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For my grandfather from the British Isles, who loved being on deep water, and my ten grandchildren, each of whom let me join them when they caught their first fish. And for everyone who has gained self-awareness by looking through water.






Dear Reader

I am not a writer. I am a storyteller, who, by definition, hates long introductions a lot and long books more.

A loving and thoughtful grandparent can change a child’s life. If you have been blessed to have a grandchild, you have an obligation to become such a grandparent. This story is about just such a person.

Within these pages, a grandson becomes a grandfather and reaches back into his past to share with his troubled grandson the events of a week that would forever change his life.

William McKay was neither a sinner nor a saint, just a man trying to make sense of his life. He never set out to be a teacher but was thrust into the role, during which time he taught and learned as well.

Looking Through Water is not solely a tale of adventure, a love story, or a chronicle of one man’s journey to self-awareness. It combines all these elements to explore the dynamics of intergenerational family relationships.

While it’s a quick read, I hope this story will entertain and instruct and, for many, bring back long-forgotten memories of the bittersweet journey of coming-of-age.








Yesterday is already a dream.

Tomorrow is only a vision.

Today well lived makes every yesterday a dream of happiness and every tomorrow a vision of hope.

—ANCIENT SANSKIT POEM
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Chapter 1




Loch Loon

2012

William McKay stood on the wooden dock by the fog-shrouded lake, listening to the plaintive cry of a loon as it pierced the morning silence. He cherished the sound, which he’d heard often from the time he was a young boy. Now, approaching his seventy-third birthday, he retained the look of a former athlete: tall and slender, suntanned, with a full head of hair, now white. A three-inch scar slashed diagonally across the left side of his forehead, adding an air of mystery to his handsome, chiseled face.

As the morning fog lifted, William scanned the lake with bright eyes, then climbed into a small dinghy and pushed off from the dock with ease. He felt fortunate he didn’t wrestle with balance like so many of his contemporaries. He began to row across the mile-wide lake with a proficiency instilled early in his life that had continued into his college years and beyond.

The lake had once been known as Iroquois Lake, named after one of the many native tribes that had inhabited the region. In the early 1900s, William’s grandfather, a banker named Angus McKay, had moved his family to New York City from Perth, Scotland, where he had gained a reputation as an accomplished finance man with a penchant for gambling. He won the lake and surrounding land from another banker in a game of poker. Angus christened the water “Loch Loon” and built a lodge at one end, establishing the property as a not-for-profit club and subdividing the rest of the land into six parcels. He sold a few to some Scots looking to build summer homes, while he kept the choicest two lots, one on either side of the lake, for himself and eventually his son. The transaction, like many of his others, gained him a handsome return and added to his reputation on Wall Street as a brilliant and daring entrepreneur.

Some years later, Angus left the bank and founded a small brokerage firm, which he named McKay and Son, in hopes that his son, Leod—William’s father—would come to work with him. Eventually, the son acquiesced to his father’s wishes and joined the firm, but one of the first things he did was to legally change his name from Leod to Leo. Whether he did it to denounce his Scottish roots or merely to adopt the name most people called him anyway, this action hurt his father’s feelings. Leo also began spending long hours in Manhattan, but unlike his father, Angus, Leo was never defined by his business, nor for working around the clock for six, sometimes seven, days a week. Angus was in the office so often that many of his protégés swore they never saw him enter the building in the morning nor leave at night. He simply outworked his peers and staff, and along the way he developed an uncanny ability to recognize lucrative investment opportunities. Some looked at this ability as a gift, others said Angus was merely lucky. But the broker just smiled, knowing that the harder he worked, the luckier he seemed to get. At any rate, his good stewardship made him a sought-after manager by many wealthy investors.

If Angus did have an indulgence, it was Loch Loon. From the time Leo was a schoolboy, every summer Angus would put his son and his wife on a train at Grand Central bound for the Adirondacks, where they would stay at the lake until the Tuesday after Labor Day. He would join them for two weeks around the Fourth of July, and as many weekends as he could get away from Wall Street. His time at Loch Loon increased as he grew older and Leo came into the business.

Fourth of July at the lodge was a special Scottish-American blend of bagpipes and fireworks. In addition to the usual gathering of family for holiday food and fun, the men would gather for late-night card games and plenty of Angus’s personal favorite tipple, Glenturret Single Malt Scotch Whisky. The card games included the Scottish favorite, Clobyosh, as well as five-card stud poker.

