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For
Shirl and Vicki


To anticipate, not the sunrise and the dawn merely, but, if possible, Nature herself! How many mornings, summer and winter, before yet any neighbor was stirring about his business, have I been about mine! No doubt, many of my townsmen have met me returning from this enterprise, farmers starting for Boston in the twilight, or woodchoppers going to their work. It is true, I never assisted the sun materially in his rising, but, doubt not, it was of the last importance only to be present at it.

—HENRY DAVID THOREAU



Chapter One

J.W.


I had arranged to meet James Bannerman in the Fireside because it was close to the ferry landing, so he could catch the boat and go home to Connecticut after we talked. I was the only customer when he came in. He was a medium-sized guy in his mid-forties. He had flat, dark eyes and hair, and he looked in shape. He wore white-collar clothes. He glanced around, saw only me and the bartender and Bonzo wiping tables in the corner of the room. He came over to the bar.

“Are you Jackson?”

“My friends call me J.W.”

The bartender drifted down while Bannerman and I were shaking hands. Bannerman pointed at my glass of Sam Adams. “Bring a couple more of those to us over in that booth, please.” The “please” softened it, but it was clear that Bannerman was used to giving orders.

Bannerman and I went to the booth. He shoved a photograph at me. “That’s her. That’s my wife, my Katherine.”

The photo was of an attractive blonde woman about my age, which made her only a few years younger than Bannerman. I drank from my glass. “Look,” I said, “I’m only here because Jason Thorn-berry asked me to meet you. We’ve worked together a couple of times before, but like I told him on the phone, I don’t think I’m the right man for this job. Your wife is legally separated from you, so where she goes and what she does is her own business.”

“Don’t say that. I’m desperate. Thornberry’s people finally managed to trace her this far last year, but then they lost her. She was here on the Vineyard, but then she dropped out of sight just before Labor Day. I’ve been here several times this summer, trying to find her, but my work won’t let me stay long. You’re my last chance.”

“You really need a professional. I haven’t been a cop for years. I’m retired. If you don’t think Thornberry Security can do the job, you should hire some other private investigator, but I think Thornberry is about as good an outfit as you’ll find.”

“Money’s no problem, if that’s what’s holding you back. I’ve got plenty. And I don’t need some other PI, I need you. Thornberry himself recommended you. He said he’s been trying for years to get you to work for him, but you won’t. He says you live here, you know the people, and you know this island. He says local knowledge might make the difference. Don’t let me down. Please. I love Katherine. I have to find her!”

He dug out a handkerchief and wiped his face. I let myself feel sorry for him and looked at the photo again. He mentioned a sum of money that was large enough to capture my attention. When you live on Martha’s Vineyard and don’t have a regular job, you always need money.

“Maybe she’s still here on the Vineyard,” he said. “We honeymooned here, and she loved the place. I think that’s why she came back here. Maybe she’s living here, using another name. If she is, I want you to find her. If she’s gone, find out where she went. Please.”

Bannerman was a tough-looking man, but he wasn’t acting tough at all. He looked like he wanted to cry. I wondered if he was an amateur thespian, pulling my strings, or if he was one of those people who fool themselves about their own virtue, or if he was really as concerned as he was acting. I had no real reason to think it wasn’t the latter.

I thought of the things I was planning to do. Fishing in the annual Derby was highest on the list. I was tired of being the only surf caster on Martha’s Vineyard who had never caught a forty-pound bass.

“Look,” said Bannerman, leaning forward, “if Katherine doesn’t want to see me, that’s fine. All I really want to know is that she’s well and happy. I love her. Frankie, that’s our daughter, loves her. Kathy’s the most important thing in the world to us. Please help me.”

His words were consistent with feelings I also had. I was in love with my wife. If Zee ever left me, I’d be miserable, but I’d want her to be happy.

“Please,” said Bannerman for the fourth or fifth time.

I didn’t want the job, but unlike Sam Spade I was a sap when it came to love or its appearance.

“All right,” I said. “I’ll see what I can do. But don’t get your hopes up. If Thornberry Security can’t find her, the chances are that I can’t either. And a couple of other things. I can’t spend all of my time on this job. I have other commitments. And if I do find her, it’ll be up to her whether or not I tell you where she is. I’ll tell you if I find her, but I may not tell you where.”

“Thank you,” said Bannerman. “I appreciate your help more than I can say.” He wiped his face again and put the handkerchief away. I poured more beer into my glass and drank it. It was cool and smooth.

