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VINEYARD BLUES




    

        For my son Jamie, who shares Martha’s Vineyard with his parents. A skeptical mind and a sentimental heart is not a bad combination.


    





Devouring Famine, Plague, and War,


    Each able to undo mankind,


        Death’s servile emissaries are;


            Nor to these alone confined,


                He hath at will


                    More quaint and subtle ways to kill;


                        A smile or kiss, as he will use the art,


                            Shall have the cunning skill to break a heart.


    —JAMES SHIRLEY


    from Cupid and Death
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        The first time I saw Corrie Appleyard I was about five years old. I woke up hearing music late at night and came downstairs and found him and my father sitting in the kitchen of our house in Somerville, picking at their guitars while Corrie sang. The next time was about a year later in a dingy bar somewhere in Boston. My father, my sister, and I were at a table and Corrie was on the little stage, sitting on a high stool behind a mike, playing and singing. I remember that it was a smoky, smelly, noisy place and that I was drinking an orange soda, and that we were the only kids there, but I don’t recall much else. Later, Corrie used to come to our house whenever he was in the Boston area, and a couple of times he came to my father’s cottage on the Vineyard. Then I didn’t see him anymore until June this past summer, when he came walking out of the past down our long, sandy driveway.


        Zee and I and the kids were in the yard loafing under the warm blue June sky when Diana stopped running around and stared up the driveway, then moved over to her mom. Zee and I turned our heads and there was Corrie walking toward us, satchel in one hand, guitar case in the other. I hadn’t seen him in more than thirty years, but I recognized him instantly. At first, he didn’t seem to have changed at all, but then he’d always looked ancient to me, being older, even, than my father.

Now, though, he really did have some years stacked on his shoulders. His skin was still that same coffee color, but now it was lined and his hair was mostly gray, as was the mustache and beard that once had been black as tar. There was a hint of illness in his face, but though his step wasn’t quite as light as it once had been, it wasn’t an old man’s shuffle, either. It was the stride of a man who had walked a lot and still had places to go.

He hesitated as I stood up from my lawn chair, but then came on.

“Who could that be?” asked Zee, giving cautious Diana a hand to hold.

“That’s Corrie Appleyard,” I said, feeling happy. I went to meet him and put out my hand. “Corrie,” I said. “My God, it’s good to see you.”

He put down the satchel and squinted at me as he took my hand. “You got the edge on me, young fella. Who might you be?”

“I’m J. W. Jackson. Roosevelt’s son. You used to come to our house in Somerville and you came here once or twice, too.”

His smile was as white as ocean foam. “Little Jeff. You’ve growed up some. Well, I’ll tell you, Jeff, I happen to be on the island, so I thought I’d come and see your daddy.” He looked at the house. “My, my, this place has changed quite a bit.”

I picked up the satchel. “It was mostly just a hunting camp when you were here, but now it’s getting closer to being a house. You won’t find my dad, I’m afraid. He died a number of years ago. But come on, I want you to meet my wife, Zee.”

He walked beside me. “Rosy, dead? I’m sorry to hear it.”

“It was a warehouse fire. A wall fell on him and a couple of other firemen. Almost twenty years ago, now. My sister’s married and living out near Santa Fe, and I’m right here. We sold the Somerville place.”

He shook his head. “Twenty years. Time does fly.”

We came to where Zee and Diana were standing. Zee, wearing shorts and a shirt tied around her flat, tanned belly, held Diana’s head pressed against her with one hand, while Diana wrapped both arms around her mother’s sleek thigh and eyeballed Corrie, trying to decide whether he was friend or foe.

“Zee,” I said. “This is Corrie Appleyard. Corrie, this is my wife, Zee.”

Their hands met and their smiles gleamed. “How do you do, Mrs. Jackson?”

“Call me Zee, Mr. Appleyard.”

His head dipped and rose. “Zee, then. And I’m Corrie. I knew your husband’s father, and Jeff, here, when he wasn’t much older than that lad over yonder. I do believe that you’re the first Zee I’ve known.”

“It’s short for Zeolinda. My people are Portuguese.”

