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VINEYARD ENIGMA




Now at the last gasp of love’s latest breath,

    When, his pulse failing, passion speechless lies,

    When faith is kneeling by his bed of death,

    And innocence is closing up his eyes,

    Now if thou wouldst, when all have given him over

    From death to life thou might’st him yet recover.

    —MICHAEL DRAYTON
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            Later I figured I got involved, and almost killed, for three reasons: the money, the case itself, and Zee’s uncharacteristic detachment from the world we shared.

            If you live on Martha’s Vineyard you can always use more money, and the job interested me because it concerned works of art whose history caught my fancy. Most of all, though, I probably agreed to work for Mahsimba because, during an especially warm and lovely spring, Zee had become curiously spellbound and ethereal, like a teenaged girl.

Her dreaminess had continued on into June and had disconnected her from our normal family life. She was as efficient as ever at her work in the emergency room at the hospital, but she seemed lost in obscure thoughts when at home with the children and me, as though she were seeing the world with the eyes of one who had once been blind.

I had several thoughts about the cause of this, none having anything to do with the others. Perhaps she had relapsed into guilt over killing a Boston thug the year before, even though she’d done it to save herself and our daughter and had taken a gunshot in the process. Or maybe it was a sort of sustained spring fever. Or maybe she was experiencing some form of the seven-year itch. That wouldn’t be too surprising, considering my own certainty of my limitations as a husband. But when I asked her the cause of her sea change, she only pressed her fore-finger to my lips and wordlessly shook her head.

Whatever the cause of her enchantment, there seemed to be nothing I could do about it, so I determined to remain unchanged myself, to stay the man whose love had once given her joy, and to hope that it still did or would again, however dreamily removed from me she seemed to be for the nonce. When Mahsimba came into my life I was glad to accept a job that would oblige me to think of something else.

Before the phone rang, I was alone in the house. Zee was at work, the kids were in school, and the cats were off catting somewhere outside. I was finishing my morning coffee and reading the Vineyard Gazette’s sixth-months-later story about the Headless Horseman.

That still-unidentified body had long since been placed in some mainland morgue or grave, but on the Vineyard its notoriety had lessened only slightly since the previous December, when an understandably shocked pony rider had discovered it beside a frosty bridle path up in West Tisbury. The equestrian connection explained half of the corpse’s nickname, and its missing head accounted for the other half. It could have been called the Handless Horseman, for that matter, because the hands were missing, too, along with the corpse’s clothes.

Naked, headless, and handless corpses are not common on Martha’s Vineyard, especially in the dead of winter, so locally the discovery had caused quite a stir. Speculation swirled about who had died and why and who had done the deed, and there was much conjecture that someone with a horse was involved since that was clearly how the body had been transported along the trail. Unfortunately for the police, there are many horses and riders on the island and not one of them seemed the type to kill and behead people.

The how was easier; the man, white and in his forties, according to medical reports, had been shot right in the pump with what appeared to be a .38- or .40-caliber bullet. Before this happened, he had apparently been in good physical condition, but that was about all anyone had learned about him. He didn’t fit any of the missing person reports that the police had received, and now, half a year later, he was as unknown as ever.

The Gazette report, consistent with that famous newspaper’s policy of not emphasizing the island’s darker side, was short and on a middle page, and contented itself with a brief review of the facts and of the questions that people still talked about: Who was the guy and who had killed him and why?

These questions continued to bother those of the island’s citizens who didn’t like the idea that they might be sharing their beloved Vineyard with a killer. I, however, was not one of the worriers, because it had been a long time since I’d thought that my island home actually was akin to Eden before the Fall. My Vineyard, for all its fabled loveliness, had its share of snakes living under the rocks.

But I had not moved to the island to get involved with such creatures. I had done enough of that during five years on the Boston PD. The bullet I still carried next to my spine as a consequence of wearing a shield had only been the last factor that led me to decide to let somebody else save the world. I had better things to do.

