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O rose, thou art sick:
 The invisible worm
 That flies in the night,
 In the howling storm,

Has found out thy bed
 Of crimson joy,
And his dark secret love
Does thy life destroy.

—WILLIAM BLAKE

    THE SICK ROSE
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There was a time when the tourist season on Martha’s Vineyard pretty much began on the Fourth of July and ended on Labor Day. Increasingly, however, the shoulder seasons have expanded. People start coming down for weekends in April or even earlier, and the island doesn’t really belong to islanders again until after New Year’s, when, for two months, it’s ours alone, and is very quiet.

Of the Vineyard’s two shoulder seasons, the fall and winter shoulder is the busiest, what with childless couples staying to enjoy the autumn weather and off-island people returning for the annual Bass and Bluefish Derby, deer-hunting season, weddings, Columbus Day, Thanksgiving, and Christmas.

January and February, the quiet months, are perplexities to off-islanders, who often ask, “What do you do down there during the winter?” and proclaim that being penned up on an island would drive them crazy from boredom. For Vineyarders, on the other hand, being penned up on the mainland would be much worse.

The difference between the two groups is that the off-islanders need to be able to travel about on the spur of the moment, whereas Vineyarders accept the fact that they must live by ferry schedules and reservation policies. If your psychic welfare depends upon instant mobility—going to the mall, the opera, the Kittery Trading Post, or wherever—you shouldn’t live on an island.

Off-islanders also err in thinking that there’s nothing to do on the Vineyard during the winter. In fact, there’s so much to do that you can’t begin to do it all. There are community chorus rehearsals and performances and other musical activities and presentations; there are reading groups, amateur theatrics, movies, learned lectures, and high school sporting events; you can ice fish or go frostbite sailing, hunting, ice boating, dancing, or partying. If you want to, you can be out every night, sopping up culture or just having a good time. If you’re bored, it’s probably because you are a bore.

Zee and I and the two kids attend some of these many events but in general prefer to stay at home with each other in our old but cozy onetime hunting-camp home. Nothing pleases me more than being inside with my family, warm in front of the glass-doored living room stove while the winter wind howls outside and snow splats against the windows.

We have all the entertainment we need right here: shelves of books, a good radio, the last black-and-white TV in the world, a stereo system for our tapes and CDs, and our recently purchased computer, which is mostly used by Joshua and Diana for their schoolwork and which has temporarily put a stop to their previously consistent pleas for a dog.

I know that when the new wears off the computer, the dog request will return with more of “But all our friends have dogs, Pa,” and “We’d take care of it ourselves, Pa,” and all the other pleas and promises. But I am not about to have a dog. No dogs! We have cats: Oliver Underfoot and Velcro.

Cats are quiet and independent, but dogs are yappy and born slaves who want nothing more than to serve their masters. In fact, of course, their owners are the real slaves, constantly walking, feeding, and cleaning up after their noisy, slobbering pets. I don’t approve of slaves or slavery, so we’re not going to have a dog if I have anything to say about it! Whenever I preach this sermon, Zee rolls her great dark eyes and shakes her beautiful head.

The trouble began in early December, during deer season, when the kids were still under the spell of the computer and we were all beginning to think Christmas thoughts.

In our house, we don’t consider it proper to do anything Christmasy until after Thanksgiving, and we feel free to raise disapproving eyebrows when stores offer pre-Thanksgiving Christmas music or displays or sales of Christmas items.

“Do you think we’re getting stuffier about this Christmas thing as we get older?” asked Zee, as we strolled Edgartown’s Main Street.

“Absolutely not,” I said. “It’s like the Good Book says: for everything there is a season.”

“This isn’t a case of the devil quoting scripture, is it?”

“No comment.”

“Do you approve of having deer-hunting season between Thanksgiving and Christmas? Does the Good Book have anything to say about that?”

I took her arm in mine. “You’re just trying to start trouble.”

“Who, me?”

