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Introduction

The novel you are about to read begins, it is safe to say, where no novel has begun before or since: in the mind of a pilot whale, in Cape Cod Bay, on an autumn afternoon about a thousand years ago.

But we don’t stay there long.

Soon we’re aboard the Mayflower on a bleak November morning in 1620. The little ship has been pounding the Atlantic swell for six weeks. The passengers and crew are exhausted. And before them rises a great bluff, the sandy brow of the immense American wilderness.

And soon after that, we’re stuck in traffic in a minivan on the July Fourth weekend. The Sagamore Bridge glimmers in the heat haze ahead. The kids are bickering in the back seat. Mom and Dad are losing patience.

This book covers a long span of time. But so does the history of the Cape.

When I finished it back in 1990, I suggested to my editor that a good one-line description might be: The story of Cape Cod is the story of America. It was true then, and it’s true today.

That fragile spit of sand, dumped by the glaciers ten thousand years ago and sculpted by the sea every day since, has seen every movement of American history from the Pilgrim settlement to the real estate booms and busts of the last thirty years. But what makes the Cape unique is that nature has not simply affected human lives there. It has defined them.

In winter, the wind scours the sand and drives even the heartiest locals indoors. In summer, the sun brings joy to vacationers, while the rain clears the beaches and fills the shops and brings money for the merchants. But there are deeper rhythms, too. The tides flood the estuaries and marshes twice a day. The birds and fish keep to migratory patterns established thousands of years ago. And surrounding it all is the ocean, a tangible presence, a living god, sometimes benign, sometimes angry, giving all who gaze upon it a sense of limitless possibility and insignificance, too.

The Pilgrims and their descendants set out to tame the world they found on Cape Cod. They saw it as part of God’s plan. They harvested the whales on the beaches and hunted the whales in the bay. They stripped the trees for lumber and firewood and burned the forests to clear their fields. They struggled, sometimes violently, with the Wampanoag Indians, whose name means “children of the dawn” and whose gods were as real to them as the Christian God was to the Pilgrims.

Generations of shipwrights, seafarers, and fisherman followed. They built the neat villages and towns of Cape Cod. But they seldom built houses looking out to sea because, as one old Cape Codder told me, “The sea was a place of work and death.”

Then Henry David Thoreau came for a visit just before the Civil War. He looked out to sea and into the future. And he wrote, “The time must come when this coast will be a place of resort…” He was right. Before long, the wealthy were building mansions at the ocean’s edge. And then vacationers arrived for those two-week summer rentals that are as much a part of the Cape’s seasonal rhythm as the migration of the whales.

I’ve been in love with the Cape since boyhood, and once I began to write novels, I knew that someday I would tell the story of the place and its people and their unique relationship to nature.

I decided that I would tell it from the beginning… or from before the beginning. That’s why the book opens as it does, with a whale stranding observed by… well, read the book to find out. And I knew I could not tell it without the Pilgrims, the first of so many who came to the Cape to find freedom or fulfillment. And I would close the narrative circle by bringing the story all the way to the present, to a family of Pilgrim descendants struggling over their ancient birthright.

A hundred people sailed on the Mayflower. They called themselves Saints and Strangers. Some were religious separatists. Others had joined the voyage just for profit. Fifty survived the first winter, and while many of them were filled with piety, all of them were tough, resilient, and resourceful. The proof is that today, more than ten percent of the American population can trace their ancestry back to those fifty.

They were like us in some ways… but very different, too.

The senior historian at Plimoth Plantation, the Pilgrims’ living history museum, put it best. He said that the Pilgrims had all the big things figured out. They understood their relationship to God and eternity. It was only the little things that troubled them, the daily problems of shelter, fuel, and food. We, on the other hand, have most of the little things settled, but it’s our place in the cosmos that leaves us wondering.

If this novel has a theme, a big idea, it’s in that observation.

But don’t bother yourself too much about the big ideas. I’m a storyteller. My job is to keep you up past your bedtime. And it’s the story that has kept readers turning these pages for two decades. Let the thousand-year plot wash over you while the characters in the smaller plots—Saints and Strangers, praying Indians and Wampanoag warriors, rebels and royalists, slave runners, rumrunners, show runners, whaling men, fishermen, oystermen, real estate agents, developers, and conservationists—swirl around you and sweep you through time.

They’re all after a secret. The secret is in a lost book. The book is the log of the Mayflower. It reveals the truth about the first scandalous death in the New World, and perhaps something more. Yeah, it’s juicy. Enjoy it. But remember that while I aim for historical accuracy (this is one of the few novels ever offered for sale at the Plimoth Plantation museum bookstore) not everything that you’ll read here happened as it’s described… or even happened at all.

Looking back, I am happy to say that I have forgotten the fourteen-hour days, the seven-day weeks, and the last two months when I never left the house. A writer always forgets the hard part once the work is done.

Instead, I can recall dozens of experiences begun as research that became cherished memories. I see my wife and little children in the bright summer sun. We are wandering the paths and dunes of Wing Island in Brewster, the inspiration for the fictional Jack’s Island. Or I am standing with my father in the meetinghouse at Plimoth Plantation. We are marveling that they made their house of God a strong fortress as well.

The kids are grown now, and my father has passed, but I see all those scenes in the present tense because there is something perpetually present about the Cape. The cycles make it so.

Things have continued to change on Cape Cod since this book was published. More commuters ride the bus every day to Boston. More traffic lights flash. More condos and trophy houses rise in places where once there were small cottages. The struggle to accommodate the needs of a modern population in an ecologically fragile place goes on. The business cycle of boom, bust, and boom still turns.

But the earth still turns, too. The light falls exactly as it did when the Pilgrims walked the shore in spring or fall. The summer people come every Fourth of July. The tides rise and fall and sometimes confuse the pilot whales that stray too close to shore.

In the mild winter of 2011-2012, Cape Cod beaches saw several huge dolphin strandings. Why were the dolphins, close relatives of the creatures that appear in the first scene of this book, hurling themselves onto the beaches? Was it disease, global warming, or just another of nature’s relentless and sometimes heartless cycles? No one knows.

The generations may come and go, but on Cape Cod, the deepest mysteries remain, and so do the deepest memories.

William Martin

March 2012
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Prologue

A.D. 1000

Strandings

Each year the whales went to the great bay. They followed the cold current south from seas where the ice never melted, south along coastlines of rock, past rivers and inlets, to the great bay that forever brimmed with life. Sometimes they stayed through a single tide, sometimes from one full moon to the next, and sometimes, for reasons that only the sea understood, the whales never left the great bay.

The season was changing on the day that the old bull led his herd round the sand hook that formed the eastern edge of the bay.

It had come time for them to fill their bellies and begin the journey to the breeding ground. The old bull did not need the weakening of the sunlight or the cooling of the waters to know this. He knew it because his ancestors had known it, because it was bred into him, in his backbone and his blood. And he knew that in the great bay, his herd had always fed well.

So he sent out sounds that spread through the water and came echoing back, allowing him to see without sight, to know the depth of the water and the slope of the beach, to sense the movement of a single fish at the bottom of the sea or the massing of a giant school a mile away.

And that was what the old bull sensed now.

He turned toward the school, and his herd turned with him. A hundred whales swam in his wake, linked by color and motion in a graceful seaborne dance, by the simple rule of survival to the fish before them, and by the deeper call of loyalty to the herd, their kin, and the old bull himself.

Then the sea was lit by a great flash. The fish felt the coming of the whales, and like a single frightened creature, they darted away. First east, then west, then south toward the shallows they went, and the sunlight flashed again and again on their silver sides.

The dance of the whales rose into a great black-backed wave and rolled, steady and certain, toward the shoal of fish. Soon the stronger fish were swimming over the weaker and splattering across the surface to escape. It did them no good. The wave struck, churned through them, and pounded on, leaving a bloody wake in which the gulls came to feast, while on the shore, other creatures watched and waited.

The old bull filled his belly, and as always in the great bay, the herd fed well. But their hunger was as endless as the sea, and their wave rolled on to the shallows where the last of the fish had fled. Black bodies lunged and whirled in the reddening water. Flashes of panic grew smaller and dimmer. Then came a flash that seemed no more than a moment of moonlight. The old bull turned to chase it, and the movement of his flukes brought the sand swirling from the bottom.

He had led the herd too close to shore and the tide was running out. In the rising turbulence, he could see almost nothing, so he made his sounds, listened for the echoes, and sought to lead the herd toward safety.

But something in the sea or the stars or his own head had betrayed the old bull. He followed his sounds, because that was what he had always done, and swam straight out of the water. The herd followed him, because that was what they had always done, and the black-backed wave broke on a beach between two creeks.

Still something told the old bull that he was going in the right direction. He pounded his flukes to drive himself into one of the creeks. But he did no more than send up great splashes and dig himself deeper into the eelgrass that rimmed the creek.

All around him, black bodies flopped uselessly in the shallows. The sun quickly began to dry their skin. And their own great weight began to crush them.

The old bull heard feeble warning cries, louder pain cries. He felt the feet of a gull prancing on his back. Then new cries, patterned and high-pitched, frightened the gull into the air.

From the line of trees above the beach came strange creatures, moving fast on long legs. They wore skins and furs. They grew hair on their faces. They carried axes that flashed like sunlight.

They were men. And they swarmed among the herd without fear, and drove their axes into the heads of the whales, and brought blood and death cries. And the biggest of them all raised his axe and came toward the old bull.

But before the axe struck, an arrow pierced the man’s neck and came out the other side. Blood and gurgling sounds flowed from his mouth. His eyes opened wide and the axe dropped from his hand.

Now men with painted faces came screaming from the woods. The old bull felt the clashing of the fight and heard sounds of fury unlike any he had known in the sea. Rage swirled around him, stone against iron, arrow against axe, bearded man against painted man. And with his last strength, he tried to escape.

He pounded his flukes but could do no more than roll onto his side, his great bulk burying the axe in the marsh mud beneath him.

Then a bearded man beheaded the painted chieftain and his painted followers fled. The victor lifted the head by the hair and flung it into the sea, but the other bearded men did not celebrate their victory. Instead, they ran off in fear.

For some time, the old bull lay dying on the beach between the creeks. Then the bearded men appeared once more, this time with a woman of their kind. Their axes flashed like the sides of panicked fish, and like the fish, they were fleeing. But the woman stopped and looked at the old bull. She made angry sounds. She picked up a boulder and raised it over his head….


CHAPTER 1

June 30, 1990

Old Men

One of them had seen every year of the century, the other a full three score and ten. One had trouble sleeping. The other wondered where the years had gone. Neither ever awoke without a new pain somewhere or an old pain somewhere else. And neither could drink much anymore, or he’d spend the night at the toilet, pissing out ineffectual little dribbles that wouldn’t even make a satisfying sound.

But in these things, they were like old men everywhere. Other things bound them like brothers.

Both were descended from the Mayflower Pilgrims. One was grandfather, the other great-uncle, to the same two children. They walked on the beach between the creeks because each owned half of it. And they had detested each other since the administration of John F. Kennedy.

Rake Hilyard walked at dawn. The world was changing quickly, but he found perspective on the beach. Seasons passed, birds migrated, and tides flowed according to laws laid down long before the foolishness began. In the dunes, Indian shell heaps gave evidence of the first men. In the marsh mud, the bones of ancient pilot whales told of the first standings. Even the sea-smoothed boulders on the tideflats recalled the glacier that left them. And all of it made a ninety-year-old man feel a little younger.

Dickerson Bigelow did not come out as regularly. But after the heart attack, his doctor had told him to walk more, and on the beach, he could work even as he walked. If the tide was low, Dickerson walked on the flats, studied the island from a distance, and imagined what the last development of his life would look like. When the tide was high, he simply walked, his eyes fixed on the sand between his toes, his soul coveting the land on the Hilyard side, his brain scheming to get it.

At high tide on this summer morning, the beach was no more than a twenty-foot strand from wrack line to dune grass, which meant the old men could not avoid each other. But neither would turn back. They had been trespassing on each other’s beaches for decades, like warships showing their flags in foreign straits. So they ran out their guns and steamed on.

Dickerson fired first. “Mornin’, you old bastard.”

“What’s good about it, you son of a bitch?”

“We’re alive and can walk the beach. How’s that?”

“If it was up to you, only one of us’d be alive. Then you’d fill the creeks and hot-top the beach.”

Dickerson Bigelow laughed and ran a hand through the beard that fringed his face. He shaved his upper lip, in the style of an old shipmaster, so that whenever he bought property or petitioned for a permit, he would seem to have sprung from the Cape Cod sand itself, a modern man with the shrewd yet upright soul of a Yankee seafarer.

Next to him, Rake looked like the original go-to-hell dory fisherman—leathery face, dirty cap, dirtier deck shoes, and flannel shirt stuffed into trousers so dirty you could chop them up and use them for chum.

Rake glanced at Dickerson’s bony bare feet, the same color as the sand, at the gray trousers rolled up to the calves, the windbreaker draped over the barrel chest, and the knot of the striped tie. “Men don’t wear ties to the beach ’less they come on business.”