That very day, for example, I had veggie and flower gardens to tend, floors to vacuum, supper to prepare, a leak in my waders that I had to find and patch, another leak in the ceiling of the porch that I had to track down and fix, clothes to wash, shopping to do, and, most important, fishing to attend to. For the bluefish had been in for a couple of weeks, and I still had more of them to catch.

Ordinarily I could think of little that was more pleasurable than being on the beach doing battle with the blues, and this year fishing was doubly appealing because it also served to distract me from fretting about Zee.

I was just beginning to fret some more when Stanley Crandel phoned.

“J.W., that you?”

“Stanley, where are you? Up at the house?”

“No. London. Just got here from Africa. Went from Cape Town to Cairo. Terrific trip! That’s what I’m calling about. Met this man in Harare. Interesting fellow. Seems he’s going to the Vineyard. I wonder if you’ll show him around, help him out.”

“When’s he coming?”

“He may be there already. I put him in touch with John Skye, and he’ll be staying at John’s place because Betsy and I won’t get down to our place until later.”

“What’s he need me for?”

“It’s a long story, and this call’s costing me a fortune. He’ll explain it when he sees you. Will you meet him?”

“Well…”

“You’ll be doing me a favor.”

I hate it when people say that. “All right,” I said.

“I knew I could depend on you, J.W. I told him to call you from John’s house when he gets in. His name’s Mahsimba. Thanks. Gotta go.”

The phone clicked and buzzed in my ear.

I shook my head at the thought of a phone call being too expensive for Stanley Crandel to bear. Stanley and his wife, Betsy, owned one of the biggest houses on East Chop, where Crandels had been summering for a hundred years. Stanley liked to think that he was a descendant of John Saunders, the onetime Virginia slave who, some said, was later the first Methodist preacher on the Vineyard. But it had been a long time since Stanley’s line of Crandels had been slaves to anything but high finance.

This fact notwithstanding, it was typical of Stanley and Betsy simultaneously to be generous to friends, family, and charities, and yet to squeeze their pennies till they screamed. Maybe they had so many pennies precisely because they pinched them so hard. Maybe that was true of all wealthy people, including the other aristocratic and upper-middle-class African-American citizens of Oak Bluffs. I wouldn’t know, being an outsider to such social circles.

I knew Stanley and Betsy because I opened their house in the spring, closed it again in the fall, and looked after it all year long. I’d gotten the job because Stanley and John Skye had gone to college together and John had given Stanley my name. I also opened and closed John’s place and cared for it while he and his family were up in Weststock during the winter, where he professed things medieval at the college. I tended to other houses, too, because when you have no steady job, you have to be willing to do a lot of things.

And now, apparently, I was going to have yet another bit of work: showing Mr. Mahsimba around the Vineyard and helping him achieve whatever he had in mind.

I thought of John Skye and his family, and was glad I’d gotten the farm ready for their arrival. The twins were now in college, so they’d be getting out of school at the same time as their father did. Thus, all of the Skyes might be descending from America any day now. I presumed that John would arrive before Mr. Mahsimba did. I wondered what Mr. Mahsimba’s long story would be, but there was no way to guess.

I went back to perusing the Gazette. Since I’d taken the phone call, the Headless Horseman was still unidentified, and the case was still open as unsolved murder cases always are. I thought about the Woman in the Dunes, over on Cape Cod. There were similarities between her case and that of the Horseman. The woman’s handless body had been found years before in the sand dunes, her jeans folded neatly beside her. She was still unidentified after many years. A very cold case, but one that was still open.

The latest effort at identifying her involved opening the grave and attempting DNA tests, which hadn’t been available when she’d first been found. I imagined that DNA evidence had also been taken from the Horseman, but that nothing had been done with it because of the absence of comparable samples.

I put the paper down, stopped thinking about crime, finished my coffee, and considered the many things that needed doing. An old guy once told me that the good part about being retired is that you still have lots of things to do but you don’t have to do them. I wasn’t quite retired, so I still had to do them, but I had some choices about when and in which order.