“And Corrie’s short for Cortland. My people are mostly African originally, with little bits of this and that mixed in over the years. And who might this be?”

“This is my daughter, Diana. And that guy over there is her big brother, Joshua. Joshua, come and meet Corrie.”

Joshua, who had been taking things in from the far side of the yard, came and accepted Corrie’s hand.

“How do you do?” said Corrie.

“I’m fine. Nice to meet you,” said Joshua, just the way he’d been taught.

“You shake hands, too,” said Zee to Diana, “and say hello.”

Diana let go of her mother’s leg with one hand and held it out. “Hello,” she said.

“Hello, Diana.” Corrie’s big brown fingers enveloped her small pudgy ones.

Diana retrieved her hand and again wrapped her arm around Zee’s leg. Her eyes went to Corrie’s battered, sticker-covered guitar case. “I know what’s in there.”

“What?” asked Corrie.

“A guitar.”

“You’re right,” said Corrie, acting impressed. “How did you know?”

“My pa’s got one. He plays it sometimes.”

“Does he, now.” Corrie looked at me.

I nodded. “I have two, actually. My dad’s old Martin, and a Gibson I got at a yard sale for thirty bucks. But to call what I do with them ‘playing’ is stretching it a bit.”

“He sings to us sometimes when we go to bed,” said Joshua, who as usual had been listening even though he didn’t have a lot to say.

Atta boy, Josh. Stand up for your old man.

“I was about to bring out some lemonade for the kids and a couple of beers for the grown-ups,” said Zee. “You got here just in time to join us. You and Jeff have some catching up to do, I’d say.”

“Well, I don’t mean to intrude on you, but a beer sounds good. Thank you.”

“Don’t say too much before I get back,” said Zee, lifting Diana to her hip. “I want to listen in.” Mother and daughter turned and disappeared through the door of the screened porch.

“Let’s grab a couple of chairs,” I said, and led Corrie to the lawn table between the house and the garden. He put his guitar case on the ground and sat down.

“I remember the view,” he said, looking east over the garden toward Sengekontacket Pond, the barrier beach on its far side, and the sound that stretched toward Cape Cod.

“A million-dollar view and a two-thousand-dollar house,” I said. “Like the guy in the song with a ten-dollar horse and a forty-dollar saddle.”

He nodded. “I remember when Rosy bought this place. Twenty-five hundred dollars, as I recall. He wanted me to go in with him. Did you know that?”

“No. He did, eh?”

“Yeah, he did. Your mom was dead then, poor thing, and Rosy wasn’t interested in any other woman. He thought the two of us could share this camp, but I had the Mississippi place already, and a sugar foot to boot, so I wasn’t interested in owning anything I couldn’t carry with me. Besides, I told him, there wasn’t no reason for me to spend all of my money buying a house when I could sponge off of him for free! So he bought it by himself.” Corrie’s laugh came from deep down somewhere.

“Well, you’re more than welcome to stay here now, if you don’t mind tight quarters,” I said. “A lot of water under the bridge since I last saw you, and we’ll need some time to catch up.”

But he was looking at the lumber in the yard and at the skeleton of the rooms I was building for Diana and Josh, and shook his head. “Not this time, but thanks. I see that you’ve outgrown the place and are adding on. I’ll have that beer and then be on my way.”

I felt a wave of dismay. “You can have the couch in the living room. I don’t want to lose you before you’re really here.”

“That goes for me, too,” said Zee, coming out with a tray filled with drinks, crackers, and bluefish pâté. “We’ve about worn out that record we have of you and Blind Boy Fuller, and I want to spend some time with the man who made that music.”

“That’s mighty fine of you, ma’am, but I already got me a place to stay. Boy I know and some of his friends living here in a big house for the summer, and I got a bed there waiting for me. But I’ll be pleased to sit a spell and catch up on the news. Say, isn’t that bluefish pâté? I remember your daddy used to make that and it’s got my mouth watering.”

“Well, don’t wait around for an invitation!” said Zee. “Pitch in before we eat it all ourselves.”

