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“READING PHILIP R. CRAIG IS ARMCHAIR
TRAVELING AT ITS FINEST.”

Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine

DEATH ON A VINEYARD BEACH

“THERE’S REAL CRIME HERE, GREED, BETRAYAL
AND MURDER TIED IN A PLAUSIBLE PUZZLE, but
Craig’s series owes most of its charm to the Vineyard
and his intelligent, likable characters.”

Publishers Weekly

“JUST THE COMPANION FOR A DAY ON THE
BEACH OR IN THE BACKYARD HAMMOCK . . .
Close your eyes and imagine that Robert Parker’s
Spencer had to enter the witness protection program.
Now his name is J.W. Jackson, and he is
summering on Martha’s Vineyard.”

Mystery News

“APPEALING… The humanization of the gangster
family, the peeks behind the Vineyard facades, and the
beach environment will win those who like their reading 
to be as leisurely as a long summer’s afternoon.”

Boston Herald

“ONE OF THE MOST UNDERRATED WRITERS IN
THE GENRE… Craig is a consummate storyteller.”

Murder & Mayhem
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For two of the Other Women in my life: my agent, Jane Otte, and my editor, Susanne Kirk, who forgive my literary trespasses but don’t let me get away with them.


“… On the trees no leaf is seen
Nor are the meadows growing green,
Birds build no nest, no song is sung,
And hapless beasts shall bear no young,
So is it while the sinful king
Shall evil on his people bring.
For Jesus Christ does punish well
The land wherein the wicked dwell.”

SONE DE NANSAI, 11.4848-56



[image: image]




[image: Image]  1  [image: Image]


Zee and I got married at noon on July 13, a date artfully chosen by me in the hope that since it was my birthday, one of the four dates I usually remembered—the others being New Year’s Day, Christmas, and the Fourth of July—I had a fighting chance of recollecting my anniversary in the future.

It was a beautiful Martha’s Vineyard day, with a warm sun in a cloudless sky, and a gentle north wind to keep things comfortable for all of us who had abandoned our summer shorts and had dressed up for the occasion. There were people with regular cameras and video cameras moving around shooting pictures. Apparently we were going to get the whole thing on record.

We were in our friend John Skye’s yard, between the farmhouse and the barn, and there were more people there than I had thought we knew. My sister and her husband were there, in from Santa Fe; the Muleto family—Zee’s parents and brothers and the brothers’ wives—had all come over from Fall River and New Bedford. And there were island people, friends of Zee’s and friends of mine, including the chief of the Edgartown police and some other cops. It was quite a crowd.

The justice of the peace performed the ceremony, and a young liberal Catholic priest, ignoring the fact that Zee wasn’t Catholic anymore and I never had been, blessed the whole affair. I had met the justice of the peace, but I’d never seen the priest before. He was the work of Maria, Zee’s very religious mother, who, when unable to convince her daughter to have a church wedding, arranged a compromise and brought in the priest to make things as legit as possible in her God’s eyes. Zee and I had each already had one church wedding, and that seemed enough to Zee, since neither marriage had worked out in spite of the blessings of religion. This time she thought we’d try it without benefit of clergy.

The food and drink were laid out in abundance, and as soon as they could manage it, people filed by with handshakes and kisses and headed for the bar. I could hardly wait to join them.

I was in a rented summer tux, and was beginning to feel sweat trickle down my neck. Zee, in something swirling and pale blue, looked as though she’d stepped out of a magazine about brides. On her left ring finger she now wore my grandmother’s engagement ring and a narrow band of matching gold. Once again I wondered why the wedding ring was on the inside of the engagement ring instead of the other way around, which made more sense to me since we’d gotten engaged before we’d gotten married. I decided I’d not ask that question today.

A young woman came by. “Hi,” she said to me. “I’m Maggie Vanderbeck. Congratulations!” She kissed Zee and went on her way.

Zee said: “Maggie volunteers at the hospital when she’s home from college and isn’t working in her sister’s shop.”

“One of the Gay Head Vanderbecks?”

“One of the very same.”

“Congratulations,” said the chief, who was the last one through the reception line. He kissed Zee and shook my hand.

“An honest woman, at last,” grinned Zee. “Is it true that you’re going deer hunting in Maine this fall? Word has it that you just got yourself a brand-new 30.06.”

“Yeah,” said the chief. “I have it zeroed in at a hundred and fifty yards. I plan on venison for Christmas dinner.” He looked down at my wedding ring and then back up into my face. “The smartest thing you’ve done since I’ve known you, J. W. It’s good for a man to be married. It’s the way things are supposed to be.”

