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VINEYARD CHILL




For all of the family, friends, and readers who encouraged and supported Phil’s lifelong passion for writing. You added more than you know to that great ride.





For the living know that they shall die: but the

    Dead know not anything, neither have they any

        More a reward; for the memory of them is forgotten.

            Also their love, and their hatred, and their envy,

                Is now perished; neither have they any more a

                    Portion for ever in any thing that is done under the sun.

    —ECCLESIASTES 9:5–6
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We were getting ready to head to East Beach to get a load of seaweed for the garden when the phone rang. Clay Stockton’s voice was the last one I expected to hear on the other end of the line. I’d not had a better friend than Clay in the army, or later, when I was on the Boston PD, but aside from a rare letter or Christmas card, I hadn’t heard much from him since before I’d met Zee, so a lot of water had passed under the bridge. And unless Clay had changed, there was a fair chance some of it was hot water.

“Where are you?” I asked.

“I’m up here in Boston, but I thought I might drop down to the Vineyard for a visit. You still have a spare bunk?”

“You bet. The guest room will be waiting. How are you?”

“Fine. I’ll give you the details when I get there. It’ll be good to see you again, buddy! I’ll catch the bus and call you when I get to Woods Hole.”

I hung up, a smile on my face.

“Who was that?” asked Zee. “Whoever it was made you happy. Not an old girlfriend, I hope.”

I put my arms around her. “You’re girlfriend enough for me, wifey. No, that was Clay Stockton. He’s coming down from Boston.”

She looked up at me. “The Clay Stockton who writes you a note about every other year? He’s the adventurer, isn’t he? The one who actually lives a life that sounds like a novel?”

“That’s Clay. I’m almost surprised he’s still alive, but he’s a really wonderful guy. You’ll like him. All the ladies do. Men, too. He has charm.” I gave her a kiss. “Like me.”

She kissed me back. “You have charm, Jefferson, but not too much. We can always use a little more around the house. If we’re going to the beach, we’d better get started. The kids are already in the truck.”

I glanced at my watch. The bus from Boston wouldn’t get to Woods Hole for at least a couple of hours, so we had time for a seaweed run.

It was a bright, snowless mid-January day, chilly but not cold. Just right for a drive on the Chappy beaches. We could enjoy the ride and bring back several big, industrial-strength trash bags full of seaweed for the garden. Two good reasons to go. So we went.

January and February are the only months in the Martha’s Vineyard year when mainlanders are rare. They start trickling down in March, and in April the trickle becomes a small stream. By May, parking places downtown are harder to find and by June, the summer season has begun in earnest. During July and August the streets are mobbed, the roads are filled with cars, and the beaches are bright with umbrellas and towels. Even after Labor Day, by which time most families with school-age children have gone home, there are still a lot of out-of-state cars parked where you want to park and lined up at stop signs. People pour over from America for the Columbus Day weekend, for Thanksgiving and Christmas, and for Last Night festivities. It’s only after the turning of the year that silence falls over the island and we year-rounders have the place to ourselves for a few weeks before the cycle starts again. It’s during those weeks that you have a fighting chance of actually knowing the people you meet.

But few of those people would be out on Chappy in midwinter.

We got into the old Land Cruiser and drove up our long sandy driveway. We were well bundled because I’d never managed to get the truck’s heater working properly. At the Edgartown–Vineyard Haven road, I turned left and drove through Edgartown to Katama, passing the P.O., the Stop and Shop, and Al’s Package Store without even slowing down—an almost impossible feat during the summer, when taking that route means dealing with the village’s worst traffic jam.

When we crossed the herring creek, I shifted into four-wheel drive and we headed east on Norton Point Beach, open now to traffic but often closed during the summer because of laws in defense of piping plovers. To our north was the cold, shallow water of Katama Bay and to our south was the colder water of the Atlantic Ocean, stretching dark blue to the southern horizon, where it met the ice blue sky.

A couple of years earlier, a seventy-foot fishing boat had gone ashore on Norton’s Point, causing consternation among plover protectors, who feared that curious sightseers might step on an egg or fledgling while eyeballing the grounded boat. Concern for the boat and its owners was considerably less than concern for the birds, and everyone breathed a sigh of relief when a tug finally managed to drag the fishing boat off the sand and back out to sea.

The boat was now only a memory and the plovers had all departed for those warmer places plovers visit in the winter, so we were able to fetch Chappaquiddick without delay.

When I was a boy, we could drive from Norton Point Beach over the sand directly to Wasque Point on the southeast corner of Chappy, but times had changed, so we took the road to Dyke Bridge—still, almost forty years after the accident that had made it famous, the most popular tourist site on the Vineyard and, according to those who yearned for the old days when only they and a few others knew of Chappy, the spark that had ignited the Vineyard’s unfortunate flame of popularity.

Other calamities had occurred and were still occurring on the island: planes crashed, boats sank, people drowned, people shot or stabbed other people or hit them with bricks, teens killed themselves and their friends by driving into trees, people overdosed on drugs or went missing and were never seen again. The most recent of the latter was Nadine Gibson, the girl with the strawberry hair, so called because of her long, brightly dyed tresses, who had left work at the Fireside bar in Oak Bluffs the previous March and had disappeared. Had she gone back to the mainland? Had she shaved her head and moved into a nunnery? Had her apparently frantic boyfriend killed and buried her after some lovers’ quarrel? No one knew. But though such disasters as these continued to occur on the island, no tourists sought out most of the fatal sites.

