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Max Dane. It sounded like a made-up name, Faith thought when she first heard it. A stage name or the name of a character in a play. The thought turned out to be appropriate. But Maxwell Dane was the name on his birth certificate.

Faith learned his name was real over the course of that very long weekend. She learned other things, too. About him, his guests—and herself.

Would she have taken the job if she’d foreseen it all?

Probably not.





CHAPTER 1

“Have Faith in Your Kitchen,” Faith Fairchild said, answering the phone at her catering firm. She’d been busy piping choux pastry for éclairs onto a baking sheet.

“Mrs. Fairchild?”

“Yes? This is Faith Fairchild. How may I help you?”

“Please hold for Max Dane.” The voice had a plummy, slightly British tone, reminiscent of Jeeves, or Downton Abbey’s Carson. The only Max Dane Faith had heard of had been a famous Broadway musical producer, but she was pretty sure he’d died years ago. This must be another Max Dane.

She was put through quickly and a new voice said, “Hi. I know this is short notice, but I am very much hoping you are available to handle a house party I’m throwing for about a dozen guests at the end of the month. A Friday to Sunday. Not just dinner, but all the meals.”

Faith had never catered anything like this. A Friday to Sunday sounded like something out of a British pre–World War II country house novel—kippers for breakfast, Fortnum & Mason–type hampers for the shoot, tea and scones, drinks and nibbles, then saddle of lamb or some other large haunch of meat for dinner with vintage clarets followed by port and Stilton—for the men only. She was intrigued.

“The first thing I need to know is where you live, Mr. Dane. Also, is this a firm date? We’ve had a mild winter so far, but January may still deliver a wallop like last year.”

A Manhattan native, Faith’s marriage more than twenty years ago to the Reverend Thomas Fairchild meant a radical change of address—from the Big Apple to the orchards of Aleford, a small suburb west of Boston. Faith had never become used to boiled dinners, First Parish’s rock hard pews, and most of all, New England weather. By the end of the previous February there had been seventy-five inches of snow on the ground, and you couldn’t see through the historic parsonage’s ground-floor windows or open the front door. Teenage son Ben struggled valiantly to keep the back door clear, daily hewing a path to the garage. The resulting tunnel resembled a clip from Nanook of the North.

“I’m afraid the date is firm. The thirtieth is my birthday. A milestone one, my seventieth.” Unlike his butler or whoever had called Faith to the phone, Max Dane’s voice indicated he’d started life in one of the five boroughs. Faith was guessing the Bronx. He sounded a bit sheepish when he said “my birthday,” as if throwing a party for himself was out of character. “And I live in Havencrest. It’s not far from Aleford, but I’d want you to be available at the house the whole time. Live in.”

Leaving her family for three days was not something Faith did often, especially since Sunday was a workday for Tom and all too occasionally Saturday was as well, as he “polished” his sermon. (His term, which she had noticed over the years, could mean writing the whole thing.)

Ben and Amy, two years younger, seemed old enough to be on their own, but Faith had found that contrary to expectations, kids needed parents around more in adolescence than when they were toddlers. Every day brought the equivalent of scraped knees, and they weren’t the kind of hurts that could be soothed by Pat the Bunny and a chocolate chip cookie. She needed more time to think about taking the job. “I’m not sure I can leave my family—” was interrupted.

“I quite understand that this would be difficult,” Dane said and then he named a figure so far above anything she had ever been offered that she actually covered her mouth to keep from gasping out loud.

“Look,” he continued. “Why don’t you come by and we’ll talk in person? You can see the place and decide then. I don’t use it myself, but the kitchen is well equipped—the rest of the house, too. I’ll e-mail directions and you can shoot me some times that work. This week if possible. I want to send out the invites right away.”

Well, it wouldn’t hurt to talk, Faith thought. And she did like seeing other people’s houses. She agreed, but before she hung up curiosity won out and she asked, “Are you related to the Max Dane who produced all those wonderful Broadway musicals?”

“Very closely. As in one and the same. See you soon.”

Faith put the phone down and turned to Pix Miller, her closest friend and part-time Have Faith employee.

“That was someone wanting Have Faith to cater a weekend-long birthday celebration—for an astonishing amount of money.” She named the figure in a breathless whisper. “His name is Max Dane. Have you ever heard of him?”

“Even I know who Max Dane is. Sam took me to New York the December after we were married and we saw one of his shows. It was magical—the whole weekend was. No kids yet. We were kids ourselves. We skated at Rockefeller Center by the tree and . . .”

Her friend didn’t go in for sentimental journeys, and tempted as she was to note Pix and Sam skated on Aleford Pond then and now, Faith didn’t want to stop the flow of memories. “Where did you stay? A suite at the Plaza?” Sam was a very successful lawyer.

Pix came down to earth. “We barely had money for the show and pretheater dinner at 21. That was the big splurge. I honestly can’t remember where we stayed and I should, because that’s where—” She stopped abruptly and blushed, also unusual Pix behavior.

“Say no more. Nine months later along came Mark?”