The chief had been married over thirty years, and like most such long-married men couldn’t imagine a better life. Neither could I.

From the tables came the sound of corks popping. I glanced over and saw John Skye and Manny Fonseca pouring champagne.

“Come on, you two,” I said, taking Zee’s hand. “I’ll buy you both a drink.”

The chief glanced at his watch. “One glass, then I got to get to work back downtown.” He allowed himself a smile. “Crime never sleeps, you know. Not even in Edgartown.”

“Well, maybe it’ll doze until you get back on the beat,” I said.

We went up to the tables and got glasses. Somebody dragged Zee off to join other people. Around us, the sound of voices filled the air. People seemed happy. I was happy, too.

“Got the boat ready to go?” asked my sister’s husband, Mike.

“Ready to roll. You and Margarite will have our house and the cats to yourselves while we’re gone, and you’ll have both trucks, so you can get down the beach and back.”

“How romantic,” said Margarite. “A sailing honeymoon to Nantucket in your own catboat.”

“It’ll be romantic as long as the weather holds. If it breezes up or starts to rain while we’re out on the sound, an eighteen-foot catboat won’t be an amorous conveyance.”

“I’m sure everything will be wonderful,” said my sister, whose own romance was with Mike and the mountains and deserts of northern New Mexico. She squeezed my arm. “Your Zeolinda is about the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. You’re a lucky guy!”

“I consider it skill,” I said, knowing she was right. “It took time and work, but now I’ve got her in my clutches.”

“And I’ve got you,” said Zee, coming out of the crowd. “It’s a high price to pay to finally get to go to Nantucket, but I’ve always wanted to see the place and this is the only way I could swing it.”

The chief had his glass in his hand and was looking around at people in that way that some cops do, even when they’re off duty. I noticed his eyes stop moving and focus toward the driveway, which was lined with cars. I turned and followed his gaze.

A man was walking casually away. I couldn’t see his face, and wondered who he was. Someone else from the hospital where Zee worked, maybe. Maybe a friend of Zee’s, or the husband or boyfriend of a friend. Was there something familiar about the way he walked? The chief was still looking at him when I turned away.

On the porch, the band was tuning up. A glass and a half later, they started off with a country-and-western tune, and people began to dance on the lawn. Ties were stripped off and coats were piled up on the porch. Women kicked off their shoes and tossed their hair.

“Come on, Jefferson,” said Zee, and led me away from the bar. We danced, which is to say she danced and I walked around and kicked up a heel now and then, hoping that I was stepping to the music. I do my best dancing standing still since somehow rhythm doesn’t reach my feet very well. Still, we danced fast, then slow, then alone to the “Tennessee Waltz” while everybody else watched.

“You and Fred Astaire,” said Zee, nimbly escaping one of my shoes. “You’re a matched pair.”

“Fred and I are twins,” I said. “People can’t tell us apart.”

After a while, someone in the crowd said, “Enough of this. A round of applause for the bride and groom, then let’s get dancing ourselves!” The applause came and the lawn filled again with dancers, all of whom were better at the sport than I was.

John Skye took Zee out of my arms and whirled away with her. I went to a table and ate some pumpernickel with mustard and sliced salmon on it, washed down with champagne.

Iowa, Walter, and Dick Dirgins, three of the island’s dedicated fishermen, were ahead of me, enjoying the fare.

“Not a bad party,” said Dick. “You should get married more often.”

“I’m going to try to make this one last,” I said.

I looked down the driveway. At the end, under a big oak tree, I could see a man standing. He was leaning lightly against the tree, looking back at the crowd. He had a hand on his chin and was wearing dark glasses, so I couldn’t make out his features. He was wearing a light blue summer suit and a dark tie. He was thick through the shoulders and chest, and long-waisted, but didn’t have much in the way of hips. His hair was black and straight and a bit longer than was fashionable that year. Maybe he saw me looking at him, for something seemed to pass between us. Then he straightened, turned, and walked out of sight beyond the corner of the farmhouse.

“Jeez, J. W., I never been to such a good party before. I think it’s really good, don’t you?”

I turned and found Bonzo beaming at me, champagne glass in hand, gentle eyes smiling emptily up at me.

“It’s my wedding,” I said. “It’s supposed to be really good.”

“Yeah,” said Bonzo. “You and Zee are gonna be married. That’s good, J. W. You and Zee are good friends.” He nodded approvingly.

Bonzo had once been a promising lad, they tell me, but some time in the past he’d gotten some bad acid that had touched his brain. Now he worked with a broom and bar rag in the Fireside Bar in Oak Bluffs, and lived with his widowed schoolteacher mother, who adored him and treated him like the little child that he would always be.

