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…There in the starless dark, the poise, the hover

    There with vast wings across the canceled skies,

    There in the sudden blackness, the black pall

    Of nothing, nothing, nothing—nothing at all.

    —ARCHIBALD MACLEISH

        The End of the World
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Zee and the kids had gone to America to visit Zee’s parents in Fall River, so I was having breakfast in the Dock Street Coffee Shop listening to Chad Martin trying to decide just which of Martha’s Vineyard’s public institutions was the most maddening. “You could make an argument for the Registry of Motor Vehicles,” said Chad between bites of sausage and eggs, “but lately the Registry seems a bit more rational than it was in the old days. Remember when we used to say that in order to work there you had to take an IQ test and fail it?”

“Yep.” I nodded and kept eating.

“Well, nowadays you can say the same thing about those saps at the PO and the Steamship Authority.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” I said. “The people I deal with at the counters seem pretty nice.”

“Sure,” said Chad, “but the bigwigs you never see are either dumb as sticks or they’ve dedicated their lives to ineptitude.”

I gave him an admiring look. “Ineptitude, eh? That’s a pretty impressive word for you to be throwing around this early in the morning.”

Chad waved his fork. “You take the PO, now. You can start with the parking lot. The parking places are laid out so crazy that you have to park every which way and, when you try to leave, the poor damned pedestrians never know where a car’s coming from and have to look every direction at once to keep from being run over. It’s a miracle nobody’s been killed yet.”

“I’m not sure the PO owns the parking lot,” I said.

“And because of that rotten drainage system,” Chad went on, “whenever we get a good rain, half the lot turns into a pond a foot deep.”

Lake Po was the popular name for it. It eliminated half the parking spaces in a lot that was already too small.

“And it’s worse inside the building,” said Chad, wiping his plate with the last of his toast. “You get other people’s mail, they get yours; you get your packages back, sometimes two or three times, because somebody thinks the ‘from’ addresses are the ‘to’ addresses; you get yellow slips and after you stand in line for a half hour you find out there’s no packages; or there’s packages and no yellow slips; you get letters months after they were mailed, and some poor bastards have to pay penalties on overdue bills because they never got their bills at all!”

He looked at his own breakfast bill, dug out his wallet, and put money on the counter. “The lines are so long that people cheer when they don’t get a yellow slip in their boxes. The poor bastards in the line talk about bringing somebody in there to sell coffee and doughnuts in the morning and martinis in the afternoon, and how somebody could make good money being a substitute line stander. They say they’re going to have a contest about how to improve the service at the Edgartown post office, and the winner will get a PO box in West Tisbury. You want me to go on, J.W.?

“I think that’s enough for now.”

“Next time we can talk about the Steamship Authority,” said Chad. “Now there’s a beast without a head. See ya later.”

He walked out.

“The trouble is,” said the waitress, as she took away his dishes and silverware, “that he’s right.”

“It’s an imperfect world.”

I glanced after the departing Chad and saw a woman sitting at the far end of the counter looking at me. She was eating a bagel and an egg. I didn’t know her and was surprised to see her pick up her cup and plate and come and sit beside me on what had been Chad’s stool. I guessed her to be about fifty, although it’s hard for me to tell women’s ages these days when mothers sometimes look younger than their daughters. She was wearing a skirt and a summer shirt, and was a good-looking woman.

“You’re J.W. Jackson,” she said. “I’m Carole Cohen. I’m a friend of Zee’s.”

She put out her hand and I took it.

“She has a lot of friends,” I said.

She got right to the point. “I have to be in the office later this morning, so I went by your house early. Nobody was there, but then I remembered Zee saying you came here for breakfast now and then. The waitress pointed you out and I’ve been waiting for your friend to leave. I need some help.”

I was surprised. “What kind of help?”

“Zee’s told me that you were in Vietnam,” she said, “so I assume you must have gotten some combat training. She also said you were a policeman before you came to the island. She said that you can be trusted and I asked around and other people agree. I’d like to hire you to go up to my brother’s place and keep an eye on things when he’s sleeping. He’s had some troubles. He needs to sleep sometime, but when he does he can’t keep a watch himself.”

“Who’s your brother?”

“Roland Nunes. Maybe you know him. They call him the Monk.”

I didn’t know him but I had heard of him. He’d gone off to war full of the stuff that makes heroes but had come back so changed that his friends hardly knew him. He lived somewhere up in West Tisbury, I’d been told, and had gotten religion, although nobody seemed to know just what kind.

“I wasn’t in ’Nam very long,” I said. “I got hit on my first patrol and never went back.”