Zee sat herself down and we all got into our beer and food.

“Mighty fine,” said Corrie, smiling. “So you still got that old bootleg record, eh? Must be pretty worn by now. I gave it to Rosy almost forty years ago.”

“It is wearing a little thin,” I said, “but we just don’t listen to the scratches.” I nodded at his guitar case. “I’m glad to see you’re still at it.”

“And I’m glad to see you got yourself a nice family and are settled down. I remember I got a letter from Rosy just after you lied about your age and went off to Vietnam. You wasn’t the settling-down type back then, and your daddy was worried about your wild ways.”

“And not without cause,” said Zee, circling my arm with hers. “But I’ve got him under my thumb now, and I’m trying to civilize him.”

“I see that you are, and I want to hear all about everything before I leave you.” He dug a small plastic vial from a pocket and shook out a pill. “My doctor probably wouldn’t approve of me washing this down with beer, but I do a lot of things he don’t approve of.” He laughed and popped the pill into his mouth.

So we talked and had more beer and finger food, and talked some more as the summer sun fell away to the west.

I told him about my very brief combat experience and the wounds I’d taken in Nam, about recovering and coming home and joining the Boston PD and going to school and getting married and divorced and shot and recovering again but giving up the save-the-world game and moving down to the Vineyard and meeting Zee.

And Zee told him about growing up over in Fall River and becoming a nurse and marrying and supporting her husband Paul (known to me as Dr. Jerk) while he studied medicine until, studies behind him, he’d left her for a more adoring woman and she had come to the island and met me and married me and now we had two little Jacksons to support us in our old age.

And Corrie told us how he wandered from down south to up north and from out west to back east, always playing in small clubs and bars, never making it onto the big stages and never minding that at all because the real blues people knew who he was and what he could do, and that was enough since the music had always been the important thing. He had no ego, for when he talked about his music, it was as though his talent were one thing and he himself was something else; the talent was a gift that had been entrusted to his care, and to which he owed a duty. He was only its caretaker, and took no credit for possessing it. As he tried to explain this, I was reminded of hearing Pavarotti talking about his voice (“the voice,” he called it) in the same way, as though it were something apart from himself, toward which he had the duties of a caretaker.

Corrie talked of appearing with Josh White in Boston back in the fifties, and meeting my father there in the club and coming home with him because he was short of money and Rosy had offered him a place to stay. He told of hanging around in New York and playing with Brownie McGhee and Alec Seward, and learning from the Reverend Gary Davis, and listening to Larry Johnson, who was young then and still was by Corrie’s standards.

And now he was on the island so he could play at the coffeehouse up in Vineyard Haven and later at a church in Oak Bluffs.

“I read about that in the Gazette,” said Zee. “We’ll be there to listen. I wouldn’t miss it for the world!”

“Mighty fine,” said Corrie, looking at the house. “You folks have spruced this place up a bit. You still have fishing rods hanging on the ceiling like when Rosy and I used to come down here? That man sure knew how to catch and cook a fish. We had some good times out on the beach.”

“The rods are still there,” I said. “Maybe you’d like to go with us in the morning. I have to meet somebody here at ten, but the tide will be right about seven, and we plan to do some fishing before I need to be back. We’ll be pleased to have you go with us.”

He smiled and nodded. “And I’ll be pleased to accept that offer.” He glanced at the sky and the lengthening shadows. “Well, I gotta be on my way.” He stood and put out his big brown hand. “I thank you for your hospitality, Zee.”

“It’s been my pleasure. You’re sure you won’t stay?” “

No, ma’am. I thank you for the invitation, but I’ve got people waiting for me. I’ll see you in the morning. Been a long time since I went after a bluefish.” He reached for his guitar case, but I had gotten to it first.

“I’ll drive you,” I said, walking toward my old Land Cruiser and snagging his satchel as I went.

“I know a kidnapping when I see one,” said Corrie with a laugh. “Good evening, Zee.”

“Good night,” said Zee, watching as we got into the ORV and drove away.

“Beautiful girl,” said Corrie.

“She is that. Where are we going?”

