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Chapter 1


When I first moved to Maine, I missed my friends from the city so much that I would invite them to visit me. Shamelessly I lured them, promising steamed lobsters and blueberry pies, while they grumbled about the long drive and the probable absence of Starbucks mocha latte once they arrived.


Well, they were right about the Starbucks. Soon enough, though, they caught on: Eastport (population 2,000), located on Moose Island at the northeastern tip of the Maine coastline, is so remote it might as well be on Mars. And that, if you are a high-powered executive type—most of my friends had the kinds of jobs in which Maalox extra-strength is known only half jokingly as Vitamin M—can be a selling point.


Before I knew it, all my bedrooms were booked from the first of June right on through Labor Day weekend, and I began thinking of summer as a fine time to stock up the refrigerator, put fresh sheets on the beds, and leave town.


But this summer, I had decided, would be different. Anyone who angled for an invitation was told that the plumbing in my old house had exploded, and by the way, I was sure that it was only a coincidence, but also we all had hepatitis.


So on the morning when the whole awful business began, I was feeling pleased with myself. The guest rooms were empty and I had stripped down the faded old wallpaper. Armed with paint, brushes, rollers, and rags, I was about to begin giving the rooms a much-needed face-lift, the first they had received in decades.


Climbing the stepladder in the smallest room—I was also replastering a section of the dining room wall that summer and felt concerned about biting off more than I could chew—I began removing the screws that held up the cut-glass light fixture, a lovely old item that I did not want to get spattered with paint.


But when two of the screws had come out the fixture shifted, and with my arms extended it took both hands just to hold it up there. In this position I could not get the other pair of screws removed, or the first two back in. So it was a screw stalemate.


Just then my black Labrador retriever, Monday, wandered into the room looking bored until she spotted me up there on my perch. Instantly her tail began wagging and the back half of her body began slamming into the ladder. That was also when someone came up the back porch steps and knocked—shave-and-a-haircut!—on the back door.


Monday whirled to race downstairs and greet the visitor, in her haste delivering a final body blow to the ladder. I searched wildly with my feet, finding only thin air as the ladder toppled.


Falling, I recalled from the martial arts movies my teenage son, Sam, is so fond of that I should roll when I landed. So I did, and that, I imagine, is why I hit the wall so hard. But the stars I saw on impact were nothing compared to the sight of that lovely antique ceiling fixture beginning to fall.


Pushing off from the wall, I skidded on my back across the hardwood floor, arriving just in time for the heavy glass sphere to land hard in my solar plexus.


“Oof,” I said.


“Nicely done,” remarked somebody from the doorway.


“Who the hell are you?” I inquired irritably, sitting up.


He was tall, mid-thirties or so, wearing a white shirt open at the collar and faded denims. Shoving back a shock of straight blond hair that kept falling down over his forehead, he came in.


“Raines. Jonathan Raines? We spoke on the phone, you said I could come and stay here . . .” He stuck out his hand, peering at me through a pair of thick wire-rimmed eyeglasses.


Good heavens. I remembered his call. But I certainly didn’t remember telling him any such thing.


“Mr. Raines, if I did invite you, that was back in January. And since then I haven’t heard another word from you.”


He looked chagrined. “I know. I’m sorry, it was rude of me. But I’ve been out of the country and— Oh, dear, I hope you won’t send me away. Because in addition to being very late on my Ph.D. dissertation—I’ve come all the way from Boston to research it here—I’m embarrassingly short of funds.”


Jonathan Raines, I recalled very dimly, was related to three of those old friends of mine from the city, and he was a graduate student of music history.


Or something like that; he’d been fuzzy on the details and when he’d phoned I hadn’t given them much thought, anyway. At the time, June had seemed very far away; winter in downeast Maine makes summer seem like something that only happens to other, more fortunate people, probably on some other planet.


I hadn’t even made my no-summer-guests resolution until April. So I could have invited him, I supposed, then forgotten I had done it. Why else, after all, would he have called, if not to get me to do just that?


And now here he was.


“Please let me help you,” he said, bending to take the glass ceiling fixture. And . . .


Dropping it. The crash was hideous.


“Oh, gosh, I apologize. I’ll replace it, of course.” Vexedly he began gathering up big glass shards.


“Mr. Raines. I’m terribly sorry, but no matter what I said months ago, you can see I’m in no condition for having company.”


The house was an 1823 Federal clapboard with three full floors, an attic, a cellar, and a two-story ell, and much of it at the moment was almost as torn-apart as the guest room. In addition to my larger projects, I was repainting window sashes, tightening doorknobs that had taken to falling off and rolling all over the place, and planning to repair the tiny but wonderfully-convenient-when-it-worked downstairs hall bathroom, which we called (inaccurately, lately, which was why it needed repairing) the flush.


“And,” I went on, waving at the glass bits, “I’m afraid that item is not replaceable. It was an antique, probably from—”


He was examining one of the shards. “Wal-Mart,” he pronounced.


Squinting through the eyeglasses, he went on. “See? The sticker’s still on it. Probably someone else broke the original one and replaced it with this.”