“Something like that,” Pix mumbled and then in her usual more assertive voice added, “you have to do this. Not because of the money, although the man must be loaded! Think of who might be there. And the house must be amazing. We don’t have anything booked for then, and I can keep an eye on the kids.”

The Millers lived next door to the parsonage, and their three children, now grown, had been the Fairchilds’ babysitters. Pix played a more essential role: Faith’s tutor in the unforeseen intricacies of child rearing as well as Aleford’s often arcane mores. Faith’s first social faux pas as a new bride—inviting guests for dinner at eight o’clock—had happily been avoided when her first invite, Pix, gently told Faith the town’s inhabitants would be thinking bed soon at that hour, not a main course.

Faith had started her catering business in the city that never slept before she was married and was busy all year long. Here January was always a slow month for business. The holidays were over and things didn’t start to pick up until Valentine’s Day—and even then scheduling events was risky. It all came down to the weather.

Pix was at the computer. Years ago she’d agreed to work at Have Faith keeping the books, the calendar, inventory—anything that did not involve any actual food preparation.

“We have a couple of receptions at the Ganley Museum and the MLK breakfast the standing clergy host.”

The first time Faith heard the term “standing clergy,” which was the town’s men and women of any cloth, she pictured an upright, somberly garbed group in rows like ninepins. And she hadn’t been far off.

“That’s pretty much it,” Pix added, “except for a few luncheons and Amelia’s baby shower—I think she babysat for you a couple of times when she was in high school.”

“I remember she was very reliable,” Faith said.

“Hard to believe she’s the same age as Samantha and having her second!” Pix sounded wistful. She was the type of woman born to wear a I SPOIL MY GRANDCHILDREN tee shirt. Faith wouldn’t be surprised if there were a drawer somewhere in the Millers’ house filled with tiny sweaters and booties knit by Pix, “just to be ready.” Mark Miller, the oldest, was married, but he and his wife did not seem to be in a rush to start a family.

Samantha, the middle Miller, had a long-term beau, Caleb. They were living together in trendy Park Slope, Brooklyn, and Sam, an old-fashioned paterfamilias, had to be restrained from asking Caleb his intentions each time the young couple came to Aleford. Pix was leaning that way herself, she’d told Faith recently, noting that young couples these days were so intent on careers they didn’t hear the clock ticking.

Faith had forgotten that Amelia—who apparently had paid attention to time—was Samantha’s age and quickly changed the subject to what was uppermost in her mind—the Dane job. “Where is Havencrest?” she asked. “I thought I knew all the neighboring towns.”

“It’s not really a town so much as an enclave between Weston and Dover. I don’t think it even has a zip code. I’ve never been there, but Mother has. You can ask her about it. The houses all date to the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. I believe there’s a gatehouse at the entrance. It’s an early equivalent of the midcentury modern planned communities like Moon Hill in Lexington. Havencrest wasn’t a bunch of architects like that one though. Just very rich Boston Brahmin families who wanted privacy and plenty of space. I wonder how Max Dane ended up there? From what Mother has said, the houses don’t change hands, just generations.”

“I think I’ll check my e-mail and see if there’s anything from him yet,” Faith said. “And maybe drop by to see Ursula on my way home.” Stopping to visit with Ursula Lyman Rowe, Pix’s mother, was no chore. The octogenarian was one of Faith’s favorite people. She turned back to the éclairs, which were part of a special order, and added a few more to bring to her friend.

“I know you’ll take the job,” Pix said. “I’m predicting the weekend of a lifetime!”

Driving over to Ursula’s house, Faith thought about Max Dane’s birthday party. She was approaching a milestone birthday herself, although many years away from seventy, and had been feeling blue. She liked to think of herself as a person to whom age didn’t matter. That with family, friends, good health, and the many advantages she’d had in life, she should simply count her lucky stars, not years. Yet time seemed to be passing more quickly lately and she found herself wincing as she scrolled the drop-down year-of-birth menu online when filling out forms. The only person she felt free to commiserate with was her sister, Hope, a year younger and virtually in the same boat. They had a pact to tell each other when it was time for a discreet vacation to do something about their suitcases—not the carry-on kind, but under the eyes—one of the Sibley women’s less welcome inherited gifts.

It was more than appearance, though. Rather weltschmerz, mild depression, the “is this what the rest of my life will be?” -ness. Hope, a financial lawyer in New York City, as was her husband, Quentin, had even described herself as being in a “rut.” With a doorman prewar three-bedroom, two and a half baths, eat-in kitchen, view of the Park on the Upper East Side and a house in the Hamptons, it was a pretty comfy rut, but Faith knew what she meant. “I’m thinking of taking flying lessons, getting a pilot’s license,” Hope had said the last time they’d talked. Faith had suggested that Hope should reread Erica Jong’s Fear of Flying for fun instead. Maybe go for a less extreme hobby, although not the one in the book.