“Here,” said Bannerman, who had been digging in his briefcase. He put a checkbook on the table and handed me a large envelope. “In there you’ll find all of the information I gave Thornberry when they went to work for me and all that they’ve given me since. Maybe there’s something there that will help you. If you need to know more, let me know, and I’ll tell you what I can.” While I pulled a file from the envelope and glanced at it, he scribbled a check and pushed it at me. It was too much, but if that was fine with him, it was fine with me, so I didn’t make an issue of it.

“I’ll look at this later,” I said, pushing the file back into its envelope, “but you can tell me some things right now. First, why did she leave?”

He’d heard the question before, probably from both his local police and certainly from Thornberry, since detectives in both agencies would understand that husbands usually know why their wives disappear.

“I honestly don’t know,” he said, looking me right in the eye. “We had our ups and downs like everybody else, but nothing serious. Then one morning after I went to the office, she just drove away from our house there in Hartford and I haven’t seen her since. The neighbors saw her go. She was alone. That was a year ago last spring. I’ve been looking for her ever since, but all I’ve found out is that she was here on the Vineyard last summer.”

“You never heard from her?”

“Our daughter, Frankie, got a postcard from her about a week after she left. It was mailed from New York City. It said she was fine and not to worry. That was all.”

“I might want to talk with people you know. That includes your family and friends and the people you work with.”

He nodded, then frowned. “Do you have to talk with our daughter? This business has upset her terribly.”

“If I do, I’ll try to make it painless.”

“I’d rather you didn’t do it at all. Frankie’s a freshman at UConn, and she’s got the jitters about that on top of this other thing.” He rubbed his forehead. “This is a terrible situation. I’m afraid something has happened to Kathy. Otherwise I’m sure we’d have heard from her.”

“I’ll see what I can do, but, like I said, you shouldn’t get your hopes too high.”

We finished our beers and he went away. I ordered another and drank it while I looked over the file he’d left. Thornberry Security had been thorough and their information was useful. About the only thing I could do that they hadn’t already done was talk to some people they hadn’t interviewed here on the island.

Tomorrow was soon enough for that. Today I had to get ready for the Derby and meet Brady Coyne when he came down from Boston. Brady used his law practice to support his fishing habit, and his plan was to combine some fly fishing in the Derby with some legal work for Sarah Fairchild, who owned two hundred acres up on the north shore overlooking Vineyard Sound.

My father and Sarah had met before I was born, and Sarah had taken to him enough to give him, and after his death me, lifetime access to Fairchild Cove, which consisted of Fairchild Point and Fairchild Beach, and which was one of the best bass-fishing and bluefishing spots on the island.

But now Sarah was old, and Brady was going to help her decide what to do with her estate. The very idea of trying to deal with that can of worms made me glad I wasn’t a lawyer.

I left the Fireside, pushed Katherine Bannerman to the back of my mind, and headed home, thinking Derby thoughts. In September the bluefish are back, heading south after their summer sojourn to cooler northern waters, and to celebrate this return and to extend the tourist season, the Vineyard hosts a month-long fishing derby from the middle of September to the middle of October. Hundreds of fishermen and fisher-women come over from America and join island anglers in pursuit of striped bass, bluefish, bonito, and false albacore. Local plumbers, carpenters, landscapers, doctors, lawyers, merchants, and chiefs close up shop and go fishing. They become haggard and thin as they lose sleep and money to chase fish, and their customers grow surly when they’re unable to find anyone to do work for them. In mid-October, when the Derby ends, normalcy returns and you can finally get somebody to rake your lawn or fix that leaky pipe in your basement.

The Derby thrives in spite of the increasing difficulty fishermen have getting to traditional angling spots. The problem is a familiar one in all resort communities, where local land is owned by outside people. On Martha’s Vineyard, more and more off-islanders, both individuals and corporations, are buying property and closing off access routes to the woods and shore. NO TRESPASSING signs are tacked on locked gates that previously were open to fishermen and hunters. Local folks, who once felt welcome to cast a line or pop a cap almost anywhere on the Vineyard, now can’t get close to hunting stands or fishing spots. Only a lucky few, like me, have permission to open gates and cross private lands. I was happy to be among the chosen, although I wasn’t sure how much longer my privileges would last.

I spent the early afternoon with Zee on our screened porch lubricating our reels, replacing rusty hooks with new ones, and checking lines and leaders and rods. Katherine Bannerman refused to stay out of my mind, so while we worked I told Zee about the job I’d taken.

“People don’t just leave without a reason,” said Zee. “If you find out why she left, maybe you can find out where she went. What did you think of Bannerman?”

“I’m not sure. People wear different faces in different situations. I’m pretty certain he wants to find her, because he’s spent a lot of time and money trying to do it. But on the other hand, he’s made a lot of money in the last few years, so he can afford to finance an expensive search even if it’s just for appearances.”