There are a lot of deer on Martha’s Vineyard and every year hunters kill several hundred of them. There’s a season for shotguns, one for muzzle-loaders, and one for bows and arrows. Other deer are shot out of season by hunters who don’t wait for state approval to ply their ancient art.

About the same number of deer are killed each year by cars, which raises the question of what sort of license you really need to bag your buck.

The island’s most passionate opponents of hunters and hunting are members of VETA, Vine-yarders for the Ethical Treatment of Animals, which is the local version of a national organization, or perhaps it’s an international organization, devoted to nonviolence to all creatures.

My friend Mimi Bettencourt Cortez belongs to VETA, although her views did not prevent her from marrying Ignacio “Nash” Cortez, who is as dedicated a hunter and fisherman as Mimi is a dedicated vegetarian. Mimi also has a sense of humor, which seems nonexistent in many of her VETA comrades.

Nash, in response to his wife’s support of VETA, has created his own organization, VETFAV, Vine-yarders for the Ethical Treatment of Fruits and Vegetables, which is dedicated to decrying the heartless killing, mutilation, torture, and devouring of innocent plants. Nash’s letters to the papers have gotten a lot of laughs from hunters and fishermen and even a few from Mimi, but the rest of the VETA people are not amused.

I eat a lot of plants and I’m also a fan of venison cooked rare. I used to shoot my own deer, but somehow the joy of the hunt faded for me, and I put my shotguns away with the rifle my father used when he hunted in Maine. I disapprove of trophy hunters but I have no moral objections whatever about hunting and fishing as long as the hunters and fishermen eat what they kill. If you eat it you can kill it, as far as I’m concerned, although I admit to drawing the line at killing and eating people.

I can’t really think of a strictly logical reason for making that exception, but I do make it, probably because of some irrational bias favoring my species; I’ve wondered if we’d have fewer or more wars if soldiers were required to eat the enemies they killed.

Without getting too involved in the moral subtleties of killing things, I’ll add here that I think it’s also okay to kill something or someone who’s trying to kill or seriously damage you or yours. Finally, to complicate my ethics a bit more, I should say that although I disapprove of capital punishment (because mistakes often have and will continue to be made in trials), I think there are some people who deserve to be killed and whose deaths would greatly improve society.

I generally favor leaving them to the police and the courts, but a guy I know, having given thought to the matter over a few beers, came to a different conclusion. He was of the opinion that capital punishment should be outlawed but duels should be allowed. The participating parties would need to be in agreement about the terms and the matter would be personal instead of abstract, two factors that seemed to my acquaintance to legitimize the affair in some way. When I asked him about motives for shooting or stabbing other people under the great oak at dawn, he thought the classic ones would do: revenge for insults and hurts, real or imagined.

Most killers, however, are not so fearless and foolishly honorable as to stand in front of their equally armed adversaries and stab or fire on command. They prefer assassination. One such person came to the Vineyard when the island hunters were shooting deer and I was doing some scalloping over in Cape Pogue Pond, sharing Mike Look’s boat and paying for my share of expenses to drag my limit along with his. The killer was after bigger game.

I got involved while I was opening my day’s catch of scallops out in the shed behind our house, glad to be out of the wind and near the kerosene heater that took the chill from the afternoon air. I worked wearing a rubberized apron and standing at a table holding scallops I’d dumped there from my bushel baskets. I had a fifty-gallon barrel for the emptied shells, a stainless steel bowl for the meat I cut, and a smaller bowl of water in case I needed to rinse something. My scalloping knife was an old, familiar one, and with it I could work my way through a bushel in pretty good time. I’m not the fastest opener I know, but I’m not the slowest, either. When you get paid by the pound, you have to be fast and steady and you don’t want to leave any meat on the shells.

When I filled the stainless steel bowl, I’d take it to the house and get another one. Zee would pack the scallops in plastic containers to sell to the local markets. Fresh bay scallops are hard to beat for taste and usually bring a price that makes dragging for them and opening them worthwhile. There is irony involved, of course: the more scallops there are, the more quickly you can get your limit, but the lower the price. And vice versa. There ain’t no justice in this world, as the old-timers say. The market owners naturally disagree.

