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For Joan: I too favor fire

Some say the world will end in fire,
Some say in ice.
From what I’ve tasted of desire
I hold with those who favor fire.
But if it had to perish twice,
I think I know enough of hate
To say that for destruction ice
Is also great
And would suffice.
—ROBERT FROST
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CHAPTER
1

MY SISTER, ELIZABETH, came to see me.
Elizabeth is three years older than I am. We aren’t close. We had spent too much of our childhood fighting over Daddy ever to be the kind of sisters that talk on the phone every day. To cement my conviction that Elizabeth was a pain, my dog, Rosie, didn’t like her either. Since Rosie likes everyone, including armed intruders, it seemed clear that Elizabeth was special.
“What kind is she again?” Elizabeth asked. “A Boston terrier?”
“Bull terrier,” I said. “Rosie is a miniature bull terrier.”
“I thought she was a Boston terrier.”
“You want to see her papers?” I asked.
“Oh, aren’t you funny,” Elizabeth said.
We were having coffee at the counter in my kitchen without Rosie, who had left us and was on my bed at the other end of the loft, watching us carefully with one black eye.
“So what brings you to South Boston?” I said.
“Is this really South Boston?” Elizabeth said.
“The yuppie part,” I said.
“Oh…this coffee is very good.”
“Starbucks,” I said.
“What is it?”
“Starbucks,” I said. “This particular one is from Guatemala.”
“Oh, write that down for me, will you?”
“Sure.”
I wrote Starbucks Coffee on a piece of notepaper and gave it to her. She stuffed it into her purse. I waited. She sipped some coffee. I looked at Rosie. Rosie’s tail stirred. But she didn’t change her mind about staying on the bed.
“Do you ever see your ex-husband?” Elizabeth said.
“Richie and I see each other every Wednesday night.”
“Do you do anything?”
“Do anything?’
“You know,” Elizabeth said, “sex. It’s all right to ask because I’m your big sister.”
“Then I guess it’s all right for me to say none of your business.”
“Oh don’t be so silly,” Elizabeth said. “Do you date other men?”
“Yes.”
“And?”
“Elizabeth, what the hell are we talking about here?”
“For God’s sake, I’m just asking if you have sex.”
“None of your business. Do I ask you about your sex life?”
“Oh, me, I’m an old married woman.”
“Elizabeth, you’re thirty-eight,” I said.
“You know what I mean,” Elizabeth said. “I’m just interested in what life is like when you can’t stay married.”
I got up and walked down the length of my loft, breathing deeply and carefully. I bent down and gave Rosie a kiss on the nose, and breathed some more and walked slowly back.
“We who can’t stay married prefer to keep our sex lives to ourselves,” I said.
“Oh, Sunny, honestly you’re so quaint sometimes.”
“Quaint,” I said.
The sun was almost straight up and it shone strongly through my skylight onto one of my paintings that stood unfinished on its easel.
“You’re still painting,” Elizabeth said.
“Yes.”
“Does anyone ever buy one of your paintings?”
“Occasionally.”
“Really?”
I nodded.
We sat quietly for a while. Elizabeth reached over and got the pot and poured herself some more coffee. She didn’t replace the pot. Just set it down on the counter near her where it would grow cold. It took some will, but I didn’t reach across and replace it. I didn’t want any more anyway.
“How’s Hal,” I said.
She carefully poured some milk into her coffee and stirred in two sugars, and put the spoon down and sipped from the cup.
“I think he’s cheating on me,” Elizabeth said.
“Hal?”
“Yes. I think so, and, isn’t this funny, I want you to see if you can find out for sure.”
“Me?”
“You are being a detective these days, aren’t you?”
“Yes, of course, but…”
“I wouldn’t want to hire some stranger,” Elizabeth said.
“You want me to tail him? Get pictures? Catch him in the act? That sort of thing?”
“Yes.”
“Why don’t you just ask him?”
“Ask him? Don’t be ridiculous. Why in God’s name would he tell me?”
“Because you asked,” I said.
“No. I’m not asking that bastard anything. I am going to catch him.”
“You don’t want to maybe talk about this with him, see about professional help?”
“A shrink? They’re all crazy. It’s why they became shrinks.”
“Maybe not every one of them,” I said.
“And most of them are Jews.”
“Maybe not every one of them,” I said.
“I don’t want to discuss this anymore. Will you help me?”
“Of course. I was just trying to see if we could agree on the kind of help you needed.”
“Well it’s certainly not some crazy Jew,” Elizabeth said.
I thought about going down and lying on the bed with Rosie. Arguing with Elizabeth was futile. She was, as my father used to say about our mother, often wrong, but never uncertain. And like our mother she simply dug in deeper when her convictions were questioned. If they were actually disproved, she was entrenched for life.
“I’ll do whatever I can,” I said.