“My brother was there a lot longer,” she said. “Here’s my problem: Somebody is coming around his place causing trouble and I’d like to know who it is. Whoever it is is sharp enough to stay out of sight until Roland’s asleep. I want Roland to have some extra eyes and I’d like you to provide them. I can pay you a little money and I don’t think the job should take too long. Just long enough for me to learn who the guy is. Once I know that I can handle things alone.”

“What kind of trouble?” I asked.

“Somebody threw a dead skunk into Roland’s water barrel, then sneaked into his garden and pulled up a lot of his vegetables. Then he set fire to Roland’s shed. My brother smelled the smoke and put it out, but that was just luck. Whoever’s doing all this seems to be getting more serious each time.”

“You should call the cops.”

“I don’t want to involve the police. I don’t want to hurt anybody, either. I just want Roland to be left alone.”

I felt much the same way about not wanting to hurt anybody, but as for being alone I had had enough of that. I liked living with Zee, Joshua, and Diana and would be glad when they were home again.

“Like you said, I was a cop myself, once,” I said. “Most of the cops I know are all right.”

She nodded. “Zee told me you were on the Boston PD a few years back, but that you quit and came down here to live. She said it was because you were tired of saving the world. I can understand that. It’s why I’d like to have you take this job. I don’t want to hire somebody who takes pleasure in roughing people up. I just want a pair of eyes.”

Carole Cohen’s timing was good. I had a few days to myself and my house seemed too empty to live in, in spite of the two cats, Oliver Underfoot and Velcro, who also missed having Zee and the kids around.

“You have any idea who the guy is or why he’s doing what he’s doing?” I asked.

“It could be any one of several people,” she said. “You know much about the so-called ancient ways here on the island?”

“Not much. I know they’re old roads and paths that people used a long time back to get from here to there. And I know a lot of them have been closed off by new people who’ve bought land and don’t want anybody crossing their expensive property.”

She nodded. “When I was growing up here as a kid you could get to almost any beach to fish and you could hunt lots of places, but now more and more of the gates are locked. Did you know that there are 251 POSTED and NO TRESPASSING signs on that five-mile stretch of North Road between North Tisbury and Menemsha?”

“I know there are a lot, but I never counted them.”

“I did, one day when I was going up to Menemsha. Some places there are two on the same tree. The point is that those signs and the locked gates and the closed ancient ways are all part of the same big change on the Vineyard: people with money wanting to close off spaces that used to be open.” She finished her bagel, and added, with a touch of irony, “I should know. I’m in real estate.”

It’s an island joke that there are fifteen thousand year-round residents of Martha’s Vineyard and fourteen thousand of them are in real estate.

Zee and I don’t like NO TRESPASSING signs and have none on our property, and my least favorite land preservation group, the Marshall Lea Foundation, is known to me as the No Foundation because it puts signs up on many of its properties announcing no picnicking, no hunting, no fishing, no hiking or biking or trespassing of any kind. A pox upon the No Foundation.

I thought those signs on that stretch of North Road were about the ugliest sights on Martha’s Vineyard, but on the other hand, I don’t like it when people tell me how to live my life, so I had to accept the right of the North Road property owners and the No Foundation to post as many signs as they saw fit. Of course it wasn’t the signs themselves that most offended me; it was the people who put them up. I imagined I felt the way old-time free-range cattle and sheep men felt when people began to put up fences.

“You think the guy who’s bothering your brother is one of those people who put up the signs and fences?” I asked.

“Maybe.” She watched while the waitress refilled our coffee cups, then said, “My brother has an ancient way running through his property and on into the state forest. He didn’t know it was there when he built his house, but he likes the idea of it and he plans to keep it open. Sometimes people come by, following it, and they’re usually surprised to find him living there.

“The thing is, we’ve got a cousin, Sally Oliver. You may have read about her. She’s the family athlete.”

“No.”

“A triathloner. You know: bikes, swims, then runs a marathon, or something like that. Anyway, her mother, who was my aunt, and my brother were very close, and she had opposed the Vietnam War from the beginning. She bought that land when he finally came home from the war and created a trust with a covenant that he could live there as long as he wanted.

“But when my aunt died Sally became the trustee, and now Sally wants to sell the land but Roland doesn’t want to move. When he dies, she’ll get the land, but she doesn’t want to wait. I’ve offered to buy her out, but she’s gotten better offers from other people who want to build another McMansion right where he lives.”

“People who’ll close off the ancient way.”

“That’s what usually happens.”

“And you think this prowler is an agent for one of those buyers?”

“A couple of people interested in the land are abutters, but there are others.”

“Maybe your cousin Sally is behind the vandalizers.”

“Whoever it is is getting nervier. Roland has to be away from the house during working hours, and lately I half expect to hear that his house has been burned down while he’s been gone.”