Well, I’d never seen it up close before.


He looked up, smiling. “Not a bad copy. Funny, isn’t it? How an object can seem to be one thing and end up being another.”


Hilarious. At the moment, I wasn’t sure which was worse, believing the thing had been precious and irretrievably broken, or finding out that it wasn’t.


He straightened, and right then I began thinking there was something not quite kosher about him, as I spotted the gold chain he wore around his neck. For a professional student it was a very strong-looking, muscular neck, and from it a small white pendant hung dead center at the hollow of his throat.


A shark’s tooth. How unusual, I thought as he adjusted his glasses, scanned the room through them, spotted a final shard of glass, and dropped it onto the newspaper.


“Thank you,” I said. “You can put that mess in the dustbin. Come along and I’ll show you.”


If I could get him downstairs, I could get him out onto the porch, and from there to a motel or a bed-and-breakfast. Waiting for him to go ahead of me, I put my hand on the doorknob. It was loose, like all the rest of them; patience, I counseled myself.


“Meanwhile,” he asked casually, as if inquiring about the weather, “do you still think this place is haunted?”


Whereupon every door in the house but the one I was holding slammed shut with a window-rattling bang! TVs and radios began playing, the washer began filling and the dryer began spinning emptily, and Monday let out an eerie, piercing howl that reminded me unpleasantly of the Baskervilles.


Raines didn’t turn a hair. “Well,” he said cheerfully, on his way downstairs with the broken glass and newspapers, “I guess that answers my question.”


We had reached the front hall, where the chandelier’s crystal pendants were still shivering. From there I could see into the dining room, where one wall stood stripped of its gold-medallion wallpaper: my replastering project. At its center the remains of a fresh plaster patch gleamed whitely, cracked down the middle.


“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” I said, forgetting my fright in a burst of exasperation. “I’d take all the ghosts in the world if I could just get that plaster to set up right.”


Which wasn’t quite true, but I was very irritated. Raines returned from depositing the bits of broken glass in the dustbin.


“I’m not sure that’s a bargain you want to make, here,” he said thoughtfully. In one hand he gripped a brown duffel bag; in the other, a shaving kit. “May I take these upstairs?”


He looked hopeful, and utterly unfazed by the events he had just witnessed. The appliances all shut off abruptly.


“All right,” I gave in crossly, thinking about having to mix plaster again. But considering the kind of visitor I’d been having around here lately . . . I narrowed my eyes at him.


“You are alive, aren’t you?”


“Indubitably,” he replied, grinning, “alive.”


“Try,” I advised him, “to keep it that way.”


Which was the first remark I wished, later on, that I hadn’t made. But not the last.


From the dining room where I began gathering up the ruined chunks of plaster, I heard Raines go upstairs, his step jaunty and the tune he was whistling somehow familiar. I should have put it all together right then, of course, but I was distracted by the wreckage. So it didn’t hit me for several more minutes just what that tune was:


That it had been composed right here in my own house, I mean, by a man named Jared Hayes who had lived here before me over a century and a half earlier.


Lived here, that is, until he’d vanished from the house.


Without a trace.


My name is Jacobia Tiptree, and once upon a time I was the kind of person who thought home repair meant keeping the building superintendent’s phone number on my speed-dialer. A sought-after, highly paid financial consultant and money expert, I lived in a townhouse on the Upper East Side of Manhattan with my husband, a noted brain surgeon, and my son, Sam, a noted baby.


Also at that time, I was the kind of person who survived on takeout. If it came in a cardboard carton and I didn’t have to cook or clean up after it, I would eat it. And since my husband back then thought food meant whatever they happened to be serving in the hospital cafeteria, and Sam in those days was subsisting on the stuff that came in jars labeled Gerber, this worked out fine.


But after what seemed like fifteen minutes and was actually fifteen years, I learned that while I was still happily eating Thai noodles my son had discovered Thai stick, a very potent form of marijuana. Also, my husband had begun competing for the title of Philanderer of the Western World.


And my job was if possible even more miserable than my home life. Because look: you get up in the morning, drink your coffee, and yell at your son or he yells at you or both, assuming you even know where he is. The rest of the day you spend helping rich people make more money while paying, if you can imagine it, even fewer taxes.


Then I would go home, and Victor’s messages would be there: on the answering machine, and in my e-mail, which he loaded with virus bombs. By then I’d divorced him, and he bitterly resented it, even though he was so promiscuous I felt lucky my e-mail was the only thing requiring disinfection. It got so I would stand at my apartment door with the key in my hand, staring at it, unsure whether I should even go in.


And then one day I didn’t. Instead I found Eastport, and came here in the same sudden, oh-to-hell-with-it way that I might have eloped with a traveling salesman or joined a circus.


Which is the short version of why nowadays I am:


(a) adept at the sort of recipe that starts out by directing you to peel and seed five quarts of Concord grapes, then stew the pulp in a kettle big enough to float a battleship, and


(b) the kind of person who won’t call for repair help unless orange flames are actually shooting from the electrical outlets.