“Our families have quite a resource here, Rake.”

“Answer’s no.”

“Magnificent spot.” Dickerson stepped to the top of the dune and looked around.

“Mind the dune grass. That’s Hilyard property. Don’t want it blowin’ away.”

“It is blowin’ away. The whole Cape’s blowin’ away, washin’ away, every day. Time to sell, ’fore any more of it goes.”

When the Pilgrims came, the land between the creeks had been surrounded by a wide marsh. Then someone dumped some sand in the marsh to make a cart path, then more sand to make a causeway, and later, macadam for a modern road, but the seventy acres of upland, dune, and beach was still called Jack’s Island. It nestled in the crook of the Cape’s elbow, safe from the rage of the Atlantic, sheltered from the northeast wind, but fully exposed to the two families who’d lived on it and fought over it for three and a half centuries.

“Won’t sell. Sister won’t sell.” Rake Hilyard started walking again. “And with any luck, town’ll take it all. My side and yours.”

“Don’t be so sure of that.” Bigelow went after Rake. He was taller and heavier, but from a distance, he looked like a balloon that the kid in the dirty pants tugged along behind him. “For all the centuries our families have suffered here, Rake, the Lord’s givin’ us the chance to get somethin’ back. Think of the future.”

“The future,” Rake stopped. “Most men think the land’s somethin’ they inherit from their fathers. The smart ones know they’re just borrowin’ it from their kids.”

“The future’s now, and there’s some in your family who agree.”

“Who?”

Dickerson scratched at his beard.

“You’re bluffin’,” said Rake.

“The town meeting won’t take this land. Too many strings. And if I have to buy you out a parcel at a time, it could take years. Then it might be too late for all of us.”

“Too late already, ’cause if the town won’t do it, I’m buyin’ you out.”

“With what? Old lobster pots? The only Hilyard with more than two grand cash money’s married to my own daughter.”

“Nobody’s perfect.”

“So what do you have to buy me out?”

“The truth.” Rake poked a finger at Dickerson. “Straight from history.”

“Now you’re bluffin’.”

“History don’t lie. ’Specially in a book written by a man who was there.”

“What man? What book?”

Rake pulled his cap down and turned toward Eastham.

“You’re gettin’ senile, Rake.” Dickerson watched until Rake disappeared into the glare of the rising sun. He had come to upset his old adversary, to leave him wondering about the loyalty of his family. Instead, he was left wondering himself. As he walked back to his son’s house, his eyes fixed on the sand between his toes, his soul frustrated once more in its coveting, his mind traveled back through the story of the Hilyards and Bigelows in search of “a book written by a man who was there.”


CHAPTER 2

November 1620

The Book


November 9. Sixty-fourth day. Cold unto freezing yet another day. Position not fixed as clouds cover sky, but soundings show forty fathoms, shallowest since England. The Saints pray hard and regular after sight of land, and God may soon give them heed. In the beginning, I bore them no sympathy. They were like as any cargo, and no better, for all their prayer, than those they call Strangers. But the Saints have gained my respect, the Strangers as well.



Christopher Jones did not bestow respect blithely, especially in his sea journal. He had been a mariner too long, had known too many men to wither in their first heavy gale. He had expected his passengers to wither before the wind ever blew, but they had faced the sea with more bravery than his sailors.

And now they were praying. Perhaps that was the reason for their bravery. The prayer, this bleak November dawn, was the Twenty-third Psalm. Jones considered it a good prayer, though he was not a godly man. He professed belief in the holy Church of England, the prudent course in a world where a man’s faith determined his future on earth as well as in heaven. But first and foremost, Jones was a seaman. He put his faith in the compass and the chart, in the stars and the sun, in his own strong hand on the whipstaff and England’s strong oak in the keel.

The Saints put theirs in God and their own understanding of his word. They believed that the corruption of the Roman Catholic Church still festered in its English bastard and would not be cut away until the bastard purified itself of ceremony, of statues, of priests, of all save the Scripture. The English church showed no interest in taking such cure, so the Saints became Separatists, and Separatists quickly became outcasts.

They were simple people, these Saints, simple in their lives and simple in their faith, and their simplicity, thought Jones, had kept them strong.

They did not wither during years of persecution by English bishops and sheriffs, nor after years of exile in Holland, where they found freedom while their children lost their English identity, nor after months of struggling to organize a voyage to the New World. And when their financial backers forced them to accept outsiders because there were not enough of them to build a colony, they did not wither then, either. They dubbed the outsiders Strangers, declared their sovereignty over the venture, and looked west at last.

It should not have surprised Jones, then, that the Saints had not withered during ten weeks at sea.

The Mayflower had left Southampton in August, in the time of good sailing. From her years in the wine trade, she had come to be known as a sweet ship in that the ullage from the casks made her bilge smell like a French fermentation cave. But no amount of sweetness could soothe the misery of seaborne motion in Separatist bellies, nor stop a stream of half-stomached salt meat, pickled beets, hardtack, and beer from frothing into the wake, nor overcome the stink of full slop buckets and the stench of seasick vomit that raised more vomit in even the strongest of stomachs.

It was in the nature of men to endure such things for commerce, adventure, or faith, thought Jones, but what pain to modesty it must have been for the women to use the slop buckets without privacy, or to see the sailors hang their arses and balls in the bow ropes and let fly with whatever was in them. After all, these were not tavern wenches or London whores, but goodwives. And what worry the future must have held for any woman who came with children. Indeed, what worry for any woman who had left the safety of a warm hearth, whether for prayer or profit. But they seldom complained and they would not wither.

When the autumn westerlies began to blow, the Mayflower went on the tack. For weeks she pounded like a mill hammer against the wind. Those who had recovered from seasickness grew sick again, then sicker still as the westerlies gave way to storms that swirled from the southwest, driving the Mayflower off course and leaving her to hull through days and nights of miserable waterlogged beating.

Half-seas over, they were struck by a storm that dwarfed all the rest. Mountains of green water rose with the wind, over the decks, over the spars, over the masts themselves, then rolled over the ship again and again until her seams opened and her main beam buckled with a terrifying crack. Good English oak split amidships and splintered to starboard and port. With every wave, water poured through the boards above the beam, and the sailors feared for the ship. But the Saints brought from their luggage a great iron screw jack and shored the beam. Then they implored Master Jones to press on, for God was with them.

And perhaps he was, but all the same, it grew more miserable each day. Every league closer to the New World was another hour closer to winter. The feeble cookstoves in the fo’c’sle and on deck did nothing to keep them warm, nor did the damp woolens they had been wearing for over a month, nor the bedding that never dried out. But now the closeness of their bodies between decks begat a fetid warmth that kept them from withering awhile longer.

It was good that they had not withered yet, thought Jones, for the worst still lay ahead.

He wiped the quill and blotted the page. He had written enough. His attention was turning, as it did each dawn, to the dark western horizon. He pulled on his sea cape, took his glass, and went out onto the half deck.

“Anovver cold mornin’ in the valley of the shadow of death, sir,” said Mr. Coppin.

On the main deck, a dozen passengers clustered around one of the elders and read from their Bibles. Their faces were pallid and drawn, their clothes worn and many times mended. Their matted, salt-caked hair and beards crawled from under their hats and across their faces like seaweed. But when they prayed, their voices never faltered.

“Don’t begrudge ’em prayer, Mr. Coppin. ’Tis a great comfort, to them what have the gift.”

Jones raised his newfangled and most expensive spying glass to his eye and studied the horizon. Smoke gray sky sat atop slate gray sea, and beyond the line that divided them lay America. Only three aboard the Mayflower had been there. For Jones and the rest, it remained a collection of words in a few books or a handful of stories from the sailors who had seen it, a new and shining land where men could live in God’s bounty or a frightening immensity filled with savages and wild beasts.

ii.

In the shadows of the tween-decks, a man named Jack Hilyard thought about America while he waited for the prayer to end above him. In his right hand he held the slop bucket used by the four families at the bow of the ship, and in his left hand he held his nose.

The ship hit a swell, and a few drops spilled from the lip of the bucket.

“ ‘My cup runneth over,’ ” came the voices from above.

With his boot, Jack Hilyard smoothed the liquid into the boards. None would see it, and in the stench of the tween-decks, neither would they smell it.

“ ‘Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life.’ ”

Hilyard heard the voice of Ezra Bigelow, one of the holiest of the holies, rising above the others. He laughed to himself, and his eyes searched the tween-decks for some trace of goodness or mercy.

Curtains and canvas rags hung everywhere, forming tiny rooms with walls that waved as the ship rode the swells. Feeble shafts of light illuminated scenes behind the curtains, like tableaux vivants at a country fair. A mother tried to suckle her three-year-old, who had stopped eating the salted food. A man crouched by a porthole, held an inflamed wrist to the light, and with his knife, pricked at a pustulant saltwater sore. An old woman wrapped her arms round her waist and coughed. When she stopped, the sound seemed to echo down the length of the ship, but it was other people coughing behind other curtains.

Then Hilyard glanced at his own space, where his wife folded the bedding. She had withstood the voyage better than most, he thought, perhaps because she had more bulk than most. She was strong, and he was rugged, and their son Christopher had the constitution of a sailor. They came from stock that endured, and before long, she would thank him for bringing them to the New World.

The prayer above was nearly completed. “ ‘And I shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever…’ ”

“Or die of the stink therein,” muttered Hilyard to himself, and he stumbled up the ladder to the fresh air. He tripped on the hatch coaming and more of the slop splattered on the deck.

“Amen and apology,” said Jack Hilyard to the group.

Elder Ezra Bigelow watched the brownish liquid roll toward his boots with the roll of the ship. Then he slapped his Bible shut. “A better course would be to join in the prayer.”

“I prays every Sunday.” Hilyard went to the side and dumped the bucket. Then he tied a rope to the handle and dropped the bucket into the sea to rinse it. “If God hears me prayer on Sunday, I needn’t bother him the rest of the week. If he don’t listen then, he’ll for certain ignore me on days he don’t claim as his own.”

“Every day is his own,” responded Bigelow. “And respect should keep thee and thy stinking bucket below until the morning prayer have finished.”

“Every day is his own”—Hilyard raised a bucket of clean seawater—“and every day he makes the sun to rise and the tides to turn and the bowels to move.” Hilyard dumped the water onto the brownish stain. “ ’Tis our duty to answer his call in the great things and in the small. That be a form of prayer, too.”

“That, sir, is blasphemy,” said Ezra Bigelow with a small note of triumph, as though he now knew the fate of this man’s soul.

“Be not so quick to judge,” said Bigelow’s brother Simeon. “If Master Hilyard believe he serve the Lord when he empty the night waste, mayhap he does.”

“He’ll serve more better,” said Christopher Jones, “if he holystones that shit stain.”

Hilyard turned to Jones, and in the manner of a good English seaman, tugged at his forelock.

While the Saints considered Hilyard one of the most obstreperous of the Strangers, Jones held a higher opinion of him. He knew Hilyard from the North Sea whaling trade. Hilyard’s shipmates had called him the Rat because he was as slender as a ratline and just as strong. And whaling masters had allowed him his independent spirit because few men could better place the lance. Few men on this ship, thought Jones, were better equipped for America.

“The buckets are not to be emptied until after we say amen to the morning prayer,” said Ezra Bigelow to Jones.

“Master, you’ll forgive me,” said Jack Hilyard, “but one of the ladies got the flux. It raise a stench tween-decks and start the others to retchin’. God won’t mind if we breaks a rule to stop a bit o’ retchin’. ”

Ezra Bigelow stepped up to Hilyard. He was taller than anyone else on the ship, and whenever he argued, which seemed quite often, he used his own height and the holy height of Scripture to make his points. “What can such as thee know of God’s mind?”

“As much as thee, sir, wif all thy learnin’.”

“Thou wilt show respect and use the proper form of address. When thou speakst to thy superiors, address them as you.”

“When thou shows respect to me, I’ll show it to thee.”

The savages might destroy this colony, thought Christopher Jones, or the colonists might starve before bringing in a harvest. But it was as likely that they would come apart because Saints and Strangers disagreed over something as petty as the disposal of the morning slop… or which word to use for the second person pronoun.

The Saints had recruited some of the Strangers. Others, like Jack Hilyard, had been brought on by the London Adventurers, the financial backers. Most were decent, some devout, and all had accepted the same terms—seven years of contracted labor—forced upon the Saints themselves. But some Strangers had come seeking their fortune first, not their God, and that might be the undoing of them all.

Saint and Stranger faced each other across the mouth of the slop bucket, and for a time, the only sound was the rush of the wind through the sails. On a small ship and a long journey, hostility was unwelcome but inevitable. All waited to see who would strike first, Ezra Bigelow with his lofty rhetoric or Jack Hilyard with his slop bucket.