“Maybe your brother should go the charitable route and sell to the Land Bank with the stipulation that he has life residency rights and that the ancient way stays open.”

“He can’t sell the land because he doesn’t own it. The trust does. Besides, other people have a lot more money than the Land Bank and Sally isn’t going to sell to the Land Bank when she can make a lot more money elsewhere.”

I finished my coffee, looked at my bill, and put some money on the counter. “I think you should definitely get the police in on this,” I said. “If nothing else, they can ask your brother’s neighbors and your cousin some questions and let them know that they’re interested in what’s going on. That could be enough to scare off this vandal, because nobody likes to have the cops keeping an eye on him.”

Carole Cohen put money beside mine, finished her coffee, and said, “Let’s step outside.”

We went out onto Dock Street and crossed to the parking lot. The lot was already beginning to fill even though it was early morning, because parking spaces in Edgartown are hard to find in the summer. In the channel beyond the yacht club, on the south end of the lot, sailboats were riding a following wind out into Nantucket Sound. On the Reading Room side of the lot, boats were being loaded with people and gear in preparation for trips to the fishing grounds. Beyond them, on her stake, bobbed our own catboat, the Shirley J.

We stopped where nobody was near.

“You’re right about people not liking cops keeping an eye on them,” said the woman, “and that includes my brother.”

“Nobody likes it,” I said. “Not even innocent people like it.”

“My brother isn’t exactly innocent,” said Carole Cohen in a quiet voice. “He went AWOL in Vietnam almost forty years ago and he never went back. As far as the army is concerned, he’s still missing in action and legally dead, but what he really is is a deserter. I don’t think anybody’s looking for him and I don’t want them to. That’s why I don’t want the police involved.”

She had surprised me for a second time in half an hour, because the gossip about the Monk was that he’d been a Green Beret, a warrior who’d done tour after tour, a sniper with a trunk full of medals who had returned home a hero.

“Do you tell this to a lot of people?” I asked.

“Not many. The only other person who knows about it is Jed Mullins. He was with Roland in Vietnam and now he lives in Vineyard Haven. They were pals over there. I think Roland saved his life once. He won’t be telling anybody anything that would hurt Roland.”

“Don’t you think you’re taking a chance telling me? You don’t even know me.”

“I know Zee and I’ve talked with people. And now I’ve seen you and I think I can trust you.” She gave me a thin smile. “Besides, if you go to work for me, we need to be honest with one another.”

“If the army can’t account for him, how come they haven’t come here looking for him?”

“Because he apparently disappeared in combat and then he stayed away for almost ten years before he came home. By the time he got here the army had decided he was probably dead and had other things to do than look for him. If anybody asked him, Roland told people he’d never been missing at all; that there’d been one of those paperwork mix-ups and that he’d been honorably discharged. The people he told believed him and the people they told believed them. After a while, it was common knowledge.” She smiled again. “Like George Washington and the cherry tree.”

“You’d better not enlighten your cousin Sally or those other people who want his land,” I said. “I doubt if his secret will be safe with them.”

“I agree. Sally doesn’t know anything about it. The thing is that both Ford and Carter offered clemency to deserters in the mid-seventies and since then, until lately, the army just filed its old cases. But now they’ve got this new war and soldiers are heading for Canada every day, so some of the old cases are being activated to discourage more desertions. I’d like to settle this matter before anybody starts digging around in Roland’s past, looking for leverage to make him sell. Well, what do you say? Can I hire you? I figure it shouldn’t take more than a few days to catch this guy in the act and ID him. After that you’ll be out of a job again.”

Zee and the children would be gone for another week, and I was bored. Very bored.

“All right,” I said, making yet another of the many mistakes in my life.
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Roland Nunes lived in West Tisbury, in a tiny one-room house in a meadow reached by a narrow path. I parked my old Land Cruiser on the side of the paved road behind Carole Cohen’s Volvo, and we walked to the house together.

“Where’s your brother now?” I asked.

“He works as a carpenter. He needs money, but not much.”

“If he’s working days, the prowler must know it. Why doesn’t he come by when your brother’s away?”

“As I told you, I’m afraid he may do just that, but so far he hasn’t. Maybe because I stop by now and then and he’s afraid I’ll see him. Or maybe he’s afraid someone else will see him. Up till now he’s only come at night after Roland’s gone to sleep.”

A night visitor, but not one of Amahl’s.

“This trail isn’t wide enough for a car,” I said.

“You could probably get one of those old VW bugs in here if you didn’t mind scratching it up a bit. My brother rides a moped. He used to use a bike, but he’s modernized.”

Roland Nunes, the modernized Monk.

