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INTRODUCTION



They always tell young writers, “Write what you know.”


I never bought that advice, even at the beginning of my career.


I’ve always believed that you write what you want to know, or where you want to go, or who you want to meet when you get there.


So, in the opening chapter of Back Bay, I traveled to Federal-era Boston, to a banquet at Faneuil Hall, and I sat at the table with George Washington, John Adams, John Hancock, and Paul Revere. History records some of the details. I imagined the rest.


I had always been fascinated by the eighteenth-century city, a place of amazing intellectual and political ferment, a place where giants walked the streets. I had also just read Gore Vidal’s Burr, which suggested that those giants were as human as the rest of us, and I wanted to see if I could humanize them, too.


And why not? I was twenty-seven, recently graduated from the USC film school, and trying to get into the storytelling business. So I was learning everything I could from the movies I saw and the books I read. I believed that if I worked hard enough and honed my talents, I’d soon be making a living by telling my stories and humanizing a few giants, too.


Call that confidence or blind faith or the arrogance of naïveté. But any young person who decides that they are going to succeed in any of the arts needs it. They need to say to the world, “Don’t tell me the odds, because I plan to beat them.”


I can quote from memory the first paragraph of the first chapter of Back Bay. That’s how hard I worked on it, because I knew, even then, that I had to capture my readers right away, that the hardest job for any writer is to make a skeptical reader turn the first page. So I brought a character named Horace Taylor Pratt right to stage center and started him fumbling with his snuffbox. I wanted you to fix on him, because even if you didn’t like him (and he’s not especially likeable), I wanted to tell you, before he even opened his mouth, that he would soon be causing a lot of trouble.


And characters who cause trouble, or promise to, can get a story going quickly.


After that first chapter, I knew I was on my way.


But what did I do in the second chapter? All right, I’ll admit it. I wrote what I knew. I took the story into the present and introduced a character named Peter Fallon, who might not be me but certainly made a good stand-in.


When Back Bay came out two years later, a critic said that it was not your typical first novel, which is usually a voyage of self-discovery for a young author. “On the contrary, this is a story of straight adventure spiced with mystery and laced with history.” Nice. Nothing like a little rhyme to fix a good review in a reader’s mind.


But if proving yourself is part of the voyage of self-discovery, Peter Fallon and I were both taking the trip. We both came from a Boston-Irish background. We both had gone to Harvard as undergraduates and done construction work to make a few bucks. We both had gone on to study something other than the law, which disappointed our fathers. I went to film school. Peter studied history. My father encouraged me despite his misgivings. Peter’s father did not. But we both wanted to show our fathers that we could use what we’d learned in graduate school to make our way in the world.


Like Pratt, Peter is a fictional character, so he gets into a lot more trouble than I do. He’s followed and threatened, but he doesn’t let anyone intimidate him. He falls for a girl who rebuffs him, but he keeps coming back. He has to fight hand-to-hand four stories above the ground, but… let’s not give too much more away.


As for me, I got to sit at a desk and dream it all up.


I started writing Back Bay in Los Angeles, in the stacks of the Doheny Library at the University of Southern California. I had written two movie scripts by then, both based on California history. They were big stories on broad canvases, the kind of tales that had transported me from my only-child world in a middle-class Boston neighborhood to exotic and adventurous places where the vistas were long, the gestures were grand, the women were beautiful, and the men did their best to hide their flaws behind their bravery. Think of a book like Nordhoff and Hall’s Mutiny on the Bounty or a movie like Lawrence of Arabia and you get the idea.


One of my scripts won a fellowship given by Hall Wallis, the producer of classics like Casablanca. This gave me a measure of confidence, but no one wanted to turn my scripts into movies. Too much history, they said. Too expensive, they said. And my agent, puzzling over what director or producer she could submit to, actually muttered, “Too bad John Ford and George Stevens are dead.”


Then one day, a producer said to me, “The way you write, you ought to write a novel.”


And I thought, sure. I know how to tell a story. I can sustain a plot. I understand narrative velocity. I’ll just do it in prose rather than in that strange mix of imagery, stage direction, and dialogue that forms a screenplay.


That was the arrogance of naïveté, squared then cubed.


But before I even conceived of Pratt or Peter Fallon, I needed a plot hook, a reason to put characters in motion. And I had an idea that that had been germinating in my head since I was a kid. Writing it would take me, at least in my imagination, to the place that any Bostonian living in L.A. would be happy to visit: that ancient city of red brick and monuments.


From the time that my parents first let me ride the subways alone, I had wandered the streets of Boston, felt its rhythms, and explored the places where its history had unfolded. And I often wondered why they named the city’s most beautiful section the Back Bay. Where was the water?


I got the answer in a fourth-grade geography class: landfill.


It was said that Puritans arrived at the Shawmut Peninsula in 1630, fell in love with it, and promptly began changing it. They cut down the hills and dumped them onto the surrounding flats to create new land, culminating in a massive nineteenth-century project that covered a huge marsh, washed twice a day by the tides, in a layer of sand and gravel twenty feet deep. This marsh lay to the west of the city, or behind it, so they called it the Back Bay. And after it was filled, the architects went to work.