She pulled up to Ursula’s house. There was a car in the driveway, which Faith assumed belonged to the student who was living there now, or maybe the home health aide who came several times a week. Concern about Ursula’s being on her own in the large Victorian house had been solved by moving her bedroom to the first-floor library and converting a small bath off the kitchen into one that was handicapped accessible. The student was around at night to give Ursula her dinner and argue about who would do the dishes. During vacations, Pix happily filled in. She’d wanted her mother to move into her house—“Plenty of room now that all the kids are gone”—but Ursula had refused, pointing out that they had avoided mother/daughter conflicts ever since a few rocky shoals when Pix was fourteen and she wasn’t about to chance it now.

Faith rang the bell and was surprised when an elderly gentleman answered. “Hello,” she said. “I’m Faith Fairchild. Is Ursula home?”

“Faith? Is that you? Come into the living room. We’re just having drinks,” Ursula said.

“I’m Austin Stebbins,” the man said, putting out his hand.

Faith shook it. He had a strong grip, and as he led the way from the hall, Faith noticed his straight spine, full head of thick silver hair, and well-cut navy chalk stripe suit. She knew the name of Ursula’s lawyer, so this wasn’t a visit from him, yet Mr. Stebbins had that sort of air about him. Family retainer air.

“Don’t get up,” she said, going to kiss Ursula who was starting to stand. “I just wanted to drop off these éclairs. I’ll put them away in the kitchen.”

“You spoil me. Thank goodness. Get yourself a glass and have some sherry with us.”

Faith thought she would. It was only five o’clock and she’d cooked chili yesterday for tonight’s dinner. All that remained was to heat it up, grate some cheese, and make a salad.

When she returned from the kitchen, Austin and Ursula were sitting next to each other on the pretty rosewood couch that had been Ursula’s grandmother’s. The two leapt apart like guilty teenagers, although so far as Faith could tell they had only had heads close together in conversation. Curiouser and curiouser.

“Austin is an old friend,” Ursula said.

“Not all that old,” he said with a smile. “But we do go way back. I have been living away from Boston, my hometown, for most of my adult life and now happily find myself contemplating a permanent return. And considering the Stebbins plot is in Mount Auburn Cemetery, it may well be forever.” There was that smile again. He had a Kirk or Michael Douglas cleft in his chin that deepened each time.

About to gently prod for more information, Faith felt her phone vibrate in her pocket. “Sorry,” she said, checking the caller. “It’s Tom.” She added for Austin’s benefit, “My husband.”

Ursula waved permission. “Go ahead, take it.”

“Hi, honey,” Faith said to Tom, “I’m at Ursula’s.”

“Could you get home as soon as possible? There’s a Planning Board meeting at six and Ben’s having a meltdown.”

Ben was not her meltdown child. Faith quickly said good-bye to Ursula and her guest. Questions about Mr. Stebbins would have to wait for another time. As would the ones regarding Havencrest.

When Faith got home, Tom was at the door, his overcoat on. “Gotta run. Have no idea why the chairperson called a special meeting. Ben’s in his room. Won’t talk, but raced in, looked like he was about to cry, and slammed his bedroom door shut. Told me to go away.” He gave his wife a quick kiss and was gone before Faith could ask if he’d eaten anything. He probably had, although it wasn’t the chili. That was still in the fridge, she saw, taking it out and setting it on the counter. The nature of the job meant that the men of the cloth she knew—husband, father, and grandfather—had all been able hunter/gatherers, grabbing sustenance on the fly. Interrupted meals were a way of life. The crumbs on the breadboard and a mustard-covered knife in the sink meant Tom had made a sandwich.

Amy was at a play rehearsal—Thornton Wilder’s Our Town. She’d landed the part of Emily’s mother, Mrs. Webb, as much for her height as her skills as a thespian, Faith suspected. Both her children were going to be even taller than their parents before they were done growing. Faith grazed five foot eight, and Tom was six foot one.

Something must have happened at school to set Ben off, but what? They’d had a few issues around his college choices, but that was over before Christmas, and now it was just a waiting game. He was a good student with decent scores, a better-than-average soccer player, state finals track star plus enough extracurricular activities including a regular volunteer commitment at the Boston Food Bank to make him an attractive candidate.

She took out a wedge of Monterey Jack. Maybe she should grate the cheese now to give him time to calm down. She sighed. Who was she kidding? She was the one who wanted some time. Whatever it was, it was big. Amy was sunshine and tears. Ben steady as a rock.

No more avoiding the problem. She went upstairs to try to find out what crowbar had been used on her beloved boulder.

“Ben?” She tapped on his door. When there was no answer, she said, “Please let me in. Dad said you were upset about something.”

Still no answer. She tried the knob. The door was locked. “Honey, come down and have something to eat while we talk.” Food, the panacea for most ills.

She waited. Dead silence. She waited a minute more. “Okay, when you’re ready. I’ll be in the kitchen.”

She was turning to go back down the hall when the door was flung open so hard it hit the wall with a loud bang. Ben’s face was bright red and streaked with tears, instantly transporting Faith back many years into his childhood. She had to stop herself from reaching to cradle him in her arms.

“She needs some space!” He spat out the words.

