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A BEAUTIFUL PLACE TO DIE


To my wife, Shirley Prada Craig, a Vineyard woman, a daughter of the sea
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The alarm went off at three-thirty. Outside it was as black as a tax collector’s heart. Smart me had stopped at the market the night before for doughnuts, so I was on the road as soon as I filled my thermos with coffee. I rattled through Edgartown without seeing another soul and went on south toward Katama. The air was sharp and dry, and the wind was light from the southwest. Maybe it would blow the bluefish in at last. They were two weeks late, or at least two weeks later than the year before. The heater in the Landcruiser didn’t work too well, so I was a bit chilly for the first few miles.

Near the end of the pavement, I passed the condos and the new houses on the right (six big figures last year, six bigger figures this year). Who would want one? Lots of people, of course. This was Martha’s Vineyard, after all, that green gem of an island circled by gold, set in a sapphire sea. Some enterprising entrepreneurs in the drug-running business had, a couple of years back, bought and sold some of those houses in a money-laundering scheme. They had, alas for them, been caught at it. More oil-islanders run afoul of Vineyard law.

I slowed and shifted into four-wheel drive, then pulled onto the beach and headed east. Winter storms had worn the sands away but spring tides had returned them, so I could drive outside the dunes. With the waves slapping the beach on my right, I followed the truck tracks, watching the sky brighten over Chappaquiddick and taking note of the lights on Nantucket off to the south and east. Someday I’d have to go over there and have a look at that other island. But I’d been saying that for thirty years, ever since my father first took me to Wasque when I was five, and I hadn’t done it yet. I was really thinking about bluefish anyway, not Nantucket.

A year ago I’d lucked out. On May fifteenth I’d fetched Wasque Point just as the blues had arrived for the season. All alone, I’d taken two dozen before sticking the rod in the spike and taking a coffee break. By the time George Martin and his fishing pal Jim Norris had arrived, I had forty-three fish and the school was gone. What could be more rewarding?

“You’re just in time for the funeral,” I’d said.

George and Jim had eyed my overflowing fishbox, then had fished all the way up East Beach and back while I stayed and admired the sunrise. When they got back, I was still on Wasque, drinking coffee.

“If you guys need a fish, help yourselves,” I said.

“God is a giant bluefish, you know,” said George, looking at my fish again. “You’ll catch hell for this when you get to heaven. You have any more coffee in that jug?”

“You’d think a guy with as much money as you have would have his own coffee,” I said as I poured.

“We had some,” said Jim, “but it didn’t last that whole trip up the beach and back.”

“If you want to make your coffee last,” I explained, “you have to spend some of your time catching fish. You see, when you’re catching fish you don’t have time to drink so much coffee. On the other hand, when you just ride around and drink coffee, you don’t catch any fish, and by and by you not only don’t have any fish but you don’t have any coffee either. You understand what I’m saying?”

“I don’t think I can stand this any more,” said George. “Don’t you have to go to work, Jim?”

“As a matter of fact, I do.” Jim grinned. “Just in time, too. See you later, J.W.”

George snagged a fish from my box. “I will take one of these. I promised Susie I’d bring her one for supper.”

They drove off, and after a bit I followed. Back in Edgartown I got a good price for the fish because they were the first of the season.

That summer there had been a lot of blues around. So far this year, there weren’t any. Maybe I’d be lucky again and meet them when they came in. But if so, I wasn’t going to have Wasque to myself this time. There were fresh tire tracks ahead of me.

Wasque Point is on the southeast corner of Chappaquid-dick, the sometime island that is generally hooked to the Vineyard by a spit of sand running west along South Beach. When the sea breaks through the sandspit, Chappy is an island and the broken beach becomes Norton’s Point; the rest of the time, Chappy is a peninsula. Wasque is one of the world’s great bluefishing spots, thanks to the rip at its point which tosses bait up and about and attracts the voracious blues. Usually they arrived in May, but here it was early June and they were still on vacation. Had they no sense of duty?

