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CHAPTER 1

The breeze blew off Nantucket Sound, past the lighthouse that guarded the entrance to the harbor, past the freshly painted captains’ houses lining North Water Street, past white picket fences laden with yellow, pink, and white roses. The breeze whispered through the screened front windows of the Island Enquirer, carrying the scent of honeysuckle, roses, and the sea.

Ordinarily, Victoria Trumbull wallowed in the newness, richness, and sensuousness of a June day like this.

But not today.

She didn’t hear the tidy sounds of hedge clippers and lawn mowers. A boy painting the trim around the newspaper’s windows called out, “Hey, Mrs. Trumbull,” and she paid no attention. The boy shrugged, and dipped his paintbrush into his pail again.

Victoria opened the gate in the picket fence, strode up the walk, heedless of the way her lilac-wood stick jabbed the bright green moss that bordered the uneven bricks, marched through the open front door, and stopped at the reception desk.

Faith Norton, the receptionist, greeted her with a broad smile. “Good morning, Mrs. Trumbull. Nice day.”

“Where is he?” said Victoria.

“Mr. Jameson? I think he’s back by the press. Want me to call him?”

“That won’t be necessary.” Victoria pushed her way through the inside door that opened into a room with a dozen desks. She ignored the greetings of several people who looked up from their computer screens as she passed and continued through a second inner door that led to the far back room. There, the huge
old press was churning out a steady stream of this week’s edition of the Island Enquirer.

A short man with too-dark hair spun around as Victoria pushed the door shut behind her.

“What are you doing here, Victoria?” he shouted over the noise of the press. He was wearing a white shirt with broad blue stripes, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and a tie that Victoria recognized as his prep school tie, loosened at his throat.

“I need to talk to you, Colley Jameson,” Victoria shouted back.

“Hell of a time.” The editor gestured at the press, which was spitting out pages of the real-estate section. “Call and make an appointment.”

He spun back to the press, his jowls quivering, his tie flying out in an arc.

Victoria got as far as shouting “Appoint—!” when the press snatched up the end of Colley’s tie along with the ads it was printing. Colley tried to free his tie from the jaws of the press, but the press ran on and his tie tightened around his neck.

In that instant, Victoria threw down her walking stick, flung herself at the giant red button on the side of the press, and slammed it with her gnarled hand.

The press stopped with a shudder. Except for Victoria’s heavy breathing and Colley’s muffled oaths, the pressroom was deathly quiet.

“Well?” Colley mumbled, his mouth pressed into the photo of a water-view trophy home.

“Do you want me to cut your tie? I’ll have to find scissors.”

“Jee-sus Christ,” Colley mumbled. “Do something!”

Victoria found a pair of long editorial shears in the composing room next door and returned.

“Careful!” Colley mumbled as she snipped close to his nose.

Reporters, photographers, rewrite people, the ad sales team, the keeper of the morgue, the receptionist, swarmed into the room, drawn by the silence of the press.

Once freed, Colley glared at the crowd that had gathered
around him. “What the hell are you gaping at! Get back to work, all of you.”

There were a few snickers and Colley’s face flushed a dark, unhealthy red.

Someone said, in a stage whisper, “What’s black and white and read all over … ?”

“Get out!”

Colley loosened what was left of his tie and pulled it off over his head. Everybody but Victoria had gone. She handed the cutoff tie ends to Colley, who put them in his shirt pocket.

“It would be polite to say thank you,” she said.

“The hell I will,” said Colley. “If you hadn’t distracted me …”

Victoria pointed a knobby finger at the sign on the wall that stated, in ultra-large letters, NO TIES OR LOOSE CLOTHING AROUND THE PRESS.

Colley took a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped his hands.

“You’d better wash your face, too, before the ink sets,” Victoria said. “I’ll be in your office.”

Colley’s office was on the second floor of the old building, separated from the reporters’ desks by a waist-high partition topped by a clear glass window. As Victoria walked down the aisle between desks, she was met with grins and thumbs up and a salute.

A few minutes later, a freshly scrubbed Colley, his striped shirt open at the neck, walked between the desks. On either side, reporters’ fingers flew over keyboards.

The editor shut the door, glared at Victoria, who was waiting in his visitor’s chair, and sat at his desk. Victoria, facing the bright June sunlight that streamed through the window behind him, couldn’t see his expression.

Her back was straight. She held both hands on her stick. Her beaky nose was high, her eyes were hooded. Her wrinkles were set in an expression of disapproval.

