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			Epigraph

			Sin, as a saint explained, is a turning away from eternal things toward things merely temporal.
But not all such turning is a sin.

			—James Salter

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			Had Cora Meriwether Godwin died as she lived, raging against the betrayals and injustices of life, her passing would have been simply another closing of another circle, both a fading and a release, a last exhalation of being.

			But when Cora Godwin drifted first to sleep and finally to her death in the midst of the most glorious mid-October anyone on Cape Cod could remember, the manner of her departure aroused the curiosity of her doctor, a tall splintery Scotsman named Ivan Hayward.

			Passing by Cora’s house on his way to play golf with his wife of forty-two years, Hayward saw the ambulance in Cora’s driveway, pulled quickly in behind it and immediately took over from the paramedics in applying CPR procedures. After ten minutes of futile effort he declared Cora Godwin officially dead. Dr. Hayward had known the condition of Cora Godwin’s heart more intimately than anyone. There had been no hope.

			But the nature of her passing puzzled Hayward from the start. And launched a chain of events whose first link extended thirty years into the past.

			As June Leedale, Cora’s neighbour, related her story, first to Dr. Hayward and later to her husband Parker, Cora had been reclining on a cot on the side porch of her century-old house. In the early afternoon of that second Monday in October, her cot raised to a sitting position and an afghan robe over her legs, Cora Godwin accepted her daily dose of two potassium capsules from June Leedale. The capsules, administered three times daily, were part of Dr. Hayward’s prescribed treatment for Cora’s heart condition.

			The elderly woman swallowed the two green-and-ivory capsules with a sip of herbal tea, smiled warmly at June and began working with her neighbour on a crossword puzzle. June read the clues aloud and counted the letters and, more often than not, Cora would identify the word without hesitation. Writing the word in the spaces, June Leedale marveled at the older woman’s quickness of mind, extensive vocabulary and deductive abilities, and they continued to share their tea as the afternoon burnished to gold.

			Half an hour after taking her medication, Cora Godwin set her tea cup aside with a hand somewhat less steady than normal, commented on the profusion of zinnias spreading among her perennials, pulled the afghan to her neck and said, “Thank you, dear. I’m sorry but . . . I’ve suddenly grown quite weary.”

			She lay back, closed her eyes and fell asleep almost instantly.

			June Leedale was describing the scene to Dr. Hayward, the tall angular Scotsman bending slightly from the waist and gazing intently into her eyes, when June’s husband Parker arrived from his law office. The ambulance attendants had placed Cora’s body in their vehicle and were preparing to leave. A few neighbours stood at the edge of their property further down Miner’s Lane, as though fearing contagion if they approached closer.

			“I had finished the crossword puzzle, we were doing crossword puzzles.” The words stumbled out of June Leedale’s mouth. When her husband stepped from his car, the doctor waited expectantly for Parker Leedale to place a comforting arm around his wife’s shoulders. He arched his eyebrows in surprise when Leedale’s only response was to wave pleasantly at a knot of curious neighbours.

			“I went to my house and loaded the washer, took some things out of the freezer for dinner. I came back perhaps half an hour later and she was still sleeping. At least I thought she was. Then I started watching a blue jay natter at a squirrel,” June Leedale continued, her eyes red with tears. “It was comical to see the animals quarrel like that. Cora’s arm slipped off the cot and I thought she was awake. ‘Did you hear that, Cora?’ I asked her. ‘Did you hear those two go at it?’ And when she didn’t answer I looked at her and I could see . . . I could see her eyes were partially open and that she had stopped breathing. She had slipped away.”

			“And how much time had passed since you gave her the medication?” Dr. Hayward asked gently.

			“Two hours perhaps,” June Leedale replied. “Maybe a little more.”

			“There was no other indication of trouble?” Hayward asked. “She just went to sleep?”

			June Leedale nodded silently.

			Parker Leedale began to speak but Hayward raised a hand to halt his words. “Was she in the habit of taking afternoon naps?” he asked June Leedale. His eyes were blue as a cold sea but his voice was soft and imploring.

			June Leedale shook her head no in response. 

			“Her heart?” Parker Leedale asked Hayward.

			The doctor nodded unconvincingly—his eyebrows had arched again—and he straightened to his full height, towering over the Leedales.

			“Well, I guess it’s to be expected,” Parker Leedale said, watching the ambulance depart. “Where’re they taking her? Duncan’s? They taking her to Duncan’s funeral home?”

			“I think so,” his wife said. “There won’t be an autopsy or anything, will there, Dr. Hayward?” she asked.

			“I don’t believe there will,” Hayward replied in the Scottish lowland burr he still retained after almost forty years on the Cape.

			“Don’t let Duncan’s embalm her and paint her up and all that,” Parker Leedale said. “I’d better call them, tell them she left instructions. Just basic cremation, that’s all she instructed. Nothing in the estate to cover a big funeral anyway.”

			June Leedale began to speak, then hesitated as Hayward laid a hand gently on her arm. “You did all you could,” he murmured. “You were a good friend to her and that’s important.” He nodded again at her husband and walked distractedly back to his car.

			“Somebody’ll have to contact her nephew,” Parker said, inspecting the front wheel of his car. Something about the tire seemed to annoy him and he kicked it with the toe of his shoe. “If they can find him.” He watched Hayward make a U-turn in Miner’s Lane and drive back toward town, following the ambulance.

			“They’ll know where to reach him in Boston,” June Leedale said. “The police there should know.” She brought a handkerchief to her face and stumbled through a few words.

			“What?” Parker Leedale demanded at the sound of her voice through the sobs.

