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PROLOGUE

The chill light of the moon cast the shadow of bars across the face of the young woman lying rigid on the steel frame bunk. She could hear the steady drip of a faucet, and the uneasy noises of restless women trapped in their own nightmares, echoing through the concrete caverns of the prison. It was almost peaceful now.

Tonight as every night, her fellow inmates lay writhing in the straitjackets of their own dreams. But knowing this brought her little comfort. With the dawn they would be released from their private fears. Ghoullike, they would glide from their cells, seeking her out. Female vampires who stalked by day. “Maggie, honey, whatsa matter? Too good for a little fun with us? Fuck you, bitch. We’ll kick your ass, bitch.” Alternately crooning and cursing, they pursued her, mocked her. She had tried to keep apart from them. That was enough to make them want to destroy her.

A feeling of bitterness coupled with relief stole over her. Tomorrow, when they called out to her, she would not be there. By then, she would be gone. They would probably miss her. They would have to find another victim.

Maggie slid down to the end of the bunk and then crouched beside it. She lifted up the thin mattress and groped beneath it, being careful not to rattle the webbed metal of the frame. After a minute she found what she wanted. She grasped the plastic bottle and pulled it toward her, half rolling it along the frame. When she had maneuvered it almost to the edge, she lowered the mattress on it and stood up unsteadily.

In the corner of her cell under the narrow, barred window was a metal folding chair. She lifted up the chair and placed it so that it faced the bed. On the shelf above the sink she found her metal cup. She brought the cup over and placed it on the seat of the chair. Then she reached under the mattress again and pulled out the bottle. A harsh cough from across the tier startled her, and she froze where she was. But the sleeper cleared her throat and did not awaken.

Maggie clasped the bottle to her chest. It had not been easy to procure. She had stolen it after supper from a cart outside the shower rooms. Sooner or later, someone would notice it missing. She had to act quickly. Holding it up to the light of the moon, she could see the label, which read, “disinfectant.” She unscrewed the cap.

The smell of the caustic liquid assailed her nostrils and caused her stomach to turn. Without giving herself time to think, she poured the liquid into the cup and placed the bottle beside it on the chair seat. She sat as if mesmerized, staring at it.

The configuration of the objects on the chair seat struck an odd, long-forgotten chord in her. She was reminded of an altar, or a table prepared for the Last Supper. An anguished laugh rose to her throat. This was certainly her Last Supper, she thought. She was about to commit a mortal sin. It didn’t matter. She was damned anyway. That was what Sister Dolorita always reminded her when she came to visit.

Her visit this morning had been unexpected, but that was not unusual. She’d brought no message from Maggie’s mother, and that, of course, was also as usual. Maggie realized that she no longer even hoped for a word from her.

The guard had come by at the start of the lockout, as the others were filing off to the exercise yard, to tell her that the nun was waiting for her in the visitors’ room. After nearly two years of these intermittent visits, Maggie knew what to expect. She had nearly refused to go, but she had felt herself propelled to the audience by some misplaced weight of obligation. Sister Dolorita had stood throughout the interview, her black eyes like rosary beads in her pasty face, boring into Maggie’s. She ordered Maggie to confess, as she always did, and Maggie insisted wearily, as she had time and again, that she had not killed Roger. That crime was not among her sins.

When she’d returned to her cell she’d found the journal she had been keeping lying exposed on her pillow. It was soggy. Soaked in urine. They had been busy while she was gone. The ink blotched and ran on the pages as if a million tears had been cried over it. The smell of the befouled diary was revolting.

Maggie looked from the cup and the bottle on the chair to the sodden book, which lay in the corner of her cell. She was twenty-two years old and she had endured this hell for nearly two years. She had another ten ahead of her if she was lucky. She could not survive it. She was sure of that. The irony was that if Roger were alive, if she only knew that he was there, on the outside, and that he believed in her, she might be able to make it. Tears sprang to her eyes. She ignored them. She did not want to feel sad. She did not want to feel anything. The thought sprang to her mind that her mother would feel utterly vindicated when she heard.

Maggie sat up straight and gazed at the chair in front of her. Then she reached down and picked up the cup. She brought it to her lips. The smell made her want to vomit, but she forced her stomach to relax. She looked away for a moment and drew in a deep breath. She held it, and then she drank, gulping down the vile liquid.

Almost instantly, she froze. Her eyes bulged, and the cup fell from her hand, clattering to the floor near her feet. Maggie clapped her hand to her mouth, and a few dark streams ran out over her fingers. She stood halfway up and lurched forward, grabbing for the chair. Then, both she and the chair crashed to the floor. The liquid disinfectant ran from the bottle in rapid trails out through the cell and into the corridor.

The crash of the chair reverberated through the silent tiers. In a moment the sounds of angry unrest began to stir through the cell block.
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The sea gulls beat their wings in a steady rhythm that kept them floating just a few feet ahead of the prow. They led the ship through the fog toward the island that had just come into view. Alone on the deck, Maggie Fraser pulled her light raincoat tightly around her and leaned over the rail, straining to see the outline of Heron’s Neck. It looked larger than she had expected, forming in the distance like a long, charcoal smudge. It was too misty to see any buildings yet, and the only visible point was the lighthouse at one end, sticking up like a bony finger.