No need to ask whom he was talking about.

Mandy Hitchcock.

Years ago at the urgings of the Millers and Ursula, the Fairchilds had rented a cottage on Sanpere Island in Penobscot Bay, Maine. Ursula’s Bostonian grandparents had built a large summerhouse there, The Pines, back when the trip meant travel first by train, then coastal steamer. Dubious about freezing cold water and rocky beaches, Faith had given in to their and her outdoorsy husband’s urgings. She figured one summer wouldn’t kill her and then they could hit her kind of beach—one preferably on Long Island, or even the South of France. Instead, the Fairchilds ended up buying land and building their own house—not on the scale of The Pines—and Faith had succumbed to the beauty and peace of the island. Her kids adored it, too. Two summers ago Ben had met Mandy at The Laughing Gull Lodge, where both were working. Ben fell for the girl hard, and last summer she’d stopped treating him like a younger friend—she was almost two years older—and they became a couple.

Mandy was bright, resilient, and very pretty. Faith had come to love her, too, especially for the way the girl had coped with tragic events resulting from an extremely dysfunctional family that first summer, a situation that had intensified Ben’s affection for Mandy. But Faith and Tom worried about the strength of Ben’s attachment at such a young age, although they knew plenty of people—the Millers for example—who had met their mates as teens and lived happily ever after.

Mandy had graduated from the island high school and was now in the middle of her first year at Bates College in Lewiston, Maine. She’d taken a gap year to work and save money, although she had received substantial financial help from Bates as well as a scholarship from a silent benefactor on Sanpere.

The college wars that had raged in the Fairchild household starting last spring had to do with Ben’s absolute insistence on applying only to Maine schools, with Bates his first choice. He’d finally agreed to a few others on the Common App, including Tom’s alma mater, Brown. From the start, though, he was adamant that the only place of higher learning he’d attend would be in the Pine Tree state.

What Faith, and Tom, had feared—that Mandy would meet someone else with a suffering Ben all too close by—had apparently happened. “I need some space” was akin to “We need to talk” and “Let’s take some time apart” as kisses of doom for a relationship. Faith felt a certain amount of relief that it had happened now and not during Ben’s freshman year somewhere near Mandy’s doorstep.

“Come downstairs and we’ll talk while I make supper,” Faith coaxed.

The look her son gave her pierced her heart. “There’s no use talking, Mom. She’s gone.”

He closed the door and she heard the lock click.

“Good chili,” Amy said. The two of them were eating in the kitchen, the male Fairchilds both absent. Faith had left a tray outside Ben’s door, calling out that it was there, but she expected it would stay untouched. Tom had phoned to say in a markedly strained voice that she shouldn’t wait up for him. She’d leave dinner out for him, too—and that would get eaten even at midnight.

“Maybe she really does just need a little space and then they’ll get back together,” Amy said, ever the optimist. Faith had told her all she knew.

“It certainly could happen.” Faith was not an optimist but cherished the quality in her daughter. “I have flan for dessert. Do you want some now?”

“Maybe later,” Amy answered. “I’m going to check Mandy’s Facebook page. Her profile picture is a selfie she and Ben took last summer out on Barred Island.”

“I’ll clean up, you go check.” Faith made a point of not friending her children or her children’s friends. There was such a thing as TMI.

Amy was back too soon. “No new posts, but she’s changed the photo. Just one of her. Although I think Ben took it.” Amy’s face brightened. Still the optimist.

After her daughter left to do her homework, Faith retrieved the full tray from the upstairs hall and went to her own computer to check her e-mail. Max Dane had sent several dates and times to meet, all in the next couple of days. He’d added again that he wanted the invitations to go out immediately and wondered if she could commit to the job right away. “I’ve been told the kitchen is all any chef could want,” he wrote. “And I should have mentioned that your fee is for your services. Sky’s the limit on what you’ll have to spend on the food.” An unlimited budget! Even her wealthiest clients had never offered that.

Faith leaned back in her chair and stretched. With all the drama going on in the house—she was sure Tom’s unexpected Planning Board meeting boded ill—the notion of a few days away from hearth, home, and even kin was extremely attractive. Maybe this rare opportunity would jolt her out of her own personal doldrums. She decided to call her sister.

“Hi, is this a good time?” she asked when Hope answered. “You’re not helping Quent with his homework or other mommy chores?”

“Sweetheart, that’s why God invented afterschool help. By the time I get home, it’s all done. Dinner, too. He and his father are watching some sort of sports thing.”

The Sibley family had not been particularly sportif, yet both daughters married men who were passionate about everything from basketball to tiddlywinks. Fortunately, as their children grew up, they shared these paternal interests, allowing the two sisters to relinquish their places before the TV and occasionally the playing field with relief.

Faith quickly filled Hope in on what she was now thinking of as The Mandy Projectile, launched and sure to pick up speed.

“It’s no use saying that someday he won’t even remember her name, because he won’t believe you—and maybe it won’t be true,” Hope said.

“Don’t tell me you’re still secretly pining for Andy,” Faith teased.

