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    DEATH IN VINEYARD WATERS


To my children, Kimberlie and James, fourth generation Vineyarders whose island ancestors sailed from the wild Azores.
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We were on the clam flats at the south end of Katama Bay. The tide was out, and the flats had again risen from the waters as they had since time immemorial. Beneath the mud and sand were blissful mollusks, leading peaceful clam lives, little suspecting that above them clam hunters were coming after them. Such is the innocence of Eden. The hunted sometimes never realize that they are the prey of the hunters. Instinct may make the deer wary of the lion, or the gopher wary of the hawk, but such ancient blood knowledge seems to have eluded the clam. Perhaps because he has no blood.

I suggested as much to Zee, who was on her knees beside me, rubber gloved, her basket at hand, as we dug in search of the innocent, delicious clams.

“You’re weird,” said Zee. “Besides, clams may not have blood, but they do have all this oozy juice that probably amounts to the same thing. Their problem is that all they can do to escape is burrow deeper into the sand.”

“Just like lots of the rest of us,” I said. “I’m glad to learn that you’re catching on to the secrets of the clamming trade. To capture these little guys and gals, you have to dig down to where they are and then grab them before they can catch the elevator to the next lower floor.”

I came up with a clam and dropped it in my bucket. We’d been on the flats since a half hour before the tide reached low, and our buckets were filling up. Zee was a fast study and had quickly caught on to all I’d ever learned about clamming. And I’d been at it for years, too. It was a skill you were morally obliged to develop if you were going to live on Martha’s Vineyard. The island was surrounded by salt water full of fish and indented by bays full of shellfish, and if you didn’t learn to outfox the many sea creatures you were no true islander at all.

Here, now, on the Katama clam flats, our knees were black, our gloved hands were black, the mud beneath us was black. It was June, and already the summer folk were pouring down. Soon the clam flats would be emptied of their treasure by hoards of hungry amateur clammers. So we were getting ours while the getting was easy. Later we would be obliged to seek more obscure clamming grounds. Behind our backs, Katama Bay reached north toward Edgartown. Sailboats carrying day sailors from the Edgartown docks, moved over the blue water. To our south, beyond the flats and beyond the far sand dunes where the June people were browning in the sun, stretched the Atlantic, going “all the way to the Azores,” as the local descendants of the Portuguese were inclined to say. Over us, the summer sky lifted out of the white haze to the south and curved pale blue over us and down again into the white haze of the north. The sun was hot on our backs.

“Look,” said Zee. “Isn’t that John Skye’s Jeep?”

It was indeed John Skye’s Jeep. It had come east from the end of the paved road in Katama, over the flat sands inside of the dunes, and was now stopped a hundred yards away from us beside my own ancient Toyota Landcruiser. A hand waved. We waved back in the manner of those who, doubtful about who is waving at them but fearful of appearing stupid or unsociable if they don’t wave back, wave back. The hand curved back inside the door of the Jeep, the door opened, and John Skye—who else?—stepped out. Other Jeep doors opened and two other people got out: an elderly woman and a man about my age—early thirties or so, still approaching his prime.

John Skye owned most of what had once been a Vineyard farm back in the days when Vineyarders, like many folk who lived along the edge of the sea, had combined farming with fishing as they tried to make a living. The farm was only a couple of miles from my own place. He was a professor from Weststock College. I’d met him during a bluefish blitz on Wasque Point when we’d been side by side hauling in the blues and having a very fine time. After the bluefish had gone, we’d shared coffee laced with rum and talked of this and that before going off to scale and clean our fish. We’d met again now and then and learned a bit about one another—most importantly, to him, that I was a neighbor and lived on the island year round and was quite capable of closing down a house in the fall, looking after it during the winter, and opening it up again in the spring, and that I could haul, paint, and launch a catboat. He could use somebody to do all those things for him while he was busy being academic, and I could use the money he was willing to pay me to do them. Later we became almost friends and later still real friends. John was originally from out west but was now a permanent New Englander. He came to the island as soon as he could wind up his college duties in the spring and stayed until the last possible moment in the fall. He was tall and balding, about fifty years old, and taught things medieval.

And now he dug out clam buckets from the rear of his Jeep and came walking across the muddy clam flats toward us, his companions chatting cheerfully.

