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To Gen Prada and Joyce Goldfield, and in memory of Al Prada, who, long ago, welcomed me to their island and into their Vineyard Family.


Particular thanks to Dr. Thomas W. Adams—physician, poet, potter, gardener extraordinaire, and specialist on poison plants.


“A double minded man is unstable in all his ways.”

—JAMES 1:8



[image: Images]




[image: Image] 1 [image: Image]


The first time I saw the Padishah of Sarofim was the morning when he nearly killed Zee and me with his cigarette boat.

It was just after the change of the tide in the Cape Pogue Gut when Zee hooked a fish. We were drifting in my dinghy and had the gut all to ourselves.

“Hey,” said Zee, “there’s life in the sea, after all.” She hauled back her rod and reeled down and hauled back again. “This is a good-sized fish or else a fighting little fool.”

It was the only hit we’d had since we’d putted over from Edgartown to seek the wily blues, so I reeled in and watched her work the fish.

It wasn’t hard to watch Zee. She was wearing her short shorts and a shirt with its tails tied around her waist and the blue bandanna she liked to wear around her hair when she fished. She was sleek as an otter.

“Maybe it’s a bass,” I said.

“No, it’s not a bass,” said Zee. “It’s a bluefish. I know a bass when I have one on.”

“Do you want me to help you land it? Fishing is man’s work, after all.”

“Pardon my repressed laughter. Where’s your fish?”

“I’m deliberately not catching any so you’ll have an improved self-image. Bad self-images are no-no’s these days.”

“My self-image is just fine, thank you. Gosh, this guy really is giving me a tussle.”

True. The dinghy was being towed across the slow tidal current. I got interested.

From the other side of John Oliver Point rose the rolling thunder sound of a powerful engine as a fast boat came up from the south end of Cape Pogue Pond. I hate and fear overpowered boats being driven too fast. They’re a danger to their riders and to everyone else in sight.

Around the far end of the point came a shining cigarette boat, throwing a spray of white water behind and riding a roar of sound. The boat curled along the inside of the Cape Pogue Elbow and came full speed into the gut, straight at us.

Jesus Christ! I grabbed the starter rope of my little Seagull outboard and gave a yank. The trusty motor kicked right over, but it was far too late. Before I could swing the dinghy away, the cigarette boat was on us. Zee’s mouth moved, but her voice was lost in the roar of the boat’s engines.

At the last moment the helmsman altered course a trifle. The boat missed us by a yard, severing Zee’s line. A second later the wake capsized the dinghy and dumped Zee and me into the water. When I came up I looked for Zee. She was treading water, still hanging on to her rod. The dinghy bobbed upside down beyond her. We were all drifting slowly out into Nantucket Sound on the falling tide.

“Are you all right?”

“Yes. You?”

“Yes.”

Beyond the gut, the cigarette boat slowed and swung around and came back. There were three men aboard. They eased up near us.

“Are you all right?” This from the dark-eyed helmsman. There was a British intonation overlying an accent I didn’t recognize.

“You missed us by at least a foot, you stupid man!” Zee was furious.

The helmsman darkened even more, and his mouth tightened. An olive-skinned man with a hatchet face frowned. A blond young man dropped a ladder over the side. “Come aboard,” he said, leaning down and putting out a hand.

“I don’t want to ride with a maniac,” said Zee, coughing. “Get away from us before that fool at the wheel really does kill us both!”

“Please,” said the blond man.

Zee waved her fishing rod at the helmsman. “I had a good fish on, you dunderhead! You cut him off! People like you shouldn’t be allowed to drive! My God!”

The helmsman glared, and the man with the hatchet face spoke to him in a language I didn’t know.

The water was warm, but we were still slowly being carried out to sea. I swam to the cigarette boat and climbed aboard. “Awfully sorry,” said the blond man, giving my hand a fast shake. “Please, miss, come aboard.”

I reached down a long arm. “Come on, Zee.”

Spitting water, she swam over and handed up her rod, then climbed the ladder and glared at the helmsman, dripping.

“Just to make sure I’ve got the right man,” she snapped, moving toward him, “it was you who nearly cut us in two, wasn’t it?”

The helmsman lifted his chin and looked first at each man on the boat and finally at her. “It was indeed, madam. And what were you doing there, anyway?”

“You incredible jerk! I was fishing there, but this is what I’m doing here!” And before he or anyone else could move she hit him in the nose with her fist.

He gasped and raised his hands to his face.

“There, you wretched man!” cried Zee.

