








    

     [image: image]

    


   





     ALSO BY PHILIP R. CRAIG AND WILLIAM G. TAPPLY



     

      FIRST LIGHT: THE FIRST EVER BRADY COYNE/
J. W. JACKSON MYSTERY

     


     THE J. W. JACKSON MYSTERIES BY PHILIP R. CRAIG



     

      MURDER AT A VINEYARD MANSION

      




      A VINEYARD KILLING 

      




      VINEYARD ENIGMA 

      




      VINEYARD SHADOWS 

      




      VINEYARD BLUES 

      




      A FATAL VINEYARD SEASON 

      




      A SHOOT ON MARTHA’S VINEYARD 

      




      A DEADLY VINEYARD HOLIDAY 

      




      DEATH ON A VINEYARD BEACH 

      




      A CASE OF VINEYARD POISON 

      




      OFF SEASON 

      




      CLIFF HANGER 

      




      THE DOUBLE MINDED MEN 

      




      THE WOMAN WHO WALKED INTO THE SEA 

      




      A BEAUTIFUL PLACE TO DIE 

      




      GATE OF IVORY, GATE OF HORN

     


     THE BRADY COYNE MYSTERIES BY WILLIAM G. TAPPLY



     

      SHADOW OF DEATH 

      




      A FINE LINE 

      




      PAST TENSE 

      




      A BRADY COYNE OMNIBUS 

      




      SCAR TISSUE 

      




      MUSCLE MEMORY 

      




      CUTTER’S RUN 

      




      CLOSE TO THE BONE 

      




      THE SEVENTH ENEMY 

      




      THE SNAKE EATER 

      




      TIGHT LINES 

      




      THE SPOTTED CATS 

      




      CLIENT PRIVILEGE 

      




      DEAD WINTER 

      




      A VOID IN HEARTS 

      




      THE VULGAR BOATMAN 

      




      DEAD MEAT 

      




      THE MARINE CORPSE 

      




      FOLLOW THE SHARKS 

      




      THE DUTCH BLUE ERROR 

      




      DEATH AT CHARITY’S POINT

     


    










     

      [image: image]

     


     

      SCRIBNER

      


1230 Avenue of the Americas 


New York, NY 10020


     This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the authors’ imaginations or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


     Copyright © 2005 by Philip R. Craig and William G. Tapply


     All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.


     SCRIBNER and design are trademarks of Macmillan Library Reference USA, Inc., used under license by Simon & Schuster, the publisher of this work.


     Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Craig, Philip R., 1933–


Second sight: a Brady Coyne?J. W. Jackson mystery?Philip R. Craig and William G. Tapply.


p. cm.


1. Coyne, Brady (Fictitious character)—Fiction. 2. Jackson, Jeff (Fictitious character)—Fiction. 3. Private investigators—Massachusetts—Martha’s Vineyard—Fiction. 4. Martha’s Vineyard (Mass.)—Fiction. 5. Terrorism—Prevention—Fiction. 6. Missing persons—Fiction. I. Tapply, William G. II. Title.


     PS3570.A568S43 2005 


813'.54—dc22 


2004052173


     ISBN-13: 978-0-7432-7655-9
ISBN-10: 0-7432-7655-8


     Visit us on the World Wide Web




      http://www.SimonSays.com


    





     

      For our kids

     


     

      Kim and Jamie

     


     

      Mike and Melissa and Sarah

     


    





     

      When the stars threw down their spears,
And watered heaven with their tears,
Did he smile his work to see?
Did he who made the Lamb make thee?
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      Chapter One


      J.W.


     


     

      

       There are two weekly newspapers on Martha’s Vineyard: the Vineyard Gazette and the Martha’s Vineyard Times. Both deal solely with island issues and neither makes much pretense of separating its editorial views from its news coverage. The papers are like dueling banjos, predictably taking opposing views on almost everything. The Gazette’s writings are politically correct, brimming with nostalgia for an idealized past, and touched with hauteur, while the populist Times relishes muckraking and has asked local pols so many embarrassing questions that sundry boards and town leaders will no longer speak to its representatives unless the questions are first submitted in writing.


      I didn’t read either paper with hopes of discovering the truth, but merely to get a sense of the issues of the moment and a laugh from the political dissemblers and the more passionate letters to the editors. Between them, the Gazette and the Times gave strong evidence that Shaw was right when he defined a newspaper as a device unable to distinguish between a bicycle accident and the collapse of civilization.


      But both papers agreed on one thing: the upcoming Celebration for Humanity was a very big deal.


      It was August and the Celebration had been news all summer. And why not? It seemed that every celebrity, politician, and millionaire living on the island, along with countless others in New York, Hollywood, Washington, and from abroad, was involved, and every one of them would be wrapped in the American flag. It was to be an unprecedented event, bringing together the great and powerful from the entertainment business, Wall Street, religion, and government for one extraordinary weekend of song, speech, prayer, patriotism, and commitment to national and international peace, goodwill, and fearless resolve in the face of terrorism and evil axes.


      The Celebration would be broadcast live on national and international radio and television, and taped for viewing by those unfortunate enough to have missed the original show and for the millions who undoubtedly would want to see it all again.


      “I just don’t think I can stand the tension of it all,” yawned Zee, looking at the Gazette’s front page. “Less than a week to go, and the island’s problems are mounting. Not enough housing, not enough security, not enough tickets to the big event and some outrageous scalping of the ones there are.”


      “How about we rent out this place for that weekend and use the money to go to Angkor Wat?” I asked. “I’ve wanted to see Angkor Wat ever since I was a little kid and my father let me read his copy of Halliburton’s Complete Book of Marvels. Our house isn’t much but it should be good for a few thousand dollars during the Celebration. People are desperate.”


      “I don’t know if they’re that desperate,” said Zee, glancing around the kitchen, where she’d spread the paper on the table.