“Is there another woman in his life?”

“None that Thornberry found.”

“How about another man in hers?”

“No, but apparently she likes to dance and socialize more than her husband does, and it was a point of contention between them. According to Thornberry, Bannerman is either at the office or at home getting rested up so he can go back to the office. She wanted more than that in her life. Is that enough to send her packing, do you think?”

“Could be. Maybe she was having a midlife crisis.”

“I thought only men had those. They divorce their wives and go off with blonde bimbos.”

“It happens to both genders. The difference is, nowadays more women have enough money to leave boring hubbies. That wasn’t always the case.”

When our gear was in good shape, I drove with the kids to Fairchild Cove to make a few practice casts with each of the rods while Zee stayed home to wash her hair and muck out the guest room for Brady. The master plan was for us to take Brady, between lawyering stints, with us as we roamed the beaches in search of that prizewinning fish.

Joshua and Diana and I drove up to Vineyard Haven and managed to make a left turn at the infamous Tee intersection of State Road and the Edgar-town Road, the site of one of the three worst permanent traffic jams on the island, the other two occurring at the Five Corners near the Vineyard Haven ferry docks and between Al’s Package Store and the A&P in Edgartown. Smart Vineyard Haven cops do nothing to correct the situations at the Tee or at the Five Corners, because the traffic jams slow cars to a crawl, which is the speed for which island roads are constructed. The jams, of course, are caused by people making left turns. I’ve been pointing this out for years, but does anybody listen? No. When I’m king of the world, I’m banning left turns.

We drove to West Tisbury, then turned into the narrow, sandy driveway that led to the Fairchild place. A hundred yards along, a smaller lane split off to the right. We took that and came to a locked gate. I had the key.

“How come there’s a gate, Pa?” asked Joshua.

“Because the people who own the land don’t want other people to come in.”

“How come you have a key?”

“Because we’re special.”

The lane led down to Fairchild Cove. It wound through the trees and past some big rocks left behind by the glacier that, before its eventual retreat back north, had created the Vineyard, Nantucket, Long Island, and other south coastal islands by pushing part of what is now New Hampshire down into what is now the sea. On the far side of the big rocks, we curled over a rise and dropped down toward the shore.

“Look, Pa. A haunted house.” Diana pointed.

It did look something like a haunted house. Actually, it was the stone cottage that some nineteenth-century Fairchild male had built as a hunting and fishing lodge for himself and his buddies. As cottages go, it was pretty fair-sized, and in its day it had all of the amenities. But for as long as I had been driving to the cove, the place had been in ruins and, as empty and abandoned houses do, it had taken on an increasingly forsaken air. Maybe it was haunted. According to tales I’d heard in my youth, it had never been used again after the drowning death of one of the Fairchild buddies who had been staying there with his fishing pals. The victim had, it was said, been done in by that familiar fisherman’s notion that they’re biting better over there than over here. He had waded out to the rocks at the tip of Fairchild Point, been trapped by the rising tide, and had drowned trying to get back to shore.

Whether his ghost still hung around the cottage was something I’d never thought of until my daughter’s remark. Maybe Diana was psychic.

“I don’t think that it’s haunted,” I said, “but it does look scary.”

“No,” insisted little Diana. “It’s haunted, all right. It’s got ghosts.”

I glanced at her and she looked up at me. “Don’t worry, Pa. They’re not bad ghosts. You don’t have to be scared of them.”

The lane turned and we left the cottage behind us and came to the beach. Fairchild Point was to the west. Reaching out from its tip was the underwater sandbar that the drowned fisherman had followed to the fatal rocks that lay thirty yards out in the sound. The beach curved east to other rocks lying at the foot of the embankment that formed that end of the shallow cove. Out across the sound I could see the Elizabeth Islands and Tarpaulin Cove, where I had anchored more than once while cruising in the Shirley J.

There was a battered pickup truck parked in front of us, and fifty yards to our left a large man was reeling in his line and looking in our direction. His grizzled face wore a scowl. Nate Fairchild, Sarah’s son. He didn’t like me or anybody else that I knew of. I parked and pointed at Fairchild. “You see that man?”

“Yes, Pa.”

“Stay away from him. He doesn’t like people to get too close to him when he’s fishing. When you get out, go in the other direction to play.”

“Is he one of those big people who don’t like children?” asked Diana, who was particularly perceptive today.

“Yes, he is.”

“I don’t like him, either, then.”

Smart Diana. We got out and I looked at Fairchild and lifted a hand. He made no reply, but turned back to his line. Diana and Joshua went down the beach away from Fairchild. I got the first rod from the roof rack.