The ferryboat churned through the gray-green ocean, spewing white foam to either side of the bow. Maggie narrowed her eyes and attempted to bring into focus the contours of her new home.

Home. After twelve years the world seemed foreign to Maggie. She tried to align it in her mind with this island in the Atlantic, over an hour from the New England coast. It was the first time in her life that she would be living near the sea.

A blast of wind blew the rain into Maggie’s face, and she shivered. For the tenth time that day she wished she had worn something warmer than her unlined raincoat. It was only October, but the air already had a bite to it. It made her feel unsettled, as if she had come in answer to an invitation, only to find she had the wrong address.

The thought of being unprepared for the weather struck her as being a bad beginning. She had made such painstaking preparations for this arrival in every other way. She tried to remember when she had started imagining it. It seemed to her now that the idea had been conceived when she received that first, perfunctory note from the publisher over a year ago. It was only a brief word of congratulations, which came shortly after she received her college diploma in a prison ceremony. A busy man had taken time for a thoughtful gesture, meant to encourage someone like her. But between the lines she had deciphered the glimmer of a possibility for herself. Now, when she thought about it, she realized that the idea for her arrival today had come to her when she was carefully composing that first reply.

The correspondence that began between her and William Emmett had a journalistic flavor to it. She satisfied his curiosity about prison life, while he provided details about the small newspaper he ran in his retirement. And finally, it had yielded the results she had hardly dared to hope for. Maggie reached instinctively into her coat pocket. The envelope, like a talisman, rested in its spot. Today she would assume her job on Emmett’s newspaper.

The clang of a metal door opening interrupted her thoughts. Maggie turned and saw a man emerging from the stairwell to the lower deck, his hands grasping the calves of a pudgy child who was riding on his shoulders. The child squealed with delight and bounced up and down, her yellow slicker glistening with the spray from the sea.

“Upsa daisy,” cried the man, hoisting the child from his neck and grabbing her around the waist. He pressed a slice of bread into her tiny hands. “Crumble it in pieces,” he ordered.

The child did as she was told, giggling all the while, and then held up a bit of bread in her outstretched hand while her father held her aloft. “Here, sea gull,” she chirped.

“Hold it up there,” the man instructed the child.

“Will he come for it today?” she asked.

“Sure he’ll come for it,” said the man.

What a dangerous game, Maggie thought uneasily. The child could slip from his arms and fall into the sea. Maggie glanced back at the pair, the child wriggling and laughing in the man’s arms. But she loves it.

“Are we almost there, Daddy?” asked the child.

“Almost there,” the man assured her.

Almost there. Despite the misting rain, Maggie’s mouth felt dry at the prospect. What would the others think of her? She smoothed out the dress she was wearing under her coat. It was apricot-colored and had looked so well on her in the store, fitting closely to her body, showing off her white skin. For years she had not been allowed to dress like a woman. She had felt a moment of lightheartedness when she had first put the dress on. It had made her look attractive. Even pretty. Now, all at once, it seemed like too much.

The child on the deck shrieked with pleasure as a gull swooped down and picked the bread from her little fingers. She quickly held up another piece and a second gull hovered briefly, then dove for the crust. The child clapped her hands and turned, throwing her arms around her father’s neck and covering him with wet kisses. “He took it,” she crowed.

The man held her fast, his hand gripping her chubby thigh beneath her slicker, his lips puckered to receive her kisses.

Maggie scowled at the pair on the deck. What a reckless thing to do, she thought. She wanted to walk over to them and cry out, Be careful, don’t do that. But she turned her back on them instead. It was none of her business what they did. She had her own concerns.

She stared out over the water, thinking again of her dress. It’s too short. Maybe she still had time to change. She closed her eyes and tried to visualize the contents of her suitcase, but another image flashed across her mind. For a moment she could picture the face of Sister Dolorita, glaring at her, the glittering eyes full of imprecations.

No, she thought angrily, shaking her head to dispel the unwelcome image. I’ll wear what I like. She realized sadly that even though Sister Dolorita had been dead for years now, she could not yet escape her memory. With an effort she banished the painful thoughts and tried to concentrate on what was ahead of her. She was going to a completely new life, where no one would know her and her past would be a secret she could guard against all intruders. She wondered if it would show on her, like welts after a whipping. Maggie turned the idea over, then rejected it. Even those, she reminded herself, fade without a trace. She rubbed her chilled hands together and chided herself for her expectations. Soon enough she would know.

“Raw day for the deck,” a voice broke into her ruminations.

Maggie turned and saw a young deckhand in a khaki rubber raincoat holding a length of rope. “I don’t mind it,” she said defensively.

“Well,” he shrugged, “you’d better get below soon. We’re almost in.”