Regardless of the game, the winner was usually the same. Neighbors used to joke that losing money on the card table to Angus was their tuition to his homey mountain refuge. After winning their money on the card table, Angus always invoked an old Gaelic expression, Mony a mickle maks a muckle: pennies add up to dollars. It always got a laugh from the losers.

William had never known his grandmother Katie. Indeed, he never even saw a photograph of her. Apparently, she had tired of long, lonely hours at home with her only child, waiting for her husband to leave the office. Once her son had grown up and left for college, she had left too. If anyone knew where she went, they never said.

Angus removed every picture of her from their New York apartment and the vacation house on the lake. He refused to talk about her, or to let anyone else mention her within earshot. Even Leo wasn’t allowed to speak of her.

Some of William’s fondest memories were the summers spent as a child at the lake. While Leo followed his father’s early lead and spent most of his time in Manhattan, these days Angus made a point to be at the lake with his grandson.

William worshipped his grandfather. While he’d heard stories of Angus’s tenacity and absenteeism, that was not the man he saw. William knew his grandfather as the man who took him fishing and taught him how to swim, row a boat, play tennis, hit a golf ball, think deeply, and express himself. Angus always made time for him, bestowing many life lessons along the way. His grandfather was more than patient with him and won William’s confidence and respect as well. Angus never talked down to his grandson and always treated him like a young man. William thought of his grandfather as godlike and wondered if there was anything the man didn’t know or couldn’t do.

Angus seemed to be as one with the lake itself, as if he drew inner strength from the deep waters and moved in harmony with its seasons. It was like he knew all the lake’s secrets, which he revealed to the boy one at a time. He knew where the fish lived and how to catch them. He knew which creatures made a home on the lake and how to protect them.

Angus taught William there were days the lake would whip into a loud frenzy as winds stirred up its surface. But at times the water was so quiet that, if you listened carefully, he said, “You could hear your soul.”

In the morning, grandfather and grandson would often row to the deepest part of the lake, lift their oars, and drift in silence, letting their thoughts wander where they would. Angus taught William what he called “Scottish meditation.”

“Any thoughts are fair,” the old man said, “memories of the past or dreams of the future. By becoming one with nature, you can find inner peace while you turn problems into opportunities.”

In William’s fourteenth summer, his relationship with his grandfather reached a new level. Many of Angus’s close friends were gone, and the old man spent more and more time on the lake with the boy. He also began speaking in Gaelic to his grandson, just as he had done with his friends from the old country, trying to pass the ancient language on to his only grandchild.

That summer, the old man, for the first time, gave the task of rowing to his grandson. William loved to sit in the stern of the little rowboat as the sun sank below the water. Angus told William that this time of day was called the gloaming, “the tid o’ day when it’s nae fell daurk thareout, but the sun is nae up.” Sometimes as William rowed, his grandfather would hum or sing a few of the old Scottish songs such as “The Shores of Loch Lomond” or the old man’s favorite, “Roamin’ in the Gloamin’.”

It seemed the old man felt an urgency to impress some of the windswept country he had left onto his grandson, wisdom and words he felt the boy should know. He gave William endless advice on life and competition: “Failin’ means yer playin’ ” and “Gie it laldy,” which meant, “Do it with gusto.”

One night in late summer, Angus broke his self-imposed silence on his long-lost wife. “She was a bonnie lass, my Katie McBride. I loved her very much, but I took her for granted. She went away with a doctor friend of one of our neighbors. Moved to a town near Chicago. She left our forest lake for a new life in Lake Forest. Can you believe it?” The old man held a hint of both laughter and sadness in his eyes. “I couldn’t come to grips with my own role in her departure, so I just tore up her pictures and pretended she’d died.”

“Do you still love her, Grandpa?”

“Pride can be a bad thing, William, ’specially when it costs something dear to ye. A wise man learns to keep his priorities in order.” The old man sighed. “I got a note from a friend tellin’ me she died last winter.”

“Have you told my father about Grandma McKay?” William asked.

“Naw laddie, jest ye,” Angus said. He gave the boy a stern look. “Remember, what’s said on the boat stays on the boat.”

“Yes, Grandpa.”