So I went fishing.

It was still early enough in the season for Norton Point Beach to be open, so I went that way, over the sand from Katama toward Chappy. Soon impassioned Department of Fish and Wildlife agents would close Norton Point to ORV traffic on the grounds that passing trucks disturbed nesting and fledging plovers. It was one of those governmental decisions that explains anarchism, since the real threats to plovers, as even the beach-closers knew, were gulls, skunks, and other wild predators. Maddening. When I’m king, I’m shipping all of the plovers and environmentalists to No Man’s Land, where they can care for one another and not bother the rest of us. The world will thank me for it.

I stopped here and there and made casts into the light southwest wind. I caught nothing, but that was okay, because it was a lovely early June day, with bright sun and a clear light blue sky arching down and meeting the dark blue ocean on the southern horizon. If you sailed that way, the first land you’d come to would be Hispaniola, which was well beyond my longest cast.

I fished awhile at Metcalf ’s Hole and got one lone five-pound blue which apparently had no friends. I cut his throat, rinsed him off, and put him on the ice in the fish box, then went on to Wasque.

Wasque Point is the southeastern corner of Chappaquiddick, the peninsula hooked to the rest of the Vineyard by Norton Point Beach. When the water broke through the beach between the ocean and Katama Bay, Chappy became an island and remained one until Neptune in his wisdom closed the opening again. Wasque is one of the best places in the world to catch bluefish, because of the tides that form the Wasque rip, where bait is tossed about and the blues go after it. When conditions are right you can slaughter the blues at Wasque.

They weren’t perfect that morning, but they were good enough, and the surf casters who were stretched in a line along the beach in front of their four-by-fours were busy and happy. I became one of them, and when I finally broke off and went home, the blues were still there, hitting almost anything you threw, filling the air with the scent of watermelon.

In town I sold all of my fish but one and took that one home. On the filleting table behind our shed I scaled and filleted the fish and then took the fillets into the house and put them in the fridge. We’d have stuffed bluefish for supper. Delish! My mouth was already watering.

It was a little past noon and I was having my first Sam Adams of the day when the phone rang again.

John Skye’s voice was on the other end. “The groves of academe have shed the Skyes for another summer,” said John. “We’re here.”

“If I’d known that a little earlier, I’d have brought you a bluefish.”

“I can catch my own bluefish, thanks. Are you busy right now?”

“I’m drinking a beer, but it won’t take long to finish it.”

“Fine. Come on over. There’s someone I want you to meet. His name is Mahsimba.”
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John Skye owned a farm off the West Tisbury road, complete with barn, outbuildings, and a corral. He and Mattie and their twin daughters summered there when they weren’t in Colorado, where John had grown up.

The girls were two of the island’s many horse people. They rode Eastern when on the Vineyard and Western when out on the old Skye place on the Florida Mesa, south of Durango. John had been smart enough early on to buy the Vineyard farm even though his limited professorial salary made the purchase much beyond his means. He had pinched and borrowed and gone without for years before inflation and his improving income transformed the farm into an unbelievably great bargain.

It was the reverse of a more common Vineyard tale, which turned on the theme of “I could have bought such and such a piece of land for five hundred dollars, but back then I didn’t have five hundred dollars, so I didn’t buy it, and look at the price of it now!”

I was the beneficiary of a tale like John’s. My father, before I was born, had bought the place where Zee and I now lived. At that time it was land nobody wanted, so he’d bought as much as his fireman’s wages allowed and now the place was mine and, like John’s farm, the object of many a developer’s eye. Someday, if I got hungry enough, I might sell a piece of it. But not yet.

I drove up our long sandy driveway, took a left on the paved road, and went into Edgartown. It was still early in June but already the giant seasonal A & P/Al’s Package Store traffic jam was in evidence. Later, during the height of summer, it would clog the road for half a mile in each direction, thanks to people trying to make left turns for food or booze. When I’m king of the world, I’m banning all left turns.