CHAPTER
2

ELIZABETH HAD GRADUATED from Mount Holyoke and never recovered. It was where she’d learned to speak in that honkish WASP whine that she now found natural. And the fact that she had a Seven Sisters degree required her to marry an Ivy League guy. At twenty-one years and three months, in the summer after she graduated, she married a Dartmouth graduate named Hal Reagan, lived with him in the Back Bay while he went to Harvard Law School, and moved with him to Weston when he joined a downtown law firm, Cone, Oakes and Baldwin. He was now a partner, and at thirty-nine his prospects were bright and shiny. Or at least brighter and shinier than mine appeared to be.
My first decision was about my gun. It wasn’t a big one, an S&W .38 special with a two-inch barrel, and mostly I wore it on a belt, under a coat, so I could get to it quickly. On the other hand I didn’t expect a shoot-out with Hal, and since it was a glamorous October day with the sun gleaming and the temperature around seventy, I didn’t want to wear a coat. But I had been a cop and was now a private detective, and since I had been responsible for discomfiting some mean people, I had promised myself that I would never go without a gun. So I compromised, and plopped the .38 into my handbag, along with face maintenance and a few stray bills.
Rosie’s leash hung by the front door of my loft. When she saw me put the gun in my purse, she went immediately to the front door and stared bulletlike at her leash. I had no intention of taking her. It was hard enough to tail your own brother-in-law without bringing along a dog who, while beautiful, was, well, unusual-looking, and immediately recognizable. I would simply give her a cookie, pat her head, say bye-bye, and she’d be fine. Probably sleep on my bed much of the day. I slung my purse over my shoulder, firm in my resolve.
All my reading of Nancy Drew had left me with no real tips on tailing your sister’s husband. Hal would recognize me the minute he saw me. My first step was to try it from a car, where maybe he wouldn’t spot me. Which was why I was idling next to a hydrant across the street from the exit of the parking garage underneath the Cone Oakes offices on State Street. One of Hal’s partner perks was a free parking slot there, and if he was cheating on Elizabeth, he’d probably have to drive somewhere to do it. I wasn’t sure he was cheating on Elizabeth, and Elizabeth’s convictions on almost anything were so ill-founded that I had very little confidence in this one. On the other hand if you were married to Elizabeth, why wouldn’t you cheat on her.
Rosie was in the passenger seat, staring out the side window, alert for the appearance of a strange dog at whom she could gargle ferociously. Sometimes my resolve is a little shaky.
At five after twelve Hal’s silver-gray Lexus appeared in the exit slot. I had his license number from Elizabeth. He slipped his access card into the slot, the barrier rose, he drove out, and turned left onto State Street.
It was easier than it had any right to be. With me and Rosie behind him, Hal drove out of the city on the Mass Pike, and in a half hour we were in Weston.
“Maybe he’s just going home,” I said to Rosie.
But he wasn’t. He turned off of the Post Road about two miles from where he and Elizabeth lived and pulled into the driveway of a big yellow colonial house. I drove on past and as I did I saw the door of the two-car garage roll up and Hal’s Lexus drive into the empty slot next to what looked in a fast glance like a green Miata. Around a bend, I U-turned and parked as far around the bend as I could and still be able to see the house.
“If it’s a client,” I said to Rosie, “he wouldn’t have a garage door opener and he wouldn’t park in there and close the door behind him.”
Rosie showed no sign of disagreeing. On the other hand, she showed no sign of hearing me either. She was intent at the side window. If a dog didn’t pass, maybe there’d be a squirrel and Rosie could throw herself about in the car snarling and barking and snorting.
“I should catch them in the act,” I said. “Get a picture.”
Rosie remained on squirrel alert.
Hal had every reason to be a jerk. He was a rich kid, an only child of indulgent parents. He’d gone to Dartmouth and Harvard, and had become, at an early age, a partner in the city’s biggest law firm. Inexplicably, however, Hal wasn’t a jerk. I kind of liked him and had always wondered why he’d married Elizabeth.
“No,” I said.
Rosie looked at me, startled.
“Not you, my little petunia,” I said. “I’m saying no to myself.”
If Rosie could have shrugged, she would have.
I stayed put and at about twenty to four, the garage door rolled up and Hal’s Lexus backed down the driveway and pulled away. I let him go. When he was out of sight I drove down and pulled into the driveway, cracked all the windows so Rosie would have enough air, got out, locked the car, walked to the front door. The sign on the mailbox read Simpson. I rang the bell.
After maybe two minutes, which is a long time if you’re waiting at a front door, a woman opened the door wearing jeans and a white shirt. The tails of the shirt were hanging out. She was barefoot and without makeup. Her hair looked as if an attempt had been made at it, but not an extended one.
“Are you Nancy Simpson?” I said.
“Yes.”
“My name is Sunny Randall,” I said, and gave her one of my cards. “I’m a detective. I’m also Hal Reagan’s sister-in-law.”
The woman took my card and looked at it without reading it.
“Hal Reagan?” she said.
“Yes. He just left.”
“I don’t wish to talk with you anymore,” Nancy said and closed the door.
I didn’t contest the issue.