My headlights pulled me along as the sky brightened, and sure enough there was a four-by-four parked in my favorite spot. It was two hours before the end of the west tide. Perfect timing. If the wily blues were coming, they should be coming now. I swung in beside the four-by-four and doused my lights. Dark against the brightening water, a lone fisherman, shapeless in waders and hooded sweatshirt, was making his casts.

I looked at the four-by-four. It was unfamiliar. I knew most of the regulars and their vehicles. I looked at the sand near the four-by-four and saw no sign of fish lying there. I looked back at the fisherman and watched him reel in, set, and make his cast. The plug went away into the darkness. I looked out to sea but saw no splash of white indicating where the lure had landed. I got out, opened the back, and got out my Gra-lites. The air was nippy. I climbed into the waders, got my rod off the roof rack, and snapped a three-ounce Roberts onto the leader.

In the brightening air things were taking clearer shape. I looked again at the sand near the strange four-by-four but still saw no fish. Good. I looked at the fisherman. He was casting short and to the right. Just to make sure, I watched two more casts. Both went short and to the right. A starboard swinger, a familiar type among surfcasting tyros. I walked down on his left as he reeled in. The safe side. Supposedly. As I set to make my cast, a weight glanced off my head, snatched my cap, and flew down the beach into the surf. I felt the whip of fishline on my face and knew exactly what had happened; the fisherman, trying to straighten out his starboard cast, had overcompensated and made a radical cast to the left. My timing, impeccable as always, resulted in my head being in precisely the right spot to be whacked by the plug.

“Hey!” I said.

“Jees!” said the fisherman.

“No damage,” I said, disengaging myself from the line. “Now reel in. And when you get that hat back on the beach, ease off and let me get it unhooked. That’s a valuable hat. It’s got my shellfish license pinned to it.”

The fisherman reeled, and the hat slid out of the surf mid up onto the beach. It stopped at my feet. “It’s the best thing I’ve landed so far,” she said.

She said? Yes. She was a she. A fisherperson.

I unhooked my cap. It was almost new, one of those with an adjustable plastic strap on the back that says Caterpillar on the front. It was soaked and sandy. I shook it out, rinsed it in the surf, wrung it out, and put it on.

“I’m sorry,” said the fisherperson, “but I came down here early just so I could practice without bothering anybody. Why did you have to stand so close? You could have any other place on the beach. Couldn’t you see that I don’t know what I’m doing?”

She was right. It was my own fault. “You’re right,” I said, “it’s my own fault. It’s just that you’re standing right where I caught the first bluefish of the season last year.”

“Well, there don’t seem to be any here this morning.”

She was hard to make out inside her sweatshirt and waders, but I had hopes of actually seeing her eventually because the light was getting brighter. Beyond her, coming from Katama, headlights were bouncing toward us. Another early riser.

“Don’t give up on the fish yet,” I said. “Look, do you really want to fish? If you do, you need a little help. It’s okay to throw your plug every which way when you’re alone, but once the blues come in, you won’t be alone very often. The regulars will be lined up here shoulder to shoulder sometimes, and they’ll not take kindly to having their lines crossed and getting plugs in their ears.”

“Go ahead.” She gritted her teeth. “Say something nasty about women trying to fish.”

“Don’t get testy,” I said. “Everybody starts off the same way. There are a couple of tricks to this game just like any other one. I think you can get a kink or two out of your cast, if you want to. If you just want to be mad, go ahead. We’re going to have company in about five minutes and then you’ll be outnumbered and I won’t have to be scared of you any more.”

She glanced west toward the oncoming lights. When she turned back, I could see her face in the rising eastern light. Her mouth looked fairly set.

“Look,” I said, “I’m not making a pass. I only go for gorgeous women, and right now you look like five pounds of shit poured into a ten-pound bag. Do you want a lesson or not?”