I was working on my last quarter bushel of scallops when the shed door opened behind me. I glanced back and saw Joe Begay. He had a hand in the pocket of his winter camouflage jacket, and he scanned the woods behind the shed before shutting the door.

Joe and I went back all the way to America’s last Asian war, when he had been my sergeant and I had been a seventeen-year-old who had lied about his age to become a soldier. My military career had been a short one: on my very first patrol Joe and I had both gotten blown up by a Viet Cong mortarman who had sighted us before we sighted him.

The mortarman had done his work well and Joe and I spent a lot of time in hospitals. My legacy was considerable scar tissue and shrapnel below my knees. Joe Begay’s was eye damage that had blinded him for a time and still obliged him to wear dark glasses under most conditions. But we had both been luckier than others on that patrol.

I occasionally still have dreams about the incredible noise of the attack, and about the flying dirt and brush and body parts, and I will wake making sounds for which there are no names as Zee, who is a nurse who knows how to take care of both my body and soul, gently shakes me and tells me everything is all right, that she is there and we are far from war.

Now, years after that fatal ambush, Joe and I both lived on Martha’s Vineyard, albeit on opposite ends of the island. Joe, who had married Toni Vanderbeck, of the Aquinnah Vanderbecks, was supposedly retired after decades of government work he didn’t discuss but that still occasionally took him away from home for days or even weeks at a time. Where he went or what he did I never asked, which was perhaps why we had remained friends.

“You could get yourself shot wearing a jacket like that during deer season,” I said, going back to work. “How are you at opening scallops?”

“Out in Oraibi we didn’t have scallops,” said Begay.

That was true. There were no scallops on Third Mesa or anywhere else on the Hopi reservation. Begay was a long way from his boyhood Arizona home.

“Well, now that you’re married to a Wampanoag and live in Wampanoagland and have kids who are half Wampanoag, you should make an effort to master Wampanoag skills. The Wampanoags have been opening Vineyard scallops for ten thousand years.”

“I’m not sure about the ten thousand years, but otherwise you’re probably right,” said Begay.

Something in his tone caused me to turn and look at him again. He was bent and looking through the small, dirty window in the back wall toward the woods that lead off from our buildings toward the Felix Neck wildlife sanctuary.

He was a tall man, big through the shoulders and chest but lean from the waist down. His hair was shiny, straight, and black as the Pit. His face was brown, his eyes were black, and his cheekbones were high. His wife, Toni, when describing their first meeting out in Santa Fe, said she had never seen anybody who looked more like an Indian was supposed to look and that she had fallen instantly in love with him.

“What’s out there?” I asked him. “Some deer hunter? I don’t post my land and I don’t mind them hunting, but I’d like them to do it farther from the house.”

“I don’t see anything at all,” said Begay, straightening. “I was just double-checking my trail. I parked over at Felix Neck.”

Interesting. “You came through the woods? Why don’t you use the driveway like everybody else?”

“Next time.”

The air seemed to change, to become thinner, more brittle. I turned back to the table, but my hands were acting on their own as they worked through the remaining scallops. “What’s going on?” I asked.

“I need a favor.”

“Ask.”

“I’m driving to Hyannis tomorrow morning. I’d like to have you pick me up there and bring me back to the island.”

“All right.”

“I’ll explain later.”

“All right.”

“It’s probably best not to tell Zee any more than you have to. There may be strangers around asking questions, and she can’t tell them what she doesn’t know.”

“I trust her as much as I trust myself.”

“Use your own judgment, then. Drive to the Cape Cod Mall about noon and get yourself some lunch in the food court. I’ll meet you there.”

“All right. Are Toni and the kids okay?”

“I’ve sent them away. I’ll tell you about it tomorrow.”

“Do you need anything? A place to stay tonight? Something to eat or drink?” I paused, then added, “A weapon?”