			“I said I’ll miss her,” his wife replied. She removed the handkerchief from her face and covered her eyes with her hand. “I’ll miss her.”

			Parker Leedale grunted and climbed into his car. “Let’s go,” he said.

			“Reverend Willoughby came by just before you arrived.” June Leedale slipped into the passenger seat and stared straight ahead as her husband started the car and guided it the hundred yards from Cora Godwin’s house across Miner’s Lane to their home. “He didn’t stay. He saw the ambulance go past St. Luke’s and heard the siren stop nearby, so he drove up to see if he was needed. Something told him it might be Cora. . . .”

			“Come on, June, what’re you so upset about?” her husband said. “The woman was over eighty years old, for God’s sake. That’s a decent age. Hell, I should live so long.”

			June Leedale gathered strength to speak again as her husband drove down the laneway alongside their house. “Anyway, Reverend Willoughby says Cora made arrangements for a funeral service. A few weeks ago. At St. Luke’s . . .”

			“A service? At St. Luke’s? Who the hell’s gonna show up?” Parker Leedale snorted. “She managed to piss off nearly everybody in town except you and me.”

			“Reverend Willoughby said she wanted us there, you and me. And Mike and Bunny,” June Leedale added, leaving the car and trotting quickly behind her husband. “And the Stevensons.”

			“Ellie and Blake? Cora couldn’t stand either of them.”

			“That’s what I thought too, but we’re all on the list she gave Reverend Willoughby. And her nephew. She wanted him to attend.”

			Parker Leedale swung the front door of their house open and stared back at his wife in disbelief. “The guy she’s never stopped talking about since Terry died? Nobody knows where the hell he is. Who’s supposed to track him down? Me? The hell,” he muttered, turning to precede his wife into the house. “Morton can find him. Let the town absorb the long distance charges. No reason for us to.”

			“She always wanted him to visit her,” his wife said. “She was just too proud to ask.”

			“And he never came, did he?” her husband demanded. “Did the son of a bitch ever come? Like hell he did. She hasn’t seen him for ten, fifteen years, I’ll bet. Only reason he’ll show up now is to get his hands on her estate.”

			“You don’t know that,” June Leedale said. “He might have come sooner. If he’d known how sick she was. Besides, I think she wanted to talk to him about something. Something that was bothering her. Remember I told you she mentioned it to Bunny and me a couple of weeks ago? Something about Terry?”

			“Terry’s been dead twenty-five years.”

			“It’d been bothering her. That’s what she told us, and she wanted her nephew to know about it—”

			“Probably getting senile, thinking Terry was still alive. Confused him with her nephew, I’ll bet.” Parker Leedale settled himself on the floral-patterned sofa next to the telephone table. “I remember him, her nephew, as a kid. Spent a couple of summers here, stayed right over there in that house with the Godwins. Kept to himself most of the time. A loner. Kind who never gave a damn about anybody else. That’s what made him a cop, I’ll bet. Son of a gun couldn’t get along with ordinary people.”

			He lifted the receiver and dialed a number. “Morton?” he said when a voice answered. “Parker Leedale. Listen, Cora Godwin died this afternoon. Yeah, that was her. Her heart finally gave out. Look, you don’t know where we can reach her nephew, the ex-cop, do you?” A pause. “McGuire. His name’s McGuire.”

			
			Ivan Hayward called his wife from Duncan’s Funeral Home and apologized for the delay in their golf game. “You owe me a dinner out tonight then,” she laughed. He agreed, replaced the telephone receiver and turned to face Blendell Duncan, owner of the largest funeral service in Compton.

			One of Blendell Duncan’s hands stroked his black Vandyke beard uneasily. The other hand held a death certificate signed by Ivan Hayward. It was highly unusual for a doctor to accompany a body to the funeral home, and Blendell Duncan was unaccustomed to unusual events. His profession depended upon total predictability and purpose. “It’s to be a cremation, I understand,” Duncan said. “No complications?”

			“I don’t know,” Ivan Hayward replied.

			Blendell blinked, frowned, looked away. Complications worried him. His entire life had been spent avoiding complications. “Will you be sending her to Orleans?” Blendell asked. Orleans was the site of the morgue, its attendant autopsy suite all stainless steel and white enamel, an inhuman place. Blendell caught himself in speculation, a rare event. Why would an autopsy be required on an eighty-year-old woman with a history of heart trouble who died peacefully in her sleep?

			While Blendell watched patiently, Ivan Hayward stared down at his brown-and-white saddle golf shoes and weighed his suspicions. Holding the body for an autopsy would require a police report, substantial expense to the county and unnecessary delay. And the results, Hayward knew, were already apparent: Her heart had failed.

			But it was the manner in which it failed that disturbed the doctor.

			At that point, Hayward made a decision he would later regret, though its logic was inescapable in the coolness of the mortuary embalming room. If he were unwilling to deploy the limited resources of the county to determine the exact cause of Cora Godwin’s death, he could at least satisfy his own conscience. It would be a halfway decision, he admitted. And like any halfway decision regarding death, it would strand the facts midway between mystery and resolution.

			“I want to retrieve something from my car,” Hayward said pleasantly to Blendell Duncan. “Then I wonder if you would leave me with her for a moment.”

			Duncan, his hands behind his back, lowered his head briefly and smiled. The smile lit his face, but neither warmth nor humour shone through; it was as though a switch had been thrown somewhere within him. “I’ll be in my office,” he replied, pleased that the doctor had made a decision, banishing uncertainty.