“Well, Jesus Christ!” she choked out. And then she began to laugh. A real belly laugh. After a bit she took a deep breath and nodded. “Yeah, sure. Why not? All of my conquests do my bidding. Show me how to cast. I’m sick of never knowing where this damned plug is going.”

“It’s hard in the dark,” I said. “You should practice in the daylight so you can see where you’re throwing. You want to see the splash where your plug hits the water, so you can make corrections. It’s light enough now, if you know where to look.” She had an ounce-and-a-half popper on her leader. Too light to throw well against the southwest wind. “You got a tacklebox?”

“In the Jeep. The guy at the tackle shop told me what to buy.”

I got one of Spoff’s guided missiles out of her box and put it on in place of the popper. “This is a good plug. It casts well and it catches fish, too.”

I gave a demonstration. “Don’t throw hard at first; concentrate on throwing straight. See that light out there? That’s a light buoy. Throw at that whenever you fish this spot and you’ll be casting pretty straight out.” I made a short cast. My Roberts splashed white and I reeled it in. “Now to begin with, make your casts right over your shoulder, not sidearm. That’ll keep your plug from flying oil in different directions. Bring your rod straight back and then swing it straight over. Release your line at, say thirty degrees above the horizon. Throw easy at first, because you’re only trying for direction, not distance. Have you thrown your bail?”

“I’m not so dumb that I don’t know enough to throw my bail!”

“How should I know how dumb you are? Besides, the ocean floor out there is covered with plugs snapped off of rods because the bail wasn’t thrown. Several of them are mine. Okay, make sure your line isn’t wrapped around the lip of your rod. That’s it. Make your cast.”

Her plug flew up in the air and landed about thirty feet from shore. She reeled in.

“Good,” I said. “You’re right on line, but you released a touch too soon. Try again.”

She did, and the plug landed a bit farther out. She reeled in.

“Good. One more thing. Is the drag on your reel set right?”

“I don’t know.”

We traded rods and I showed her how to adjust the drag. “You want the line to run before it breaks, but not run too easily. There, that’s about it.” I got my rod back and watched her make two more casts. She threw straight. Not far, but straight. I turned away.

“Is that the end of the lesson?”

“That’s it. I’m not a schoolteacher. The rest is practice. I came down here to fish.”

I made my cast and dimly saw the splash of white out near the waves of the rip. No giant bluefish took it. No nice seven-pounder took it. Nothing took it. Beside me, the fisherperson made her casts. Short and straight. Nothing took her plug either.

On my fifth cast, George Martin’s Wagoneer pulled up. He got out and leaned back against his door and watched me not catch a fish on two more tries. I walked up to see him. The fisherperson kept casting.

“You don’t hook ’em up here,” said George, “you catch ’em down there.” He pointed to the fisherperson with his coffee cup. “How long has Zee been here?”

I followed his gaze. “She was here when I got here. Zee who?”

“Zee Madieras. She’s a nurse up at the hospital. I didn’t know she fished.”

“She just started,” I said. I leaned down and looked into the Wagoneer. George’s daughter was there. “Well, well. Susie, what are you doing here? When I was your age, it was considered normal to sleep till noon.”

Susie was sweet sixteen or so. A nice kid. Not too happy right now, though.

“Hi, J.W.,” she said.

“What’s up, kid? People pay thousands of dollars for the privilege of coming down to the Vineyard just so they can fish on Wasque, and here you are on the hallowed sand itself and your face is a mile long.”

Sue sniffed and turned away. George touched my arm with his coffee cup and we walked to the back of his Jeep.

“I take it that I’ve been about as diplomatic as usual,” I said.

“It’s Jim Norris. He’s decided to head back out west again. Just decided out of the blue. Leaving this afternoon, in fact.”

“Kind of sudden. You two have been fishing together for over a year. I thought that he was on the island to stay. Good carpenter, good job, good guy . . .” My sentence trailed off into the air.