It’s also why I’m never going to make that kind of money again, that I made in the city. But Sam is happy and no longer a dope fiend, and when I get up in the morning it’s not a toss-up: should I go to work, or just put a bullet through my forehead?


In other words, my personal bad old days are gone. But when Jonathan Raines arrived in Eastport that bright June morning, I was about to find out how easily the past—even someone else’s past, if it is bad enough—can come back to haunt you.


The facts about Jared Hayes were simple. It was sorting them out that was so complicated, and if I didn’t manage it soon . . .


But that idea was too unpleasant to finish, so I didn’t. And Hayes wasn’t my prime concern at the moment, anyway; Raines was.


He didn’t add up. So as soon as he walked out of the house I tried calling those New York cousins of his.


Or at any rate I knew the three of them were cousins to each other. So I supposed—on very little evidence, I’ll admit—that was also his relationship to them. But they couldn’t be reached, so next I called every music department at every college and university in the Boston area, discovering that no registrar at any of those places had ever heard of him.


“How did he know you think it’s haunted?” my friend Ellie White asked later that morning, shaking out a fresh sheet. The scent of lavender from the linen closet wafted sweetly into the guest room, triggering as always a burst of nostalgia for a time long gone:


Jared Hayes, born in 1803, had acquired my house in 1830 from its original owner, a wealthy shipbuilder and merchant. At that time, the wallpaper had been fresh and the floors level, the rooms bright and alive with housemaids hustling up and down the back stairs, which were located where the tiny bathroom just off the kitchen hallway was located now.


“I suppose his cousins must have told him,” I said, digging another blanket from the cedar chest. “All three of them were up here last summer, and I confided to them my . . . feelings about it.”


Feelings that no one else had any reason to share; the odd things that went on in the house were always explainable. Only my sense that they were also purposeful was out of the ordinary, as if the house were sending a message particularly to me.


“And the favor I owe one of those cousins is so massive, I might never be able to pay it back, guest privileges or no guest privileges,” I went on. “So I can’t just kick Raines out.”


“But it didn’t bother him?” Ellie asked. “When it all . . .” She waved her hands to indicate those slamming doors, which could be pretty startling even if you did think it was only the wind.


“Not hardly.” We’d shoved a bed back into the room, and a reading lamp, and a desk I’d bought for a dime at a church tag sale earlier that spring. “He almost seemed to like it.”


I tossed a quilt atop the blanket. Being from Boston, Raines wouldn’t be accustomed to Maine summer nights; not unless the out-of-the-country trip he’d mentioned included plenty of Arctic exploring. And the fireplaces, one in every room, had been shut up years ago, after a chimney fire that by some miracle hadn’t burned the place to the ground. Someday, I thought, I would have all the chimneys relined and open the fireplaces again.


Someday. But this thought brought back all the worry I was trying to repress; angrily, I slapped on the chenille bedspread.


“You’re sure he really is from Boston?” Ellie asked.


“I think so. He’d written my address on the back of an old envelope sent to him in Cambridge. I found it in here,” I added, “when I came in with his towels. So that much is true.”


“Huh,” Ellie said. “Interesting. You know, especially if he believes in ghosts, you’d think the woo-woo stuff would’ve got rid of him in no time flat.”


The woo-woo stuff. It cheered me immensely, hearing her put it that way, making the unease I felt sound manageable, even trivial. Slender and pretty, with pale green eyes, red hair, and freckles like a sprinkling of gold dust, Ellie had been my friend since almost the moment I got to Eastport three years earlier.


“Drat, look at that,” she said. “I’ve lost the tiny hinge screw out of my glasses.” She took off the tortoiseshell pair she was wearing, frowned at the separation, and tucked the pieces into her sweater pocket. “Anyway, where is he now?”


“Walking around town. He had a glass of water while he was spinning me a few more moonbeams about himself, and then he went out.”


I took a deep breath. “It’s Jared Hayes he’s researching, Ellie. For his dissertation. Or he says that’s what it’s for, anyway.”


“Oh,” Ellie said. “Now I get it.”


When Jared Hayes, the Eastport musician and composer, looked out his bedroom window on an early nineteenth-century morning, he saw ships: great, many-sailed trading vessels gathered so thickly into port, the harbor seemed fairly bristling with their masts. The town swarmed with commerce: shipbuilders, chandlers, riggers and sailmakers, dealers in oakum, hemp, and galley provisions, not to mention the goods those ships brought in and out: rum and cotton, lumber and nails, peat from Canada, and of course the fish that swam so plentifully in the ocean.


There was work for everyone; recently released from the loathsome four-year occupation by the British army in the War of 1812—when the news came that the Treaty of Ghent was signed, local people dug out horns and fiddles and played “Yankee Doodle” up and down Water Street to pipe the hated redcoats on their way—Eastport boomed.


And when an economy booms, artists and musicians do well, too: parties and so on. People celebrating their comfortable circumstances. Only not usually quite as well as Jared Hayes had done.


Ellie gave the room a final look-over and dusted her hands together, indicating that we were finished. “But you think—”


“Of course I do,” I said, pulling the door shut. “What else would it be? He’s searching for that damned violin.”