Colley opened the bottom drawer of his desk, brought out an
ornate silver flask, unscrewed the top, and took a deep swallow. He tightened the cap and put the flask back in his drawer. He wiped his mouth with a blue-bordered handkerchief that had matched his tie, refolded it neatly, and returned the handkerchief to his pocket.

Victoria said nothing.

Colley swiveled his chair left and right, left and right. “You have to keep up with the times, Victoria. The Enquirer needs a new look. More youth appeal.”

“That’s why you fired me?”

“I didn’t fire you. I suggested that you retire. There’s a difference.” Colley fiddled with a beach stone holding down a stack of papers on his otherwise tidy desk. “You’ve been writing that West Tisbury social column for, what, fifty years now?”

“News column, not social column. I’ve been writing the West Tisbury news column since the year you were born.”

“Forty-nine, then. It’s about time you retired. Give younger writers a break.”

“Bah,” said Victoria. The sunlight coming from behind Colley was making her eyes water and she dabbed at them.

Colley looked down and toyed with the beach stone paperweight.

“You know, don’t you Colley, there are laws that protect workers against age discrimination.”

“You don’t need protection, for God’s sake,” Colley snapped. “You are ninety-two, after all.”

“Exactly my point.” Victoria withdrew a crumpled letter from her cloth bag. “Do you plan to defend this in court?” She tapped the edge of the letter on Colley’s desk.

Colley sighed.

“Can you afford to lose another discrimination suit?”

Colley swiveled his chair and looked out of the window at the street below.

Victoria waited.


Finally he turned back to his desk. “Stop tapping that damned letter, will you?”

There was a knock on the door and Faith, the receptionist, entered with the mail. She glanced at Victoria, then stepped behind Colley’s desk. “Didn’t you notice, Mr. Jameson? The light is right in Mrs. Trumbull’s eyes.” She lowered the shade.

Victoria said, “Thank you,” and Faith dropped the mail on Colley’s desk and left.

Colley picked up the top envelope and slit it open with a silver-handled letter opener. Victoria was still in the same position, her expression unchanged, when he finally looked up. He pushed the remainder of his unopened mail to one side.

“What the hell do you expect me to do, Victoria?” Before she could answer, he went on. “I get nothing but crap from everybody.” He flicked his hand at the mail on his desk. “Letters from every damned environmentalist on this Island. All riled up because I support the golf course. The affordable housing types are furious because I accept upscale real-estate ads. Open space people are angry because I back the idea of a mini-mall. Do any of these do-gooders buy ads? Hah!” Colley stood up, raised the blinds again, and glared out of the window.

Victoria started to say something, but Colley went on. “They don’t believe me when I say that I’m as much of an environmentalist as the best of them.” He tapped his chest. “I’m the one defending the piping plovers. By sticking up for the damned birds, now I’ve outraged all the fishermen.”

“Only the surf casters,” Victoria said. “But …”

“The damn fishermen run their buggies all over the dunes. I write one editorial supporting the birds and look at the mail I get. Shall I go on?” He sat again.

“You asked me …” Victoria started.

Colley continued. “Readers cancel subscriptions because I accept too many ads. Advertisers cancel because they don’t like my editorials. I get sued for harassment, sex discrimination, and
now age discrimination. How does anyone expect me to pay the bills?” He grunted. “I’ve got four ex-wives to support, for God’s sake.” He jabbed his finger at his chest. “I have to have armor-plated skin to publish this goddamned newspaper.”

“I see I’m wasting my time.” Victoria tucked the crumpled letter back in her cloth bag, stood, and headed for the door.

As she opened the door, Colley said, “You never told me what you expect of me.”

Victoria turned. “You’re right. I didn’t.”




CHAPTER 2

The clerk at Al’s liquor store gave a thumbs up to J. Ambler Fieldstone. “Don’t let those green types get to you, Mr. Fieldstone. There are plenty of us Islanders who want that new golf course of yours.” He lifted the case of sauvignon blanc that Fieldstone had purchased. “I’ll carry this to your Outback for you.”

“Thanks, Dave. And thanks for your support.” Fieldstone wrote out a check for the wine, and when the clerk returned from the parking lot, slipped him a twenty-dollar bill.

“Thank you, Mr. Fieldstone, sir.”

Fieldstone then drove across the road to the Stop & Shop and parked next to a Ford pickup. The pickup sported a bumper sticker printed with Day-Glo orange letters that vibrated against a blue background. It read GOLF COURSE NO! Fieldstone frowned and went into the store.