“Are you having a good time, Bonzo?”

“I sure am. Look, I got champagne. I don’t get that much. Usually all I get is a beer. This champagne is good.” He smiled his sweet smile.

“I’m glad you and your mom could come and help us celebrate. I wouldn’t have wanted to get married without having you as our guests. And Zee feels the same way.”

“Say,” said Bonzo, sidling nearer and beginning to blush. “Do you think it might, maybe, be okay if I have a dance with Zee? Would that be okay, do you think? I mean, I never hardly dance, but today is special. What do you think? Do you think she’d let me have a dance?”

“Wait right here,” I said, and walked out and found Zee and John. I told them what Bonzo had said.

“Allow me,” said John. He took Zee’s arm and led her to Bonzo.

Zee smiled her dazzling smile at Bonzo, and Bonzo stared at her with awe.

“I’d love to dance with you, Bonzo,” she said. “Let’s go.”

John and I stood and watched them.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” said John a moment later. “Will you look at that.”

I looked and felt myself grinning, for Bonzo—kind, mindless Bonzo—was a beautiful dancer. He and Zee seemed to be floating over the lawn, swirling and striding, riding the air. Zee’s long, blue-black hair glinted in the sun, and her skirt swirled as they stepped and spun to the music.

I glanced down and saw Bonzo’s mother beside me. She was looking with wonder and joy at her son.

“He’s terrific,” I said. “I had no idea he could dance like that.”

“Yes. He’s beautiful,” she nodded. “Very beautiful. Look at them!”

Others were looking, too, and soon everyone else stopped dancing and watched Bonzo and Zee weave and spin over the lawn. When the song ended, Bonzo listened to the applause and grinned and ducked his head, and led Zee back to me.

“You were a lovely pair,” smiled Bonzo’s mother. “Just lovely.”

Bonzo shook Zee’s hand, and smiled shyly. “Thanks, Zee. That was fun for me. I hope it was fun for you, too.”

“It was a lot of fun, Bonzo.”

“Maybe someday we’ll all go to another wedding, and there’ll be music again, and you and me can dance another time. What do you think? Would that be okay?”

“That will certainly be okay, Bonzo. Thank you for dancing with me. You’re a fine dancer.”

He nodded solemnly. “Dancing is good, you know. It makes you feel good when you do it, not quite like you feel good doing other things like, maybe, fishing or listening to the birds, but real good.” He nodded his head. “Yeah, it’s good, all right.”

The justice of the peace came up to Bonzo. “Hey,” she said. “You can really trip the light fantastic! How about dancing with me?”

She and Bonzo went off together as the next tune began. And when that dance was done, another woman asked to dance with Bonzo. And after that, another. He danced with Maggie Vanderbeck. Bonzo danced and danced.

We all had more champagne. The band took a break and joined the guests at the bar and food tables. Then we danced some more, and partied until mid-afternoon. Then people began to fade away. By four o’clock, my sister and Mike and Zee’s family were helping John and Mattie Skye and their twin daughters clean up the wreckage.

“We’ll help,” said Zee.

“No, you won’t,” said Mattie slapping at her hands. “Time for you two to be off.”

And off we went, trailing good-byes as we drove out of the yard. We went to my house—our house now—and got out of our wedding duds and into our summer clothes: shorts, tee-shirts, and Tevas. We fed Oliver Underfoot and Velero the last cat food meals they’d get from us for a while, then I called a taxi and had it take us down to Collins Beach where I keep my dinghy chained to the bulwarks so the summer yachtsmen won’t steal it. We rowed out around the Reading Room dock and fetched the Shirley J., which was swinging on her stake halfway between the Reading Room and the yacht club.

I had provisioned the boat the day before, but also found an iced half-case of champagne, along with some caviar, in a Styrofoam container in the cockpit. A welcome gift from some anonymous donor.

The wind was still gentle from the north, so we raised the big sail and reached out against the incoming tide, through the narrows where the On Time ferry links Chappaquiddick and Edgartown. Clear of the lighthouse, the wind seemed fresher.

Boats were coming in for the night, and among them I saw the Lucky Lil, the nice conch boat that had once been the pride, joy, and livelihood of Jimmy Souza, but now belonged mostly to Albert Enos, but also partly to me, since Albert had needed a couple thou more to swing the deal, and I, at that moment, had a couple of thou to loan.

For being sharp, Albert had shortly afterward gotten a black eye from Jimmy’s angry son, Fred, who, already mad about his father’s decline, figured that sodden Jimmy had been suckered once more.

