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			The killer was tired of rowing the boat, but it was the only way to do what was necessary.

			It was so quiet in the Mush.

			Just the frogs, the crickets, the cicadas, the rustling of wind in the reeds, a soft gurgle of water as the oars moved slowly through it, and the faint murmur of traffic on the distant highway.

			The snarl of an outboard motor in the Mush at this hour would have been like a scream among the whispers of the night.

			The killer rested the oars and made another sweep with the flashlight. Its beam crossed and then returned to an area of scum-streaked sand about ten feet in width. It was smooth and slightly blurred, as if the grains that made it up were in constant and minute motion.

			Another two strokes brought the boat to the edge of this expanse. He very carefully shipped the oars, then regarded the corpse at his feet with considerable exasperation.

			Murder was never the problem.

			It was getting rid of the body that was such a pain.

			A freshly-dead body, after all, is simply a large and awkwardly-shaped sack of liquids and solids, heavy, ungainly, and inclined to flop at the least convenient moment.

			Getting it out of the boat was more difficult than getting it in, but once the head was out the rest seemed to slide easily enough over the side. Then, at the last moment, one foot caught in the oarlock.

			The boat tipped abruptly and the killer fought to keep his balance. Sweating now, despite the coolness of the night air, he disengaged the recalcitrant foot with some distaste – it was rather dirty – and dropped it over.

			The body seemed to float alongside for a moment, arms and legs outstretched across the sand as if it were a swimmer peering down. And then the sucking sound began.

			Fascinated, the killer watched as the quicksand began to accept his offering, consuming it slowly at first, as a gourmet might savour a new and novel entrée.

			Then it became greedy.

			The hands and feet disappeared. Then the arms and legs sank from sight. The head ducked next, as if accepting applause from an invisible audience. As grey-green ooze began to inch across the torso, the band of exposed flesh narrowed until, at last, the quicksand covered it completely.

			There was a muffled belch, and four slow bubbles rose and broke beside the boat. A stink of decay came with them. Then the surface became as before. The streaks of mud that had temporarily arrowed toward that central point stirred restlessly and then became random.

			The killer turned off the flashlight and sat in the boat, imagining the body sinking slowly and steadily into the blackness beneath, dragged down deeper and deeper into the hungry gullet of the swamp.

			Until it joined the others.

			After a while he picked up the oars and, with a weary sigh, began to row for home. He really disliked these late nights. They played havoc with his system.

		

	
		
			ONE

			‘There wasn’t anybody. I searched the yard and all along the canal up to the bridge. Ground’s too hard for footprints – we haven’t had rain all week, and it’s been hot.’

			‘Then you admit somebody might have been there?’ Sheriff Matt Gabriel looked down at the dark-haired woman whose hands were twisted so tightly in her lap. ‘Why not? Far as I can recall, you never were the type to scare easy, or to make up stories. Anyway, we’ve had quite a few complaints about prowlers on the island, lately.’

			‘And most of them were mine,’ she said ruefully.

			‘No, more than just yours. Everybody around here’s been jumpy for the past few months, seems to me, but nobody can say exactly why.’

			‘Oh?’ Daria Grey stared at the dark windows as she absorbed this piece of information. ‘Well, I can’t tell you how relieved I am to hear that,’ she murmured.

			‘Pardon?’ It seemed an odd thing to say.

			She glanced up at his puzzled tone, and smiled. The change in her face was astonishing, and Matt was shaken by it. He had forgotten how devastating that smile had been, all those years ago. And still was.

			Daria had been surprised to discover he was now the local sheriff. All her previous night cries had been answered by a laconic deputy who’d given the area a cursory trudge, shrugged, and then driven away more irritably each time. Nobody had mentioned that Matt Gabriel was the man in charge of keeping the peace in Blackwater County. In the summer she had left home, his father had been sheriff and Matt had been merely a gangly sophomore back from college, roaring around town with the local boys, apparently noticing her no more than he did any other girl.

			Matt, in his turn, had been surprised to find how shy he felt standing beside her. Should he call her Daria, or Mrs Grey? He had stayed behind, a local hero, while she had flown wide and high. She was somehow different and yet familiar. Her clothes, her hairstyle, her manner – all bespoke New York, money, success. And yet, like a ghostly presence, there was within her the old persona – the girl whose books he’d carried home from school, at the painful age of sixteen and acne.

			‘I don’t mean I’m glad crime has penetrated as far as the island,’ Daria explained. ‘I’m simply grateful you believe me. You see – not everyone has, lately.’

			‘If you mean Charley Hart —’ He was puzzled by her peculiar tone of voice. Had Charley been rude to her? Admittedly, she had made four previous panic calls, and Charley had come running each time, only to find nothing and nobody. Repeated false alarms like that could get a man down. It was why he had come himself, this time, but—

			‘Would you like some coffee?’ she asked abruptly.

			‘Well – if you’re making some for yourself, thanks, I would.’ He followed her out of the room. As they passed through the hall, a voice called softly.

			‘Daria? Who’s that with you?’

			‘Excuse me,’ Daria said to the tall man, and went over to the double doors of the dining room. Sliding one back, she spoke into the shadows beyond. ‘It’s all right, Aunt Clary. It’s just me being a scaredy-cat, again. I thought I heard a prowler outside and—’

			‘A prowler?’ The soft voice was suddenly sharp and afraid.

			‘It was nothing. The . . . the sheriff came right away and he’s looked all around and there’s nobody. We’re just going to have some coffee – would you like a hot drink?’

			‘No, thank you. Is that you there, Matt?’

			‘It’s me all right, Miss Shanks.’