Like most Islanders, he was dressed in a frayed plaid shirt, worn jeans, and scuffed boat shoes. He was in his early fifties, medium height, medium build, and medium looking except for his intense blue eyes and profuse, prematurely white hair.

He stopped at the gourmet section of the store and selected an assortment of cheeses and crackers. He added white grapes, a roasted free-range chicken, freshly ground Costa Rican coffee, and fresh orange juice. He put together a salad for two at the salad bar, and chose warm-out-of-the-oven breakfast pastries at the bakery.

The woman at the checkout counter slid the Brie and cheddar past the scanner, and the scanner beeped. “Looks like you and
the wife are going out on your boat for the weekend, Mr. Fieldstone.” The pate and the crackers and the smoked bluefish went past the scanner.

“Something like that,” Fieldstone replied vaguely.

“It’s supposed to be nice this weekend. My husband and I went out last week on my day off, but it was still kind of cold. Plastic or paper?” she asked, referring to the grocery bags.

“Paper. Got to protect the environment. Did you catch anything?” he added politely.

She shook her head. “The blues were feeding. You could see them. But they weren’t taking our lures.”

Fieldstone nodded.

She loaded the final item into the last paper bag and rang up Fieldstone’s credit card. “My husband says you’ll give Islanders a break on club membership. Is that right?”

“That’s the current thinking,” said Fieldstone.

“He plans to vote for your golf course.” She ripped the credit-card receipt from the cash register and handed it to him. “Me, I haven’t decided yet.”

“I hope you vote to approve it.” Fieldstone signed his receipt and loaded the grocery bags into the cart.

“I always read the Enquirer, especially letters to the editor. Some people say there’ll be too much fertilizer.”

“Doesn’t have to be that way,” said Fieldstone. “A lot of people are misinformed. Tell you what, next time I come by here, I’ll bring you some brochures.”

“Give me several and I’ll hand them out.”

Fieldstone made a note to himself on the back of his receipt.

“Whether I vote for your golf course or not, I know you’re a good man, Mr. Fieldstone, whatever people say.”

Fieldstone glanced at her name tag. “Thank you, Sarah.”

He wheeled the cart out to his car and stowed the grocery bags in the back. The pickup truck that had been parked next to him was gone. He thought briefly about what he could do to
counteract the effects of the bumper stickers that were appearing all over the Island and the anti—golf course letters to the editor. As he closed the tailgate he decided the best tactic was to keep quiet. Let Colley Jameson write his pro-golf editorials and screen his reporters’ articles. The Enquirer was still respected by Islanders, although lately Colley seemed to be losing some of his influence.

Fieldstone returned the cart to the shelter of the store’s overhang, then drove to Oak Bluffs along the narrow strip of land that separated Sengekontacket Pond from the sound. On both sides of the road wild roses bloomed profusely, and he breathed in the heady scent. He felt younger than he had in years. This promised to be a good weekend.

He kept his boat, a forty-foot Hatteras sportsfisherman, in the Oak Bluffs harbor and as Sarah at the checkout counter had guessed, he was going out for the weekend, but not with his wife. Audrey was off Island, attending a garden club meeting in Boston.

Two dock stewards, high school kids he remembered from last year, helped him unload the wine and the groceries onto his boat, and he tipped both of them.

“Thanks, Mr. Fieldstone. Thanks a lot,” said Chuck, a tall muscular blond.

“Need anything else, Mr. Fieldstone?” asked Curtis, short, stocky, and dark.

“That’ll be all, thanks. I’m going out with a fishing buddy, a woman friend.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Fieldstone. Good luck.” The two dock stewards sauntered down the boardwalk that led to the harbormaster’s shack and disappeared from sight.

Fieldstone stowed the groceries below deck, a couple of bottles of wine in the ice chest along with the perishables, the rest of his supplies in lockers behind the galley sink. He filled his stove with propane and stored the container underneath. He
checked the bedding in the V-berth. Freshly laundered sheets, a queen-size fleece blanket, and a new double sleeping bag, in case the weather turned cool.

He was checking the head to make sure the stewards had cleaned it thoroughly and had replaced soap and toilet paper when he heard her low voice calling from the dock.

“Anyone on board?”

Fieldstone scrambled up on deck to greet her, a tall elegant woman in her forties with shiny dark hair cut short in back, longer in front. She wore no makeup. She didn’t need it. Her face was milky pale, and her dark almond-shaped eyes seemed huge. She, too, was wearing boat shoes and jeans, and she carried a canvas satchel.