But the sale had stood, and where once Jimmy had been captain, and his testy son had worked as his sometime crew, now Albert was captain and red-nosed Jimmy was his crew.

There were different stories about why Jimmy had gone belly-up. He and his boy claimed it was because the draggers and trawlers had destroyed too many of his pots and other gear; others claimed it was because Jimmy had succumbed to the fisherman’s traditional companion and enemy, the booze. Whatever the case, I hoped that Albert would have better luck, and was once again grateful that I was only part-owner of the boat, and not a real fisherman or farmer, the two chanciest professions that I knew of. On the other hand, I didn’t have a profession of any kind. Was that better? I decided to follow Scarlett’s advice and think about that tomorrow.

“There’s my retirement plan,” I now said to Zee. “The Lucky Lil. If I go first, my share will all be yours.”

“A big spender from the East,” said Zee. “A shipping tycoon. My favorite kind of husband.”

We passed through the boats and headed for the Cape Pogue Gut.

The tide and wind carried us smoothly into Cape Pogue Pond, around John Oliver Point, and down to the south end of the pond, where I dropped the hook.

There, ignoring Edgartown’s regulation forbidding overnight anchoring in the pond, Zee and I spent the first night of our married life on the cockpit floor, since the bunks in the cabin were singles, too narrow for two.

Sometime during the night I drifted half awake, and found myself wondering who the man in the driveway had been. But then Zee sighed in her sleep and curled a long, sleek leg over mine, and the man went out of my mind. Until morning, when the explosions came down into my dreams, and I woke with Zee shaking me and saying, “Wake up! Wake up! What is it?”
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I don’t often have the dream, and when I do it’s more surrealistic than real, but it’s real enough. There’s blood and noise and splintering trees and breaking earth, and I’m filled first with paralyzing fear, then the cold certainty that I’m going to die. I start dragging myself through the explosions and bodies toward the radio, but I never get there. I wake up making the kind of sound that frightened Zee that first morning of our married life.

She had me in her arms, and her voice was gentle. “It’s okay, it’s okay. It was just a dream. It’s gone now.”

My brow was cold and wet. I lay there until my breathing was normal again. Then I said, “Sorry. Just a nightmare. I have it sometimes.”

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” I put a smile on my face and looked up at her. “Don’t worry.”

She tightened her arms around me. “What’s the dream?”

“It’s nothing. The day I got hurt in the war. I almost never have it anymore.”

“You’ve never told me about that.”

“There isn’t much to tell, but I was pretty scared at the time.”

She rocked me in her arms. “Poor baby. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” I said.

The boat was wet with morning dew. We put the sleeping bags in the cabin, had breakfast, and motored out of the gut into the sound as the sun climbed out of the sea and the morning wind rose.

I raised the sail and cut the engine, and we headed east around the tip of Cape Pogue.

“One interesting thing,” I said. “Remember me asking you about that guy I saw at our wedding? I think seeing him triggered the dream. I didn’t recognize him then, but I do now. He was my sergeant. A guy named Joe Begay. They called him Lucky Joe, although he wasn’t so lucky that day.”

“Let’s not think about those days anymore,” said Zee. “Let’s think about now.”

“Good idea.” But I wondered what Joe Begay was doing on Martha’s Vineyard. I hadn’t seen him in over twenty years.

Although the islands are within sight of each other, a lot of Nantucket people have never been to Martha’s Vineyard, and a lot of Vineyarders have never been to Nantucket. Zee and I were two of the latter, although we’d often seen the low outline of Muskeget on the horizon while we were fishing at Wasque Point. Muskeget is a tiny island at the west end of Nantucket, where, I’m told, seals gather in February to give birth to their young. Wasque, where I spend a lot of time, is the southeastern corner of Chappaquiddick, and is probably the best place on the east coast to surf cast for bluefish. I’d seen a few seals there as well.

Once we’d cleared Cape Pogue light, we’d stripped and were now naked and sopping up the rays of the sun as we sailed slowly eastward. I was at the tiller, and Zee was stretched out on a sleeping pad on the cockpit deck. She looked like a bronze goddess, and her long black hair was spread like a dark halo around her head.

“Well, how do you like being married?” I asked.

“It’s better than having a sharp stick up your nose.”

“How sweet. And they say that the language of lovers is a thing of the past.”

“What would happen if you let go of the tiller and slacked the sheet, and came down here for a minute or two?”

I looked around the horizon. There were some tall sails to the north of us, and some fishing boats to the south, down toward Wasque or maybe even farther. Two trawlers, their outriggers spread wide so that they looked like great birds or insects sitting on the sea, were moving across the channel. There were no signs of a shoal close by.