“No. Thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Yes.” I turned when I heard the door unlatch. He still had his hand in the side pocket of his jacket. He studied the woods and left, shutting the door behind him. I went to the window and watched him move away, walking swiftly and gracefully. The winter camouflage blended well with the barren December forest and he was soon out of sight. I studied the woods awhile longer but saw no other movement.

I finished opening the scallops and carried the meat into the house.

“This is the last of them,” I said to Zee. “I’ll dump the shells.”

I went out and put the barrel into the back of my rusty old Toyota Land Cruiser and took it up to the spot off Clevelandtown Road where scallopers dump their shells. A small flock of seagulls was there before me, picking at shells and making resentful noises as they flew up and waited for me to go away and leave them to their feast.

I dumped my barrel and drove on up to the airport, where I got round-trip ferry reservations for the next day. In December that’s easier than in the summer, when it’s virtually impossible because of the tourists.

At home, our outdoor pipes had been drained for the winter, so I used a bucket of water from the kitchen to rinse out the barrel before leaving it upside down to drain beside the shed.

Then I returned to the house. Already the sun was low in the western sky, and Joshua and Diana would soon be home from the second grade and kindergarten. I wanted to talk with Zee before they arrived.

Zee had the last of the scallops in the fridge and was working on supper. Scallops, of course. Her plan, I saw, was to fry them up with garlic butter and serve them over rice with broccoli on the side. A winning meal, for sure.

I washed up and prepared the broc for the microwave. We were becoming very twenty-first-centuryish, what with our microwave, our cell phone, and our computer. The next thing you know we’ll be getting a color TV.

While I worked, Zee told me we’d gotten a call from Professor Buford Oakland, who wanted me to open up his Oak Bluffs house for family members who would be making a pre-Christmas trip to the island. I added his house to the list of several others I also had to open for the holidays, and told her about Joe Begay’s visit to the shed.

She frowned. “He said that he sent Toni and the children away? I called her yesterday and got her answering machine. I was wondering why she never called back. What do you suppose is going on?”

“I’ll tell you when I know.”

“I don’t like it so far. I wonder where Toni is.”

“I don’t like it either,” I said, “but maybe there’s nothing to worry about.”

“Where are Joshua and Diana?” asked Zee, glancing at the wall clock. “They should be home by now.”

“The bus doesn’t get them here for another ten or fifteen minutes,” I said in my soothing voice.

“Are you sure Joe had a pistol in his pocket?”

“It looked that way to me.”

“I don’t like it. Should we call the police?”

“If Joe wanted the police I think he’d have called them.”

The cats, Oliver Underfoot and Velcro, came into the room and suggested that it was time for their afternoon snack. I gave it to them. A quarter of an hour later Joshua and Diana strolled down our long sandy driveway right on schedule.

Everything at the Jackson house seemed normal, but to Zee and me everything had changed.
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I took our mainland shopping list with me when I went over to Cape Cod the next morning, because normal life doesn’t stop in abnormal times and when you live on Martha’s Vineyard, you never come home from America with an empty car. You fill it full of stuff that you can buy for a fraction of what it would cost on the island, and you always fill your tank with mainland gasoline before catching the ferry home.

Since most Cape Cod stores are open at nine and it can take an hour to drive from the Woods Hole ferry terminal to Hyannis, I’d reserved an early-morning trip from Vineyard Haven so I’d have a couple of hours to shop before meeting Joe Begay at the mall at noon. I drove Zee’s little Jeep since it was less conspicuous than my antique Land Cruiser.

On the way to the ferry, though, I stopped at two of the houses I look after during the winter. Since I have no regular job, I stretch out my meager disability money by fishing, doing odd jobs, and care-taking several houses. I close them in the fall, check on them during the winter, and open them again in the spring or whenever their owners want them opened.

In this case, both of my stops were to open houses for Christmas. This included turning up the thermostats and making sure that all windows and doors were locked and that there were no signs of illegal entry or other problems. In the Oakland house I lingered awhile in the library, which was a room I loved.