Then a gull cried. Master Jones did not notice, for the cry of a gull was a common sound to men who plied the European coastal trade. But when the bird cried a second time, Jones felt it at the base of his spine before he heard it. He saw the bird at the same moment that a wild cry echoed from the foretop: “Land! Land ho!”

Jack Hilyard and Ezra Bigelow looked up, and Hilyard leaped for joy, because the voice crying out the sight of land belonged to his own son, Christopher.

Bigelow seemed to smile, although his face barely moved. “God gives thy son a great gift, the first sight of our promised land.”

Through his glass, Master Jones saw the horizon waver for the first time in sixty-four days. The sight filled him with joy and relief. Though modern man had known for over a century that the world was not flat, no one had seen it from far enough away to know for certain, and even a good seaman like Jones had moments of doubt.

There were few aboard the Mayflower—Saints, Strangers, or sailors—who did not rejoice at the cry of Christopher Hilyard. They poured from the tween-decks and the forecastle as though thinking to see the face of God himself. They lined the rail and hung in the rigging and for a few moments forgot the bitter journey just ended.

But their joy was soon tempered. Instead of God’s face, they saw only the wilderness. First, black patches of evergreen stood out against the horizon; then gray masses of beech and oak lifted their bare November arms in threat, like soldiers upon a great parapet of sand that rose from behind the curve of the earth, until it stood full before them, a hundred feet high, defying their ship as surely as it did the ocean wearing at its base.

“A continent protected by sand,” said Jack’s wife, Kate. “The foolish man build his house on the sand—”

“Show more faith,” chided Simeon Bigelow. “You see a goodly land, wooded to the brink of the sea. God could have given us no better.”

“I sees sand,” said Jack Hilyard.

“ ’Tis what God has offered.” Ezra Bigelow raised his voice, as if to raise his own spirits and those around him with the Scripture. “Did not the Israelites face burning sands before they reached the Promised Land?”

“Aye,” said Simeon. “Let us give thanks for what the Lord has brought us to.”

The chart showed that the Lord had brought them to a peninsula resembling, in all its parts, a man’s arm raised to strike a blow at the sea. The chart called the place Cape James, a name John Smith had given to curry the favor of King James. But sailors used the name that Bartholomew Gosnold had given it after fishing here in 1602: Cape Cod.

iii.

More had come.

Men in a great canoe, as big as a hillside, driven by white wings on the wind. Men whose faces grew hair like the pelt of the beaver. Men who dressed in layers of colored skins, yet whose own skin was as white as birchbark. Men who brought some good things… and many bad.

The canoe, called a ship, was the largest that Autumnsquam had ever seen, and he felt fear, like the taste of blood, rise in his throat.

He had been a boy when les françaises appeared in the Bay of the Nausets, fifteen summers before. He still remembered the one called Champlain, who sat on the bow of his canoe and made pictures of the land.

The next year les françaises had visited the Nausets again, then sailed south to the land of the Monomoyicks. They stayed too long and would not leave, and there was a fight in which many whites and Monomoyicks died.

More came after that. Some flew the red-crossed flag of the English, others the flowered flag of les françaises. A few showed a black flag with a white skull and bones. Some simply fished. Some traded knives and metal for pelts. A few pretended trade only to steal Nausets for slaves, and their evil stained every white.

But in the life of the Nausets and the Wampanoag nation, in the sachemdoms from the tip of the Narrow Land to the edge of the Narragansett Bay, the Great Sickness that followed the white men would be remembered before anything else, good or bad.

It began, they said, to the north, in the Penobscot Land, where the whites fished and traded. It reached Autumnsquam’s village shortly after a runner brought news of it. An old man began to shiver and felt great pains in his head. His skin grew hot as a baking stone. His woman bathed him in cold water, and the pauwau sang his song. It did no good. The old man died four days later.

But few noticed, because by then, people everywhere were shivering and growing hot at the same time. Little children went so mad with the heat inside their heads that they did not know their own parents. Brave men who had hunted wolves whimpered like old women with pain. Some jumped into the sea to cool their misery, and some of them drowned.

But few noticed, because the Wampanoags were dying everywhere. Autumnsquam did not notice, because he was burying his baby daughter and his own woman.

The dying began in fall and did not end until spring. In some parts of the Wampanoag nation, there were more dead than alive, more dead than the living could bury, and the bones lay bleaching on the sand. For reasons that no man knew, there was less dying on the Narrow Land than in other places, but still there was too much.

Before the white man, there had never been such sickness, the Nausets had never before been dragged into slavery, and the eastern horizon had been the home of the dawn, not the lair of great canoes called ships. Now, the Nausets were no longer friendly to the whites. They enslaved those who were shipwrecked and drove off those who came to trade. But this was the biggest ship that ever had come.

And it was turning south.

Autumnsquam feared that they were searching for the Bay of the Nausets, to steal more of his people and punish them for what they had done to other whites. He would bring the warning, and his people would be ready.

He had learned from his father to measure his gait by the movement of the copper pendants that hung from his ears. If they bounced against his cheeks, it meant that he was running too fast. If they made no motion, he went like the turtle. But if he kept a strong, steady pace, he would feel them swing in rhythm with his gait, and he would go fast yet with dignity.

Because there were fewer now to use the path, much thicket had grown over it, but Autumnsquam was young and strong and wore his winter breeches, and what he could not step over, he went through. For much of the morning, the path took him along the bluff, so that he could watch the white men’s ship and keep himself ahead of it.

Then the bluff gave way to long spits of sand that protected the Bay of the Nausets. The path turned inland along the shore, and Autumnsquam could no longer see the ship. This worried him some, but he kept his copper pendants swinging steadily, stopped only for a handful of pemmican, and soon smelled the cookfires of his village.

At word of the ship, the men took their bows and went to the shore. The women took the children and hid in the forest. And the Nausets waited the day through. But the white men did not come.

Then the setting sun burned through the clouds, sending long rays, like arrows, across the world. The sandspit that formed the eastern shore of their bay glimmered in the golden light. Then the arrows of sun struck something else. At first, Autumnsquam could not tell what it was, this thing that seemed to glide along the rim of the dunes. He was taken by the beauty of it and wondered if it was some new god, come to save them from the white men. Then he knew. It was the white men. Their ship was beyond the spit, with only its wings showing above the sand. It had gone south and was now turning north. The white men were looking for a place to land.

iv.


November 10. Yesterday, near dawn, we raised the sand heights of Cape Cod, dead on the forty-second parallel. Master Coppin, who has sailed these waters, said they were a fine landmark—as they proved to be—and no more than a degree north of Hudson’s River. There was prayer, some rejoicing, and then dispute.

Some wished to land here, but the elders determined to make straight for the Hudson, where they have charter. So we tacked south and were seeking to turn the elbow of the Cape when we fell amongst shoals and currents so swift that the sand billowed off the bottom as we passed. Coppin had warned of this place, and I had read of it in a Dutch rutter, yet were we near lost when the tide took the ebb and the breakers roared to life around us. The only sound louder was the praying, which I did not discourage.

With night coming and the wind fading, I told them we had no choice but to come about. Else the tide would carry us onto a shoal, where the waves would make short work of us.

At this, Ezra Bigelow grumbled that I was in the pay of the Dutch, who wish also to settle at Hudson’s River. I am rankled. This Bigelow impugns me and henceforth walks a thin line.

We beat north’ard now. Afore dawn, we enter Cape Cod Harbor, safest anchorage in the Americas. There is no more talk of Hudson’s River. We are low on beer, and the passengers need solid ground ’neath their feet. Methinks many are pleased to settle here, outside the circle of the Virginia government.

But they must needs create government of their own, for voices of discontent have rose to mutinous pitch since we turned north. Strangers like Jack Hilyard say that without charter for this place, the Saints have no control over them, and they will go where they wish once ashore.

So the elders gather in the steerage cabin where, with strident voice and much debate, they compose charter to bind them till their London men gain legal one. They will ask all freemen and male servants to sign in the morning.

Jack Hilyard, for one, says he will refuse. Ezra Bigelow threatens to clap him in the stocks they have brought for public discipline.



v.

The fire threw shadows on the walls of the longhouse. The men listened with grim faces as Autumnsquam spoke. In the wetus, the children cried, and their mothers soothed them. Outside, the dogs barked at the wind.

The old sachem Aspinet threw another log on the fire and watched the sparks rise with the smoke. “The white men may never stop coming.”

The others nodded and said yes, except for Autumnsquam. He cast his eyes toward the roof hole, where smoke and sparks escaped. “We are like the embers going up in the night sky. We must send these whites away before our fire is used up.”

“We are no longer strong.”

“We will only grow weaker if we allow the whites their way.” Autumnsquam looked at the others. Their eyes were on him, but their brows furrowed so the sockets were like dark shadows hiding their thoughts. “We drove off whites not four moons ago. Let us do the same with this ship.”

Aspinet shook his head. The lines in his face had deepened since the Great Sickness. He had been laid low but had defeated death. This made him stronger in the eyes of his people, though the people themselves had grown weak. “This ship is bigger than any other. It could be filled with warriors. If they have gone north, let them go.”

Autumnsquam said no. Though young, he was a pinse, a trusted brave and close counselor of the sachem. He could speak his thoughts openly. “These whites think we are weak, so they come to avenge those we have driven off. We must fight them.”

He sat back and looked around again. The bodies of the young men glistened with grease. It was all they needed to keep them warm in winter or keep off the bugs in summer. The old men needed dogs sleeping beside them on cold nights and deerskins around their shoulders even in spring.

But the sickness had not burned all the fire from Aspinet’s belly. He thought for a time, he sucked a long breath of smoke from his pipe, and he told the others that Autumnsquam was right. They should fight for their land or they were women. Now the others nodded and said yes.

Aspinet handed his pipe to Autumnsquam. “We will wait and watch. If they come south from the rivers of the Pamets, we will stop them.”

Autumnsquam sucked on the pipe and passed it to another. “If they come south, they will know that we are not women.”

vi.

“In the name of God, amen,” intoned William Brewster from the half deck. His had been one of the first and strongest of the Saints’ voices, and he had become eldest of the elders.

“ ‘We whose names are underwritten, the loyal subjects of our dread sovereign Lord King James, by the Grace of God of Great Britain, France, and Ireland King, Defender of the Faith, et cetera, Having undertaken for the Glory of God and advancement of the Christian Faith and Honour of our King and Country, a Voyage to plant the First Colony in the Northern Parts of Virginia, do by these presents…’ ”

Saints and Strangers had assembled on deck, in a cold mist, in the bay of a cold wilderness, to hear the reading of the agreement. One hundred and two souls would be asked to obey, though only the men had been asked to sign. The wife, after all, was the man’s chattel and would do as she was told.

Kate Hilyard jammed an elbow into her husband’s ribs. “Thou’d better sign if thou knows what’s good for thee.”

“I don’t care how handsome it’s writ, I ain’t signin’,” whispered Jack Hilyard.

“… solemnly and mutually in the presence of God and one another, Covenant and Combine ourselves together in a Civil Body Politic, for our better ordering and preservation and furtherance of the ends aforesaid….”

“I’ll bind meself to nuffin’,” added Jack. “I wants a free hand.”

“Give a man like thee a free hand, Jack Hilyard, and afore long it’ll be down every dress in sight.”

Kate was near twice as wide as her husband, and more than once had she laid him out when he grew too ardent or too drunk. She might once have been beautiful, but life in the London streets did naught to preserve beauty. Her skin was reddened by beer and wind, except in the dirt-caked creases around her neck. Her nose bent strangely where her father had broken it with a shovel. And she was missing several teeth. But whenever Jack returned from the sea, she laughed with him and drank with him and surrounded him with her love. And she had given him the strong son now perched in the ratlines above them.

“ ’Tis a fool’s bargain,” Jack said louder.

“Then thou be the one to make a mark on it,” said Kate.

“ ‘And by virtue hereof to enact, constitute and frame such just and equal Laws, Ordinances, Acts, Constitutions and Offices, from time to time, as shall be though most meet and convenient for the general good of the Colony, unto which we promise all due submission and obedience.’ ”

“Them’s the words I don’t like.” Jack now spoke out for all to hear.

Elder Brewster stopped reading and looked up. Heads turned all around.

“What words?” demanded William Bradford.

“ ‘Submission and obedience.’ Those ain’t in me”—Hilyard wiped the film of mist from his beard and thought after the right word—“lexicon.”

“They are in the lexicon of any man who wishes to see the face of God,” said Ezra Bigelow, who stood near Bradford.

Jack Hilyard pointed into the gray sky. “There’s the face of God”—he pointed to the hook of sand that surrounded them—“and there”—his hand shot toward the bay, where two humpback whales were spouting—“and there most of all.”

Ezra Bigelow came off the half deck and pushed his way through Saints and Strangers. “ ’Tis because of thy voice that this has been writ.”

“I won’t sign,” said Jack Hilyard.

“Thou wilt,” ordered Ezra Bigelow, in tone as cold as the mist, “in the name of God.”

“We compel no one.” William Bradford threw off his heavy wool cape and hat and came down the deck.