“Let’s check it out,” I said, and loosed the sheet and tiller. The Shirley J. turned slowly and drifted broadside down wind and stream. I eased down beside Zee.

Afterward we lay together while the boat wallowed gently on the small waves.

“Is your mast all in splinters, are your shrouds all unstrung?” asked Zee, flashing her dazzling smile.

“Only momentarily.” I ran my hands over her smooth tanned body. “Skin,” I said. “There’s nothing like it.”

“Look up there,” she said, staring at the sky.

I looked at the clouds moving across the blue.

“A cloud-eating sky.” She pointed.

Sure enough, amid the light, fluffy clouds there was a patch of cloud-eating blue sky. As the windblown clouds moved into it, they grew rapidly smaller and then disappeared. Clouds that didn’t enter that bit of blue sky kept right on blowing down wind, intact and undiminished. More proof that nature is weird.

We lay and watched the clouds being eaten up.

“Are we going to have babies soon?” asked Zee.

“If you want babies, you get babies.”

“Or should we just have the two of us for a while?”

“If you want just two of us, you get just two of us.”

“But what do you want? I don’t want you just to want what I want. I want you to have some wants of your own.”

“But I do want what you want. I know you want to have babies, so if you want them now, that’s okay with me. Or if you want to have them later, that’s okay, too.”

“But you do want to have them.”

“Actually, I do,” I said. “I just don’t want you to feel that you should have them right away just because I’d like to have some.”

“How many do you want?”

“I think two. Or three at the most. My parents had two. One of each kind. That seemed to be a good number and a nice variety of genders.”

“My parents had three. Two boys and me. That seemed like a nice selection, too. Do you want a boy or a girl first?”

“A girl, because they’re made of sugar and spice and everything nice. And I want her to look just like you. Later we can have a boy. Or if we don’t, that’ll be okay, too.”

“What if we get boys instead of girls?”

“I think boys would be okay. You can teach them how to fish and I’ll teach them how to cook. We’ll do the same with the girls. We’ll both teach them how to garden, and Manny Fonseca can teach them all how to shoot.”

“I don’t know if I want them to know how to shoot.”

“In that case, I’ll have to sneak them off to the Rod and Gun Club range by myself while you’re at work, because I want them to know how to handle weapons.”

“Are we having our first argument about the children?”

“Nope. But since there are guns in our house, I want you to learn how to use them, too, and how to be safe with them. But I may have gotten to you too late. You may already be molded.”

“Mold, shmold. I just don’t like guns. We never had any in our house.”

In a locked gun cabinet, I kept the shotguns and the rifle that had been my father’s, and the .38 pistol that I’d had when I’d been a Boston cop. I didn’t do much hunting anymore, but I kept the guns anyway. Now and then I used one.

I got up and took the tiller and hauled in the sheet, and the Shirley J. turned and headed east once more.

Zee, the sea goddess, lolled on the deck and looked ahead. “Say, I do believe that’s Nantucket there.”

“I do believe it is.”

“What’s that ship doing there? It looks like it’s aground.”

“What keen eyes you have, my dear. It is, indeed, a ship gone aground. It’s been there several years, I believe.”

“How romantic. A wrecked ship on the fabled island.”

“How about the two of us on the fabled island. That’s even more romantic.”

She came and sat beside me and put her head against my shoulder. “I like being married,” she said.

The sun was swinging low when we entered the channel leading into Nantucket harbor and became one of a steady stream of boats headed in. An hour before, as we had closed with the island and the sea around us had grown less empty, we had exchanged nudity for shorts and shirts, and were now models of well-dressed summer sailors.

We sailed in past the lighthouse and the ferry dock, found a spot where we’d have room to swing, nosed up into the wind, and dropped anchor. I lowered the big mainsail and lashed it to the boom, and we were there.

Zee came up from the cabin with champagne, glasses, caviar, and crackers. We sat and watched the busy harbor while we downed the wine and hors d’oeuvres. When the bottle was empty, I looked at Zee.

“Go get into some going-ashore duds, my love, and pack whatever you’ll want when we explore this unknown island tomorrow. You and I have reservations for supper at eight at Vincent’s, and then two nights at the Jared Coffin House.”

She looked at her watch and leaped to her feet. “Eight o’clock? Good grief, why didn’t you warn me?” She ducked down into the cabin. Then she hurried back out and gave me a large kiss. “You are so sweet! I thought we were going to be living on the boat!” She disappeared again.