			Ivan Hayward waited for the undertaker to leave the embalming room. Then the doctor walked briskly through an anteroom and down a long corridor to the wide entry doors through which Cora Godwin’s body had been wheeled just moments earlier. Swinging them open, he strode across the parking lot directly to his car, returning a minute later to approach the body of Cora Godwin, a syringe in one hand and a rare look of concern in his eyes.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			A thousand miles to the south of Cape Cod, the island of Green Turtle Cay sprawls among the Abaco chain, the most northeasterly cluster of the Bahamas, far from the glitter of Nassau and Freeport. Like most Bahamian cays, Green Turtle is little more than a hefty sandbar, three miles long and barely half a mile wide, its elongated shape contoured by the flow of the Gulf Stream over many millions of years. The only community of any consequence on Green Turtle Cay is the old colonial town of New Plymouth, population five hundred, whose quaint wooden houses painted in gaudy primary colours stand within teetering garden fences enclosing flocks of chickens that scratch and gossip in the yards.

			Green Turtle Cay offers many features to attract a world-weary middle-aged man who has spent twenty years of his life as a Boston homicide detective. The island is free of grinding poverty and serious crime, and no gusty winds flood the November air with bone-chilling dampness. In their place, gentle trades and soft morning breezes stir the grass under the warming sun.

			Green Turtle Cay is not heaven. But it is as close to paradise as a tough ex-cop might expect to get.

			At the opposite end of the cay from New Plymouth, a ring of hills encloses a quiet harbour and its small yacht club, dimly lit waterfront bar and outdoor restaurant. Atop the hill behind the club, on the highest point of the island, sits a gray cabin with a teetering television antenna and shiny stainless steel chimney.

			The cabin’s several windows, located with no apparent logic on each of its four walls, look out upon sharply contrasting vistas. To the west the view is tranquil: A gentle slope leads down to the sheltered harbour and several anchored yachts. To the east lies Ocean Beach on the harsh and untamed side of the island where the waves of the Atlantic, unencumbered by outlying islands or reefs, roll ashore with a soothing endless thunder.

			The morning following Cora Godwin’s death, the resident of the hilltop cabin was walking hand in hand along Ocean Beach with a woman from Pittsburgh named Barbara Mayall. Barbara Mayall, who had recently separated from her husband, was thirty-five years old and staying in a villa on nearby Treasure Cay, a sprawling ten-room oceanside home owned by her father, whose company was the largest supplier of industrial minerals in the continental United States. She was slim with shoulder-length blond hair, wide-set pale green eyes and the wary smile of someone who, having recently suffered severe pain, is prepared to receive anguish from any source. At any time.

			On this morning her smile was wider than it had been since the day three months earlier when her husband of six years confessed he had been having an affair with a woman who worked for his firm’s bank. An affair he did not wish to end. An affair which afforded him, he was convinced, more future happiness and fulfillment than his marriage to Barbara Mayall. After several weeks of emotional trauma, at the urging of her outraged father, Barbara escaped to Treasure Cay.

			She spent the first weeks in long periods of quiet mourning interrupted by explosions of rage. She alternately cursed her husband and declared her love for him, secluded herself in her room for days and emerged to throw extravagant parties, rejected her friends for offering advice and embraced them for their tenderness and understanding. After almost two months, she agreed to join an excursion aboard a yacht sailing to Green Turtle Cay to sample the harbourside restaurant’s famed blackened grouper. After the meal, everyone retreated to the restaurant’s low-ceilinged bar, tended five days a week by a retired Boston homicide detective named Joe McGuire. The evening was uneventful. Sailing back to Treasure Cay in the moonlight, Barbara declared she was growing stronger each day, and that she was ready to rejoin the world. Her friends congratulated her. The word “breakthrough” was repeated several times, and shortly after disembarking Barbara politely deflected a pass made by the husband of a friend from her college days.

			The following day she returned to the bar on Green Turtle Cay for cocktails. And again the day after that, traveling aboard the mid-afternoon ferry from Treasure Cay.

			“How are you?” McGuire asked when Barbara Mayall entered the bar the third time and settled herself on a stool directly in front of him.

			“In free fall,” she answered. “Got anything for that?”

			“Sorry.” McGuire offered a tight smile. “No parachutes.”

			“What if I get drunk enough so I don’t care whether I come down or not?”

			“Just might work.” McGuire held up a bottle of tequila. “With orange juice, right?”

			They talked through the fading light of day while the harsh Caribbean sunshine mellowed into dusk. McGuire mixed tequila sunrises and listened to Barbara Mayall describe her father’s villa on Treasure Cay and how he had offered its use for as long as she needed it.

			“Which might be the rest of my life,” she confided. The admission clouded her face. She turned away from him to blink at the oversized navigation charts displayed on the far wall, her eyes shining.

			McGuire watched her carefully, admiring how loose strands of her blond hair swept in gentle waves across her forehead and above her wide-set pale green eyes. He found her surpassingly attractive and when she lowered her head and continued to blink spasmodically, he handed her a tissue. “Have you seen the view of the harbour up behind the boathouse?” he asked as she brought it to her eyes.

			She whispered, “No.”

			McGuire called across to the bar manager to announce he was taking an hour’s break. Then, leading her by the hand, he guided her through the kitchen, out the rear entrance of the bar and up a series of wooden steps to a tired white wicker loveseat set on a small terrace. She sat and rested her head on his shoulder and together they watched the yachts and day-sailors glide in and out of the harbour below them. McGuire said nothing and twice, when her body shuddered in long avalanches of silent sobs, he tightened his arm around her and she hid her eyes against his chest.

			When she rose to leave a half hour later, she kissed him on the cheek and promised to return the next day.