On the east side of the bridge, we turned and drove to Cape Pogue Pond and points north, seeing not another soul en route. We rounded the cape on the outside, following the narrow track between the water and the cliff, and spotted a seal heading toward Wasque, its sleek head disappearing underwater only to reappear farther to the south.

On the rocky north shore of the elbow, we could clearly see the Oak Bluffs bluffs, the far shore of Cape Cod, and the white houses of Edgartown. There were gulls on the water, and the waves slapped on the shingle beach.

I crossed over the neck to the pond side of the elbow, hooked a left, and there we were, on a flat beach windrowed with seaweed blown ashore by the southwest winds of recent days.

“Pa, can we fish?” Joshua asked.

“Sure, but I don’t think there’s much out there right now.”

“You don’t know if you don’t throw.”

Like father, like son. I got the small rods off the roof rack and gave them to Joshua and Diana, who went down to the water and began to make short but straight casts. They were both better at it than I had been at their ages.

“When did Joshua learn that cliché?” asked Zee, pulling plastic bags out of the back of the truck.

“That’s not just a cliché,” I said. “That’s ancient fishing wisdom.” I was watching Diana. She was very intent and was making nice casts for an eight-year-old. She looked like a miniature Zee: blue-black hair, dark eyes; a young panther. I allowed myself an early worry about the boys we could expect at our door in not too many years.

“Come along, dear.” Zee handed me a bag and we started filling them with seaweed. Our garden loved seaweed and we used a lot of it. As we worked, Zee said, “Tell me about Clay Stockton.”

How could I describe Clay Stockton? “I imagine I’ve told you most of what I know,” I said. “We met in boot camp and hit it off right away. I ended up in Nam. He didn’t. We bent a few rules together and he got me out of a couple of jams. He was the only guy I knew besides me who read for fun. He introduced me to Nietzsche.”

“Smart.”

“And he has magic hands. He can build anything and fix almost anything. He’s built wooden boats and he can do finish carpentry. And did I tell you he’s a hypnotist?”

Zee finished stuffing one big bag. “You told me about the boats, but I don’t think I’ve heard about him being a hypnotist. Here.” She gave the bag to me. “You’re a manly man. Put this in the truck.”

“What would you do without me?” I asked, coming back from the truck and joining her in filling the next bag.

“I’d do without you.” She gave me a sweet smile. “Is he a Svengali?”

“I don’t think he’s ever transformed a Trilby into an opera singer, and as far as I know he’s never hypnotized a fair maiden into doing anything she might not otherwise do.”

Zee’s smile became a grin. “A lot of fair maidens would be glad to be hypnotized into doing things they might otherwise not do.”

“Sexist. No, Clay used to hypnotize guys in our barracks just for fun, but only if they wanted him to, and never in a way to make them look foolish. The most interesting thing I saw him do was get a guy’s permission, then hypnotize him and stick a needle through the guy’s hand without causing any pain or bleeding. I never have figured that one out.”

“Did he ever hypnotize you?”

“I volunteered but it didn’t work. I was too busy analyzing what was happening to take the suggestions he was giving. I’m a bad subject.”

“I can vouch for that. I’ve had a hard time teaching you anything.”

“He was interested in psychosomatic relationships, and hypnotism was a way for him to experiment. I think what he really wanted to do was learn to hypnotize himself.”

“Did he manage to do that?”

“Not while I was around.”

“What’s he look like?”

“A good-looking guy. The last time I saw him was when we were both in Boston. I was a cop, going to Northeastern part-time, and he was at BU, studying philosophy and building a Tahiti Ketch down in Quincy. We were both married by then.” I carried the second bag to the truck and brought back another one. “He’s about six feet tall, on the lean side of average weight, blue eyes, brown hair. I think he might be what you call a hunk, but I’m not sure because I’ve never understood just what qualifies as hunkiness.”

“Leave that decision up to me, hunk. Well, he sounds pretty good so far. What’s he do for a living?”

I thought about some of the things I’d read in his rare letters and said, “Maybe you could call him a pilot, because he’s done some flying jobs here and there, but he’s done other things, too, so I don’t think you could say he has a profession. He’s like me since I left the Boston PD. No steady job.”

“You keep busy.”

“So does Clay.”

“What else can you tell me?”

“I trust him.”

“Does he have children?”

A potential sore spot. “He’s mentioned more than one child by more than one woman. He’s been married two or three times, as near as I can figure.”

Zee and I had both been married before but had survived to try again, successful examples of the triumph of hope over experience.

“Why so many wives?” asked Zee, not being judgmental.

“You can ask him. I’d say it was because he’s not a nine-to-five kind of guy and he has a lot of friends who live on the edge. Most women want a little more security than he offers. He writes about plans to settle down, but then something happens.”

“Like what?”

“Something that makes it better for him to move along.”

“Like what, Jefferson?”