      Maybe she was right. Home sweet home was an old hunting and fishing camp expanded by a couple of modern bedrooms that I’d tacked on since the kids were born. I’d been working in vain for years to fix a leak in the corner of the living room that dripped whenever a strong rain blew in from the east, and the balcony floor was beginning to get a little spongy in one place I’d soon have to fix.


      “People will pay anything to stay on Martha’s Vineyard,” I said, yawning in turn, “and they’ll pay twice as much if they get to see a celebrity while they’re here. No wonder the scalpers are doing so well. Maybe we should at least sell our tickets. What do you think?”


      “As you’ll recall, we don’t have tickets,” said Zee. “Somehow we got left off the VIP list again. I just can’t understand it. I see here, though, that Joe and Myra Callahan are among the invited guests. I imagine Cricket will be coming along, too.”


      Years before, during one of then-president Joe Callahan’s several summer holidays on the Vineyard, our paths had briefly crossed, as the paths of commoners and aristocrats sometimes do, but the former president’s family and the Jacksons had since walked different roads.


      “Maybe you should suck up to some of those Hollywood types who’ve been after you to become a movie star,” I said. “They can probably get us in.”


      Zee, who had once been an extra in a motion picture filmed on our island, was still being pursued by its director, who considered her, rightly, I thought, to be one of those rare people who light up the screen. Zee, however, preferred to remain a nurse and to live on the Vineyard with our children and me.


      “My once promising career as a film star is, I’m glad to say, a thing of the past,” said Zee. “According to this story, though, I actually do know some of the people who’ll be part of the show.”


      “No doubt they’ll want you to perform.”


      “If nominated, I will not run; if elected, I will not serve. We can stay at home like all the normal people in the world and watch the big show on our little TV.” She looked at her watch. “The kids should be home any time now. You know, it still feels weird to have them old enough to go play with other kids at a summer camp.”


      It did seem that way. “Well, their friends come to play here sometimes, so it balances out.”


      “It feels okay when other kids are here, but it doesn’t when ours are someplace else. Does that sound normal?”


      “Maybe you should take a parenting class to find out.”


      “No thanks. I have enough trouble being a parent with just you around. I don’t need to be in a class with ten other people who don’t know any more than I do. My mother says the secret is to be a grandparent, because by that time you finally know everything instead of always being a year or two behind.”


      It was a popular notion among grandparents, I knew, and maybe even a correct one, but with luck it would be another twenty years or so before we could either confirm or deny.


      Zee scanned the paper one last time and folded it. “Even for this fabled isle where fantasies unfurl like flags almost every day, this Celebration is an eye-catcher. We have as much media here as we did the first time Joe Callahan came down.”


      During the Callahans’ first Vineyard visit, so many security people and media types had been around that every hotel room was full and the island sank about six inches into the sea from the weight of machines and humans. It only rose again when the presidential party flew back to Washington.


      “The beginning of that first sentence was quite alliterative,” I said admiringly. “But you’re right. This is a notable gala even by local standards. I’m going to pour myself a martini and adjourn to the balcony. Would you care to join me?”


      She would, so I got the Luksusowa out of the freezer and poured two glasses, adding two jalapeño-stuffed olives to each. I put these on a tray along with crackers and smoked bluefish pâté and went up to the balcony, where Zee was already seated. She was looking eastward over our gardens, over Sengekontacket Pond, over the barrier beach on its far side where families were even now packing up their beach gear and heading home, and over the blue waters of Nantucket Sound to where Cape Cod loomed on the distant horizon.


      It was a view we never tired of. Just before dawn all winter long a coral ribbon stretched along the horizon between the dark blue band of ocean and the lighter one of brightening sky. And all year round, as the sun set and our house fell into evening shadows, the barrier beach glowed like a strand of gold before the earth turned and night came down.


      Zee sipped her martini. “Not bad, Jefferson. You haven’t lost the magic touch.”


      “The secret of the old family recipe shall never be revealed until my son has reached maturity, and then only to him.”


      “Diana and I won’t be told how to open the bottle, I take it.” She handed me a cracker mounded with pâté.


      “You know how women are. They just can’t keep secrets.”


      “How true, how true. Certainly none of my women friends can keep herself from saying things about you that should be kept private.”


      “Like what, for instance?”


      “I’m sorry, but my lips are sealed. Besides, you don’t really want to know.”


      “Are you saying you’re an exception to the women-can’t-keep-a-secret rule?”


      Zee lifted her glass. “According to my friends, you’re the one who’s an exception to certain normal, civilized rules. Several of them, in fact. I’ll say no more.”


      Out on the sound boats were white against the blue water as they headed for harbor. Above them the pale sky was bright and clear. Every shape and color on land and sea was sharply defined by the dry northeast breeze. It was a Babar day.


      Behind us I heard the sound of a car coming down our long, sandy driveway and turned, expecting to see Madge or Frank Duncan bringing Diana and Joshua home from an afternoon at their nature studies camp.


      But the car didn’t belong to the Duncans. It stopped in the yard and a man got out. I hadn’t seen him in quite a while. He waved and started toward the house.


      “It’s Jake Spitz,” I said to Zee. It was refill time, so I picked up our empty glasses as I went downstairs with Zee at my heels.


      Jake shook my hand and exchanged kisses with Zee, who stepped back and smiled up at him. “Still exercising regularly, I see. Maybe you can have a talk with my husband about the virtues of physical activity other than snoring and surf casting.”


      “You both look fit as ever,” said Spitz. “How are the kids?”


      “They’re out gallivanting with their friends. They’re fine.”


      I was happy to see him. “How about a little something, Jake? We’re ready for seconds.”


      He hesitated, then smiled and nodded. “Theoretically I’m on duty, but only for a little longer, so what the hell.”


      “Spoken like a true American. How long have you been on the island, and what brings the FBI to our house?”


      I fixed the drinks and the three of us went back up to the balcony.