In the 1950s, our teacher told us that beneath the basements of those fine, old buildings you could find things that people had thrown into the landfill a hundred years before—trash then, archaeological treasures today. What, I wondered, if there were real buried treasure in that landfill? Twenty years later, when the movie producers didn’t want my screenplays and I was not interested in returning to construction work, I wondered again.


The broad contours of the novel came quickly: it would be a two-century search for a lost Revere tea set that may have sunk into the Back Bay. It would encompass two stories set on converging tracks, one past, the other present… as if I didn’t have enough challenges telling just one. But remember the arrogance of naïveté: if a single plotline was good, two would be twice the fun. It would be another big story on a broad canvas with plenty of big scenes—battles, sinking ships, subway chases—the kind of set pieces that drew me as a screenwriter. But there would be intimate moments, too, because any good story is about characters who reveal themselves through their small gestures and silences as well as their actions. And while human characters like Pratt and Peter Fallon would drive things, the city of Boston itself would be the main protagonist.


Back Bay has now been in print for most of the last thirty-two years, an eternity for a work of popular fiction. And Peter Fallon is still appearing in my novels, getting into trouble, getting out of it, and guiding us book by book through American history.


The enduring popularity of this novel has been attributed to many things: its unusual structure, in which past and present play off of each other with a contrapuntal rhythm that enhances both; its pace, because the conflict advances as quickly as the years fly by; its characters—Pratt and Peter Fallon and the rest—who know what they want and go after it, all else be damned. But I think that the book has lasted because of what it tells us about ourselves.


I’ve often imagined how green and peaceful the Back Bay must have looked on an August afternoon in the eighteenth century, with the westerly breeze stirring the grasses and riffling the water, the redwing blackbirds and swallows flitting about, and some eel fisherman working a spear in a tidal stream. I’ve also imagined how sinister it must have seemed on nights in the nineteenth century, with the wall of landfill advancing from the east, the wet surface of the mud glistening in the moonlight, and the scavengers going about their business. I have even wondered what would happen if those Puritan descendants tried to fill the Back Bay today. Would the Environmental Protection Agency shut them down over destruction of wetlands?


As the Puritans’ City Upon a Hill evolves before us in these pages, as the flats are covered and modern Boston rises, we see how much of our world is a product of the past, how intricately and intimately our lives are tied to our ancestors’ dreams and decisions—some of them wise, some foolish, and some as grandiose as the plan to fill a square mile of marsh, then build a mini-Paris on top of it.


We can thank those ancestors or blame them. But we should always learn from them before we move on.


That’s what Peter Fallon does. So return with him to old Boston, a place that for him was both familiar and fresh at the same time, because I wrote what I knew about Boston in the context of what I wanted to know about it.


William Martin


Boston, July 2012
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CHAPTER ONE



October 1789


Horace Taylor Pratt pulled a silver snuffbox from his waistcoat pocket and placed it on the table in front of him. He hated snuffboxes. They were small, delicate, and nearly impossible for a man with one arm to open. Whenever he fumbled for snuff, Pratt cursed the two-armed world that conspired against him, but when he wanted a clear head, he had to have snuff. This evening, he wanted wits as sharp as a glasscutter.


He slid the box open, took a pinch of black powder, and brought it to his nose.


“Father!” The young voice cracked, and Pratt turned to his son, a handsome boy of thirteen. “You’re not going to sneeze in the presence of his majesty, are you, Father?”


Pratt looked around, his fingers poised theatrically just below his left nostril. “Majesty? I see no king, Horace.”


Two hundred of Boston’s most prominent citizens sat with the Pratts at a great, three-sided banquet table in Faneuil Hall. The gentlemen were dressed in their finest satins, brocades, broadcloths, and silks. The table was covered in Irish linen and laden with fruits and cheeses. Candles glowed against October’s early dusk. John Hancock’s personal stock of port filled crystal stemware. The guest of honor, seated between John Adams and Governor Hancock, was America’s most royal figure.


“I mean His Presidency.” Young Horace looked toward the middle of the table, where a hulking man with powdered hair chewed on a piece of cheddar while Hancock and Adams conversed around him. “You can’t take snuff in front of George Washington.”


Pratt leaned close to his son and whispered, “He looks rather bored sitting between those two Massachusetts magpies. I daresay he’d love a dash of snuff himself right now.”


Pratt inhaled the tobacco and took another pinch in his right nostril. He closed his eyes. He felt the tingle spread through his sinuses. His mouth opened, his back stiffened, and he reached for his handkerchief. Before he could cover his face, the sneeze burst out of him, and Washington jumped as though startled by a British musket. Pratt sneezed again, more violently. Conversation stopped all about the room. John Adams shot an angry glance at Pratt. Young Horace slumped in his chair and counted the stitches on the hem of the tablecloth. Pratt sneezed once more, a final, satisfied bark. Then he blew his nose and looked around. Every eye was on him.


When Horace Taylor Pratt wanted attention, no discreet clearing of the throat or subtle shuffling of the feet would do. He glanced toward the center of the table. Washington was still staring in his direction, and John Adams’s bald head was blushing crimson, the color of Washington’s satin frock.