Professor Buford Oakland was a friend of my friend Professor John Skye, who had recommended me for the job with the Oaklands. John was a medieval lit man at Weststock College, up north of Boston, and Oakland was a historian with a focus on the Civil War. He taught somewhere in Virginia and was, I guessed by his name, a Southerner himself, since no one but a Southerner would be named Buford. He was a Yale man, which perhaps explained how he ended up with a summer place on the Vineyard, although a surprising number of Southerners have island houses.

Buford Oakland had a couple of grown children I’d never met, and like John Skye, he had a large library that I admired; but whereas the only weaponry on display in John’s library was a triangulation of foil, épée, and saber on a wall, a token of John’s athletic career as a collegiate three-weapon man, Oakland had a private collection of Civil War memorabilia including bayonets, pistols, and rifles on a wall and in a glass-covered case below it. Among these was a LeMat revolver that sported a short shotgun barrel below the cylinder, in case you missed nine times with the regular bullets, and a Type II 1863 rifle-musket made by the Springfield Armory that was, according to the little card beside it, the last regulation U.S. muzzle-loader. Firearms had changed quite a bit since the Blue and the Gray went at it, and I marveled, as always, at the amount of human ingenuity that went into developing ways of killing and maiming other humans.

Dr. Oakland also had battlefield maps and shelves of books about the war, including some he had written himself. It was clear that he loved his subject, and I guessed that that love probably made him an exciting teacher. One of the Vineyard’s charms is that it has more than its share of interesting residents, and you never know when you’re going to encounter one of them. Before leaving the room, I laid paper, kindling, and wood in the fireplace. Whoever was coming might enjoy a good book in front of a fire on a cold December night.

Hearing a lone shot off in the woods to my right as I left the house, I remembered my father once telling me that if you heard a single shot, the chances were good that the hunter got his deer; that if you heard two shots the chances were not so good; and that if you heard three shots the deer was still running. In muzzle-loader days, you only got one chance, which was part of the charm for modern-day black-powder hunters, who liked the link to their ancestral shooters. The thrill of the hunt must be buried deep in our genetic codes.

After I drove off the ferry in Woods Hole, I hit most of the stores in Falmouth where Vineyarders traditionally shop: Kappy’s for booze, the Christmas Tree Shop and the Oceanstate Job Lot for dolmas and serendipitous discoveries, Wal-Mart for birdseed, toilet paper, paper towels, and a few other items on Zee’s list, and the office-supply place for computer paper and ink. I also got a late breakfast at McDonald’s because there are no McDonald’s on Martha’s Vineyard and I always pig out at Mac’s when I go off-island.

At the Cape Cod Mall in Hyannis I had another McDonald’s meal for lunch in the food court: a double cheeseburger, tall fries, and a medium Coke. Two Mac meals in a single day. Heaven.

Joe Begay didn’t join me. Instead, as he walked by my table he said, sotto voce, “Drive by the door at the far end of the mall in half an hour. I’ll be there.” He walked on and I kept eating. When I was through, I went out to the Jeep and drove to the other end of the mall. As I eased past the entrance there, Joe Begay appeared. I stopped and he slid into the seat beside me.

“Drive,” he said, looking back toward the entrance.

I did that, glancing into the rearview mirror and seeing no one who appeared to be interested in us.

“Home, James,” said Begay, sliding his big body down as far as it would go, which was not enough to get his head below the level of the windows.

I drove out onto Route 28 and headed for Woods Hole. “When we get down the road a way,” I said, “we’ll pull off and fix you a nest in the backseat. You can hide in the toilet paper.”

“Fine.” Begay sat back up in the seat. “I feel like somebody in a Hitchcock film.”

“Me, too. Where’s your truck?”

“At the airport.”

The Hyannis airport is almost across the street from the mall.

“That may cause some confusion among the heathen,” I said.

“I hope so,” said Begay. “When’s your reservation back to the island?”

“Middle of the afternoon. You need some time to do something first?”

“No. Just get me back to the Vineyard. When we get there, can you take me up to the house? Toni’s car’s there.”

“Sure.”