      “Watch that soft spot,” I said, gesturing. “I’ve got some rotten wood there that I have to replace. Your foot might go right through.”


      “I’m used to rot,” said Spitz. “I work in Washington.”


      We sat and looked at the view. “Mighty fine,” said Spitz. “I remember it well.”


      “It’s a nice surprise to have you here to see it again,” I said.


      Spitz sipped his drink and made an approving face. “Good. But I didn’t come here just to drink your vodka and sit on your balcony, much as I’m enjoying both. I’ve come to offer you a temp job.”


      On Martha’s Vineyard, where prices are high and pay is low, a job is always worth considering. In my case, that was especially true since I had no steady income other than spotty profit from part ownership in a fishing boat and tiny disability pensions from the U.S. Army and the Boston PD, earned absorbing bits of enemy metal into my body during combat. I still carried a bullet next to my spine and small fragments of shrapnel in my legs.


      “Let me guess,” said Zee. “If you’re here on the island, Jake, it means that some Washington bigwigs are too, or soon will be, and that means the job has something to do with the Celebration for Humanity. Am I right?”


      “It’s hard to pull the wool over your eyes, Mrs. Jackson.”


      “Well, he’s not going to take the job,” said Zee firmly and with a hint of anger in her voice.


      Spitz and I both looked at her. I opened my mouth but she spoke again before I could.


      “My husband has collected a few new scars since you last saw him, Jake, and he’s promised not to do any more dangerous things. I’m holding him to it.”


      “I don’t do dangerous things,” I said.


      “Yes, you do, and Jake here has been involved in security as long as we’ve known him, so it’s pretty clear to me that he wants you to do something that might be dangerous! Well, you won’t!”


      Spitz lifted his hands. “It’s nothing like that, Zee. Let me give you the details before you decide anything.”


      Zee gave me a hard, wifely look, but nodded.


      “Did you ever hear of a singer named Evangeline? Like in the poem by Longfellow?”


      “Of course,” said Zee, perking up. “Everybody’s heard of Evangeline. She’s won all the Grammys in the world but she keeps her personal life totally private. Doesn’t she live in a castle in Scotland or something? Is she coming to the Celebration? Wow! I haven’t seen her name in the local papers.”


      I could not share Zee’s enthusiasm, but even I had heard of Evangeline, although in general I’m not aware of any singers younger than Willie Nelson or Pavarotti. “What about her?” I asked.


      Spitz took another short snort. “She’s coming to the Celebration, but not many people know that. She doesn’t want anything to do with reporters. She wants to stay out of sight, make a ‘surprise appearance’ onstage, then, when her bit is over, fly back home again. She needs a driver who can keep his mouth shut. We have a safe house for her and you’re my choice as her driver. She wants to see the island while she’s here, and you know it better than my agents. Also, you were a cop and you can wave a badge as well as the next guy if you need to.”


      “My shield is pretty much out-of-date these days, Jake.”


      “I can arrange to get you some official paper. She’ll have a Ford Explorer with those dark windows that keep people from seeing inside. And they say that she’s got half a dozen different wigs and getups to make herself look different if she wants to go someplace public, so about all you’ll have to do is drive her where she wants to go.


      “There’s money in it,” he added, and mentioned a goodly figure.


      “Can I get an autographed picture of her for Zee?”


      Zee brightened. “That would be excellent!”


      “I’m sure it can be arranged,” said Spitz, looking relieved. “Well, what do you say, Mrs. Jackson, ma’am?”


      “All he has to do is drive Evangeline around the island?”


      “And maybe get some take-out clams for her from The Bite, so she can taste the island’s finest fries alone on a beach somewhere.”


      “And that’s all?”


      “He might have to get her back into the car pretty fast if some fan spots her.”


      “And that’s all?”


      “That pretty much covers it.”


      Zee was never one to miss a trick. “How’d the FBI get involved with Evangeline, Jake? You work for the government, not for people in the entertainment business. Are you sure there isn’t more to this job than you’re telling me?”


      “There’s a simple explanation,” said Spitz, smiling at her. “Joe Callahan and his family, especially their daughter, Cricket, are big Evangeline fans. He may not be president anymore, but when he asked the bureau to help her out, we obliged. Well, what do you say, are you going to let your husband take the job?”


      “Well, all right,” she said, smiling back. “But I want that autographed picture.”


      “Consider it done.” Spitz glanced at his watch and took a final sip of his drink. “Come on down to the car with me, J.W., and I’ll give you a map that shows where Evangeline and her daughter are staying.”


      I followed him to the car. He gave me the map, and then said quietly, “I’d like you to carry your pistol on this job.”


      My eyebrows went up a bit.


      “I doubt if you’ll need it,” he said, “but I think you should have it. Celebrities are targets for some people, and we don’t want anything happening to Evangeline.” He paused. “We’ve heard some whispers in the wind, but nothing we can be sure of. I didn’t mention this up on the balcony because I wouldn’t want Zee to be worried about you.”


      “Tell me what you know,” I said.


      “I just did,” said Spitz. “You still want the job? It’s only for these next few days.”


      I hesitated.


      “You’ll be doing me a favor,” he said. “I need somebody I can trust.”


      I glanced back at the house, and at Zee, knowing Jake could be putting me in a difficult—yes, even a dangerous—position. But he was a friend. And I was intrigued.


      “All right,” I said.


     


    





     

      Chapter Two


      Brady


     


     

      

       Toward closing time on a Friday afternoon in August, Neddie Doyle called me at my office. “Mike needs you,” she said.


      I started to make a joke out of it. I said, “Hell, Mike doesn’t need anybody. Least of all me.”


      But when she said, “Yeah, Brady, he does, and he insists that it’s you,” her tone told me that this was no joking matter.


      I asked her what was up, but all she’d say was, “It’s Mike’s idea. He should tell you.”