He was one of the youngest of the leaders, raised and trained by Brewster, nurtured by Scripture, a scholar of Hebrew and Greek, yet as tall and rawboned and hardheaded as one of Jones’s own seamen.

If this plantation had a future, thought Jones, it rested with Bradford.

“Let it be Goodman Hilyard’s choice,” he said. “A community is well served that has an outsider to look upon and pity.”

Kate Hilyard jumped in front of Bradford. “We’ll take no pity from no one, Will Bradford, whether Jack signs or not.”

“ ’Tis his own decision.” Bradford turned his back on Hilyard and looked at the others. “His fate is in the hands of the Lord, within our community or without.”

“You’d like it if I didn’t sign, wouldn’t you?” shouted Jack Hilyard.

But Bradford did not respond. Nor did Bigelow, who followed Bradford back to the half deck.

Christopher Jones knew the Saints to be courageous men of simple faith and true innocence. Only men of faith and innocence would hope to plant a colony in the wilderness with so few skills. But here was the skill that would hold them together. When it came to defending their power, they could be as shrewd and hardheaded as English bishops. William Bradford knew instinctively the way to bring Jack Hilyard into the fold. Ezra Bigelow, for all his declaiming, knew precisely when to be quiet.

And Jack Hilyard was left shouting like a fool. They hoped he would not sign so they could exclude him and his family, was that it? Well, he was as good as they. And what right did they have to compel any man to sign? He would sign only if he felt like it.

“Jack!” cried Jones, to save him further embarrassment. “Act as thou wish amongst the elders, but on me ship, act the seaman.”

“What be you tellin’ me, sir?”

His wife whacked Hilyard on the shoulder. “He’s tellin’ thee to sign the agreement.”

“A pledge of submission and obedience?”

“ ’Tis done by every seaman on this ship,” said Jones.

“ ’Tis done by every woman on this ship on the day she marries,” said Kate. “A woman knows what’s needed to build a life.”

That drew murmuring approval from several of the women, and Bradford’s wife Dorothy said, “Well spoken.”

“If thou don’t know that, Jack,” Kate added, “thou be a bigger fool than I thought for bringin’ us here.”

Jack was no fool. He had pulled after enough whales to know the need for a firm covenant among men in dangerous places. But he had come to America to make his fortune, and he had served on enough whalers to know that the firm covenant at sea most often enriched those who stayed on land and wrote it.

He tenderly brushed the droplets of mist from the hair around his wife’s face. “I’ll sign if the master and me wife thinks it’s wise,” he said. But I’ll obey, he thought, only if I think the same.

And Elder Brewster lost no time completing the reading. “ ‘In witness whereof we have hereunder subscribed our names at Cape Cod, the eleventh of November, in the Year of the Reign of our Sovereign Lord King James, of England, France, and Ireland the eighteenth, and of Scotland the fifty-fourth. Anno Domini 1620.’ ”



CHAPTER 3

July 4

The Glorious Fourth

Whatever the Pilgrims faced, they never had to go through this: driving to Cape Cod on the Fourth of July.

And not in a million nightmares could they have seen themselves as wellspring of faith for this cataract of tourists, vacationers, weekenders, day-trippers, campers, swimmers, boaters, fishermen, artists in oil, in water, in Day-Glo on velvet, and lovers… of seafood, sun, surf, sex in the sand, art in oil and Day-Glo on velvet, antiques and old houses, condos with clay courts and pools by the beach, tide flats and salt ponds and sunsets at sea.

The first Pilgrims crossed an ocean in misery. Their successors came from every corner of the continent in every kind of conveyance and convenience. And Geoff Hilyard often wondered if they hadn’t all been seeking the same thing. But on summer holidays, sitting in traffic a mile north of the Cape Cod Canal, watching through the heat waves as the cars crossed the Sagamore Bridge like ants on a distant log, he couldn’t quite remember what the “same thing” was, because these latter-day pilgrims created a steaming, smoking, vapor-locked misery all their own.

“We could have come yesterday and missed this.” Janice did not look up from her book.

“I had blueprints to finish.”

The Winnebago ahead of them rolled forward. Geoff inched up to close the space so that none of the smart guys sneaking along the breakdown lane could cut in front of him.

“You could’ve finished down here. Boston’s only a two-hour drive… unless you go on the weekend.”

“From now on I want to be like the old Cape shipmasters. They knew the sea route to Hong Kong better than the land route to Boston.” He shut off the air conditioner to keep the engine from overheating. He rolled down the window and was hit by a blast of rock and roll and exhaust from the Ford pickup idling beside him.

“The shipmasters had to go to Boston to get their ships.” Janice turned a page.

“They went by boat. Open your window.”

A car zoomed by in the breakdown lane.

“Look at that bastard,” said Geoff.

“In a hurry to get to the promised land,” said Janice, so calmly that the sarcasm seemed to float on the surface of her voice like duckweed.

He glanced at her book. “Joan Didion or P. D. James?”

“Improving Your Sales Approach. To keep us eating.”

In the backseat, eight-year-old Sarah told six-year-old Keith to cut it out. Keith told Sarah to cut it out herownself. Geoff told them both to cut it out, whatever it was.

“They’ll be happier on the Cape,” said Janice.

In the bed of the pickup beside them, a kid in a B.C. baseball cap was sitting on a lounge chair. A girl in a Body Glove bathing suit was sitting on his lap. They were, as the college students said, swapping spit. Later they’d be swapping a lot more, which made Geoff a little envious. Of what? he wondered. Their freedom? Their youth? After riding out a traffic jam in a flatbed, they’d be too sunburned to swap much of anything. The way they were going at it, even their tongues would be sunburned. And Geoff was about to remake his life, or so he told himself.

“Our kids will be happier,” he said, “and if things get bad, I can always sell my piece of Jack’s Island to your father.”

“Which would kill your uncle Rake.”

“Nothing could kill him.” Geoff tuned the radio to the same station playing in the pickup. The group was U-2, and they still hadn’t found what they were looking for.

“Neither have you,” muttered Janice.

Sarah told Keith that eight-year-olds knew everything and six-year-olds were dumb.

“Last summer,” said Janice, “it was seven-year-olds who knew everything and five-year-olds who were dumb.”

“I thought we were finished with this,” said Geoff.

“You mean dumbness?”

He tightened his grip on the wheel. Her calm voice and serene expression reminded him of a martyr. And her short blond hair made a good halo. It always had. The first time she smiled at him, he thought she looked like an angel. But she hadn’t been smiling much lately.

In the rear window of the Winnebago, an old woman tied a ribbon on the head of her miniature poodle.

“Now, that’s dumb,” said Janice.

“What, Mummy?” said Sarah. “What’s dumb?”

“That lady is kissing her dog on the mouth.”

“Yech!” shouted Keith. “That’s worse than kissin’ Sarah.” And he began to laugh.

“I wouldn’t let you”—Sarah laughed right back—“ ’cause your breath smells like farts.”

“Ma-ah!” cried Keith, but Ma was laughing, too.

Dad said a dog’s mouth was cleaner than a human’s, which made everyone laugh harder, and the laughter rolled from kissing dogs to bad breath to Dad’s dumb theories while their Voyager rolled on to the Sagamore rotary, where three strands of traffic met and snarled under the sunglasses of the Massachusetts State Police. The silver framework of the Sagamore Bridge seemed close enough to touch, but it was still ten minutes away, and the laughter faded again.

Geoff and Janice had been crossing the bridge when he asked her to marry him. It was 1973, the first warm day of spring, which meant late May on Cape Cod. They had cut classes to sip wine and make love and read Victorian novels in the shelter of some sand dune, and he could still remember the conspiratorial glint in her eye when he asked.

“If I say no, will you drive through the guardrail?”

“I’ll have no choice.”

“Then I’d better say yes.”

He had reached out his hand to hers, and she had placed it on her thigh, at the cuff of her tennis shorts. His fingers had done the rest.

She was wearing tennis shorts this morning, and he still found her thighs irresistible. Halfway across the canal that separated the Cape, like a moat, from the rest of the world, he placed his hand on the smooth skin. “This isn’t dumb.”

She covered his hand with hers. “Not dumb. Daring.”

“And haven’t we always been daring?”

“Just ask our families.”


ii.

At one-fifty-nine, they parked in front of the house in Dennis where Janice had grown up. She glanced at her watch and put her fingers in her ears.

At two o’clock on the nose, a thunderous explosion rattled the windows of the house, then Dickerson Bigelow bellowed, “The bar is open. Let the glorious Fourth begin!”

When he saw Janice, Dickerson fired the brass starter’s cannon again. The blast nearly blew Grandma Agnes off her chair. Drinks spilled, Bigelows jumped, and inside the house, a picture fell from the living room wall. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he cried, “it gives me great pleasure to announce that my favorite Hilyards are here!”

Uncle Hiram, family attorney, thrust his hand at Geoff and said, for what seemed like the thousandth time, “Welcome, young Montague, to the house of the Capulets.”

Geoff answered, as always, “ ‘What’s in a name? A rose by any other name would smell as sweet.’ ”

“A rose by any other name would be my Janice.” Dickerson threw his arms around his daughter.

She kissed him and tugged at his beard, bringing the usual laughing yelp. A shopworn old greeting, something from Janice’s girlhood, had become a comforting tradition for both of them since her mother’s death.

Geoff tolerated it. He always tolerated tradition, even if the yelp was just another way that Dickerson attracted attention. And he tolerated Dickerson’s knuckle-squasher handshake, which didn’t squash quite so much since the heart attack. But he could never stand the stage whisper when Dickerson wanted the family to know how good he was to his son-in-law. “Come to my study in ten minutes, Geoff. I have a little proposal.”

“Hey, Grampa,” said Keith, “see my muscle?”

Dickerson squeezed the boy’s arm and let out a long, low whistle.

Geoff looked at Janice, “Proposal?”

She shrugged and shook her head.

And the Hilyards greeted the other Bigelows—Grandma Agnes, eighty-nine-year-old matriarch, Cousin Blue and his son, aunts and uncles, Bigelows by birth and Bigelows by marriage… all members of Cape Cod aristocracy.

Of course, on Cape Cod, aristocracy had little to do with money, achievement, or even education. Millionaires with Harvard degrees and waterfront houses might look down their noses at the natives. But the natives looked at them as little more than tourists. The natives might mow the tourists’ lawns or paint their shutters or pump their cesspools. But it was the natives who were the aristocrats, because they had been there since the beginning.

Names like Nickerson, Doane, Crosby, Snow, Sears, Eldredge, Cahoon, Bigelow, and Hilyard appeared on businesses all along Routes 6A and 28. For three centuries they had been appearing on fishing boats, masters’ logs, cranberry boxes, saltworks, salvage vessels, the rosters of the U.S. Lifesaving Service, and before anything else, on primitive purchase and sale agreements signed with the Indians.

In most Cape families, there had been Tories and Whigs, solid citizens and scoundrels, empire builders and clam diggers, geniuses and inbreds, and they had formed an aristocracy of strong backs and stiff spines, because nothing came easy on a peninsula surrounded by the sea. It was still said among the Bigelows who ran a Hyannis service station that while the Kennedys had the compound, the Bigelows had the history.

They were not close-knit clans. There were simply too many of them, and after three and a half centuries, some branches were so far apart they had nothing in common beyond their intertwined names. The Bigelows of Bourne barely knew the Dickersons who fished out of Provincetown, or the Bigelow who kept law offices in Boston and Barnstable. But they all knew Dickerson Bigelow, because he made it his business to know all of them. And he invited all of them for the glorious Fourth.

His house had been built in the 1840s, when American architects were looking to classical forms for inspiration and American shipbuilders were creating classical forms of their own. A forebear had invested a sea-made fortune in Shiverick & Sons Shipwrights, then built a Greek Revival house overlooking the harbor where the Shivericks built their clippers. The shipyard was gone, but the house still stood, monument to the same Greek ideal of beauty through efficiency embodied in the clippers.

Geoff thought that way about things. It was the way architects thought.

He liked the library best of all the rooms. The ancient Oriental gave it a sense of history. The books mellowed it, though Dickerson seldom read anything beyond the real estate section. And the artwork reminded Geoff that he was not the first of his family to mix with the Bigelows.

While he waited to hear Dickerson’s proposal, he sipped a beer and studied the painting above the fireplace. Reading the Compact had been painted by Geoff’s great-great-uncle Thomas Hilyard in 1895 and purchased by State Senator Charles Bigelow, Dickerson’s grandfather.

Americans had been taught that the creation of the Mayflower Compact was one of the pivotal events in the history of democracy, and artists usually poured the golden paint all over the ship. Tom Hilyard had painted a day so shrouded in mist you could almost smell the damp wool on the dark and brooding figures. The only splash of color was the red quill that Ezra Bigelow offered to Jack Hilyard, and for ninety-five years, people had been arguing over that: was Jack raising his hand to take the quill or to ward Bigelow away?

“That painting proves that our families have been cooperating since the Mayflower.” Douglas Bigelow ambled in wearing his white trousers and green golf shirt.