He staggered back. His legs hit the side of the cockpit and he went overboard backwards. Zee looked slightly abashed. The man with the hatchet face looked suddenly deadly. His hand dipped under his light summer shirt and came out with a flat semiautomatic pistol. He was very quick. He swung the pistol toward Zee, and I barely had time to step between them.

“No, Colonel!” The blond man’s voice was loud, but he did not step in front of the pistol.

The Colonel did not shoot, but neither did he lower the pistol. It was lined up on my solar plexus. Long before, I had been shot just a bit south of that spot and I still had the bullet nestled up against my spine.

From the water came a strangled shout in that unknown language. The helmsman was thrashing in the water. The Colonel hesitated, then glanced down at the helmsman and back at Zee and me.

Zee leaned over the side. “Now you know what it feels like! Swim over here, if you know how. Or are you as bad at swimming as you are at driving a boat?” It was clear that she had not seen the Colonel’s pistol. “Come on,” said Zee, reaching down. “That’s it. You needed a little cooling off, hotshot.”

The helmsman came up the ladder, Zee’s hand clenching his shirt. I looked back at the Colonel, and the pistol was gone. He and the helmsman held a short intense conversation while the blond man scurried away and returned with towels.

The helmsman glared at Zee, and there was a seepage of blood from his hawklike nose. The Colonel’s eyes were hooded like those of a snake. The blond man was conciliatory to all. “Okay, folks, let’s all just relax. You, sir,” this to me, “will you take that boat hook and see if you can snag your dinghy’s painter when I come up alongside of her? That’s it.”

I hauled the dinghy close, tipped it right-side up, and pulled it up the side of the cigarette boat so some of the water would empty out. When I eased it back in the water, it floated. Gone was my good graphite rod, a Penn 704 reel, and a tackle box full of gear. I pointed this out to the blond man and added that my outboard would now have to be rinsed and possibly repaired down at Pirate’s Cove, the local boatyard in Edgartown.

“Don’t worry, sir,” said Blondie. “We’ll take care of everything. We’re just delighted that you’re both all right. These things happen, in spite of our best efforts to prevent them. Allow me to introduce myself. Standish Caplan, State Department. My fault, this, I’m afraid. Allowed his . . . er . . . Mr. Rashad to take the wheel at the wrong time. A thousand pardons. You must allow us to take you into Edgartown. May I know your name, sir?”

“J. W.Jackson,” I said, angry about the pistol now that it was no longer pointed at me. “Who’s your gunman? We don’t see many like him down here.”

The gunman and I stared at each other. He identified himself. “Colonel Ahmed Nagy.” His voice was dark and had a cut to it.

Standish Caplan stepped smoothly between us, now that there was no pistol. “Mr. Jackson, Mr. Rashad. Mr. Rashad, Mr. Jackson. Gentlemen, please shake hands. No damage done, ha, ha, save a few wet clothes. Tempers cooling, I hope. Miss . . . er . . .”

“Zeolinda Madieras,” said Zee. “Mrs. Zeolinda Madieras.” She was still glaring at Rashad, but her lips were beginning to twitch. I knew a laugh was coming, and it did. She shrugged her shoulders. “Let’s call it even, then. Take us home. I need a shower.”

Rashad touched his nose. “In my country women do not strike men.”

“That must be some sort of country! Maybe you should go back to it, where you’ll be safe,” flared Zee.

Rashad’s eyes grew bright. He lifted a hand.

“Don’t even think it,” I said, but I was really watching Colonel Nagy.

“Madam, gentlemen, please.” Standish Caplan was somehow between Rashad and the Colonel on one side and Zee and me on the other. “Please, let us put all this behind us. Let me take the wheel and see if we can get Mrs. Madieras and Mr. Jackson and their boat safely home. Awfully sorry about the fish, Mrs. Madieras. We will be glad to replace everything else, but we can’t replace your fish, ha, ha.”

“Ha, ha,” said Zee. But she seated herself on one side of the cockpit and waved a languid arm. “Home, Standish.”

We parted at Pirate’s Cove Marina.

“Your names are in the book, yes? Well then, I will be in touch,” said Standish Caplan, handing us each his card. “Now I must take the . . . er . . . Mr. Rashad home and get him some dry clothes. Awfully sorry about this whole thing. Terribly glad you’re both all right.”

The Colonel leaned toward me. “We will remember you,” he said in a voice like a knife. He looked at Zee. “And the woman will not be forgotten either.”

He stood back and put a hand on the edge of the cockpit. He watched us with his hooded eyes as the cigarette boat rumbled away down harbor. Rashad turned once and looked back. His eyes seemed to burn with dark fire.

Beside me, Zee shivered in the warm August air. “Take me home,” she said. “I want that shower.”