Maggie looked around and realized it was true. She had been so preoccupied with her thoughts that she had hardly noticed their rapid approach to the island. She could see the dock now, a number of neat, gray-shingled houses edged in white surrounding it. The pale, chalky sand stretched away from the dock in either direction.

As the engines died down and the boat glided toward the wharf, Maggie noticed two children playing together on its weatherbeaten boards. They crouched side by side in their matching windbreakers, the wind lifting the flaxen hair of the larger boy and tousling the black curls of the smaller. She felt an unfamiliar pang of pleasure mingled with regret at the sight of them. It had been a long time since she had enjoyed the simple sight of children playing. In truth, she had hardly ever noticed such innocent moments years ago.

The boat slid slowly into its berth, and Maggie leaned over the rail to get a better look at the children. Suddenly she paled at what she saw.

Between the two boys, on the boards of the dock, lay a large turtle turned on its back. The beast flailed the air with its horny feet, struggling to right itself. The older, blond-haired boy grasped a stick, sharpened at the end to a point. He poked at the legs of the helpless animal, and when the turtle withdrew its injured limbs into its shell, the boy jammed the stick into the turtle’s sanctuary, poking and probing mercilessly, while the smaller boy cried out in glee. The older boy poked at each orifice, finally reaching the hole where the turtle had withdrawn its head. Gently he probed the opening, and then he drew back the pointed poker and thrust it in as hard as he could.

Maggie gasped, her stomach churning. She began to shake, as if she could feel the agony of the dumb beast. Probably a few moments ago it had been crawling peacefully along the sand, she thought. Now it was being tortured.

“Hey, you kids, get the hell out of there. And leave that damned animal alone.” Maggie looked up to see the young man in the khaki raingear brandishing a fist at the boys over the rail. The older boy kicked the turtle hard, and it flew into the water, the poker still protruding from its shell. The two children turned and scampered down the dock.

“Hey, lady, you’d better get going. You think we stay here all day?” he asked, turning to her.

Maggie shook her head and ran a trembling hand over her hair. Steady, she told herself. A wave of apprehension surged up within her. She forced herself to inhale lungfuls of the damp salt air until she felt calmer. Everything will be fine. She picked up her suitcases and headed for the top of the stairs.

The man and his daughter were already descending, the child clinging to his neck. The father murmured to her, his face buried in her yellow slicker. Maggie watched them disappear, and then, on rubbery legs, she followed into the darkness of the deck below.

The offices of the Cove News were in a white frame house, in need of a painting, on a cobbled side street. On one side of it was a large private home, which looked dark and untended, and on the other was a small building housing a well-lit and fragrant bakery, advertising all-natural fresh-baked bread in the window.

Maggie went up the walk to the peeling white house, past the little sign announcing the News. She pushed open the door and walked in. Once inside, she found herself in a gloomy hall with faded wallpaper, facing a wooden staircase. On her right was a coatrack with black, cast-iron hooks. Maggie slipped off her soggy raincoat and hung it up, removing the letter from the pocket. She placed her bags beside the coatrack, and then, smoothing down the slightly damp dress that clung to her body, she walked down the hall to the first open door and entered.

It was a large, light room with small-paned windows almost completely covered over by the dense trees outside. There were three desks in the room, although only one was occupied at the moment. A plain-looking woman of about forty with a short cap of brown hair streaked dirty blond, and silver-rimmed glasses, sat pounding away on an ancient Royal typewriter.

Maggie stood uncertainly just inside the doorway, as the woman seemed to ignore her, absorbed in what she was doing.

“Excuse me,” she said finally.

The woman looked up and peered at her from behind her glasses, but she did not smile or get up.

“I’m here to see the editor.”

The woman wiped her hands on her muted tweed skirt, then slowly rose from her seat. She folded back the sleeves of her mud-colored cardigan and walked over to where Maggie stood.

“I don’t believe I know you,” she said.

The woman’s tone nettled Maggie, but she maintained a very neutral expression. This was a small place. This woman probably knew everyone on the island.

“I just arrived,” Maggie replied evenly.

“That’s what I thought,” said the woman, satisfied with herself.

Maggie spoke in a voice that sounded strained to her own ears. “I’m here on business.”

The woman said nothing, but she ran her eyes critically over Maggie’s silky dress and high-heeled shoes.

Maggie felt her face start to burn. “Mr. Emmett sent for me. I wish you would tell the editor I’m here. Margaret Fraser.”

“What about?” the woman said, eyes narrowed.

Maggie returned her stare. “A job.”

“Come with me,” said the woman.

Maggie followed her down the drafty hall to another large room at the back of the house. There were several desks in this room also, littered with papers and newspapers. A man of about thirty-five in a plaid flannel shirt and tie sat on the edge of one of the desks, earnestly explaining something on a piece of paper to a thin, boyish-looking girl of about eighteen. The girl had hair the color of dead leaves and light eyes that looked like the pale, blue bird’s eggs Maggie had seen once in the barn at home. The girl seemed more intent on studying the contours of the man’s lean, expressive face than on listening to what he was saying.

“Jess,” said the woman beside Maggie, and the man looked up.