“I see you’ve come to raid our clam flat,” I said. “You shifty-eyed mainlanders are all alike. You wait until hardworking, honest, but starving natives finally discover the whereabouts of the elusive clam, then move in and rape the area.”

“The economic principle that made America great,” said Skye. “You understand it perfectly.” He peered into our clam baskets. “You’ve done some ruthless exploiting of your own, I see. Did you leave any for late arrivals?”

“Plenty. They’re just a couple of inches deeper than you think they ought to be. We’ve been here about an hour. You know Zee Madieras.”

He did. They exchanged how-do-you-dos and Skye’s eyebrows involuntarily arched, as normal men’s did when looking at her. Zee was dark and sleek as a panther and single again. Even covered with clamming mud, she reminded me of summer wind. Her black hair had blue tones in it and I had seen it fall like a tropic night over her shoulders, though now it was bundled up under a kerchief. Her eyes could be as deep as eternity.

“Allow me to introduce my companions,” said Skye. “Both professors, I fear, but civilized nevertheless. Dr. Marjorie Summerharp and Dr. Ian McGregor. Marjorie, Ian, Mr. J. W. Jackson and Miss Zee Madieras.”

“Mrs. Zee Madieras,” said Zee, looking a bit too long, I thought, at Dr. Ian McGregor. “Zeolinda, actually . . .” Her voice trailed away, and I too looked at Dr. McGregor. He was six feet tall or so, about 190, wearing shorts and a T-shirt that said something witty and revealed him to be very fit. He had an Apollonian head topped by dark curls. His eyes and smile were brilliant.

“Mrs. Madieras,” he said in a rich baritone. “Mr. Jackson.” He extended a hand and I pulled off a muddy glove and took it. There were two split knuckles on his hand. His grip was strong. So was mine. His brilliant eyes hardened for an instant. Then we parted and he was looking at Zee while I gazed up at Dr. Marjorie Summerharp.

Dr. Summerharp was in her seventies, lean and leathery, with short gray hair and one of those faces that keep you in line if its owner is your schoolteacher. A no-nonsense face, etched with countless lines, with a bony nose and wire-rimmed glasses. Her iron-gray eyes stared out upon the world with a look half of amusement and half of general disapproval. She extended a bony hand, which I took. Her grip was surprisingly firm.

“How do you do?” she said.

“Reasonably well. And yourself?”

A fleeting smile touched her thin lips. “Reasonably well, thank you.”

“These two have been my guests for a couple of weeks and are taking over our house while I take Mattie and the twins out to Colorado to introduce them to their western kinfolk. Marjorie and Ian needed a quiet place to finish up some important work, so I invited them down to the Blessed Isle. I was going to phone you, but now I don’t have to—I’d appreciate it if you’ll be their emergency number in case anything goes wrong. The water, electricity, anything like that. You know the place better than anybody else.”

Skye had a new family. He’d married a widow with twin teenage daughters and adored all three of his new women with ill-concealed affection. He was no doubt anxious to display them to the rest of his family, all of whom still lived in the high mountain country. I approved of his decision.

“Sure. Be glad to.”

“Fine. I’ll leave your number by the phone.”

“We’ll try not to disturb you, Mr. Jackson,” said Dr. Summerharp. “I can clean a drain or fix a leaky pipe or replace a fuse if I have to. In a pinch, I can rewire a fixture and unplug a sewer line, too.”

I looked up at her and felt my mouth turn up at one corner. “I’ll bet you can, Doctor,” I said. “How are your clamming skills?”

“I was born on the Maine coast. I think I can find a clam if I’m looking for one.”

“Well, down here on the Vineyard they don’t just jump up into your basket for you. You have to go after them with a shovel or a fork or a bathroom plunger on the end of a stick or with your hands. Since you aren’t armed, all you have is your hands, so if you want some steamers you’d better get down here in the mud and start digging. You have gloves?”

She extracted some from a hind pocket of her rolled-up jeans. “I have. I’m a little creaky in the joints, but I can get down and I can get up again. When does the tide turn?”

An intelligent question. Not de rigueur for some academic types I’ve met. “It’s just turned,” I said. “There’s an hour and a half difference between the tides in here and those out yonder beyond the sand you drove in on. Everything here happens later than out there.”

She nodded and began an arthritic old lady’s careful descent to her knees. “I’ve been on the island before and I’ve seen the maps and charts. The only way water can get in and out of here is through the gut between Edgartown and Chappaquiddick. It makes for a fast current in the gut and late tides inside.”