He got out a piece of paper and named a number and a street in Edgartown. “Grandson of a friend of mine is living there with a bunch of his college friends,” he said. “Down here to try to make some money before he heads back to school this fall. Says they got an empty bunk I can have as long as I need it.”

The Vineyard teems with such young people every summer. Most of them enjoy the sun, sand, sex, and other island entertainments before going back to the mainland in time for the fall term, and some of them actually manage to save some money in spite of the outrageous prices of the outlandish accommodations offered by the local slumlords.

The house where we stopped looked to be typical of such places. It was old and run-down, and its unkempt yard was littered with beer cans and other collegiate debris. There were five cars and a moped in the driveway, a fairly good sign that the occupancy limit was being totally ignored.

Corrie climbed out and collected his gear, then leaned down and stuck his hand through my window.

“Thanks for the ride, Jeff. You know, you look a lot like your daddy did thirty years ago. See you in the morning.”

“Check out the escape routes before you hit the sack,” I said. “One of these places burned down last March. They’re all tinderboxes.”

“I’ve seen worse. Thanks for the ride.”

He walked toward the house and I drove home, feeling good. Corrie Appleyard. Who’d have thunk it? I’d not read a paper for a week, and thus had missed the ads for his concerts. If he hadn’t decided to visit my father, I might never have known he was on the island. More evidence that the nonliterate life was not good for me.
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We were right on time the next morning, and Corrie was waiting for us. He climbed into the backseat with Diana and Joshua and we headed for Daggett Street and got in the ferry line.

“Times have changed,” observed Corrie as we inched ahead, waiting for the little On Time ferry to cart cars three at a time across the channel to Chappaquiddick. “Used to be we drove along South Beach to get to Chappy.”

“A sore point,” said Zee. “Don’t get J.W. too wound up on that issue.”

Too late. I was quick to be annoyed. “Dad-blasted environmentalists keep the beach closed all summer these days. No ORV’s allowed, the theory being that the beach is being ruined and the plovers and terns are going to be killed by people driving by. Bunch of hogwash! The ocean wears the beach away, like always, natural predators kill the birds, like always, and now everybody has to go to Chappy by this ferry, so in the middle of the summer the waiting lines reach halfway back through town and we have to hire extra cops just to tend traffic!”

“He gets testy about this subject,” explained Zee in her best wifely voice.

“Damned right!” I said.

“You can tell he feels very virtuous,” said Zee. “He thinks most environmentalists are idiots.”

“Not most,” I said, “some. The sanctimonious ones, especially.”

“The ones who get between him and what he likes to do,” said Zee, smiling back at Corrie. “He’s not very good at having other people tell him how to behave.”

True. The ferry took three more cars and the line moved ahead. I put my hand on Zee’s thigh.

“I’m getting to be one of those guys who always talks about the old days,” I said, looking at Corrie in the rearview mirror. “You know the type. Why, when I was a boy everything was better than it is now.”

“I don’t want to hurt your feelings,” said Corrie, “but as far as I’m concerned, you can have the good old days. I remember them pretty well, and I don’t think I want them coming back again. Besides, in another few years these will be the good old days.”

“By then I’ll probably remember this as a golden age,” I said.

We laughed. What nuts people are. Me in particular.

The On Time pulled in and we drove aboard. To our right, Edgartown harbor opened to the west and south; to our left was the lighthouse, the outer harbor, and the channel leading out to Nantucket Sound. There were moored boats both east and west of Chappy, and the falling tide was running strong. A southwest wind rippled the water, and the blue summer sky arched overhead like the inside of a Chinese bowl. We pulled away from the dock and crabbed across to the other side.

Years before, according to accounts I’d read, a fire truck on its way to fight a blaze on Chappy had tried to disembark from the ferry with such urgency that it had succeeded in spinning the boat right out from under it and standing itself on its rear end right in the ferry slip. We, being of more cautious bent, got off without incident and headed for Wasque Point on the far southeast corner of the island.