“Well, once it was the woman’s first husband. She hadn’t gotten around to divorcing him before she married Clay. I think that was the same so-called marriage that involved some jewelry of dubious ownership. Clay thought it was his but the woman and her brother and some of the brother’s friends thought it was theirs, so Clay had to slide out of town at night and couldn’t go back. That sort of thing.”

“That sort of thing.”

“Another time, I remember, the wife got saved and wanted them to join a commune of fundamentalist Christians, but he didn’t care for it when they got there, so he left but she stayed.”

“And he remained unsaved, I presume.”

“As far as I know.”

“How long does he plan to stay with us?”

“I didn’t ask him.”

Joshua had gotten tired of fishing where there were no fish and had put his rod on the sand so he could skip stones for a while. I left the seaweed bag and walked down to him.

“You never put your rod on the sand,” I said. “You can get sand in your reel. If you’re through fishing, put your rod in a spike on the front of the truck.”

Joshua’s lower lip went out.

“And if that was my reel, I’d rinse it off,” I added, and walked back to the seaweed bags.

Being a boy isn’t easy, and neither is being a father. I pretended to be concentrating on filling the next bag, and after a bit, Joshua and Diana both came up from the water and put their rods in the rod spikes in front of the radiator.

Diana came closer and smiled a good-girl smile. “I didn’t put my rod on the sand, Pa.”

“Good girl.”

“I rinsed my reel,” said Joshua.

“Good boy. I almost ruined a reel once by getting sand in it, and I don’t want it to happen to you.”

“Can we go exploring, Pa?”

“Where?”

“Back there at the cliffs.” He and his sister both pointed east.

“That’s a bit of a walk.”

“We’ll go along the beach.”

I glanced at Zee, but she was staying out of this one. “All right,” I said. “But don’t climb the cliffs and make sure you’re out of the way if a car comes along. We’ll be done here soon, and when we are we’ll drive back that way and pick you up. Be careful.”

“We will, Pa.”

They walked up and over the rocky elbow and dropped out of sight on the other side.

Zee bit her lip. “Are you sure they’ll be all right?”

“Not much can happen to them. The water’s shallow and the waves are small.”

She took a deep breath, then let it out and stuffed more seaweed into her bag. “I don’t think I ever heard that story before about you ruining your reel.” She lifted her eyes and stared at my legs. “I think your pants are on fire.”

“Fables and out-and-out lies are different things,” I said. “It’s a well-known fact. Fables are told for the good of the listener; lies are told for the good of the liar.”

“And of course you’d never tell your child a lie?”

“Never,” I lied.

As I carried the latest bag of seaweed to the truck and studied the remaining space, trying to figure whether another one would fit, I heard the sound of an engine on the other side of the elbow, and I turned to see an almost-new Jeep pickup coming over to our side and turning toward us. The Jeep was driven by Eleanor Araujo, who stopped and stuck her head out the window.

“Great minds. You leave any seaweed for me?”

“Plenty,” said Zee. “You see two kids on the beach this side of the cliffs?”

“They were about halfway there and were comparing horseshoe crab shells when I came by. Well, I’d better get to work.”

“I’ll give you a hand,” I said.

“You won’t make any money, but I can pay you with a pleasant smile.”

“A pleasant smile is better than the wisecracks I’ve been getting,” I said. “Let’s get started.”

“I don’t think we can get any more in the Land Cruiser,” said Zee. “So I’ll join your crew, too. With three of us working, we’ll be done in short order.”

And we were, because there was plenty of seaweed. While we filled the back of the pickup, Zee and Eleanor chatted about this and that but never touched on the midlife crisis that had led Mike, Eleanor’s ex, to divorce her and marry the woman known to Eleanor’s angry friends simply as “the Bimbo.” When the truck was full, Eleanor drove away via the road over the big sand dunes, and we put the rods on the roof rack, then climbed into the truck, turned around, and retraced our route to the Cape Pogue cliffs.

“She seems to be doing okay,” said Zee.

“How come you didn’t talk about the divorce?” I asked.

“We didn’t want to talk about the Bimbo.”

Ahead of us I saw the children nearing the cliffs.

“The Bimbo must have a name,” I said. “What is it?”

“I wouldn’t know.”

I glanced at her pants but saw no flames. So much for moral poetry.

We caught up with the kids at the cliffs and loaded them aboard. It was a tight squeeze because of the bags of seaweed.

When we got home, I emptied the bags out by the garden. We had a good pile of seaweed but would need more by planting time.

I was putting some wood in the living-room stove when the phone rang. It was Clay Stockton.

“I’m catching the next boat. It’s about to pull out of Woods Hole.”

“I’ll meet you in Vineyard Haven. I’m glad you’re coming.”

“No gladder than I am, buddy.”

The sound of his voice rolled time backward. I was almost thirty years younger and Clay and I were sitting in a bar in West Palm Beach. I had been telling him about my plans to join the Boston PD and start college when a man came in and sat down beside us.
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The man looked about forty and was trim. His hair was short and blond.

After he had picked up his glass, he looked at Clay and said, “Tom Gilbert tells me you’re the guy who brought the Miramar II down from Boston.”

“That’s right,” said Clay.

He put out his hand. “I’m Fred Marcusa. Tom speaks highly of you. Glad to meet you.” He looked at me and arched a brow.