      It occurred to me that Mike could’ve called as easily as Neddie, and the fact that he hadn’t gave me a spooky feeling. The Doyles lived in Hancock, New Hampshire, a two-hour drive from Boston. I told her I could be there the next morning.


      I hadn’t seen Mike Doyle since he abruptly and mysteriously quit his Federal Street firm three years ago and moved to Hancock in the sticks of southwestern New Hampshire. I still remembered him as the idealistic guy I’d known in law school, the Peace Corps volunteer who’d given two years of his young life to teaching African villagers about irrigation. He’d been a whip-smart, handsome, athletic stud who ran rings around Charlie McDevitt and me when we played Sunday-morning touch football at the Yale Law School, argued rings around us in late-night discussions about constitutional law, and picked up girls that snubbed the rest of us in New Haven bars.


      After we graduated, the young idealist quickly matured, if that’s the word for it, into a relentless litigator. Mike made partner in two years, got his name added to the letterhead, earned about a million dollars a year, and quickly turned stodgy old Fisk, Evans, and Burleson into F. E. B. and D., the top-billing law firm in Boston. When I was still a struggling attorney determined to make it as a lone wolf, Mike threw cases my way that were too insignificant for his big-time firm. In those days, I took anything, and he helped me to get my feet under me.


      I was Mike’s personal lawyer, and I suppose if I’d ever wanted to sue somebody, I’d’ve hired him. Smart lawyers always hire other lawyers to do their legal work. Mike and I were both smart that way.


      Over the years, we remained friends. Not buddies, the way he and Charlie and I had been in law school, but friends. Mike was a good guy. His success didn’t go to his head. When our kids were young, our families would get together a few times a year for cookouts, and now and then Mike and I would meet after work for a drink to talk about old times.


      Neddie, Mike’s wife, was a gifted watercolorist. She also happened to be gorgeous, of course. Christa, their daughter, was vivacious like her mother and smart and athletic like her dad. And lucky Mike, he managed to retire from the rat race after just twenty years of it. Some guys manage to get it all right the first time around. It was hard not to envy Mike Doyle.


      Or at least, that’s what I used to think.


       


      It took a little less than two hours on Saturday morning to drive to Hancock, New Hampshire, from my apartment on the Boston waterfront. I headed for Peterborough, then followed Neddie’s directions through a maze of wooded country roads, found the dirt driveway that wound through the pine forest and up the hill to the clearing where the Doyle house overlooked Mount Monadnock.


      It was a pretty nice house—all glass and raw cedar and New Hampshire granite—and the way it perched there on the hilltop with its rock gardens and stone walls and fieldstone paths and clumps of paper birch, it looked like part of the rocky landscape.


      Neddie greeted me at the door, gave me a hug, took my hand, and led me inside. “Don’t be shocked,” she said.


      But I was.


      Mike Doyle was lying in a hospital bed that they’d set up in the big living room. A gray-haired nurse was fiddling with the needle in the back of his hand. Plastic bags filled with transparent fluids hung on the aluminum rack beside the bed, and thin tubes snaked down from the bags to the needle. More tubes sneaked out from under the thin blanket that covered Mike and emptied into bags hanging off the foot of his bed. A blue oxygen tank sat in the corner of the room.


      Outside the floor-to-ceiling glass wall, the view of the green, rolling New Hampshire hills and, on the horizon, craggy Mount Monadnock was spectacular on this sunny August morning. But Mike’s head was turned away from the vista, and his eyes were shut, and his breathing was slow.


      In the couple of years since I’d last seen him, Mike Doyle had become an old man. His skin had that translucent look that you see on very old people, and it stretched so tight over his cheekbones that his face looked more like a skull. His hair had gone white.


      Neddie, who was standing beside me, touched my arm. “He’s not going to wake up for a while,” she said. “It’s the morphine. I’m sorry. He’s desperate to talk to you. He’s usually okay in the morning. Come on. I’ll get us some coffee. Let’s go out on the terrace.”


      It was one of those sticky August mornings in New England that promised to turn downright hot, with thunderstorms building in the afternoon, but out there on the Doyles’ fieldstone patio high above the surrounding valleys, the breeze was cool and the air smelled sweet.


      Neddie poured some coffee, and we sat in the big wooden armchairs.


      “I didn’t even know he was sick,” I said.


      “That’s why he quit the firm,” Neddie said. “It’s some damn exotic parasite he picked up in Africa. He was fine for over twenty years. Didn’t even know anything was wrong. Then…” She shrugged. “The doctors said there was nothing they could do about it. Mike told the partners he was leaving the day after he found out. He didn’t want anybody to…to watch him deteriorate.”


      “He’s dying?” I said.


      “Oh, yes.” She smiled softly. “He spent two years trying to convince the villagers they shouldn’t wash their dishes in the water downstream from where their animals sloshed around in it. He showed them how to dig wells and irrigation ditches and taught them to boil their drinking water. Ironic, huh?”


      “How long?”


      “A month. Six weeks at the most. He’s gone downhill fast this past year or so.”


      “Jesus,” I said. “I’m sorry.”


      We were quiet for a minute. Then Neddie said, “He wanted to talk to you himself. But I guess I better speak for him.” She looked at me. “This is his idea, not mine.”


      “If there’s something I can do…”


      “Mike thinks there is,” she said. “He’s got it in his head that you’re the only one who can. It’s about Christa.”


      Christa was the Doyles’ daughter, their only child. “What about Christa?” I said.


      Neddie looked at me. There was something hard in her eyes. “She’s gone. We’ve lost her. Mike wants her back. He wants to—to understand—before he dies. He wants to know that she loves him.”


      “What do you mean, ‘gone’?”


      Neddie spread her hands. “Run away. Disappeared. I don’t know how else to say it. She quit school the day after she turned sixteen. That was two and a half years ago last March. Packed up her backpack for school like she always did, left on the school bus, and…never came home. We haven’t seen her since then.”