			‘How’s your mother?’

			‘Very well, ma’am. Coming along to see you real soon.’ ‘Good. She always cheers a body up.’

			‘Yes, ma’am.’ It was strange, addressing an invisible presence in another room, but she would have been shocked had he set even one foot in her room after dark. Not done, her being a maiden lady and in her nightie and all, she’d say. This generation or the last, this century or the next, it was all the same to Miss Clary. Standards were standards, manners were manners, and everyone in his place except for dire emergencies, such as fire or flood, thank you. He smiled to himself. ‘You rest easy, now. Get your strength back,’ he said gently.

			‘Well . . .  as long as everything’s all right.’

			‘Everything’s fine. You go back to sleep.’

			‘I will, then. Good night, Daria – don’t stay up too late, now.’

			An oblique reminder that Matt Gabriel was unmarried and she was not. Daria smiled, in spite of herself. ‘I won’t. Good night.’ She slid the door closed and turned to Matt. Her face did not match the light tone of her words. ‘Nothing to worry about now, is there?’

			‘Absolutely nothing,’ he said, firmly and loudly, both of them speaking for the benefit of the invalid beyond the closed doors. They went on into the kitchen and Daria set about filling the percolator.

			When Daria Grey had returned home to Blackwater Bay a few weeks before, not everyone had recognised her.

			Orphaned at the age of ten, she had been sent to Paradise Island to be brought up by her father’s spinster sister, Miss Clary Shanks. Daria’s remarkable artistic abilities had emerged early, and after she graduated from the local high school she’d left Blackwater on a scholarship to one of the best art schools in the east. She also left behind – though she’d never seemed to realise it – several empty hearts, including Matt Gabriel’s.

			Daria Shanks had boarded the train as a bright, flyaway girl of eighteen, full of laughter, hope, talent and ambition. She had returned as Daria Grey – a withdrawn woman, poised but wary, quietly-spoken, and (despite the shadows under her eyes) possessed of a classic, fragile beauty.

			Wariness was in her now, as she filled the percolator with fresh water from the sink tap. ‘There was definitely someone out there with a flashlight, but it wasn’t an ordinary thief or a Peeping Tom. In fact, I know who it was.’

			‘Oh? Who?’

			She turned, the dripping percolator in one hand, and the coffee can in the other. Her smile was bright and her chin was up – ready for the blow of his derision. ‘It was my husband, Michael Grey,’ she said. ‘He says he’s going to kill me.’

			There was a long silence.

			Matt stared at her, uncertain what to say. Eventually, her pale face flushed and she looked away. ‘You don’t believe me, do you?’

			‘I didn’t say that,’ Matt said uncomfortably. ‘Tell me about it.’

			She went about the business of preparing and plugging in the percolator, then began to talk, facing away from him as if afraid to meet his eyes.

			‘We met at an exhibition of work by a mutual friend. Michael is an artist too. He comes from a very wealthy old New York family, and was expected to go into law or banking, but – well, Michael wanted to paint, and Michael always gets what he wants. When we were introduced he immediately decided he wanted me. He was very persistent, very charming, very handsome. I believe the phrase is “swept off my feet”.’ She gave the cliché a wry twist. ‘We were married six weeks later, and we were very happy at first. But after a few years, that changed. He changed.’

			‘It happens.’

			She nodded. ‘Of course. But this wasn’t the ordinary settling-in of an old married couple. In fact, it took me a long time to realise exactly what was wrong. I went through periods of suspecting the usual things; another woman, even another man, alcohol, drugs – but it wasn’t any of them. It was jealousy. I had become more and more successful, you see, getting good reviews for my shows, selling lots of pictures for good prices, but Michael was not. The money didn’t matter, of course, but the critics were having fun at his expense, and that did matter. He felt humiliated, and I felt guilty, somehow. It was very difficult.’ She paused briefly, then continued. ‘After a while Michael began to . . .’ She paused again. ‘Well, there was violence. Quite a lot of it, actually, one way or another. Eventually I left him, and rented a house in a small town upstate. He  . . .  he didn’t like that.’

			‘I don’t suppose he did,’ Matt acknowledged, thinking that if Daria was his wife, he’d be damned upset to lose her.

			‘You don’t understand,’ she said, with a sigh.

			‘Try me.’

			‘I thought it would stop when I came home,’ she began – then suddenly her veneer of calm split wide open. ‘He won’t leave me alone,’ she said in a thin, desperate voice. ‘It’s been over a year and it’s still going on.’

			‘What is?’

			‘Michael’s Game by Michael’s Rules.’ Her voice wavered and she reached out to grip the table beside her. ‘Lies, accusations, hate, viciousness. No peace and no divorce, because as long as I’m his wife, I’m his prisoner. And he’s a cruel jailor – more cruel than you can imagine.’

			‘But surely you could divorce him—’ He was trying to steady her with his interruptions, making her spell it out so she wouldn’t spiral out of control. Her voice said panic was near.

			‘Not without a dirty fight – his words, not mine.’ She clenched her fists but still could not face him. ‘You have to understand – my work means everything to me, it’s all I have. Since his “game” began, I haven’t been able to work at all. Or rest. Or think. And that’s what he wants. As long as I’m afraid, I’m in his power. He says things to me, does things to me – things that I can’t prove. Nobody listens to me, and everybody listens to Michael, because he comes from a wealthy, influential family who pander to him, and because he always seems so reasonable. The more reasonable he sounds, the more crazy I sound. He’s very clever. He’s probably watching us now.’

			Matt stared at her, not knowing what to say in answer to this raw, terrible outburst.