CHAPTER
3

IWAS BACK in my loft again, filling in a little of the background on my current painting, when my doorbell rang and Hal Reagan came up.
“Sunny,” he said. “What the hell’s going on?”
“You’ve spoken with Nancy,” I said.
“Did you follow me out there?”
“Yes.”
Rosie rushed down from her place on my bed and capered about. Hal reached down to pat her, but there was no resolve in it. He was obviously thinking of other things.
“You got a drink?” he said.
“Of course.”
“Bourbon—rocks.”
I made it for him and poured myself a glass of wine. We sat at the kitchen counter.
“She’s a client, Sunny.”
“No, Hal, she’s not. You know it and I know it.”
“You can’t prove she’s anything more.”
“I can,” I said. “It is only a matter of time and persistence.”
He drank some of his bourbon.
“Did Elizabeth put you up to this?”
“Yes.”
Hal had played lacrosse at Dartmouth and still looked athletic. His hair was beginning to recede, and his short haircut made no effort to hide the fact. I liked that about him. His suit was expensive. His cologne was good. He wore a Rolex watch.
“Why’d you speak to Nancy?” Hal said.
“I had to establish there was a woman there. I knew when I told her who I was she’d call you and you’d come by.”
“And she did, and I did,” Hal said. “You told Elizabeth.”
“No.”
“Why not?’
“I wanted to hear what you had to say.”
“Does it matter?”
“If it didn’t, I wouldn’t wait to hear it,” I said.
“You know Elizabeth,” Hal said.
“All my life.”
“Would you want to be married to her?”
“No. It’s one of several reasons I didn’t marry her.”
“And I did.”
“And you did.”
Hal took in some air, and let it out slowly.
“And I was wrong,” he said.
“And?”
“And what?”
“And what about Nancy?”
“Ahh,” Hal said.
“Ahh what?”
“I don’t know what to say.”
“Well, is she someone you care about?”
“Yes.”
“You could ask Elizabeth for a divorce.”
“Oh God.”
“You could move out and let your attorney serve the papers.”
“I couldn’t do that, Sunny. We’ve been married seventeen years.”
“Or you could follow your present course, cheat on her in her hometown, two miles from her house, until she catches you.”
“Which I guess she has.”
“She thinks you’re having an affair, but I’m the one who’s caught you.”
“But you’ll tell her.”
“I’m trying to decide that now,” I said. “What would you like me to do?”
“I don’t know.”
“Do you like the status quo?”
“Christ, no,” Hal said. “Why would I?”
“It allows you to punish your wife without leaving her.”
“You think that’s all Nancy is? A way to punish Elizabeth.”
I shrugged.
“I care about Nancy,” he said.
“Not enough to leave your wife.”
“Well I can’t just…”
“Why not.”
He shook his head. I waited. He shook it again.
“It’s just such a mountain to climb,” he said.
“Swell,” I said.
“I guess…you should do whatever it is you would do…if Elizabeth weren’t your sister.”
“This is what I would be doing,” I said. “One of the charms of being self-employed is you can try to do the right thing whenever you want to.”
Hal shook his head.
“Elizabeth couldn’t say that,” he said. “And if you said it, she wouldn’t understand you.”
I didn’t comment. Rosie sat on the floor transfixed by the small but nevertheless real possibility that we might move from booze to food.
“She has probably never thought about doing the right thing in her life,” Hal said. “Almost forty and still judges people by where they went to college.”
“And quite harshly,” I said.
“She is the queen of doesn’t-get-it.”
“I know.”
“She can’t like a painting unless some museum guide has told her it’s good.”
“Hal, I know Elizabeth’s faults as well as you do. And I am ready to agree with you that they are numerous. But I don’t want to sit here while you enumerate them, okay?”
“You don’t even like her,” Hal said.
“That’s got nothing to do with it,” I said. “Family is family.”
He nodded slowly, less to me than to himself.
“I don’t know what to do,” he said.
“Are you prepared to go back home to Elizabeth and be monogamous?”
“No.”
“Do you want some kind of counseling? I could ask Julie for a referral.”
“No.”
“Will you tell her you are leaving her?”
“I can’t.”
“We could tell her together,” I said.
“How would we do that?”
“I could call her,” I said, “ask her to come over.”
“Jesus Christ,” Hal said.
“Or I can simply report to Elizabeth what I have observed, and leave it to the two of you to work it out.”
“We can’t work it out. You know what she’s like. For crissake, I don’t even love her.”
“I have laid out all your options, Hal. Either choose one, or I’ll choose one for you.”
“God, you’re cold,” Hal said, “like your old man.”
“You wanted to get caught,” I said. “You got caught. Now you have to do something.”
Rosie stood up suddenly, and moved around my chair. The tension in our voices made her nervous. I reached down and she put her front paws on the stool rung and raised up on her back legs so I could pat her reassuringly. Hal breathed in and out audibly. I waited. He breathed some more. I waited some more. He took in a lot of air and breathed it out with a kind of a snort.
“Call her,” he said. “Have her come over.”
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