“Been like a son to me,” said George. “Something else to Susie, it seems. Billy, too. The three of them got along fine these past months. It never occurred to me that it would end so quick.” He glanced into the Wagoneer. “She’s taking it pretty hard, Jeff. To tell you the truth, so am I. I was kind of hoping that Jim and Susie might make a go of it. He’s quite a bit older, of course, but— Well, hell, I guess not.”

I looked for something safe to say. “Surprised he didn’t come out with you this morning to have a last go at the blues.”

“Oh, he’s going to have a go at them all right, but not off the beach. He and Billy are taking the Nellie Grey out this morning. Billy’s idea. Sort of a going-away present. Susie wasn’t invited. I guess the boys wanted to do something together before Jim takes off. We’re all having lunch together afterward.” He took his waders out of the back of the Wagoneer and climbed into them. “I figure that Susie and I will make a couple of casts here, then maybe drift up to Cape Pogue and watch the boys bring the boat out. Give Susie something to do.” He took his rod off the roof rack and tapped on the Jeep window. “Hey, are we gonna fish or not, Susie? You have to get out of the car to catch ’em, you know.”

Just as I was thinking how glad I was not to be sixteen and losing my first love again, the fisherperson down at the shore gave a shout. I looked and saw her rod bend.

“Good grief! She’s on!”

I ran down and made my cast. I heard her reel singing.

“Help!” she shouted. “I’m reeling as fast as I can and my line’s running out anyway! What do I do now?”

“Tighten your drag some more!”

“I can’t! I don’t have enough hands!”

Just then I felt a fish hit my plug. My rod bent and I set the hook. The fisherperson’s line ran out and out. Christ! A moral dilemma. To bring in my own fish (the first of the season!) or help her save hers? Why hadn’t I set her drag just a snippet harder? Curses! I ran sideways toward her. “Give me your rod and you take mine! Quick . . . That’s it. . . .”

“My God, it feels like there’s a whale out there!”

“Don’t do anything but keep the line taut! Just do that!” I tightened her drag a bit more and then some more, carefully. She had a nice fish out there. The reel stopped singing and I took a few turns. “Look, here’s what you do. Lift the tip of the rod toward you. No, get the butt between your legs first. That’s it. Now lift the tip, and when you get it up, reel down like this.” I hauled back and reeled down. “Let the rod work for you. That’s it, that’s it. Now, we change rods again . . .”

“Oops! Oh, my gosh!” My rod suddenly straightened and my line went slack. The fisherperson looked abashed.

Blast and drat! “He’s off,” I said. “Here, take your rod and land this one!” She ducked under my arm and I gave her her rod. It was nicely bent. She began to heave back and reel down. I moved away and reeled in my slack line. Everything was gone—fish, lure, and leader.

While I rigged up again, the fisherperson landed the first bluefish of the season. George got the second. Susie got the third.

I was fourth.

So it goes. Still, I found it interesting that I didn’t feel as bad as I thought I should. I wondered why. It seemed out of character.
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An hour later the fish were gone and the four of us were drinking coffee. In the warming morning Zee Madieras had doffed her hooded sweatshirt and no longer looked like five pounds of shit.

“My gosh—” She was laughing. “I never had so much fun! I’m exhausted! My arms feel like they’re going to fall off.” She looked at the sunlight dancing on the sea and at the empty beach curling away around the point. “You know, this is just astonishing. I’ll bet that only three or four people out of every hundred who come down to the Vineyard ever get to a place like this or even think of fishing. All they know about is the beaches they can get to from the highways, the restaurants and the bars and the sailboats. How did I ever live this long without a four-wheel-drive vehicle?”

“It’s a secret,” George said, grinning. “Don’t tell anybody. We want them to stay away.” He rubbed his shoulder. “I’ve got an ache or two myself. Every year it takes me a week or so to get back into fishing shape.”