Wasque, like all coastal points, comes and goes according to the whims of the sea gods and goddesses. It gets bigger one year and smaller the next. Over the decades it has grown or shrunk as much as a quarter of a mile. A century or so before I was born, according to old charts, it was much farther out to sea than it is now, but the bluffs inland from the present point show that at some time it was a lot smaller. Whatever its size and shape, it is one of the best bluefishing spots on the East Coast, thanks to the Wasque rip that snakes out from the point, tossing bait around and attracting the voracious blues.

We fetched the point in time to catch the west tide, pulled up out of the reach of the slapping waves, and got the rods off the roof rack. There were already a half-dozen trucks ahead of us, and there were fish lying under them. Paul Schultz, who roamed the beaches for the Trustees of Reservations and always knew where the fish were but didn’t always have time to stop and catch them, was driving out as we drove in. He waved and we waved back.

“You guys stay up here,” I said to Joshua and Diana. “Watch out for cars, and don’t get behind anybody who’s making a cast. You don’t want to catch a hook on somebody’s backswing. Josh, you keep an eye on your little sister. I’ll be back in a couple of minutes.” I walked down to the surf, where Zee and Corrie were already fishing, and made my cast. The redheaded Roberts arced long and high and hit the roiling water with a satisfying splash. I took a couple of turns on the reel, glanced back to make sure that my offspring were doing what I’d told them to do, at least for the moment, and turned back to the sea.

The Roberts bounced and wobbled toward shore, offering an apparently attractive sight to any bluefish that might be around. I have caught more blues with it than with any other lure. However, there were apparently no fish close by at the moment, so my first cast was to no avail.

Down the beach there were a couple of bent rods, proving that there was life in the sea in spite of my failure to catch any of it. I hauled in and made another cast, and as I did Zee’s rod bent and she set her hook. She looked at me and grinned.

“Land him,” I said, feeling happy.

“I will,” she replied and did. By then the fish had moved a bit closer to us, and both Corrie and I were on and working our fish toward shore. We got back to the truck at about the same time with our fish—nice seven- and eight-pounders.

“Like old times,” grinned Corrie, “but I must be getting old. This guy almost wore me out!”

“Your fishing muscles are out of shape,” I said. “You spend all your time with your guitar and none with a rod.”

“Pa,” said Josh, touching my arm, “I want to fish.”

“Like father, like son,” said Corrie approvingly.

I got Josh’s little rod off the roof rack. He wasn’t able to cast far enough to catch anything today, but you’re never too young to try.

“Don’t forget to throw the bail,” I said. “You don’t want to snap your lure off.”

“I remember,” said Josh in his solemn little voice. He took the rod and went down to the surf near his mother. She gave him a smile. If he ever learned to fish as well as she could, he’d be able to hold his own in any company.

Diana, alone now, grabbed one of my fingers. “Play with me.”

“If you’ll excuse me,” said Corrie, “I’ll get back to fishing. Maybe I can get a couple more of these fellows and take them back to the boys and girls in the house. I don’t think they’re much in the way of cooks, but they got an oven and I can show them how to bake a fish.”

So then there were three of us fishing and two of us up on the beach playing a game I didn’t quite understand, and it was a fine day.

When we headed back for home along East Beach, we had as many fish as we needed and a few more. I planned to smoke some of mine and sell the extras at the market to help pay for gas. Who knows, we might even make expenses for the trip.

“You have to come for supper tonight, Corrie,” said Zee. “The boys at the house can do their own cooking.”

“More likely they’ll get some of the girls to do it for them,” said Corrie with a laugh.

“No doubt,” said Zee with a sigh.

“Well, if we can eat early, I’ll be glad to come,” said Corrie, “but I got to be at the coffeehouse by nine, and if I come to your place, you got to come to the show afterward.”

“That’s a deal,” said Zee. “Win-win for us.”

“For me, too,” said Corrie. “Things do work out at times.”

We sold the extra fish and dropped Corrie off with the three he’d caught. I handed him a fillet knife, since I doubted that there would be one in the house.

“I’ll use this on these fish and put them in the fridge, then I got to put in some practice,” said Corrie, leaning over the driver’s-side window and looking in at us. “Old fingers ain’t as limber as they used to be. Got to keep ’em loose.”