The sun was bright, the air was warm, and the tide was just beginning to run west. It wasn’t the best time to wet a line in the cove. That happens at first light just before or after the changing of the tide. But when you fish, any time is better than no time.

I tried all of our rods and several lures and never saw a sign of life in the sea. Off toward the point, Nate Fairchild wasn’t catching anything, either. I put the last rod back on the roof rack and called to the kids. They were wet and sandy, so I had them go back in the water to rinse off most of the sand, then wrapped them in beach towels and took them home.

Zee was on the phone, so I put the kids into the outdoor shower, dried them again, and sent them into the house to get dressed. I hung their wet bathing suits on the line, and thought happy thoughts about that shower. An outdoor shower is one of the world’s best things. You never have to worry about steaming up the walls or getting sand on the floor, and there’s a fine feeling of freedom and airiness that you never get in an indoor shower. We used ours almost all year, forsaking it only when winter arrived in force.

I looked at the watch I’d found in the South Beach surf. You should never pay more than nine dollars for a watch, and mine had cost me only the price of a new band. A bargain. The watch said it was after four o’clock.

I had poured myself a Sam Adams and was up on the balcony drinking it when Zee, martini in hand, came up and sat beside me. She was sleek as a leopard, and her black hair gleamed. Joshua and Diana were down in the yard, looking up. The cats, Velcro and Oliver Underfoot, were in the garden doing cat things.

“Can we come up, Pa?”

“No, Josh. This is big-people time on the balcony.”

It was the daily answer to his daily question. He tried another familiar one. “Can we build the tree house, Pa?”

The big beech behind the house was an excellent place for a tree house.

“Not today. Now go play. Your mother and I are having some private time.”

Joshua and his sister went to look at the beech tree.

“That was Brady on the phone,” said Zee. “Plans have changed. He’s getting here at six and having supper with us, but Sarah Fairchild wants him to stay with her. So after we eat, we’ll take him up there. I’m sorry he won’t be staying with us.”

“Well, Brady’s been her lawyer for years. If she wants him to stay with her, I guess he should. She’s business. We’re just for fun.”

Zee finished her martini and glanced at her watch. “Time to meet the boat. We’re having spag for supper. I’ve thawed out a batch of your sauce, so you can warm that up and make the garlic bread while I go pick up Brady.” She kissed me and went down the stairs.

I looked out over the gardens toward Nantucket Sound and thought about Katherine Bannerman. The dark blue waters touched a pale evening sky, and there was a single sail out on the horizon. Maybe Katherine was on that boat. Maybe she was looking at that sky.

Probably not.

Beauty is truth and truth beauty, the poet said, but I couldn’t imagine much of either in the Bannerman case. I finished my beer and went down to the kitchen.



Chapter Two

Brady


I walked out of my office in Copley Square in Boston at one in the afternoon on the second Friday in September, and five hours later I had left America behind and was lugging my duffel off the ferry and down the long ramp at the harbor in Oak Bluffs on Martha’s Vineyard, which locals like J. W. Jackson seem truly to believe is not America at all, but its own special world.

I’d spent the forty-five-minute ride up on the ferry deck, sniffing the salty sea air and watching the low hazy-green mound of the island grow larger as we chugged across Vineyard Sound from Woods Hole. I scanned the water—I never tire of looking at water—hoping to spot a school of blitzing bluefish, or maybe a shark or a whale or a harbor seal. I did spot some gulls and terns squawking and diving a half mile or so off the port side, but the ferry, inconsiderately, did not alter its course so I could see what was going on.

My mission on the Vineyard was business. Sarah Fairchild, one of my oldest and most beloved clients, had decided to sell off her Vineyard property. The Fairchild estate encompassed about two hundred prime seaside acres in West Tisbury, where Sarah’s old summer place was located. A golf course developer called the Isle of Dreams was vying with a nature preserve group, the Marshall Lea Foundation, for rights to the land, and my job was to check out the two parties, help Sarah decide what to do, and then make it happen.

I had all the paperwork in my briefcase. I also brought my fly rods and waders and foul-weather gear. Sure, I’d do Sarah’s business. But my mind was on the fishing.

J. W. Jackson and I had been planning to compete in the Martha’s Vineyard Striped Bass and Bluefish Derby since the previous winter, me with my fly rod—J.W. calls it a “toy,” hoping to rile me, which he does—and him with his long-distance surf-casting gear.