“If you believe that,” answered Geoff, “you’ve never looked at the painting.”

Douglas slipped the bottle of beer from Geoff’s hand, took a sip, then handed it back to him. “It shows a Bigelow and a Hilyard making history.”

Geoff wiped the mouth of the bottle and drained the beer. He liked Douglas, who was as tall as his father, not nearly as broad-beamed, and far more subtle, except in the choice of his second wife, she of the short skirts, long legs, and gold jewelry heavy enough to bench press.

“How’s your golf game?” asked Geoff.

“Long drives, accurate irons, putts like pool shots. How’s my sister?”

“Glad to be here for the glorious Fourth—”

“And ready to go back to Boston next week.” Janice came in and dropped onto the sofa.

“That’s not going to happen.” Dickerson lumbered after her, a beer bottle working in his right hand, the necks of two more twined into the fingers of his left. “Now that you’ve moved back, we’re going to keep you here.”

Like a bishop offering his ring, he held out his left hand and the younger men each took a beer. Dickerson touched his bottle to theirs. “To the future”—he pointed his bottle at the painting—“and the past.”

“And the proposal?” Geoff leaned on the mantel.

“Jan, I know why you love this guy. He comes right to the point.” Dickerson sat behind his desk and looked Geoff and Janice up and down. “Nice white tennis shorts on both of you, a powdery pink jersey for the girl, navy blue for the boy.” He glanced at his son. “You, too, in all your golfie stuff.”

“Leisure wear,” said Douglas.

Dickerson looked at his khaki trousers and shirt. “In my leisure I like to dress like an old fisherman.”

“You never fished for money in your life,” said Janice.

Dickerson ignored her. “I remind me of where we came from. You remind me of where we’re going.”

“Grow up, grow old, and die to make room.” Bad joke. Geoff knew the moment he said it. Bad hearts and gallows jokes didn’t mix.

But Dickerson didn’t acknowledge the joke. Only the row of pill bottles on his desk—isosorbide, 10 mg., propranolol, 20 mg., dipyridamole, 50 mg.—acknowledged the heart attack. He leaned on his elbows and looked at Janice. “Honey, you know how happy 1 am that you’ve decided to move back so Geoff can make a go of his own firm.”

“Geoff decided. I’m going along with it.”

“Whatever… We’re happy. We want you to be happy, too.”

Geoff felt the backs of Dickerson Bigelow’s unread books closing in around him. “The suspense is killing us. What is it that will make us happy forever, and what do I have to give up to get it?”

Dickerson looked at his son. “In the family for seventeen years and still he doesn’t trust us.”

“He knows that if we let him in on this deal, we’re not doing it because he’s the brother-in-law.” Douglas slipped a golf ball from his pocket and began to roll it between his fingers.

“It’s because he’s the best architect in New England, right?” cracked Janice.

“It’s because I’m Rake Hilyard’s nephew.”

“Cynic!” Dickerson Bigelow pushed himself away from his desk and went to the window. Outside, his ancient mother was carrying a tray of hors d’oeuvres toward the back lawn. “I raised a generation of cynics, Ma!”

“Because they grew up around men like you, Dick.”

“Never misses a beat,” said Janice.

“Neither does her granddaughter,” added Geoff.

“And we both love them both,” said Dickerson, “just like we both love Jack’s Island.”

“There’s a difference between love and lust.”

Dickerson looked at Janice. “Why did you have to go and marry such a smartass?”

“Because I knew that some day, you’d want to do business with him. So stop insulting each other and talk like grown men.”

Love and lust had been known to serve each other well, Geoff knew, and if this offer meant a good commission, which would mean a little freedom, Geoff could stand a little of Dickerson’s lust.

While the party went on outside, Dickerson talked. Douglas rolled the golf ball between his fingers and clarified. Geoff sipped his beer and acted impassive, as he would in any negotiation. Janice listened, and when she thought her husband too impassive, she asked questions.

The Bigelows wanted to develop Jack’s Island. The Hilyards resisted. That much had been known for years. During the mid-eighties boom, the Bigelows didn’t even bother to try to develop their side of their island. It wasn’t worth the fight with the town and the abutters when there was so much money to be made on the rest of the Cape.

But the boom was over. Real estate prices had turned in a big way. No one was buying middle-priced homes in subdivisions hacked from the scrub pine. Planning boards and conservation commissions were getting tough. And the people of Cape Cod, who shared watershed and coastline but who had always acted as fifteen towns going in fifteen directions, had voted a County Commission to contend with development.

The only land certain to sell—or worth the fight—was waterfront. In a bad market, scarce things kept their value. Douglas said they could squeeze thirty to thirty-five premium-priced one-acre lots out of the island, each one worth three to five hundred thousand once it was perked and permitted. And once they put houses on the land, the profits would double.

“Geoff, sell us your land, convince Rake to sell,” said Dickerson, “and you’ll design the development we want to call Pilgrims’ Rest.”

“Modern luxury inside, Pilgrim ambience outside,” added Douglas. “Like… Star Wars meets the seventeenth century.”

“What about the permits?” asked Geoff. “The town and county will put you through hell to develop that island.”

“We’re grandfathered.”

“Grandfathered?” said Janice. “How?”

Douglas unrolled a map of Jack’s Island, subdivided into scores of 5000-square-foot lots. In the corner was a legend, in the fountain-pen script of someone who had learned handwriting in the old school: “Plan of Land for Pilgrim’s Rest at Jack’s Island, Brewster, Mass., owned by Elwood Hilyard, Zachary Hilyard, and Heman Bigelow, January 9, 1904, Scale 1″ to 100′, Charles Berry, C.E., Orleans, Mass.”

“I dug this up at the Barnstable County Courthouse,” explained Douglas. “They did plans like this for land all over the Cape. Most of them came later than this one, and they were seldom followed up on. This one was forgotten after the Hilyard House burned, but these things retain their weight.”

“What good does it do us?” asked Janice.

Dickerson tried to say something, but Douglas was doing the talking now, and he talked right over his father. Since Dickerson’s heart attack, Douglas had done so much talking, and done it so fast and so well, that Dickerson didn’t even try to top him.

Douglas took his putter from the corner and used it like a pointer above the map. “The genius who laid this out divided the island like a pie, with everybody getting a quarter-acre. If we don’t alter the roads or lot-lines, just combine lots to build bigger houses, we have a strong case. I’ve already gone after several building permits on my side of the island, just to test the waters.”

“What did Uncle Rake say about that?” asked Geoff.

“That’s when he started his eminent domain drive,” answered Doug. “He wants the town to take the whole island.”

“He’s getting senile,” grunted Dickerson.

Douglas dropped a golf ball onto the floor. “If the town rejects Rake, then it’s up to you, Geoff. Convince him to sell, and you’re in for a fee of a million five—six percent of projected construction costs—plus payment for your piece of land, which may be worth two mil more.”

Geoff looked at Janice. Through the telepathy of marriage, they heard the arguments without speaking them: Imagine the prestige. Imagine the income. And it wasn’t like he’d never thought of it himself. He had moved to the Cape to create buildings that respected the Cape’s history and ecology, whatever that meant. Here was his chance. Besides, if the island was going to be developed, who better to design it?

But Janice knew what else he was thinking, and she said it for him. “This would kill Uncle Rake.”

Dickerson grunted, as though his daughter’s remark might kill him. “Nothing could kill Uncle Rake.”

“I need to think about this,” said Geoff.

“Take a week,” said Douglas.

Janice looked at her brother. “Does he get this offer in writing?”

“In writing!” Dickerson half-rose from his chair, then dropped back as if reminding himself not to get angry. “This is family, kids.”

But Geoff did not notice Dickerson’s effort at self-control. He pointed at the painting. “They got it in writing.”

Douglas tapped the ball across the rug. “You don’t know of anything else they got in writing, do you? Like a book?”

Geoff didn’t, and he didn’t puzzle over it, either. There was too much else to think about.



iii.

In real estate, three things mattered—location, location, and…Cornhill Road in Truro, views of Cape Cod Bay and Little Pamet marsh, walk to beach, older home, needs TLC. Geoff and Janice had read the ad when they were first married. They liked the idea of having a place thirty miles from Jack’s Island, forty from her father’s house. Now the house was an even older home—a living, breathing money pit—but it had appreciated so much that they called it an antique.

They unloaded the car, then gave the kids flashlights, and off they all went toward the crest of Cornhill.

“Nothing makes a kid happier than a flashlight,” said Geoff, “except being up past bedtime.”

“Nice to be a kid again.”

“Nice to have nothing to think about.”

Janice took his arm. “Too bad it’s not the case.”

“Too many things to think about. That’s one of the nasty things about pushing forty. That and less sex.”

She stopped and put her hands on her hips.

“Just a joke,” he said.

She was one of the better things about pushing forty. There was a new hardness at the cheekbones, and the lines were leathering in around her eyes and mouth. But she still had great legs and one of those forthright Yankee faces—a little long in the jaw, a little pinched around the nostrils, never ravishing, but handsome when simple beauty faded. Too bad she was so damn stubborn.

He took her arm, and they walked in silence for a time, following the flashlight beams that danced ahead like fireflies. Then Janice said, “I think you should do it.”

In the distance, someone set off a machine-gun string of firecrackers.

“Sell out my uncle?”

“Talk to him. Tell him the world won’t stop because an old man wants to keep things the way they were in 1928.”

“You’re sounding heartless.”

“You’re thinking the same way.”

He slipped his arm from hers and hurried to the crest of the hill, where dozens of happy, half-lit people were singing the ooh-and-ah chorus to the bass thump of distant fireworks.

Around the rim of the bay, the oldest towns in America were celebrating its birth. To the west, above Plymouth, fireworks blossomed and faded like flowers on a distant mountain. To the south, where the land dipped below the horizon, nothing could be seen but white flashes. To the north, over Provincetown, you could almost touch the colors dancing against the blackness.

Janice whispered, “Even the Pilgrims knew you had to move one idea aside to make room for the next.”




CHAPTER 4

December 1620

The First Encounter, The First Mysteries



December 1, 1620. Clear, calm, cold beyond freezing. It is said that in the planning of this migration, some argued for the Guianas, but fearing the tropics unhealthful and the Spaniards too close by, they chose America. Of the Spaniards I have heard no good, but no place could be less healthful than this.

Three days past, we sailed to the place called Cornhill, so named because the first explorers from the ship found there buried, amongst Indian graves and abandoned dwellings, a store of corn, some of which they did bring back. Wishing to find the Indians and barter for the rest, but mindful of the wrath they may have incurred in first taking of it, the elders wanted many arms on a second exploration, so I offered the crew.

We shipped in longboat and shallop on November 28, but were much hindered by crosswinds and rough seas and put in after only four miles. All waded ashore, some to their knees, some to their waist in the cold water. And the salt wind that stung our ears turned wet seams and stitches to ice on our legs.

We slept that night in soggy clothes on the beach, and by suncoming, our blankets were covered over with snow. Though all suffered the cold and gripin’ bellies, we explored a shallow harbor and two tide-cut rivers, then went up Cornhill, tallest bluff on the bay, covered over with stunted pines, brambles, sassafras, and hardwoods in the protected places. Ezra Bigelow charged his brother Simeon and others to dig into a certain sand hill where the corn was hid, but Simeon hesitated, as it might be a grave that they defiled.

Jack Hilyard said digging was the only way to know if it was Indian corn or Indian bodies in the mound. Simeon, who seems a gentle and honest man, answered that they had come firstly to make amends with the savages. Ezra answered that they had come firstly to guarantee a store of corn and could not make amends with them who would hide from them and do them harm if they could.

Bradford told Simeon to quiet himself, as they would do business with the Indians at the first moment.

Then a rush basket of corn appeared, and Bradford led a prayer of thanksgiving.

In whatever they do, they believe God watches over them. ’Tis a fine confidence, especially when they take what is not theirs.

I returned to the Mayflower with the corn, ten bushels in all, and those men too sickly and tired to keep on. The rest of the party—Bradford, Carver, Hopkins, Hilyard, the Bigelows, et al.—returned this forenoon, bringing with them wooden bowls, spoons, rush mats, and other trinkets taken out of empty Indian dwellings.

And Ezra Bigelow spoke of something that struck me as mysterious. North of Cornhill, in a mound near two abandoned dwellings, they found a bow, arrows, cups, bowls, a strange sort of crown, and two bundles.

They ope’d the larger of those and found bones and skull, how long buried could not be told. Some unconsumed flesh remained, and hanks of hair, which was yellow. In the smaller bundle were the bones of a boy, buried also with a bow and beads around his wrists and ankles. Indian king and son? But Indians have black hair. French fishermen? The canvas shirt and breeches on the larger skeleton are sailor’s garb. But why buried with such honor? None could say.

After telling his tale, Ezra Bigelow was strangely disconsolate and sought out another disconsolate one, Dorothy Bradford, who has remained at the rail, gazing fearfully at the wilderness, all the weeks we have been here.