I slipped smoothly on down past Cannonball Park, took a right on the West Tisbury Road, and was soon pulling into John’s driveway. There, I parked in front of his big white house, waved at a twin with a horse down by the barn, and knocked on the front door.

Mattie opened it and gave me a hug and a kiss. “The place looks fine, J.W. You even got that sticky window in the kitchen to slide up and down. Come on in. John’s in the library.”

“You look great,” I said, leering. “If I wasn’t married already, I’d propose.”

“And if I wasn’t married and didn’t know you as well as I do, I might accept.” She waved toward the library. “Go on in. They’re waiting for you.” She leaned forward and whispered, “Mahsimba is a hunk!”

Hunkiness is a quality best understood by women, so I wasn’t as enlightened by the remark as Zee might have been. It was, I knew, a statement of physical and psychosexual approval, but why some men were hunks and others weren’t was a mystery to me.

John Skye’s library was a large room with ceilinghigh shelves filled with thousands of books. It was furnished with leather chairs, reading lamps, and Oriental carpets. Against one wall was the huge, ancient, carved table that John used as a desk. It was piled with books and papers and held a computer, printer, and scanner. Above the desk, high on the wall, hung a battered fencing mask centering a rusty triangulation of épée, saber, and foil, tokens of John’s long-ago collegiate career as a three-weapon man.

It was one of the finest rooms I knew, and when opening or closing the house for the season, I often got distracted there and only later realized I was reading instead of working, in the thrall of books.

John and another man were bent over the desk, looking at a book. They straightened and turned as I came in.

John, tall, lean, and the possessor of a slight potbelly of which he was unashamed (“security rations in case of atomic attack”), smiled and met me in the middle of the room. “J.W. Good to see you.”

I took his hand and nodded toward the desk. “Still at work on Gawain, I take it.”

“If Beowulf can become a bestseller, Gawain can, too. Fame and wealth will at last be mine.”

John had been working on a definitive translation of Gawain and the Green Knight for as long as I could remember. Recently a translation of Beowulf, another epic usually read only by English majors, and reluctantly at that, had, to the astonishment and delight of medievalists, made the top ten on the New York Times bestseller list.

John turned. “Let me introduce you two. Mahsimba, this is J. W. Jackson, the man Stan Crandel told you about. J.W., this is Abraham Mahsimba.”

Our hands met. His grip was both gentle and sinewy.

“How do you do, Mr. Jackson?”

“My friends call me J.W.”

He smiled. “And I am called Mahsimba. I have other names, but most people find them long and unpronounceable.”

“Mahsimba it is, then.”

“And J.W. it is.”

Mahsimba was of medium height and looked to be about a middleweight. His skin was smooth and the color of coffee with a tablespoon of cream. His hair was short, dark, and lay close to his skull, and his eyes were golden brown. He had high cheekbones, and his nose was slightly curved beneath a high, clear brow. His teeth, as he smiled, were white and flawless. He was wearing canvas and leather shoes and casual clothing that could have come from anywhere. A curious ivory carving hung on a gold chain around his neck.

“Stan Crandel put me in touch with Mahsimba here,” said John, “and Stan and I both think that you might be just the guy to help him out.”

I nodded. “Stanley said as much, but he didn’t say how. Just that it was a long story.”

John waved us all to leather chairs. “It’s the medieval connection that’s got me interested,” he said. “But it’s your story, Mahsimba, so I’ll shut up.”

Mahsimba nodded and turned to me. “Are you familiar with the history of Africa?”

“I know about Egypt and the pyramids, and I know there are diamond mines down south. I’ve read that the Queen of Sheba may have come from there, and I’ve seen movies about Tarzan, King Solomon’s mines, and the Zulu wars. But that’s about it.”

“Unfortunately, many Africans know less than that. I am searching for two stone birds.” He paused, then saw something in my face that made him smile. “No, neither of them is the Maltese falcon. I leave the search for that black bird to others, though the birds I seek are also works of art. They are fish eagles carved from soapstone perhaps seven hundred years ago. Are you familiar with the ruins now called Great Zimbabwe?”