For two days we played tourist, enjoying our inn, taking the tour bus out to the east end of the island, walking the cobbled streets of the town, and finally finding a Jeep and going out over the sands to Great Point, where the rip reminded us of Chappaquiddick’s lonely beaches, and we’d felt much at home and had missed our surf-casting rods.

Then we sailed for Chatham in front of a south wind.

“Well, what do you think of Nantucket?” I asked, looking across the shoaly waters toward the sands of Monomoy and Cape Cod.

“Not a bad island for a honeymoon,” said Zee, balancing a Sam Adams on her flat belly as she lay in the sun. “Not many trees, of course.”

“They make up for the trees by having lots of fog.”

“The Gray Lady,” agreed Zee. “I’m glad we went. Maybe we should just keep sailing from place to place forever. Maybe we should sail up to Boston to see the opera.”

One of our presents was a set of tickets to see Carmen the coming weekend. After that, the honeymoon would officially be over. I wasn’t sure I wanted it to be.

We sailed into Chatham Harbor and anchored and walked that lovely town for two days. We spent a good deal of time on the cliffs overlooking the opening in the eastern barrier beach, noting how the recent wicked storms had savaged the waterways and beachfront properties.

“Remind me not to build my next house too close to the ocean,” said Zee.

“Okay. Don’t build your next house too close to the ocean.”

“Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

The wind was still from the south when we left Chatham and sailed west along the south shore of the cape. Zee wrote thank-you notes as we went. One long reach took us to Hyannis, where we went ashore long enough to mail the notes and get ice for our last two bottles of champagne. The next morning we had an east wind that blew us to Hadley’s, where we found a far corner of the harbor, popped those bottles, and ate the last of our caviar.

“How did you arrange for such a fine trip?” asked Zee.

“A gentleman never sails into the wind,” I said. “I made a deal with Neptune before we left. Nep and I are just like that.” I held up a hand with fore and middle fingers side by side.

The next day we caught the tide and sailed back to Edgartown, where I managed to fetch our stake so perfectly that I knew that nobody was watching, since people are only watching when you mess things up.

I rowed us ashore, found a taxi to take us home, and carried my bride across the threshold. My sister and her husband were gone, but the cats were waiting, looking well fed and lazy.

“The honeymoon isn’t officially over yet,” I said. I kicked the door shut behind us and walked straight into the bedroom. Zee laughed.

The next day, having arranged for the Skye twins to tend to Oliver Underfoot and Velero in our absence, we shoved suitcases into the back of Zee’s little Jeep, and headed for Boston, where we planned not only to see Carmen, but to catch a Sox game.

As things turned out, there was moderate conflict at Fenway, but two violent confrontations at the Wang Center. One involved Don José and Carmen, and the other included me.
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It’s arguable that anyone who deliberately leaves Martha’s Vineyard in July and drives to Boston for a weekend deserves whatever wretchedness he encounters, the principle being that stupidity is its own reward.

It’s not that Zee and I never go to Boston at all. We usually drive up there once a year, in the fall, just before the Bluefish Derby starts, to catch a Red Sox game. By that time, all hope for Sox success is usually gone, and we can relax and watch without any actual expectations of winning the World Series as the local guys last did in 1918. Going to the city during the summer is something else entirely. Who would do such a thing unless they were fools or had been given opera tickets, or both?

We went north over the Bourne Bridge up to 495, took a right onto 24, another onto 128, and a left onto the Southeast Expressway, and so on into the city. From my Boston cop days I had a little local knowledge, so we managed to find a fairly cheap hotel not too far from the Wang Center that provided a decent room for us and a parking place for our car, which I had no intention of using while we were in town. It was Saturday morning, so the traffic hadn’t been bad, but not even I was such an idiot as to drive in downtown Boston when I didn’t have to. Better by far to take the T, or grab a cab. Or, better yet, to walk, since Boston is a very walkable city. Like London, someone once told me, although I wouldn’t know, never having been to London.

Boston was hot and full of exhaust fumes, but Fenway Park would be better. Under a pale blue sky, we walked across the Common and through the Garden, stopping briefly on the bridge to watch the swan boats in the pond, then strolled up Newbury Street, window-shopping. Zee picked out several extremely expensive items that she said she would accept from me as tokens of my esteem, and I promised her we’d get them all on our way back to the hotel. She held my arm and smiled at passersby.

The far end of Newbury is shabbier than the Garden end, but it leads toward baseball, so we didn’t care. We crossed the Muddy River, and then, without getting killed by Sox fans looking for parking places, made it to the old ballpark, America’s finest and quirkiest.