I was thus impressed twice in a single minute and was beginning to respect Dr. Marjorie Summerharp. “That’s right. You’ll have an hour or so of dry digging here before the water gets up to you. Plenty of time for an old pro Maine clammer to get her limit.”

“John Skye’s limit, that is,” she said, grimacing then relaxing as she settled onto her heels. “We off-islanders have to pay a fortune for our shellfish permits, so today we’re all using his.”

She knelt beside me and we both began to dig. John Skye aligned himself on my other side and got to work, too. Somewhere beyond my peripheral vision I heard Ian McGregor’s voice mixing with Zee’s. I listened in spite of myself and noted that he had a ready wit and a pleasing tongue and that after a while Zee laughed.

“So, what are you doing down here?” I asked Dr. Summerharp, so as not to hear that laughter or that clever voice.

“We’re preparing a paper for one of those obscure but vitally important journals that we academics take terribly seriously. It will be my last such contribution to scholarship and thus is of little professional consequence to me, but for Ian it will mean great things for his career. My career, you see, is basically over, while his is just flowering.”

A touch of bitterness dwelt in her tone, I thought. I heard Zee’s laughter. “And what is the subject of your learned paper?” I asked.

Dr. Summerharp glanced at me, and again that brief smile touched her thin, dry lips. “Are you are another academician, Mr. Jackson?”

John Skye laughed. “I assure you he’s no academician. He may have problems, but that’s not one of them. No, Marjorie, J. W. is a normal human. A fisherman, a handyman, and an ex Boston cop. And I warn you, J. W., Marjorie is a jester as well as being a genuine brain. A lot of her more solemn colleagues are confused by that. She’s tweaked a few scholarly noses in her day, so watch yours.”

“I’ll keep my gloves up,” I said.

“So you’re an ex-policeman,” she said.

“Retired.”

“You’re young to be retired.”

“I’m independently poor.”

“An unoriginal remark.” I felt like a schoolboy as she looked at me with those steely eyes.

“J. W. was shot and is retired on a disability pension,” said John Skye. “He gets a little something from Uncle Sam, too, in compensation for some shrapnel he acquired in our recent undeclared war.”

How did he know about that? “How did you know about that?” I asked. I was not inclined to share such information. I looked at him.

“I have my sources,” he said. “I’m an intellectual, remember? We intellectuals are paid to be smart.” I looked at him some more. “I talked to George Martin,” he said. “Your name came up.”

George Martin and I had shared more than one flask of brandy at Wasque while waiting for the October bluefish to show up. In vino Veritas,

“How shot are you?” asked Marjorie Summerharp.

“Just enough to loaf on Martha’s Vineyard all year and pretend to fish for a living.”

She looked at me with her iron eyes, waiting. I suddenly wished that I could be one of her students. “The bullet lodged near my spine,” I said. “They decided to leave it there instead of trying to take it out. It doesn’t hurt and it probably won’t ever move. The shrapnel was mostly in my legs and they got most of it out. It’s no big deal.”

“I see.” She dug down and extracted a large clam who had lived a long clam life but had now come near to the end of it. She dropped the almost late great clam into her bucket. “Well, for what it’s worth, we’re drafting a paper that maintains that a document we found a couple of years ago near London is, in fact, a fragment of a previously unknown Shakespearean play.”

I thought about that as hard as I could, so as not to hear Zee’s voice blending with that of Dr. Ian McGregor. But I had little luck. My attention was not under my control. I took it by the throat and focused it on Shakespeare.

“I thought they had all of Shakespeare’s plays already.”

“That’s what everybody thinks but Ian and me. This paper we’re writing is about how we found it and why we think it’s the real thing.”

“Why should anybody think it isn’t?”

She raised her gray eyebrows in feigned scorn. “You, the ex-cop, should ask? Because it will be perceived as a scam! What else? We scholarly types are particularly susceptible to con men, you must know. We’ve believed in the Baron of Arizona, the Piltdown Man, the Cardiff Giant, and dozens of fake Rembrandts, Vermeers, and Klees. You can imagine how people will react to the announcement that an unknown Shakespeare has been unearthed. And I don’t blame them. I didn’t believe it myself when we found it.”

“But now you do.”

She hesitated. “Yes. At the moment.”