Hope sighed. “We were good together weren’t we?”

“As the only kids I ever knew who had subscriptions to the Wall Street Journal in elementary school, yes, you were a perfect match.”

“Until that surfer girl from L.A. moved into his building, and suddenly he was all about following his perfect wave, or more like her perfect curves.”

Faith laughed. “It still hurts doesn’t it all these years later? Poor Ben.”

“Poor you,” Hope said. “If it were Amy, and it will be, you’d get to hand her Kleenex and she’d let it all out. Ben will be the Spartan standing without complaint while the fox he’s got under his tunic gnaws at his entrails.”

“Thanks, sis. Now I’ll have to think about this image every time I look at him. If he ever comes out of his room again, that is. But I called to ask your advice about something else.”

After hearing about Max Dane’s party, including the fee offered, Hope said, “You’re probably expecting me to tell you to take the money and run, as in straight for the job, but I’m telling you to take it for the hell of it. Of course money is nice, but, Fay”—Hope was the only person to use this nickname, one Faith had never liked, but she had also never figured out how to tell that to her favorite and only sibling—“Max Dane! He’s a legend. The house is bound to be incredible and the guests even more so. What’s stopping you?”

It was almost word for word what Pix had said.

“Nothing now. I have to check with Tom. He’s at a Planning Board meeting tonight, but I’m sure he’ll tell me to do it, too.”

“Dane’s obviously heard about your expertise. He could have hired a Boston firm or even flown in a chef from New York or anywhere. Say Paris.”

“Maybe he was at one of the events I catered before I moved,” Faith said. When she did meet with him, she’d ask him how he’d heard about Have Faith.

“Fay!” Hope shouted into the phone. “I just remembered. Call Aunt Chat. I’m almost certain he was a client. I mean one or more of his shows.”

Charity Sibley was their father’s older sister, the youngest of the three Sibley girls named, as had been their female forbearers and those who followed: “Faith,” “Hope,” and “Charity.” Faith’s parents had stopped short. Chat had started out in public relations straight from college, writing press releases and making coffee (in the bad old days for women). By the time she’d retired a few years ago she had one of the most prestigious and successful firms based in Manhattan and specialized in show business.

The sisters talked a bit more. Faith hung up longing for her native land, as she always did after contact with anyone there. She missed being able to go outside anytime of day or night and find food from any part of the globe, as well as things like books, haircuts, films, music, you name it. The food choice in Aleford was Country Pizza—and Harry did make a great pie—but it closed at seven thirty, sometimes even seven. There was a convenience store in nearby Concord rumored to be open until eight, but Faith had not been able to find it the few times she’d discovered they were out of milk after the Shop’n Save closed.

Resolving to call her aunt in the morning, she went back to her computer and e-mailed Max Dane: “Send out your invitations. Will meet with you Monday morning at 10:00. Sincerely, Faith Fairchild.” Monday was four days from now.

She felt as if she had crossed some sort of Rubicon. Life was becoming more interesting. Dreary January was suddenly taking on a whole new aspect. The feeling was reinforced when his reply came back immediately: “Couldn’t be more pleased. Sent the invites out this afternoon after talking to you. Max.”

According to anyone from Massachusetts it was Tip O’Neill who said, “All politics is local,” when he ran for office in 1935. As Faith waited up for her own Thomas, the words popped into her head. Faith had soon come to believe in the phrase—and also believed it could be dangerous. When Sam Miller served on the Aleford school committee, he’d received several anonymous, ominous threats when he reorganized the school bus schedule. A friend on the Board of Selectmen found a slashed plastic rat on her doorstep after calling for a leash ordinance. Planning Board was the worst in Faith’s opinion, and anyone foolish enough to dip a toe into the maelstrom of property permits was just asking for trouble. Of course, her husband was the first to volunteer to fill a vacant seat. The previous incumbent had not left a forwarding address. “I feel a responsibility to the town,” Tom said. “It has been very good to us.” Faith was not sure exactly how the town had been good to them specifically, but she couldn’t help but be proud of her spouse. If anything, he was the one who was good. Too good. He was a Fairchild to the core. Fairchilds, responsible citizens, had always been involved in local politics, the first stepping onto if not Plymouth Rock, then one nearby, with campaign buttons at the ready.

It was after ten o’clock when Tom came into the kitchen looking weary and angry, his face, as always, an open book. She gave him a hasty kiss, put the chili in the microwave, and poured him a Sam Adams Winter Lager. Then she waited while he ate and drank, enjoying the quiet of the kitchen this late at night. The new LED lighting the Vestry had allowed Faith to install—at her own expense—was casting soft shadows on the goldenrod-colored walls, which she had also received permission to paint. Herself.

“What was so pressing?” she asked. “Someone planted a tree on the wrong side of the property line?”

“I wish,” Tom said. “Seems a developer has purchased the old Grayson House and is submitting plans to raze it for a strip mall.”

Faith was aghast. “But it’s in the Historic District. You can see it from our backyard and the church!”