You never know quite what a ball will do when it’s hit down either line or off the left field wall in Fenway Park. It can take crazy bounces that will drive outfielders mad, and turn a routine play into something quite bizarre. Oh, for the days when Yaz and Dewey were still out there in left and right, playing the angles with grace and winging the ball back in. The golden days of yesteryear.

But this was this year, and Yaz and Dewey and Jim Rice and the rest of the old Sox sluggers were only distant memories.

But they still had Roger, if not a lot else, and they were playing almost .500 ball, in spite of their usual shaky infield, limp bull pen, and sore-kneed, bingle-hitting outfielders.

We managed two pretty good tickets behind third, where we could see everything but the left field corner, and bought beer, hot dogs and popcorn, the necessities.

“Home at last,” said Zee, sitting down and looking at her program. “Warm beer and cold hot dogs, instead of the other way around. It must be Fenway.”

“Pennant fever,” I said, looking at the noisy, midsummer lazy, shirtsleeved crowd.

The wind barely moved the flags, and it was warm. The teams and the crowd stood for the national anthem, and the Sox took the field.

“Our team,” said Zee, clapping.

Our team, indeed. For better or for worse. Like marriage.

“Go get ’em!” yelled Zee, as the pitcher put one down the middle and the first batter popped up.

More beer, more hot dogs, more popcorn. Not too much scoring, but just enough for the local guys to win. We were carried out of the park by a happy crowd.

“How long is our winning streak?” asked Zee.

“One game. This one.”

“The pennant for sure. Nobody can stop us now!”

Across the street from Fenway is the Boston Beer Works, where they make and serve their own beer. We shouldered our way in and actually found seats in the back.

Their Amber Ale is good. Maybe not quite up to Commonwealth Brewery standards, but good. One of the really positive signs of good health in America is the increasing number of micro-breweries across the country. Boston alone has a half dozen or so, and there are others everywhere, all making good, local, English-style beers.

I said all this to Zee and smiled a masculine smile. “It makes a man proud to be an Amurican.”

“I think that’s American, with an e.”

“I’m pronouncing it with the Ollie North accent, which is the truly Amurican one.”

“As in ‘Amurica the Beautiful.’ ”

“That’s it. Spoken like a truly Amurican woman.”

“The kind that made our nation great.”

“The very kind.”

Later, as darkness fell, we walked back downtown, and were not mugged, held up, or otherwise assaulted on the mean streets.

“Dinner at Jake Wirth’s?”

“Nothing could be finer.”

Jake’s dark beer, wurst, and sauerkraut were delish, as always. We wandered home through the dark streets, sated and happy.

“Not a bad first day in the big city,” said Zee later, sleepily wrapping her arms around me.

“Not bad at all.”

We breakfasted at McDonald’s, a treat to folk such as us, who live on a McDonaldless island, thanks to a successful effort by our Vineyard neighbors to repulse a Big Mac attack intended to establish a place in Vineyard Haven. The successful defenders of the blessed isle hold that it is too classy a place to want or need an off-island fast-food joint. Personally, I think that Mac’s or its equivalent is exactly what the island needs—a place to get cheap, dependable, high-cholesterol, all-American food. But nobody has yet asked me my opinion on the issue. At any rate, now being in America, Zee and I feasted on Egg McMuffins and coffee, and called them good.

“Mac’s in Paris, you know,” said Zee, munching. “A guy told me a while back that the trash containers in Luxembourg Gardens are stuffed with empty McDonald food containers. So if it’s good enough for a Parisian, it’s good enough for me.”

“Fried food without guilt.”

We walked up to the MFA and had a look at things, then walked back downtown just in time to have a beer and sandwich before hitting the Wang for the matinee.

The Wang Center is just a few seats smaller than Fenway Park, but our tickets were front and center, so we had a good view of everything. Zee was pleased to note that our fellow opera lovers were not dressed too much differently than we were, in slacks and shirts, sans formal garb. There were exceptions, of course, including an elderly man and his younger companion who were seated a row in front of us. They, unlike most of the men in the audience, wore neckties and suits. No doubt there were others of their ilk scattered here and there, lending an aura of civilization to an otherwise casual-looking crowd.

I listen to a good deal of opera, but I had never attended a performance. I thought it was terrific, the perfect first opera for anyone who’d not seen one before. Carmen was slinky and beautiful, Don José was perhaps a tad overweight, but in good voice, and Escamillo both looked and sang well. There was passion and dancing, a lot of good music, and just enough violence. We gave everyone several good rounds of applause, and I was happy.

“‘The Toreador Song’ was good enough to make one consider becoming a baritone instead of a tenor,” I said to Zee as we jostled our way out of the auditorium.