I gave him my name and he nodded and turned back to Clay. “That had to be a pretty rough trip, especially for somebody short-handing a boat that size through that gale off Hatteras.”

“I didn’t do it alone,” said Clay. “Tom told me he had a crew for me but the guys didn’t show up the morning I was leaving, so I talked J.W. here into coming along.”

Marcusa nodded. “Booze or women probably.”

“Probably.”

“So you left anyway.”

“We didn’t see any reason to wait.”

“I’ve seen the Miramar. Tom’s glad to have her here, but she took a bit of a beating coming down.”

“She’d have taken the same beating if I’d had a bigger crew.”

“It must have been pretty hairy out there.”

“It could have been worse.”

Marcusa sipped his drink, smiled at me, then sipped again and said, “You boys have any plans for the next few days?”

I shrugged. “Go back to Boston, I guess.”

“I don’t have any plans,” said Clay, taking another drink.

We sat in silence for a while, then Marcusa said, “If you’re interested, I can give you some work. A guy wants me to take a forty-four-foot yawl out to Freeport and then bring it back here. I can probably do it by myself but I’d rather have a crew that can handle things if something happens to me. It’ll only be a two-or three-day job, but the pay is good.”

He mentioned the pay and it really was good. Too good. “You boys interested?” he asked.

“What could happen to you?” I asked.

He smiled. “Oh, it’s not going to be dangerous or anything like that, but you’re both sailors, you know that things can happen out there. You can get sick, you can make a mistake and break something. I’d feel better with people aboard who could take over if they had to.”

I thought about the pay. If Fred was offering me that much, he must be making a lot more himself.

“You just need a crew going and coming. No more than that?” asked Clay.

“No more than that. We’ll sail to Freeport, tie up for a few hours, then come back. You ever been to Freeport?”

“No.”

“Great town. Free trade zone. Lots of cruise ships. Lots of action. You’ll get half your pay when you go aboard and half when we get home again. What do you say?”

Two or three days. Half the money up front. Clay and I looked at each other.

“Sounds okay to me,” I said, and Clay nodded.

The Lisa was fast-looking and had a pretty sheer. When I went aboard, Fred handed each of us an envelope. Mine was full of fifties. I put it in my duffle bag, and we headed out.

We took turns at the helm and lines, the three of us working smoothly together just as Clay and I had done on the Miramar II, and were well offshore by sunset. Fred cooked up a good supper, and during the night we took four-hour shifts at the helm. Fred struck me as one of those rare people, like Clay, with whom I could companionably sail long distances. We had a smooth trip and the next day we tied up against a pier in Freeport.

“There’s a bar right down there,” said Fred, pointing. “Owner knows me. You boys go have some lunch. I’ll go find the guys with our cargo. We’ll load up and be out of here before you can say Jack Robinson.”

He stepped ashore and walked out of sight. He hadn’t mentioned cargo before, but it was what I’d been expecting. Clay smiled and said, “Cargo. Why not?”

We walked down to the bar and sat down. The bartender came over and nodded toward the door. “Fred just stuck his head in and told me you’d be coming along. Said to put what you want on his tab. What’ll you have?” We enjoyed beer and sandwiches before heading back to the boat.

The cargo arrived not too much later in the form of several closed boxes marked with the name and logo of a well-known television manufacturer. The crew of Bahamians, directed by Fred, stowed the boxes in the center cabin. When the Bahamians left, Fred grinned. “I bet you never knew these things were manufactured out here in the islands.”

He was right.

“I have to see a guy,” he said. “Have another beer on me, and when I get back we’ll cast off.”

He went ashore and we went back to the bar, where we had another drink and talked with the bartender, who seemed to like Fred.

By and by, Fred came in. “Okay,” he said, “time to make sail.”

“Maybe not,” I said, looking through a window and seeing a half dozen armed uniformed men coming along the pier.

“Damn,” said Fred, looking out the window. “I’d better see what this is all about. If I can’t get rid of these guys, deliver those televisions by yourself. Somebody will meet you when you get to West Palm.”

He stepped outside and went to meet the uniformed men. They surrounded him and when they took him away with them, they left one man behind guarding the boat.

Clay and I exchanged looks and bent over our glasses.

“Guard’s got a rifle,” said Clay.

The bartender had taken everything in. He was busy for a few minutes, then came over with a bottle of beer in his hand. “Fred always treated me right,” he said. “I don’t know how long they’re going to keep him, but I think you boys and the boat better be gone before too long.”

“There’s a guy with a gun out there,” I said.

“I know that lad with the rifle,” said the bartender. “He likes his beer. Go chat with him and give him this bottle.”

He moved to the far end of the bar.

Clay and I took our glasses and stepped outside, glanced around and saw that no one was watching, then went to the guard and looked in the direction his companions had gone with Fred.

He shrugged and followed our gaze.

“Hot day,” I said. I handed him the bottle of beer. “Here. It’s on me. I was in the army once, and I know what guard duty’s like.”

He grinned, checked to make sure no one was watching, and pulled on the bottle.

“Good,” he said. We touched our glasses to his and we all had another drink.