In truth, they should all be disconsolate that went out. ’Tis no season to explore, but they must continue. ’Tis no season to build shelters, but it must be done. ’Tis time for me to be sailing, but I must stay.
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Some Nausets tipped their arrows with eagle claws or the tails of horseshoe crabs. Others used pieces of brass traded from white men. But Autumnsquam had learned to shoot a stone-head arrow. With a stone-head arrow, he knew just the force and flight needed to bring down deer or black duck. Bringing down white men would be no different.

He sat before his wetu, and with a large stone he chipped at a smaller one. On the ground sat a bowl of finished arrowheads and a pile of unworked stones.

“You make many.” Aspinet stood over him.

Autumnsquam looked up. “We need many.”

The old sachem sat on his haunches, which pleased Autumnsquam because it was a sign that Aspinet accepted him as an equal. Autumnsquam called to his new woman to bring them food.

“The white men have been here now for one moon, and they have not come south of the rivers of the Pamets.” Aspinet picked up a piece of snow crust and sucked on it.

“But they do much north of there. They take Pamet seed corn. They dig into Pamet graves. They steal from Pamet dwellings. White men steal everything.” Small chips of stone flew as Autumnsquam worked. “Even us.”

“Their women wash clothes on the shore. They would not bring their women on a stealing voyage.”

“So they wish to settle. Stealing or settling, they bring no good.”

Autumnsquam’s new woman came with a bowl of salt herring and put it before the men. He waited until the sachem had taken the first bite of fish; then he took a piece and tore it with his teeth. When she saw that the men were pleased, the woman went back into the wetu.

“Her belly grows big,” said Aspinet.

“I will not let her be stolen, or lose another child to another sickness. If I do, I will wait for a storm, then point my canoe into the sea.”

Aspinet looked for a long time at the young man, then picked up an arrowhead. “Make many more.”
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Jack Hilyard awoke like a man. That was what he said whenever morning brought a firmness of the loins, whether from a dream or a need to piss.

The feeble light slipping through the cracks of their little canvas room told him it was before sunrise. He glanced at his son, sleeping at the foot of the pallet. Then he listened. Except for the sounds of snoring and coughing, the tween-decks was quiet. Sleep was a true gift.

The Saints might have their thoughts of God, the Strangers their dreams of a new beginning, but every waking hour was invested by the presence of a wilderness that seemed, even to Jack, to be indomitable. For all of them, sleep had become a small surcease from this vision, a time to restore the spirit as well as the body. And when the spirit was restored, the body might awaken like a man.

Jack pulled his shirt up around his waist, then rolled toward Kate, who slept with her back to him. He bunched up a handful of her shift and pressed against her. She made a sound in her sleep and moved slightly, just enough that he could slip himself between the soft globes of her flesh.

Then he closed his eyes and felt her warmth. He had been cold for days. He had been miserable for weeks. Only Kate had kept him from losing hope. In a life of hopelessness, any woman might make a companion, but a woman who loved you promised the future. In a life of few pleasures, any woman was a gift, but a big woman was an extravagance, and nowhere was Kate Hilyard more commodious than behind. Her warmth coursed through his loins, along his spine, and filled him with a feeling that he could conquer the world.

He wet his fingers and gently tried to waken her. She made a sound of contentment and stretched herself toward his hand. He kept his fingers moving gently in the place she liked most until he knew she was awake, though with eyes still closed.

“Good mornin’, my darlin’.”

“Thou got hairy balls, mister.”

“And a cock that asks if the hen be layin’.”

Kate giggled, which made Jack even firmer. Most women were as solemn as priests when they did this. A woman who could laugh with you in the midst of love, she was something rare. And he told her as much.

“Thou art a rare bird thyself, to be wantin’ it with thy twelve-year-old son sleepin’ at thy feet.”

“He won’t be wakin’ any time soon.”

“Do it quiet, then. But not too quick.”

And it was as fine a tumble as a man could want. She loved the feel of their flesh as much as he. When he rolled onto her, she welcomed him with her legs and her lips and the breasts that she slipped from her shift. When he began to move, she rolled her heavy hips as lasciviously as a whore. When he growled his pleasure, she whispered, “ ’Tis true what they say.”

“What?”

“The fuller the cushion, the finer the pushin’.”

And from the other side of the canvas, they heard Simeon Bigelow whisper groggily to his wife, “What didst thou say dear?”

Kate grabbed Jack’s buttocks to keep him from moving. Jack put a hand over Kate’s mouth to keep her from laughing.

“What, Simeon?” came another voice from sleep.

“Thou asked me for a cushion.”

“I asked a question? What question?”

“Not question. Cushion.”

Jack buried his face on Kate’s breasts to stifle a snicker. Husband and wife were like two mischievous children. They should have been used to life in the tween-decks. Day and night, the air echoed with the sounds of farting and vomiting and snoring and pissing and coughing, all things that kept a man in this world, no different from the animals. But seldom did the sounds of love break through. To Jack Hilyard, a man was never closer to God than when his hips were joined to his wife’s. The sounds of love should have been as the sounds of morning prayer. But even the Hilyards kept their passion quiet.

“I did not ask thee for a cushion,” said Anne. “I got a pallet.”

“You distinctly said, ‘Push me a cushion.’ ”

“Pray pardon but I did not. And why didst thou wake me?”

“Thou woke me and asked for a cushion.”

Kate’s body was shaking with laughter, which felt so good to Jack that he had to move once more.

“Where on this godforsaken ship at the edge of this godforsaken wilderness would I expect thee to find a cushion?”

“Right here,” whispered Kate. She rolled her hips. And Jack responded, and Simeon and Anne Bigelow continued to argue. And Jack and Kate moved with each other. And Jack tried to hold his consummation but could not. And Kate tried to hold her cry but could not. And Kate turned her head to her pillow to muffle the noise. And the Bigelows fell silent at the sound. But Jack did not notice, and neither did Kate, because for a few seconds, they took each other to another place, away from the cold and smells, the salt food and sad prayers, the fading hopes and winter-killed spirits.

Then the cry that Kate stifled became a cough. She sucked it in and tried to hold it, but it shook her body and reddened her face and finally burst out of her. Jack felt it rack in his own chest. He rolled off of her and held her until the spasm ended.

She wiped her watering eyes with the back of her hand. “ ’Tis no worse than what anyone else has. But what we just done… there’s none who has better.”

He tenderly pulled her shift over her breasts and stroked her stringy hair. “I’m goin’ to build thee and the lad a proper house, darlin’.”

“A shelter’ll do, Jack. Then build thyself a whaleboat and build us a future on the backs of them big black monsters out in the bay.”

“These Saints ain’t whalemen. If they decides to settle where there be no whales, I’ll break away and expect thee to stand by me.”

“I’ll brook nuffin’ foolhardy, Jack. I told thee that the day of the signin’. But a man of courage, who does what he has to, I’ll take him to me bed whenever he asks.”

“Thou gives me a strong spine, me darlin’. And a strong son.” Jack looked at the boy, who was sitting up, staring straight at them, eyes wide and curious. When Jack found his voice, he said, “Run along, lad. See what the weather bring for the exploration.”

The boy looked once more at his mother’s dishevelment, pulled on his breeches, and went out.

“How much did he see?” asked Kate.

“Don’t matter. Learnin’ ‘bout the world, he is. And he knows why we come here. There’ll be no fo’c’sles or fishmongerin’ for him. Not here. Not in America.”

“Excuse me.” Simeon Bigelow poked his head over the canvas, and with a small smile he said, “Wouldst thou have a cushion we could borrow?”

Kate laughed and began to cough. “More cushions and less cold would do us all some good.”
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But for the explorers, the day brought only more cold. The shallop, under sail, pounded south through the icy spray. Jack Hilyard’s cloak froze like a board on his back. Myles Standish’s helmet and chest plate had an ice glaze that made him look like a sugar man in the window of a London bakeshop. Bradford, John Carver, Stephen Hopkins, Simeon Bigelow, and the others hunkered down while the waves broke over the bow of the shallop and sent up a mist that rimed their hats, hair, and sword hilts.

Mates John Clarke and Robert Coppin were in command, as Jones had chosen to remain on the ship and care for his cough. Ezra Bigelow had stayed behind as well, having dug into enough graves that he claimed to need a respite from the face of death.

Jack was glad to leave Bigelow at the rail beside Dorothy Bradford. Jack and Bigelow had become natural adversaries, like the sperm whale and the giant squid, and he could not understand the trust that others put in Bigelow. Even William Bradford treated him like a brother.

Jack thought that, in most things, Bradford molded brains to his courage and good sense to his faith. But Jack would never have sailed off and left his wife at Ezra Bigelow’s side. Had Kate been as frail as Dorothy Bradford, Jack would never have left England at all. That was the difference ‘twixt a man of the world and a man of faith. The one never forgot his good sense. The other believed that the same God who warmed his English hearth would care for him in the wilderness.

Jack did not think that with all the things God had to do, he was watching this miserable corner of the earth, so Jack would do it for him. While the others kept their heads out of the wind, Jack watched for creeks and inlets and, most of all, for whales, which they found, along with a handful of Indians, on a small bay some ten miles south of Cornhill.

The Indians were cutting up a dead drifter and ran at sight of the explorers. This seemed a bad portent. Still, Jack said they were fools if they did not settle on a bay that drew drift whales and was a full five fathoms deep. But they were most of them farmers before seamen, and deep anchorage meant less than a spit’s-depth of black earth. So they named the bay Grampus for the abandoned whale, rejected it for the thin topsoil, and continued south.

They stopped for the night just north of where the armlike Cape bent its elbow. There, they built a barricado of logs and boughs and gathered at the fire to give a prayer of thanks. For what, Jack did not know, as they lacked the good sense to settle on Grampus Bay, and how many more chances would God give them? While they prayed, he borrowed the mate’s spying glass and went down to the beach to continue God’s work.

The tide had ebbed from this corner of the bay as though flowing from a shallow bowl. Flats now stretched for miles, a bleak muddy plain dotted with freezing pools and flocks of gulls gabbling busily about, gossiping and laughing like old women on market day. Jack wondered if they laughed at the fire glimmering feebly in the dusk… or at the praying around it.

Through the glass, Jack scanned the southern coast. There was an inlet near the elbow, and west of that, two creeks. Between them stretched a beach, beds of eelgrass, and a collection of shadows that looked, in the fading light, like boulders, all of the same size and shape. He steadied the glass on the gunwale of the shallop to better see.

“ ’Tisn’t appreciated when one of our number will not pray with us.” Simeon Bigelow’s voice, even in rebuke, was gentler than his brother’s, as if the voices and features reflected the men. Simeon was near as tall as Ezra, but fleshy and rumpled where his brother was hard and precise. Even his beard, a rough black tangle, contrasted with Ezra Bigelow’s pointed chin whiskers.

“More whales.” Jack handed the glass to Bigelow and pointed toward the land between the creeks. “Enough oil to pay off all the debts of this group in one motion.”

“They look like boulders.” Simeon lowered the glass. “Come mornin’, thou may seest more clearly.”

“Come mornin’, we must go there.”

“I be not the man to ask.” Simeon began to dig for something in the shallop.

Jack grabbed him by the elbow. “Thou be the man to ask for me.”

“Why shouldst I ask for thee?”

“Thou be a man of good sense and broader mind than most.”

Bigelow straightened himself and removed Jack’s fingers, one by one, from his elbow. “I hold the same beliefs as my brethren.”

“But thou got charity in thee. Thou knows that, for all me rough words, I wish to see us survive as much as any.” A cold wind snapped over the flats and blew the brim of Jack’s hat against the side of his head. He pulled it lower on his ears. “These flats be bounteous full, Simeon—whales, fish, shellfish. ’Tis a good place to settle.”

“Come mornin’, make the case thyself.” Simeon smiled. “ ’Twill benefit thee if they settle there.”
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Morning came as no more than a graying of the gloom. The woods above the campsite were still deep in darkness. The flats were gray, the sea grayer. Even the sand seemed gray. The gulls stood like gray sentinels on the flats. And the shadows of other shorebirds darted through the gray sky, their nervous swarming a sure sign of change in the weather.

From the woods, Autumnsquam watched. His face was painted black, his body covered with animal grease. He had come for war. During the night, he and the others had tested the white men by howling like wolves in the woods. The whites had roused themselves and fired off their guns, and many of the Nausets had lost their courage. But Autumnsquam would not let them run. Now he counted only one white man for every three Nausets, and by some arrogance or stupidity, the whites had carried most of their weapons to their canoe, then had gone back, unarmed, to their little square of logs and boughs on the beach. Autumnsquam crawled to Aspinet and said the time had come.

Jack Hilyard was watching Simeon Bigelow melt goose grease over the fire. “Through the mist, nuffin’ can be seen of the beaches to the south.”

“Then thou hast little to say.”

“I’ll say no matter, when the mood ’round the fire warms.”