I had cast off the jetties at State Beach and into the Wasque rips with J.W. and his wife, Zee, a few times in summers past, and we sometimes caught a few stripers and bluefish. We’d never managed any keeper bass, but J.W. smoked the blues and converted some of them into pâté. As he liked to say: Delish!—especially as an accompaniment to afternoon martinis on the Jacksons’ second-floor balcony overlooking Zee’s vegetable garden and bird feeders, and in the distance, the salt pond where J.W. dug steamers and raked quahogs.

But the Derby, he once explained to me, was to normal fishing what the Daytona 500 was to driving to Harry’s for your Sunday Globe. “Fishing in the Derby is not relaxing,” he said. “It’s competitive. The point is to win.”

“I don’t care about winning,” I said.

“Of course you do.”

Okay. He was probably right.

J.W. liked to get up before the sun and be on the beach just around the time when the eastern sky was turning from black to purple. I liked it then, too. There’s rarely any breeze at first light, and if the tide’s right, you can often see the swirls and flashes of feeding fish close enough to reach with a fly rod.

In the summer, we usually had the whole beach to ourselves at first light.

During the Derby in the fall, J.W. said, it’s different. These guys fish all night and all day. They don’t sleep. Reputations—not to mention prizes like cars and boats and money—are at stake.

Nail a big striper, J.W. said, and you should be prepared for swarms of fishermen to materialize out of the dunes and crowd you from both sides.

So it’s competitive. I could handle it.

When I told Billy, my older son, that I was planning to enter the Derby, he laughed. “You’ll wimp out, Pop. I know you. You’ve gotta get up early and stay out late to compete in the Derby. Oh, when you were younger you might’ve done it. But you’ve gotten lazy in your old age.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I said to him. “I will fish every night.”

“Sure,” he said. “Unless it’s raining, or the tide’s wrong, or you’ve had too many old-fashioneds, or you’re tired, or you meet some woman, or—”

“Whaddya wanna bet, smart guy?”

“Dinner at Redbones next time I’m home,” he said promptly. “I say you will crap out at least one night.”

“And I say I won’t,” I said. “I’m looking forward to you buying me dinner for a change.”

“I am totally confident,” Billy said.

Two hungry men could gorge themselves on ribs and pulled pork and wash it down with a few beers at Redbones in Davis Square for under forty bucks. That was hardly the point.

A bet with another man might be a matter of pride in accomplishment. A bet with my number-one son, who never passed up a chance to rag on me, was a matter of honor.

So I would work all day and fish every night.

I could do it. It would be fun.

I wasn’t too old. No way.

    

    I spotted Zee, J.W.’s wife, before she saw me. She was scooched down beside her little Jeep Wrangler talking to a chocolate-colored Labrador retriever with a faded red bandanna around its neck. Zee’s black hair hung in a long braid down the middle of her back. She was wearing jeans and one of J.W.’s old plaid shirts with the tails flapping.

When I dropped my duffel bag onto the pavement beside her, her head jerked up. “Oh, gee, Brady. I didn’t see you. You shouldn’t sneak up on a girl like that.” She gave the dog’s muzzle a final scratch, then stood up and gave me a hard hug and a fat smooch on the mouth.

I stuffed my briefcase and rod cases in beside the duffel bag, then climbed in front, and ten minutes later Zee pulled into the dirt turnaround in front of their house.

Joshua and Diana, the two Jackson kids, came scooting around the corner to greet their mother, then skidded to a stop when they saw me.

“You remember Mr. Coyne,” Zee told them. “Say hello.”

First Joshua, then Diana stepped forward, held out their hands, and said hello. I squatted down and shook hands with each of them.

Then Zee took my hand and led me up to the balcony, where J.W. was slouched in a chair with his heels up on the railing and a martini glass resting on his belly. We shook hands, and he jerked his head at the pitcher and the glasses and the plate of crackers and pâté on the table beside him.

I spread some pâté on a cracker and poured myself a drink.

“Zee filled you in on the fishing, I imagine,” J.W. said.

“Yep.” I took the chair beside him and propped my own heels up on the railing. I’d decided not to tell J.W. or Zee about my bet with Billy. If I failed, I didn’t want to lose face with anybody else. Billy would make it bad enough for me. “Derby starts tonight, eh?”

“Midnight,” he said.

“Who won the toss?”

“Me. We’ll alternate nights.”

“Different with kids, isn’t it?” I said.

He grinned.

J.W. didn’t ask about my business, and I didn’t ask about his. Such polite conversational gambits are okay for people who don’t know each other very well or have nothing more interesting to talk about.

So J.W. and I discussed fishing and tree houses and baseball and Hemingway while we sipped our martinis and gazed over the tops of the trees toward the sea until Zee called us down for supper. Spaghetti with J.W.’s secret sauce, a fresh loaf of Portuguese bread, green salad from Zee’s garden, and a nice red wine.