By the time he finished his bottle, the guard seemed about half asleep. I led him into an alley and sat him against a wall behind a barrel while Clay threw the rifle into the harbor.

“I wonder what the barman put in that beer,” said Clay. “Pretty fast-acting.”

“Let’s not wait to find out,” I said.

We went aboard and cast off the bow and stern lines and motored out of the harbor. Clay and I didn’t say much. Nobody followed us, so about an hour out of the harbor, we put up the sails and turned off the engine. The creak of the rigging and the hiss and slap of the water were the only sounds. Clay and I looked astern and still saw no other boats, then we looked at each other and shook our heads, grinning.

The next day we tied up at the dock in West Palm where we’d boarded the Lisa a couple of days earlier. We were ashore with our duffle bags when a man came down the dock.

“Where’s Fred?”

“The last time we saw him he was walking off with the Freeport police,” said Clay.

He frowned. “You two brought the boat over?”

“Yes,” I said. “But so far we’ve only gotten half our pay.”

He gave me a look, then turned back to Clay. “You take a peek at the cargo?”

“No,” he said. “We’re not interested in TVs. Why don’t you go aboard and check for yourself. None of the boxes have been opened.”

“I’ll do that.” He went down into the cabin and came back. “Everything looks fine.”

“Is Fred going to be all right?” I asked. “He seemed like a nice guy. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to him.”

“He’ll be okay,” said the man. “They don’t have any evidence against him, thanks to you guys. How much does he owe you?”

We told him and he grinned and said, “Cheap bastard. I’ll have to get it for you from the bank. Come on.”

We followed him to two banks where he cashed two checks and gave us the money. As I put mine away with the other fifties, he studied us and said, “You fellas interested in more work?”

“No thanks,” I said. “I’m going back to Boston.”

“Not right now,” said Clay.

“Well, if you change your minds…”

“I’ll look you up if I do,” I said.

* * *

But I didn’t look him up because back in New England I passed my examinations and joined the Boston PD, and then started taking classes at Northeastern, using my Palm Beach money to pay my way.

As far as I knew, Clay never saw him again either, because he used his money to take flying lessons, then went out west to find work. He’d heard there were a lot of jobs for pilots out there along the border and apparently there were, because a couple of years later, he came to Boston with a new wife and enough money to rent himself a nice apartment and get his BA from Boston University.

By that time I was married, too, and the four of us saw a lot of each other before he and his then wife sailed his now completed ketch south so he could take a job he’d been offered.

And now he was coming again.

“What are you thinking about?” asked Zee, bringing me back to reality. She had a quizzical smile on her face. “You haven’t moved since you hung up the phone.”

“That was Clay,” I said. “He’s on the next boat. Hearing his voice, I got to thinking about a couple of sails we took together. I think I’ve mentioned them. One down to Florida from Boston and another out to the Bahamas and back.”

“I remember you telling me about the one to Florida, but I don’t remember the other one. Wasn’t the Florida sail the one where you ran into a bad storm?”

“Yes. You know what they say about sailing: hours of boredom interspersed with moments of stark terror. But it was a good boat so we lived to tell the tale.”

“Tell me about the Bahamas trip.”

“Not much to tell. No storms. No problems. We sailed the boat out to Freeport, then sailed it back to West Palm. Fair winds both ways.”

“What’s Freeport like?”

“All I saw of it was a dock and the inside of a bar.”

“I should have guessed! Well, you’d better get started if you’re going to meet that boat. I’m looking forward to getting to know the mythical Mr. Stockton.”

“You’ll like him.”

I drove to Vineyard Haven and had no problems finding a parking place in the Steamship Authority parking lot. The wind had shifted to the northeast and was coming off the water, so it was chilly. I stood inside the ticket office and watched the brand-new ferry, the Island Home, come into sight around West Chop. The Island Home was the pride of the Great White Fleet, and rightly so. It was only unpopular with those people who thought there were already enough people on Martha’s Vineyard and didn’t want to encourage more to come.

There weren’t too many passengers aboard, and as they streamed down the gangplank, I immediately saw Clay, backpack slung over his shoulder, traveling light as always. He looked good.

I went out to meet him as he walked toward the ticket office and we wrapped ourselves in each other’s arms, then stepped back and looked at each other, grinning.

“Haven’t changed a bit!” Clay said.

“A thing of beauty is a joy forever.”

“How long’s it been?”

“We’ll figure that out over martinis at home. Come on.”

As we walked to the Land Cruiser, he glanced once back toward the boat. Then, walking on, he slapped my shoulder. “We have a lot of catching up to do.”

“You don’t get to leave until I know everything.”

“Suits me. You sure your wife doesn’t mind me visiting?”

“She thinks you’re a myth. You get to prove you’re not. It may take some work because I’ve been telling lies about you for years.”

“Probably better than telling the truth!”

“Probably!”

We drove out of Vineyard Haven and headed for Edgartown. The bare trees let us see deep into the woods on either side of the road, revealing houses that were out of sight during the summer. There weren’t many cars on the road.

“Never been here in the winter before,” said Clay. “Last time I came here, we were both in college.”

“That was a while back. Our place has changed a bit. New rooms for the kids, another bathroom, a woodstove in the living room. The bunk room is the guest room now, and my dad’s bedroom is the master bedroom.”