Myles Standish stood at the opening of the barricado. Not the cheeriest of men, his demeanor had worsened as several had elected to carry their guns and gear to the shallop, to be ready to go when the tide rose. Hunger made him even angrier. “What breaks our fast, Master Simeon?”

“Hard tack in goose grease and a gill of beer.”

“For this we leave our guns unguarded.”

“Repast fit for a king,” said Bradford cheerily.

Jack Hilyard cleared his throat. “I knows a way we’ll all eat like kings, with sterling brung by whale oil—”

Nothing more of what he said could be heard above the wild cries that came from the woods.

“Wolves?” said Bradford.

Stephen Hopkins rushed into the barricado, “They are men! Indians! Indians!”

And a shower of arrows whistled through the air. Three shafts thumped into the ground around Jack. One struck the kettle and splashed grease onto his breeches. Another landed by his boot. A third pinned Simeon Bigelow’s cloak to the ground.

Jack felt a familiar chill at the nape of his neck, which was good, because a little fear sharpened the senses and steadied the hand. But too much fear froze men to their boot soles, and for a moment, none of the others could move.

Then Standish proved the worth of a soldier among farmers and shopkeeps. Though he had no target, he raised and fired his snaphance at the woods. The thunderous roar frightened the Indians into silence and roused the explorers from their shock.

“Arm yourselves! Now!” Standish shouted.

“Fear not the arrows,” cried Bradford, finding his courage. “God is with us.”

“And dressed most of you in armor!” added Jack.

“But the guns be by the shallop!” said Hopkins.

“And you bloody fools for leavin’ ’em there!” shouted Standish.

“I be no fool,” cried Jack. “Mine be right here.”

“And there are two more,” said Bradford.

“Be quick with ’em, then,” ordered Standish, “and the rest of you ready yourselves to run for the shallop.”

Jack looked at Simeon, who was still crouched in fright, and held out his gun. “Fire the match.”

Another flight of arrows came in, some digging into the sand, some fluttering to the ground, a few tearing into the cloaks drying above the fire, and every one rooting Simeon Bigelow more firmly to his fright.

“Fire the match, Simeon,” said Jack evenly, “or we’ll none of us get out of here alive.”

With shaking hand, Simeon pulled a burning stick from the fire and touched it to the slow match on Jack’s musket.

Standish was now standing in full view of the Indians, letting arrows bounce off his corselet while he reloaded. When a stone-tipped arrow struck the armor near his neck, he snapped it in half and spat on it.

This infuriated the Indians, who screamed out a strange cry—“Woach, Woach, ha ha hach woach”—and sent down another rain of arrows.

“Do all the spittin’ you wants, Captain.” Jack raised his matchlock and pulled the trigger. The hammer snapped, touching the smoldering cord to the powder in the pan. There was a small flash, then an explosion that once more shocked the Indians into silence, but this time, their fear neither grew as great nor lasted as long.

Standish ordered the unarmed men after their guns. “Run, you bloody fools. Run now!”

And as the white men fled down the beach, the Indians burst from the woods to give chase.

“Run!” cried Jack.

“Be men of faith,” added Bradford.

“And you be men of the musket!” cried Standish. In the firelight, his face now shone as red as his beard.

Bradford and John Carver rushed out with their matchlocks, dug their rests into the sand, fitted the barrels, and took aim.

Standish pointed at the shadows churning down the beach as though driven by the wind. “Aim together,” he ordered calmly. “Together, now. Fire!”

The noise of the guns frightened the Indians back into the woods. Their kick knocked Bradford into Jack, who fell against Carver, who fell onto the seat of his breeches.

“On your feet,” ordered Standish. “The savages muster courage to come at us next. Load and pray we have help from the shallop presently.”

Then they heard the men at the shallop calling for a firebrand.

“Bloody fools!” roared Standish. “What soldier lets his match go out?”

“What soldier leaves his gun three hundred feet from his side?” answered Hilyard. “Simeon, another firebrand.”

Simeon poked his cutlass through the logs. “There be no more small pieces.”

“Then a log! Take a log!”

“Take it where?”

“The shallop!” roared Standish. “Without a firebrand, matchlocks be no better than clubs.”

Bradford drove the ramrod into his gun. “Be of good courage, Simeon, and be quick. God be with you.”

But Simeon stood staring at the flames, in the grip of terror.

So Jack took sterner measures. He kicked Simeon square in his breeches. “A firebrand, man! Fail in this and the colony dies!”

And Simeon Bigelow found his courage. He poked at the fire until a burning log came free. He wrapped it in his cloak, then threw it onto his shoulder and ran.

At the sight of his shadow bursting from the barricado, the Indians sped forth once more. But fear and the flames on his shoulder made Simeon run faster than any demon.

He fired the matches of the men at the shallop and a three-gun volley exploded so loud that a flock of gulls lifted from the flats. Amidst a splattering shower of white gull shit, three more stepped forward, fixed rests, fired, and put the Indians to flight.

These white men were demons, thought Autumnsquam. They made targets of themselves, but arrows did not pierce their clothing. Nor did war cries frighten them nor fire burn them. And their weapons made noise that could shake the ground. But even if the other Nausets were afraid, he would show bravery.

He stepped boldly from behind a tree and bellowed a war cry. The white men raised their weapons at him, but he did not flinch. Two shots exploded around him, but he did not run. He answered them with two arrows of his own.

These savages were demons, thought Jack Hilyard. Even in bitter winter, they wore nothing but breeches. They painted their faces, they screamed like animals, and after they attacked, they disappeared into the blackness of the forest like night creatures at dawn. And now this bold one was standing their musket shots and shouting defiance.

So Jack aimed his matchlock. Autumnsquam aimed his bow. One stood at the edge of the trees, barely visible for the blackness around him. The other stood before his campfire, a black shadow in the light. Autumnsquam’s arrow whizzed by Jack Hilyard’s ear. Jack’s shot struck a tree and sent splinters of wood flying at Autumnsquam.

The Indian felt a pain that was more humiliating than excruciating. He gave a last defiant cry and ran off with the others.

The explorers ran into the woods and fired off their pieces, then gave two shouts to show they had no fear of the Indians. The shouts echoed feebly through the trees and, in men of less faith, should have inspired fear. No sound could have been lonelier. But men who knew God as intimately as the Saints could never be lonely, no matter how vast the wilderness.

So they offered a prayer, then congratulated one another on their bravery. None spoke of marksmanship.

Simeon Bigelow, praised for saving the day, said he hoped they could make peace with the Indians.

“Peace comes when you prove you be ready for war,” said Standish, who paid Jack Hilyard the high praise of calling him “a good man in a fight.”

“Pray that he is as good in peace,” added Simeon.

After they were away, William Bradford proclaimed that henceforth, they would know the beach by the name First Encounter.

Jack Hilyard had no interest in naming names. He was looking toward the south coast, but the mist remained so thick he could not see the beach between the creeks, nor could he persuade them to put in so near to where the savages had attacked. They were not so foolish as to think a second fight would end as well. So Jack restrained his instinct to call them women and quietly promised Simeon that soon, he would return to the land between the creeks and claim it as his own.

From the woods, Autumnsquam watched them go. He would send word along the Narrow Land, and by the time runners reached the small villages of the Scusset, the story would tell of the Nauset victory that drove the white men into the sea. Autumnsquam would not object. Truth took many forms, and his bravery would be the heart of the tale. But there would be no need to send runners beyond the Scusset, for north of that was the land of the Patuxets.

And the Patuxets were no more. They had lived on the best harbor in the bay, with fish and shellfish in abundance. They had taken their water from a fine spring, climbed hillsides that gave long views of sea and countryside, and cleared wide fields for corn. But the sickness had killed them all. In the land of the Patuxets, there would be no one to care at the coming of the white men.

Autumnsquam could not have known that an Englishman called John Smith had charted this bay and given the name Plymouth to the Patuxet land. Or that the men in the shallop would arrive there that day and decide that the fresh water, the defensible hills, the cleared fields, and the lack of Indians were all part of God’s plan… for them.
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December 13, 1620. Cold, clear, wind NW. The return of the explorers after eight days brings as much rejoicing as the news that they have found a site for settlement.

All listened with excitement to the stories of the voyage, and the place that will be their new home. But joy and excitement were not long-lived for the terrible news awaiting William Bradford. It was left to Brewster to take him inside and tell him.

Those who pressed their ear to the cabin door heard no sobbing, nor the piteous howl that some would give on learning that their wife had fallen from the ship and drowned. When Bradford emerged, he carried himself erect and answered to every kind word, “ ’Tis God’s will.”

Perhaps. But a master can shut his eyes to nothing aboard his ship, so I called the elders together in my cabin. Brewster said that Dorothy must have fell overboard in one of her night moods. The others agreed, as her driftings about the deck were well known.

I then asked Ezra Bigelow, who has been most nervous and jittery-seeming since she died, what he did that night. He summoned an indignified air and asked why such question was put to him.

I answered that he had been seen beside her many times since we anchored, and that when her husband went on his latest voyage, he stayed behind and was seen in the night to take her hand.

Elder Brewster, a just and wise-seeming man, asked if there were truth in my words. Ezra answered that he loved Dorothy Bradford like a sister, which seemed enough for Brewster, though not for me.

I said that the night of her death, I did study the coast in the chartkeeper’s cabin. The deck being deserted, the sound of voices drew my attention. Sharp voices they were, ’twixt Ezra and Dorothy, as though they had come to some terrible pass.

This brought torment to Bigelow’s face, but angrily he told me I eavesdropped, and for that he had no respect. I answered that I gave no care for his respect and what happened on my ship was my business, broad daylight or no.

William Brewster demanded that, were I charging one of their firmest members with the death of Dorothy Bradford, I give evidence.

Then came William Bradford himself, saying he would brook no suspicion of Ezra, a godly man and good friend. With shaking voice, he said the wilderness so terrified his wife that he believed she had taken her own life.

All gasped at this. Ezra told Bradford that grief colored his talk. He called Dorothy a woman of good faith and admitted that he had spent many hours with her that night, that they had talked of the frightening wilderness and God’s love, but never did she mention the taking of her own life.

And Brewster ended the meeting. He thanked me for my scrupulosity and assured me that the elders were more scrupulous than I. He chided Bradford for suspecting something so sinful of his wife. And he said that Ezra Bigelow was exonerated by his honesty.

If the elders want him, let them have him After a month in the New World, they know full well that the dangers they face be far more pressing than a single accident, if accident it were. Every man, innocent or not, will be needed.

As for me, I’ve done my honor in this.






CHAPTER 5

July 5

Murder on the Mayflower


The next morning, Geoff rose early. He started the coffee, then went onto the deck that faced the rising sun. He loved the early morning on Tom’s Hill, the light that slanted in over the hillside, the gentle warmth before the heat of the day, the nearby quiet that let him hear the faroff sounds.

Down on the Little Pamet Marsh, a blue heron was poking its bill into the grass. Geoff watched its slow and careful movement and marveled that such a delicate creature could be related to the gulls squawking above Pamet Harbor. But then, he had often marveled that Janice could be related to Dickerson Bigelow.

Then the phone rang, frightening the bird into the air.

Geoff grabbed the phone, brought it outside, and picked up the receiver before the second ring.

“Geoff, did you know there was a Tom Hilyard painting called Murder on the Mayflower?”

“George?”

“The one and only.”

“The only one who calls before seven o’clock in the morning.”

“I’m so lagged I can’t sleep. From Tinseltown to Provincetown, seven hours on commercial airlines, a hundred years on the time machine.”

Janice came stumbling to the screen door. People did not normally call at this hour. Geoff put his hand over the receiver and whispered, “George.” That explained it. George was not normal people.

She went into the kitchen and poured a cup of coffee. It had begun. The gathering of the boys. There were three of them. Harvard had thrown them together as freshmen in 1969, and they had been friends ever since. Times changed, along with careers, addresses, wives and lovers, worldviews, values, and dreams, but the boys still gathered on the Cape each summer to renew their friendship. And quite often, “boys” was the operative word.

“Do you know about this painting?” George was saying.

“No, but he did so many—”

“You’re supposed to be the Tom Hilyard scholar.”

“I like the later stuff. He did Pilgrim paintings to pay his bills, like me designing tract houses or you writing sitcoms.”

“Then you’re not interested in an art auction?”

“I have to see Rake today. Real estate talk.”

“The Bigelows trying to screw the Hilyards again?”

Geoff watched the heron settle back onto the marsh, but he did not answer. George had a way of getting to the truth.

“Among the items up for bid,” George went on, “is Murder on the Mayflower.”

“I guess I could go up Cape to see that.” And he would take any excuse to avoid Uncle Rake.

It was one of the quirks of local geography that driving up Cape meant traveling south or west. Cape Cod, which Thoreau called “the bared and bended arm of Massachusetts,” ran forty miles from the shoulder to the elbow, forty more from the elbow to the fingertips. Chatham was at the elbow. From there to the canal was called the Upper Cape because it corresponded to the upper arm, although it was at the bottom of the map. From there to Provincetown was called the Lower Cape, although it was north of the Upper Cape.