“Yeah, Grace.”

“This girl wants to see you. What’s your name again?”

“Margaret Fraser.”

The man looked up at her with a distracted expression in his eyes. Then, as he took in the tense but attractive face and figure of the woman before him, a smile formed on his lips and spread to his eyes. A flicker of pleasure and challenge enlivened his expression as he leaned forward and extended his hand to the stranger. “Hello,” he said warmly. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Perplexed, Maggie took the proffered hand. “Are you Jess Herlie?”

He nodded, holding her hand longer than he had to.

“Aren’t you expecting me?” she asked. “I’m here to start the job.”

Reluctantly, Jess released her hand. His smile faded into a frown. Maggie looked in confusion from the man to the girl he had been talking to. The girl stared at her curiously.

“What job?” Grace demanded.

“Editor’s Assistant. Didn’t Mr. Emmett tell you?”

“That’s my job,” Grace yelped. “What’s she doing here?”

Jess put a soothing hand on Grace’s arm. “Back up there,” he said. “Start over.”

Maggie tried to keep her voice cool and deliberate. “I was hired by Mr. Emmett to work for the paper. I’m supposed to start right away.”

“Mr. Emmett’s not here. He’s away on business,” Jess explained.

“I know that,” said Maggie impatiently. “He told me to come and get started. Here’s the letter.”

Jess reached out and took the envelope. He pulled out the folded sheet and opened it. Grace crowded up beside him and peered angrily at the letter, which he made no effort to conceal as he read. The girl continued to scrutinize Maggie.

Jess finished reading and ran his hand rapidly through his thick hair. “How about that? The old man never said a thing to me about you, never mentioned it.”

Maggie felt herself vibrating with anger and alarm. “Well, you can see for yourself I’m expected.”

Jess nodded, watching Maggie’s stricken face with concern. “Evy,” he said finally, “get Miss Fraser a glass of water.”

Intent on their exchange, the girl did not seem to notice right away that she was being addressed. “Oh,” she said as if she had been suddenly awakened. “Sure.” She went to the sink in the corner and filled a paper cup. At an arm’s-length she offered the cup to Maggie.

Maggie took a sip and steadied herself. She looked directly into the kind, worried gaze of the editor. “It seems to me,” she said, “that you could just call him and check.”

Jess sighed. “I’m afraid we can’t do that. He went away rather abruptly and left word that he was going off island to do some business. We’re not even sure when to expect him back. We could try his Boston office, I guess.…” Jess’s voice trailed off.

“Well, she can’t just walk in here and take my job,” Grace protested.

“Look. I don’t know what the problem is here,” Maggie said grimly, “but I have come a long way for this job.”

“Where did you say you came from?” asked Jess.

Maggie was instantly on her guard. “Pennsylvania,” she lied.

“Oh, did you work on Emmett’s old paper down there in Harrisburg?” Jess inquired.

“Harrisburg? No.” Their eyes felt like bright lamps trained on her face.

“I don’t know.” Jess sighed again and shook his head. “Who knows what Bill had in mind. He’s a little forgetful these days.”

Maggie stared at him. Her thoughts would not arrange themselves into the words she needed.

“Maybe you should just start,” Jess continued, “and we’ll see what he wants to do when he gets back.”

“She can’t take my job,” Grace repeated adamantly.

“Don’t worry, Grace,” Jess reassured her. “No one’s going to take your job from you. There’s plenty of work around here to be done.”

Grace glared at him, unconvinced.

“Besides,” he laughed, “we could always do with another pretty face. I think Miss Fraser would really brighten up the place.”

Evy turned and looked sharply at him. For a second her eyes flared. Then she looked down at her shoes.

Maggie let her breath out slowly. She could feel the color returning to her face. “That’s fine,” she said. “Thank you. What shall I do?”

Jess waved her off. “Go get yourself settled,” he said. “Do you have a place to live?”

“Not yet,” Maggie admitted.

“Well, take care of that. Then come in when you’re all set.”

“Fine,” said Maggie awkwardly, backing out. “I’ll do that.”

“Don’t forget your coat on the way out,” said Grace sarcastically. “You’ll freeze to death in that dress.”

There were only a few customers in the dank, oak-paneled dining room of the Four Winds Inn. Maggie took a table by the window, far from the others who were scattered around the room. She asked for a muffin and tea from the waitress, a girl with a crown of braided hair, who took her order and glided away.

From where she sat, Maggie could see the few lights of the stores that were open on Main Street. She brooded over the scene in the newspaper office. Somehow, things had so quickly gone wrong. The older woman, Grace, already resented her arrival. She would probably give her no end of hassle. If only Mr. Emmett had told them she was coming. She had asked him to keep her past a secret, but she hadn’t expected him to leave her in such an awkward position. She could also sense that the young girl did not like the way the editor greeted her. She must have a crush on him, Maggie thought. Great. Well, he is good-looking. Immediately she stopped the thought. That was absolutely the last thing she wanted.