Pratt stood quickly. “Before John Adams, in the high dudgeon for which he is famous, chides me for taking a bit of snuff, let me propose a toast.” He lifted his glass. “To the health of our Federal Republic and its new President.”


“Hear, hear,” grunted Mather Byles, the old Tory minister seated next to Pratt.


John Hancock raised his glass. John Adams lifted his crankily. And the gentlemen of Boston toasted the President.


Then Washington stood slowly and raised his glass to Pratt. “To you, Mr….”


“Pratt. Horace Taylor Pratt.”


“To you, Mr. Pratt, and to all your peers in Boston. We certainly hope that your snuff comes from fine Virginia tobacco.” Washington smiled, and everyone else laughed politely.


Pratt had introduced himself to the President. When he spoke out later, Washington would know him. He finished his wine and sat down as conversation began again in the banquet hall.


“I must offer Mr. Washington some of my English snuff after the ceremony,” whispered Pratt to his son.


“English snuff?”


Mather Byles leaned into the conversation. “Your father may have bad manners, Horace, but he has excellent taste in snuff.”


“The English know how to make it,” explained Pratt, “along with most other things.”


“You have such admiration for British craftsmanship,” said Byles, “I sometimes wonder that you weren’t a Tory.”


“Reverend, fourteen years ago, the British Crown stood between me and a fortune. Had men like me remained loyal, the British would still be here, and I’d still be poor.”


“You’d still have your left arm.”


“A small price to pay.” Pratt smiled, but he showed no pleasure. His deep-set eyes and prominent nose gave him the look of a predator, a man who never rested. Although he was only thirty-nine, his gaunt frame had already begun to bow and his hair showed considerably more gray than black.


Byles looked at the empty sleeve. “You never know when you might need two arms, Horace.”


“My son is my left arm, Reverend, stronger and more reliable than my own limb.” Pratt wrapped his right arm around the boy’s shoulders.


Byles looked at young Horace. “Does the boy enjoy being one of his father’s extremities?”


Horace didn’t notice the sarcasm. “I’m a Pratt, Reverend. One day, I’ll take my place at the head of Pratt Shipping and Mercantile. It is in my best interest to help my father in whatever way I can.”


“The warmest of filial sentiments,” said Byles.


The sound of silver tapping gently on a crystal wineglass interrupted the conversation. John Hancock was ringing for quiet.


“Watch closely,” whispered Pratt to his son. “Your lesson for today is about to begin.”


“Mr. President and gentlemen,” began Hancock, “you will forgive me for not standing, but the gout keeps me in my chair.”


“Three days ago, Hancock was strutting around like one of the Royal Welsh Fusiliers,” whispered Byles. “He has no gout.”


“The silly ass is play-acting,” said Pratt. “When the presidential entourage arrived, Hancock wouldn’t visit Washington until Washington visited him. Some foolishness about the governor being sovereign in the state and the President merely his guest. Washington would have none of it and browbeat Hancock into paying the first call. To save his pampered face, Hancock announced that he was indisposed because of the gout. He had his feet wrapped in bandages, ordered three men to carry him to his carriage, and then from his carriage into the President’s lodgings, where he visited Washington like some Catholic martyr.”


“And the charade continues,” said Byles.


“Aye. He wouldn’t visit Washington’s living quarters, but now he’s about to kiss Washington’s hindquarters.”


Hancock was reaching one of the flourishes in his speech. “It is being said, Your Excellency, that men from Massachusetts and men from Virginia led the Revolution, and together we will lead a new nation into the nineteenth century. Let it be so. From the South will come abundant food and raw materials. From the shores of New England will venture forth the bravest merchant fleet the world has ever seen. And the commerce of the nation will thrive.”


The businessmen in the hall, most of them certain that Hancock was referring to the brave fleets in which they had interest, applauded his vision. Hancock accepted the ovation as a tribute to his eloquence, nodded his thanks like a gracious monarch, and allowed the applause to last a reasonable length of time before tapping his wineglass again. “Gentlemen, thank you. Your generosity is too great.”


“It most certainly is,” squawked Pratt, and once again everyone was looking in his direction.


“Excuse me, Mr. Pratt?” Hancock did not like to be interrupted.


“I was agreeing with you, sir. Please go on.”


Hancock glared at Pratt, whose gaze never wavered, then he continued. “You were last here, Mr. President, in 1776. When you drove the British from Boston on that day in March, you also drove from our midst Tories and British sympathizers who preferred rule by a monarch to government by their peers.” Hancock sounded to Pratt as though he were trying to rouse the populace against a Royalist uprising. “Those who fled left behind homes and property which the state confiscated and sold to pay for its war effort.”


“Most commendably, I might add,” said Washington.


“Thank you, sir. However, we retained a store of Tory gold and silver, some of it in plate, some of it in unworked form. For several years, we were at odds over its best use.”


“I agree with that as well,” announced Pratt, but Hancock ignored him.


“Now, Your Excellency, as a gift from the people of Boston to the new government, as a sign of goodwill from the businessmen of Boston to the new President, this precious metal has taken form sublime. To present it, I introduce a great patriot, a master craftsman, and your fellow Freemason, Paul Revere.”