      “You must’ve—”


      “At first she called at least once a week. Said she was okay, she was safe, had a job and a place to stay, had made friends. She was in Eugene, Oregon. She sounded happy. Promised she’d be back. We begged her to come home, of course, but all she said was that she would when she was ready, whatever that meant. Said we had to trust her and made it clear that if we went after her, she’d just leave again.” Neddie shook her head. “Mike and I argued about it. He was devastated. Took it personally. He was all for sending the troops after her. Me, I figured, take her at her word, give her a little time, don’t spook her, let her get whatever it is out of her system. As long as she kept in touch with us, as long as she was safe, I had faith that it would turn out okay. Christa was smart and resourceful. She’d figure it out. I absolutely believed her, believed she’d come back.”


      “But she didn’t.”


      “No. After three or four months, the phone calls suddenly stopped. She’d never given us a number. We had no idea how to reach her. So Mike contacted an investigator in Eugene. We paid him a lot of money. After two weeks, he called to tell us that he couldn’t find her. Shortly after that we got a letter from Christa. It was…terribly hurtful. It blamed us for giving her what she called false values. It accused us of being materialists, of corrupting her.” Neddie gazed off toward the mountains. “It was soon after that that Mike started going downhill.”


      “You haven’t heard from Christa since then?”


      “No. Not a word. I’ve come to terms with it. She’s gone from our lives, and I just pray she’s okay. Mike, though, he wakes up every morning with hope. Maybe today’s the day we’ll see Christa, he says. That lasts about an hour. Then he just seems to collapse into himself. Waiting for tomorrow, I guess. Another day, another hope.”


      “Neddie,” I said gently, “where do I come into it?”


      She smiled. “Remember when we used to get together with you and Gloria, when the kids were little, and we’d have cookouts in the backyard?”


      I nodded.


      “Christa used to call you Uncle Brady. She thought you were the greatest guy. Always talked about you. Mike was actually a little jealous. I bet you didn’t know that.”


      I smiled. “That was a long time ago.”


      “Yes,” she said. “Mike was healthy then, and Christa was our sweet little girl. A long time ago. Anyway, Mike is convinced that if anybody can talk her into coming home, it’s Uncle Brady.”


      “Wait a minute,” I said. “Are you saying you want me to find Christa and bring her home before…”


      “Before Mike dies. Yes. That’s what he wants.”


      “What about you?” I said. “Is that what you want?”


      Neddie looked up at the sky for a moment, and when she turned to me, I saw that her eyes glistened. “I don’t know, Brady. If she ever came home and then…then disappeared again, I don’t think I could bear it. It’s taken me a long time to learn to live with this.” She nodded. “But I guess it would allow Mike to die in peace. At this point, that’s worth everything to me. So, yes, it is what I want.”


      “Neddie,” I said, “I’d do anything for you and Mike. I hope you know that. But I’m a lawyer. I’m not—”


      “You know a lot of investigators and police and FBI people, right? You know how it works, finding people.”


      “Yes, but—”


      She touched my arm. “Mike says you’ve found people before. People who didn’t want to be found. That you’ve done it for other clients. He says you’re good at it. He says when you latch onto something, you don’t give up. He says people trust you. They talk to you.”


      I decided not to tell her that several of the people I’d been hired to find had turned out to be dead. Being dead was often the reason they’d disappeared in the first place.


      “I’ll see what I can do,” I said. “Of course I will.”


      She smiled. “Thank you.”


      “No promises.”


      “I understand.”


      “It’ll probably mean retaining some investigators. If they can track down Christa, I’ll go to her, talk to her. Then it’ll be up to her.”


      “That’s all we want,” she said. She stood up and held out her hand to me.


      I took it, and as I did, I was thinking: What the hell have you gotten yourself into, Coyne? 

      


      “Let’s go back in,” Neddie said, “see if Mike’s awake so we can tell him.”


      The nurse had cranked Mike’s bed up and wedged a couple of pillows behind his head. She was holding a glass for him, and he was sipping what looked like ginger ale through a straw and gazing out the big window. Beethoven’s Sixth Symphony—the “Pastorale”—was playing from hidden speakers. The music filled the room.


      Neddie went over to Mike and kissed his cheek. “Brady’s here,” she said.


      Mike turned his head slowly and looked at me. “Hey,” he said. His voice was weak and raspy.


      I went over and gripped his shoulder. “Hey yourself.”


      He smiled. “Thanks for coming.”


      “Neddie told me about Christa,” I said.


      He nodded. “Good. You’ll do it, huh?”


      “Sure.”


      “I just want to see my little girl,” he said. One of his hands crept out from under the blanket. He tapped his cheek with a shaky finger. “I want her to kiss me here and tell me she loves me. I want to say good-bye to her. That’s all.”


      “Fair enough,” I said.


      He let his head fall back on the pillows, closed his eyes, let out a long sigh, and smiled.


      A minute later he was asleep.


      Neddie touched my arm, and I followed her into her office. She sat at the desk and pulled out a checkbook.


      “What are you doing?” I said.


      “Giving you a check.”


      I shook my head. “That’s not necessary.”


      “We’re hiring you, Brady. You don’t think we expect you to do this on your own time.”


      “I’ll keep track of it. I’ll send you a bill.”


      “Promise?”


      “Sure.”


      She smiled. “I mean it,” she said. “We’re not asking you for a favor here.”


      “I like doing favors for my friends.”


      “If we don’t pay you, the deal’s off.”


      “I’ll send you a bill,” I said.


      “You’d better.” She put the checkbook in a drawer. “What’s next?”


      “I’ll need the most recent photo of Christa that you have,” I said. “I want that letter she sent you, too, and that Oregon investigator’s report. Write down the names of everybody you can think of she might have kept in touch with since she left. And I want to see her room, if that’s okay.”