“And that means something to me, at least,” said John Skye, “because Marjorie, here, in spite of the jokes she’s played at the expense of our stuffier colleagues, is the very Queen of Skeptics in our profession. She doubts everyone and every conclusion and every thesis. She turns scholars pale, makes ambitious intellectuals shudder when she examines their texts, sends grad students into the streets to earn their livings with tin cups and dark glasses. A veritable fiend for legitimate research.” He grinned and dug up a clam. “She’s a famously formidable doubter and one, I’m glad to say, who was not on the board that read my thesis!”

“And well you should feel that way, John Skye. Your conclusions about the language of Gawain are open to considerable debate.”

“You see what I mean?” asked Skye. “The woman is not even talking about her own field, yet takes me to task after all these years!”

“And why not? You wrote a slick thesis and you talk a good game, but all good teachers have a bit of con in them. Why not you? Your students say you’re a ham at heart.”

“Sacrilege,” protested Skye mildly.

“Why do you believe the document you found is real?” I asked, to hear the sound of my voice instead of McGregor’s.

Dr. Summerharp had found herself a clam colony, a senior citizen retirement home, from the size of them—all big and mature. She brought up one after the other and for a while ignored my question. Quite understandable, I thought, envying her find. I like big clams; Zee, on the other hand, favors the medium to small variety and claims that the big ones make her gag.

The professor exhausted her mother lode of clams, dug a bit more, and sat back on her skinny heels. “Because we checked out everything and everything checks. The paper is the kind they used then, made out of rags. The ink is the right sort—lampblack and a solution of gums. The age of the document is right—as right as carbon dating can establish it, that is. The document was in a book bound in the seventeenth century, so if it’s a fake, it’s a very early fake, which seems unlikely, since nobody thought enough of Shakespeare in those days to write a play and sign his name to it. And the signature we have is a lot like the signatures we think are Shakespeare’s. Ergo, we have a genuine document.”

She coughed and pulled a kerchief from a pocket and wiped her lips. I saw flecks of pink on the kerchief before she tucked it away.

“What’s the play about?”

“It’s only a piece of a play. Part of one act. I’m not sure it was ever finished—”

“It’s about King Arthur,” interrupted John Skye. “That’s what interests me.”

“You medievalists have limited concerns,” said Dr. Summerharp in what I was beginning to recognize as her Severe tone. “I assure you, Mr. Jackson, that the subject of the play is of only incidental importance.”

“Nonsense,” said Skye, unintimidated. “The interesting thing, J. W., is that for the last thousand years everybody and his dog, except Shakespeare, has written about King Arthur. Shakespeare wrote about Romans and Italians and about Scotsmen and Lear and the War of the Roses and about this and that, but never about Arthur. I’ve always wondered why not, so when Marjorie told me about this find of hers, I took to it like a crow to a dead cat.”

“A wonderful image, John,” said Dr. Summerharp.

Skye grinned. “Image be damned. If you’re right about this manuscript, Marjorie, it’ll take a load off my mind that’s been there for thirty years or more.”

“The load you’re carrying isn’t on your mind, John,” said Marjorie Summerharp. To my surprise, she gave me a devilish wink.

Then, just as I was beginning to feel pretty good, the sound of Zee’s voice floated back into my consciousness and pulled my eyes around. “. . . There isn’t a Mr. Madieras,” she was saying. “There was a Dr. Madieras, but there isn’t anymore . . .”

She and Ian McGregor were side by side on their muddy knees, digging in the dark sand and talking in an exploratory way that I didn’t care for very much. Worse yet, McGregor’s bucket was already fuller than it had any right to be. The bastard was a master clammer as well as a Greek god. I climbed to my feet.

“I think we’ve got enough, Zee,” I said. “Between us we can feed a small army.”

Zee looked at her clam bucket, her face averted from mine, then flowed up onto her feet like a dancer. “Okay, Jeff. I guess you’re right.” She smiled down at Ian McGregor. “Nice to meet you,” she said.

“And you,” he said. “Thanks for the clamming lesson.”

“You’re a natural.” She grinned. He grinned.

“Nice to meet you” I said to Dr. Summerharp. I nodded to McGregor, the natural clammer. “If you two need any help around John’s place, just give me a ring. See you later, John. Have a nice trip west.”