The path, she said, was part of the ancient way she’d mentioned. It led across her brother’s meadow, past his house and shed and garden, across a lovely little stream, and on into the state forest. On either side of his land were the private holdings owned by people who had offered to buy out him and his cousin. There were fences not of Nunes’s making marking the boundaries.

When we reached the meadow, she gave me a tour. Roland Nunes’s one-room cabin was made of mud and wattle and was roofed with thatch, and when I saw it I thought of Innisfree, although there was no lake near, only the stream on the far side of the meadow, flowing south as most streams do on Martha’s Vineyard. As far as I knew, it was the only cabin of its kind on the island. It had a packed dirt floor covered with woven rushes and sporting a large, much worn, oriental rug, along with other possessions Nunes had probably salvaged from the Dumptique, the tiny “store” at the West Tisbury dump.

I was also fond of the Dumptique, where good, usable stuff was saved instead of being buried in the West Tisbury landfill by the ardent environmentalists who believed that dump picking was unhealthy and immoral. Once, every island village had a dump like Edgartown’s Big D, a store where everything was free and you could return your purchases, no questions asked, if not satisfied, and where a lot of people got materials to build and furnish their houses. Then the antilandfill people had put an end to that golden age, and dump picking had stopped everywhere but in West Tisbury where a few hearty women had created and still maintained the Dumptique, one of the island’s glories.

There was a double cot against one wall of Nunes’s little house, from which I thought I detected the faint scent of lavender. Hmmmm. On another wall, above a small table and a single wooden chair there was a shelf with a half dozen books, and there was a counter on a third wall that held a small propane stove, a washbasin, and a bucket. On the wall above the counter were shelves holding mouse-proof containers, a few pieces of china, some silverware and ceramic cups, a few pots and pans, and some glass jars of food. On the fourth wall were pegs holding a winter coat and shirts and a shelf holding other clothing, towels, and a pair of heavy boots. Against the wall was a small wooden chest. In one corner of the room was a coal- and wood-burning heater, the only defense against the cold of winter.

The one window and the door of the cabin had no doubt also been salvaged from the West Tisbury dump.

There was no electricity or telephone. There were no kerosene lamps, only a half dozen thick candles for light.

Pretty austere. No wonder they called him the Monk.

Behind the house was a fire-blackened mud and wattle shed that held his ax, a shovel, and a rake, and also served as a garage for his moped. On a shelf were mouse-and-squirrel-proof plastic containers of seeds and a small collection of hand and garden tools. Beyond the shed was an outhouse.

Nunes got his water from an outside hand pump attached to a pipe driven down to the water table, and he stored a supply in a barrel where the dead skunk had been deposited.

According to his sister, he had hand-dug his well down through the sandy soil almost to the water table using a borrowed rotary posthole digger with a handle that could be lengthened by attaching additional lengths of pipe to it. When the sides of the hole began to collapse as fast as he dug, he put a well point on the end of a pipe and drove the pipe on down to the water table using a pipe driver borrowed from the same man who’d loaned him the posthole digger, an aging ex-employee of the Edgartown Water Company, who had taken the tools with him when he retired. It pays to know oldtimers.

Nunes’s garden was neat but showed the damage of which his sister had spoken, since some rows of vegetables held only a few plants where clearly there had been many others. Nunes had replanted the rows, but not much was coming up yet.

“How does he keep the deer away?” I asked.

Carole Cohen pointed as the answer came around a corner of the house in the form of a large, black cat. “Mr. Mephistopheles gets credit for that. Deer don’t seem to like the smell of a cat, and Mr. Mephistopheles marks his territory every day.”

“Our cats do the same, and we don’t have deer problems either.”

Mr. Mephistopheles yawned hello and lay down in a sunny spot.

Beside the garden, mounted on a short pole, was what looked something like a large birdhouse. I recognized it immediately.

“I saw these in ’Nam,” I said. “I haven’t seen one since.”

“Yes,” she said. “A spirit house. Roland told me he liked them when he saw them there and in Thailand, and he thought it would be good to have one here.” She walked with me to the miniature house and indicated its contents. Inside the single room were a tiny stone Buddha and another small stone carving of a god I didn’t recognize.

“Vishnu in the form of an elephant,” she said. “He told me he got the Buddha in Vietnam and the Vishnu in India. And because it couldn’t hurt, I put my mother’s rosary in there, too. See it?”

“Yes.”

In front of the little house was a narrow porch upon which were a small vase of wildflowers and a burner holding smoking incense.

“I don’t know much about these houses,” I said.

She shrugged. “I think the idea is to give a home to the spirits. Roland says he’s not very religious, but he likes the notion of spirits and brings them flowers and incense for their pleasure. In return, he says, they keep an eye on his garden.”