Despite all her planning, it had gone awry. She had wanted to slip in, unobtrusively, like a diver slipping into a lake, with the surface closing up tranquilly around her, leaving no ripple where she had entered. Instead, she had drawn unwanted attention to herself.

Maggie looked out toward the dock. A few lights winked on around it in the gathering dusk, but otherwise it was deserted. She wondered where the boys were who had played their vicious game there this afternoon. Home eating cookies, no doubt, their wind-burned faces angelic in the fluorescent glow of television cartoons. The thought of them made Maggie shudder.

The waitress returned and put Maggie’s order down in front of her. Maggie stared at the plate with no appetite.

Maybe you should get out now, she thought. Run, before things get any more complicated. The realization stabbed through her that she had nowhere else to go. This was her only option, and she had come this far. She had to face the fact that she was bound to feel ill at ease around normal people. She would have to learn to adjust. Anywhere you go, she scolded herself, there are going to be some problems. “You have to try,” Maggie said aloud, then looked around, embarrassed. This was not the kind of place where you could talk out loud to yourself and not be noticed. This was not prison.

Maggie closed her eyes and rested her face in her hands. Wearily she massaged her temples with her fingertips. They had all looked at her so suspiciously. As if they could sense something wrong about her.

“Pardon me.”

Maggie bolted upright.

Evy, the pale girl from the office, stood beside the table, holding a bundle of books and papers. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“You didn’t,” Maggie lied.

“Figured you’d be over here. It’s really the only hotel in town that’s open, now that the season’s over.”

“Do you want to sit down?” Maggie asked.

“Can’t,” said Evy.

Maggie could not imagine what the girl wanted with her, but her stare made Maggie feel awkward. She wished the girl would go away.

“Jess sent me over,” explained Evy, as if in answer to Maggie’s unspoken question.

Maggie picked up her knife and began buttering her muffin. “Oh?”

“He thought you might want to look at these. Some back issues, books about the island and stuff.”

“Thank you. That’s very nice,” said Maggie, reaching for the papers and placing them on the chair beside her. “I’ll enjoy looking at them.” Maggie cringed inwardly at the hollowness with which the words came out.

“You’re welcome.” Maggie looked up at Evy to see if she could read any sarcasm in the girl’s face, but Evy had delivered her message expressionlessly.

“I hope it won’t be a problem, my being there, at the paper,” Maggie stammered on, in the face of the girl’s silence.

“No,” said Evy surprised. “Why should it?”

Maggie forced a smile. “I got the feeling that Grace wasn’t too happy to see me.”

A ghost of a smile hovered on Evy’s lips and deep in her eyes. “Oh. Grace. She can be a drag sometimes.”

For a moment Maggie felt absurdly grateful to the girl for her remark. “Why don’t you have some tea?” she asked.

Evy hesitated, as if considering the invitation. Then she shook her head. “No. I have to go back.” Still, she did not move. Maggie looked in confusion at the pale, oval face.

“What’s wrong?” said Evy.

“Nothing,” said Maggie, looking away. “Thank you for the books. I appreciate your bringing them to me.”

The girl fixed Maggie with her curious, appraising gaze and then, quite unexpectedly, she smiled. “I thought you would.”

Maggie drew back, surprised by the smile. But as suddenly as it had appeared, it was gone.
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Bells tinkled faintly as Maggie opened the door of the real estate office and stepped inside. The narrow, stuffy office was filled to bursting with oversize chairs, a sofa, and an assortment of end tables. On one table was a vase filled with dusty plastic geraniums and tulips. At the end of the room was a large desk, piled high with papers and folders. Behind the desk an old man in a sea captain’s cap sat eating a sandwich and studying a chart. He looked up at the sound of the bell and peered at Maggie over his bifocals, wiping yellow mustard off his white mustache with the back of his hand.

Maggie glanced down at the signs that rested on the edge of his desk. One read, Plan Ahead with the letters dribbling down the margin of the plaque. The other read, Henry Blair.

“Mr. Blair?” she asked.

“At your service,” replied the old man jauntily, placing the half-eaten cheese sandwich atop a pile of papers.

“I’m interrupting your lunch,” she apologized.

“No problem,” he insisted. “What can I do for you? Sit down, Miss…?”

“Fraser,” Maggie said, taking a seat. “I’m looking for a place to rent. An apartment. Or a small cottage, here in town.”

“How long do you want it for?” asked the old man in a gravelly voice.

Maggie shrugged. “Indefinitely.”

“You moving here, to the island?” asked Henry Blair.

“I have a job at the paper,” Maggie admitted.

“Well, well, okay,” said the realtor, shifting some of his papers around and knocking over his sandwich in the process. “Where you staying now?” he asked.

“Well, I spent the night at the Four Winds.”

“So, you need something right away.”

“As soon as possible,” Maggie replied.

“Can’t stay in hotels. Too expensive. You need a place.”

Maggie smiled wanly in agreement.

The old man stood up and shuffled over to an army green file cabinet in the corner. “You know the island?” he asked.

Maggie shook her head.