I restrained an impulse to grasp Zee firmly by the arm as we walked to the Landcruiser. As we went, she glanced back and waved. Then she looked up at me and blushed a bit, I thought. I could feel McGregor’s eyes following us.
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What color is jealousy? Envy is green, you get red with anger, white with fear, blue with cold, and spotty with fever. I felt sort of purple but remembered that it, like red, was for rage.

Not that I had any right to be angry. I didn’t own Zee; I wasn’t married to her; I wasn’t even living with her (if only because she’d declined my invitation). I was her wooer, her friend, a lover. Only those things . . .

She wasn’t too far away from a bad marriage to the jerk of a doctor I’d never met. She was beginning to feel human again and to have some fun in life, to feel attractive and worthwhile and adventuresome. And maybe I was just part of the adventure. She wasn’t that to me, but maybe I was that to her. Certainly she owed me nothing.

So now here she was, meeting a handsome, successful, charming man and apparently feeling tingles she liked feeling, even if she felt guilty about feeling them because I was there.

I thought these thoughts and others like them as I prepared a bachelor lunch, Zee having gone home to West Tisbury to tend to private matters about which I, brooding as we had driven to my place from the beach, had not bothered to inquire. Zee, thinking thoughts of her own and no doubt knowing why I was saying nothing, had nothing much to say either. At my place she picked up her Jeep and left.

But even those lorn of love must eat. So I cooked and listened to a tape of Pavarotti filling my house with a sound like emeralds and diamonds. While Pavarotti sang of grand Italian passions and I thought of Zee’s attraction to Ian McGregor, my hands were preparing a salad made from fresh vegetables from my garden and leftover bluefish from yesterday’s stuffed bluefish supper. My dry mouth began to water of its own accord. I got a Molson from the fridge and unbaggied a loaf of bread I’d made in the distant past, the day before yesterday, before Zee and McGregor ever met.

The Molson wasn’t bad. Neither was the bread—Betty Crocker’s white bread from her old cookbook. I bake it four loaves at a time and usually eat the first one before it’s even cool. This was the last of the last batch, since I’d given a loaf to Zee and had eaten two by myself already. Betty C’s bread is dynamite stuff, but lacks staying power.

I found another beer, took bread and salad outside, and sat in my yard, under the hot June sun. There, I looked out upon the blue Vineyard Sound, where the sailboats leaned in the wind and the powerboats left white lines behind them across the pale blue water. I ate for a while, got yet another beer, and ate a bit more. It was good, but not as good as it should have been. I knew why. Yesterday, Zee had been with me for lunch under the noonday sun. Today, she was not.

I went to the garden and picked weeds for a while. There, as I was on my knees between the kale and the cucumbers, I heard the phone ringing.

It’s always a fifty-fifty proposition as to whether I’ll get to my phone just before it stops ringing or just afterward. Still, since I don’t get many calls, it’s worth my time, I figure, to make the dash. After all, one never knows, do one?

So I dashed, thinking that maybe it might even be Zee calling to make things perfect again. And I got there in time. But it wasn’t Zee. It was Dr. Marjorie Summerharp.

“I wonder if you will join us for supper,” she said. “John’s having a few people over and we’d like to add you to the group.”

“Well . . .”

“Ian has already phoned Mrs. Madieras,” she said with undisguised irony, “and I’m calling you. I do hope you can come.”

I felt stiff. “Well . . .”

“Roast beef and the fixings.”

“Ah . . .”

“Martinis at six.”

“Urn . . .”

“Women love him,” she said unexpectedly. “There’s nothing you can do about it. The damage is done, if there is any damage. Besides, you’re a big man. You can handle yourself.”

I was silent.

“We have a leaky faucet,” she lied.

I almost had to laugh. “Okay,” I said.

After that, I didn’t want to weed anymore. I rattled around the house for a while, was disgusted with myself, and thought about fishing. I checked my tide tables because my brain wasn’t functioning quite as well as usual and I wasn’t sure I remembered the time for low tide at Wasque. But I was, in fact, right: five P.M. on the dot. I looked at my watch—the $2.95 kind that you can get if you fill up your tank at the gas station. I had just time enough to catch the last two hours of the west tide. Fishing seemed to be a much better idea than staying home being stupid, so I got in the Landcruiser and rattled toward the beach.