      “You can if you want,” she said. “Mike and I have been through it a hundred times. Looking for clues. Who might help us, where she might go, what was on her mind. She didn’t keep a diary or anything. No letters or cards or photos. Nothing like that. “


      “I still want to see it.”


      “Sure. Top of the stairs on your right.” Neddie smiled. “Mike insisted we keep the door open. To symbolize how we’re always ready to welcome her home, he says. He says shutting the door would be shutting her out. Anyway, go ahead up. I’ll get that stuff for you.”


      Christa’s bedroom had a slanted ceiling with two big skylights. A wall-size window offered the same view of the mountains as the one from the living room downstairs. Objectively, it was a really nice room, sunlit and cozy. But it felt cold and unlived-in.


      I wasn’t sure what a teenage girl’s bedroom was supposed to look like. Both of my kids were boys. Young men now. When they were teenagers, their rooms had featured posters of athletes and rock stars, piles of dirty clothes and hockey sticks, perpetually unmade beds, and television sets they never remembered to turn off. If I’d had to guess, I would’ve pictured a girl’s room with a neatly made pink canopy bed piled with stuffed animals, walls hung with posters of movie stars and pop singers, a Princess telephone on the bedside table, and a desk in the corner with a laptop computer and a little color TV.


      Christa’s bed was, in fact, neatly made, with a patchwork quilt and a crocheted afghan folded at the foot. But there was no telephone, no television set, no computer, no stereo system, not even a clock radio. In fact, what struck me about Christa’s room was its emptiness. It reminded me of a guest room in a house that never had guests.


      The walls were bare except for one framed picture over the bed—a generic seascape featuring sand dunes and wheeling gulls. A low bookcase under the window held about two dozen Nancy Drew mysteries that, if I had to guess, had been Neddie’s from when she was a kid. There were a few Stephen King and Joyce Carol Oates novels, too, and the complete J. R. R. Tolkien, a dictionary, a thesaurus, and a few random paperbacks. There were several empty slots, as if some books had been removed from the shelves.


      I pawed through the bureau and looked into the closet. Girl’s clothes. No hidden stacks of letters tied up in a ribbon, no videotapes or photo albums or diaries.


      I was looking out the window with my hands clasped behind me when Neddie came in. “Find anything?” she said.


      I turned to look at her. “Did you clean it up after Christa left?”


      She shook her head. “This is exactly the way it was the day she went away.”


      “It’s like…”


      “I know,” she said. “Like nobody ever lived here. Christa hated it when we moved up to New Hampshire. We never told her it was because of Mike’s health. Maybe that was a mistake, but he didn’t want to upset her. As far as we’ve been able to tell, she didn’t make a single friend around here. The people at school said she was a good student, but a loner. She refused to join any clubs or go out for any teams. They encouraged her, and so did we. She was into everything when we were living in Belmont. After we moved up here, she’d come home on the bus right after school, change her clothes, and walk around in the woods or come up here to her room and read. She refused to have anything mechanical or electronic in her room. No music, no TV, no computer. You noticed that, right?”


      I nodded. “Would you say she was depressed?”


      “You know,” said Neddie, “since she’s been gone we’ve tried to understand. Tried desperately. But honestly, she didn’t seem at all depressed. She was pleasant with us. No rebellion, no sulking, nothing like that. She laughed a lot, actually. Helped me cook sometimes. She liked to work in the gardens. Always did her homework. Got excellent grades. Hardly ever got sick, rarely missed a day of school. We were here less than a year when she…she left. We figured she was just making a slow adjustment.”


      “That doesn’t sound like the portrait of a runaway,” I said. “Are you sure you’re remembering it accurately?”


      Neddie smiled. “That’s a fair question, Brady. It’s a question I’ve asked myself a hundred times. What are we overlooking? What have we been repressing? Where were the hints?” She shrugged. “You know Mike. He’s a pretty hard-nosed guy. I’m pretty hard-nosed myself, in my own way. We’re remembering it accurately. Her teachers up here remember her the same way. Good kid. Quiet but pleasant. No trouble.”


      I took one more look around Christa’s bedroom. Then Neddie and I went back down to her office.


      “I’ve got what you wanted,” she said. She handed me a snapshot. “I took this on Christa’s sixteenth birthday. The day before she left. I can hardly stand to look at it.”


      In the photo, Mike and Christa were standing in their backyard with the long vista of Mount Monadnock behind them. They were both smiling directly into the camera. Mike had his arm around her shoulder, and Christa had hers around his waist, and she was leaning her cheek against his shoulder. Mike looked healthy. Christa looked happy.


      She was nearly as tall as Mike, with her mother’s ebony hair and flashing brown eyes. Her hair was cut very short, almost a boy’s haircut. She wore big silver earrings, a tight white T-shirt, and low-cut blue jeans that showed her belly button. She looked grown-up.


      “Here’s that letter,” said Neddie. It was in its envelope, postmarked San Francisco. I decided I’d read it later.


      She gave me a manila envelope. “That detective’s report is in there, and I wrote down the names of all the people Christa might’ve been in touch with that I could think of. I don’t have phone numbers or addresses, but they’re all from Belmont, from before we moved up here. Is that okay?”


      “Sure,” I said.


      I put the snapshot and the letter into the manila envelope. “Can you think of anything else that will help me?”


      “Like what?”


      “What kind of job might she take? Does she like to dance, go to concerts, movies, plays? Does she swim, play tennis?”


      Neddie frowned. “It seems like so long ago. I mean, to us she was just our smart daughter. She seemed…normal, you know? She never had any job except babysitting. She always liked to read. She was wonderfully athletic, but sometime about when she turned twelve, she decided she hated competitive sports. She said competition was destructive. She believed in cooperation. She was idealistic. Like Mike.” She smiled. “Christa was a good kid, Brady. Everybody said so.”


      I nodded.


      “I can’t think of anything else to tell you.”


      “Okay. If you do, just give me a call.” I tucked the manila envelope under my arm. “I guess I’d better get started.”