We walked along North Water Street past the great captains’ houses, crossed Main at the Four Corners, and went up South Water Street past the huge pagoda tree that some captain or other had brought over from Asia in a flowerpot a century and a half earlier. We turned down toward The Reading Room, got my ancient, rusty Toyota LandCruiser from where I’d left it, in spite of the NO PARKING signs, on Collins Beach, and I took Zee home.

At the time I had no idea that we’d crossed swords with the Padishah of Sarofim or what that would lead to.
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Behind every great fortune lies a great crime, as someone (Balzac?) observed. Certainly that is true of the Emerald Necklace of Sarofim. The theft of the emeralds had provided the beginning of a great family fortune two centuries earlier, and crime followed them to Martha’s Vineyard. Kidnapping and killings were only two of the evils that arrived with the necklace, and Zee was to be only the first island victim. Even now, chicanery and violence seem inexorably linked to the emeralds. They glitter from the dark shadows of their own history. Where did they really come from? What gem cutter cut them, what goldsmith set them? How many times have they been wrested from someone who had stolen them from someone else? How much blood has been shed for them? How much is still to be shed?

When I first heard of the Sarofim necklace, I had been enjoying clams, beer, and country music in my yard. It was about a week after the incident in Cape Pogue Gut. Standish Caplan had been as good as his word. He had sent me a generous check, and my outboard motor was again purring smoothly. Emeralds were not on my list of things to think about. I was dreaming about Jeremy Fisher’s eighteen-foot catboat.

I had been clamming the day before in Eel Pond, where I’d been having some luck lately. Good clamming spots get discovered and clammed out pretty fast on Martha’s Vineyard, so when we find one, we keep it to ourselves. My secret still seemed secure, and I’d got my bucketful in short order, brought them home, soaked them all night in salt water so they would spit out their sand, and now had them ready for frying. My mouth watered as the oil heated and I whipped up some tartar sauce.

You can dip your clams in a batter or in flour or in both before frying them. I use a batter. To get it to stick to your clams, you make sure the clams are dry and then chill them in the fridge until just before you dip them in the batter.

To the sound of Hank Williams, Jr., singing of the joys and sorrows of honky-tonk life, I cooked and ate, washing the clams down with Yuengling lager, an excellent beer (from America’s oldest brewery). Yum. What could be finer than beer and clams and C-and-W music on a fine August day on the beautiful island of Martha’s Vineyard? I took my portable radio and more clams and beer out into my yard, stripped down, and sat gingerly in Archie Bunker’s chair, the wonderful, comfortable but fragile old wooden lawn chair I was going to fix up right someday. Two of the Bad Bunny Bunch, who had evil designs on my garden, hopped reluctantly back into the oak brush and trees as I lay in the warm sun beneath a blue sky. Tan renewal time. I could eat, drink, and do that too.

Beyond my garden and the trees and across Anthier’s Pond, the August people could be seen, distantly, sopping up the summer sun on the beach or on their sailboards. Beyond them, out toward Cape Cod, where a line of lazy clouds hung against the sky, the sail and motorboats moved across the Sound. The wind was gentle from the southwest and sighed through the trees around my house.

I was finishing up the last of the clams and thinking about the eighteen-foot fiberglass catboat that Jeremy Fisher, who had decided at eighty-something that he was no longer up to singlehanding around Vineyard Sound, was willing to part with for a very decent price, which I could not afford, when I heard a car coming down my driveway.

My driveway is long and sandy and I don’t get a lot of cars coming down it, although I don’t mind when one does. I also don’t get dressed if I’m perfecting my tan. After all, I’m in my own yard and whoever is coming wasn’t invited and must take what he or she finds at the end of the road. On the other hand, one never knows, do one? What if it were the President of the United States? What if it were the Pope? Just because they’ve never come down yet doesn’t mean they won’t.

I placed the empty clam plate in a diplomatic position and took a pull on my beer.

The car belonged to the town of Edgartown, had blue lights on top, and was being driven by the chief of police. He stopped the car, and we eyed one another across the lawn. He shook his head, opened the door, and got out.

“You’re too late,” I said. “I spent all of the Brinks money on clams and I just ate the last of them.”

“Decadence,” said the Chief. “Aren’t you embarrassed to be lying out in the open like that, in view of low-flying planes?”

“I realize that it’s envy of my manly endowment that makes you talk like that,” I said. The Chief had never come to my house before, so something was going on. I got up and pulled on my shorts. “There, now you don’t have to feel embarrassed. I didn’t mean to show you up, but you’ve nobody to blame but yourself. You should have called and told me you were coming.”