			And she had. And each day since.

			Over the next two weeks, McGuire grew familiar with the many small details of her being. Her habit of biting her bottom lip before permitting a wistful smile to appear and display perfect snow-white teeth. The graceful line of her shoulders and the blush of tan across her back, bared in her cutaway summer dresses. Her small hands, a child’s hands on a woman’s body. The thin line of once-sheltered skin, like pale ivory, across her ring finger.

			On the day Cora Godwin died, McGuire was not scheduled to work his regular evening shift in the bar. As they had planned the previous day, Barbara arrived at Green Turtle Cay on the afternoon ferry carrying an overnight bag. She climbed the hill to his cabin where McGuire waited, slouched on the porch in a faded canvas director’s chair, reading a novel by a Spanish-American writer and sipping vodka and soda. From within the cabin soared the music of Paul Desmond, the jazz musician’s alto saxophone swooping through the melody of a Cole Porter ballad.

			He rose to kiss her gently and she teased him, first clinging to him, then giggling and pushing him away as his hands moved down her back to the swell of her hips. He mixed her a drink and they sat together on the porch, talking and watching the sun disappear somewhere beyond Florida. Then they changed into bathing suits and walked down the east side of the hill to Ocean Beach carrying a blanket and canvas bag containing T-shirts, towels, fresh bananas, apples and figs, a bottle of California Chardonnay, a corkscrew and two plastic tumblers.

			At the beach they spread the blanket over the talcum-textured sand in a location sheltered by wild bougainvillea and lay back to marvel at the rising moon, impossibly brilliant in the cloudless night sky. They ate the figs, drank most of the wine, counted the stars, danced with words among personal memories both sweet and bitter, made love and fell asleep wrapped in the blanket and themselves.

			When dawn arrived they rose and swam naked in the chilly South Atlantic water. Then, gathering their belongings, they donned their swimsuits and began walking barefoot along the beach, bathed in the warmth of the Bahamian dawn. McGuire wore a faded brown plaid bathing suit topped with a torn Buffalo Bills football jersey. Barbara wore a two-piece blue swimsuit beneath a diaphanous lacy cover-up whose hem danced in the breeze from the ocean.

			At one point Barbara stopped and gave him a mock menacing look. “Kiss this face,” she said, and when he did she laughed and hugged him tightly.

			Reaching the northern end of the beach, McGuire paused at a break in the line of bougainvillea marking the edge of the sand and the beginning of the wild sawgrass, where a path of crushed seashells meandered around the foot of the hill back to the sheltered inner harbour. The corners of McGuire’s eyes crinkled in the sun and he nodded toward the path. “Coffee,” he said simply.

			“At the restaurant?” Barbara asked. She raised her hand to his tanned face and traced, with one long-nailed forefinger, the white scar across his upper lip.

			“Hot and black,” McGuire nodded. “And fried eggs. With bacon.”

			“You make it sound better than sex,” she said, and at his glance she threw her head back in laughter so the low rays of the sun hatched a suing of emeralds in her eyes. She rested her cheek on his shoulder and for several moments they stood that way, the sun caressing their backs, the ocean roaring empty threats at their feet, the air around them blessedly warm and clear and strangely resonant.

			At the harbourside restaurant, the first stragglers from the tourist villas skirting the shoreline were arriving for breakfast, and the restaurant manager, a Bahamian named Lewis McIntosh, separated himself from one of the tables to approach McGuire, his face solemn.

			“Lawyer, his name Leedale, he called last night,” said McIntosh. He nodded to Barbara and withdrew a note from his shirt pocket and handed it to McGuire. “I wrote what he said to me, word by word, and this is it.”

			McGuire unfolded the paper and read the message, scribbled in pencil:

			
			
If you are related to one Cora Meriwether Godwin, formerly Cora McGuire, I regret to inform you of her death yesterday. A memorial service will be held Wednesday at two in the afternoon at St. Luke’s Episcopalian Church, Compton, Massachusetts. Mrs. Godwin specifically requested your presence. Reading of the will in the office of Hirons & Leedale the following day at ten in the morning. Kindly reply by Tuesday. Parker Leedale, Attorney-at-Law.

			
			McGuire read it twice, once silently to himself and once aloud to Barbara.

			“I’m sorry,” Barbara said, reaching across to touch his arm with her small hand.

			McGuire smiled and nodded. 

			“Who was she?”

			“My aunt. My father’s sister. She was a good woman. She taught me a lot of bad habits. Like how to be stubborn. And how to demand honesty from everybody, especially myself. How not to give a damn what other people thought about me. Terrible stuff like that.” He looked out across the water and smiled. “Do you know what she said when she heard that the police academy gave me a special proficiency award when I graduated?”

			Barbara watched, waiting for him to continue. 

			“She said, ‘Isn’t that clever of them?’” He looked at her and shook his head at the memory. “Cora was a sweetheart. Crusty as hell on the outside maybe, but inside . . .”

			“You won’t go, will you?” Barbara asked. 

			“Have to.”

			“But why?” Her voice acquired an edge, like a honed knife.

			“Something I should do for her. Something I should’ve done a long time ago, when she was alive.”

			“How much difference will it make now? To her? How much difference will it make to her if you go or not?”

			McGuire turned and smiled. He reached for her shoulders but she stepped away so only his fingertips made contact. “It’ll just be for a few days,” he said. “I’ll be back by the weekend. I wouldn’t feel right not going.”

			“What if I said I didn’t want you to go?” She raised her chin and her face hardened. “What if I said I just might not be here when you return?”

			He ignored the threat. “Would you like to come with me?”