Tom nodded. “We can see it, but it’s not part of the District. The house was used as a kind of nursing home from the nineteen forties until not that long ago and there was a zoning change to allow it, removing it from the District. Any more of this chili?”

The next morning Faith was waiting by the front door for Ben as he came downstairs in his jacket, carrying his knapsack ready to leave for school. “Here.” She put a glass of juice in his hand, and when he drained it quickly switched it for a warm breakfast sandwich—her version of the fast-food staple: poached egg, sliced tomato, and sharp cheddar on a homemade ciabatta roll.

Ben had dark circles under his eyes, and she was sure he hadn’t slept much. She knew enough not to try to hug him and he left without a word. Amy came tearing down the stairs afterward. She’d already eaten the steel cut oatmeal with fruit that Faith made overnight in a small slow cooker most winter school days. She did hug her mother and called out, “Bye, Dad” over her shoulder.

Tom was sitting over his third cup of coffee, surrounded by copies of the town’s previous zoning decisions and ordinances that he had stayed up late printing out from the board’s online site—a state requirement for transparency still regarded as Big Government intrusion by several Alefordians. He too had circles under his eyes.

“Let me make you an omelet or other eggs,” Faith said. “I have some of that good applewood bacon too.”

He shook his head. “No time, but thanks. I’ll take these to work and look at them when I can. Sam made copies, too. He’s coming over after we both get home to talk the whole mess over.”

The proposed strip mall was not the kind with a massage parlor and dollar store, Faith had learned very late last night, but a two-story building with offices for small businesses below, apartments above. “All very legit,” according to the developer. “A real asset for the community.”

Tom was hoping to get him on the issue of parking. One of the things he and the board had to resolve was how many spaces had to be allotted for this kind of use. There was a good-size lot in place behind Grayson House from its previous incarnation. Faith kept her mouth shut, but she was pretty sure the developer had already determined it would meet any requirement. Her mother was a real estate lawyer in Manhattan, and Faith had had a ringside seat at real estate bouts, whereas Tom’s family business, Fairchild Realty, on Boston’s South Shore, had employed much kinder, gentler fisticuffs.

As he left she put the extra breakfast sandwich in his hand. Before Faith finished loading the dishwasher, Pix walked in and sat down in Tom’s still-warm chair at the large round table.

“Coffee?” Faith said automatically. This was one of the things she had learned from her friend. In New England, you didn’t say “Hello” first, you offered coffee, then you said hello.

“Love some.”

Tom hadn’t eaten any of the corn muffins Faith had put out with the strawberry jam she’d made last summer in Maine. For a normally hungry guy, it was not a good sign. She hoped he’d noticed the sandwich.

She handed Pix a mug of coffee with one Splenda, no milk, and pushed the muffin plate in her direction. Pix, a normally hungry gal, didn’t take one. It was not a good sign.

“Do you believe in bad news coming in threes?” Pix asked.

Pix was the least superstitious person Faith knew.

“Absolutely not.” Faith stood up. She had the feeling she was going to need some more coffee herself.

“Samantha called last night.” Pix put down the mug and held up one finger. “She’s lost her job.” She put up another finger. “She’s broken up with Caleb.” A third went up. “She’s left the apartment—the lease is in Caleb’s name.” The fingers came down and Pix folded them into a fist. “Oh, and she’s moving back home. Could you warm up one of these muffins for me?”

Pix stayed for several muffins and fresh coffee. “I love being with Samantha, but it’s been wonderful to go back to just Sam and me. Danny left only a few weeks ago. I can walk around in my pj’s again.”

Considering Pix’s lingerie was opaque L.L.Bean flannel in the winter and almost as thick cotton in the summer—not exactly Victoria’s Secret, more Queen Victoria—Faith found this newfound freedom a bit hard to envision. But it was true that the nest was only recently empty. Sam had finally decided it would be cheaper to help his twenty-three-year-old son with rent money for the Somerville apartment Dan was now sharing with college buddies than continue to keep him fed out in Aleford. Dan had a job with an IT firm that was up, but still coming, along with a livable salary. Mental health—Sam’s—had entered into the decision as well.

“I’m sure Samantha will want to be out on her own as soon as possible,” Faith reassured her friend. “Plus Samantha likes to cook.” Pix classed the chore below ditch digging, relying heavily on boxes in her pantry with HELPER on them. When on her own for dinner, she ate cornflakes—a habit Faith found extremely hard to believe.

“She’ll do her wash.” Pix perked up at the thought, but then her face fell. “She sounded like her little-girl self last night. Between sobs she kept saying she couldn’t wait to be in her old room. You’ve read all the statistics about the numbers of millennials still living at home and how hard it is for them to find jobs, even someone with Samantha’s credentials.”

Faith had read the dispiriting numbers, too, and while part of her was agonizing over Ben’s departure for college—somewhere—she also hoped gone would be gone. That he’d be able to find a fulfilling job and live independently when he graduated. One could dream . . .