She tapped him on the chest with her finger. “How about that ticker, George. Does your doctor know you do this stuff?”

He laughed. “If I go, this is how I want to go. I like to think that those heart attacks were God’s way of telling me to give up work and get to fishing and hunting. It’s been five years since I sold the company and came down here, and the old pump hasn’t missed a beat.” He tapped his shirt pocket. “I carry my nitro pills to keep everybody happy, though.”

“I thought my own heart was going to burst when I was trying to land that first fish,” said Zee. “It is really beautiful down here.”

“Missed the green flash again,” said Susie. “The magic moment went by during the blitz.”

“What’s the green flash?” asked Zee.

“They say that when the atmospheric conditions are just right at dawn or dusk, there’s a flash of green just as the sun is touching the sea. I’ve never seen it.”

“Don’t look at me,” I said. “I’ve never seen it either.”

“Why do you cut the fish’s throats when you land them?”

“I think it makes the meat taste better.”

“Fishing lore,” said George. “Everybody’s got a different idea about how to do things.”

Zee began counting fish. “Wow! What’ll we do with them all? I never saw so many fish!”

“First, you get bragging rights,” said Susie. “Look, here come some late arrivals. They’ll see these fish and say something like ‘They still around?’ or ‘When did they come in?’ And then you get to say, ‘You’re just in time for the funeral.’ ”

From the west came two Jeeps.

“You get to say it, Zee,” said George.

“Just act natural,” I said. “Take a couple and toss them into George’s fishbox just as they drive up. Then say it.”

The first Jeep pulled up and the occupants surveyed the scene. Zee tossed a couple of fish into George’s box and gave them a dazzling smile.

“They still around?” came the inquiry.

“You’re just in time for the funeral,” said Zee.

“They hit about an hour and a half before the end of the west tide,” ‘said Susie. Fishing lore.

Zee picked up two more fish. “Yeah, about then,” she said and tossed the fish into the box.

The second Jeep pulled up. “Looks like they’re here,” said the driver.

“They were here,” said the driver of the first Jeep.

“You mean . . .”

“Yep. You’re just in time for the funeral.”

Everyone laughed. “God,” said the second driver, “how I love to say that and how I hate to hear it.”

George looked at his watch. “Well, what do you say, Susie, shall we drift up to the lighthouse? The boys ought to be coming out in the boat about the time we get up there. We can make a couple of casts along the way, if you want.”

We divvied up the fish while the newcomers tried in vain for more. Zee had no fishbox, so without asking I tossed hers into my box. She looked at me. “You ever been up to the Cape Pogue light?” I asked. She shook her head. “Well, what do you say we trail George and Susie up there? It’s a pretty drive. After we watch Billy and Jim come out, we’ll come back down here, and you can pick up your four-by-four and follow me to the fish market. Then you can take your share of the loot and buy yourself a fish box of your very own so you won’t be dependent on awkward but well-meaning strangers.”

Zee looked at me. George and Susie looked at both of us. “Hmmph,” said George. He and his daughter got into his Wagoneer and headed up the beach.

“Well,” I said, “what’ll it be? You do have a choice. If you don’t want to go up to Cape Pogue, I’ll put my fishbox in your Jeep and you can take the catch to the market and give me my share of the money later.”

“I don’t even know how many fish I caught. I lost track after about the third one.” She had a laugh that came from deep down, like bronze bells. “How many did you get?”

Fifteen. I always know. “I don’t know,” I said. “It’s hard to keep track.”

“How will we split the money, then?”

“Fifty-fifty is okay by me.”

“You’re a cheerful liar,” she said. “You know exactly how many fish you caught.” How did she know? “Okay, I’ll go up to Cape Pogue with you. But I do have to get back before too long. I didn’t get off work until two this morning, and I’m pretty wiped out.”

“The first thing about riding around in waders is that it’s hard to sit down in them,” I said. “You can either take them off, which is not a good idea if we happen to find some fish because then you’ll have to climb into them again, or you can loosen the suspenders and slide the waders down a bit so you can bend your knees.”