After he got the kids tucked in for the night, J.W. and I climbed into Zee’s Jeep and drove up-island to Sarah Fairchild’s place, where I’d be staying for the week.

Even in the dark, the old Fairchild house looked vaguely ramshackle and run-down. It was a meandering place, originally a classic New England farmhouse with several fireplaces and a wraparound porch. It had been built shortly after the Civil War, and over the years, ells and wings and sheds had been added on to it until it connected with the sway-backed barn. Tufts of grass and weeds sprouted from the gravel turnaround in front, and a shutter flapped beside an upstairs window in the evening breeze. A few yellow lights glowed from the downstairs windows. Even so, the place looked dark and uninhabited.

I unloaded my stuff from the back of the Jeep and thanked J.W. for the dinner and the ride. He said he’d drop by in the afternoon to get me signed up for the Derby so that the monster fish I was sure to catch would qualify me for the new car or the boat or one of the canned hams.

I lugged my duffel and briefcase and rod cases up to the Fairchild front porch. I took a deep breath before I rang the bell. I hoped anybody but Nate would open the door.

The man who opened the door was not Sarah’s ne’er-do-well son, Nate. This guy was somewhere in his twenties. He was younger than Nate, and trimmer than Nate, and less tanned and grizzled than Nate, and unlike Nate, who generally scowled, this man had a pleasant, boyish smile.

But like Nate—and like his mother and his grandmother—he had the aristocratic Fairchild look. He was tall and fair, poised and rather handsome.

He held the door wide for me. “Come on in,” he said. “You must be Mr. Coyne.”

“I am indeed,” I said.

I bent for my duffel bag, but he beat me to it.

He lugged it into the hallway and left it on the floor. Then he turned and held out his hand. “I’m sorry,” he said. “We’ve never actually met. I’m Patrick Fairchild.”

Patrick, I knew, was Sarah Fairchild’s only grandchild, her daughter Eliza’s son from one of her early marriages. The first, I think it was. With Eliza, it was hard to keep track.

That made Patrick the last of the Fairchilds. He had taken back the family name after his father committed suicide. Now Eliza had passed childbearing age, and Nate, her younger brother and Sarah’s only other child, had shown no inclination to continue the Fairchild line, at least not in any legitimate way. So that left Patrick.

I shook Patrick’s hand and told him to call me Brady.

“You must be beat,” he said. “What about a drink?”

I shrugged. “Well—”

At that moment, in a jangle of bracelets and a cloud of musky perfume, Eliza appeared from around the corner. “Of course he’ll have a drink.” She was holding a highball glass in one hand and a lighted cigarette in the other. She threw the arm with the glass on the end of it around my neck and aimed a kiss at my mouth. I got my face turned in the nick of time, and she nailed me somewhere near my ear.

She chuckled. “Dear old Brady. Aren’t you glad to see me?”

I patted Eliza’s shoulder and managed to slip out of her embrace. “I’m always glad to see you, Eliza,” I said.

It was true. Eliza was easy to look at. She was tall and willowy and well preserved, a typical Fairchild, and she looked at least ten years younger than her age, which I knew was approaching fifty. Despite her golf and tennis and sailing and other outdoorsy activities, her skin was still baby-soft and, except for little crinkles at the corners of her eyes when she smiled, wrinkle-free. She wore her golden sun-streaked hair long, and she had it loosely tied back in a red silk scarf that matched her shorts.

Eliza had long, tanned, athletic legs, a slender body, elegant hands, and a mouthful of even white teeth, and it wasn’t hard to understand why men had always found her attractive. Four marriages, one dead husband, and three divorces, I thought it was, though I might have missed one. She spent most of her time at Hilton Head, where she shared a town house with Patrick and competed in amateur golf and tennis tournaments. She and Patrick always spent the summer months on the Vineyard with Sarah, her mother. But usually they’d departed by Labor Day.

I hadn’t expected her to be here now.

She took my hand and led me into the living room. “What’ll it be?” she said. She held up her empty glass. “I’m drinking scotch, myself.”

“Maybe a splash of bourbon, handful of ice cubes,” I said.

She turned to the sideboard, then smiled at me over her shoulder. “It’s about time I found somebody to drink with me,” she said. “Patrick is such a poop.”

Patrick had followed us into the living room. He stood there in the doorway, smiling uncertainly. “Grandmother will want to see Brady,” he said.

“Of course,” said Eliza. “But Brady certainly needs a drink first.”

I shrugged. “Actually, I would like to say hello to Sarah.”