“I’ll pick you up at five.”

“What a dump,” said Zee as we drove away. “There ought to be a law against renting out places like that. They should make Ben Krane live in one of these slums he owns!”

“There is a law,” I said. “It’s just that there aren’t enough cops to enforce it. If they tried to keep track of every illegally occupied house in Edgartown, they wouldn’t have time to do anything else. Besides, where would the college kids live if they didn’t live in one of Ben’s outhouses?”

“I know, I know. But it’s disgusting.”

Someone, maybe God, agreed with that assessment, because in early spring someone had torched one of Ben’s houses and hadn’t been caught yet. The year before, the same thing had happened to Ben’s Oak Bluffs office. I didn’t have any more idea than the cops did about who had burned the house, but as for the Oak Bluffs job, I attributed that to some in-town fire starter.

Oak Bluffs, one of the island’s three biggest towns, which doesn’t mean much in terms of population since only about twelve thousand people live on the whole island in the winter, is rightly famous for its Victorian gingerbread houses and its long-standing tradition of racial diversity, particularly as a summer resort for well-to-do Afro-Americans. As perhaps is unknown to its tourists and summer population, but is well known to year-round islanders, OB is also renowned for its hot-headed political factions. Typical small-town squabbles are squared or even cubed in Oak Bluffs, where no political decision is non-controversial and petty violence and vitriol are the norm: insults are exchanged in the newspapers and during town business meetings, cars of political figures are keyed and have their tires slashed and their windows broken, and occasionally someone gets a bloody nose.

Ben Krane, being at once a lawyer, a realtor, and the owner of some of the most disgraceful summer rentals on the island, naturally had his share of enemies, and in my view some OB citizen had torched his office for public or private reasons. In any case, Ben had not rebuilt in Oak Bluffs, but had reestablished his office in Edgartown, where tempers might run as high but actions were much more restrained. They don’t burn people out in Edgartown, they chill them out.

Like the office fire, the blaze that later had leveled Ben’s big old rotten rental house was very overtly a case of arson.

From Zee’s point of view, the fire was just fine since no one had gotten hurt and Ben now had one less slum to rent out at exorbitant prices to summer kids. She wouldn’t have minded if all such buildings burned down. It was a widely agreed-upon assessment. Ben Krane, rich and getting richer, was not a beloved figure with the local health board, the police, the neighbors of his decaying buildings, or the kids who rented his places, who were getting ripped off and knew it but didn’t know what to do about it except trash the places when they left and leave them in even worse shape than they found them when they moved in. Ben publicly howled at their ingratitude and often refused to return the kids’ security deposits, but never fixed anything up more than he absolutely had to before renting the place out again the next summer for even more money. And he didn’t mind being a public outcast, either. He had money, and because he had money he had women and he didn’t have to hang on to any of them longer than he wanted because there were always more.

It drove Zee wild and made her uncharacteristically sullen. “Why don’t those women ever wise up?” she’d ask me when the news of Ben’s latest ex-bedmate reached the streets.

“They’re desperate,” I’d explain. “They know I’m taken and it drives them to do mad things. They deserve sympathy, not impatience.”

“I’m the one who deserves sympathy. I’m the one who lives with you!”

We got home in time to square away kids and gear, and to fillet our keeper bluefish and get them soaking in brine in preparation for smoking, before Warren Quick arrived with his load of lumber for my addition. He was driving his old truck with the logo on the door reading QUICK ERECTION COMPANY—WE GET IT UP FAST AND IT STAYS UP! Warren was a straight-arrow, West Coast guy who had apparently brought some California humor with him when he’d moved to the Vineyard and gotten his building business going in West Tisbury. I was surprised to see Susanna, his wife, riding in the cab with him.

He backed around the house to my lumber pile, climbed out, and the two of us began to unload. Susanna, babe on her hip and holding her eldest by the hand, went into the house, presumably to trade mom talk with Zee. Warren was quiet as usual. Unlike a lot of Californians, he never had much to say.