I thought back. “A very large, very old circular stone enclosure with some sort of tower inside it? I remember reading about it and seeing some photos. In National Geographic, maybe. It was a while back.”

“Your memory is correct. When I was a child, my village was in what was then Rhodesia but is now Zimbabwe. The ruins were not far away, and I visited them from time to time.

“The original structures were built between 1100 and 1500 A.D. and were part of the principal city of the kingdom of Monomotapa. For four hundred years its citizens raised cattle and mined gold, copper, and iron. By 1500 they were trading with Arabs and the Portuguese, who came inland from the east coast.

“Then Monomotapa declined and was forgotten by the outside world until its rediscovery by Europeans in the nineteenth century. A German, Carl Mauch, visited the ruins in 1871 and speculated that the buildings had been erected by the Phoenicians.”

Here Mahsimba allowed himself a wry smile. “It is an interesting footnote to African history and politics that as recently as the 1970s it was illegal in Rhodesia for any official document to advance the thesis that Great Zimbabwe had been built by black Africans. Egyptians were a more acceptable explanation, or a lost tribe of Israel.”

I thought of how the Nazis’ refusal to use what they called “Jewish science” may have caused them the loss of a war they perhaps could have won. Racism is an odd and often self-destructive vice.

“In any case,” continued Mahsimba, “with the discovery of the ruins came European treasure hunters and so-called experts on ancient cultures. One of the treasure hunters was a man named Willi Posselt. In 1889 he discovered four eagles carved from soapstone and traded for what he considered the best of them. Over the years, a total of ten eagles were found in Great Zimbabwe and shipped elsewhere, to museums and private collections. The whereabouts of eight of them are known, and my country is working very hard to have them returned to their homeland. I’m here on your island in search of the two missing ones. I think they may be here, and Stanley Crandel thinks that you may be able to help me find them.”
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John leaned forward. “Stan Crandel and I both think you’re the guy for the job, J.W. You were a cop and you know the island as well as anyone and better than most.”

I said nothing.

“If it’s a matter of money,” said Mahsimba, mis-reading my silence, “I have been authorized to spend whatever is reasonable to find the birds, and I will be pleased to employ you at a figure that is agreeable to us both.” He mentioned a sum that was very agreeable indeed.

“That’s a fair amount of money,” I said.

“You may earn it, if you accept the work. There is an element of danger in the job. Millions of dollars are being made in the international art trade, and many people who are not scrupulous are involved in the illegal aspect of it. Those people can be quite dangerous, and some of them might be right here on your lovely island.”

“I don’t mind a little trouble,” I said, “but I’m not sure I can be of help to you. I know nothing at all about the illegal art trade, other than that a lot of people make a lot of money at it, and I only know two people who’ve been to southern Africa or know anything about the art that comes from there.”

“Vineyarders travel all the time,” said John. “I’ll bet dozens of them have been to Africa.”

“Who are the two people you mentioned?” asked Mahsimba.

“Al Butters is a retired guy who spends all summer sailing,” I said. “I met him because we both have cat-boats about the same size, and we both go out and float around in the annual catboat race. He worked for some outfit that sent him and Barbara to southern Africa for five or six years. Now they have a house here full of African baskets and carvings. But I’ve never seen anything there that looks like a soap-stone eagle.”

Mahsimba’s eyes looked into mine. “When was he working in Africa?”

“I’m not sure. I think he retired about five years ago.”

“Ah. The eagles disappeared years before that.”

“But it’s a place to start, J.W.,” said John. “Go talk with Al Butters. Maybe he knows somebody who has a couple of stone eagles.”

I could feel temptation tugging at me. I wanted distraction, even at the risk of some degree of danger.

“I don’t think you need to know too much about art,” said John. “This island is crawling with artists and people involved with galleries, museums, and the like. You can tap their brains if you need to know more than you already do. What Mahsimba needs is someone who knows his way around this island and who has some experience asking questions.”