“You off-islanders don’t even know what well hung means,” said the Chief, digging his pipe out of his pocket. “The chamber of commerce sent me to talk to you about this habit of yours of lying around naked. We have a lot of rich female tourists flying in here, you know, and when they look down and see you, they fly right home again, thinking that all the men down here are underdeveloped. It’s wrecking the summer economy.”

I finished my beer and picked up the clam plate. “Come up on the porch,” I said. “I’m going to have another beer. You care for one?”

“Nope. On duty.” He stoked up his pipe and followed me up the steps into the screen porch. The sweet smell of his tobacco filled my nostrils, and once again, as always when I smell a pipe, I gave serious thought to smoking my own again. I still had my rack of briars and corncobs even though I hadn’t smoked in years. I’d once smoked cigarettes too, but I missed only my pipe. I sometimes suspected that the Chief deliberately lit up to give me grief. Now he puffed and looked out across my garden to the Sound. “Nice view,” he said. “How much land do you own here?”

“About fifteen acres. Just enough to keep people from getting too close to me. My father bought it a long time ago, when land was cheap. I couldn’t afford to buy it now.”

“Baird’s old hunting camp,” said the Chief. “My old man used to come out here with Baird and some of their pals. They’d bring their guns and a few bottles and a box of grub and spend weekends pretending to hunt while mostly they drank whiskey and played cards and told lies. My old man brought me up once or twice when he thought I was old enough to shoot.” He gestured toward the pond. “There used to be good duck hunting out there, not that we ever actually got around to shooting very many.”

“My father told me once that if you had all the whiskey that had been drunk in this place and if you poured it out, you’d have a river running all the way to the pond,” I said.

The Chief allowed himself a fast smile. “That’s about right.” Then the smile passed, and he stopped looking at the Sound and looked at me. “One of my special officers just retired to Florida. I want to replace him and wondered if you, being an ex-big-city cop and all, would take the job. I need all the extra officers I can get for a special detail that’s coming up. You might even like it. One night. Good money. Fancy clothes; a tux, probably.”

“I don’t own a tux.”

“The customer will pay for it. You interested?”

“If the money’s good, every off-duty cop on the island is probably interested. Aren’t there enough of them?” Cops everywhere love off-duty special details. They make excellent money and can always use it; usually, too, the special details require very little work; whenever you see a cop standing beside an open manhole or beside a telephone company truck or outside a farmers’ market, directing traffic, it’s a special detail.

“You must have won the lottery,” said the Chief. “You don’t seem too interested in making some money. I’ve already got every loose cop on this job, but I could use one more inside the house, and much as I may regret saying this, you’re my first choice.”

“It’s been a while since I carried a badge.”

“It’s a part-time job at best. You interested or not?”

I thought about it. “Enough to talk about it some more. This must be a big deal, if you’ve used up all of the island’s off-duty fuzz. What’s it all about?”

“It’s not just island law,” said the Chief sourly. “We’ll have state cops and some feds too.”

“My breath is bated.”

“You know the Stonehouse sisters . . .”

“No.”

“Yes you do. Amelia Muleto. Old Ray Muleto’s widow. She’s one of them. Her twin sister is Emily. She married Edward C. Damon. Owns that big place over on Chappaquiddick. You know, down harbor the other side of the narrows. White boat house big enough for the QE2. Keeps the Dog Star tied there. Sixty-foot yawl. Big cigarette boat, too.”

I did know Amelia Muleto. She is Zee’s aunt by marriage, but I’d known her long before I’d met Zee. And I had once met her sister, but I hadn’t known they were the Stonehouse sisters and explained that to the Chief.

He puffed on his pipe, undismayed by my ignorance. “In that case, you probably don’t know about the emeralds, either.”

“No.”

“Or about Edward C. Damon being appointed ambassador to Sarofim.”

“As a matter of fact, I did hear that. He’s one of the fat cats who bankrolled the campaign of the new President of the U.S. of A. and he’s getting Sarofim as a reward even though he doesn’t speak the language or know anything about the Middle East in general or Sarofim in particular.”

“You’re a snide bastard. How much do you know about Sarofim?”

“I know it’s got more oil than it can pump in a thousand years and a king or sheik or whatever who likes movies and women.”

“I see you read Newsweek. Gosh!”

I gave him a wise smile. “Tell me about the emeralds. They sound more interesting.”

“The way I get the story, a couple of hundred years ago one of the Stonehouse ancestors hired himself out as a mercenary to someone who wanted to replace the king or whatever of Sarofim. In the war that followed, Stonehouse got into the palace and away with enough of the royal treasury to establish a family fortune. He sold most of the jewels for cash, made some smart investments in land and the East India trade, and ended up with a peerage that he gave up to come to America and make even more money. But he never sold this emerald necklace. It’s been passed down through the generations until now. And now the king of Sarofim wants it back. National treasure.”