We went downstairs to the kitchen, where Ellie fixed coffee and I put out a plate of cupcakes I’d made earlier, in a burst of suspecting that I might be needing them: chocolate with bits of chopped sweet cherries in the batter and dark chocolate frosting.


“There’s no violin,” she said as we applied ourselves to the cupcakes. They were pure wickedness, nearly as restorative as I’d hoped. I took another.


“No, there isn’t,” I replied, chewing. “We know that. Or,” I temporized, because after all you can’t prove a negative, “we’re pretty sure.”


A hefty dose of chocolate had smoothed down my hackles and settled my nerves. To balance the effect, I took another sip of the hot, strong coffee that Ellie produces like a magical elixir from ordinary Maxwell House; eat your heart out, Starbucks.


“How many people,” I asked, “do you suppose have been through the house searching for it?”


During the decades when the house had stood empty, I meant. Before I came to Eastport on a whim and spotted the huge white structure looming at the top of Key Street like a ghost from a distant era and got the people from the real estate office to let me in. I’d spent hours wandering the vacant rooms, filled with a shimmering sense of having been in them before; by the next day, the house had belonged to me.


Now, through the bright, bare windows of the big old barnlike kitchen, yellow sunlight fell in pale rectangles on the hardwood floor. Outside, a breeze shifted the branches of the cherry tree I had planted the previous summer, sending white petals swirling to the green grass like a shower of snow.


“Half the town,” Ellie replied dreamily. “Looking for Jared Hayes’s famous lost Stradivarius. But they never found it. The only treasures ever found here were those dining room curtains, stuffed in a cubbyhole up in a corner of the attic, forgotten.”


They were champagne brocade and we’d run them through the washer and the dryer. They’d survived, and hung beautifully.


“Because”—I held up an index finger—“how would an isolated small-town fiddler and minor-league musical composer like Hayes ever get enough money to buy a Stradivarius in the first place?”


That was the old story, told and retold over the years until it had begun sounding like the truth: that Jared Hayes had bought one of the famous instruments and hidden it, and then he had vanished.


And that it was still here.


There had been a few hopefuls who had wanted me to let them look again—just before Raines phoned, a charming fellow with an Australian accent had called three times and very nearly managed to persuade me—but I had been able to turn them all down with one excuse or another. The idea of the thing appearing someday, however, just wouldn’t die.


And now out of the blue came a guy from Boston with a cock-and-bull story about a Ph.D. project.


Yeah, right. Ellie nibbled her cupcake delicately. “He had,” she pointed out, meaning Hayes, “enough money to buy this house.”


“If he bought it,” I came back. We’d been over all this before. “Some say he won the house gambling in a saloon.”


“And some say Hayes had enough money to buy the whole town,” Ellie countered, “if he wanted to. Surely he had cash enough for some pretty fancy furnishings. You’ve seen the receipts.”


Hayes’s household account books still existed, and despite some irregularity in them—the way, for instance, the Grand Canyon forms an irregularity in Arizona—the expense sides of the ledger columns were clear enough for anyone to read. In the fine old copperplate hand of the classically educated man of his day, they listed furniture enough to outfit a castle, along with rugs from the far East, English china, and French crystal.


A harpsichord, originally crafted for the court of Frederick the Great, had been shipped here and reassembled in my dining room not far from where my attempt at a plaster job was crumbling right this minute. A Chinese lacquered cabinet so large and heavy no ship’s captain would load it for the perilous journey around the Horn—at the time, of course, there was not yet any Panama Canal—had been hauled by a team of elephants over the Alps to Spain, where the shippers were more adventurous or perhaps only greedier; at any rate, it got here.


“Whether it was gambling money, though,” Ellie added, “is another question.”


“You can bet he wasn’t earning it by playing the fiddle,” I said. “Or not all of it, anyway. But . . .” I could already see which way her thoughts were headed. “But Ellie, we wanted a nice, quiet summer.”


My son had at last made firm college plans for the fall. My ex-husband, Victor, had moved here to Eastport but had also stopped devoting himself—full-time, anyway—to driving me nuts. And my main squeeze, Wade Sorenson, had proven as fine and durable a romantic choice as I had known he must be back when I fell in love with him at first sight. In fact we had decided—in theory, anyway; in practice we were both still shying at the gate—to get married.


This for me was like thinking I might stick my hand in the fire again, and Wade was of the “if it ain’t broke, let’s not fix it” persuasion, constitutionally. Still, the idea kept recurring and gradually we were getting to feel easier with it, the way two people will when they are happy and comfortable with one another.


And Ellie knew all this, but now she brushed it impatiently aside.


“Nice, quiet summer,” she scoffed. “If you don’t get this place straightened out, you’ll be in a nice, quiet asylum soon.”


At which I nodded sadly because, as usual, she was correct. Lately I couldn’t even go to sleep in the house without worrying whether something was going to sneak up in the dark and pull the covers off me and I would wake up with double pneumonia. And I couldn’t help thinking that somehow it all had to do with Jared Hayes:


With whatever had happened to him. And with what, since to me it seemed clear there was something, he wanted done about it.