“I only hope the Zimbabwe eagles are actually here,” said Mahsimba, raising a cautionary hand. “It has been a hundred years since their existence was first reported, and the two I seek have not been publicly seen since then.”

“But you’re here,” I said, “on this particular dot in the water, eight thousand miles from your home country. You didn’t come here just by chance.”

“Very true.” Mahsimba took a small notebook from his shirt pocket, opened it, and scanned several pages. My impression, however, was that he knew the contents so well that his reading was not really necessary. “During the 1960s, an American adventurer named Ronald Parsons was in Rhodesia, working as a mercenary in one of the irregular units the Ian Smith government was employing to combat the revolutionaries.

“Foreseeing earlier than most that the white government was not going to prevail, Parsons took what he could find in the way of loot, which was considerable, and departed. Included in his booty were two stone Zimbabwe eagles taken from the farm of an Englishman whose grandfather had been a cohort of Cecil Rhodes himself.

“These birds were ornately carved and had originally been part of the grandfather’s private collections. Eventually, they became the property of his grandson, Crompton, who owned the farm from which Parsons took them. The Crompton family diaries and journals make reference to the carved birds, and some contain photos of them. Here is one of those photos. Keep it.”

I looked down at a none-too-clear photo of a collection of baskets and wood carvings in the center of which were two pale stone stelae ornamented with what appeared to be carved crocodiles and topped with sculpted hawks or eagles. I looked back at Mahsimba.

“And Parsons brought these birds to America?”

“Yes. Our organization eventually traced him to California. Last November David Brownington, one of several agents hired to find the birds, went there to talk with him. But many years had passed, and Parsons had fallen on hard times and had sold the birds to a private collector specializing in Africana. Parsons would not give his name. However, a woman who had been hired by Parsons to help write his memoirs, but who had then had a falling-out with him, was eager to take what revenge she could. She learned of Brownington’s interview with Parsons, contacted him, and gave him the name of the dealer who had arranged the sale of the birds, a Daniel Duarte. Is the name familiar to you?”

“There are a lot of Duartes on this island, but I don’t know of any named Daniel. Should I?”

“Daniel Duarte was born on Martha’s Vineyard but had been living for many years in San Francisco, where his firm was located, so Brownington went there. Although he was unable to persuade Duarte to reveal the name of the buyer of the birds, Brownington did learn that Duarte’s son, Matthew, who is a junior partner in the firm, manages a branch of the family business here. His office is on the old family farm, in a town called West Tisbury. Have you heard of this Matthew Duarte?”

“I may have heard the name, but I don’t know the man. Fourteen thousand people live on the Vineyard, and I don’t know most of them.”

“Very understandable. In any case, Brownington learned that Matthew Duarte might have been involved in the sale of the birds and so informed his principals. Nothing has been heard from Brownington since.”

Mahsimba’s golden eyes were fathomless. “Other matters kept me occupied for several months, but now I’ve been given the task of finding the birds. I sent a message to Matthew Duarte’s Web site and told him I was coming here in hopes of interviewing him. If that interview proves unhelpful and if other efforts to find the birds here fail, I’ll go on to San Francisco to try to trace them from there.”

“You must want them pretty badly.”

“They are worth a fortune to collectors, and middlemen and dealers can therefore make small fortunes of their own by arranging their sale and delivery. But they are priceless symbols to my country, and we want them back.”

“Describe Brownington,” I said.

Mahsimba raised a brow. “Describe David Brownington? David is in his early forties, about six feet tall, very fit, blond, a Zimbabwean of British descent whose people have been in Africa for generations. Well educated, well spoken. A very able fellow. We met at Oxford.” He tipped his head slightly to one side as he stared at something he saw in my face. “Why do you ask?”

“Because David Brownington may be dead.” I told him about the Headless Horseman. “Brownington dropped out of sight in California about the time the Horseman’s body was discovered. If Brownington came here to interview Matthew Duarte, chances are the authorities knew nothing about it, so they’d have no reason to link this body to a foreigner last seen three thousand miles away.”