“Mmmmm,” he murmured, extracting a folder, then resuming his seat. He drummed on the desk top as he squinted at the papers inside. “I haven’t got too much right here in town. Nothing that’s really comfortable, you know.”

“Nothing?” she asked worriedly.

The old man made a clicking noise. “Not much. There’s a little apartment above the luncheonette, but that’s not very nice for a lady like you.”

Maggie glanced mournfully out the front window at the rain, which the wind was sweeping down Main Street. “It might be all right,” she said.

“You’d do a lot better out of town,” the old man advised her. “Lots of houses sitting empty. There’s folks with homes here who have two or three houses around the country. Only spend a week or two here in the summer. You can rent one of them for a song. Just take your vacation somewhere the same time these folks come back to their houses. Works out perfect. We’ve got a lot of folks here who do that.”

Maggie sighed. “It sounds very nice, but I imagine you need a car to live out there. I can’t. I don’t have a car.”

“No car. That’s a problem,” the old man muttered. “You don’t drive, you say?”

“Oh, I can drive,” Maggie said, wondering to herself how soon the license she had applied for would come through. She also wondered if she still would remember how. “I just don’t have a car.”

“Wait a minute,” said the old man, tugging on his mustache, “I might just have something for you.” He stood up and shuffled back to the file cabinet, replacing the folder he had and pulling out another. “Just one darn minute here. Aha!” He smiled cheerfully at her, revealing two missing lower teeth.

“What is it?” Maggie worked her hands in her lap.

“The Thornhill place,” Blair exulted. “It’s way out there. On Liberty Road. Out past the cemetery. Nice house. Very nice. Not too big, but very comfortable. A lot of property around it, so it’s private. And,” he paused for effect, “there’s an old Buick in the garage which they let with the place.”

“It sounds good,” Maggie said doubtfully.

“You want to see it?” Blair asked. “We’ll take a run out there.” He was already wrestling his pea coat off a hanger in the closet.

Maggie stood up. “What about the people who own it? Do they come in the summer?”

“The Thornhills? Maybe a week or two. They’re off on a cruise now. We’ll figure it out when they get back, if you like the place.”

“I’d like to see it,” Maggie ventured.

The old man had already opened the door of the real estate office and stepped out on the porch. “Rain’s letting up a bit,” he observed. “It’s just misting now.”

Maggie joined him on the porch.

“My car’s over there,” he said, pointing to a battered old station wagon parked by the curb. “You don’t want that apartment,” he said, jerking his chin toward the luncheonette up the block. “This’ll suit you much better.”

Silently hoping that he was right, Maggie followed the realtor down the steps to the car.

The Thornhill place was set far back from the road. Its weathered clapboards were barely visible through the fir trees as Henry Blair turned up the driveway. The nearest neighbors were not even in sight of the house, Maggie noted with satisfaction. It was away from any other people. It was just what she wanted.

“This is it,” Blair announced, pulling his car up in front of the garage. Maggie looked over toward the house. The outside of it looked worn, but it still retained a kind of stark charm with its gray siding and black trim. Skeletons of rose bushes twined around the front door.

Blair got out of the car and motioned for Maggie to follow. “I’d better see if this car still runs, before we even look inside. No point in looking if the car don’t work, right?” He grinned pleasantly at Maggie, who nodded in agreement.

The old realtor began tugging on the iron handle that opened the garage. “Have a look around the place,” he suggested, “while I fiddle with this.”

Maggie did as she was bidden, passing by the back porch steps and looking up at the screen door and the darkened windows. The quietness of the house seemed oddly comforting, as if it stood ready to protect her solitude. Maggie continued on around to the back of the house and looked out.

It was a rugged, disorderly piece of property. Directly behind the house was a field of long grass, now turning silver, and a thick grove of pine trees hedged the left perimeter of the land. The weak, gray light of the day was not strong enough to penetrate the grove and illuminate its dark recesses. The faint rustle of pine needles and waving grass softened the hardy landscape.

Maggie scanned the field and rise behind it, covered with scrubby bushes of bittersweet. Her eyes rested on the naked upper branches of a clump of crab-apple trees, just visible over the rise. A few wizened apples still clung to the thin, gray branches. Maggie headed toward the trees, wading through the tall grass and climbing up the rise. She saw that it fell off steeply on the other side, to the bank of a brook below.

Maggie stood on a flat rock and surveyed the area. The icy water burbled over the stream’s rocky bed. Across the brook Maggie spotted a tree frog squatting gingerly on a slick-surfaced stone, staring at her with lazy black eyes. She held her breath, so as not to scare it off. A sense of peace tinged with loneliness settled over her. She felt at ease here. The land was an undreamed-of luxury.

The sudden roar of an engine broke the spell. The frog leaped off the rock and into the rushing stream. Maggie turned and started back toward the garage, picking her way through the grasses.

“Got her going,” said Blair, beaming, as Maggie entered the garage.

“Great,” Maggie assured him.

“Let’s have a look through the house now,” he said, getting out of the car and switching off the engine.