She poured our drinks, then handed a glass to me. “When did you see her last?”

“Back in the winter sometime. I’ve talked to her on the phone several times since she came to the Vineyard for the summer, though.”

“Try not to be shocked,” she said.

“Shocked? What do you mean?”

Eliza flopped on the sofa and lit another cigarette. “Just like her,” she said, “not to say anything.” She sipped her drink, then looked up at me. “I bet she hasn’t even mentioned her health.”

“I always ask,” I said. “She always changes the subject.” I took the chair across from her. “What’s the matter?”

Patrick came over and sat beside Eliza. She patted his leg. “Patrick has been such a good boy,” she said, “caring for his dear old granny, reading poetry to her, angling hard for his little piece of the Fairchild pie, refusing to have a filial cocktail with his mother.” She took a sip of scotch. “She’s got cancer, Brady.”

“Oh, hell,” I said. “How bad?”

She took a drag on her cigarette, then laid her head back on the sofa and blew a long plume of smoke at the ceiling. “Very bad. Couldn’t be worse.”

“How long has she known?”

“Since December. They gave her about a year. That was nine months ago. That’s why she’s so fired up to settle the matter of what’s left of the Fairchild estate. She doesn’t trust Nate and me.”

“You can hardly blame her,” said Patrick.

“At least I’ve given her a grandchild,” said Eliza. “All Nate does is fish and fight and sponge off his mother. Mother has been talking with several extremely unctuous men representing something called the Marshall Lea Foundation. They want her to deed the property over to them for some silly nature preserve for practically nothing. Mother is rather, um, vulnerable just now, and I’m quite fearful that she’ll do something foolish.”

“‘The lady doth protest too much, methinks,’” murmured Patrick.

Eliza snapped her head around and glared at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“If she wants to give away her property,” Patrick said, “that’s her right.”

Eliza smiled wickedly at him. “Yes, of course it is. And that would be the end of what’s left of the Fairchild family fortune, and then you and your uncle would have to get actual jobs. I don’t suppose you’ve considered that.”

Patrick shrugged. “And thank God for alimony, eh, Mother?”

She shook her head, then turned to me. “You have my mother’s power of attorney?”

I nodded.

“Well, I do hope you intend to talk her out of this ridiculous nature preserve idea.”

“I’ll advise her about her options,” I said, “and then she’ll do what she wants.” I drained my drink, put the glass on the coffee table, and started to push myself to my feet. “I’d like to see her.”

“Of course you would,” she said. “But you’d like another drink, first, wouldn’t you?”

“No, Eliza. One was plenty.” I stood up. “Where’s Sarah?”

“We’ve set up a bed on the sunporch for her,” she said. “She doesn’t get around very well anymore. I suppose with autumn coming we’ll have to move her inside.” She got up and took my hand. “Come on, then. Patrick, darling, why don’t you take Brady’s stuff up to his room like a good boy.”

“Certainly, Mother,” he said. He looked at me and rolled his eyes, then left the room.

Eliza led me through the living room and pulled open the double doors that led onto the glassed-in sunporch.

Sarah was slouched in a wheelchair. A blanket was spread over her legs, her hands were folded in her lap, and her chin rested on her chest. Against the wall, a muted television was showing an old black-and-white movie.

Sarah Fairchild was in her middle eighties. For the twelve years I’d been her lawyer, she’d always looked the same—tall, angular, sharp-eyed, and altogether regal. She had a quick wit and a sharp nose for cant and deceit. As a young woman, Sarah had been a skeet-shooting champion and a mountain climber, and in the years since I’d known her, she’d managed what was left of the family fortune, donating generous amounts of it to homeless shelters and battered women’s shelters and other causes that I investigated and vetted for her. She lived in a modest condominium in Marblehead during the cold months and spent her summers on the Vineyard, as Fairchilds had been doing since the Industrial Revolution.

Now, suddenly, Sarah had gotten old. Her white hair looked thin and dull, and her skin was papery, and I had to look hard to detect the faint rise and fall of her chest as she slept in her wheelchair.

Eliza went over to her, touched her arm, and shook her gently. “Mother?” she said. “Mother, wake up now. Brady Coyne’s here to see you.”

Sarah shuddered, then slowly lifted her head. She looked at me for a moment, blinked, and then smiled. “Brady?” she whispered. “How nice.”

“Brady will be staying with us,” said Eliza. “Remember?”

Sarah turned her head slowly and looked up at her daughter. “Of course I remember. I’m not dead yet.” She shook Eliza’s hand off her arm. “Leave us now. Brady and I need to talk.”