“If Raines isn’t scared and he’s already interested, that could be a good thing,” Ellie said persuasively. “It might be, he will come up with something that we haven’t.”


If Ellie and I were both mad scientists, she would be the one whose laboratory is always exploding. On the other hand, her blithe, no-disaster-can-possibly-befall-me attitude does tend to get results.


“Maybe,” I allowed. “And I do know those cousins. Probably they wouldn’t send me an axe-murderer, or anything like that.”


An understatement: all three of them were heavily involved in federal law enforcement. Any axe-murderers they came across would get sent somewhere, all right, but it wouldn’t be Eastport.


She went on: “Because I’ve been thinking, and it seems to me there are two possibilities to explain the discomfort you’ve been experiencing. One is that your house is haunted. Or two, and this is my clear choice, that your head is haunted.”


I just stared at her: trust Ellie to boil it all down for you that way. “Haunted,” she said, “by the idea of what happened to Hayes, by your questions and wondering about it.”


“But . . .”


“I know. You’ve experienced . . . phenomena.” She pronounced the word judiciously, like a physician mentioning an unpleasant side effect. “Only they’re never . . .”


Right; like I said. Never flat-out inexplicable.


“So in your view, it wouldn’t be so much that the house is haunted,” I said, “but that I am. By it.”


“Uh-huh.” She ate a cherry bit. “And if we’re going to do something about it, we need more information about Hayes. So we can find out the answers to your questions and put a stop to it.”


She got up, refilled our coffee cups. “And if this Raines person is here to look for Hayes’s violin, maybe he can help. That is, if we help him.”


“Maybe,” I said, still not quite seeing how. “But Ellie, what if he only makes things in this house get more challenging?”


I didn’t quite see how that was going to happen, either. But lately, anything seemed possible. Out in the street a car started suddenly with the roar of a bad muffler; I jumped about a foot.


Ellie sighed. “Jacobia, don’t you see it doesn’t matter that things might get worse? For one thing, they might anyway, and for another, you’re already too unhappy. Whatever’s going on around here is making you a nervous wreck.”


She took a deep breath, the kind people take when what they are about to say to you is painful but for your own good.


“I know you love it here,” she said. “But we’ve got to get this place fixed so you can live here comfortably again, and by that I don’t just mean your remodeling jobs. If we don’t, worst case, you won’t be able to . . .”


She stopped, allowing me to reach on my own a conclusion I’d been trying very hard to avoid. But at this point it was obvious.


“Worst case,” I said slowly, “I’m not going to be able to stay in this old house.”


“Meanwhile,” said Ellie, breaking the heavy silence that followed my pronouncement, “there’s another thing that ought to start concerning you, if it hasn’t already. Isn’t the Eastport Ladies’ Reading Circle meeting in your dining room in”—she frowned in pretended thought—“just five days?”


“Oh, good heavens.” Like my unexpected houseguest, it was another thing I’d completely forgotten.


“With,” she went on, twinkling mischievously, “items like silver coffeepots and china teacups? Linen tablecloths, little sandwiches with the crusts cut off, and so on?”


All that and more: tiny lobster-paste-filled puff pastries. Petit-fours hand-dipped and decorated with candied violets. Ellie is by no means a fan of little sandwiches with the crusts cut off, but I always find it charming that someone has gone to all the trouble of making them.


Only this time the trouble-taking someone would be me. After three years I had been accepted into the rarified society of town women who Got Dressed and Went Out every other Tuesday evening to Discuss Literature; now I was going to have to show I deserved my newly elevated status.


By, for instance, buying and wearing a pair of panty hose, an item of clothing I dimly remembered from my life in the city.


“I don’t guess folded paper towels for napkins will do, will they?” I asked nervously. Like Raines’s visit, the Reading Circle meeting had seemed so far off when I’d agreed to host it.


And now here it was.


“No,” Ellie said. Her own great-aunt had been a founding member of the group, and Ellie while perfectly friendly to it in theory stayed away from it in practice.


But she knew the drill. “I think before I worried about the napkins, though, I’d do something about the wall,” she went on. “Having one in that dining room, I mean. With wallpaper on it and so on. And there’s the matter of the facilities.”


Ye gods, the plaster and the flush. “Ellie, please, I’m on my knees, here.”


Not literally, but metaphorically I was down there bowing and scraping. Ellie made the loveliest puff pastries and petit-fours this side of Paris, and with the number of snow-white napkins and tablecloths her aunt had left her, she had enough linen to supply a hotel.


“All right,” she gave in immediately; she also has a solid gold heart. “I’ll be in charge of the catering and linen supply. But I’m not,” she warned, “going to be there.”


Ellie’s aunt had not precisely been a sainted character, and the activities she had pursued still gave Ellie the hives just by association. “No how, no way . . .”


And that went double for Discussing Literature; my friend read voraciously, but as for displaying knowledge in public she would rather choke on her own spit.