“And is he going to get it?”

“He is. The Stonehouse girls—girls! They’re in their sixties, at least—are going to hand it over to the king himself. You get the idea: cementing the historical friendship between the two sovereign nations, ending an ancient grievance between the royal family and the Stonehouse family . . .”

“Guaranteeing Edward C. Damon a good start as potential ambassador to Sarofim . . .”

“You got it. The show is scheduled to take place in Damon’s house. His Royal Whatsis was on the island a week ago and he’ll be back again in a couple of days. In Disneyland right now, I think. Anyway, it will be a very, very grand affair, with Important People from Sarofim, Washington, Boston, you name it, here for the event.”

I thought of Amelia Muleto. I had never heard her say anything particularly flattering about Damon. If I were Amelia, the widow of a poor man, I wouldn’t hand over my emerald necklace for the sake of my brother-in-law’s career, especially if I didn’t care too much for him. I suggested as much to the Chief.

The Chief sucked on his pipe. “Not sure the girls have much to say about it, actually. Trustees’ decision, or some such thing. Anyway, word has it, quite unofficially, that Sarofim is paying big bucks for the necklace. Under the table, of course. That way, all parties are satisfied. The Stonehouse sisters get megabucks, which Amelia at least certainly can use, the king of Sarofim gets to return triumphant to his homeland bearing the necklace that no previous king could get back, Edward C. Damon gets his ambassadorship, the President smiles, and so forth. You interested in the helping me out or not? The security precautions are sapping me dry.”

“I get to wear a tux? And hang around the rich and famous?”

He nodded. “This time, at least.”

I was thinking about Jeremy Fisher’s catboat. The second deadly sin shares me with the other six, and I try to enjoy them all.

“Why not?” I said.

“I can give you one reason, maybe. The king or whatever they call him of Sarofim is not necessarily the kind of guy you want for a pal. Some people think he’s a dictatorial shit. His old man kidnapped women for his harem—a harem, for God’s sake! I didn’t know they still had them—and gave them to his secret police if they didn’t go along with it. The police screwed them and then cut pieces off of them and tossed the bodies back in the streets as a lesson to the uncooperative. They did the same thing to men the king didn’t like. Cut off their peckers and put out their eyes and then killed them. That sort of thing. Amnesty International didn’t like the old man and they don’t like this guy any better. Of course that’s just what I’ve heard through the grapevine. Maybe it’s all just bad-mouthing by somebody who doesn’t like the family.”

“Where’d you hear it?”

“Spitz. FBI guy who’s on the island arranging security from the federal end. He didn’t know if it was true or not, but he passed it along. One of those guys who distrusts our foreign policies. In J. Edgar’s day he’d have been on the hit list instead of carrying a federal badge. Times change. Spitz may be unhappy about the king, but he likes having a few days on this blessed isle of ours. You still want the job?”

“Sounds too good to miss.”

“I’ll give your name to the selectmen. They have to approve your appointment. The big party is next Saturday night. There’ll be a briefing that morning out at the Damons’ house. Nine o’clock. Security will walk the grounds, learn the ways in and out. That sort of thing. Thornberry Security is running the show.”

Thornberry Security was a big outfit. When I’d left the Boston Police, Thornberry had offered me a job. I’d declined.

“I’ll be there,” I said.

“Islands may be the aristocrats of the earth’s surfaces, but there are just as many crooks and wacko people here as anywhere else,” said the Chief. “I don’t want anything going wrong while those rocks are in this town, so I expect everybody to keep his eyes open. They can steal them someplace else, but not here. You still have a pistol?”

A pistol? I tried to look unsurprised. “Yeah. The .38 I carried in Boston.”

“Well, carry it that night too. Or I can give you something from our armory, such as it is.”

“You’re taking this pretty seriously.”

He pointed his pipe at me. “I hear that there are people around who’d love to mess this deal up and I don’t want anything going wrong, even if the king is as bad as some say. Thornberry will tell you all you need to know at the briefing.” Then he had an afterthought. “You won’t shoot yourself in the foot or anything like that, will you? You do still remember which end the bullet comes out?”

“As I recall, you stand behind your gun when you shoot. That right?”