Although Pratt couldn’t stand him, Paul Revere was among the most respected men in Boston, and his peers greeted him warmly. He wore a brown broadcloth frock, tan breeches, and waistcoat. At fifty-four, he looked as solid, prosperous, and handsome as his own best work. He bowed to the President, then gestured to a servant, who wheeled a cart into the middle of the room.


“Welcome back to Boston, Mr. President.”


“It’s a pleasure I’ve long awaited, Mr. Revere.”


“It’s our pleasure, as well, sir.” Revere rarely spoke in public and spent no further time on introductions. “Now, Mr. President, it is my honor to present to you and the American people a gift which it has been my greatest honor to create.” Revere nodded to the servant, who removed the velvet cover from the cart. “The Golden Eagle Tea Set.”


For a moment, there was silence. Even Horace Taylor Pratt was dazzled. The tea set seemed to vibrate in the candlelight as though it had been touched by St. Elmo’s fire. The men of Boston were transfixed.


Revere had created thirty-one pieces of flawless silver in the Federal style: a majestic coffee urn with an ivory handle, a paneled teapot, creamer, sugar urn, wastebowl, tea tongs, serving tray, and twenty-four spoons. Expanses of shimmering silver, graceful lines, and delicate engravings offset the central decoration, America’s coat of arms. On each upright piece, a small golden eagle, talons clutching arrows and olive branch, eyes ablaze with pride, spread its wings against a background of silver.


Finally, someone whispered, “Bravo!” and the applause burst forth.


“The inscription”—Revere began to speak over the ovation—“the inscription on the urn reads ‘To President G. Washington, on the Occasion of His Visit to Boston, October 29, 1789. In Commemoration of His Victorious Siege of Boston, Ended March 17, 1776.’ We hope that this tea set will remain in the President’s House for generations to come as a reminder of our esteem for George Washington.”


Washington stood and bowed deeply. “I accept this work of art with the deepest humility and gratitude. I am honored.”


Adams rose and began a toast: “To our President and to Paul Revere…”


A single fist pounded into the table like a sledgehammer. Horace Taylor Pratt leaped to his feet, shrieking, “Seek the high ground, Mr. President! The enemy has surrounded you!”


“That man is out of order!” barked Adams.


“I will have my say!” Pratt slammed his fist on the table again.


“Be careful, Pratt. That’s how you lost the other arm,” cracked Byles.


Pratt ignored the nervous laughter that skittered across the room. “The hypocrites are praising your name, they’re fawning at your feet, and they’ll have their hand out to you in the morning!”


“Are you referring to the gentlemen of Boston, sir?” asked Washington.


“I’m referring to the men in this room, and damn few of them are gentlemen!”


Hancock jumped up like a dockhand in a tavern brawl. “Least of all yourself, Pratt!”


“A miraculous cure, Mr. Hancock?” Washington’s voice dripped bile.


Hancock remembered his bandaged feet and sat quickly. “Such words are hard to bear, Mr. President.”


“The truth always is, sir,” yelled Pratt. “You have no gout, and that tea set is no memorial to Mr. Washington.”


“This is an outrage!” boomed Henry Knox, Secretary of War.


Pratt’s hand shot toward the tea set. “That is an outrage!”


“If Mr. Pratt sees no gentlemen in the room, perhaps by example he could show us the look of one!” cried Revere.


At the sound of the silversmith’s voice, Pratt seemed to grow several inches in every direction. “You dare ask me to act like a gentleman? You see this, sir?” He began to wave his stump in the air. It was one of his favorite tricks. “I once had an arm, a hand, and fingers just like yours, but I lost them and a brother at Bunker Hill. You escaped the Revolution with nothing but a few saddle sores, yet you have the gall to ask me to act like a gentleman! When I am confronted by hypocrisy and stupidity, I do not act like a gentleman!”


“We have had enough of this rubbage!” announced Adams. He called for the guards, and three soldiers appeared at the back of the hall. Adams pointed to Pratt. “Remove this man at once.”


“There is no need to remove anyone,” said Washington.


“Mr. President, this man is speaking slander on everyone in this room,” charged Adams.


“He is speaking an opinion, sir. He has the right to be heard.” Before Adams could respond, Washington turned to Pratt. “Without undue display or unfair interruption, say your piece.”


Pratt smiled and bowed. Just as he had hoped, he had Washington’s support, and he had everyone else angry. “Thousands of dollars have been spent on that tea set, sir. Public money that might have been used to ease the burden of heavy taxes on men like me, or to help the farmers who rebelled with Colonel Shays, or to erect new buildings at Harvard College.”


Hancock slammed his hand down on the table. “Mr. President, I must interrupt—”


“We will hear the man out,” said Washington firmly.


Pratt was enjoying himself now. He glanced at young Horace, whose eyes shifted nervously from his father to the President. Pratt winked, and the boy looked again at the hem of the tablecloth. Pratt would explain it all later.


“Look around you, Mr. President,” he continued. “You see nothing but Yankee businessmen and merchants, tightfisted citizens who give nothing away without expecting something in return.”


“And in return for the tea set?” asked Washington.