“They didn’t stop the guy from tearing it up.”

“No, but Roland says that may be his fault because he’s lived a very imperfect life.”

“Most of us have.”

I looked around and could understand why someone would like to buy the place. The meadow was gently rolling, the trees around it moved gently in the wind. The sound of the stream dancing over rocks was like the distant laughter of women.

At the foot of the meadow where the stream passed beyond Nunes’s land and flowed on into the forest there was a small pond that had once powered a mill of some kind. A hundred and fifty years before, there had been small mills on many of the island’s streams, but none I knew of remained operational, although the West Tisbury mill, across the road from its millpond, looked like it could be put back into working order if you wanted to spend a bit of money.

On the far side of Nunes’s millpond was a low hillside consisting of a deposit of clay that Nunes had mined for the walls of his house and shed.

I studied the house.

“Where’d he learn to build like this?” I asked.

“He says anyone can do it,” she said with a small smile.

I doubted that, but many people who can do things well wrongly think that everybody could do it, if only they decided to. They seem to feel that it’s only a matter of desire and the learning of the craft, when in fact it’s also a matter of talent. As my professorial friend John Skye says, “You can teach someone how to paint, but you can’t teach him how to be Rembrandt.” I suggested this to Carole Cohen and she made a small acquiescent gesture.

“I think your friend is probably right. When Roland left Vietnam he traveled west through Asia and Europe, and he saw houses made like this. He talked with people who built them and then, when he got here and was living in a pup tent, he found this clay deposit and realized that he had the materials available to build one for himself for almost nothing.

“He told me he went to the library and read more about mud and wattle, then went over to Plymouth and found a man—an old Scot—who taught him how to thatch, then came back here and found grasses and reeds he could use for that. He knew he had to have a good, overhanging roof, because mud and wattle walls won’t stand up to rain. Have you ever seen the ruins of the abbeys in England?”

“I’ve never been to England.”

“You’ll go someday. When you get there, visit Glastonbury or Tintern or any of the other ruins and you’ll see that there are only broken walls left. When Henry VIII broke with the Catholic Church, the abbeys were rich and powerful institutions and he wanted them under his control, so he removed the lead roofs of those that resisted him, and without the roofs, the buildings very rapidly became ruins.” She gestured at her brother’s house. “A mud and wattle building is susceptible to the same forces, only more so; Roland worked hard to become a good thatcher.”

“And he succeeded.”

“He said there was a lot of trial and error at first, but he had time and he still had the pup tent to live in and he liked the work. He built the shed first and moved in there while he worked on the house. When he got a wall built he’d cover it with sheets of plastic or canvas that he got from the sites where he worked before it got toted off to the dump. Then he’d build another wall and do the same again until the place was ready to roof. He cut and dried straight young trees for beams and trimmed them with a broad ax, and when he had them in place he thatched the roof. He says that a good thatched roof should last fifty or sixty years, and that’s longer than he’ll need one.”

“He did everything by hand. Why?”

“He says he wanted to simplify his life. But he’s not a purist and he didn’t try to go back to the Stone Age. He uses metal tools and he has a propane stove, and he had that bicycle for transportation before he got his moped.” She made a gesture that took in the whole of his land. “He says this is almost all he wants or needs.”

I thought of the double cot, but only said, “He must not have a lot of guests. There’s only one chair in the cabin.”

“No, he likes being alone. He says he listens a lot.”

I became aware of the wind’s sigh and the faint laughter of the stream. “Modern house building can be a noisy business,” I said. “I can understand how he’d like these sounds when he comes home.”

She looked at me. “I don’t think he minds the sounds of work. I think he’s still escaping the sound of war. Does that make any sense? He left Vietnam over thirty years ago.”

I still sometimes dream of the mortar attack on my first and only patrol. The incredible noise of it and the flying dirt and leaves and broken branches and body parts shock me out of sleep and I wake sweating and making some sort of sound and find Zee holding me and saying, “It’s all right, it’s only a dream, we’re here in our bed and I have you in my arms.”

“It’s possible,” I said. “He must confide in you quite a bit.”

“I’m his sister. I make him talk to me. I’m a bully.” She smiled and her whole face became younger.

“Does he have any friends?”

“He’s a very friendly person.”

“That’s not quite the same thing.”

“I don’t know much about his friends, but he must have them.”

“Tell me about his life.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“What does he do when he’s not working or gardening? Does he go to places where there’s music? Does he have a beer now and then? I didn’t see a radio in the cabin, so I don’t think he listens to the Sox games. What does he do? Tell me about that.”

“I guess I don’t know much about his life. I always think of him as being right here, living very quietly. Why do you ask?”