“Permission to board?” She smiled and handed the satchel up to him. “What an awful name, S’Putter.”

“Welcome on board,” said Fieldstone. “What better name for a boating golfer?” She took his hand and clambered gracefully over the transom.

“I’ll stow your gear below,” Fieldstone said. “Did you have any problem getting away?”

“I’ll never understand that man,” she said, after they’d climbed down the ladder and were below decks. “The world revolves around him. I could run naked down Main Street and he wouldn’t notice.”

“A lot of other people would,” said Fieldstone, holding out his arms to her.

She snuggled against him. “And you?” Her voice was muffled in his shirt. “What did you tell Audrey?”

“The truth. That I was going out for the weekend with a fishing buddy. She’s in Boston.”

“I like that. ‘Fishing buddy.”’ She laughed. “Was I supposed to bring worms?”

“For this weekend, I have high-tech lures.”

She broke away from him with another laugh. “I’ll help with lines, or will you handle lines and let me run your boat?”


“I’ll take her out of the harbor. Then you can steer.”

“I can run your boat as well as you can.”

Fieldstone put an arm around her again. “Probably better. But I want to take her out.”

“Where are we going?”

He laid a chart book on the navigation table. She looked over his shoulder as he paged through the charts. He glanced at her. “How about Block Island?”

She held her hair away from her face as she leaned over. “Can we get there and back in three days?”

“We’ll see how far we get.” He left the chart book open on the table and went above to the wheelhouse, where he started up the engines, one after the other. The diesels cut in with a rumble.

She undid the stern lines and the spring lines from the boat, flipped them neatly onto the dock, hung the bow lines on the pilings with the boat hook, turned and saluted him. “Lines off, Captain.”

 


While Fieldstone and his fishing buddy were leaving the Oak Bluffs harbor, Candy Keene, who’d just moved into her new house in West Tisbury, pranced into Town Hall in a haze of perfume. She confronted Mrs. Danvers, the town secretary.

Candy Keene, who was pleasingly plump and a well-preserved forty-something, had bright blond hair permed in a way that had to have been done off Island. She was wearing high-heeled boots and jeans faded in an oddly unnatural way with a pale starburst that drew attention to her crotch.

Mrs. Danvers looked up from her computer screen, her mouth drawn down. “May I help you?”

“I’m Miss Keene, and I’d like to talk to whoever’s in charge.”

“I know who you are.” Mrs. Danvers stood, a tall, reed-thin woman. She examined Candy Keene from her boots to her jeans to her hair, and then to her carefully made-up face. “I’m the one in charge,” she said.

“How do I file a complaint?”


Mrs. Danvers paused before she answered. “It depends on the complaint. A dog attacking your chickens goes to the animal control officer. Oysters and clams to the shellfish warden. Bad smells to the health department.” She sniffed, then opened a desk drawer and extracted a form. “Fill this out. I’ll see that it gets to the right person. Exactly what is your complaint?”

“I want that gas station out of there. We don’t need a gas station in a residential area. Right next door to me.”

Mrs. Danvers folded her arms over her chest and stared, her eyes magnified by her glasses. “That gas station has been there for seventy-five years. Before then it was a blacksmith shop catering to horses. Same family. Same idea.” She handed the form to Candy Keene, who stuffed it into her purse but didn’t move.

Mrs. Danvers looked down at her. “Is there something else?”

“Somebody’s shooting in the field next to me.”

Mrs. Danvers sat down again and turned to her computer. “That goes to the chief of police, Mary Kathleen O’Neill.”

“A woman?”

“A chief of police,” Mrs. Danvers replied. “She’s at the police station. Will that be all?”

Candy Keene shrugged, swiveled on her heels, and headed for the door. She checked her face in the glass door panel, wiped lipstick from the corner of her mouth with the little finger of her right hand, opened the door, and went down the brick steps to the paved area in front of the building.

As she started across the road, a car slowed to let her pass, then turned into the gas station. She made a face at the back of the car and scowled at the man who was pumping gas. He lifted his hand to her with a smile, but she thought she detected a wiggle of his middle finger.

She was not going to walk to the police station in these boots. She got into her BMW, drove the quarter-mile to the tiny station house on the other side of Mill Pond, and parked in the oyster shell area in front.


Casey, which was what everyone in town called Chief O’Neill, was typing something into her computer when Candy entered. Casey turned away from her work and lifted her coppery hair away from the collar of her uniform shirt. “Can I help you?”