Pratt took a deep breath. He was about to tap the anger of every man in the room. “They expect favors from the new government.”


“Why, that’s absurd!” announced Hancock, as he gestured for more port.


Now, Pratt ignored the Governor. “New England is the seat of American shipbuilding. The men of Boston hope their gift will put them in favor when it comes time to build warships for the new navy.”


“Mr. President,” protested Revere, “I donated my time with no ulterior motives whatsoever.”


“Certainly not,” shouted Pratt. “Your motive is clear. If the government smiles upon you, Revere and Son will make the spikes and sheathings and cast the cannon for the new frigates!”


Andrew Cabot, shipper and Revolutionary privateer, rose in anger. “Mr. President, this man makes a mockery of these proceedings.”


Pratt laughed at Cabot. “The new government may consider imposing tariffs and duties on men like you and me, unless we appeal to its head with silver tea sets.”


Two more stood to decry him, and Pratt could see the indignation rising like a spring tide.


“I am an architect,” announced Charles Bulfinch. “Am I seeking personal gain by showing my esteem for our President?”


“New York City will not be our capital forever, sir. Perhaps the President will give you the chance to deface a new city with your monstrosities.”


Elias Haskett Derby, another shipper and one of Pratt’s chief competitors, spoke out. “Mr. President, I beg hearing. Horace Taylor Pratt is not representative of the merchants of Boston.”


Others shouted their support of Derby, but Washington would not intervene. After two weeks on his inaugural tour, after two days of parades and tribute in Boston, he was finding this little controversy most amusing. He looked toward Pratt.


“I buy goods. I ship goods. I make money. Just like Mr. Derby,” said Pratt. “But I curry favor with no man.”


“Least of all the men in this room,” cracked John Adams.


“Least of all the Vice-President.” Pratt leveled his gaze on Adams and felt the anger overflow all around him.


“Dammit, Pratt!” Samuel Adams took the floor. He was the elder cousin of the Vice-President, the elder statesman of Massachusetts. “You’re a disgrace. A damnable disgrace, and I demand an apology right now.” He looked at Washington. “President’s banquet or not, no man worth his salt ought to sit here and take this!”


“Hear, hear!” Andrew Cabot turned to Samuel Adams and began to applaud. The President’s banquet erupted in ovation for Adams, in cries for Pratt’s apology. Men pounded the table and stomped their feet like Colonials confronting the British tax collector. John Adams studied the floor and waited for the noise to end, while Hancock rang so hard on his wineglass that it shattered in his lap. Through it all, Washington stood, arms folded and face impassive, as though he expected every banquet in his honor to end with such display.


In an attitude of supreme disdain, Pratt fixed his eyes on the brass chandelier above his head and put his hand on his son’s shoulder. The boy did not understand his father’s anger, but he felt the pride and defiance in his father’s grip. Instinctively, he stood.


The outcry reached its crescendo and quickly abated. Silence expanded to fill Faneuil Hall.


John Adams placed hand on hip and stood like a shopkeeper waiting for payment past due. “Your apology, sir.”


Pratt bowed to the Vice-President and then to Washington. “I apologize for nothing.”


Washington smiled. “With such temperament among the citizenry, small wonder that the Revolution started in Boston.”


“I await the President’s decision,” responded Pratt.


“Mr. Pratt,” said the President after some time, “the gentlemen in this hall, yourself included, are patriots. They would not seek favor through a silver tea set, and you insult us by suggesting that we would bestow favors for any reason. This tea set may be an extravagance, but as Mr. Adams and Mr. Hamilton have counseled, we must retain the trappings of royalty in order to establish our sovereignty in the eyes of Europe. I shall take this tea set to the President’s Residence, and I shall leave it when my term ends.”


The gentlemen of Boston applauded as delicately as maidens at a spinet recital.


“Your wish, sir.” Pratt and his son bowed graciously.


“I thank you, Mr. Pratt, for speaking your mind.” Washington smiled at both of them as they headed out of the hall.


In the doorway, Pratt pivoted back to the crowd, “Gentlemen, may I have your attention for just a few moments more. This afternoon, the Gay Head, a Pratt schooner, entered the harbor after thirty-six months at sea. She carried silks, spices, tea, and China porcelain…” He paused to savor the expressions that were already forming on the faces of his competitors. “… from Canton! At this very moment, two more Pratt ships are passing somewhere in the South Atlantic, one bound for the Orient, the other laden with China’s riches and stretching canvas for Boston. I’ve won, gentlemen. I’m the first Boston merchant to establish permanent trading relations with China. Tomorrow morning, I begin the sale of the goods on the Gay Head. Bring cash.”


Pratt rarely noticed the weather, but tonight the brisk air, laced with the smell of salt, exhilarated him. He had done all that he had intended at the President’s banquet. He looked at his son, who was beginning to shiver. He threw his cape over the boy’s shoulders and embraced him roughly. “I was proud of the way you stood beside your father.”


“Thank you.” Young Horace looked down at the sidewalk.


Pratt lifted the boy’s chin. “Let other men count cobblestones. We carry our heads high, especially when we visit one of our ships. Would you like to see the Gay Head?”