      We went back into the living room. The nurse was sitting in a straight-backed chair beside Mike’s bed reading a magazine. Mike was asleep.


      At the front door, Neddie put her arms around me, pushed her face against my chest, and said, “This is really stupid, isn’t it?”


      “It’s not stupid,” I said.


      She tilted her head back and looked up at me. “Hopeless, I mean. Not a word from her in two years. She could be anywhere. Even if…”


      

       Even if she’s alive, is what I guessed Neddie was thinking.


      “There’s always hope,” I said. I gave her a squeeze. “Tell Mike good-bye for me. I’ll keep in touch with you.”


      She nodded. “Thank you, Brady.”


      “Understand one thing,” I said.


      “What’s that?”


      “If I do find Christa and talk to her, I will tell her that Mike’s dying and wants to see her. I’ll do my best to convince her to come home. If she refuses, I can’t force her. It’ll have to be up to her. I may have to promise her that I won’t tell you where she is, and I would never break a promise like that.”


      “I know.” She smiled. “That’s why Mike trusts you.”


     


    





     

      Chapter Three


      J.W.


     


     

      

       My windows on the modern world of television, movies, and contemporary music were in the forms of Jill and Jen Skye, the twin daughters of Professor John Skye and his wife, Mattie. The twins would be going back to college in the fall, but now had summer work on the island and were living with their parents on the family farm. So after Jake Spitz left me with directions on how to find Evangeline the next day, I phoned the farm to discover as much as I could about Evangeline.


      Mattie answered and from her I learned that John, having finally finished his magnum opus, a new and definitive translation of Gawain and the Green Knight, was now researching his next project: a world history of swords-manship. John had been a three-weapon man in college, and his old foil, épée, and saber were triangulated below his mask, high on the wall of his Vineyard library.


      I also learned that Jen was working an evening shift at an Edgartown restaurant, but that Jill was home. When she came to the phone and I asked her if she could keep a confidence, she assured me that she could, speaking in very grown-up, university tones.


      When I told her about my driving job, and asked her to tell me about Evangeline, Jill’s college-woman persona instantly vanished. “Evangeline? Evangeline! Is she here? Really? Wow!”


      “Zee also said wow,” I said.


      For the next several minutes I listened to Jill extol the obviously, to her, immortal significance and fame of Evangeline. Evangeline was a comet in the firmament of pop music heaven, a force to be reckoned with since her early teens when she’d first appeared on the music scene. She was totally wild and independent, infuriatingly talented as both a singer and an actress, indifferent to public opinion about both her art and her private life, once poor but now incredibly rich, the owner and inhabitant of her own Scottish castle, the winner of countless awards, the subject of scandalous rumors, and the face on a thousand magazines. At thirty she was twice married and divorced, was the mother of a child by yet another (unidentified) man, and was reportedly now sharing her bed with a movie star whose gender was a matter of great discussion. Was her lover a man or a woman? Evangeline was, in short, the most important singer in the whole world and a star of the first magnitude.


      “Are you sure about all that?” I asked Jill.


      “Of course! How can you even ask such a thing? You’re a hopeless case, J.W.! Evangeline isn’t just a star, you know. She has a very spiritual side, too. And she has a tragic past. Some man she can’t forget, they say. Isn’t that romantic? She can be very deep. I bet you’d like her music if you heard it.”


      “I think I’ll stick to country and western and classical,” I said, and switched gears. “Does she have any enemies that you know of?”


      “Of course she has enemies! Everyone in the business envies her! And she probably has crazy fans. You know, the kind that shoot you if you’re famous! It’s dangerous to be famous, you know.”


      I did know that. “Sad but true,” I agreed.


      Jill’s enthusiasm reemerged. “But you’re really going to be her driver? Starting tomorrow? Really?! Can Jen and I see her? Can we be someplace beside the road when you drive by?”


      “I don’t know where we’ll be driving or when. If you want to see her, I think you’ll have to buy a ticket to the big show.”


      She groaned. “Do you know how much those tickets cost? I’d have to spend every cent I’ve saved all summer!”


      “So what? You don’t need to go back to college this fall. You can get a job someplace and work all winter instead. There are too many coeds in college already. It’s dangerous. Like the guy said, giving an education to a woman is like giving a knife to a baby. You know what I mean?”


      “Ha, ha! Very funny. Not!” Then her tone became artificially sweet. “Oh, J.W., do you think that you, my favorite person in the whole world, might be able to get a couple of tickets for us? If Evangeline likes you, maybe she’ll get some for you, and you can give them to my sister and me. That would be very sweet of you, dear J.W.”


      “Are you fluttering your lashes?”


      “Absolutely. And I have an adoring look on my face.”


      “I’m trying to imagine it.”


      “I can’t believe she’s here and you’re going to meet her!”


      “Try not to spread the news. I’m told that Evangeline likes her privacy. If you talk to everybody about her being here, she’ll have reporters and photographers following her wherever she goes.”


      “I don’t know if can keep it to myself! I just have to tell Jen, and I have to tell Mom and Dad!”


      I thought of the old saw that two can keep a secret if one of them is dead, and was sure that knowledge of Evangeline’s presence was already being whispered like wind through dry grass. Maybe I’d made a mistake in phoning the Skyes.


      “Well,” said Zee when I finished the call. “Do you now know everything you need to know about your charge?”


      “I know enough to get started, at least. According to Jill, she’s the empress of ice cream.”


      “I never did understand that poem.”


      “Me, too. And it’s not the only one. Anyway, I’ll know more tomorrow than I know now. I’ll give you a full report.”


      “She’ll probably want to spirit you away to her Scottish castle when the big show is over. She likes men, they say.”


      “Maybe women, too, according to Jill. But if she tries it I’ll just tell her that I’ve already been spirited away by you, and one spiritization in a lifetime is quite enough, thank you.” I leered at her.