“Because this person who’s bothering him may be from that life and have nothing to do with your cousin or the people who want his land.”

She frowned. “I didn’t think of that. I suppose it’s possible. But I’m willing to bet that Sally or some would-be buyer is behind the trouble.”

“You don’t care for Sally, I take it.”

There was iron in her voice. “Would you care for someone who was working hard to take away your brother’s home?”

“Probably not. How does Roland feel about her?”

She sighed. “Roland doesn’t criticize anybody. Never. That’s one reason they call him the Monk. He’s too gentle for his own good. Did you ever hear the story about the angel who had his eyes put out by an evil creature, then later risked his life to save the creature from some horrible fate? When he was asked why he did that, he replied that angels have no memories. Roland is like that. It’s as though he can’t imagine evil intent.”

“Do you think your cousin Sally is evil?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe that’s too strong a word. I know she got in trouble once for beating up another triathlon contender, but if she’s behind this guy who’s stalking my brother she’s doing an evil thing!”

I had been running my eyes around the perimeter of Nunes’s property.

“What is it you want me to do here?”

“I want you to spend a few nights keeping watch. If you see the man who’s been doing these things, I want you to find out who he is. That’s all you have to do. I’ll take it from there.”

“I may be able to spot him, but unless I apprehend him it’ll be hard to identify him.”

“I have some things that should make your job easier. They’re in my car. Have you seen all you need to here? I wanted you to know the terrain before it got dark.”

“I’ve seen enough for now,” I said.

We walked back out to her car, and she pointed across the paved road at a narrow opening in the scrub oak. “There’s where the ancient way continues on a little way. There’s a gate across it about thirty yards in. Another sign of modern times.” She got a pair of binoculars and a camera out of her car and handed them to me.

“These are both for night work,” she said. “They belong to Jordan, my husband. Some infrared principle, don’t ask me what. You can spot him with the glasses and then get his picture without him even knowing it. After you get his picture you can scream and yell at him and scare him away before he does any damage. The next day I’ll know what he looks like and a little later my lawyer will be having a talk with him, and that will be that.”

“Simple,” I said. “Does your brother know what you’re having me do?”

“I’ll tell him this morning before I go on to the office.”

“Maybe you should ask him, not tell him.”

“No,” she said, firmly. “I’ll tell him. I want this business to stop. Now. Before it really turns ugly.”
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I went home and spent the rest of my day with the cats, who, between rests in the summer sun, followed me about wondering when the rest of the family would be home. I worked in the garden for a while, then got on the roof of the house and tried yet again to find and repair the pesky leak that happened every time we had a heavy rain driven by a northeast wind. I had been fighting that leak for years and had never found it. One reason for this failure was, of course, that the leak only leaked when it was raining and my chances of locating it during a storm were almost as low as finding it between storms. I tarred a few places I hadn’t tarred before, and hoped I was right this time. Maybe I should hire Roland Nunes to thatch us a roof. The kids would like that.

Back on the ground I sat in a lawn chair with the night glasses and camera and read the printed matter that came with them. The glasses were easy but all cameras are a challenge to me, so I studied its papers seriously. Both items apparently had come from one of those spy supply places that will sell you whatever you need to pry into other people’s lives and avoid the long arm of the law. In this case, the camera promised you a good black-and-white night photo at up to a hundred feet, with the subject never being aware that his picture was being taken. It had a portable power source that allowed you to take it with you wherever you went.

I diddled with it until I thought I knew how to turn it on and off and how to focus it. Then, since it was a warm and sunny day, I had a Sam Adams and some crackers with bluefish pâté and thought about the night to come. Carole Cohen’s plan was so simple that it might actually work; however, many a simple plan has turned to dust when put into action and I didn’t want to become dust.

Oliver Underwood and Velcro trailed me out into the yard and, after a few leg rubs, lay down in the shade of the yard table, sharing and increasing my loneliness for my family. My children were changing so fast that I didn’t like missing even a week of their lives. I thought of the Monk living alone for more than thirty years and wondered how he’d managed it. Even during the years when I’d been between wives and was living here in the woods, I’d not been bereft of friends of both genders. The Monk was apparently made of sterner stuff. Or, I thought, remembering the fragrance of lavender, perhaps not.

After an early supper, I put the glasses and camera into a small backpack, along with a sweater, some dried fruit, a water bottle, and a flashlight, then I got into dark clothes and drove to West Tisbury. I parked a hundred yards down the road from the ancient way so the prowler, if he came by that way, wouldn’t associate my truck with the Monk, and walked back to the path. The sun was low in the west and my shadow was cast before me as I went down the path into the meadow.

As I reached the house, a man emerged from the ancient way coming out of the woods beyond the stream. He crossed the water on the granite stepping-stones laid down there decades before and came to meet me.