			“No.” She folded her arms and turned her back to him, staring out at the harbour. “I don’t want to leave here. I’m not ready to leave. Even with you.”

			“Then please wait while I do something that’s important to me.”

			Her eyes snapped to his. “Aren’t I important to you?” she demanded.

			Oh hell, McGuire said to himself. Has it come to this already? Yes, it has, he replied silently. He stepped to her and wrapped her in his arms, overcoming her mild resistance.

			“Listen to me,” he said softly. “You don’t need to know the details, but I never really had a family. Not a mother who gave a damn or a father who was ever home. Except for Cora, my father’s sister. She married a good man, she moved out to the Cape and she taught me more than anyone else about how to behave like a decent human being. I’ve always owed her for that. And I never paid her back. So this is my last chance.”

			“I really need you so badly right now,” Barbara said. “I don’t have any real strength any more, and I need yours.”

			“You got it,” McGuire replied. “When I get back, you’ll have all you need.”

			
			“Why did her lawyer track you down here?” Barbara demanded. It was late in the afternoon and they were seated on the ocean side of McGuire’s cabin, sipping orange juice. Her eyes were red-rimmed but she was calm. They both stared out at the water as they talked. “You don’t have to be there for the reading of her will, do you? Can’t they send you a copy of it or something?”

			“I’m her only living relative,” McGuire shrugged. 

			“Really?”

			“She had a son, Terry. He was drafted, reported MIA in Vietnam, last seen storming a mortar emplacement. Her husband Earl died a few years later. Earl went downhill from the day they heard about Terry. Never got over it. Cora was my father’s only sister, Earl was an orphan.” He shrugged. “I’m all that’s left.”

			“Okay, I understand why you have to go.”

			“Thanks.”

			“But I don’t like it.”

			“Won’t exactly be a day at the circus for me either.”

			“You just think I’m on the rebound, don’t you?”

			McGuire breathed deeply and turned to look away from her, saying nothing, wrapped in his thoughts.

			“Well, maybe I am,” she said. “Maybe a year ago, a year from now, I wouldn’t have given you a second glance. But right now . . .” She faltered. “Right now, I can’t imagine staying here without seeing you every day. Just to trade a joke or go for a walk, you know?”

			“We’ve done a hell of a lot more than that,” McGuire said.

			“Yes, we have.” She tossed her head back and closed her eyes. “Was that so bad?”

			“Bad? It was terrific.” McGuire turned to look at her, the sun highlighting the crow’s-feet at his eyes.

			She smiled at the sight of him like that, his face shining and the fine hair at his temples shimmering like silver. Then she rose to kiss him, open-mouthed and hungry.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			It would be a snakes-and-ladders journey from Green Turtle Cay to Cape Cod, a series of short hops and slow crawls by ferry, taxicab, commuter propeller aircraft and scheduled jetliner.

			For McGuire, no part of the journey would be longer than the walk down the hill from his cabin to the dock, an overnight bag over his shoulder and Barbara clenching his hand.

			“I’m giving you three days,” she said, leaning toward him and kissing his ear. “Then I’m coming after you.” She wore a red gingham blouse tied at the waist above beltless jeans that clung to the lower half of her body like a lover. On her feet were woven leather sandals scattered with rhinestones that exploded suddenly in the sunlight.

			“I won’t need that long,” McGuire grumbled. He was tense, like someone waiting in an empty house for the doorbell to ring. Leaving Barbara was a penance, payment due for the unexpected joy he had experienced. You always pay for happiness somehow, McGuire believed. “The funeral’s tomorrow, the will’s being read the next day. I’ll be back on the weekend.” He guided her around a sharp turn in the path.

			When they reached a switchback, Barbara stopped, gripped his arm until he turned to her, and held him in the focus of her eyes.

			“The ferry’s coming in,” he said, avoiding her gaze.

			She looked over his shoulder at the approach of one of the new ferry boats which had replaced the old converted island freighter that had plied the strait between the cays for years. The new ferries were small, fast and unquestionably ugly, their windowed cabin boasting all the aesthetics of a shoe box. As she watched, one of them, painted green and white, rumbled its way between a fleet of sports fishing boats anchored in the marina.

			“It’ll wait,” Barbara said.

			McGuire looked from the ferry into her eyes. 

			A lonely middle-aged man often discovers women he believes he should have married. They are always younger than himself, yet equal or superior to him in many ways: in their carriage, their apparent self-assurance, the easy manner they have in performing the smallest obligations of life. As he grew older, McGuire encountered more of these women in street cafés, airport lounges and passing taxicabs and on the arms of younger, less deserving men. The women were suddenly there in the sweep of his vision and then were gone, leaving only a brief smile, a whiff of perfume, a small gesture with their hand as fleeting proof of their existence.

			After the collapse of McGuire’s second marriage, they also left behind a realization that weighed heavily on his chest, as though the air in his lungs had been replaced by water. It was the recognition that his life had been, and would continue to be, haphazard and somehow more unfair than it should.

			To McGuire, Barbara had been one of those women from the first moment she entered the bar at Green Turtle Cay. Her beauty fascinated and almost inhibited him, and her family’s immense wealth added to the intrigue by making her appear unattainable. But when he responded to her pain with sensitivity, he shattered the social barriers between them. He became a source of strength to her and Barbara’s hunger for him promised in turn to correct the imbalance of his life.

			She symbolized an escape, perhaps, from the stoked rage that burned within McGuire and, because he was a man who had long ago replaced happiness with hope, he loved and feared her for it.

			“I’ll be here when you return,” she said, and kissed him lightly on the lips.