The old man’s face softened again. “It’s gotten black as the Earl of Hell’s waistcoat, and I’m pure done in now. Let’s go back to the dock.”

Months later, on a frigid winter day not long before he turned fifteen, William got a call at boarding school from his father. Angus had passed away.

There was a stately service at Fifth Avenue Presbyterian Church in Manhattan. As a light snow fell gently outside, the large choir filled the magnificent sanctuary with Angus’s favorite hymns, “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God” and “Glorious Things of Thee Are Spoken.”

There was a small reception at the Anglers Club on Broad Street, where the boy sat feeling lost and alone. He felt like crying, but his father had taught him long ago that crying was for babies and sissies, so he didn’t.

That summer, William’s father moved the family into the lodge on the lake.

On the Friday of Independence Day weekend, Leo invited the boy to row with him into the middle of the lake where, shrouded in silence, he removed a small urn from his knapsack and scattered his father’s ashes on the still waters of Loch Loon. There were no prayers and no conversation, no words at all. William noted that his father didn’t seem to be spreading Angus’s ashes so much as dumping them, as if he couldn’t rid himself of his father quickly enough. Rowing back to shore, William turned his head so that Leo wouldn’t see the tears running down his cheeks.

The holiday weekend went on as if nothing had happened. No one said anything about Angus, so William didn’t either. Unknowingly, the boy was learning the stoic and repressed self-discipline of his Scottish Presbyterian forebears. William didn’t pick up a fishing rod that summer, or for many summers thereafter.

Without Angus to gather them for nights of games and whiskey, the club on Loch Loon slowly disbanded, and the resplendent lodge sat vacant, filled only with dust and faded memories of happier times. A few years later William went on to college, earning acceptance at West Point, then to the war in Vietnam, before finally joining the family business. A year later, his mother’s mind was wasting away with early-onset Alzheimer’s that would snuff out her life soon after. And his father, taking after Grandma McKay, disappeared.

Through the trenches of war overseas and in his family, William found his thoughts drifting often to the lodge on Loch Loon, longing for the simpler time. He felt the property deserved a second chance at life, for all the life and wonder it had given him. He remodeled the lodge, transforming the property into a comfortable restaurant called The Turtle, a favorite of the locals then and now.

Shaking off the sands of time, William reached the middle of the lake, thinking about how quickly time had passed since he’d rowed to the same place with Angus. Now he was the “old man of Loch Loon.” He lifted his oars and listened to the lake as his grandfather had taught him to do. A parade of memories coursed through his mind before he settled on one: a day thirty-six years ago, the day that had forever changed his life.
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Chapter 2




New York City

1976

William had always felt lonely. An only child packed off to boarding school when he was eight. Losing his beloved grandfather as a teenager. An adulthood marked by his father’s abandonment, his mother’s death, and a failed marriage. Sitting behind his mahogany desk, looking down on the busy streets of New York City from his eighteenth-floor corner office, feeling the familiar pang hit his stomach. A snifter of Glenturret in his hand, William gazed on the commuters scurrying to get home and the early diners and theatergoers waving down the fleet of yellow cabs driven by swarthy men from other countries.

His wood-paneled office spoke volumes about his success and prominence, or at least as it had been interpreted that way by the tall, curvaceous interior designer he had retained—and slept with—five years before. Floor-to-ceiling windows created two walls that revealed breathtaking views of the city. The third wall was covered by bookshelves displaying his military medals, sports trophies, and assorted books. The office was large, but not cavernous, and tastefully appointed with handsome antique furniture—old, but sturdy. His visitors sat on brown leather armchairs, a large comfy couch, or one of six wooden armchairs around a small, round conference table. An intricate Persian rug appeared to have been made for its space. Even still, the focal point of his lair covered the fourth wall: an impossibly large, built-in saltwater aquarium. Inside the tank swam four sleek blacktip sharks, the largest of which was almost four feet long. The low backlighting of the aquarium and the slow rhythm of the circling sharks created an intimidating eeriness, heightened by the black eyes of the captive creatures keeping watch over the office and its occupant.

To the world, William McKay seemed to be cool and calmly in charge, the master of his domain. A handsome six feet two with sandy blond hair just beginning to grey at the temples and steely blue eyes, William worked out hard every day in his private gym or on the squash courts of the New York Racquet and Tennis Club a few blocks from his office. If he was at all concerned about hitting his thirty-sixth birthday, he never showed it.