			Then Daria turned to face him and her fingers closed tightly over his wrist. He looked down at her small, white hand against the tan of his forearm, and then into her wide, blue eyes. Her whole face was alight with determination, her voice harsh and insistent.

			‘Michael is dangerous. He’s crazy. He told me that he intends to kill me, but only after he’s had all his “fun”. I really can’t stand much more, Matt. What frightens me the most is what’s happening inside myself. I’ve lost my sense of humour, my sense of proportion, my appetite – and I’m barely hanging on to my sanity. I feel cornered, I feel rage twisting me up, turning me harder and harder. I don’t want to be like this, but I can’t seem to stop it happening. I swear, if Michael goes on trying to destroy me, or if he does anything to Aunt Clary, I’ll kill him. I will. I will!’

			Her words rang oddly in the bright yellow and white kitchen, where copper pans gleamed and red and white checked dishtowels hung above the stove to dry. Daria Grey was like an orchid against the gingham.

			Matt Gabriel stared at her with a sense of unreality. She’d gone away an innocent girl, and come back a passionate, frenzied stranger. Words like hate and madness and kill were strangers here, too.

			After all, this wasn’t New York, or Paris or Rome.

			This was Paradise.

		

	
		
			TWO

			The great lakes have been called ‘a river of inland seas’. Five of the largest bodies of fresh water in the world – Superior, Michigan, Huron, Erie, Ontario (six, if you count ‘little’ St Clair) – their basins gouged out by the recurring continental ice sheets, and ultimately revealed in their final form by the last reluctant, clawing retreat of the glaciers, some five thousand years ago. They form a continuous system, with no single headwater, and they flow ultimately to the sea. Eleven thousand miles of coastline encircle these magnificent lakes, some of it developed, some of it even over-developed, but much of it still wilderness.

			Long ago, one particular stretch of this continuous coastline had been the mouth of a mighty but slow-moving river. Gradually that river-mouth had silted up, creating a swamp delta rich in wildlife, mud and mosquitoes.

			During the westward conquest of the American continent, many small towns had been established around the various Great Lakes, and one of them grew up where the main highway north crossed this old river.

			Although the town was well inland, the marshy presence of the river’s delta was still felt. The townspeople referred to it – without affection – as the Mush. In the winter its mud flats were bleak and treacherous; in the summer they stank and brought sickness; and in the spring the Black River flooded all the land around it, carrying its stain of winter decay far out into the bay. It was this stain, and the frequent storms that swept darkness across it, that had caused the original settlers to translate its name from an almost unpronounceable Indian word to Blackwater Bay. The town, despite many efforts to find more euphemistic substitutes, became – by default – Blackwater. As did the county.

			By the 1890s the town fathers of Blackwater decided that a system of ditches should be dredged out of the delta in an attempt to control the flooding and the mosquitoes. The engineer put in charge of this undertaking was Ernest Peacock, a somewhat eccentric local contractor with a sharp eye to the future. While surveying the area, he had noted a solid granite-based spit of land that stuck out about a mile into the lake, just beyond and parallel to the front edge of the delta. He prudently (and very quietly) purchased it from the farmer whose land it adjoined.

			When the dredging operations began, Mr Peacock directed that all the muck and sand brought up by the dredgers was to be deposited just behind this small and unremarkable peninsula. If anyone was curious as to why that particular site was chosen, it was not recorded. Mud was mud, and where it was dumped seemed irrelevant. As long as the job was done, and the river ceased to flood the farms and the town, what did it matter?

			This dumping eventually created a long, high mound that hid the lone spit of land from view. The townspeople laughingly referred to it as ‘Peacock’s Mountain’, and some folks thought that it might be a useful place to put a lighthouse one day.

			Then they forgot all about it.

			By 1909, ‘Peacock’s Mountain’ had compacted and solidified. The granite spit of land had acted as a breakwater to protect it from the storms of winter. Grasses and small trees had sent their roots through it, binding the loose mud together. It was lower, now, and people sometimes ventured out onto it for picnics. It had come to be called ‘Peacock’s Dyke’, and the view from it was splendid.

			In the spring of that year, Ernest Peacock diverted his dredger (his company was still retained by the Town Council to keep the drainage canals clear) to a temporary duty. He had his men carve and line a small, neat canal between the dyke and his land. This canal was curved back into the bay. The distant thump of the final blasting through the neck of the granite spit was the first the townspeople knew of the project. When all was done, Ernest Peacock had created a private, boat-shaped island, solid enough to be built on, and all his own.

			He named it ‘Paradise’.

			He then proceeded to build ten substantial cottages on it, reserving the largest one, at the tip of the island, for his family. He sold the other nine cottages to his closest friends for a healthy profit. Unperturbed by the frustrated outcries of local citizens who felt he had somehow pulled a highly remunerative ‘fast one’ on them, Ernest Peacock retired to a life of lakeside pleasures, lived to the age of ninety-three, and died smiling.

			To reach Paradise Island today, you turn right off Highway 29 at the second junction in the town of Blackwater, follow a paved road for about a mile, then turn onto a gravelled road for another half mile, passing behind rows of the ordinary and occasionally rather tacky summer houses that edge the main coastline.

			And then you come to The Bridge.

			It is the original hump-backed bridge built by Ernest Peacock himself – a white-painted confection of solid timber and elaborate cast-iron railings. That small arched bridge looms large in local attitudes, for it is the ‘rainbow’ that separates Paradise Island from the rest of the world, and therefore still separates Ernest Peacock’s dream from gritty reality.