			They continued down the path toward the harbour. Bertrand, the cocky young Bahamian who operated the dive shop and won money from tourists in all-night backgammon marathons, was pulling his boat away from the pier while the divers checked their air tanks. Bertrand’s black mongrel dog sat upright in the bow, his pink tongue tasting the wind. A two-masted schooner, its sails furled and small inboard engine humming, was threading its way between other boats into the harbour, its dinghy following like an obedient animal. The scratchy cries of the pair of parrots that nested in a grove of trees at the end of the harbour echoed over the water, and McGuire watched the birds fly in tandem past his line of sight, their red and blue plumage almost too brilliant to be real.

			My God, I’m leaving all of this, McGuire realized. Why? he wondered. Why, even for a few days?

			“You’re staying in Boston tonight?” Barbara gripped his hand, extending one arm for balance as they slid down the last short, steep incline of the path.

			“With an old buddy and his wife.” McGuire followed the birds as they swooped and glided above the trees. “My former partner.”

			“The man who’s paralyzed?”

			“Yes.” He took his eyes from the parrots and watched the ferry ease into the dock. Three guests of the Green Turtle Club, preparing for their return to the mainland after a week’s stay on the Cay, sat wearily on their luggage at the end of the pier.

			“You’ll enjoy that,” she said, trying to encourage him.

			“Probably.”

			“Joe?” She stopped at the bottom of the hill, above the dock. “I’m going to say goodbye here, okay? Not on the pier with all those people around.”

			“What’ll you do the rest of the day?” he asked. 

			She shrugged. “Go for a walk on Ocean Beach. Catch the night ferry back to Treasure Cay. Read a book. Think about you.”

			They kissed again, awkwardly this time, both wanting more than they dared to take. Then she ducked her head and turned to ascend the hill again.

			From the open rear deck of the ferry, as it tore a ragged wake across the water, McGuire watched her standing at the switchback halfway up the hill, one arm raised and waving for him to see until the ferry rounded the peninsula and the town of New Plymouth and she was gone from sight.

			
			The journey continued with a cab ride from the Treasure Cay ferry dock to the airport and a bumpy flight on a Bahamair Twin Cessna to Fort Lauderdale. After a surly customs official inspected each pocket of McGuire’s luggage and clothing, the trip resumed with a maddening wait at the airport, three hours in the cramped seat of a DC-9 to Boston and thirty minutes in the back of a rattletrap cab before McGuire arrived at Revere Beach with a headache and a sense of loss, a feeling that he had taken a wrong exit somewhere on a road he didn’t know and had never intended to travel.

			But the sight of the small white frame house belonging to Ollie and Ronnie Schantz cheered him, and Ronnie was out the door and running down the walk while McGuire was still paying the cab fare. She wrapped him in her arms and squeezed him until he asked her to stop, then she held his head in her hands and looked at him.

			“You’re getting younger,” she said in mock anger. “How do you do that? You look younger now than the last time I saw you.”

			“And you’re getting prettier,” McGuire replied, kissing her lightly on the cheek.

			The cab pulled away, leaving them standing in the late afternoon sunshine, both hesitating because they knew what they would face inside the house.

			
			“His lungs, his kidneys and who knows what else,” Ronnie Schantz whispered over the lip of a coffee mug.

			They were in the kitchen, seated at the small white enameled table amid arrangements of dried flowers, ceramic jars filled with fragrant potpourri and framed pictures of young children holding deep conversations with quizzical lambs and puppies with enormous eyes. A plate of untouched hermit cookies sat between them.

			“The doctors say it’s common in paralyzed people. They could treat it better if Ollie were in a chronic care hospital, but . . .” She shrugged.

			“He won’t go,” McGuire finished.

			She nodded. “And I won’t force him. I’d rather have him dying here with me to care for him than somewhere downtown where I might get to drop in once or twice a week or whatever.” She set the coffee cup down and bowed her head, her hair a nest of spun snow. “Sometimes I can’t sleep at night, Joe. I’m upstairs tossing and turning and I just want to talk to somebody. So I’ll come downstairs, it’s four in the morning, and he’ll always be awake, waiting for me. He’ll know I was having a bad night and he’ll say, ‘What took you so long, sport?’ and I’ll make some coffee with a little bit of cognac in it and I let him sip it and we talk.”

			“About what?”

			“Anything. Anything at all. Old friends and world problems and how the sky gets that strange glow when the sun drops behind the horizon and whether the teenage kid next door is selling drugs and where we ate the best fried clams we ever tasted.”

			She blinked and turned away, holding up a hand to ward off McGuire as he reached for her. “No, I’m all right. I’m okay. These . . . these are what you get from a good marriage, Joe. Not a perfect one. There is no perfect marriage. But a good one. You store them up, little by little and day by day, and when all the mystery’s gone and the passion’s faded and you wonder what it would have been like to have spent your life with somebody else, you draw on these things. Each of you, you draw them out and exchange them with the other person and, if you’re lucky, you can say, ‘It was worth it.’”

			She looked across at McGuire, her eyes blinking furiously now, this woman who as a young mother had watched the wheels of a suburban bus crush her only child and who had greeted her paralyzed husband at the door of their home barely a year ago.

			Her expression told McGuire it had been worth it.

			Ronnie Schantz turned at a sound from down the hall. “I think he’s awake,” she said, standing and smoothing her apron. “Let’s go. He’ll be so happy to see you.”