“What do you suggest?”

“I suggest that you take them off. We’ve got all the fish we need, and I’d like to know what’s really inside that ten-pound bag.”

“If mine’s a ten-pounder, yours is a twenty-pounder!”

“Flatterer!”

She had a great laugh, but she only loosened her shoulder straps before we chugged off north toward Cape Pogue. It was small-talk time.

“What are you looking at, out there in the water?” The sun was glancing off the water and I was squinting into the glare.

“Sometimes you can see fish.”

“See fish? Under water?” She shaded her eyes against the dancing sunlight.

“Not now. There’s nothing there. But when you drive along like this you can see them sometimes. There’s a difference in the way the water looks when there’s a school of bluefish moving along. If you cast into that water you can pick one up. Sometimes you’ll see four-by-fours driving along and guys jumping out and casting a couple of times and then jumping back into the truck and driving on and jumping out again and casting. They’re following the fish.”

We were driving up East Beach, a beautiful stretch of sand where only fishermen can normally be found. It was lonely and lovely in the early morning sun. Far ahead, George’s Wagoneer was a small dot on the empty sand.

“Why do they call you ‘Zee’? An initial?”

“Short for Zeolinda. Named for my grandmother. She was from the Azores. How long you known George?”

“About five years. Just after we both came down here to stay. We met on the beach, fishing. He could really cast. Better than me, then, and probably still better.”

“But can’t you throw your plug out farther? I mean he’s so much littler than you are. . . .”

“Some of the best casters are little guys sixty or seventy years old. They’ve got the right gear and the right technique and that beats size and strength every time. You’re not very big, but the day may come when you’re casting with the best of them.”

“Really?”

“Really, if you practice.”

Ahead, George stopped at a little point of sand and made a few casts. No action. He drove on and we followed.

“Why don’t we try?” asked Zee.

“We’ll try if you want to, but . . .”

“But if there were any fish there, George would have got one.”

“Probably. The tide’s slack now. Fishing will be better when it starts to run again. How did you meet George?”

“I met him in the hospital.” She hesitated. “Do you know about his son, Billy?”

“I heard the rumors. That he was strung out on drugs, but took the cure. That he’s clean now.”

“Well, I met George and his family during all that. Billy was in Emergency before they flew him to the mainland for the cure. It wasn’t a week later when I saw that article about George in Time. Did you see it?”

“The rags to riches to rags story? Millionaire entrepreneur leaves fast track for jeep and fishing rod and the simple life on Martha’s Vineyard? Everybody on the beach read it. George took a lot of razzing from the regulars. They accused him of slumming.”

“And what did he say to that?”

“He took it. And nobody ever mentioned it again. On the beach, it doesn’t make any difference whether you wash dishes or own General Motors. They only care if you can cast straight and can kid around.”

“Manly society.”

“Mostly. There are half a dozen women, maybe, who belong, as it were. They have to meet the same tests.”

We drove all the way up to the jetties. Shimmering waves, pale blue sky, gentle wind. A Chamber of Commerce day. Ahead of us stood the Cape Pogue lighthouse. I stopped the Landcruiser and climbed out of my Gralites. Zee also shed her waders and we stashed both pair in the back.

“Guess what you don’t look like any more,” I said.

“Gosh, mister, you really know how to sweet-talk a lady. Do you really mean it?”

“Us Jacksons are noted for our silver tongues.”

We drove toward the lighthouse. “What shall I call you, Mr. Jackson?”

“You can call me Jackson’ or J.W.’ or Jeff or none of the above.”

“Is that ‘Geoff with a G or Jeff with a J?”

“It’s J as in Jefferson.”

“Don’t tell me what the W stands for. Did your mother have a thing about presidents, or what?”

“She never explained.”

“Does anybody ever call you ‘Wash’?”

“No one living.”