He was about sixty-five years old, I guessed, and was very sun-bronzed and lean. He wore khaki clothing and sandals and a floppy-brimmed hat. No saffron robe. He walked with a comfortable stride, neither fast nor slow. He was carrying a hatchet and there was a canvas bag hung from his shoulder.

“You must be J.W. Jackson,” he said, with a smile. “I’m Roland Nunes.”

We shook hands. His was thin and strong, the hand of a worker.

“Your sister has given me a job,” I said.

“Yes, so she tells me. I hope her plan works, but even if nobody shows up tonight I’ll be able to get some sleep that I need.”

“I’ll try to keep the peace.”

“Have you eaten? I have bread and fresh vegetables.” He gestured back toward the woods. “And I’ve just found mushrooms enough for two.”

His voice was gentle but rich and his bottomless eyes were impossible for me to read. He seemed totally at ease.

“I’ve eaten,” I said, “but you go on with your meal. I’ll try not to intrude on you while I’m here.”

“It’s no intrusion,” he replied. “I rarely have guests but I’m glad to have one when it happens. I don’t have much here in the way of creature comforts, I’m afraid, but you’re welcome to what there is.”

“What I’d like to do is walk the circumference of your property to get a better notion of where this prowler might be coming from. Then I want to find the best spot to wait for him.”

He made a slight bow. “Very good. It would please me to talk with you when you return from your explorations.” He pointed a hand to the east. “There’s an old stone wall just inside the woods there beyond the stream. It leads down yonder around the mill pond and it marks the end of my land in that direction.” He pointed north and south. “There are new fences there and there, built by my neighbors, and the paved road is my western border. It’s almost seven acres, all told.” He gave me an amused, crooked smile. “It was cheap when my aunt got it, but it’s valuable real estate these days. No wonder people covet it.”

“I have a few acres of my own. My father bought them when nobody wanted to live in that part of the woods. Now I pay a lot of taxes just for owning it.”

“Yes, taxes,” he said with no resentment in his voice. “I’m fortunate in that my land is in trust and the trust pays the taxes. If I had to pay them, I might have to move and let my cousin sell the place.”

“I can’t do anything about my taxes,” I said, “but maybe I can help out with your prowler.”

Another small bow. “I hope you’ll have tea with me when you finish your reconnaissance.”

I could feel his eyes on my back as I walked back toward the paved road.

There was an old stone wall paralleling the road. It was low and gray and covered with lichen, and it was greatly fallen down, unlike many of the island’s other walls which were now being built and rebuilt at great cost by the many stone workers whose craft had become fashionable among the wealthier islanders. When I was a boy, a good stone wall builder was rare, but now there were dozens of them, some working for the same rich employer for years as his stone fences stretched farther and farther around his land and between his fields.

There was so much stone work being done on the Vineyard that they had to import the rock. I knew because I’d talked with a local guy who also owned a farm in New Hampshire that produced only stone. He had a contract with a big outfit to mine it, and every time a truck full of rock left the farm, the guy made a few dollars; and once, he said, while he was waiting in line in Woods Hole, to catch the ferry to the Vineyard, he’d seen one of those very trucks boarding ahead of him. The island was a rocky place, but not rocky enough to supply the demand of the stone workers.

I followed the wall until I came to—what else?—a new stone wall defining the property line of Nunes’s neighbor. The new wall was high and beautifully constructed, a far cry from the old, rough, utilitarian one I’d been following.

It was possible but unlikely, I thought, that the prowler came in from the road. If he parked a vehicle, it would be seen; if he walked from some far parking area, he’d still have to avoid being seen by some night driver.

I walked east along the new wall, admiring its workmanship while looking for any indication that someone had come over it. I saw no such suggestion, and though I am no Abraham Mahsimba I can cut a little sign if required.

The stream bubbled out from under the wall through a nicely shaped stone arch as it entered Nunes’s land. I crossed it with the help of a fallen log and went into the woods on the far side until I came to the old wall Nunes had mentioned. Here it was harder to tell just where an intruder might have entered since the wall was so old and broken that it offered no interference to any traveler, coming or going, and because much of the ground was covered with leaves and needles that could hide the footprints of any careful walker.

But what walker could be so careful at night, when he could show no light to guide his way and could only guess when he disturbed the earth with his step? We’d had recent rain, and I saw no spoor as I walked between the trees and around patches of undergrowth, stopping often to study the ground and look around me for whatever the prowler might have seen had he come this way.

When I came to the ancient way I noted no tracks. Even had there been some, I’d not have known whether they were those of the prowler or of some innocent walker of old trails.