			The room at the rear of the house had been planned as a den, with floor to ceiling bookshelves framing the view of Massachusetts Bay through an expansive window. But when Ollie arrived home after the fishing accident in New Brunswick, crippled in the heartbeat of time it took him to fall backwards and shatter a neck vertebra against the gunwale of his boat, the den was converted into Ollie’s permanent preserve. The walls were painted white, a motorized cot was positioned for the best view of the water and a police scanner and speaker telephone were located for Ollie to operate with the limited use of his right hand. In a corner sat a personal computer linked with the mainframe unit at Boston Police Headquarters.

			It had been almost six months since McGuire visited Ollie.

			McGuire tried to disguise his reaction to the sight of his former partner, the man’s body now shrunk to little more than parchment stretched between tired bones.

			“Joseph, you’re lookin’ terrific,” Ollie said in the hoarse rattle that was a mocking ghost of his once-powerful voice.

			“I told him he’s getting younger,” Ronnie added. “He’s found a way to turn the clock back.”

			“Lemme see, lemme see.” Ollie waved McGuire closer with a flicker of his good hand. The two men stared into each other’s eyes for a moment, McGuire grinning, Ollie frowning, before Ollie shifted his gaze back to his wife. “Son of a gun’s got himself a woman,” he said, as though announcing a scientific discovery. “See it in his eyes. Got a look in there you could pour over a waffle.”

			McGuire sat in Ollie’s bedside chair. “I met someone a few weeks ago,” he said. “She’s special.”

			Ollie replied with a grunt. Ronnie puttered with some items near the computer.

			“Still solving cases for Berkeley Street?” McGuire asked.

			Ollie closed his eyes and moved his head slightly from side to side.

			“Not much anymore,” Ronnie Schantz said. “Fat Eddie Vance doesn’t like to admit he and his crowd can’t do the job. So he rarely calls.”

			McGuire swore.

			“Go easy on Fat Eddie now,” Ollie said. “Gotta remember, he’s at that awkward age. Too old to be aborted and too young for euthanasia.”

			McGuire smiled while Ollie Schantz watched with approval. Ollie was one of the few people in the world who could make McGuire smile.

			“What’re you here for?” Ollie Schantz asked. “Didn’t come to show off your tan, I’ll bet.”

			“My aunt died Monday.” McGuire crossed his legs and rubbed the palm of one hand with the fingertips of the other. “She and I were the only survivors in the whole damn family. I’m here for her funeral tomorrow and the reading of the will.”

			“And you’re going back when?” Ronnie Schantz asked.

			“Two days. Three at the most.”

			“You’ll drop by before heading south again, won’t you?” It was more an order than a question from Ronnie.

			“Sure will,” McGuire smiled.

			“And you’re stayin’ here tonight?” Ollie asked. 

			“That’s the plan.” He ducked his head and twisted to look at Ronnie. “Guess I forgot to ask.”

			“There was never any question,” Ronnie replied, standing. “I’ll get your room fixed up.”

			“You pretty close to this aunt of yours?” Ollie asked.

			“Cora?” McGuire nodded thoughtfully. “Yeah, I was. Didn’t stay close. Meant to, but . . .” He shrugged. “I spent a few summers with her and her husband and their son when I was a teenager. They had this house on the Cape, in Compton. Nice place. Terry, their son, was a few months older than me. He died in Vietnam trying to storm a mortar emplacement. That was Terry’s style. When her husband Earl died a few years later, Cora turned tough and uncompromising. She always had been but this just cemented it for her. She became a disturber, demonstrating against the war, carrying on at town meetings, refusing to pay her taxes. You don’t do those things in a place like Compton, and she lost a lot of friends over the years.”

			“When’s the last time you saw her?” Ollie asked. 

			“Five, six years ago. Around the time Micki left me. I needed to talk to her.”

			No, he corrected himself silently. I needed to put my head in her lap and cry like a baby. 

			“You drivin’ down tomorrow?” 	

			McGuire nodded. “Should be able to rent a car from some place on Shore Road.”

			“Stayin’ in her house while you’re up there?” 

			Another nod.

			“Can hardly wait to get your gonads back to that woman you left in the Bahamas, you with ’em.” 

			“No panic,” McGuire said. “I’ll stop in here for a visit before I go.”

			“Sure.” Ollie smiled, his oversized mouth stretching into a cold straight line. “Sure you will, Joseph. Maybe you’d better get some sleep now.”

			From the kitchen, McGuire placed a telephone call to Barbara’s villa on Treasure Cay but the Bahamian maid said she was sleeping and did not wish to be disturbed until morning. McGuire asked the maid to tell Barbara he had called, to say he had arrived safely and would call again tomorrow. The maid promised she would.

			In the darkness of the spare room, McGuire took a very long time to fall asleep, in spite of his fatigue.

			
		

	
		
			
			Chapter Four

			“You missed a hell of a day, Cora.”

			Parker Leedale stood at the dormer window of his second floor bedroom with its view of Cora Godwin’s house across Miner’s Lane.

			“A hell of a day.”

			The weather had been more like August than October for almost a week: brisk, brilliant mornings that drifted through warm and gentle afternoons into evenings illuminated by a full moon that rose after sunset, all of it generated by a high pressure system sitting over Nantucket that was showing no inclination to move. 

			The Cape was a celebration of colour as oak and maple leaves wafted down from trees through the calm air to speckle the grass with green and gold and crimson. On the day of Cora Godwin’s memorial service, the sky shone as clear and unblemished as the inside of a porcelain bowl.

			Parker Leedale, third-generation lawyer of the Leedales of Compton—and the last, since he and his wife June had no children—had passed his forty-eighth birthday two weeks before Cora Godwin’s death. “Not celebrated,” he corrected Mike Gilroy, his friend from high school days. “Damn it, when you get past forty, forty-five, you don’t celebrate these things anymore. You pass the damn things.”