			On Paradise Island there are still nine of the ten original large and comfortable family cottages, each with a bit of land around it. A one-lane road runs down the island’s spine, dividing the homes from their respective boathouses, which line the back canal. There are no stores, no gas stations, nothing commercial.

			The passing years have garnished the island with many trees – oaks, elms, birches and elderly willows with long, trailing branches that swish and sway in the lake breeze. From one end of the island to the other, lovingly-tended gardens glow with flowers. On the long lawns, rustic picnic benches stand ever ready for spontaneous sunshine lunches, and hammocks swing gently, inviting repose. Here, all is peaceful. Children play freely over the lawns, each one known and (for the most part) affectionately tolerated. Nobody plays radios too loudly or argues or sulks or gives parties that rouse their neighbours to fury. Island people borrow sugar and send back cookies. They borrow lawn mowers – and return lawn mowers. They also return smiles, greetings and favours.

			Those original families had treasured and protected the island. Their heirs and assigns continue to do so. Nothing more exciting ever happens on Paradise than a new baby or a new boat or a barbecue fire getting out of hand. In short, life there is pleasant, rather slow and rather dull. And that, for Ernest Peacock and his modern-day beneficiaries, is exactly the way it is supposed to be.

			Or was.

			In front of Number Seven, Paradise Island there are two large oak trees. Between them, on this lovely summer’s day, was slung a red and white striped hammock. Above it the leaves washed together in a steady whisper of an off-shore breeze, their movement dappling the lawn beneath with a constantly moving scatter of bright and dark. The hammock swung gently to and fro as the occupant occasionally touched the lawn with the tip of his toe, not hard enough to unbalance himself, but with sufficient force to rock the cradle in a comforting rhythm, back and forth, back and forth, back and forth . . .

			‘Are you just going to lie there all afternoon?’ Kate Trevorne demanded.

			‘I hope so. Why, are you against it?’

			‘No. Just surprised.’

			Jack Stryker raised his straw hat slightly and peered up at her. ‘Haven’t you ever seen a man on vacation before?’

			‘I haven’t seen you on vacation before.’

			This was hardly surprising, as in the few months they had known one another, he had fully lived up to his nickname of ‘Jumping Jack Stryker’ in the pursuit of his duties as a police detective. Indeed, it had taken the impact of a bullet in his shoulder and a particularly gruelling case involving a cop-killer to make him accept the fact that he needed a rest. He had reluctantly permitted her to drag him up to her family cottage for a two-week vacation, and now that he was here he was determined to give it all he had. If he was supposed to rest, then dammit, he was going to rest, and rest hard.

			He resettled the straw hat over his nose, and with a brief shrug of adjustment, resumed his former position. The rhythmic slap of the water against the breakwater and the drone of a distant motorboat far out on the bay had nearly sent him to sleep. Now it would take forever to get back to his former somnolent state – perhaps even minutes.

			Unless Kate had more to say, of course. He waited for it. ‘I want to go for a swim.’

			‘So, go for a swim.’ He was nothing if not reasonable. Was he stopping her? Apparently he was.

			‘I don’t want to go alone.’

			‘Why not? You can swim, can’t you?’ When he spoke the straw hat, resting on his chin, bobbed up and down letting in flashes of light.

			‘Yes, of course I can swim. But I haven’t been in yet, this year.’ There was a pause. ‘I don’t know how deep it is.’ ‘What’s the deepest it’s ever been?’

			‘Up to my chin.’

			‘And the lowest?’

			‘Up to my boobs. Only I didn’t have any, then.’

			‘Then it will probably be no deeper than your boobs now – at the very worst. Swim. Enjoy.’

			There was a long pause.

			‘It’s no fun, alone. And, anyway . . .’ The rest of her muttered protest was lost.

			He sighed. ‘And anyway – what?’

			Kate cleared her throat. ‘I’m afraid of sharks.’

			That called for hat removal. He stared at her, unbelievingly, glanced at the bay stretching to the horizon, and then back at Kate. ‘Kate, that is a bay off one of the Great Lakes. It’s freshwater, not salt. It’s big but it’s not an ocean. There are no sharks in it.’

			‘I know that,’ she said, in a disgusted voice.

			‘But you said—’ She had him going again.

			‘I only meant that when I was little I used to get scared that something would come up behind me and bite my leg off or drag me under. It was only an atavistic, childish fear.’

			‘Of what – an atavistic six-inch perch?’

			‘There are muskies out there.’ She was on the defensive now.

			‘Oh, come on, Kate – I’ll grant you muskellunge can run up to eighty pounds or so, but they’re only out in the deep water, in the Lake itself, not here in the bay. You told me that on the way up here.’

			Kate stood beside the hammock sounding eight years old but looking all of her voluptuous thirty something in a new turquoise bathing suit. He could think of better things to do with her than go swimming.

			‘That’s not the point . . .’

			He swung his legs over the side of the hammock, dropped his hat onto the grass, and glared at her. ‘All right. All right!’ With a swift and unexpected motion, he grabbed her up and began to run toward the breakwater. She shrieked and tried to escape his grasp, but he ran on, jumped up onto the wooden ledge of the dock, teetered there for a moment, then threw her in.

			There was an almighty splash, which caught him across the chest, and rocked the small dinghy tied to the ladder that led down into the green water.

			Amidst a boiling and churning of lake water, Kate surfaced, her short dark hair trailing in strands around her face, and outrage in her eyes. He grinned down at her.

			‘Are you standing up?’

			‘Yes, damn you!’ The water lapped at the straps of her suit.

			‘So it’s at its usual depth?’

			‘Yes! You bastard.’

			‘And is there anything behind you?’