“Any work available this time of year?”

“If you build houses or wooden boats,” I said. “Not much else. Most people think of rich people when they think of the Vineyard, but the island is one of the poorest counties in the state. When the tourists aren’t here, there’s a lot of unemployment and all of the problems that go along with poverty. A lot of it’s generational: fathers beat up their wives, and their sons beat up their girlfriends. Brainless parents produce brainless children. The same kid steals from his mother, gets his girlfriend pregnant, drives his car into a tree. That sort of thing. Five percent of the people cause ninety-five percent of the cops’ problems.”

“Sounds like every small town.”

“Or city. The percentages don’t change much. You looking for work?”

“Maybe. But don’t worry. If I decide to do that and if I can find a job, I won’t be mooching off you. I’ll get a place of my own.” He laughed that good, infectious laugh of his, and I heard my own laughter in response.

“You can stay as long as you want,” I said. “Hell, it’ll take a month just to catch up on what you’ve been doing since the last time you wrote.”

We passed the Felix Neck Wildlife Sanctuary and a bit later, turned down our long sandy driveway. I parked in front of the house beside Zee’s little Jeep, and we both got out and went through the screened porch into the living room.

Zee and the children came to meet us.

“You must be Zee,” said Clay. “I’m Clay.” He put out his hand and took hers, holding it just long enough. “It’s very nice of you to allow me into your home.”

Her eyes danced. “It’s a pleasure.”

“And you must be Joshua and Diana. Your father has told me of you in his letters.” He shook their hands and said, “He’s very proud of both of you.”

They beamed.

I pointed to the guest room. “You can put your gear in there, Clay, and I’ll fix us some drinks.”

He excused himself and disappeared into the guest room, and I went to the kitchen and got the Luksusowa out of the freezer. I poured three glasses, added two olives to each, put the glasses on a tray with crackers, cheese, and smoked bluefish, and came back into the living room just in time to find Clay introducing himself to Oliver Underfoot and Velcro and distributing small gifts: perfume to Zee (her favorite; how did he know? I must have mentioned it in a letter), a pocketknife to Joshua (his first; I’d only recently decided he was old enough for one, but hadn’t told him so yet), and a tiny blue sapphire ring for Diana (just the right size, too).

“How about me?” I asked, putting the tray on the coffee table next to my delighted family members.

He gestured at them. “You already have everything here a man could want.”

I looked at Zee, who was smiling at everyone in the room. It had taken me years to capture her heart. Clay had done it in five minutes. Even the cats were rubbing against his legs.

I felt good. I picked up my glass and raised it. “Here’s to us all,” I said. “God bless us, every one.”
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The next morning, Zee was back at work in the hospital ER, and the kids were in school by the time Clay came yawning into the kitchen, where I was reading the paper and having another cup of coffee.

“If I had more character, I’d be embarrassed,” he said, finding himself a cup, filling it from the pot, and sitting down across from me.

“It’s the Vineyard Sleepies,” I said. “You remember them. It happens to everybody. You come down to the island and the first thing you feel like doing is taking a nap, and the next morning you oversleep. Maybe it’s the salt in the air. It even happens to me if I’ve been off-island for a while. What’ll you have for breakfast?”

“I see some toast here and a couple of slices of bacon. I’ll fry myself a couple of eggs to go with it.” He started to rise, but I put out a hand.

“You sit. I’ll fry. You’re a guest.” I fixed his eggs and sat down again.

While he ate, his eyes roamed around the room. He looked happy, and I was happy to have him there. Friends are scarce and rare.

“Place looks mighty fine. Not to criticize your housekeeping, J.W., but I think having Zee around has improved things quite a bit.”

“No doubt about it.”

“I imagine there’ve been a lot of changes since I was here last.”

“More than you know. After you finish eating, I’ll take you on the two-wheel-drive tour and you can check things out for yourself. What you won’t see is the hundred thousand tourists we get in the summer.”

“Mostly locals here now, I guess.” He finished his meal and rose before I could. “No, I remember the rule, and it’s a good one: the cook doesn’t do the dishes; the eater does. Makes for peace in the valley.”

He carried his dishes and my now empty cup to the sink, washed everything, and stacked it in the drainer. Like everything else he did, he worked smoothly and without wasted effort, as though every movement had been choreographed. When he was done, he came outside to where I was refilling the bird feeders. The two cardinals that sat in the catbrier between visits to the feeders were waiting for me to leave.

“Pretty birds,” said Clay.

“They’re even prettier when it’s snowed,” I said. “Bright red against all that white. Christmas card stuff. If you’re ready for the ten-cent tour, make sure you wear that coat. My heater has never worked right.”

Overhead the sky was gray-blue, with high, thin clouds moving down from the northwest, dimming the midwinter sun. The wind was chilly and the trees around the house were bare ruin’d choirs.

We drove up our long sandy driveway, where I turned left and headed into Edgartown.

“A lot of these buildings weren’t here when I was last here,” said Clay, as we passed through the Y and went on. His eyes never stopped moving.