“Yes, sir,” answered the boy without enthusiasm.


“Then come along. I’m sure your mother would love a bolt of Chinese silk, and Captain Trask tells me there are gifts on board for both my sons. Playthings for Jason, an ingenious device called an abacus for you, to help you with your sums.”


He stared toward Long Wharf, but his son didn’t move.


“Why did you do it?” demanded the boy.


Pratt smiled. “It was an excellent performance, wasn’t it?”


“Performance?” The boy was shocked. “You didn’t mean all that you said?”


“Oh, I meant it. That tea set is a waste of good money, and most of those bastards are hypocrites of the first water. The only reason they gave that thing to Washington was to make him feel like a king.”


“And you insulted him for accepting it.” Horace’s tone carried equal measures of accusation and disappointment.


Pratt began to lead the boy toward the waterfront. “I had the fortitude to speak my mind. Washington will remember me long after he has forgotten the two hundred other men in that banquet hall. I made them all look like fools.”


“But you made enemies of all of them. That can’t be to your advantage.”


Pratt stopped and looked into his son’s eyes. “They were enemies to begin with, Horace. Every man is an enemy. You must always keep your enemies off balance. Never let them know what you’ll do next. Surprise them. When they think you’re leaving with your tail between your legs, turn around and tell them about the Gay Head. When they think you’re content, lash out at anything, just so they won’t know what’s in your head. And when they think you’re quiet, have yourself a damn good sneezing fit.”


The boy was beginning to understand.


“But always remember, Horace, whether you deal with president or dockhand, that every man shits, and every man is vulnerable when his breeches fall to his knees. Always keep them shitting over what you’re about to do, and you’ll always have the advantage.”


Young Horace smiled. By the time they reached the Gay Head, their laughter was echoing up and down the wharf.




CHAPTER TWO


At precisely one o’clock on a June afternoon, Peter Fallon turned his Volvo off the main road a few miles outside Marblehead and entered a world which had existed for almost a hundred and forty years. A row of elms shielded the estate from the road, and the lawn rolled to the edge of the cliff, where a house rose out of the fog like a great white clipper. A hundred feet below, the ocean crashed against the granite coast.


The house was called Searidge. Horace Taylor Pratt’s grandson had built it as a summer house in 1843, and Pratt descendants had been living there ever since.


Fallon drove slowly across the grounds. He wanted to absorb everything about the house before he drew too close and it overwhelmed him. Searidge stood three stories high, and a fresh coat of white paint made it seem even larger. Pilasters outlined the building in Neoclassical grace. Porticoes, pillars, and circular dormers effected a combination of majesty and simplicity that was a New England ideal.


Searidge had grown over the years. Two new wings, a solarium, and a tennis court had been added. But the house still seemed alive to the past. At the front step, two brass hitching posts awaited the master’s carriage. On either side of the walk, Chinese lions reclined in stone, monuments to the China trade that had brought them there. On the roof, a balustrade protected the widow’s walk, the platform where women once waited for their men to return from the sea. Empire builders and adventurers had lived at Searidge. Peter Fallon could feel their presence, and he envied them the exploits he would spend his life studying.


He had come to Searidge to examine the papers of Horace Taylor Pratt, one of the central figures in his dissertation and the founder of a corporation that was still a major issue on the New York Stock Exchange. He had been trying for months to contact Katherine Pratt Carrington, the seventy-nine-year-old descendant in whose home the papers were stored, but his phone calls and letters had been ignored. He had also written to the home office of Pratt Industries and requested permission to view the Pratt papers. He had received a polite rejection from Philip Pratt’s personal secretary.


When he was beginning to think that he would have to choose another New England shipper to fit into his study, “The Socio-Political Effects of the War of 1812 on the City of Boston,” he received a note from Katherine Pratt Carrington. It was brief and direct. Mrs. Carrington said she saw no reason to deny a Harvard man access to the papers of an illustrious alumnus. She specified an exact time and date. She told him how long he could stay and what papers he could study. And she said that if he were not punctual, he need not visit.


Fallon had not found the note unusual. He assumed that Katherine Pratt Carrington was another Yankee dowager, which meant she was born to money she never spent from ancestors she never forgot. She was probably slender, wore little makeup, and dressed in clothes that might be expensive but were always sensible. She had informed opinions about everything. And she rarely allowed anyone to enter her world before careful inspection. Fallon had passed and he was happy to see the Pratt papers under any circumstances. The more he knew about Pratt, the more quickly he could finish his dissertation.


The door opened before Fallon took his finger from the bell.


“Yes?” The maid peered out.


Fallon sensed her suspicion. He understood it. He had black hair, heavy brows, and the sort of rawboned Irish face that seems to be frowning when it isn’t smiling. He knew that before he spoke, he usually made an unsettling first impression. He straightened his tie and politely introduced himself.


“I’m sorry. Mrs. Carrington is not feeling well, and she can’t have visitors.” The words sounded rehearsed, and the door slammed in Fallon’s face.


He rang the bell again. The door opened, and the maid filled the doorway.


“Mrs. Carrington specified one P.M. You must be mistaken,” he said.