			Her eyes widened and she whirled around with a spiral of water coming off head and shoulders. She stood there, staring out at the gleaming surface of the water, spangled with a thousand reflections of the late-morning sun, and unbroken by a single fin. ‘And isn’t it a lovely summer day?’ he went on. ‘And aren’t you glad to be alive and swimming in your favourite old childhood place while your beloved rests his weary bones in the sun, saving his strength for taking you out to a sumptuous meal at The Golden Perch and returning for a night filled with erotic delights? Possibly even two?’

			She turned around again to face him, and lifted a dripping hand to shade her eyes. ‘The Golden Perch? Really?’

			He shrugged. ‘Why not?’ Having heaved her into the water, he felt expansive. Him Tarzan, her wet.

			‘I thought we were saving that for the end of the vacation.’

			‘We’ll go again at the end. In the middle we’ll eat beans.’

			‘Well, then – I forgive you for throwing me in.’

			His smile grew wary. ‘No, you don’t.’

			Her smile grew dangerous. ‘You’re right. I’ll get even.’ 

			He sighed. ‘And don’t I know it.’ He left her paddling toward the dinghy, and returned to the hammock, resigned to his fate. A moment of triumph and days of waiting ahead. It could be a bucket of water over him in the next ten minutes, it could be something worse.

			Much worse.

			Kate turned her back on the land and began to strike out toward the horizon. Deep water was a long way out, and she had no intention of going that far – just far enough to take a good look at the island. After a moment or two, Kate stopped her rhythmic crawl and turned onto her back, letting her legs drop slowly through the water until her toes touched the ridged sand beneath. Some years there was mud, some years weed. This year the bay was remarkably clean, for the winter storms had been many and fierce, mostly driving downland, off-shore. Now, in July, the water wasn’t clear – it was never clear – but the light penetrated the grey-green for some distance, as she had seen when on the bottom and rising.

			She’d been making too much of going in ‘for the first time’. As all the kids had, every year, when she was small. Maybe they still did. Well, it was understandable, she supposed. There was so much water, and it was mysterious under there.

			Involuntarily she shivered, then turned to face the island. Her island. She’d come here every summer from babyhood to visit her grandparents. When she was eight Nana and Gamp had decided to move to a small apartment in the city, and the cottage had become the whole family’s vacation home. The subsequent years had gone by in a blur of summer bathing suits and winter ice-fishing.

			Following her father into the academic life had meant Kate could continue to enjoy long summers on Paradise when she chose. Inevitably, as her career progressed, some of them had been sacrificed to study and research. And this year, because of Jack’s job, there would only be two complete weeks here. She was determined to enjoy every moment of them, and hungrily drank in the details of the scene that lay before her.

			Behind the green line of the trees she could glimpse the cottages, evenly spaced, white clapboard for the most part, and almost every one with a porch that stretched the width of the front – screened in summer, glassed in winter. Those cottages that did not hold permanent residents held semi-permanent ones. Nobody on the island ‘rented out’, as so many other communities did. These were first or second homes, and she could name every family in them, even now that she spent so little time here. She began to count off: first after the bridge came the Roses, mother and daughter. Then the Greenfields, always at home but rarely seen. Then Mrs Toby and her friend Mrs Norton, two widows, sharing. Then the Lattimers. She frowned – the Lattimer cottage looked closed up, and deserted. Of course – Kit Lattimer’s wife had died last winter. Maybe he just didn’t have the heart to come back alone just yet. Next to the Lattimers lived Miss Shanks and her niece, Daria.

			She paused, recalling what Daria had told her in the supermarket that morning. Daria, too, had grown up on Paradise, and had been Kate’s summer ‘best friend’, but Kate had hardly recognised her when they met in front of the canned vegetables.

			Time has made us strangers, Kate thought and sighed.

			Poor elegant, terrified Daria.

			Moving on, she noted and approved of the new green shutters at the Robinsons. Then came the hammock and the yellow straw hat in front of her own family cottage. To the right of that came the crisp outlines of the place occupied by Larry Lovich and Freddy Tollett, then the ivy-garlanded Cotman place, and last of all, taking up the whole tip of the island and snooty with it (or so the rest of the islanders thought), the Wilberforce enclave.

			They were newcomers.

			They’d only been on the island for three years or so but their sins were many. They were the only ones to fence off their land – everybody else kept their lakeside frontage clear and open. They had torn down the comfortable old Peacock place and replaced it with an ultra-modern house with two huge redwood ‘decks’, far better suited to California than the middle west. Then they had got a firm in to dredge out and construct a deep-water dock for their sailing yacht. Nobody on Paradise sailed, except for the odd teenager who was into windsurfing. It was all power boats around here. There were plenty of rude comments when the graceful Wilberforce sloop first tied up at the Point, especially when the name Mommy’s Baby was noted on the stern. But there was something even worse than all that.

			They kept servants.

			Regular, live-in servants, who stayed at the Point all year round and never spoke to anyone else, belting back and forth down the narrow access road at the rear of the cottages in their fancy van with dark windows and ‘Wilberforce’ painted on the side in gold letters, raising dust and tempers without a sideways glance.

			Now, some of the older permanent residents on the island might have a woman in from across the bridge during the day to ‘help out’, but that was the beginning and end of it. The island was a family enclave. You hung your own clothes on the line, put out your own garbage, did your own shopping, and emptied your own dishwasher. No airs and graces here, no matter what your city bank balance might be.

			Of course it was sad that old Mrs Peacock had died. There had been Peacocks at the tip of the island from the beginning. But it was inconsiderate of her to die leaving only one relative – a distant niece, a Mrs Wilberforce, who’d grown up in New York and had absolutely no idea what being an islander entailed.