We hooked left off the beach just before the lighthouse and drove through the seagull nesting grounds up to the tower. George’s Wagoneer was parked there. You could see Cape Cod fading off toward Chatham across the Sound, and the Oak Bluffs bluffs to the northwest. Beneath us, the cliff fell down to the beach, where jeep tracks formed a sandy road. It’s one of my favorite spots. Someday when I win the lottery I may buy one of the lonely houses out there.

“How do these people get supplies?”

“By four-by-four or by boat. There’s Edgartown, over to the west. By water it’s not too far. By car, the way we’ve just come, it’s a long haul. This is the place for people who like to be alone.”

“Do you like to be alone?”

I thought about it. “I’m alone whether I like it or not.”

She gave me a long look.

George had his binoculars out and was looking toward Edgartown, trying to spot the Nellie Grey coming out. She was his boat, a nice thirty-foot fishing toy for the man who could afford such toys. She had clean lines and a wide cockpit with three chairs for trolling. She was the kind of boat I’d want if I didn’t prefer sail.

From the north I saw another boat coming. A long black expensive job with outriggers and a pulpit, the sort of boat you could take a long way out with no trouble at all. She was on a course that would take her a half-mile or so east of us. I guessed she was on her way to the swordfishing grounds south of Nomans or maybe even farther. She was not the sort of boat that hung on the Wasque rip trolling for bluefish. I thought maybe I’d seen her in the Oak Bluffs harbor or in Vineyard Haven, but I wasn’t sure.

Beyond her, other boats were coming out. How did they know the bluefish had arrived?

“There she is,” said George, looking through his glasses. “I hope they don’t have any more trouble with that engine.”

“Don’t worry, Daddy,” said Susie, “the yard checked it out and I did, too. I took her out yesterday afternoon and everything was fine.”

I must have had a question mark on my face.

“Gas leak,” said Susie. “One of the lines in the engine compartment. You could smell the fumes sometimes, so we took it in. Just a bad connection, but out of the way so it was tricky to find. But they found it and fixed it, and yesterday I took Nellie halfway to Falmouth and back. No problem.”

Now the Nellie Grey was in sight, moving smoothly out with mild following waves, the wind at her back. She came past the lighthouse and we could see Jim and Billy. They waved and we waved back, and they went on out beyond the shallows that reach east from Cape Pogue. Beyond the Nellie Grey the long black boat altered her course to hold outside the Nellie’s turn as she swung south beyond the shallows to follow the beach toward Wasque.

“Come on,” said George, lowering his binoculars, “let’s go back to Wasque so we can watch them fish the rip. The east tide will be running and there may be something there.”

Susie, looking sad, nodded and turned to the Wagoneer.

“We’ll follow you down,” I said, “but then we’re going on into town. We want to sell these fish.”

“And I’ve got to get some sleep,” said Zee. “I’ve got duty again tonight, and right now I’m frazzled out.”

Just at that moment the Nellie Grey exploded. A great red and yellow flower opened from the sea and expanded into the air. Petals of flame and stalks of debris shot up and arched away as a ball of smoke billowed from the spot where the Nellie had been. A moment later the boom of the explosion hit us, and the sea around the Nellie was one of flame. I thought I saw a body arc into the burning water.

The black boat turned and I could see her white bow wave as she sped in toward the burning wreckage. I thought I could see a figure thrashing in the oily water. The black boat came in, dangerously close, and someone leaned over the side and dragged a man up over the rail.

Behind me I heard a cry and turned to see Susie with her father in her arms. His hand was groping toward his shirt pocket as his knees buckled.

Then Zee was beside him, helping him with his nitroglycerin pills and I was on the C.B. radioing the Chappy beach patrol to alert the Emergency Center that we were coming in with a heart-attack patient and to tell the harbormaster and Coast Guard that the Nellie Grey had just blown up off the Cape Pogue light.

OEBPS/images/9781501153532.jpg