“Mrs. Carrington does not visit with strangers. Please leave, or I shall call the police.” She spoke with an English accent that disguised her midwestern origins. She tried to slam the door once more, but something stopped her. Fallon saw the end of a cane protruding from behind the door.


“With whom are you talking, Bette?” The voice was an old woman’s.


“Mrs. Carrington, please take your cane out of the door.”


She was seventy-nine years old, white hair, a grandmother’s face, and a cameo on her blouse. Fallon wondered why she seemed so much younger. He decided it was her posture. She stood like a woman half her age. The cane was obviously an ornament.


“The young man from Harvard.”


Fallon tugged at his tie again and smiled.


“Open the door, Bette.”


“Mrs. Carrington…”


“I said open the door!” Her voice turned shrill, and she punctuated her command by driving her cane into the floor.


“I have my orders,” said the maid.


“You have my orders!” Mrs. Carrington pulled the door open. “Come in, young man.”


Fallon didn’t know what he was stepping into, but he didn’t hesitate. Mrs. Carrington closed the door behind him, then turned to the maid.


“You may go about your business, Mrs. Harrison.”


“I shall contact Mr. Harrison immediately.” The maid turned and disappeared down the narrow hallway that led to the kitchen.


Mrs. Carrington laughed, a self-satisfied grunt. “She can’t get in touch with him. He drove my daughter into Boston to the theater, and then, I presume, headed for some local pub. I usually go with her, but I decided to stay so that you could see the old boy’s papers.”


She spoke of Pratt with such familiarity that Fallon had to remind himself Pratt had been dead for over a hundred and fifty years.


Katherine Pratt Carrington took Fallon by the arm and led him into the sitting room. Part of the original house, it had enormous windows adn twelve-foot ceilings, but the Queen Anne furniture, the fire, and the sound of classical music made it seem inviting.


“I hope you like Mozart, Mr. Fallon. I’m tackling one of his few concerti for single piano this week.” She nodded toward the baby grand beneath the window. “And right now, I’m letting Arthur Rubinstein give me a few pointers.”


Fallon saw the Philco radio-phonograph in the corner. The case was mahogany. The record was spinning at seventy-eight rpms.


“You don’t see record players like that too often,” he said.


“Forty years old,” she announced proudly. “We heard the news of Pearl Harbor right out of that speaker. My husband and I were sitting here reading the Sunday Times.


The children were outside, playing. When the bulletin ended, Henry looked me in the eye and said, ‘Now, by George, we’ll find out if this country has any character left after nine years of Roosevelt.’ Then he telephoned the War Department and tried to get his old commission back.”


She sat in the chair by the fireplace. A book of music was open on the arm of the chair. “I’ve been following along with Arthur,” she said, placing the book aside. “My daughter keeps telling me I should get a stereo machine, but some of the best performances I own are on old seventy-eights, and I don’t see any reason why I should get rid of my faithful Philco just to fit contemporary trends.”


The classic attitude for the Yankee lady, thought Fallon. “Do you play often?”


“It’s one of the few joys left for an old widow of seventy-eight.” She spoke without the self-pity Fallon would have expected, and he liked her for it.


He noticed on the mantel above her head a photograph. The hairstyles and clothes dated it in the mid-1930s. It showed a family—husband and wife, son and daughter—in the stern of a sailboat. The boy was about eight years old, and he held the tiller as though he’d been born to it. His father watched him with pride. His sister, about five, nestled in her mother’s arms and gazed admiringly at the men. The mother, Katherine Pratt Carrington, looked straight at the camera. She had been a beautiful woman.


“Now, Mr. Fallon, please sit down and tell me all about your work.”


He perched on the edge of the sofa and glanced unconsciously at his watch.


“Don’t worry. You’ll have plenty of time in the attic,” she said. “But first, spend a few minutes with an old lady. I see very few new faces anymore. Perhaps if Pratt Industries stock hadn’t started to fall, my daughter and my nephews might not keep me so tightly circumscribed.”


“I don’t understand the connection.”


“I have a few theories, but I shan’t trouble you with them.” She rang a bell, and the maid appeared in the doorway. “Bring us tea and cookies, dear.” Mrs. Carrington spoke with the perfect mixture of condescension and annoyance. The maid turned away, and Mrs. Carrington lowered her voice. “At least I can handle her.” As though there were others more difficult.


Fallon wondered if her battle with senility had begun. In the next half hour, she dispelled such thoughts. She talked almost obsessively, as though she had spoken with no one in months, but her conversation was bright and witty. She talked about the Pratts, the War of 1812, the China trade, and she seemed especially interested in Fallon’s work. He realized that she had allowed him into the house because she was lonely.


“After you’ve gotten your doctorate at Harvard, what will you do?”


“I’m considering offers from two university history departments.” He didn’t tell her he wasn’t going to accept either position.


“I admire you, young man. It takes a great deal of courage to be a scholar, but it is the scholar who tells us about ourselves.”


Fallon hated being called a scholar. He smelled dry rot whenever he heard the word. He smiled and tugged at his tie again.


She sensed his discomfort and changed the subject. “I also admire your neckwear. Its pattern is the Eliot family coat of arms, is it not?”