We drove on.

“You’re not asking many questions,” said Begay.

“Not because I don’t have them. You want to bunk out with us for a while?”

“No need. I may be imagining things but if I’m right, I don’t want to get you any more involved.”

“I’m already involved. I just don’t know in what.”

“You’re not involved yet. I’m sure nobody trailed me out of the mall, so you’re clear if you get me back to the house without anyone seeing me with you.”

My rearview mirror was empty. “I can do that,” I said, “but you’re wrong about me not being involved. I’ve been involved with you since you saved my bacon in ’Nam.”

“I’m the one whose bacon got saved by you,” said Begay. “Are we ever going to get this story straight?”

I glanced at him and saw a small smile on his craggy face. “Probably not,” I said.

When the Vietnam mortarman had dropped his rounds on us, blinded Sergeant Begay had picked up shrapnel-crippled me and become my legs while I had become his eyes. Two half-men had become one whole man long enough to call in the gunships and the medics and to save what was left of our patrol. The argument about who had saved whom had gone on ever since and had become a joke.

Now, after Begay said nothing for a while, I asked, “Where are Toni and the kids?”

“I sent them out to Arizona to spend some time with my people. I told Toni to take the children out of school for a couple of weeks and show them where their daddy grew up. She didn’t want to go, but she went. They should be fine. The Easter Bunny has never been there.”

I drove for a while before I said, “The Easter Bunny. It’s the wrong time of year for the Easter Bunny. It’s almost time for Rudolph.”

“It’s not Rudolph,” said Begay. “We got Rudolph. And we got the Scarecrow, too, but we don’t think we got the Easter Bunny.”

Most of the souvenir shops along Route 28 were closed for the winter. I saw one such and pulled around behind it. We repacked the backseat with Begay snuggled between a large pack of toilet paper and an even larger pack of paper towels. All he had to do to be invisible was to hold a fifty-pound sack of oiled sunflower seeds in his lap. I found the case of Sam Adams I’d gotten earlier at Kappy’s and gave us each one before we started on down the road again.

“If you don’t want to tell me what this is about,” I said, “I won’t push it. I’ll ask Jake Spitz.”

“I deserve this,” said Begay. “I’d forgotten how nosy you can be.”

That wasn’t true, of course. Joe Begay didn’t forget things. He thought he might need someone and that he could trust me if push came to shove. He was right about the trust, but I was more than two decades past soldiering so I hoped he wouldn’t need any honed combat skills.

“I’ll go to Jake if I have to,” I said, “but it might save some time if you came right out with it.”

“Jake is FBI,” said Begay. “This involves other people.”

“If you say so. Okay, let’s talk about something else. How about them Patriots? They gonna make it to the Super Bowl this year?”

There was a silence, then Joe said, “All right, here’s what I know. In the last few months three people I worked with on a job have been killed. The odds of those three people dying in one year seem pretty long, especially since the last two died Stateside. There are two of us left.”

“Overseas work,” I said, taking note of the Stateside reference.

“Unofficially, yes; officially, no comment. Last year five of us were on a trade mission abroad to drum up business for some American corporations. We courted officials and businesspeople and tried to open some closed doors. The State Department worked with us because they agree with old Cal that the business of America is business.”

“What was your real job?”

“That actually was one of our real jobs, and we managed to make some progress. We were so good that our cover seemed perfect.” He paused. “Of course we had another job, and we made progress on that one, too. Ever read about the hashshashin, back in Crusader days?”

“Yes. The killers who did their work high on hash and religion. The original assassins.”

“Well, the modern equivalents are still around. Some of them are the suicide bombers you read so much about. Nowadays, though, the top guys are more interested in money than religion, and they never die for the cause if they can get somebody else to do it for them. They hang out in safe countries and usually do their jobs somewhere else.

“The world being what it is, there’s plenty of work for them and they do it well, and when they go home afterwards they live in fine houses and are very law-abiding and generous. They build schools and sewer systems and hospitals, and the local people love them at least as much as they fear them.”
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