“Are you the police chief?”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Casey. “And you’re Ms. Keene, aren’t you?”

“Miss Keene. Someone’s shooting in that field next to my house.”

“Yes, ma’am. We know about that. A father and son. They’ve got permission from the landowner, they’re shooting into an approved target, and they’re the required distance from any dwelling.”

Candy stepped closer to Casey’s desk and pounded a soft fist on the desktop. “I want you to put a stop to that shooting. I don’t feel safe.”

“Won’t you sit down?” Casey indicated the wooden chair where her deputy usually sat. Candy looked at the chair and wiped the seat with her handkerchief before she sat down.

Casey hid her smile with a slight cough.

“It’s outrageous to have gunmen right in the middle of town like that.”

“You’re entitled to file a formal complaint if you’d like.” Casey opened a desk drawer.

“Formal, schmormal. All I’m getting in this supposedly friendly town is a runaround,” Candy said. “I moved here for peace and quiet. Now I find I’m living next to a shooting gallery.”

Casey took a blank form out of the drawer. “I understand your concern. But I’ve checked out the father and his son. They practice for only an hour, two at most, on Thursday afternoons after school.”

“Give me that form, then.” Candy snatched the paper out of
Casey’s hand, filled in the blanks quickly, and tossed it on the desk. Each i was dotted with a circle.

“If I don’t get action, you’ll hear from me.”

“I’m sure I will,” said Casey.




CHAPTER 3

The phone was ringing the next morning when Victoria came into the house from her garden, her arms full of purple iris and pink peonies. She dropped the flowers into the sink, and left her secateurs on the table. The caller was Colley.

“Very funny, Victoria.”

Victoria brushed the dirt off the knees of her gray corduroy trousers and sat down in her chair in the cookroom, the small room next to the kitchen. “What are you talking about now, Colley?”

“Your clever little obituary.”

“What obituary?”

“You needn’t play dumb with me, Victoria. It doesn’t become you.”

“Colley Jameson, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Get yourself in here and I’ll show you,” and with that Colley slammed down the phone.

Victoria arranged her flowers in the two amber glass vases on the parlor mantelpiece, emptied the compost bucket onto the compost heap, and straightened up the kitchen. She scribbled a note for her granddaughter Elizabeth, who was at work, gathered up her cloth bag and walking stick, and went around to the front of the house where she stood by the road, intending to hitchhike into Edgartown. The bus came along first and stopped for her. The driver was a man from church whose name she could never remember.

“Mornin’, Miz Trumbull. Nice day. Going to the paper?”

She nodded. She was about to drop four quarters into the coin
box, but the driver held his hand over the slot. “Over sixty, you ride free. You’re over sixty, right?”

Victoria smiled weakly at the intended compliment, thanked the driver, who was quite an elderly man, and sat up front, where she could imagine she was driving.

“I hear you saved the editor’s neck the other day. Almost got chewed up by the press, did he?”

“News travels fast,” said Victoria.

“Can’t keep a secret on this island.”

Victoria was the only passenger until they reached the youth hostel, about a half-mile from her house. Two young women lifted their rental bicycles onto the bike rack on the front of the bus, climbed on board, and sat behind the driver, across the aisle from Victoria. They unfolded a map and she could hear them discuss the best bike routes.

She leaned over to them. “Is this your first time on the Island?”

“This is the first time we’ve stayed overnight. We live in Hyannis,” the dark-haired girl closest to her said. “We’re here looking for summer jobs.”

“The restaurants need a lot of summer help,” said Victoria.

“We were hoping to, like, find work on a newspaper or magazine,” the dark-haired girl continued. “I want to be a writer, and she,” pointing to the blonde next to her, “wants to get into advertising.”

Victoria thought for a moment before she decided to tell them about the Enquirer. “The editor often uses summer interns,” she said. “In fact, I’m going to the paper now to talk with him. He doesn’t pay much.”

“Actually, we mostly want the experience.”

The other girl, the blonde, said, “We just need enough to, like, pay for a place to stay.”

Victoria nodded.

The bus followed the straight-as-an-arrow West Tisbury-Edgartown Road that Wampanoag Indians had established as a trail long ago. Every couple of miles, the road dipped into one
of the valleys that drained into the Great Ponds lining the south shore.

The bus driver slowed at the outskirts of Edgartown and turned right onto Main Street. He spoke over his shoulder. “You girls watch yourselves around Colley Jameson.” He pulled the bus over to the side, got out, and helped unload the bicycles. “Here you are, ladies. Take care, now.”