“Mother,” said Eliza, “it’s nearly ten o’clock. Don’t you think—”

“Shoo.” Sarah flapped the back of her hand at Eliza, then looked at me. “I do nothing but sleep these days.”

Eliza bent and kissed Sarah’s cheek, then straightened up. “Have a nightcap with me when you’re done,” she said to me, and then she turned and left the room.

“Shut those doors,” Sarah said to me. “I want to talk with you.”

I went over, pushed the double doors shut, then pulled a wooden chair next to Sarah’s wheelchair. I took one of her hands in both of mine. “You haven’t been doing a very good job of keeping your lawyer informed,” I said.

She smiled, and I saw the old twinkle flash briefly in her eyes. “It’s hardly relevant,” she said. “I’ll die soon, they say. A fairly predictable occurrence for somebody my age. Rather interesting, actually. It does tend to give one focus, make one more alert. I have enjoyed being down here on our blessed isle, watching the seasons change. The angle of the morning sun is quite lovely when it hits the tops of the dunes this time of year. Back in Marblehead, I never paid much attention to the sun.” She gave my hand a little squeeze. “I’ve got to decide what to do, and I’ve got to do it quickly.”

“It’s pretty late,” I said. “We can talk about it tomorrow.”

“I don’t feel like anything should wait for tomorrow anymore,” she said. She was staring down at her lap, where her bony fingers lay laced quietly together. “I’d intended to do this my way, in my own time. Have you help me explore our options, make my decision, and then just do it. Alas, the word has somehow leaked out that the Fairchild estate is up for grabs, and there’s been a parade of men in suits dropping in and calling on the telephone and writing letters and sending prospectuses and generally trying to ingratiate themselves, as if I’d make a business decision on the basis of their manners.”

“Which men in suits?” I said.

She smiled. “Eliza is friendly with some golf people. Pleasant fellows, actually. They have taken the liberty of drawing up designs and plans for my approval. I suspect she’s sleeping with at least two of them.”

“And what about the nature preserve idea?”

“It’s rather appealing,” Sarah said. “The Marshall Lea Foundation would buy the property and deed it over to the town of West Tisbury with stipulations that they and I will agree to.”

“The golf folks will pay you more, of course,” I said.

“Oh, indeed, yes.”

“You have other options, you know.”

She nodded. “Yes. I can do nothing and let Nathan and Elizabeth fight about it until they kill each other while this house crumbles around them, and then poor ineffectual Patrick will be stuck with it, and soon thereafter, the town will take it all for taxes.” She looked up at me and smiled. “It’s a rather tempting scenario, actually. My children have squandered their lives, unless you count prizewinning bluefish and golf trophies productive living.”

“We can also just put the place on the market,” I said. “There are plenty of people who’d buy it and care for it and live on it the way the Fairchilds have always done.”

“Adam, I’m afraid, would turn over in his grave if I did that.” Adam Fairchild, Sarah’s husband, had died shortly before she retained me. He’d devoted his life to stupid investments and disastrous business schemes—many, but not all, of which Sarah had rescued him from. “No,” she said softly, “I owe it to the Fairchilds to keep our legacy alive. The Fairchilds deserve to be properly remembered and honored.”

“The Fairchild Country Club?” I said.

She smiled and shrugged her bony shoulders. “If it comes to that. Or the Fairchild Wildlife Sanctuary.”

“How are you leaning?” I said.

“Leaning?” She gave me a sad smile. “I am leaning over my grave, dear Brady, and I’m about to topple in. I would like to make it simple for all of us, you included. I want to liquidate everything—this”—she waved her hand around—“and Marblehead and whatever is left of my investments. When I die, I want you to deliver a check to Elizabeth and a check to Nathan and a check to Patrick and be done with it, neat and clean and tidy.”

“The golf course or the nature preserve, then,” I said.

“So it seems. Unless you have a brainstorm. I want it settled before you leave.”

I nodded. “That’s why I’m here.”

“Now don’t try to fool an old lady, Brady Coyne. I know you. You’re here to catch fish.”

“That, too,” I said.

    

    I could hear the distant roll of the surf and the soughing of the breeze through the scrubby pines from my second-floor bedroom in the back of the Fairchild house. Salty sea air billowed the curtains, and yellow moonlight filtered in through the open screened windows. I expected to fall asleep instantly and stay that way. Sea air generally does that to me.

Maybe it was the nightcap that Eliza had talked me into after she got Sarah tucked into her bed on the sunporch for the night, or maybe it was my visions of hooking a giant striper and winning the Derby, but for some reason I slept fitfully. When my eyes popped open in the darkness for the second or third time, I checked my watch. It was around three-thirty in the morning, the darkest hour.
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