			The Wilberforces Did Not Mix. They refused – politely, of course – all invitations to anniversary parties, birthday barbecues, dinners at the local hotel, and other island celebrations. They maintained their town house in Manhattan and an apartment in Grantham (Wilberforce was supposed to have connections with local industry) but were rarely At Home on Paradise. When they were here they occasionally entertained, but Wilberforce guests – like their hosts – came and went by yacht, presumably to avoid contamination by the hoi polloi. In fact, there was somebody on the Wilberforce front lawn right now – somebody blonde and, from this distance, apparently nude. Surely not?

			She raised a hand to shade her eyes.

			‘Are you waving or drowning?’ came a voice, almost in her ear.

			She shrieked as she whirled in the water, and nearly went under. Laughing down at her from a double kayak were Larry and Freddy, who had paddled silently up behind her and waited for their moment. ‘You stinkers!’ she sputtered.

			They grinned, twin white crescents breaking the even tans on their handsome faces. Larry Lovich was about ten years older than Kate, and had inherited his cottage when his parents decided to spend their retirement in a warmer climate. Kate had nurtured a teenage crush on the handsome ‘older man’ who lived next door, a crush that had suffered a fatal blow when Larry had brought his ‘friend’ Freddy to live with him.

			The fact that both men were delightful human beings triumphed over any gossip or disapproval their relationship might have generated anywhere else. They needn’t have worried – and there was no indication that they ever had. The only thing that really upset an islander was ‘show’.

			‘When did you arrive?’ Freddy asked.

			‘Yesterday,’ Kate said.

			‘Alone?’ Larry asked, innocently.

			‘His name is Jack Stryker,’ Kate said, with a wry smile. ‘As if you didn’t know already.’

			‘These things get around,’ Freddy nodded sagaciously. ‘I hear he is a police person.’

			‘He is a Detective Lieutenant in the Grantham Police Department, and he is on vacation,’ Kate said formally. ‘So please keep your murders to a minimum over the next two weeks.’

			Larry fixed her with a solemn gaze. ‘From that do we gather you’ve heard about Daria’s “prowler”?’

			‘She said something about it at the store this morning,’ Kate said cautiously.

			‘Nobody is to say a word to Miss Shanks,’ Larry said quickly. ‘Not a word. She’s unwell.’

			‘Hearing that your niece is convinced she’s being stalked by a homicidal maniac is no way to get better,’ Freddy agreed. ‘She’d be upset.’

			‘Not half as upset as she would be if it were true, and Daria actually got murdered,’ Larry put in. He examined his paddle, trailing drops across the surface of the bright red and yellow kayak. ‘Matt Gabriel is keeping an eye on her, of course.’

			‘A very close eye, as it happens,’ Freddy agreed, examining his paddle, also. For shark bites, no doubt. ‘Matt is a good man.’

			‘A very good man,’ Larry echoed.

			‘But not what you would call experienced,’ Freddy said.

			‘No – not in detective work,’ Larry agreed.

			They both looked at Kate.

			‘Oh no,’ Kate said firmly. ‘Jack’s on vacation. Besides, there are protocols or something. Not his jurisdiction,’ she said, finally and triumphantly. ‘Like doctors. You know.’

			‘Second opinion,’ Freddy said.

			‘Has to be asked,’ Larry said.

			‘Exactly,’ Kate nodded.

			Both men sighed in unison. ‘Pity.’ They exchanged a glance.

			‘Time to paddle our own canoe,’ Larry said.

			‘On the count of three, then?’ Freddy asked. ‘One, two, three . . .’ They moved off gracefully.

			‘Bring him over for drinks,’ Larry shouted over his shoulder.

			‘About seven,’ Freddy said, over his shoulder.

			‘You’re not to mention it,’ Kate shouted.

			‘Would we?’ they asked the world at large.

			Kate looked after the departing canoe and nodded, dipping her chin into the water. ‘Yes, damn you, you would,’ she said to herself. Then smiled.

			Throw her into the water, would he?

		

	
		
			THREE

			Daria helped aunt clary into a sitting position as gently as she could, and then swung the adjustable table over the bed. ‘There – doesn’t that look good?’

			Aunt Clary grunted delicately, as befitted a lady. ‘Passable,’ she said.

			‘Now, don’t get grumpy with me,’ Daria warned. ‘I might put itching powder on the sheets or something, if you do.’

			‘Highly likely,’ Aunt Clary said, her mouth twitching. ‘You always were a wicked girl.’

			‘And getting worse all the time,’ Daria agreed. ‘Now, do you want me to cut up your broccoli?’

			‘It’s my bottom that’s broken, not my arms,’ the old woman said in a practical tone, her eyes twinkling affectionately. She accepted Daria’s help with apparent reluctance, telling her over and over again not to fuss so – but secretly she was enjoying it. And if she lied a little bit – made out she was a bit more helpless than she really was, so that Daria would stay on – well, God would forgive her. She hoped that God was a little gentler on old ladies these days – because they made so many mistakes. It was not a method she’d recommend, but if a broken hip brought her darling home again, well, it was almost worth it.

			Not that she’d meant to fall – good heavens, who would? But the telephone had been ringing and she had hurried down the stairs in the dark, afraid it might be Daria ringing from New York and she wouldn’t want to miss that . . . and then! The loss of balance, the flailing arm – the fall had been terrible. So sudden, so unexpected – and the pain afterwards!