The three of them walked the block and a half to the Enquirer, the girls wheeling their bicycles along the brick sidewalk beside Victoria. They leaned the bikes against the picket fence, releasing a sprinkling of rose petals, and went into the building with her.

Victoria told Faith that the girls were looking for jobs, and the receptionist gave them forms to fill out. “You can sit at the desk in the other room. Mr. Jameson will be with you after he meets with Mrs. Trumbull.”

Victoria went upstairs, past the reporters, and into Colley’s office. He beckoned her to the seat in front of his desk.

“What obituary are you talking about, Colley?” Victoria demanded.

He shifted some papers from under the beach stone and pulled out a letter typed on heavy cream-colored deckle-edge paper. He flipped it across the desk. “You want to explain this?”

Victoria picked up the letter. A neatly drawn black border framed the text.

She looked from the paper to Colley. “This is the obituary you called me about?”

“You know damned well it’s the obituary.”

Victoria glanced at it. The text began: “The body of Colley Jameson, fifty-five, editor of the Island Enquirer and well know bon vivant, was found by a reporter last night, hanging by his school tie from a beam in the newspaper’s morgue …” Victoria laughed. “So, I’ve been writing my column for fifty-five years, not forty-nine.” She set the obituary back on Colley’s desk. “Shaving a few years off your age, Colley?”


“Very funny, Victoria.” He pointed at the letter. “I suppose you thought that would alarm me?”

“Alarm you? What are you talking about? Surely you don’t think I wrote that. Is this why you called me in?”

“Same kind of notepaper you use.”

“Everybody on this Island uses deckle-edge paper for condolences and thank-you notes.”

“Typed?” said Colley. “You’re the only person on this Island who still uses a typewriter.”

Victoria pursed her lips. “I’d never use my typewriter for a social note. When did you get the letter?”

“In this morning’s mail.”

Victoria folded her arms over her chest. “Have you shown the letter to the police?”

“An obituary isn’t a threat.”

Victoria reached across the desk and picked up the letter. “It’s either a threat or a bizarre practical joke. Who’s upset with you? Besides me, that is.”

Colley took the letter and slapped the back of his hand against it. “You didn’t write this?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You called me in here just to accuse me of writing that note?”

“I couldn’t imagine anyone else,” Colley said.

“We might have settled this over the phone. I had nothing to do with it.” Victoria rose from her chair. “What do you intend to do now?”

“Nothing,” said Colley. “Bill me for your carfare.” He slung the obituary into his wastepaper basket.

“May I?” Victoria reached over and reclaimed it.

“Suit yourself.” He added, “You will anyway.”

Victoria tucked the cream-colored note into her cloth bag, left the editor’s office, marched between the reporters’ desks, and headed down the narrow stairs.

The two girls, both fresh and pretty and awfully young looking, stood as she went by the receptionist’s desk.


“Thanks, Mrs. Trumbull,” the dark-haired one said. “Keep your fingers crossed for us.”

Victoria smiled.

She caught the bus returning to West Tisbury and got the same driver. He waited until she was seated. “I hear somebody’s been sending Jameson his own obituaries, is that right?”

“Good heavens! How did you hear that?”

“It’s in the air,” said the driver. “You want off at your place or at the West Tiz police station?”

“The police station,” said Victoria, settling back into her seat.

The bus driver leaned forward and looked up through the windshield. “Looks like we might be in for some weather.”

Victoria hadn’t noticed the thunderheads that had been building up while she was at the Enquirer. From her seat in the front of the bus she could see the flat anvil tops of the clouds spreading rapidly. Lightning flickered.

By the time the bus stopped in front of the police station, the wind had picked up. Victoria climbed the steps to the front door and pushed it open. She set aside her walking stick and sat down in the chair Candy Keene had vacated the day before. Victoria unzipped her light jacket, the silky bombardier’s jacket her niece had given her, and fanned herself with the sides.

“The seat is nice and clean,” Casey said. When Victoria looked puzzled, Casey laughed. “Candy Keene—Miss Candy Keene—needed to dust your chair with her lace hanky before she would sit down.”

“You know who Candy Keene is, don’t you?”

Casey nodded. “She bought the Captain Rotch house and has the whole town in an uproar because of the renovation.”

“Renovation!” Victoria stopped fanning herself. “She tore the house down and built that monstrosity in its place.”