“Just like pissing,” said the Chief. “I knew you had what it takes for this job.”
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In August the bluefish seek cooler waters up north of Cape Cod, giving joy to Boston and Maine Coast fishermen. They drift south again in September, just in time for the Vineyard Striped Bass and Bluefish Derby, but for a month or so, they’re hard to find from the Vineyard shore. Nevertheless, Zee and I were hunting them along East Beach on the far side of Chappaquiddick. We were in my Toyota LandCruiser, stopping at each point—Wasque, Leland’s, Bernie’s, the Jetties, Cape Pogue, and all the nameless little outthrusts of sand in between—and casting without any real hope of getting anything. There was a northeast wind that had cleared away the humidity for a couple of days and brought a hint of fall to the island. Across the Sound, Cape Cod was looming, and off to the southeast we could see Muskeget hanging on the edge of the horizon. Sailboats were moving over the waters, and there were fishermen working the shoals out in the Sound. Over us there was a clear blue sky. The sun was warm.

Zee was again wearing shorts and a shirt with the sleeves rolled up and the tails tied around her waist. Her wonderful long black hair was tucked up under her bandanna. Her skin was brown and smooth. When she made her casts, the motion was like a movement of dance, something you might see in a ballet.

As she was reeling in, she turned and looked at me. “Well, are you going to fish or not? You don’t catch them unless you put your plug in the water, you know.”

“I’m waiting for you to get one first, because even though I’m a very macho guy I’m also very polite.”

“Sure you are,” said Zee. “And you want me to have an improved self-image, too.”

Zee made another cast. She was breaking in my brand-new eleven-and-a-half-foot one-piece graphite rod and was throwing a diamond jig a long way out. All to no avail. I watched her reel in again while I leaned against the Toyota and listened to the radio inside. I was tuned to the classical music station on the Cape, which was presenting Beethoven’s Ninth, the world’s heavyweight musical champion. When I die, I want my ashes poured out (downwind, of course) over the Wasque rip while somebody plays a tape of the fourth movement of the Ninth.

Zee came up to the LandCruiser and changed lures. She smiled at me. We had been changing lures all the way up the beach. We’d started with Roberts and then tried Missiles, poppers, swimmers, and then metal in various shapes—Kastmasters, Hopkins and diamond jigs. And we had caught nothing. Now Zee was putting on a little broken-backed Rebel, blue with a yellow streak on its belly. I looked at it skeptically.

“Well, why not?” asked Zee. “It can’t do worse than what we’ve tried so far.”

“True enough. You’ve inspired me to try again myself.” I peered into my tackle box and extracted a pink Nantucket Bullet, got her rod, and snapped the lure onto her leader.

“That’s the stuff,” said Zee. “Never say die. Just because you’ve never caught a fish in your life using that thing doesn’t mean you’re not going to catch one today.”

“Absolutely.”

“If you do catch something, of course it’ll belong to me because you’re using my rod.”

“Use your own rod, then, and give me back mine.”

“This rod is too good for you. You should really give it to me.”

“Fat chance.”

We walked down to the water and made our casts. Fifteen minutes later we still had no fish. No swirls, no hits, no anything.

“The dead sea,” said Zee.

We went back up to the car and got out the coffee. It was a beautiful morning, and we were the only people on the beach. I pointed this out to Zee.

“Possibly because everybody else is smarter than us,” she said. “They don’t go fishing when there are no fish.”

“Dumbness has its own rewards,” I said, leering. “I have you all alone on a beautiful beach on beautiful Martha’s Vineyard and I am plying you with strong drink.”

“I don’t think this is the kind of drink the world’s Romeos use,” she said, sipping her coffee and looking at me with her dark eyes. “Besides, as I recall, you don’t even like beach parties. Sand in the food, sand in the drinks. That sort of thing. I’d have thought that sand in the crotch would be equally undesirable.”

“It’s not that I’d enjoy it,” I said. “It’s just that it’s part of the ‘Romance on the Vineyard’ scenario, and, being the kind of guy I am, I have obligations. I mean, here we are. Beautiful, passionate woman, handsome, virile stud, bright sun, blue water, empty white sands, hormones bubbling, you unable to resist your erotic impulses. I have to satisfy you whether I really want to or not. I just want you to know that I’m prepared to do my duty as a manly Vineyard man.”

“You’re a person driven by moral imperatives,” said Zee. “The way I see it is this: we lay out the bedspread I notice you just happen to have in the back of the Toyota, we dig out the towels, we put away these worthless rods, we strip and go for a skinny-dip, and then we see what happens.”

The Trustees of Reservations, who own East Beach, do not approve of nude bathing or nude anything else taking place on their property, but they were not around at the moment.

“You have good ideas, Cornelius,” I said. “When I am king, you may have my hat.”

An hour later a pickup came up from the south and we got back into our clothes. The driver was Iowa, a retired guy from the Midwest who now lived on the Vineyard year-round and fished all of the time. Iowa stopped in front of us and glanced at the rods on the roof rack.