Mahsimba frowned. “David Brownington is not the sort of man who’s easy to kill.”

“Tough people get killed when they least expect it,” I said, thinking of the gunman Zee had shot.

Mahsimba nodded. “That is true. I’m more eager than ever to talk to Mr. Matthew Duarte.”

“If Brownington actually is the Horseman,” I said, “it doesn’t mean that Duarte killed him. Someone else may have wanted to keep Brownington from talking to Duarte and may have stopped him before they met.”

“And who might that have been?”

“It could have been someone who didn’t want Brownington to learn the name of the person who bought the birds. Maybe it was the buyer himself.”

Mahsimba drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. “How would he have known Brownington was coming?”

“Duarte might have told him. Or Duarte might have told someone else, who then told the killer.”

John, whose profession made him reluctant to jump to conclusions, frowned. “I think this is all a stretch,” he said, “but maybe we should contact the police and put this bug in their ear.”

Mahsimba’s face was without emotion, but his fingers continued to tap lightly against his chair while John rose and went to the phone.

I thought for a moment, then got up and followed John to his desk, where I found and opened the Martha’s Vineyard telephone book.

There, listed for all to see, was the name and address of Matthew Duarte, dealer in art and antiques.

John took the phone from his ear. “The police would like to talk with you, Mahsimba. They’re interested in anything you can tell them about David Brownington.”

Mahsimba nodded. “Of course.” He rose as John spoke again into the phone and hung up. Then the three of us climbed into my truck and drove to the Edgartown police station.

The chief was in his office. He looked at me. “You, of course. I should have known you’d be involved in this.” He shook Mahsimba’s hand. “Sit down, Mr. Mahsimba, and let me hear what you have to say. John, why don’t you and what’s-his-name here take a walk so Mr. Mahsimba and I can have some privacy.”

I turned toward the door. “You’re absolutely sure you don’t need me here, Chief?”

“I’m absolutely sure,” said the chief.

Outside, John and I leaned against the truck. “Someday you may razz the wrong guy,” said John.

I held up two fingers pressed together. “The chief and I are just like that. We’re blood brothers.”

Half an hour later, Mahsimba came out and we all got into the truck.

“The chief is contacting your state police,” said Mahsimba. “They apparently handle all murder investigations.”

“I’ll tell you what I think,” I said. “I think we should go up to West Tisbury and have a chat with Matthew Duarte before some cop or lawyer tells us we can’t do that.”

John nodded. “Good idea.”

“Yes,” said Mahsimba.

West Tisbury is set right in the middle of Martha’s Vineyard and has always been an agricultural town rather than one devoted to the fruits of the sea. The town center consists of the general store, the town hall, the art gallery with its field full of dancing statues, the library, and not much more. The people who live in West Tisbury think it’s the best town on the island and only leave it when they drive to Oak Bluffs or Edgartown to buy liquor. When you’re driving the roads of West Tisbury, it’s more like being in Vermont than being on an island.

Matthew Duarte’s house was off South Road, just before the Chilmark line and not far from the little house where Zee lived before we got married and she moved in with me. The house was one of those old but well-maintained farmhouses that you find all over the island, which once was much devoted to pastures and the raising of sheep. If you look at photos of the Vineyard taken around 1900, you’ll see a lot of stone walls, but there’s hardly a tree in sight.

We passed through the gateway in Matthew Duarte’s stone fence and went along the sandy driveway until we got to the house. There was a car parked in front of a barn that was fronted by both double doors and a single door, over which hung a sign: DUARTE AND SON, DEALERS IN FINE ART AND ANTIQUES. The place had that air of emptiness that you feel when there’s nobody home.

We went up onto the porch and I knocked at the door.

Nothing.

I knocked again. More nothing.

“He’s probably in the office,” said John, and started toward the barn.

I walked a few steps along the porch to a window, where I put my head against the glass and peeked in. There was a body on the floor.
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