“She left one wall of the old place,” said Casey. “That makes it a restoration. She claimed the house was in pretty bad shape.”

“That house was a classic eighteenth-century sea captain’s house. Historic.”


“Seems like the trend these days.” Casey leaned her elbows on her desk. “Everybody wants four bathrooms and a sauna.”

“Did you know she’s one of Colley Jameson’s ex-wives?”

Casey sat up straight and took her elbows off the desk. “The Enquirer Jameson? He was married to her? She doesn’t seem his type. The present Mrs. Jameson is classy.”

“Calpurnia is wife number five.” Victoria settled back in the chair. “His first wife was his college sweetheart. That lasted about five years until he met Candy, who was an ecdysiast in a New Jersey nightclub.”

“A what?”

“Ecdysiast. A stripper. Ecdysis is what snakes do when they shed their skins.”

“How do you learn this stuff, Victoria?”

“I’ve been around,” Victoria said, fanning herself again. “H. L. Mencken came up with the term ‘ecdysiast’ in the 1940s to describe striptease artists. But that’s not why I’m here.” She handed Casey the obituary she’d retrieved from Colley’s wastebasket. “Colley got this in the mail today.”

Casey examined the note. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

“He thought I’d written it,” said Victoria, sitting forward. “It looks to me like a threat.”

“It’s not.” Casey flicked her fingers against the note. “This may be somebody’s idea of a joke, but it’s not a threat in the legal sense. He got his tie caught in the press and someone’s making a joke out of it.”

Victoria sat forward. “It’s not a joke. It’s a threat.”

Casey sighed. “Even if it were a threat, Jameson lives in Edgartown, not West Tisbury. The Edgartown police have jurisdiction, not me.”

Victoria retrieved the note and got to her feet. “I see I’m wasting my time here, too.”

“Where are you going?” Casey pushed herself away from her desk.


Victoria zipped up her jacket. “To see William Botts.”

“What does William Botts have to do with this?”

“He’s the editor of the West Tisbury Grackle, of course.”

Casey looked confused. “The what?”

“West Tisbury’s newspaper. A competitor to the Island Enquirer .”

Casey laughed. “Oh, that.”

“I wouldn’t dismiss the Grackle, if I were you,” Victoria said stiffly, as she headed for the door.

“Wait,” said Casey, getting up from her chair. “I’ll drive you there. It’s about to rain and I need to check on something out that way.”

 


William Botts, founder and editor of the West Tisbury Grackle, was in his office in what had once been the hayloft of a barn. He was a gnomelike man with disheveled gray hair and a puckish expression. The Grackle was a one-page sheet Botts ran off on the library’s copying machine and sold for ten cents a copy from boxes posted outside the senior center and Alley’s store. He was eating a peanut butter and jelly sandwich when Victoria mounted the rickety stairs that led up from the horse stalls. He looked up as she hoisted herself onto the floor of the loft.

Botts, who was at least twenty years younger than Victoria, set the remains of his sandwich on the rim of his coffee cup, wiped his hands on his tan pants, and arose from his editorial seat. “Mrs. Trumbull,” he said. “To what do I owe the honor of this visit?”

Victoria perched on the edge of an overstuffed chair, avoiding a broken spring that showed through the upholstery. “I wanted to talk with you.”

“Sorry about that chair.” He tugged a brightly colored Mexican serape out from under a large graying black dog, who moaned and got unsteadily to his feet. William shook out the blanket and laid it over the seat cushion behind Victoria.

“Thank you,” she said.


Botts returned to his seat behind the desk, which was piled high with paper. “So that egomaniac fired you, eh?”

“That’s what it amounts to,” said Victoria. “I’m here to apply for a job on the Grackle.” She settled back in the overstuffed chair with its now-covered spring and waited.

Botts folded his arms on top of his piled-up papers and eyed Victoria over his half-frame glasses. He, too, waited.

Finally Victoria said, “Colley got an obituary in the mail this morning. Reporting his death.”

“His own?” Botts raised his shaggy eyebrows.

Victoria nodded. “The obituary said he was found in the newspaper morgue, hanged by his prep school tie.”

“I heard you saved him yesterday.”

“He thought I’d caused the accident. Now he’s convinced that I sent him the obituary.”

Botts leaned forward. “I don’t suppose you did?”

Victoria peered at him through half-closed eyes and ignored his question. She fished the note out of her cloth bag and handed it to Botts, who studied it, then looked over his glasses at her.