“Fine,” I said, knowing when I was well off. “Now, about Raines . . .”


Ellie rinsed our cups and put the Tupperware lid back on the cupcakes. In the corner, Monday looked up from her dog bed.


“Well, he’s out there,” I said reasonably. “Talking to people. So if someone’s going to help him, I’d say now would be perfect timing, and I’ve got to . . .”


I waved at the hallway, where something that looked like a perfectly usable little guest bathroom lurked silently, waiting for the unwary. And considering the amount of coffee and tea that got consumed at your standard Ladies’ Reading Circle meeting . . .


“It is a sort of a beverage-intense gathering, isn’t it?” Ellie said thoughtfully.


Suffice it to say I believed that particular task had better go straight to the top of my to-do list. So I got out the tools: a big screwdriver, a pair of pliers, and the plumbing seal, like a doughnut made of wax, that I had bought at Wadsworth’s Hardware Store months earlier when the job went on the list in the first place.


“You’re doing it yourself?”


“Why not?” The truth is, almost anyone can repair or replace any reasonably modern plumbing fixture. But this fact—that people do plumbing, you are a people, therefore et cetera—is a secret, because when plumbers do it, it costs $75 per hour, while when you do it, it’s $0 per hour. And dividing $75 by $0 yields an infinite number of dollars, which is how many the plumbers will lose if the secret ever leaks out.


“Well, okay.” With a last doubtful look, Ellie went upstairs to wash her face and comb her hair before heading downtown. While she was gone, I got out the cleaning supplies and began my task by scrubbing the target area very thoroughly, this being another secret to successful plumbing:


Kill every germ within three miles before you start. That way you will possess a relaxed, confident attitude, and the body language to match.


Unfortunately my own body language was not as fully focused and confident as I might have wished, because the odd features in Jonathan Raines’s personal presentation kept popping into my head like sour notes in an otherwise skillfully played piece of music.


He’d implied that he was an ivory-tower academic, and I was already fairly sure that story was hogwash. But none of the other occupations I could imagine for him would produce the muscles he had. Thinking this, I turned off the water in the little bathroom and pressed the flush handle, observing that the tank on the back of the bowl did not fill up again.


(Once I flushed first and then turned off the water, not noticing that the tank had refilled immediately, and when I took out the bolts that held the fixture to the floor . . . well, let’s not proceed any further along with that little story.)


At any rate, I got rid of the water, thinking about the shirt Raines had been wearing when he arrived. An impoverished student, so short of money that he needed to stay with me: another obvious untruth. Back in my New York days when I was financial counselor to guys who kept London tailors’ fax numbers in their Rolodexes, I’d seen enough custom-made, long-stranded Egyptian cotton dress shirts to know one when I spotted one, even if it did have the collar open and the sleeves rolled up.


Musing over this, I disconnected the filler tube at the back of the tank—that’s what the pliers were for—and pried the two little white plastic caps off the tops of the floor bolts. Next, I unscrewed the floor bolts; that’s what the screwdriver was for.


Just then Ellie came back, thinking along the same lines as I’d been. “What do you suppose Raines really is?” she said.


“Maybe an art dealer or a scout from an auction house. Or even a private investigator specializing in valuable antiquities, on assignment from a buyer.”


Whatever he was, he’d picked up a rumor and decided to run it to its source, just in case. It was the only explanation that made sense.


“And since he is here, I guess it also makes sense to try to use him to find out what the heck this place wants,” I conceded.


Which for me was like saying that maybe the earth is really flat. Three years earlier, the idea of a place wanting anything would’ve made me hoot with scornful laughter.


Nowadays, I was more likely to hoot at the sensation of an ice-cold finger placed suddenly on the back of my neck. And when I turned, of course no one was ever there.


So maybe Ellie was right and it was all in my mind. “By,” I went on, “helping Raines try to find an old violin and paying attention to any old Hayes facts he digs up while he’s looking.”


I pulled out the first-floor bolt. “But what I don’t get is, why would he need help? Raines, I mean.”


Ellie rolled her eyes at me. “Because no one in Eastport is going to tell him anything at all otherwise. About the old days around here or Jared Hayes or anything else. You must understand that much by now, Jacobia.”


Right again: in Eastport, people will know all about you ten minutes or so after your car tootles over the causeway onto Moose Island. Deciding what to think of you, though, and whether or not to give you the time of day . . . well, that could take years.


The final floor bolt snapped off as I was removing it. As it did so, I realized . . . “Ellie. How the heck did Raines get onto the island?”


If you didn’t happen to be driving a car over the causeway, getting here was no easy matter. No bus, no subway, not even a pay phone at the stop on the mainland where the bus from Bangor would let you off. I said as much.


“But he didn’t come in a car,” Ellie said. “Or at any rate there’s no extra car in your driveway. He walked downtown?”


“Yes. So how did he arrive in the first place?”


Ellie shook her head, clipping Monday’s leash to her collar. “I guess we’ll have to ask him.”


“Just let me get this all straight, though,” I said, “before you go.”