Before we got all of the lumber stacked, Zee came out the back door and waved me toward her. She had a frown on her face. I went to her.

“Come in,” she said. “I want you to listen to Susanna. She’s got a problem and she needs help.”

“Serious?”

She flicked her eyes at Warren. “Serious enough. Somebody’s writing her nasty letters.”

I had quit the Boston PD because I was tired of trying to solve the dilemmas of the world and just wanted to be left alone. But woe is everywhere, of course, so I left Warren to finish the stacking and followed Zee into the house.
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Susanna Quick was about thirty years old. She had an oval face with big blue eyes, light brown hair, a just-right nose, and full lips. Her hair was thick and her body was petite and nicely shaped. Warren’s and her kids were just a tad younger than ours, and took after their mother in looks and coloring. The eldest, Abigail, who looked like Susanna, was going to give her parents a lot of grief in not too many more years; boys were going to be after her like hounds on a fox.

Susanna and Warren had arrived on the Vineyard with enough money to set up a business. He was good with his hands and tools and she was good in the office, and the Quick Erection Company was doing okay in spite of or maybe even because of its outlandish West Coast name. On building-happy Martha’s Vineyard, there’s plenty of business for construction outfits that can do their jobs right, and the Quicks sold not only lumber but other building materials too, and thus got business from the do-it-yourselfers like me.

I didn’t know them well, having only met them as a customer, but they had always seemed to be happy together. When their kids arrived, Susanna just put a playpen in the office and kept on working. I admired her for that, being of similar inclination with regard to Josh and Diana; I liked having them around me.

Nurse Zee, who had met Susanna at the hospital, where all young Vineyard parents appear sooner or later for medical advice or assistance, had taken to her immediately, in part because they shared the drama of having young children about whom they had a lot to learn, and in part because Susanna was cheerful and full of life.

She didn’t look so cheerful now.

“I’ll take the kids outside so the two of you can talk without any little ears around,” said Zee. She picked up the baby and reached for Abigail’s hand.

“Let’s go watch Warren unload lumber,” said Zee to Josh and Diana, who were inside because everyone else was.

Zee and the four children went out. I looked at Susanna, who was sitting on the couch behind the coffee table that held the vise that held the lock that I practiced opening with the picks I’d gotten in an up-island yard sale. As far as I knew, I was the only apprentice lock picker in the neighborhood.

“Warren doesn’t know about this,” she said. “He wouldn’t understand. He’s so . . . pure.”

“Understand what?” I sat down across from her. Susanna twirled her thumbs.

“Zee says that you used to be a policeman.”

“Yes. In Boston.”

“She says I can trust you.” Her blue eyes were deep and somber.

“I’m glad she thinks so.”

Silence sat in the room while Susanna studied me. Then she made her decision.

“I’ve been getting phone calls. A man. He knows things I didn’t think anyone knew. At least anyone here.”

“Blackmail?”

“I’m not sure. Until yesterday he just made calls. He never said he wanted anything, he just told me what he knew. What he knows.”

Everybody has secrets, so it was no surprise that Susanna had hers. I had mine, certainly. I hoped no one knew about some of them.

“What happened yesterday?”

She opened her purse and took out an envelope. “I got this.” She handed the envelope to me. Since there were probably dozens of fingerprints on it already, I took it. Inside was a folded piece of paper with a photograph printed on it. The picture was of a bondage scene featuring a bound and gagged woman wearing a mask, a cap with a feather, a cape, and a scanty green costume that looked vaguely as if it belonged in a Robin Hood movie. She was young and beautiful and was staring wide-eyed at a cloaked and hooded masked man dressed all in black. I thought I recognized the woman’s eyes.

I handed the picture back to her. Compared with some of the stuff I’d seen, it was pretty mild.

“It’s a printout from the Internet,” said Susanna.

“There’s a lot of that sort of thing available, they tell me. In this one I was a superhero named Oriona. You know, it’s a feminization of Orion the Hunter? She always hunted down the bad guys so she could capture them, but naturally she got captured instead and the villains got to humiliate and abuse her to their hearts’ content. I made several Oriona films when I was eighteen or nineteen.”

