the book came out of the wall.” I pointed to the corner behind the furnace where a forgotten water main had burst, flooding the place. The hole it had created was now filled with new concrete blocks and mortar, courtesy of my father.

Dave peered at the spot. “Nice repair. So the book was in the wall? Or in the soil on the other side of it?”

“Unclear. My dad took out the stones to get at the pipe, saw a wooden box that the book turned out to be in, and grabbed it before the water got at it. But as for how far in it was . . .”

Dave nodded with slow thoughtfulness. “And the foundation was built when? Eighteen twenty-three?”

So he and Horace Robotham had discussed more than the book’s mere existence. Either that, or DiMaio had done some old-house research on his own. Again, I wondered what he was really doing here.

“Yes. The foundation’s original. So we think the box went in when the granite did,” I answered.

“Huh. That would make the book itself nearly two centuries old,” he mused. “Interesting.”

No kidding, especially since my own name was written in it, along with those of every other previous owner of the house since it was built, all 185 years’ worth of us. And how had that happened?

The mystery had been what made me send the volume to Horace Robotham in the first place. That and the fact that to my untutored eye, it looked as if the names were written in . . .

I put the lockbox back on its shelf. “Dave, did Horace give you any idea what he thought? I mean about how my name got in the book, or . . .”

Dave jerked back from wherever he’d been woolgathering. “Horace had theories. So did I. But let’s go outside, shall we?”

He followed me upstairs. “I’ll still need to find a place to stay and get settled,” he said.

The dogs had gone to sleep, all fantasies of a walk abandoned when we’d left them to lock away Dave’s gun. I let them lie. “I thought I’d stick around a few days,” Dave added casually as we reached the front sidewalk.

Stick around? With a weapon? Oh, fantastic. “I see. Well then,” I told him, “I’m sorry I can’t invite you to—”

“Stay with you? Oh, no, that’s very kind of you, but . . .”

On the street he paused to snug his tie back up under his collar and check his tie pin, silver in the shape of a quill pen with a tiny drop of ink at the tip.

Or I assumed it was ink. Then he turned to regard my old house, a big white clapboard Federal with three full stories, a two-story ell, three tall red-brick chimneys, and forty-eight old double-hung windows each equipped with a pair of forest-green shutters.

“It must have taken a lot of servants to keep this place running back in the nineteenth century,” he remarked, changing the subject. “Wood for all the fireplaces, hauling the ashes, maintaining all the candles and lamps. And then the cooking, cleaning, and laundry, of course.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “Hired help. Young ones, a lot of them. I’ve been told they needed so many, they sometimes imported girls from cities in the Canadian Maritimes. Halifax, and even abroad.”

Not for the first time I imagined the feelings of a young girl arriving here, friendless and alone, carrying only a small bag of her belongings and possibly a Bible.

On the other hand, she wouldn’t have had to deal with antique shutters. Mine needed repainting again—scraper, sander, paint, paint sprayer, I thought—and the flashing around one of the chimneys looked as if another coat of tar wouldn’t hurt it.

Probably that was why a stain shaped like Brazil had appeared on one of the bedroom walls. Ladder, I listed mentally. Tar brush and tar bucket.

Plus someone to climb the ladder while carrying the tar brush and tar bucket. The whole place needed new screens and storm windows, too, to replace the cheap, flimsy aluminum ones someone had installed years ago.

“Anyway, on trips like this I generally need plenty of time alone,” Dave DiMaio told me. “So I’ll be staying at a motel.”

Trips like this? But before I could ask him how many friends of his died while researching strange old books, he spoke again.

“That place is lovely.” He pointed down Key Street to a Queen Anne Victorian with an ornate porch, bay windows, and multiple gables opening like wooden sails.

Too bad the mansion across from it wasn’t kept up equally well. Boarded-up windows and nailed-shut doors scarred its battered, mansard-roofed facade. Generations of pigeons nested behind its fascia, staining its clapboards, and its carved trim sagged sadly to mingle with its wooden gutters in a hodgepodge of rot.

We walked on toward Passamaquoddy Bay, blue and breezily whitecapped on this day of abundant sun. The old houses lining this part of Key Street were smaller than mine but just as venerable. Their white-painted picket fences enclosed gardens overflowing with green hydrangeas, dahlias with blooms the size of saucers, and masses of black-eyed Susans.

At the corner, a crew of tree cutters in goggles and ear protectors were cutting and hauling the remains of an ancient elm. “So do you know a lot about old houses?” Dave asked me.

“Probably not the way you mean. I haven’t studied them or anything.” Isolated on the island, the trees had escaped Dutch elm disease until recently, but now every year there were fewer of the old behemoths canopying the streets.

“But I am slowly rehabilitating my own place, and when you fix something, often you have to start by taking it apart,” I told him. “So yes, I’ve learned a bit about the inner workings of old houses.”

With a snarl, the tree-workers’ industrial-sized chipper began devouring branches. By tomorrow there’d be only a scattering of sawdust to show that the elm had been here at all.

And it really didn’t take long to get used to their absence, I’d discovered by noticing the suddenly denuded yards of other people. The human eye adjusted quickly.

But watching them go still wasn’t pleasant. “It must take patience,” said Dave. “Working on such old materials.”

I smiled. “Yes. And a lot of help from my friends.” Many of whom I’d begun hiring professionally, since small- or medium-sized repairs were one thing, but you don’t just fall off the turnip truck and start doing the really big rehab projects successfully.

Moments earlier, for example, while surveying the shutters I’d noticed that one of those chimneys needed not just reflashing, but also rebuilding. It would take the extra-long ladders of a roofing or painting crew to get the shutters down, and when the chimney got rebuilt I supposed I ought also to have it relined.

And an aluminum downspout had come loose from its rivets by the front gable. So besides the plumber and electrician I’d be needing to help me redo the bath, before winter there’d be people crawling over the place like ants.

“Why did you bring a gun?” I asked.

“Oh, just predawn jitters. When I left home early this morning things looked awfully dark to me,” Dave replied casually.

His eyes widened as more of the harbor came into view. At this time of year, yawls and ketches, motorized pleasure cruisers, and fishing vessels of all sizes from two-man dories to fifty-foot diesel work boats bobbed in the boat basin.

“But now,” he added, taking in the flags snapping briskly at the Coast Guard station and the tourists with their hands full of cameras and souvenirs, “now, not so much.”

I kicked through a small pile of the last leaves that old elm would ever unfurl, remembering bees massed and buzzing in its branches earlier that summer. With an ear-splitting roar the tree-crew’s grinder started up.

“Uh-huh,” I said, unconvinced. Not that it wasn’t lovely; salt air, sparkling waves, gulls wheeling overhead. It’s paradise here if you can manage to forget February. But I really couldn’t remember the last time a nice day had persuaded me out of needing a deadly weapon.

I was so sure he was lying to me, in fact, that as we passed the town bandstand, still draped in bright bunting from the Fourth of July, I decided not to let him get his hands on the thing again.

First of all it was so shoddily made, it would probably explode if he tried firing it. And second, I’d have bet any money that he’d never actually used a gun in his life.

I would hide the thing more thoroughly when I got home, I decided.
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