			‘After lunch, we’ll go out onto the patio for a while,’ she told Daria, firmly. The patio was only a few years old, and it was her pride and joy. It had been put in at the same time as the Wilberforces had been having their new place built, and she had got ‘a price’ from the contractors, who’d had some concrete left over and an afternoon free. Aunt Clary always felt she had somehow scored over the Wilberforces with that patio, and she meant to enjoy it, broken hip or not.

			‘That’s good,’ Daria said approvingly. ‘You know what Dr Willis said.’

			‘Old devil,’ Aunt Clary muttered.

			‘You’re supposed to be as active as possible,’ Daria said firmly. ‘I know it’s more comfortable for you to lie in bed, but Dr Willis wants you to get up and walk. You have your frame, and the bone is pinned, so it won’t let you down. You just have to build up the muscles now, and breathe deep. Otherwise Complications Could Set In. Pleurisy, pneumonia, blood clots—’

			‘Poison oak, berri-berri, bubbling minge—’ her aunt countered.

			‘What?’ Daria stared at her.

			‘Sounds awful, doesn’t it?’ Aunt Clary said, as she attacked her chicken with renewed vigour. ‘I can hear it now, rising up through my knees, bubble, bubble—’

			‘You’re a terrible old woman,’ Daria said.

			‘I try,’ murmured Aunt Clary. ‘Go eat your own lunch like a civilised person, instead of standing there staring at me. Go on, now.’

			Daria smiled and went into the kitchen. With some relief, Aunt Clary removed her false teeth and set them to one side under a tissue. This was a nice, soft lunch – no need to struggle with those new choppers the dentist had forced on her. Saying he was sick of repairing the old ones! What rubbish! He just wanted to stick her with another bill, that’s all.

			Out in the kitchen she could hear Daria eating her own meal, the sound of the fork on the plate accompanied by the occasional turning of a magazine page. As if she could be fooled! She knew the girl was upset, and she knew why. The biggest source of pain to her now was not the hip, but the knowledge that Daria was in trouble and she could do nothing to help her. Worse, that Daria wouldn’t even confide in her or admit that she was in mortal terror of that dreadful, dreadful man.

			Clary hadn’t liked Michael Grey from the start.

			That carefully contrived tumble of black curls, those big blue eyes – as wide as a child’s and as dead as a doll’s – and those ‘thank you, ma’am’ manners of a good little boy didn’t fool her for a minute. Oh, she’d had his number all right, and the boy knew it. They had been enemies from the first hello.

			As for the trouble Michael was causing now – did Daria honestly believe she didn’t read newspapers, watch television, or sneak a look into the scandal magazines while she waited for her permanent to ‘take’ at the beauty parlour, for land’s sake?

			The back-door bell rang suddenly, startling her into dropping her fork onto the bedspread. She wiped at the smear of cream sauce with her napkin and then quickly put her teeth back in. ‘Someone at the door, Derry,’ she shouted, when the bell went again. ‘Mrs Toby said she might call in after lunch.’

			She scrunched down in the bed and peered through the lace curtains. It wasn’t Mrs Toby; it was a stranger, in a business suit and a city hat, carrying a briefcase. Insurance?

			‘Good afternoon,’ he was saying to Daria through the screen door. ‘Mrs Shanks?’

			‘I’m sorry, she’s unwell and unable to see anyone. May I help you?’ Daria asked. But she didn’t open the door.

			‘My name is Ridgeway, I’ve written to Mrs Shanks . . .’

			‘Miss Shanks.’

			‘I beg your pardon, Miss Shanks. We’ve written several times concerning the possibility of her selling this very fine lakefront property. We now have a client interested in this particular cottage, and he is prepared to go five thousand above the last price we quoted—’

			‘Get the shotgun!’ shouted Aunt Clary from her temporary lair. Through the open window by her bedside she’d heard all she wanted to hear. ‘Call Matt Gabriel and tell him to bring the dogs!’ she added. ‘We’re not selling!’

			Ridgeway’s face had gone pale and he stepped back and down a step, nearly missing his footing. ‘Good heavens,’ he said thinly. ‘It was a perfectly good offer, we really . . .’

			‘Get the shotgun, Derry!’ came the shout again.

			‘She’s famous for yelling that, Mr Ridgeway. Does it all the time,’ Daria said, trying to suppress a grin. ‘Don’t worry, there is no shotgun. But the sentiment is genuine – my aunt has no intention of selling at this time.’

			‘Or any damn time, you tell him. Here I am, here I stay,’ came the clarion call, amazingly robust considering the size of its source. ‘Tell him to leave Paradise Island alone, him and all the rest of the sharks and scum who’ve been hassling us night and day. Get the shotgun, Daria. The shells are in the sideboard.’

			‘I don’t really think there’s much more to say, Mr Ridgeway,’ Daria murmured, but he was moving away across the gravelled rear yard, past Daria’s sports car and Aunt Clary’s elderly station wagon, toward the service road. He wasn’t really listening, anyway.

			Daria went into her aunt’s temporary bedroom. ‘Shotgun, indeed,’ she said.

			‘I swear that’s what we need,’ said Aunt Clary, her hair practically standing on end in her agitation. Her cheeks were bright pink with annoyance – the doctor would have been pleased to see evidence of such lively circulation in a patient of her years. ‘They keep coming, more and more of ’em, wanting to buy. Wanting to destroy the island, that’s what – put up their ugly apartments and condowotsits, charge the earth, bring in strangers, tourists, ferris wheels, fortune-tellers and heaven knows what-all, turn the place into a circus!’

			‘All right, all right, calm down,’ Daria said, but Aunt Clary was not to be soothed. This was the most fun she had had in weeks, and she wasn’t going to let go of it easily.