She looked at me as if trying to determine how I felt about such things.

“There’s a market for it,” I said.

She nodded. “Yes, although I didn’t think much about the audience at the time. Don’t get the wrong idea. The job paid pretty well, and nobody made me do it. I did it because I was young and was trying to get into the movies. I made myself into a blonde and called myself Eva L’Amour. It was actually fun most of the time, and I met some people I still like.” She paused, and then went on. “Later, I did other stuff. Rougher stuff. Movies, stills, whatever. By the time I realized that I was never going to be a movie star, I’d made a lot of it. Then I met Warren.

“He was with a construction outfit that took on a job right next to where I was working that week. We ran into each other and got to talking. He wanted to start his own business, and I was ready to leave the gags and chains to somebody else. I never told him what I’d been doing, because he was so nice. We even go to church, you know. Every Sunday.”

“Ah.”

“So we got married in California and moved here, to Martha’s Vineyard, where nobody knew me. His folks had died and left him some money and I’d squirreled away a nest egg of my own, so we were able to start up the business. Now this has happened.”

Silence returned to the room.

“Has this man on the phone threatened you?” I asked finally.

“No. He just talks about Oriona, and how much he likes looking at her and knowing that Eva L’Amour is living right here on the Vineyard, where he can see her in person anytime he likes. He calls himself the Man in Black.”

“Do you recognize the voice?”

“No. It’s muffled. It scares me, though. He knows all about me.” She wound her fingers together and then unwound them again. “If it was just me, or even just me and Warren, I wouldn’t mind. But I’ve got Warren and the kids now and I don’t want anything I did a long time ago to hurt them.”

Let’s talk about our families, class. What does your mom do, Abigail?

My mom is a porn queen.

“Here’s what I think,” I said. “You should contact the telephone company and tell them that you’re getting harassing calls. Among other things, they have gadgets these days that you can put on your phone and that’ll let you trace any call you get. Usually, when one of these heavy breathers gets himself identified, he stops making the calls right then and there.”

She nodded. “That sounds good. I’ll do that. Maybe that’s all it’ll take. I can’t understand how this guy found out about me. My name is different, my hair is different, and I’m a lot older.”

“It’s a small world,” I said. “People come to the Vineyard from all over, even from California. They wander everywhere these days. The stranger you talk to in China may live next to you on Nantucket.” I put a smile on my face. “That’s why you always have to be careful about what you say. The person you’re insulting may be the sister of the person you’re talking to.”

She didn’t smile back, so I offered another possibility. “I recognized you in the picture because of your eyes, even though Oriona was wearing a mask. You may have gotten older and moved and changed your name and the color of your hair, but your eyes haven’t changed. Any fan of the pictures you made out west might recognize those eyes if he saw you now. It could be that your caller is a customer of your business and recognized you in your office.”

Susanna frowned. “I don’t like that idea at all!”

“And there was that picture of you and Warren at the church fair in the Gazette last spring. Maybe the guy saw that. It was a good shot of you. You do have eyes that are hard to forget. Was it just a little after that when you got the first telephone call?”

Susanna thought. “I guess it was. I never put the two together, but maybe I should have.”

“Besides the phone company, you should go to the post office and to the police,” I said. “They’ll both help you.”

She shook her head. “No. No police. I don’t want any police. The police are like everybody else. They talk to their friends and the friends talk and pretty soon everybody in town will know. That’s exactly what I don’t want!”

“I think you can trust the cops,” I said. “They deal with worse than this all the time and never tell anyone who doesn’t need to know.” It was true that cops know more about the dark side of everyday life than the rest of us: the wife beaters, the drunks, the predators and the prey, the vicious and the victims. It was also pretty true, but not completely true, that they usually don’t talk about such things to civilians.

But Susanna was firm. “No. No police. And no post office, either. At least not right now. I’ll talk with the phone people, though, and see if I can get one of those tracers for my phone.” She twisted her hands. “I hope you understand. I just want to keep this as quiet as possible.”
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