			Gilroy laughed. “It’s just a number, Parker,” he teased.

			“Yeah, but it’s my number and I don’t like it,” Parker Leedale responded.

			Parker Leedale believed it was easy for Gilroy, almost a year younger than Parker Leedale, to laugh. To Leedale, growing older would be more acceptable if he were married to a woman like Bunny, Mike Gilroy’s second wife. Gilroy’s first wife had been a sad-eyed girl he met when she was working as a chambermaid in a Cape Cod guest house. They married in October, moved away to Hartford and raised two children, both girls, both narrow-faced, unhappy replicas of their mother. When the youngest girl finished high school they separated, and Mike left Hartford to return to Compton and open his own insurance office, funded by an inheritance. His daughters married boys who lived in distant states, young men with little promise who wore peaked caps over greasy hair that grew to their shoulders and drove tired pick-up trucks, and the daughters sent greeting cards to their father at Christmas and on his birthday.

			Within a year of leaving his wife and a week before his forty-second birthday, Mike married twenty-seven-year-old Bunny Miller who vowed to fight age “every step of the way” and who shopped in Boston for expensive clothes that hugged her full figure.

			Parker Leedale was fascinated by Bunny Gilroy from the first day he met her. He knew she used bleach on her blond shoulder-length hair and that she wore coloured contact lenses to deepen the blue of her eyes. It didn’t matter to Parker Leedale. He had never known, never expected to know, a woman more sensuous, more attractive than Bunny Gilroy, and on the rare occasions when he and his wife June made love, both withdrawing into their deep and private caves in search of fulfillment even as they became as physically close as any two humans can, Parker imagined the body beneath him was Bunny Gilroy’s and not June’s, not the same body he had made love to exclusively for twenty-five years.

			Well. Almost exclusively . . .

			“Are you ready yet?” June Leedale called up the stairwell from the living room.

			“In a minute.” Parker Leedale turned from the window to choose a tie.

			“Pardon?”

			“In a minute!” he shouted angrily. 

			“Oh. Sorry. I’m sorry.”

			He shook his head in exasperation and chose a maroon tie with a pattern of mallard ducks in flight. Cora had always liked ducks.

			
			The Sagamore Bridge rises steeply from the Massachusetts mainland like a carnival ride, soaring over the canal that separates Cape Cod from the mainland. On summer weekends heavy traffic creeps across the bridge like an endless multi-wheeled insect, but during autumn midweek afternoons the flow is light and most of the vehicles are heavy trucks carrying foods and beverages and construction equipment.

			An oversized dump truck was crowding McGuire’s bumper when his rented car stalled just below the crest of the Sagamore Bridge. One moment McGuire was tapping his finger on the steering wheel in rhythm with the music on the radio, and in the next instant the engine sputtered and died.

			The disabled car quickly coasted to a stop on the incline and McGuire set the parking brake to prevent the vehicle from rolling backwards. A high-pitched squeal of worn brakes cut the air behind him, followed by a long blast on a horn and an even longer explosion of profanity.

			“It stalled,” McGuire said when he climbed out of the car and walked back to the Mack truck.

			“No shit.” The truck driver was a massive man with a bald head and untrimmed black beard. When he looked down to sneer at McGuire, he revealed an arrow tattooed on his scalp, pointing forward. He wore a tight black cotton top with the sleeves cut off, exposing several tattoos on his arms. One of the tattoos read: “Fuck ’em all and sleep till noon.”

			The truck driver reached for his CB. “Yeah, this is Toby Ten,” he barked into the microphone. “Got a breakdown inbound on the Sagamore Bridge, inside lane. Better get a hook on it before somebody gives the sumbitch a nudge over the side.” He waited while a voice crackled through the CB speaker inside the truck’s cab. “Green Ford,” he said. “The hell, dipstick, how many dead Fords you expect to find on the goddamn bridge?” There was another crackle before the trucker said, “Just being a good citizen, pal, that’s all I’m doin’.”

			The driver replaced his CB microphone and grinned at McGuire. “Smokey hates it when we get to be the good guys,” he said. The truck’s diesel engine roared and belched black smoke through its vertical exhaust pipe. “You wanta move your ass, buddy, so I can swing around you and get on with some business here?”

			“How far you going?” McGuire asked. 

			“Eastham. Got a load of topsoil.” 

			“That’s past Compton, isn’t it?”

			The trucker tilted his head. “Hell, yeah, but Compton’s still twenty miles outta my way.”

			“What’ll you charge to drop me off at Compton?” 

			“Costs me two and a half bucks a mile to drive this dog.”

			“That sounds like fifty bucks to me.”

			“Well, ain’t that somethin’,” the trucker nodded. “That’s kinda what it sounded like to me too.”

			“I’ll get my stuff,” McGuire said, and he trotted back to his car while the vehicles lining up behind the truck sounded their horns and the trucker leaned out the window and ran through a list of obscenities that lasted until McGuire returned to climb into the passenger seat with his luggage and a dozen red roses purchased that morning in Revere Beach.

			“The hell, you lookin’ to get laid?” the trucker asked when he saw the roses.

			
			Mike Gilroy’s gold Volvo station wagon pulled off Miner’s Lane into the driveway just as Parker Leedale came downstairs into the living room, fastening the buttons on his blue blazer. He watched the couple emerge from the car and approach the house along the flagstone walk.

			Bunny Gilroy wore a gold cashmere sweater and brown skirt. A heavy gold necklace and matching
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