Driving to work she detoured through Ursula’s neighborhood. There was time for a quick visit. Faith’s assistant Niki Constantine would be baking the brownies and lemon squares for the afternoon Friends of the Library tea they were catering. Faith herself would put the sandwiches together later—traditional cucumber and watercress ones, less traditional curried chicken salad, and thinly sliced roast beef with horseradish aioli. They’d made shortbread cookies and petit fours yesterday.

There was no snow on the ground, but it was a cold gray winter day, a day when spring seemed very, very far off. Prepared to swing into the driveway, Faith straightened the wheels and kept driving. The same car, which she now knew belonged to Austin Stebbins, seemed to be in exactly the same place as yesterday. Was he a houseguest?

Or something more?

Faith didn’t get a chance to call her aunt until Friday afternoon. Tom had enlisted her help in going over the zoning regulations and coming up with plausible objections. Objections other than NIMBY.

“Hi, Aunt Chat, it’s Faith.”

“Remarkable!”

Faith knew she was one of her aunt’s favorites, but this was a new high.

“Those ESP people could be right. It’s remarkable timing. I was looking up your number to call you.”

Her aunt sounded happy, so it wasn’t to call with bad news. But despite her name Chat never called to pass the time of day. She always had a reason. Faith could get to hers once she found out what Chat wanted.

Her aunt came straight to the point. “I’m coming to Cambridge on the nineteenth for two days. Some sort of pioneering women entrepreneurs conference at the B school—Harvard’s nod toward political correctness, and reality I must say. I’m speaking and they’re putting me up at the Charles Hotel plus an appropriate fat fee, so I can take you and Tom someplace special. You choose. And I’d love to come out and see the children.”

Dinner with Chat would be a treat, but Faith wasn’t so sure about an Aleford visit given that one of the “children,” when seen at all, was looking more like Banquo’s ghost than a hale and hearty teen and was about as verbal.

They talked about possible restaurants and times—“the first night is a dreary banquet, so the twentieth”—and then Faith mentioned why she had called.

“Max Dane! Living in a Boston suburb! Hard to believe. Yes, I knew him well; but perhaps best not to mention my name. We had the account for his last show, and I do mean last. I think he blames me for the flop heard round the world. I’ll tell you all about it when I see you. Take the job, of course, but my darling niece, do be careful. He’s, well, he’s not a very nice man.”

Armed with extremely detailed instructions, Faith felt a sense of relief as she drove toward her meeting with Max Dane at Rowan House. It had been one of those weekends. Just as she was beginning to think Ben was coming to terms with Mandy’s decision, he came tearing into the living room Saturday night shrieking, “She’s unfriended me!” Amy was at his heels. “Me too! And Daisy. Probably all the Maine friends we have in common.” While her decibels were lower, her emotions were running as high as her brother’s.

“You know what this means, right?” Ben had said, slumping down on the couch. Faith did know what it meant. Mandy was with someone new and posting things that she didn’t want Ben to see or hear about from mutual friends. On the one hand it was in the girl’s favor that she was protecting him from feeling hurt; on the other, Mandy should have realized that what he would imagine was probably far worse.

“Guess she’ll marry him. He’s probably a senior. We’ll read about it in The Island Crier,” Ben had said bitterly. Faith tried a few platitudes and then went to make cocoa for the kids, pouring herself a large glass of Merlot.

Sunday wasn’t much better. Ben spent most of the day checking out application deadlines for places like the University of Alaska in the hope he could still apply for the fall.

Now, after pulling over twice to check Max Dane’s instructions—he’d mentioned not to bother with her GPS, it wouldn’t show Havencrest—Faith began to think the location had more in common with the Bermuda Triangle than MetroWest Boston.

At last she saw the turn he’d described, marked by a huge granite boulder with HAVENCREST incised in Gothic letters. Several labyrinthine turns later she came to the “gatehouse”: turreted stone, a high wall extending on either side as far as the eye could see, interrupted by an elaborate and very secure looking iron gate across the drive. Dane had written that it was electronically operated. She got out of the car and found the intercom button where he’d said it would be, cleverly disguised as one of the ornamental gryphon’s eyes. She pressed it firmly. Instantly a voice—the one who had told her to hold for Max Dane—issued instructions: “Get back in your car, please, and when the gate is completely open, proceed. Do not try to enter before then.” There was a click as he hung up, or took his finger from a button in the house somewhere ahead.

It was all very Lewis Carroll or Ian Fleming or a car wash. Faith kept at a standstill until the entrance gaped wide and came to a stop.

Out of curiosity she looked at her odometer once through and then checked again as she parked under the porte cochere at the front of the house. The drive was a mile and a half long and passed a natural-looking landscape that could only be the result of a great deal of time and money. Banks of rhododendrons that must be spectacular in the spring; dense birch groves; towering oaks and pines. A landscape that had to have been in place for many, many years. She remembered what Pix had said, that the houses were handed down from generation to generation. Somehow she doubted this was the case with Max Dane, and it wasn’t just his New York accent. Brahmin families were known to disown members who went into show business or married someone in it. Fine to kick up one’s heels as a Harvard undergraduate back in the days of Ann Corio at the Old Howard in Scollay Square, but one turned to Boston’s Blue Book for a blue-blooded mate.