			‘That’s why we re-formed the Residents’ Association a few years back, when the Wilberforces started building. That’s when the first dogs began sniffing around our doors. Development potential, they said. Idyllic secluded setting, they said. Of course it is, and we want to keep it that way. Sometimes I think maybe the Greenfields are wavering (she likes her diamonds), sometimes I catch a gleam in Kit Lattimer’s eye (he has the rheumatics something awful, you know, and wishes he’d stayed on in Africa), but we’re holding fast, Derry, we’re hanging on. We care about the island.’

			‘Good.’

			‘We don’t want the island to change. It’s a family place, always was, always should be. We don’t care to be rich at the expense of this lovely spot. One renegade was enough – look what happened to the tip of the island! Tip of the iceberg’s more like it – it’s enough to make you spit!’

			‘Have you finished your lunch?’ Daria asked brightly, trying to avoid the Great Wilberforce Harangue, which she had heard many times before.

			‘Yes, I have, thank you, it was very nice,’ Aunt Clary said dutifully. But she was not to be turned off-course that easily. ‘I mean, all it takes is one, you know. If even one gives in, the whole place will be shot to hell!’ Aunt Clary banged her small, tight fist down on the tray, causing the knife and fork to fly off her empty plate. She cleared her throat. ‘I beg your pardon for my language, but I Am Not Selling!’

			‘Good for you,’ Daria said, picking up the fallen cutlery. ‘I’ll just clear this away and then we can move out onto the patio. It’s a lovely day – you can see right across to Atticus.’ Her aunt looked sideways at her. ‘Are you going to the party tonight?’

			‘Now how did you hear about that?’

			‘I hear everything – I have lines out everywhere,’ her aunt declared with satisfaction.

			Daria looked at the new telephone extension beside her aunt’s bed. ‘Well, one line, anyway.’

			‘Are you going? You ought to go, you know. You’ll be expected.’

			‘I couldn’t leave you alone,’ Daria protested. ‘It’s only drinks with Freddy—’

			‘It’s never “only” drinks, with Freddy – you take off and go, my girl. You don’t have to stay late, if it’s dark someone will see you back. Mrs Crabbe from the Church Ladies’ League is coming over to see me after dinner – you go along when she comes. I’ll be fine.’

			‘But—’

			‘You can’t let him run your life, Derry,’ her aunt said.

			Daria paused in the doorway and then went on into the kitchen. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

			‘Maybe we should get a shotgun at that,’ her aunt continued. ‘I’ll keep it by me, here on the bed. I used to shoot skeet, you know. Don’t suppose skeet are much different than skunks.’

			Daria came back to stand in the doorway. ‘You know about Michael, don’t you?’ Her face and voice revealed defeat.

			‘I do. Get me that shotgun and next time I’ll blow his crazy head off. Put a sign on the door to that effect, why don’t you? Save Matt the trouble.’

			‘Then you heard me talking to Matt?’ She came over and sank down on the chair beside the bed.

			‘Land sakes, child, of course I did. Those pills might soothe my bones but they certainly don’t shut off my ears. Anyway, I’d guessed most of it already. Why haven’t you come to me, told me about it?’

			‘I didn’t want to upset you . . . not now

			‘Listen, my girl, just because I’m busted doesn’t mean I’m broken. I don’t believe in giving in, and neither should you.’

			‘But nobody believes me – I’m not even certain Matt believes me. I’m not even certain I believe me any more,’ Daria wailed, tears overflowing at last. ‘Maybe I am crazy, maybe I was just hearing things . . .’

			‘No,’ Aunt Clary said firmly. ‘You’re my brother’s daughter and there is no craziness in the Shanks line. Never has been. Won’t be. Tell you something.’ Daria had put her head down on her arms, and the old lady smoothed her shiny hair gently. ‘When you’re down and out, lift up your head and shout, “Somebody is going to pay for this!” ’ she said.

			Daria lifted her head, a smile starting up through the tears. ‘What?’

			‘Read it on a card in the drugstore. Liked it. What do you think?’

			Daria sighed long and heavily. ‘I think I should never have come back—’

			‘Nonsense. I need you. Anyway, home is where you belong when there’s trouble.’

			‘There wouldn’t be trouble if I hadn’t brought it with me.’

			‘It followed you – different thing altogether. I didn’t like him when you brought him here three years ago, you know. Told you he wasn’t to be trusted, told you he was dangerous. Made you angry – but I was right, wasn’t I?’

			Daria’s eyes filled with tears, again. ‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘You were right.’

		

	
		
			FOUR

			‘You believe her?’ George Putnam asked.

			‘Until I know different,’ Matt replied.

			‘Yeah, but she’s called us out there maybe four or five times in the past couple of weeks saying there was a prowler and never gave out this stuff before,’ George argued. ‘Why now?’

			‘I don’t know. Maybe this time she was more scared.’

			‘Or maybe she reckoned you wouldn’t come next time unless she gave you a song and dance like this one?’ George asked slyly.

			Matt shrugged, yet found himself wondering if that were true. If so, it both flattered and worried him. What were all the calls about? He had to admit that in the clear light of day Daria Grey’s story seemed even more fantastic. But her hand had trembled as she poured him a cup of coffee, and the thinness of that hand had moved something within him, like an animal turning in its sleep.

			He remembered the low light in the kitchen, the distant lapping of the lake against the breakwater in front, the staccato syncopation of crickets and frogs from the marsh at the back, and the dark bitter smell of coffee.



OEBPS/font/SabonLTStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/SabonLTStd-Italic.otf


OEBPS/image/pi.png





OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPSMT.ttf


OEBPS/font/SabonLTStd-Roman.otf