The principal hindrance to this plan was navigating past the eternal summer traffic jam between the Edgartown A & P on the one side and Al’s Package Store on the other. People in cars attempting left turns make this spot a leading contender, second only to the infamous Five Corners in Vineyard Haven, for the traffic jam championship of Martha’s Vineyard. Eventually I crawled through, fetched Pease Point Way, and headed for Katama, where, only short hours ago, the joy of clamming had turned unexpectedly somber. At the end of the pavement, I left the parking lot, lined with parked cars and alive with walkers and bikers still headed for South Beach, ground into four-wheel drive, and turned east toward Chappaquiddick. The clam flats were now covered with water, but there were people along the south edge of Katama Bay working away with their rakes in pursuit of quahogs. My own rake was on the rack atop my truck, but I scorned the prospect of quahogging, for I was going bluefishing.

It was a chamber of commerce afternoon: warm, bright, with just enough breeze to let the kite fliers fill the sky with their brilliant-colored toys. The kites soared and looped above me as I drove down the beach. I’ve never been much of a kite man, myself, but there are a lot of them on the Vineyard in the summertime: fat men, thin men, men with boxer shorts, men with bikinis, young men, old men, single men, family men. Occasionally a woman. Occasionally a child. But usually men. They love their kites and play with them all day long, launching them as soon as they get to the beach and winding them down from the sky at the very end of their day. The women of the kite-flying men seem to do everything else: lay out the blankets, set up the chairs, get out the inner tubes, find the food, find the sun lotion, watch the kids; and then pack all that up again while the kite men wind down their kites. I like to watch the kites, but I can’t imagine flying one for very long.

But I can fish for a very long time and not get tired of it, and one of the best places in the world to catch bluefish from shore is at Wasque Point, on the far southeast corner of Chappaquiddick, where the rip tosses up bait and the blues come to pig out and, in their greed, regularly mistake artificial lures for genuine eatables. Fish are not very smart, in spite of rumors to the contrary. A fact for which we should all go to church regularly to thank whatever gods there may be.

There were about thirty assorted four-by-fours lined up along the beach at Wasque, and I could see some people down along the shore actually casting. But I could also see that most of the rods were standing straight in their holders or were leaning against vehicles. That meant that the blues weren’t really biting much at the moment. For if they were biting, none of those rods would be standing there; all of them would be working in the hands of fishermen.

I found a spot almost where I wanted to be and pulled in. I took my rod off the rack, hooked on a three-ounce red-headed Roberts and checked both sides to see what kind of fishermen my neighbors were: were they really fishermen or were they pilgrims—summer ginks who, when they cast, were a danger to everyone within fifty yards? Al Prada’s Jeep was on my left, so that was okay. He wasn’t in it, but was about three cars down the line chewing the fat with some other regulars. I didn’t know the guy on my right, but he had seven years’ worth of Wasque Reservation stickers on his side window so I figured he must know something about fishing. Having scouted the terrain, I went down to the water.

I use an eleven-and-a-half-foot graphite rod and twenty-pound black Ande line, so with a plug like the Roberts I can get some distance in my cast most of the time. I’d added a couple extra yards by learning to use a reel without a bail, so by and large I can throw it quite a ways, a useful ability if the fish aren’t close enough to shore. Now I put my back into it and really put the Roberts out there. If there was a fish there, I wanted to get it.

I didn’t. I got nothing. I cast a dozen more times. Nothing a dozen times. Up and down the line of men, women, and children along the shore, nobody was catching anything. That was both good and bad—bad because nobody was catching anything, indicating that there were no bluefish to be caught right now, and good because it’s really disgusting to have fished as long as I have and get nothing and then to have a child or a hundred-year-old woman who has never held a rod before catch a fish right beside you.

I tried a couple of other plugs. Nothing. Then, just in case they were feeding under the surface instead of on top of it, I put on a Hopkins with a triple hook. Normally, I knew, I’d not be doing this sort of thing; I’d be up there on the beach with all the other smart fishermen, saving my energy until there was some sign that there was a bluefish out there ready to be caught. But I was not in a normal mood and I needed something to keep me from thinking about Zee. So I put on the Hopkins and whipped it out as far as I could throw. Way out in the rip I saw it splash home, and three turns on the reel later I felt the fish hit.

Geronimo! It’s really terrific to catch a fish in a crowd of people who aren’t catching anything. On both sides of me, inspired fishermen were quickly lining up and casting, but only I had a fish.