As it came into view Faith immediately guessed the house was the work of the architect H. H. Richardson or one of his students. The facade combined Romanesque-type stonework archways with Morris-like Arts and Crafts dark shingles. It all blended into the hills behind it as if sprung from them by some kind of medieval—or Tolkien—magic.

An attractive man who appeared to be in his fifties opened the car door and ushered her up the front steps and across a wide veranda and into a vast foyer. He was wearing a pale yellow V-neck sweater that looked like cashmere; the shirt underneath was cornflower blue. His tan chinos had knife creases. Not formal butler attire, but he seemed to be playing that role.

“My name is Ian Morrison. We spoke on the phone. Please come in. Mr. Dane is waiting in the library.”

He ushered her into a foyer as large as a ballroom. The floor glowed with a number of Persian carpets that picked up the warm golden oak woodwork and rose-colored walls. There was no clutter, just a few pieces of Asian blue-and-white porcelain. A fireplace ample enough to roast a large pig or small ox took up most of one wall. Several landscapes hung on the others, including an enormous piece that occupied pride of place across from the entrance that Faith was sure was by Frederic Church. Not one of his Hudson River scenes, but one of the Andes series. The only other painting of equal size was to the left of the fireplace. It was a portrait, by John Singer Sargent or a close adherent, of a young woman wearing an elaborate white gown. Possibly the artist had hoped his detailed rendition of her jeweled choker and smooth white shoulders would distract the viewer from her rather homely face and its sober expression.

Ian Morrison crossed the room and opened a door, gesturing Faith to follow him through. “May I bring you something to drink? Coffee, tea?”

“Or champagne?” Max Dane strode into their path, his hand outstretched. “Such a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Fairchild.”

“And I you,” Faith said, smiling and shaking his hand. She turned to Ian. “I’d love a cup of tea, any kind but Earl Grey if you have it. No sugar or milk.”

“Same for me, but add my usual, ” Max said. Ian nodded and quietly disappeared through the door.

The library was what Faith would have expected from what she had seen so far. Floor-to-ceiling bookcases, another fireplace—this one surrounded by Roycroft tiles—and an expanse of arched windows looking out toward a bluestone-covered veranda, accessed by French doors. The naturalistic landscape Faith had noted driving in continued beyond the veranda: ledges and boulders had been left in place and no formal flowerbeds interrupted the fields’ now-pale stubble, but come spring they would be covered with a variety of grasses and other plantings as well. Dane was following her gaze. “All we do is mow on this side and let nature take its course. Daisies come first then things like goldenrod. Back in the day gardeners planted hundreds of daffodil bulbs, but they have mostly fallen prey to the squirrels, voles, and other creatures. I like it this way better.”

There was a moment of silence. Faith found herself looking at Dane, sizing him up. The impresario was tall, but not heavy. Like Ian Morrison, he was dressed casually, a tan suede vest over a subtle tartan shirt and gray wool pants. He was a redhead, although age had sprinkled salt with a liberal hand. He kept his hair short, whether because there wasn’t enough now to lend itself to a longer style or because like the field, he just liked it that way better.

She sensed he was sizing her up, too.

“Please take a seat. Ian won’t be long and afterward I’ll give you the tour.”

Faith smiled. “I’m looking forward to it. Your house is beautiful.”

He nodded. Something other than where he lived seemed to be on his mind. Something else was on Faith’s, too, and she decided to come out with it.

“I’ve been wondering how you heard about me. I started out with the same name in Manhattan over twenty years ago. Maybe you were at an event I catered there?”

“Possibly. But, Mrs. Fairchild, while I am sure you are superb as a caterer, I am hiring you for what I understand is your other expertise. Your, shall we say, sleuthing ability?”

Startled, Faith said, “My sleuthing? But why?”

“One of my guests wants to kill me.”





CHAPTER 2

“How do you know?” Faith asked, her mind rapidly running over a number of possible indications. Anonymous poison pen letter, blocked ALL CAPS text; equivalent of horse head in his bed; gift package of chocolates redolent of bitter almonds?

“I think I’ll save the answer to that for the end of the house tour.” Max Dane did not seem at all perturbed, although the way he’d spoken made it clear he was very sure of the threat. “Oh, and it was Ian who found you. He keeps an ear close to the ground around here.”

As if on cue, the man, who was beginning to seem much more than a factotum in the Dane household, arrived with the tea and left. It was not an elaborate service. Two cups and the absence of any comestibles made it clear the intent was not to linger. Faith sipped quickly. Whatever Dane had in his cup was either not as hot as Faith’s tea or he had an asbestos mouth. A few gulps and he set the cup on the tray.

“If you are finished with your tea, shall we start?”

Faith stood up. Much as she wanted to see the whole house and take time looking at what she was sure were many exquisite details and furnishings, she wanted to get to the revelation at the end fast.

Max stood up as well and went to a tapestry bellpull hanging next to the fireplace. He tugged on it and
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