It was not a large house by island standards, but it was clean and well kept. All of the living area was on the first floor with an attic above and a cellar below. Blair guided Maggie through the rooms, pointing out the genuine antiques among the odd assortment of furniture, which appeared mismatched but comfortable.

“Everything you need here,” he said, opening the door to a linen closet off the bedroom. “Bathroom’s a little old-fashioned, but everything works.” Maggie looked in and noted the deep, claw-footed bathtub and the pull-chain toilet.

“Fireplace works,” Blair observed as he passed through the living room. “And the kitchen has all the utensils you’ll need.”

“It’s perfect,” Maggie interrupted his inventory. “I’d like to rent it.”

“Sure you won’t be too lonely out here?” asked the old man.

Maggie pursed her lips and looked away from him. “No. This is fine.”

“Well, a pretty gal like you is sure to make friends before too long. Now, I’ll just need some references, and we’re all set.”

Maggie stared at him. “References?”

“Where you lived before, something like that?”

Maggie could feel beads of sweat popping out at her hairline. She groped around for an answer. “I’d give you my parents, but they’ve passed away.”

“An employer, anyone like that,” Blair replied patiently.

There is no one, Maggie thought, squeezing her eyes shut.

“Anything wrong?” asked the old man.

“No,” said Maggie sharply. “No. How about Mr. Emmett? He can give me a reference.”

“Bill Emmett? Oh, sure, that’d be fine.”

Maggie sighed with relief. “He’s out of town right now on business, but when he gets back?”

“That’s soon enough,” Blair agreed. “Now come on back to town and you’ll sign some papers, we’ll have the lights turned on, and you can move in today if you like.”

Maggie nodded gratefully. “Thank you,” she said. “You’ve made this so very easy.”

“My pleasure,” said the old man, tipping his captain’s hat. He headed for the back door. Maggie took a hopeful look back at the darkened rooms of her new home before she followed him.

•   •   •

That evening, Maggie stared down at the contents of the worn leather suitcase which lay open on the chenille bedspread.

What a collection, she thought, shaking her head. I really need some clothes. One by one she lifted the few faded blouses and threadbare sweaters from the bottom of the bag. She carried them over to the dresser and placed them in the open drawer of the bureau, which was lined with white shelf paper.

She ran a finger over the collar of a cotton blouse with blue flowers on it that had been her favorite in high school. She had found it in the boxes of her belongings salvaged by a neighbor, Mrs. Bellotti, when the farmhouse was sold for back taxes, three years after her mother’s death. At first, Maggie had not wanted to keep any of the clothes she had found there. They were too young for her, long out of style, and most of them had unhappy associations that clung to them, like a musty scent. But common sense had won out. She had very little money, and she was starting a job. She had to wear something.

Maggie closed the drawer slowly and opened the one above it. Then she returned to the bed and the other, smaller, suitcase, which held her underwear, a few scarves, and some gloves. In less than twenty minutes she had unpacked both suitcases and organized the bedroom just as she wanted it. She closed the empty suitcases and shoved them on the top shelf of the closet. Then she sat down on the edge of the sagging double bed. All moved in, she thought.

The tole lamp beside the dresser threw a warm light over the room as Maggie looked around. She had a real bed to sleep in. Her own kitchen. A living room, with a fireplace. A job to go to in the morning. As she counted up these assets, she felt a flurry of happiness. The realtor had been amiable this morning, and the rental had gone smoothly. Everything except that part about the references. Maggie grimaced, remembering how it had thrown her. Things that were so natural for other people seemed like insurmountable obstacles for her.

Enough, she thought. Everything has worked out fine, and you’re settled in here. You have a home now.

Abruptly, Maggie stood up and went toward the kitchen, leaving the tole lamp burning. Damn the electric bill, she thought. She wanted light around her. Light and comfort. She had spent so long in the dark.

She opened the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of juice. She poured it into a glass and drank from it, reveling in the luxury of having her own refrigerator that she could fill with whatever she pleased. She leaned back against the sink and thought about tomorrow, her first day on the job. It will be all right, she told herself. You’ll do fine. Just don’t panic. Keep your head. She glanced up at the kitchen clock. It was getting late.

Her neck felt stiff from the tensions of the day. “A shower,” she said aloud, “and then to bed.” With a purposeful nod of her head, she put the empty glass in the sink and returned to her bedroom for a bathrobe. Then she went into the bathroom and turned on the water in the tub.

At first the perforated metal disk on the ancient shower head let out only a trickle, but gradually the pressure worked up to a breezy shower. Maggie hoisted herself over the high rim of the tub, pushing aside the shower curtain which crackled with age. She pulled it closed again and put her face up to the shower head. Torrents of water soaked her hair and plunged down over her body. She could feel all her muscles relaxing under its steady pressure. For a few moments she just stood there, luxuriating in the heat of the water and the privacy. Then she groped for the soap in the clamshell on the window-sill and began to languidly work up a lather.

Suddenly she gasped and dropped the bar of soap as if it had burned her. She gazed first at her lathered hands, then down at the frothy bar, which had slithered and skipped down the side of the tub and now rested inches from her toes. She had forgotten to check. For the first time in years she had not remembered to examine the soap.