“True.” When I’d first come to the island, Edgartown’s Main Street had been lined with useful stores and shops: drugstores, grocery stores, a paper store, hardware stores, and clothing stores. Now it was all T-shirt shops, pricey resort-clothing shops, and souvenir stores, most of which were closed during the off-season. If you needed anything useful, you often had to go to Vineyard Haven or Oak Bluffs to get it.

“Cannonball Park’s still here, I see.”

“True again. And the cannons and cannonballs still don’t match.”

“I remember when some drunk college kid tried to steal one of those cannonballs. The cops let him try to carry it for a couple of blocks before they arrested him.”

“It’s challenging to purloin a ten-inch ball of iron.”

We drove down Main and to the docks, where we saw scallop boats going out toward the ponds, manned by fishermen thick with clothing.

“These guys earn their money,” I said. “I do some winter scalloping, myself.”

Clay nodded. “Fishing is a wicked way to make a buck. I fished out of Alaska one season, and a couple of times I didn’t think we were going to make it back to land. Some of those guys go out in tubs that will hardly float.”

“They’re probably a lot like the fishermen around here. They have to choose between fixing up their boats, buying insurance, or buying fuel. Most opt for the fuel because that’s the only way they can get out to the grounds and maybe make a profit for a change. When were you in Alaska?”

“Oh, I thought you knew. A few years back. My second ex sicced the police on me and I had to get out of state, so I went north. I’d never been there, so I figured I’d be fine until the dust settled. And I was. Never missed a meal, although I’ll admit I had to delay some.” He grinned. “Worked up above the Arctic Circle for a while. Wicked flies and mosquitoes up there. If you’re out in the woods and you have to take a crap, you wait as long as you can because when you drop your pants, your ass is covered with mosquitoes faster than you can shit!” He laughed.

I drove up to North Water Street and out toward Starbuck Neck. To our right we could see the little three-car On Time ferry heading across the entrance to Edgartown Harbor over to Chappaquiddick.

“A floating gold mine,” I said. “If you ever decide to go back to sea, I recommend you buy that ferry. You’ve got a monopoly on traffic, and prices go up whenever you want them to. A lot of very happily retired people once owned that business.”

“And it’s always on time because it doesn’t have a schedule. My kind of boat.”

We passed the great captains’ houses and the big Harbor View Hotel at the end of the street. “They have a Sunday brunch here with an open raw bar,” I said. “Even you could finally get your fill of littlenecks and oysters.”

“It hasn’t happened often.”

“Why was your second ex mad at you?”

“Child support. I thought we had a deal. I signed over all of our money and property except for my tools. She even got the plane I owned then. It amounted to quite a bit and we agreed that it was enough to see our boy through high school. Then, a few months later, she changed her mind and wanted more that I didn’t have. I’d almost finished building a nice little twenty-seven-foot cutter, but I had to abandon it and get out of state. I heard later that she got the boat, and then sold it.”

“You still a wanted man?”

He shrugged. “There are forty-nine other states. I’d like to see the boy, though.”

“Well, you can hunker down here as long as you need to.”

He gave me a swift look. “I may stay a few days, at least, if that’s okay.”

“You can stay as long as you want.”

We drove back to Main, then out on South Water Street, passing under the giant Pagoda Tree, which had originally been brought to the island in a flower pot by a sailing captain and recently had dropped one of its huge, ancient limbs on top of an unfortunate automobile that, happily for its owner, was unoccupied at the time.

To our left the harbor was empty save for work boats, one of which was moored to the stake where we tie our eighteen-foot catboat, the Shirley J., in the summer. At the end of the street we turned left toward Katama, where Clay had opportunity to comment that huge houses were growing like weeds in Eden.

“There’s a lot of money floating around these days,” he said. “I see this happening in every pretty place in the country. Big money from out of state. Mansions built beside lakes, up on mountains, out in the desert. Most of them only used a few weeks out of the year. It’s like the guys who buy the really big yachts. The bigger the boat, the less the owner uses it.” He shrugged. “I’ve helped build these kinds of houses and I’ve lived in them, and I’ve helped build those kinds of boats and I’ve sailed on them. It’s wonderful to have a budget that lets you build with the very best materials and take the time to do the best possible work, and the products are magnificent. When you live in those houses or sail in those boats, it’s like being in a movie.”

“Sounds good.”

“It is good, and it’s a lot of fun.” He paused. “But it’s make-believe. It might not seem so to the people who live that way all the time, but I’ve lived with those people, and most of them have no idea about any other kind of life. Their money protects them from ever having to know. I always have to leave. The time comes when I go down to some bar and have a beer, then look for a job where I can use my hands.”

We drove out along Meetinghouse Way, the roughest corduroy street in Edgartown—guaranteed to shake your car to pieces if you go over fifteen miles an hour—until we came to the Edgartown–West Tisbury road, where I took a left and headed up-island.

I showed him the driveway down which then-president Joe Callahan and his family had lived while enjoying their summer island holidays.

“I think you wrote that you’d met the daughter,” said Clay.

“Cricket Callahan. Yes. Nice kid. I think she’s in college or grad school now.”

“According to the magazines, this place is crawling with celebrities.”

“More every year, they say, but most of them stick to themselves. Every now and then you get one who wants to be seen, but that’s pretty rare. I don’t know much about the celebrity scene, I’m afraid. My friends are mostly neighbors, fishermen and people who sing in the community chorus. Not a celeb among them.”