I crossed the path and worked my way south, moving slowly, seeing no sign, until I came to the old mill pond. A pair of ducks watched me, then paddled across to the far side of the pond.

Evening was approaching, and birdsongs were beginning. As I listened I thought of Bonzo, my brain-damaged friend, who loved fishing and birdsong above all things, and of friends who had returned from Africa with stories of their wonder at the night sounds of the bush: the chatter and cheep and howls of monkeys and birds, the cowlike moo of hyenas, the bass grunts of hippos and the occasional trumpet of an elephant, the splash of crocs near the riverbank.

Circling the pond, I studied the soft soil surrounding it and finally, after recrossing the stream over the old mill gates in the dam, I found the sign I’d been seeking. The prowler had come onto Nunes’s land from the woods to the south, along a path that followed the stream and led through the state forest behind the fenced land belonging to Nunes’s southern neighbor. He’d then gone up through the meadow behind Nunes’s outbuilding, done his work, and returned whence he’d come. Behind him, in a small patch of dirt he’d left a clear print of a medium-sized, low-heeled shoe that could have belonged to either a man or a woman. The soil was soft but the print wasn’t too deep, which suggested someone of little weight. No matter, since small people could be as dangerous as large ones.

I followed his trail by the edge of the stream, along the old path that had probably originally led to the mill, and noted that the farther the intruder was from Nunes’s land, the more careless he’d been with his track. A half mile or so to the south I came to the Edgartown–West Tisbury Road, where the stream flowed through a culvert and bubbled on toward the Tisbury Great Pond.

There were houses in sight both ways along the road, and there were driveways leading off it to unseen homes. There was also room to park a car beside the stream, and there were hiding places for a moped or a bike.

It would be a good spot to wait for the intruder, and I wished I had a helper, someone to stay here with a walkie-talkie while I watched and waited with another one back at Nunes’s place, but I didn’t.

So I walked back along the path, listening to the tinkle and gurgle of the brook beside me, until I was again on Nunes’s land. There I worked my way west along the new stone wall marking his southern neighbor’s boundary and wondered if this neighbor was somehow engaged in a stone fence duel with the neighbor to the north, because this wall was even higher than the one I’d followed earlier. I imagined Frost looking at the walls with pixie grin and ironic eyes.

I found no sign that anyone had come over this new wall or over the old one paralleling the paved road, when I followed it back to the ancient way where I’d begun my circumnavigation of Nunes’s land.

The only sign I’d cut was on that path along the brook. Unless I’d missed my guess, the prowler had always come in along that path and, since habit is strong and success leads to repetition of action, it was reasonable to presume he’d come that way again. As I walked to the house I thought of what I’d seen and not seen.

Nunes was seated on a mat in front of his house. He looked like pictures I’d seen of mystics seeking nirvana. He turned his head toward me as I approached and flowed to his feet, smiling.

“I’m about to have tea. Will you join me?”

“Tea sounds good.”

He went into the house. I was double-checking the grounds when he came back out, carrying his single chair.

“Use this,” he said. “Unless you’re used to sitting on a mat, the ground can be uncomfortable.”

He gave me the chair and went back inside. Moments later he returned carrying a pot and cups.

“It’s green tea,” he said. “I have no milk or sugar, I’m afraid.”

“I don’t need either, thanks.”

He poured for both of us and then sank easily down onto his mat. The tea was mild and refreshing.

“Your face says you found something,” he said.

No wonder I have so much trouble winning at poker.

“Yes,” I said, and told him of my wandering and discovery.

“Ah,” he said. “I’ve followed that path myself, more than once. It’s a good back entrance to this place, as is the ancient way that goes east into the forest.”

“The ancient way was clean of tracks. It’s rained since your last walkers came through from there.”

“Yes. It’s been a few days, and we’ve had rains since. Have you decided where to wait for my visitor?”

“Yes.” I pointed to the southern edge of the meadow. “That oak tree yonder will give me cover and a good view of your whole place, including the mill pond. If he comes I should see him and he shouldn’t see me. If he gets close to the buildings I’ll be able to get photos of him before he can do any damage, then I can do one of two things: I can make a racket and scare him off or I can take him down. Which do you prefer?”

The Monk didn’t have to think that one over. “Make a racket,” he said. “I’ve had enough of taking people down.”

“Good,” I said. “Me too.”

“It can be chilly at night,” said Nunes. “Do you want a blanket?”

“No,” I said. “I’d rather be cold and awake than warm and asleep.”

He nodded. “It’s the choice I’d make.” Then he smiled. “I plan to take advantage of you and sleep deep and warm.”

“I won’t mind. It’s what I’d do in your place.”

An hour later, as the sun disappeared, I took my spy gear and walked up to the oak tree.
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