      “Is ‘spiritization’ a real word?”


      “If it isn’t, it should be. May I spirit you to our boudoir?”


      She smiled at me and rose from her chair. “You may, but I think that the term, properly used, refers to a lady’s private bedroom, not one shared by a man.”


      “You’re very language-sensitive tonight. Have you been reading the dictionary again?”


      “It’s a good book even though it’s short on plot.”


      In bed, I ran a hand over her hip and down her sleek thigh.


      She made a humming sound and put her arms around me. “How long do you think this will take?” she asked, biting my neck lightly.


      “No longer than all night,” I said. “I have to pick up Evangeline in the morning.”


       


      Evangeline, according to Spitz and his map, was staying in a large house on the shore of the Edgartown Great Pond, not too far east from the house where Joe and Myra Callahan had lived during their presidential summer vacations, and not much farther from the Peter Fredericks estate, where the Celebration for Humanity was to be held.


      Peter Fredericks was the most notorious castle builder on Martha’s Vineyard, where castle building had become a sport among the purchasers of island real estate. The normal pattern of building began with the purchase of some already outsize and highly priced house. The house was then torn down and replaced by one that was even bigger and more ornate. Peter Fredericks had lifted the already high bar by purchasing eighty acres of pond-front land and building a fifteen-thousand-square-foot house on it, plus a five-car garage and various outbuildings.


      Even his wealthy neighbors had objected to such a project taking place within sight of their own massive houses, claiming piously that his mansion was inappropriate to its location, since it altered the precious island ambiance in some vital way that theirs did not. Fredericks did not personally stoop to public argument but allowed his lawyers to speak, and prevail, on his behalf.


      And now on a onetime sheep pasture beside his three-mile-long driveway, a massive temporary stage was being erected upon which the Celebration for Humanity stars would perform in front of the thousands of fans fortunate enough to have tickets.


      The Fredericks estate was actually an excellent choice for the gala since the Great Pond provided protection from the south and east and the driveway was the only road leading to the sheep pasture. Once the woods and the beaches were filled with public and private security agents, as they surely would be soon, if they were not already, ticketless fans and other intruders would have little chance of joining the celebs and paying customers.


      Getting to Evangeline’s house proved almost as difficult. The next morning I turned into the road leading to her house and was immediately stopped by a young Edgartown cop who had been sitting in the shade of a tent off to the right. He clearly had the duty of preventing undesirables from intruding upon Evangeline’s privacy. He looked serious but happy, and I suspected he was a fan who was glad to make some extra pay guarding his idol.


      “Sorry, J.W.,” he said, “but this road is closed except to homeowners.”


      “No, it’s okay, Marty,” said Spitz, coming out of the tent. “J.W.’s going to be the Lady Evangeline’s driver while she’s on the island. You’re early, J.W.”


      “I can go home again and come back later. Is Evangeline a late sleeper?”


      “Evangeline now has a code name,” said Spitz. “She’s Ethel Price. You can call her Mrs. Price.”


      “Price is okay,” I said, “but Ethel? Nobody’s named Ethel anymore. I think Ethel Barrymore was the last Ethel in America. Anybody who hears me call her Ethel will know right away that it’s a fake name.”


      Spitz looked away, then looked back. “It was her mother’s name. She picked it herself, so get used to it.”


      “Hey, if she wants a name that sounds like a maiden great-aunt, it’s all right with me.”


      “Do you want this job or not?”


      “The money’s too good to miss. All right, she’s Mrs. Ethel Price for the duration.”


      “Good.” He gave me a cell phone and an ID card with my picture on it. I seemed to have become a government agent of some kind.


      “Where’d you get my photo and signature?”


      “Your tax dollars at work. Wave that at anybody who gives you trouble or call that number at the bottom if you need help for any reason.”


      I wondered why I might need help.


      “Okay,” he said, “now follow the signs to the Carberg house and exchange this trusty, rusty old Land Cruiser for the Explorer with tinted windows that you’ll find there. Introduce yourself to the lady. She knows you’re coming and has a photograph of you.”


      I rattled down the long sandy road until I came to the Carberg house. Sure enough, there was a new white Ford Explorer in front of the garage. I parked beside it.


      The Carberg house was rambling and comfortable-looking. It was shingled in graying cedar and sported at least three fireplaces. By Fredericks standards it was not an impressive structure, but by mine it was a five-star hotel.


      Through the open breezeway linking the garage to the house I could see a dock leading out into the Edgartown Great Pond. Tied to it were a small open boat with an outboard motor, and a Laser sailboat. A canoe was pulled up on the beach. They were modest vessels, but ample enough for fun on the Great Pond, where people did not care for large, noisy motorboats.


      Clearly the Carbergs were Pond People, one of the Vineyard’s cultural subgroups. The Pond People lived on the edges of the island’s several great ponds along the south shore and, like other more or less self-contained social groups such as the Campground People in Oak Bluffs, kept to themselves and were generally unknown to the thousands of summer tourists who filled the ferries sailing to and from the island.


      Peter Fredericks now had a home on a pond, but he had a ways to go to become a Pond Person. He would have to overcome the size of his new house and the resentment of his Pond People neighbors before he qualified. It would probably take years, if not a lifetime.


      I opened the door of the white Explorer and saw that the keys were in the ignition. Tsk-tsk. I put them in my pocket and went to the front door. It was opened by a tough-looking man wearing sandals and a loose shirt over his summer shorts. There was a bulge under the shirt on his right side, about belt level. I showed him the ID card that Spitz had given me.


      He looked at it, then at me, then at it, then at me. Then he nodded and showed me his teeth in what was meant to pass as a smile.


      “Hi,” he said. “Glad to know you, Mr. Jackson. I’m Hale Drummand. Come in. Mrs. Price is on the back porch.”


      He put out a hand, which I took. His was hard. We had a short gripping contest before calling it a draw and separating.
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