A car came up behind us and Clay turned and studied it. Beyond the mill pond, the car went right, and I turned left and drove past the field of dancing statues. Even in January happy-looking people were out there imitating the poses of the statues and having their pictures taken beside them. I’ve been told that thousands of such photos have been mailed from all over the world to the gallery beside the field.

“I may come up here and pose, myself.” Clay grinned. “My kids might get a kick out of seeing me being a goof.”

“You pose and I’ll take the picture.”

“It’s a deal. Not today, though. Too cold. Later.”

“How many children do you have these days?”

“Three. Two girls and the boy. Different mothers. None of the marriages lasted. What about you and Carla? I know you split but you never said why. I liked her.”

“And she liked you and me, but she was a schoolteacher and finally couldn’t take being a cop’s wife because she never knew when I might end up in a box. When I got shot, it was the last straw for her. She waited until she knew I’d be all right, then divorced me and married another schoolteacher so she’d have a husband with a safe job. They have two kids now and live out west somewhere.”

He stared ahead as I turned up Music Street and headed for Middle Road. “It’s rough when things fall apart, but what starts out good doesn’t always end that way. You have no idea how I envy you. A wife and kids and all the house you need. I’ve known a thousand guys like me, and every one of them would trade all their travels and capers for what you’ve got.”

“They write books about those people but not about people like me.”

“Believe me,” he said, “you don’t want people writing about you.” He slapped my knee and grinned. “You know: police blotters, IOU’s, wanted posters, angry e-mails, and all like that!”

“Fame can be demanding,” I agreed, laughing. It was good to be with someone I didn’t have to explain things to, and I thought he felt the same.

We passed the field where the long-horned oxen grazed. I was driving slowly so I could look at the land on both sides of the road and see new things, and it wasn’t long before a faster car appeared behind me. I pulled over into the entrance to a driveway and let the car go by. Clay looked at it with interest until it was out of sight in front of us.

“Not much traffic this time of year,” I said, “but most of it is still faster than I am.”

“You’ve got the right idea. Slow and steady is best.”

Middle Road is the prettiest road on the island, with farms and fields and fine stone walls on either side. As we got toward its western end, we could see the Atlantic rolling south toward the horizon, cold and wintry under the darkening January sky.

We came to Beetlebung Corner and drove to Menemsha, a fishing village so cute it looks like Walt Disney designed it. Clay ordered me to stop so he could buy us two lobster rolls for a snack.

As he climbed back into the Land Cruiser, he said, “After we admire the Gay Head cliffs—or are they the Aquinnah cliffs these days?—a liquor store is the next stop. We need a bottle of Rémy Martin for after dinner.”

“For a homeless man, you’ve got expensive taste.”

“I’ve slept under the stars more than once, but right now I’m in the chips and staying in a nice little place in Edgartown. Other people’s houses are the best, you know, just like other people’s boats. You get all the benefits and none of the responsibilities or expenses, so you can blow your money on lobster and Rémy Martin.”

“It sounds like a plan.”

His eyes had surveyed the parking area and then the road ahead as I drove around Menemsha Pond and followed the highway to the top of the famous cliffs, at the westernmost point of the Vineyard. We were all alone at the observation area, and the wind was cold in our faces as we looked out across the whitecapped sound toward the huddled Elizabeth Islands.

“Snow coming,” he said.

I nodded. “I like snow when I’m inside and it’s outside. I’m a few years past loving cold weather. At home we can sit in front of the fire and look through the windows at the flakes coming down.”

As we walked back down to the truck, another couple, shoulders hunched against the wind, came up the path. They smiled and said hello and that, yes, it looked like snow, and passed on up the hill. Clay glanced at them over his shoulder as we went on.

Back down-island, we stopped in Oak Bluffs, where we lunched on Sam Adams and burgers at the Fireside.

Bonzo was there, bringing beer up from the basement. When he saw me, he came right over to our table. Long before I’d met him, he’d gotten into some bad acid and had doomed himself to a life of gentle preadolescence.

“Hey, J.W., how you doing?” He smiled his childish smile.

“I’m good, Bonzo.” I introduced him and Clay to each other as old friends, and they shook hands.

“J.W. is my old friend, too,” said Bonzo to Clay, “and if you’re his friend, that means that you’re my friend, too.”

“I’m glad to have a new friend,” said Clay.

Bonzo beamed. “Hey,” he said to me, “you know what? I got a new recorder and a new mike and as soon as spring comes, I’m gonna go out and get the best bird songs I ever got! You want to come?”

“Sounds like fun, Bonzo. You can go on my land, if you want to. I’ve got a meadow back in my woods where you might pick up some good songs.”

“That’s a good idea, J.W. I never been there. I might hear a bird I never heard before!”

“I guess it could happen. When you’re ready, you give me a call and we’ll do it.”

Bonzo was suddenly serious. “You know who would like to go, too? Nadine. I wish she’d come back. She liked birds. She went with me to listen to them once.”

“Maybe she’ll come back in the spring, Bonzo.”

“You think so? I hope you’re right. That would be very good.”
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