She waved a knobby hand at the note he held. “That letter is clearly a threat. Yet neither Colley nor our chief of police seems to be taking it seriously.”

“I must say, Victoria, I agree with them.” Botts handed the note back to Victoria.

“Our police chief plans to do nothing.” Victoria smoothed her white hair. “If you hire me, William, I’ll get to the bottom of this. You’ll have a scoop for the Grackle.”

Botts shook his head. “I only report West Tisbury goings-on and I don’t pay salaries.”

“The money is not important. It’s a matter of principle,” said Victoria.

Botts leaned back with his hands behind his head. The black dog looked up at him, then put his head down and closed his eyes.


Victoria eased herself out of the deep, uncomfortable chair. “I’ll give you time to think it over, William. When you hire me, you’ll have an experienced newspaper correspondent and a new angle on stories. You won’t have to pay me a cent. At least, not right away.” She stood, bracing herself on her walking stick. “It’s time the Enquirer had some competition.”

“From a one-page broadsheet?” Botts muttered. “With a circulation of fifty?”

“It’s a start,” Victoria said. “You don’t happen to be driving my way, do you? It’s beginning to rain.”

 


Matt Pease was waiting outside Colley Jameson’s office with his camera bag when Colley returned from lunch. Rain was coming down heavily. The waterproofing of Matt’s raincoat was long gone and when he took his coat off, the shoulders of his gray sweater were darkly wet.

Colley gestured Matt into his office. He removed his tweed hat and his own raincoat and hung them on the coat rack in the corner of his office. He checked his reflection in a mirror behind the coatrack and ran a comb through his hair. Then he turned to Matt.

“Have a seat, Matt. Quite a storm we’re having. Can I offer you a warmer-upper?” He reached into his bottom drawer and brought out his silver flask and two silver shot glasses.

“No thanks,” said Matt.

Colley poured himself a small drink and put the flask away. He downed the drink, wiped his mouth and his shot glass with his handkerchief, and put the glasses back in the drawer. “Just what’s needed, day like today.” He refolded his handkerchief and put it in the breast pocket of his blazer.

Matt leaned forward in his chair. “Mr. Jameson, I wanted to talk to you about my summer hours.”

Colley’s expression changed slightly. “There’s not much to discuss, Matt.” He leaned back in his chair.

“The baby’s due next month and I need the money.”


Colley assumed a sympathetic expression. “I understand how difficult it is for you, Matt.” He straightened his tie, lifted his chin, and stretched his neck.

“When I drop below twenty hours a week, I lose health benefits.”

“I have to tell you, Matt, I never have guaranteed a permanent position on the Enquirer. I have young photographers lining up for their chances during their summer vacation.” Colley straightened the pile of papers on the side of his desk. “In fact, I interviewed two young women just this morning.”

“It’s not right to cut back hours of year-round staff like that.”

Colley cleared his throat. “If you don’t like the way I manage the Enquirer, Matt, move on. Work for one of the off-Island dailies where the pay is better.” He smiled. “I’ll give you a good recommendation.”

“This Island is my home.”

Colley shrugged. “What can I say? I’m not in the business of providing charity. You want to stay on the Island, get yourself a summer job. Plenty of openings this time of year. Wedding photos. Great market.”

“I’ve been with the Enquirer for five years now. Even before you took over. I believe I’ve proven myself.”

“Indeed you have,” said Colley. “I have no intention of letting you go. Come September, you’ll get your full forty hours again.” He leaned back in his chair. “But think for a minute. There are good jobs off Island. Cheaper housing, cheaper cost of living, the whole nine yards.”

Matt stood. “You’re firing me, aren’t you?”

“Not at all. I’m in business to make a profit for the paper and, while I’m at it, to train young newspapermen. And women, of course. Staff salaries are my biggest expense. It’s in my interest to cut back hours of the higher-paid staff for the summer. Not what I’d call a big deal.”

“Mr. Jameson, I was born on this Island. My dad was a Linotype operator when your dad bought the paper. I want to raise
my kids here, not off Island. I’m not asking you for a handout. You need additional photographers during the summer. I can train them. Please, I beg you. Don’t cut my hours right at this time.”

Jameson stood up, too. “I hear you, Matt. You’ve made your point.”

“Will you at least consider my request?”

“I have considered your request. You have choices, Matt. I don’t.” Colley came out from behind his desk. “Now, Matt, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got catch-up to do.”

Matt got to his feet, scowling.

Colley walked over to his door and opened it. “Thanks for stopping by, Matt. Have a good weekend.”
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