I held up three fingers. “We don’t know for sure that Jared Hayes hid anything of value. We don’t know that it was a violin if he did. And we certainly don’t know it was a Stradivarius.”


I took a breath. “To the contrary, actually.”


Back in the city I’d had a client who collected old musical instruments. And from him I’d learned that in the discovery department, it’s all over: finding an unknown Strad—in Eastport or anywhere else—was as likely as going out to dig in your own garden and unearthing another Rosetta stone.


“All we do know is that Hayes’s diaries mention a violin, a special one. And that they talk about a treasure.”


It was how I imagined the story about a Stradivarius first got started: the diaries, along with letters, account books, and musical manuscripts, were at Eastport’s Peavey Memorial Library.


“But nothing in his handwriting actually says a violin was what he meant. And we don’t know his disappearance was linked to any of it.”


“I’d say that sums it up pretty well,” Ellie agreed.


“But,” I went on, “we let Raines try to find a Stradivarius, anyway. And while he’s looking . . .”


“We peek under every rock he turns over. See if information about Hayes’s disappearance might be lurking there. And with it, a clue to curing your case of the heebie-jeebies.”


Which didn’t really give me a very good feeling at all. For one thing, when you turn over a rock what you find underneath is often slimy. For another, the term heebie-jeebies didn’t please me when applied to myself, though I had to admit it was accurate. Finally, Ellie’s plan still seemed nebulous to me: what rock?


But when you’re up against a problem you quite literally cannot put your finger on, I supposed nebulosity might be as good a strategy as any other.


“All right,” I said. “I’ll go along with it.”


“Good,” she replied, as if there had been any chance of my saying otherwise. Ellie looks as delicate as a portrait of a lady painted on porcelain, but she has more horsepower than the Indy 500 once her mind is set on something.


“So, let’s get to it,” she said to the dog.


“Mmmf,” Monday uttered, wriggling eagerly.


“Besides, if we don’t pave the way for our new visitor,” she said as they crossed the back porch, “he might ask nosy questions where he shouldn’t and get dropped off the fish pier.”


It was one of the things I had liked about Ellie right from the start: that she would speak to a cat or dog as naturally as to a human being. When they had gone, I went to the front of the house to watch them as they headed down Key Street under the maples shaking out new summer-green leaves in the June sunshine.


Ellie chatted animatedly while the black dog trotted beside her, listening. I thought how charming they looked going along so companionably together, and as I thought this a cup flew straight out of the dining room sideboard and smashed against the tiled fireplace surround.


I had a startled moment to wish that Ellie had been there to see it. Then the boom arrived: a blast so loud it shocked starlings out of the maple trees, a flapping cloud of them rising up in squawking confusion.


Simultaneously a distant fire siren began blaring; that was when I realized there had been some kind of explosion somewhere and the flying cup had been an effect of it, nothing more.


Peering out, I spotted a billow of black smoke coming from Campobello, the Canadian island lying directly across the bay; something, as the men around here would have put it, had gone up sudden.


But there was nothing I could do about it, so when I’d swept up the china cup pieces I returned to the task at hand: actually lifting that porcelain bathroom fixture off the floor.


And it took all my muscle power, but I moved the thing. Then I took out the old wax plumbing seal (like a collar around the cast-iron pipe in the floor), whose age and resulting leakiness were the source of the problem in the first place, and replaced it. And just about that time George Valentine happened to come in the back door, so he helped me lift the fixture again and get it settled back onto its original footprint.


Which was when it hit me, the first thing I’d noticed about Jonathan Raines: why was he wearing a shark’s tooth pendant? Like his fit-looking physical condition, the daredevilish ornament didn’t fit any mental picture of him that I could come up with.


But to this, as to so many other questions that had arisen that morning—such as where I would ever get enough chairs to accommodate the Ladies’ Reading Circle—I had no ready answer.


“Hey, way to tackle it,” George said approvingly, standing back to eye my plumbing handiwork.


George has dark hair, milky-pale skin, and a perpetual five o’clock shadow. Thin, permanent black lines were etched into his knuckles from the dirty work he was always having to do around town somewhere; in Eastport, George was the man you call for a dead car battery, a fallen tree limb, or an underground fuel line that has broken and needs to be dug up, pronto.


“Thanks,” I said. “Big noise across the water a while ago.”


“Ayuh. Don’t know what, yet. Sent some of the fire crew over on the Coast Guard cutter, see if they can help. You’re okay with the rest of the job?” He gestured at the little bathroom.


“I hope so.” All that remained was to put in the floor bolts and turn on the water; the moment of truth was fast approaching. “I guess we’ll see in a minute.”


“Ayuh,” he allowed evenly again. “Guess we will.”


George was Ellie’s husband and one of my main cheerleaders in the household fix-it department, partly because before I began attempting them I used to call him at all hours to come over and do things like unstick a balky window sash or flip the switch in the fuse box. Not that he ever complained about this or even mentioned it; what he did instead was, he began replacing his tools.


One at a time, he went out and bought himself new hammers, pliers, and screwdrivers. The old ones, somehow, always wound up living at my house, and eventually I got my own toolbox for them, too. Which was either the beginning of it all or the beginning of the end, depending on how you look at it.