“Anything?” he asked.

“Not since daybreak,” said Zee, fastening a button on her shirt.

“You been up to the lighthouse?”

“Up there and back this far. Not a fish.”

“You try the gut?”

“No, and we didn’t try in the pond. Maybe you’ll find some there.”

“I doubt it,” he said gloomily.

“If you don’t go, you don’t know,” said Zee, quoting a trusty fisherman’s maxim.

Iowa looked at the bedspread and at the sand in our hair and smiled. “It’s a nice day anyway, fish or no fish. I’ll toss a couple of lines at the Jetties and then try the gut. Maybe there’s a stray out there somewhere.”

He drove on, and we stripped again and went back into the water to rinse off. Then we dressed and drove back to my house for showers and clothes without sand in them. Afterwards we sat on my balcony and drank sun tea and looked out over the pond. Beyond the pond was a strip of land bearing the road between Edgartown and Oak Bluffs. In two places bridges crossed over channels connecting the pond to the Sound beyond. On the far side of the road were miles of gentle beach greatly favored by island visitors with small children. Already the beach road was lined with cars as the August people poured onto the sands.

“Tell me about your Aunt Amelia’s emeralds,” I said.

Zee looked at me with surprise. “How do you know about Aunt Amelia’s emeralds?”

I told her about the Chief’s visit.

She smiled. “So you’ll be there Saturday night for the big event. I’m glad. I’ll be there too. Aunt Amelia says that Aunt Emily insisted upon it. Apparently Aunt Emily wants me to start mingling with proper society again.”

Zee was not-long divorced from the doctor she’d helped put through medical school who had then replaced Zee with a younger lovely who, unlike Zee, adored him as much as he believed he deserved. Dr. Paul Madieras, known to me as Dr. Jerk, and his new bride now lived somewhere on the mainland, while Zee glued her life back together working as a nurse in the Martha’s Vineyard hospital. Zee had come to the Vineyard from Cambridge after the divorce because Ray and Amelia Muleto, her father’s brother and his wife, had offered a sanctuary she’d needed.

“Why didn’t you go back to Fall River?” I’d asked her one day while we were raking for littlenecks in Katama Pond and she was finally telling me something about the divorce.

“To my family?”

“Yes.”

Zee had raked a bit before answering. “I don’t know if you’ll understand this, but my mother was on Paul’s side. He’s a charmer, and she figured that if he was leaving me I must have deserved it. I didn’t need that. Aunt Amelia and Uncle Ray were on my side.”

I ran that through my computer while I dug two littlenecks out of my rake and dropped them in my basket. Littlenecks were selling at many pennies each in the Edgartown fish markets, and I planned on making a couple of bucks that afternoon.

“My mother died when I was young,” I said, “so I don’t know what she’d have done when my wife and I split up. I’d like to think she’d have been on my side.”

“You and your ex still get along,” said Zee. “Paul and I don’t. Your mother wouldn’t have had to choose; mine did. She chose the doctor. To understand that, you have to understand her. She came from the Azores, from a poor family in a poor town. Over there a doctor was almost like a saint. He was the most important person in town. He had education, money, and usually owned the biggest house in the area and had a car. He was the one people went to when they had problems. He gave advice, helped them write letters to America, helped them with government paperwork.”

“The Godfather.”

“Yes. My mother got to America only because she was sponsored by a cousin in New Bedford. She didn’t speak English at all, but she learned it. She married my father, a man a lot like herself, and they raised us kids in Fall River. They worked hard. She cleaned houses, he was a handyman. Finally they saved enough money to open their little store. Muleto’s Market, specializing in Portuguese foods. All us kids worked there from the time we were little. My parents did that with no education, but they made sure my brothers went to college and they were even proud when I decided that I would go too.

“When I met Paul in college and my mother learned that he was going to be a doctor, she was completely overjoyed. Her daughter and a doctor. A Portuguese boy, to boot. He was charming, she was in love with him, and I fell in love too.” She glanced at me as she dropped a littleneck into her basket. Her voice was clinical and detached. “Paul and I made plans. I stopped studying the liberal arts and switched to nursing because we knew that when Paul was in medical school I’d need a good job. We were married the June after graduation, and my mother was in heaven. Of course we couldn’t afford children. Six years later, in the middle of his internship, he found someone who didn’t know about his less-attractive side. A wife always knows about that side of her man, but other women don’t. His new love didn’t. My mother didn’t. She still doesn’t. But she knows about mine. And after all, Paul is a doctor and I’m only a nurse. They still write and they visit when he’s in Fall River. I think he’s her favorite son.”