Success had come easy to William, first on the playing fields at Andover, then at West Point, followed by becoming the army’s youngest battalion commander in Vietnam and now as one of the foremost stock traders on Wall Street, taking full advantage of his seat on the New York Stock Exchange. The elite brokerage firm founded by his grandfather had grown to more than 120 professionals.

William had tried his hand at marriage after he returned home from ’Nam, to a girl named June whom he’d met at a mixer in high school. The ceremony was beautiful. He’d worn his army dress blues. They’d honeymooned in Jamaica, and after he set up his bride in a starter house in Stamford, Connecticut. He thought this marriage would be the end to his loneliness.

It wasn’t long before William found he’d fallen in love with his new profession and out of love with his bride, if they’d ever been in love at all. He worked later and later hours in Manhattan. June realized she’d been more in love with the idea of being married than being with William.

The marriage lasted less than a year. William suggested they return the wedding gifts, but June told him “over my dead body.” Her father, a prominent attorney down the road in Darien, was able to arrange for the annulment. William gave Jane the house and the wedding gifts, many of which were still unopened.

A decade later, William was to be honored at a black-tie dinner at the Waldorf Astoria as the youngest-ever “Under Forty Executive of the Year” by the New York City Chamber of Commerce, a reward for his work as an advisor to a bunch of rich fat cats, helping them become even richer. How strange life is, William thought.

Twelve years before, the army had called him an advisor as well, leading his men through jungles in Vietnam, trying to kill the Cong before they killed him or his men. He had “advised” these young men on how to stay alive. If they failed to heed his advice, he’d sit in his quarters with pen and paper “advising” their parents of their sons’ deaths. It was the most empty he’d ever felt in his solitary life. When he returned home in uniform from the unpopular war, he’d been spit upon by angry war protestors at JFK Airport. Tonight he was being honored by New York’s aristocracy.

This evening he would not be alone. He would be accompanied by his young fiancée, Stacey Bryant. He knew that she would be beautifully turned out after spending the afternoon at Vidal Sassoon having her long blonde hair trimmed and getting a mani-pedi after a morning of fittings of the new navy blue, sequined frock from Bergdorf Goodman that she had chosen for the event. She would turn heads—she always did—drawing looks of lust from the men and envy from the women, many of whom had instead spent their days shuttling their children in carpools across Connecticut.

He thought about her as he walked to the bar in his credenza, placed a few fresh ice cubes in his glass, and poured himself another Glenturret. Twenty-nine years old, the girl had a fine pedigree to go along with her willowy good looks. Educated first at Rye Country Day School, she had captained the girl’s lacrosse team and starred in many of the school’s theatricals. Her mediocre grades, bolstered by her doting daddy’s money, were more than enough to gain her admission to Smith College, where she majored in art history. After graduation she’d worked at Sotheby’s, advancing her knowledge in American art before moving to a small boutique gallery on Seventy-Ninth Street.

They’d met there on a warm fall Saturday morning a year and a half ago, while William was browsing in search of a small antique polo bronze for his new apartment on Eighty-First.

The attraction was mutual, strong, and immediate. They’d had dinner that night at Giovanni’s on the Upper East Side, one of William’s favorite spots for Italian food, and shared a bottle of delicious Chianti. It would have seemed unnatural if they hadn’t ended the night at William’s apartment, tossing their clothes around his bedroom and making love on his queen-sized bed without bothering to throw back his silver fox bedspread. Never before had William experienced anything like her hunger and inventiveness; she’d ravished him. Thinking of it now, William smiled in spite of himself.

He was snapped out of his reverie by the voice of his longtime assistant, Arnelle Whitten, on his intercom. “Mr. Prescott to see you, sir,” she said in her gentle island accent.

Arnelle, an attractive and cheerful Bajan woman, had worked with William since he’d started at the firm, with the exception of eight months when she had moved back to her native Barbados to play house with a lover. Apparently, the experience hadn’t gone well. She’d cried when she came to beg for her job back. William had tried to appear sympathetic but was inwardly delighted that she was coming back to work. In the time she’d been gone, her replacement, an airhead named Doreen, had all but undone Arnelle’s excellent filing system while decimating the office’s efficiency and raising her boss’s stress level. Now Arnelle was back with a healthy hatred for all men, except William.
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