Wonderful. I cranked him slowly toward shore, hoping that none of the pilgrims would cross my line and cut him off. He was a biggish fish and the current was still running pretty well, so I walked him down, ducking under rods, until he was close. I could see him in the last wave, and I waited until the moment was right and brought him onto the sand. A good fish, ten pounds or so. I got a hand in his gills and carried him to the Landcruiser. The regulars quickly noted that I’d taken him with metal and rigged up with the same. As I got the lure out of his mouth, I saw a rod bend, then another as the long casters began to reach the school. I put the fish in the shade of the truck and went back to try for another one. I fetched another on the second cast, and after that, in spite of the pilgrims, we had some good fishing until the rip flattened. I hardly had time to think about Zee at all.

But as I gutted the fish at the Herring Creek, I had time. I dropped all of the fish but one at the market on my way home, keeping the last one as a gift for John Skye and company. Then I went home and showered and shaved, wondering once again whether I should grow some hair on my face. From the looks of it, it wouldn’t hurt to cover it up a bit. Maybe I’d start a beard tomorrow. It would save shaving time, if nothing else. Besides, it might serve to give me a new personality. I felt like I could use one.

I had a beer and then it was time to go to John Skye’s farm. I checked my clams in their bucket of salt water, where they were dutifully spitting out sand in preparation to being eaten tomorrow. They were hard at it. Good old clams.

For my visit, I wore Vineyard cocktail party clothes: sandals, faded red shorts (it was too warm to wear my faded red pants), and a blue knit shirt with a little animal over the pocket. Very stylish and almost new from the thrift shop. I thought that I would fit right in.

I arrived fashionably late and went into the kitchen, where I deposited the bluefish on the counter and kissed Mattie Skye, who looked lovely as usual.

“Here,” I said. “I know you and John can catch all the bluefish that you can eat, but I thought maybe the learned doctors could use one. When are you guys headed west?”

“In a few days. Here.” She put a tray of hors d’oeuvres in my hands. “Take this out and put it on that table beside the one with the booze. Then fix yourself a drink. We should still have some Mount Gay if you didn’t drink it all the last time you were here. Dinner will be coming along later. No, I don’t need any help yet.”

Through a window I could see Zee talking to John Skye and Marjorie Summerharp. No Ian McGregor in sight. Hmmmmm. I went out the door as one of Mattie’s twins came in.

“Hi, J. W.,” she said.

“Hi, whichever one you are,” I said. “Where’s the other one of you?” I simply could not tell them apart, no matter how easy it is to do so, according to John, their mother, and the girls themselves.

“Oh, she’s showing Ian the chicken coops. She’s such a flirt, it’s disgusting.”

“Well, Jen, that’s the way Jill is,” I said.

“I’m Jill,” she said.

“Well, Jill, that’s the way Jen is,” I said.

“Hmmmph,” said Jill and went inside. I carried the hors d’oeuvres out to the table, tried a few, and found the Mount Gay. I poured a nice double slug over ice and looked around. Ian McGregor was still not in sight, but there were a couple dozen other people standing around, glasses in hand, carrying on cocktail conversations. I went over and joined Zee, John, and Marjorie Summerharp.

“Hi,” I said. Zee looked terrific in a white dress that made her dark beauty even more startling than usual. “You look terrific,” I said.

“Hi,” she said. “Thanks. You’re looking quite Vineyardish yourself. Very stylish.”

“People come from miles around to ask me my opinion of haute couture. I owe it to them to always be perfectly attired.”

She smiled. Wonderful teeth. Then her glance left me and went toward John Skye’s barn. I turned and saw—what else?—Ian McGregor and Jen, flirtatious and disgusting sister of Jill, coming out. Jen was smiling up at McGregor and chattering on about whatever it is that teenage girls say to handsome older men on whom they have a serious crush. I flicked a glance down at Zee. Did I detect a narrowed eye? I did. A missing smile? Yes, indeed. Zee jealous of a thirteen-year-old? Could be. Me jealous of Ian McGregor? I turned back and said to John, “Who are all of these people? I don’t think I know a single one of them.”

“I should hope not,” said Skye. “These are all academic types. This island crawls with them in the summertime. This particular selection consists of friends, more or less, of Marjorie and Ian.”

“More Ian and less me,” said Marjorie Summerharp. “I know a lot of them, but I’d hardly call them friends. I don’t have many friends in academia.”