This could confuse tourists, who called the Upper Cape the lower Cape and the Lower Cape the outer Cape. But the term “outer Cape” sounded so logical that even the natives would not pretend to misunderstand. Of course, they might confuse things a bit more by mentioning the mid-Cape, the bicep between Yarmouth and Brewster, or the outer Cape’s back shore. And if tourists asked where the front shore was, they found there wasn’t any, but there was a bay side.

Geoff and Janice were driving up Cape in Geoff’s ’84 Chevy Cavalier, which he kept in the garage at Truro. Geoff considered it the perfect New England car: too beat-up to be worth stealing, but nicely broken in at 64,000 miles.

George Flynn, who sat in the backseat, said he preferred their van, which he had nicknamed the Now Voyager, after the Bette Davis movie. “And we could call this shit box the Pocketful of Miracles. It’s a miracle the damn thing runs.”

“So walk.”

“Not until I know the dirt.” He leaned over the front seat. “The Cole sisters who owned the painting, weren’t they connected to the Bigelows somewhere along the line?”

“We’re all connected somewhere along the line,” said Janice, who rode shotgun. “My great-grandfather, Charles—”

“The congressman?”

“State senator was the best he ever did. His son married my grandmother’s sister, but he died and she married into the Coles and—”

“Somehow, somebody ended up with an undiscovered Tom Hilyard in their attic,” laughed Geoff. “Let’s leave it at that or we’ll need a diagram to figure it all out.”

“So why are they selling?” asked George.

“Have you lost weight?” asked Janice.

George slapped his belly proudly. “Ten pounds.”

Since college, he had always carried a little extra flab, and no one had ever noticed. The weight was part of the personality, along with a willingness to say whatever was on his mind and a boyish laugh that took the edge off whatever he said.

“Don’t lose any weight in the wallet today,” said Janice. “Either of you.”

Tom Hilyard paintings were not too pricey. Tom Hilyard had not been that good. But bidding could drive them up, and Geoff had been tempted more than once. Janice liked the paintings they had inherited—one of the stark House on Billingsgate series and one of the Pilgrim paintings—but until Geoff took her father’s deal, they could afford no extravagances.

“A painting no one’s heard of since it was painted,” mused George. “Seems a little mysterious.”

“Stop thinking like a writer,” said Janice.

“How can I think like anything else when Cape Cod vibrates with history, drama, the spectacle of brave men and women carving a new world from the wilderness?”

“You should be on the chamber of commerce.”

George laughed and pointed to a road sign rolling past. “ ‘First Encounter Beach.’ How many hot little adolescent asses will squirm this very day in the sand where the battle for North America was joined between the forces of Christian enlightenment and the Manichean aborigines?”

“You’re still thinking like a writer,” said Janice.

“And you’re thinking like a curbstone. I’ll bet you don’t even care that Dorothy Bradford’s death is the first murder mystery in the recorded history of America.”

Geoff glanced at the rearview mirror. “Mystery?”

“Why would her husband write a book that chronicled everything the Pilgrims did until 1647 and say absolutely nothing about her death? Some say she fell overboard. Some say she jumped because she knew she didn’t have the guts to face the wilderness. Some—”

“Some say she was pushed?” offered Geoff.

“Well, I wonder about it.”

“This isn’t exactly a big deal,” said Janice.

“Maybe not. But if we can learn how other people face their worst times, maybe it can help us.”

“Isn’t that why you write sitcoms?” she asked.

“ ‘Legal Eagles’ has great social significance.” George pretended to get uppity. “And Dorothy must have been awful unhappy… a husband who couldn’t figure out where to settle and the wilderness staring her in the face.”

“That I can identify with,” said Janice.


ii.

“Five thousand dollars, ladies and gentlemen. We won’t entertain anything less for this beautiful and historically important work by Thomas Hilyard.”

“He’s right about the historically important part,” whispered George. “Make a bid.”

“Make one yourself,” said Janice. “We can’t afford it.”

“We can,” said Geoff.

Janice shook her head. A breeze came up from Pleasant Bay, and the awning puffed like a sail. A hundred people had come to buy armoires, settees, Oriental rugs, laquered tables brought by sea captains from China, and paintings.

There were auctions on Cape Cod almost every week. Some were little more than garage sales with carnival barkers, but some purveyed the treasures of the past. And an estate auction like this, where the provenance of each item was well established simply because it came straight from the house, was prized by the public and dealers alike.

A young woman in the third row took the bid for five thousand. The auctioneer called for five thousand five hundred.

The painting, displayed on an easel at the front of the tent, was twenty-four by thirty-seven inches. It was not a great work. It did not vibrate with life or light. In fact, it was so dark that the gilt frame nearly overwhelmed the image. But the subject gave it mystery.

The rail of the Mayflower ran diagonally across the image, from bow to stern. A lantern in the cabin at the stern provided the only source of light. In the foreground, a woman shrouded in a cape looked out at the blackness. And from the shadows a shadowed man moved toward her.

“Tom Hilyard thinks old Dotty was pushed,” said George excitedly. “Let’s make a run at this.”

Five thousand five hundred was taken by a balding man at the back of the tent. The woman in the third row countered with six.

Janice sensed they were right about the historical importance, especially because the plate identifying the characters had been removed. Tom Hilyard had actually named the man who killed Dorothy Bradford, and somebody, sometime, had not been too happy about it. A solution to America’s first murder mystery. But when the auctioneer called for six thousand five and Geoff’s hand started up, Janice grabbed his forearm, historical importance be damned.

She knew he could have lifted her off the floor. He had taken to working out regularly and was stronger now than at twenty-five. That was fine with Janice. And she liked the way his features gained character with line. Once he had looked gentle and introspective. Now “experienced” was the word for the way he looked, if not the way he acted. And when she saw the I-want-it stare that made him look like nothing more than a thirty-nine-year-old kid trying to embrace another fantasy before he was forty, she wanted to strangle him, or at least break the arm she was squeezing.

But that might have caused a scene. So she held his arm until the man at the back of the tent took the bid.

“Six thousand five hundred. Do I hear seven?”

George leaned around Geoff and looked at Janice.

“You’re on your own,” she whispered. Up went his hand.

“Seven thousand to the gentleman in row eight. Do I hear seven five?”

George whispered to Geoff, “Put up half and I’ll take the other half. Let’s start the summer off right.”

“We don’t have the money,” Janice whispered in Geoff’s other ear. “Don’t do it.”

“Eight!” called the woman in the third row, and a little williwaw of excitement spun through the crowd.

“Eight five,” came the voice from the back of the tent.

“Nine!” cried George.

“The gentleman says nine. Do I hear nine five?”

There was a slight pause before the man at the back raised his hand.

“And ten?”

For a moment the words hung in the air. The bidding had slowed. Perhaps ten would take it. Geoff looked at George, then at Janice. She squeezed harder.

“I’ll make the decision,” he whispered and began to peel her hand away.

Then the woman in the front called, “Ten.” And before Geoff could get his hand up, the bid bounced to ten-five, then eleven.

Geoff’s hand relaxed, as though it had gone beyond him. Janice said, “Thank God for her.”

“Are we out of it?” George whispered.

Janice squeezed Geoff’s arm again.

“Lighten up,” Geoff said to his wife. “I think so,” he whispered to his friend.

Quickly the bidding ran to fifteen thousand, and the murmur grew as steady as the breeze off Pleasant Bay.

“Fifteen five.”

“Sixteen.”

Those in the back watched the man. The rest stretched their necks for a look at the young woman, who seemed to most of them no more than a pile of strawberry blond hair and the padded shoulders of a tan business suit. George shook his head in amazement. Geoff squinted at the painting. Janice folded her arms and gazed over Barleyneck to Pleasant Bay.

Finally, at eighteen thousand dollars, the woman became the owner of a Thomas Hilyard. When the gavel fell, the applause burst, as if everyone knew they had seen the best duel of the season. The woman stood now and gave a small, gracious bow to the gentleman in the back.

“Good taste in paintings. Pretty, too,” said George.
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Geoff agreed. He agreed so completely that he followed the young woman, her two male companions, and the painting out to the road. George followed Geoff, while Janice stopped to chat with a friend.

The young woman was nearly six feet tall and as brusque as bleach. When she saw Geoff, she gave him the mildly annoyed and momentary glance that every woman perfects to ward off unwelcome males. But when he introduced himself, his name got her undivided attention.

“You’re related to Rake Hilyard, then?”

“You know him?”

“Everyone who knows Cape history knows him.”

“A student of Cape history?” George squinted in the sun. “Is that why you bought the painting?”

She gave George the kind of neutral smile that said she gave away nothing she didn’t have to. “One buys a work of art for many reasons. This has been purchased for the Old Corners Plantation. I’m the director of collections.”

George looked her up and down. “You must have a pretty good… er… endowment. To spend eighteen grand on a painting, I mean.”

“We have an excellent genealogy collection as well, although your family may not be represented.”

George smiled. He admired a good insult, even at his own expense. “Hilyard thinks somebody pushed Dorothy Bradford?”

“A lot of people have thought that for the last three centuries or so. Tom Hilyard is just one more. My real interest is as much in his technique as his narrative.”

“Why the interest in my uncle?” asked Geoff.

The larger of her two companions, who were apparently bodyguards, reminded her of their schedule.

She kept her eyes on Geoff, tuning out everything else. “Not only has your uncle seen the whole century here, but he also knew Tom Hilyard. That makes him doubly interesting. I did an oral history with him.”

“Rake can talk a cat off a fish wagon,” said Geoff. “As owner of three Hilyard paintings, he’ll be glad to know someone’s just paid the highest price ever for one.”

“Do you own any?”

“Two. I was hoping for three.”

“I’d love to see them sometime.” She took a business card from her jacket pocket and handed it to Geoff: Carolyn Hallissey, Old Corners Plantation, Orleans, Massachusetts. “You should do an oral history with us, too. The Cape’s changed more in your lifetime than in the previous three centuries.”

George was still laughing when her car went down Barley neck.

“What’s so funny?”

“When a woman asks you to do something oral, you’re supposed to say, “ ‘When and where?’ ”

“I was going to show her mine if she’d showed me hers.”

“Her what?”

“Her Hilyard Pilgrim painting.”

“Which one do you have?”

“The Gravediggers.”




CHAPTER 6

February 1621

The Gravediggers


Christopher Jones wrapped a blanket around his shoulders and opened his log. He looked forward to his writing. It had become a way to drive off the winter phlegm and make springtime come sooner.


February 7, 1621. Bitter cold, steady NW wind, sky as clear and thoughtless as a dead man’s eye… and of those have I seen too many. There is death on the ship and death on the land. Of the ship’s company, I have lost eight, and more are laid low. Were I of a mind to challenge the winter sea, I would have but ten able bodies to man the rigging. And whilst the passengers do labor to build their houses, their chief activity is burying their dead.

To the six dead of December and the eight of January have been added five more this month. Some lie sick in the tween-decks, on the same foul pallets they have used since we sailed. More lie in the common house, which has in truth become a charnel house. Most have congestion of the lungs. Some show also the bleeding gums and swole joints of the scurvy.

Samuel Fuller, their chirurgeon, has bled many to drain the ill humours, so that the sweet smell of congealing clots sickens the air. Giles Heale, ship’s doctor, has physicked them in hope of cleansing the illness through the bowels, but many are so weakened that they cannot move and must lie in their own filth till tended by the few who are healthy.

William Brewster and Myles Standish have not faltered, though Standish has lost his wife. Kate Hilyard washes vile linens in the brook. Simeon Bigelow aids her in the dressing and feeding of the sick. Ezra Bigelow tends to sick spirits, going from pallet to pallet, asking for favorite Bible passages, which then he does read. In this does he show a constancy that makes me question my earlier suspicions.

And at dusk, when they have finished work on their own house, Jack Hilyard and his son go to the common house to learn how many have died that day. Then they climb the hill to a place by the ordnance platform, hack through the crust, and dig what graves are needed. Then the bodies are brought up. The procession is small, for there are few who can walk, and quiet, for the Indians must not know how many have died. The dead are put into the ground without ceremony, as is their custom, the graves then being covered with pine boughs and brush to hide them.

Only one was buried last night. Simeon Bigelow turned the first shovelful of sand onto the body of his own wife Anne. “She is with God now,” he said. “She has finished her work. We yet have much to do.” In the Indian fight, it is said that Simeon showed great fear afore saving the day. No man who has looked so bravely into the mouth of the grave could ever be called coward.

Surely God guides these people, else they could not endure. As my sailors die, their friends desert them, steal their victuals, take their blankets. As the passengers die, their friends show love and faith that surpass anything in my knowledge. They show it even to the dying sailors who mocked them for their piety and prayers. This is charity. This is Christianity.
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Jack Hilyard was not a prayerful man, but each night he bowed his head and said his amens, because prayer was all they had, prayer and the slow lengthening of the days. No man could warm the winter. No man could stop the snow. And no man could avoid the sickness, unless protected by God or in a place far away.
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