“She still doesn’t see the warts, eh?”

“Only mine. Aunt Amelia sees mine too, but she knows that everybody’s got them, so I came down here where I could be with her if I needed to. And I did need to.”

“As you no doubt are aware,” I said, “before my modesty obliged me to forbid public use of the name, I was known as J. Wartless Jackson.”

“Are you sure they weren’t saying ‘Worthless’?” asked Zee, discovering a large conch in her rake. “Whoops,” she said and tossed the conch in a high arc so that it landed right in front of my nose and splashed me with a goodly splash.

It seemed a fair response. I spat out some salt water. “So your mother’s still in love. Are you?”

“I was, but it seeped away. I was glad when it was gone.”

“Love is good for you,” I said.

“It can be pretty awful.”

I thought of my own divorce. “Yes, it can.” I had not thought of myself as a particularly loving person or as someone needing a lot of love, but when my wife left me I felt very bad for a long time. It had taken a while for me to find much joy in things. Probably, I thought, that’s why, after being shot in Boston, I had taken my police disability money and moved to the Vineyard. Down here I knew I could do simple things that might heal me: fish, keep my garden, hunt ducks and geese and deer, be on the beach at sunup or sunset or midnight. And I didn’t have to talk to people about the turns my life had taken: the loss of my wife, the addition of a bullet near my spine, my private encounters with the void.

And the island magic had worked. Prospero had waved his wand and made me better. Not perfect, but better. The sea is a great redeemer, after all. And then I’d met Zee and had gotten better still.

But now Aunt Emily thought it was time for Zee to start mingling with “proper society.”

“What do you mean ‘proper society’?” I asked, trying to act as if I didn’t know.

“Aunt Emily thinks it’s time I started mixing with men and women again. That it’s time to leave Paul behind and get on with my life. Aunt Amelia thinks so too. She’s had to do the same thing since Uncle Ray died, and she says that divorces and deaths are a lot alike for the survivors. I think she’s right.”

So did I, having experienced both kinds of loss. Joy was still possible, but you had to seek it and then open yourself up to it. You had to take a chance on suffering other losses, because that was better than living in old sorrows. I believed that the Buddha was right when he said that life is suffering, but I had never liked people who dwelt on their own. They had some kind of self-pity in them that was distasteful to me. I considered myself an expert on self-pity, having engaged in more than my share from time to time.

Zee said, “Of course Aunt Amelia and Aunt Emily don’t agree at all about who I should be mixing with. Aunt Emily wants to introduce me to some very proper people who will be at the big event on Saturday. Aunt Amelia thinks that you’re more the type for me.”

Good old Aunt Amelia! I brightened inside.

“You’ve helped me more than anybody,” said Zee, surprising me. “You and Aunt Amelia. You’re both proliving, antideath people. A lot of women like me feel guilty when things go wrong in our lives; we think we’re to blame. My mother’s that way, but Amelia doesn’t think that and neither do you. Because of you two, I’m beginning not to think it either.” She turned her head and smiled at me. God, she was beautiful.

But I was uneasy with such talk. “Everybody gets knocked down sooner or later,” I said. “Some get up again and some don’t. You did. Your Aunt Amelia’s right. Now it’s time for you to forget Dr. Jerk and move on.”

“Yes, it is.”

“Tell me about the emeralds.”

“Ah yes, the emeralds. Well, the fact is, I don’t know much about them. Aunt Amelia never talked about them, really, maybe because Uncle Ray, being the good Azorian man that he was, didn’t have much place in his life for a wife with an emerald necklace. He and Amelia were both more interested in gardening and each other than in her past or his. She does have an old scrapbook with newspaper clippings and photos of when she was a young deb in Boston. That was before she left the debutante society to marry a Vineyard farmer. I never saw the scrapbook until after Uncle Ray died. There are some pictures and articles in there about the emeralds. Would you like to see them? I’m sure Aunt Amelia wouldn’t mind. She likes you.”

I liked Amelia too. She was one of the people to whom I took bluefish when I was catching them. I’d never thought of her as the owner of an emerald necklace.

“Yes,” I said, “I would like to see that book.”

“When we finish our tea, I’ll phone her and find out when would be a good time.”

“Meanwhile, I’ll just ogle you,” I said. “After Saturday night you’ll be too sophisticated to mix with us hois and pollois.”

“I’ll be kind,” said Zee. “Sometimes I’ll think of you while I’m on my yacht. I’ll have the prince bring the boat into Edgartown now and then.”

“Of course you’ll be anchoring in the outer harbor because it’ll be too big to bring inside.”
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