“And no wonder.” Skye grinned. “You’re not nice to them when they bungle or do shoddy work. You get on their cases in public places.” He glanced at me. “In the learned journals,” he explained. “Many very impolite things are said in those journals, and Marjorie has said more than her share of them.”

“Not more than my share. Just my share. And rarely a misdirected barb, I fancy. You have no idea, J. W., how stupid highly educated people can sometimes be, or how vain or petty or, worse yet, how sloppy and deceiving they can be in their thinking or in the quality of their research.” She allowed herself an icy smile. “I confess that I enjoy puncturing their balloons.”

“And are there many such dimwits here?” I asked.

She glanced around. “Some. Not all. Hooperman there, the one looking down the front of that young woman’s dress, barely got his Ph.D. Wouldn’t have gotten it, if I had my way. Second rater. Mediocre thesis, mediocre exams, mediocre man.”

“How’d he get by?”

“Mediocre examiners. I was outvoted. And I told him so.”

“You often are outvoted, my dear,” said Skye.

“Very true. And Barstone there, the woman with the bosom Hooperman is admiring. A genuinely third-rate mind. A Doctor of Education, no less. As John here knows, I maintain that no one who has been trained as an educator has ever had a single original or useful idea about education. The only interesting educators have been people trained in some other area of study. Still, Barstone commands the attention of many an institution of higher, they say, learning and is paid handsomely as a consultant on matters educational. A more sanctimonious fraud I’ve rarely met inside of academia. I take the whole notion of a school of education to be an oxymoron.”

“Like Face Rump Roast,” suggested Skye.

“Exactly so. Dr. Barstone is not here, Mr. Jackson, because of me, because she knows that whenever possible I advise institutions not to hire her. Rather, she is here because of my colleague, Ian McGregor, who collects women as honey collects insects.”

I flicked an eye down toward Zee and noted a bit of a blush, which indicated she’d been listening. She was watching McGregor and Jen the disgusting flirt, who were smiling and talking as they walked up toward the house. I felt sorry for her suddenly. She was smitten, and there is no one more disconcerted than an intelligent woman surprised by such feelings. I had no wise advice for those so swept away. After all, I’d been smitten by Zee. And still was. I had no more choice about it than Zee had about her attraction to McGregor.

“You’re in excellent form, Marjorie,” said Skye. “Is there anyone here you do like?”

“Well, you’re tolerable, John. And Mattie is a fine young woman aside from her taste in second husbands. Ian may be a womanizer and an occasionally violent hothead, but he’s done sound work on this project of ours. And J. W. here knows his clams, as does Ms. Madieras. People who can dig clams are possessors of at least rudimentary virtues. I doubt if the rest of these people can find clams anywhere outside of the fish market.”

“Actually,” said Skye, turning to me and smiling, “Doctors Barstone and Hooperman are perfectly legitimate academicians. But Marjorie also disapproves of them because of what they’re doing down here.”

“Indeed I do,” said Dr. Summerharp agreeably.

“And what are they doing?” I asked without caring.

“Working with Tristan Cooper,” said Skye. “Tristan was Marjorie’s predecessor as chief seventeenth-century honcho at Weststock. When he retired she got the Renaissance chair.”

Marjorie Summerharp snorted and took a gulp of her drink.

“Marjorie hasn’t forgiven him for abandoning Shakespeare and company for things prehistoric,” said Skye, “or Hooperman and Barstone for taking him seriously.”

“Tristan,” said Marjorie Summerharp, “was the finest in his field. When he left the college to chase these prehistoric phantoms of his, legitimate scholarship suffered a terrible loss.”

“Not a fatal one, though,” observed Skye. “You took over where Tristan left off and no one suffered a whit.”

“Nonsense. Everyone suffers when a great mind disappears.”

Skye arched his eyebrows. “Well, Tristan didn’t exactly disappear, Marjorie.”

“He did for me.” She emptied her glass.

I looked at her lined face, considering the passion that lay behind her voice.

“Tristan Cooper,” explained John, “was always a maverick, but is even more so in his old age. He’s become an advocate of some unconventional anthropological and archeological notions, to wit—that America, more particularly New England and specifically Martha’s Vineyard, contain persuasive evidence of pre-Columbian contacts with European and African culture. As a matter of fact, he thinks he’s got some convincing evidence right on his own farm in Chilmark.”
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