“Surely you’re not giving up the idea of singing ‘Nessun dorma’ some day?”

“Well, no. But I don’t see why I can’t do both.”

“Along with learning how to play ‘Amazing Grace’ on the bagpipes. You’re a musically ambitious man, Jefferson.”

“It’s true that I aspire to great things.”

“As for me, I think I can see myself doing the habanera.”

“Perfect casting. Dark-eyed Portuguese beauty that you are, doing the flamenco bit.”

“Gee,” said Zee, “with our musical drive, it’s really too bad that neither one of us can actually sing very well.”

“Maybe we could become musical scholars. For instance, did you know that the habanera came from Cuba and isn’t really Spanish at all?”

“Neither was Bizet, for that matter.”

“It’s so swell to be smart. I really love it.”

We came out into the afternoon sunlight, and the crowd, chatting and cheerful, moved away in both directions along Tremont Street, seeking food or transportation home.

There was an old, well-maintained black Cadillac at the curb. It had those dark windows that prevent you from seeing who’s inside, but the driver’s side window was rolled down and there was a young guy sitting there, looking at the people coming out of the theater. He saw who he was looking for, got out, and opened the rear door. I noted that his party consisted of the older man and younger companion who had been seated in front of us, decked out in ties and suits. The two of them moved toward the car, with Zee and me only a step or two behind.

Then a car that had been double-parked down the street to the right moved up and stopped beside the Caddy. A shapeless figure wearing a long, unzipped, hooded sweatshirt, baggy pants, and high-top sneakers stepped out and came around behind the Cadillac. This popular inner-city attire caught my eye, since it was a warm day for a sweatshirt, however fashionable such garb might be.

As the older man reached the car, the hooded figure spoke one word: “Marcus.”

The older man paused and looked at him, and the hooded figure brought out a sawed-off shotgun from beneath his sweatshirt.

As the shotgun came level with the older man’s chest, his younger companion, half a step behind, lurched forward, too late, to protect him.

Closer, and ignored by the shootist, I took one step and knocked the muzzle of the gun into the air as it went off.

I was aware of the sound of breaking glass as the shot hit some window or streetlight, then I had both hands on the gun and had spun my body between it and its owner. For a moment we struggled for possession, then I slid a hand down, found the little finger of the shootist’s trigger hand, yanked it back and broke it. There was a cry of pain from behind me, and a sudden release of the shotgun. I turned in time to see the hooded figure race around behind the Caddy. I grabbed, but caught only the sweatshirt, which its owner slipped out of like an eel. He cast one look at me, then dived through the window of the car beyond the Cadillac. The car’s engine roared, its spinning tires squealed, and it tore away up Tremont.

Turning back, I found myself looking into the wild eyes of the older man’s companion. There was a large pistol in his hand, and it was pointed at me. I was aware of the shotgun in my own hands. For an instant he seemed poised on the brink of decision: Was I friend or another foe? Should he shoot or not?

“Get out of here,” I said. “That guy might not have been alone.”

Perhaps a second passed. Then he nodded. “Yeah.” He pushed the older man into the car. “Get us out of here, Vinnie,” he said to the driver, whose face was white and tense. He and Vinnie got into the Cadillac and drove away.

All around us, shocked theatergoers were staring or cowering away. Who could blame them? I thumbed on the safety, then held the shotgun close to my thigh, where it was less conspicuous.

“Come on,” I said to Zee, taking her arm. “We’ll go inside and call the cops.”

She was pale as snow. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” I said, but I felt pretty pale myself.

We went back into the theater and made our phone call. It took Boston’s finest about five minutes to get there. They weren’t used to shootings at opera matinees.
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The uniforms who showed up first felt better when they’d separated me from the shotgun. They didn’t trust the safety any more than I did, and they didn’t trust me, either. We were all glad when the lab boys took the gun away.

Meanwhile, some detectives had arrived and taken turns asking us questions. They did the same of some other people who had hung around long enough to be nailed as witnesses. As might be expected, not all stories corresponded in detail. A couple of people even testified that I was the shootist, which didn’t surprise me or the cops, but which made Zee angry.

“What kind of klutzes are those people? Don’t they even understand what they see with their own eyes? My God!”

“Now, take it easy, Mrs. Jackson,” said detective Gordon R. Sullivan, who was going over things with us one last time. I wondered what the R stood for and how many Sullivans were on the Boston PD these days. Detective Sullivan had a soothing voice. “Eyewitnesses are notorious for getting things messed up. We’ll get this all sorted out. So you don’t know the guy who seems to have been the intended victim?”

“I never saw him before.”

“And you, Mr. Jackson?”
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