At any rate, I put back the floor bolts. “Voy-lah,” George said as I hooked the water up again and the tank began filling.


“Yeah, maybe, huh?” I said hopefully.


Noticing that no water was spreading out onto the floor, I allowed myself a small moment of triumph before hurrying to the basement to check that I had not inadvertently transformed the steps down there into a waterfall.


I had not. Well, this was looking auspicious. Cheered by the thought of the infinite number of dollars I had saved, I went up the basement steps, which was when I noticed that the water was still running in the little bathroom; it shouldn’t have been. And whipping off the top of that porcelain tank, I saw why.


The filler mechanism was bent so the float had snagged on the tank’s side, jamming the shutoff mechanism. As a result the water level had already risen nearly over the edge of the tank; flooding was imminent. Pressing the flush handle to empty some of it, I crouched to turn the small round knob on the filler pipe to stop the inflow.


Whereupon the knob popped off into my hand and water began jetting merrily. Reeling back in drenched surprise and forgetting what a tiny room I was in (this was, after all, originally only the entrance to the back stairway, and servants were not expected to take up much room any more than they were expected to make much noise) I cracked my head on the doorframe, my knee on the porcelain, and my elbow on the wall.


Well, I made a lot of noise, and luckily for me George was still around—after all those fix-it trips to my house, he’d gotten to feel at home there, and he was making a peanut butter and banana sandwich and pouring himself a cup of coffee when I yelled—and he remembered the cellar location of the main shutoff. So I swore and sputtered while he ran down there and twisted the main knob, which fortunately did not break off in his hand or the house would have floated away.


“Huh,” George said, coming back upstairs to survey the pool of water spreading out into the hall. He straightened his gimme cap, which was black, with GUPTILL’S EXCAVATING lettered on it in orange script. “Guess that old filler pipe handle must just’ve been ready to go.”


“Right,” I said through gritted teeth, thinking that what plumbers really get paid for is aggravation. “Go eat your lunch, George, okay? I’m not fit to be around right this minute.”


“Yep,” he said prudently, and skedaddled.


Whereupon I cleaned up and went back to Wadsworth’s for a new filler pipe handle and a kit of new insides for the toilet tank, the installation of which turned out to be as complicated as rewiring the space shuttle. And by then George was gone, but I managed it by adding an extra part I devised out of a paper clip.


That, bottom line, is the thing about house repairs in a very old house:


Any part of it that you touch is apt to be as fragile, and as likely to topple over onto something else that is even more fragile, as a row of dominoes. So on-the-spot improvisation is often needed.


That floor bolt, for instance, that broke while I was removing it. If I’d tried getting the rest of it out of the floor before proceeding, I would probably still be there trying.


Instead I’d tapped the stuck shaft of the bolt down into the floor with a nail and screwed a new, slightly larger bolt into the same hole right on top of it. The new bolt had pushed the old one farther along into the hole ahead of it and held just fine.


Voy-lah, as George would have remarked.


Meanwhile I kept thinking about improvisation, and about how I felt that somehow Jonathan Raines was doing it, too.


When he’d arrived, for instance, I’d assumed I must have invited him. He, anyway, seemed quite certain of it. But now upon reflection I thought something else was also possible: that he’d made the invitation up out of whole cloth. Heard of me from his cousins, phoned me merely to find out for himself what sort of person I was, and decided to wing it, not wanting to risk a refusal.


Trusting in his flim-flam talents to convince me that I had asked him here.


Which, if true, implied two more fairly interesting things:


First, he was an excellent con man; the flim-flam had worked beautifully.


And second, Eastport in general wasn’t his target area.


A motel or one of the town bed-and-breakfasts wouldn’t have suited him. No, he’d wanted to stay with me; had lied, perhaps, in order to engineer precisely this result.


He was after a priceless, probably mythical, old violin.


And I was his target area.




Chapter 2


Hecky Wilmot was a short, wizened old fellow with dyed black hair, sharp, suspicious eyes that spied everything, and a lined, age-mottled face that looked as if it had been carved out of a walnut. A native Eastporter who’d lived here all his life, he was fond of saying he knew all about the town that a decent man could report, and plenty that a decent man couldn’t.


“So,” I said to Ellie, “we tell Hecky that Jonathan Raines is your cousin, right?”


I’d decided to get out of the house for a while, and had run into Ellie downtown. Between us, Monday mooched happily along the sidewalk.


“That’s right,” Ellie said. She’d been thinking. “My good old cousin Jon.”


Like Hecky, Ellie was an Eastporter born and bred, and around here, being related to an Eastporter was almost as good as being one yourself.


“And then we ask Hecky please not to let it get public that Raines is my relative,” she added. “Hecky will like the idea of a man who doesn’t want to trade on his family connections, but you know he’ll gab it all over the island that there are some.”


“You bet,” I agreed. If Raines was related to Ellie, then people would talk freely to him. And he would take, we hoped, new lines of investigation, ones we hadn’t even thought of.
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