Maggie stared down at her body. In the bright bathroom light, the network of thin, hairlike scars, intersecting diagonally on her sides, were clearly visible. Her mind drifted helplessly back to that awful night. She could feel a weakness in her knees as she remembered.

She had removed the soap from her meager grooming kit and stepped under the lukewarm prison showers in the group stall that smelled of mildew and Lysol. She was late, having worked an extra shift as punishment for the fistfight she’d had with one of her tormentors. The matron stood outside, waiting impatiently for her to finish. Maggie closed her eyes and let the water rain down on her aching body. Slowly she began to soap herself on her sides and under her arms.

“Hurry up in there,” the matron barked.

The water seemed to sting her all over. For a moment she thought it might be a rash of some kind. Then she looked down.

Blood streamed down her sides. Scarlet rivulets ran where the water trickled. Bloody orange scallops billowed where the shower blasted.

Too horrified to even scream, she was transfixed by the sight of her mutilated body. Her eyes darted to the soap, which she grasped in her trembling hand. As she moved, she saw a glint. She looked again. The razor’s edge was shining now, the menacing blade glaring out at her from where it hid, embedded in the bar of soap.

Despite the heat of the shower, Maggie shivered at the memory. Then she bent over and gingerly retrieved the sticky cake of soap. Sprays of water bounced haphazardly off her back as she picked it up. Slowly she began to work up a lather again. You don’t have to check it anymore, she reminded herself. You’re safe. She rubbed the bar of soap thoughtfully between her palms. There’s nothing to be afraid of now.

Outside, the storm had fled, chased by a wind which still gusted, rattling the panes in the desiccated windowframes of the Thornhill house. Lengths of clouds, like gray rags, trailed over the moon. A few scattered stars pierced the sky. The air was infected by a damp, autumn chill.

The light from the lamp inside the Thornhill house shone through the windows and threw squares of weak, lemon yellow light on the brown, matted grass below the sills. Inside the house, the solitary figure of a woman was visible, seated on a bed, then moving through the rooms to the kitchen for a drink, and finally to the bathroom where she pulled off her robe, preparing for a shower.

Behind the dense cover of a fir tree, just beyond the strip of light-patched lawn, a pair of eyes watched Maggie’s progress from room to room. Their gaze did not waver. One might have thought that those eyes could see through the walls themselves, incinerating beams and clapboards with their fierce intensity.

The hands of the watcher curled around a low-lying branch of the shielding tree, gripping it so tightly that the knuckles seemed to glow in the darkness, like bare bone.

The breathing of the rigid figure came in short, feverish pants, almost like a wolf’s, as the eyes, hooded and unblinking, followed their subject. The only other sound, made virtually inaudible by the gusting wind, was the relentless grinding and grinding of the watcher’s teeth.
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Maggie hesitated, standing in the dim, drafty hallway outside the editor’s office. The door was slightly ajar, and she could hear the murmur of voices coming from the lighted room. She felt like a prowler at a window, shivering there, the papers rattling in her hand. After two days she was still overcome by a sense of awkwardness whenever she entered a room, as if her limbs might suddenly splay out, betraying the discomfort she tried to hide.

She had not made an exceptional number of mistakes in her first few days on the job. She had misjudged the length of a headline, misfiled the mayor’s speeches, and called the printer several times more than was necessary. Maggie reflected that her work on the prison newsletter had served her well. Even Grace, who made it plain that she was watching for slip-ups, had been forced to inflate her complaints with bluster. But this did not quell Maggie’s uneasiness. On the inside she had learned that errors, even small ones, incurred punishment. It was a simple code, really. And it had a way of keeping her off-balance, even now, when the gates were locked behind her.

Maggie strained her ears to listen for a lull in the conversation. She was reluctant to interrupt. But there was no good time. Tentatively, she knocked.

“Come on in,” Jess called out.

As she entered, Jess and Evy looked up. Jess leaned forward on his desk, folded his hands, and smiled at her. Evy hunched down in the chair which was pushed up close to the desk. She screwed her mouth up and began to chew the inside of her cheek absent mindedly.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” Maggie apologized. “I just finished editing this fishing column, and I thought you’d want to take a look at it.” She handed the manuscript to Jess.

“Do you want to sit down?” Evy asked, rising halfway out of her chair.

Maggie shook her head and motioned Evy to stay seated.

Jess riffled the pages of the manuscript. “Everything you ever wanted to know about quahogs,” he said wryly.

“And more,” Maggie conceded.

He laughed and shook his head. He began to peruse the typed pages, nodding and making an occasional mark on them as he did so. Maggie tried to think of something to say to Evy in the silence. Before she had a chance to speak, Evy glanced up at her.

“Do you know what time it is?” the girl asked.

Maggie showed her empty wrists. “I don’t have a watch.”

“Quarter to twelve,” said Jess, looking up. “Nice work, Maggie. You’ve managed to make Billy Silva’s nautical prose resemble English.”
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