“When I was an undergraduate, I lived in Eliot House.”


“So did my son. He graduated magna cum laude in government, class of ’49.”


“Does he work for Pratt Industries?”


“No. My son had a wonderful future, but his life was cut short when he was twenty-six.” Her eyes drifted toward the picture on the mantelpiece. Then she stood abruptly. She was not the sort to dwell on memories, happy or otherwise.


“Let’s go upstairs and see what Horace Taylor Pratt can tell us about Boston in 1814.”


She led Fallon up the stairs. On the first landing, Horace Taylor Pratt, painted by John Singleton Copley, stared into the entrance hall. The eyes were dark, the face long and ghostly pale. In front of Pratt, a map of China was spread on a table, and in his hand he gripped a walking stick as though it were a club with which to beat Canton into submission. He seemed to be frowning, but Fallon sensed that it was his natural expression.


“The patriarch himself,” said Mrs. Carrington. “He certainly looks like a sullen old bird, doesn’t he?”


As they walked past the bedrooms on the second floor, Fallon glimpsed mahogany and oak, four-posters and wardrobes, and nothing less than fifty years old. At the end of the hallway, he saw an exquisite Chinese chest of lacquered wood and mother-of-pearl inlay. Above the box was the portrait of another Pratt, painted in the mid-nineteenth century.


“That’s Artemus Pratt I, my great-grandfather,” explained Mrs. Carrington. “He built Searidge and secured the fortune.”


Fallon was beginning to feel as though he were touring a very small, exclusive museum.


At the top of the stairs on the third floor, a Governor Winthrop desk covered the entrance to the attic. Fallon moved the desk aside, Mrs. Carrington opened the wall panel, and they climbed eight more steps. The attic smelled of mothballs and dust, and it overflowed with clothes, furniture, books, mementoes from World’s Fairs and Harvard football games, and garment bags containing uniforms from most of America’s wars. A saber of Civil War vintage hung from one of the rafters, and scattered through the piles of junk were metal boxes and filing cabinets filled, Fallon imagined, with the family papers. On one box, a label read “Artemus Pratt’s correspondence,” and another, “The Diaries of Abigail Pratt Bentley.”


Fallon heard a small motor begin to hum somewhere in the room.


“The dehumidifier,” explained Mrs. Carrington. “It helps to protect things up here. I have occasionally considered donating all this to the Harvard libraries. I’m told that the Pratt papers and portrait would make an excellent tax write-off, but I prefer to keep them here, at least until I die. Moreover, the rest of the family is very protective of our past.” She laughed. “As though people long dead can rise up and smite us if we don’t watch over their privacy.”


“Have other historians examined these papers?” Fallon was hoping he was the first.


“There have been a few over the years. Samuel Eliot Morison examined a good deal of the Pratt material for his Maritime History of Massachusetts.”


“That was published in the twenties.”


“Good Lord, has it been that long? Searidge was still a summer house in the twenties. Henry and I moved up here permanently in 1934. The Depression was making the city such an unsavory place for raising children.”


“Was Morison the last one?”


Mrs. Carrington thought for a moment. “We’ve certainly been bothered often enough. You know, news reporters looking to fill Sunday supplements, snoops of all sorts. But only people with serious intent have seen these papers, and no one outside the family in the last thirty years.”


“I’m honored.” Fallon was not above flattery.


“Now, then, you may look only at the papers of Horace Taylor Pratt—his logs, his letters, his ledgers.


“I think you’ll find them all in excellent condition.” She opened a great steamer trunk in the middle of the room and took out several metal boxes, each of them labeled and indexed. “My grandson Christopher has been cataloguing everything we have. It’s a hobby of his.”


Fallon opened one of the boxes. Inside, he found piles of correspondence, much of it crumbling to dust, and a package of desiccant keeping the dust dry.


“It is now two-fifteen,” said Mrs. Carrington. “Mr. Harrison and my daughter will be returning at five-fifteen. I want you gone well before then. And remember, you may examine only what I have set out before you.”


Mrs. Carrington went downstairs. Fallon dragged the boxes over to a dormer, where the light was better, and he sat down. He no longer enjoyed the routine research his work required, but when he read old letters, Fallon felt a sort of prurient excitement, as though he were eavesdropping on a private conversation. With the Mozart piano concerto, played by Katherine Pratt Carrington, floating up the stairs and the fog pressing against the window, he began.


For the next two hours, he immersed himself in the letters of Horace Taylor Pratt, which had been collected from his correspondents after his death and preserved for his descendants. In most of his letters, Pratt discussed business and little else. The movement of goods, the speed of his ships, the activities of his competitors and his government were his primary concerns. But one packet of letters contained something more.


From 1802 to 1807, Pratt’s older son, Horace, had been in China as the chief foreign officer for Pratt Shipping and Mercantile. Letters of father and son had been filed together, and they revealed men of strikingly similar dimension. The Pratts discussed business, but they also wrote regularly of their hopes for their family and the future of the company.


“Young Horace III is now eight years old,” wrote Horace II from Canton in 1807, “and we are building him a bright future indeed. I see limitless potential for Pratt Shipping and Mercantile, both here in China and around the globe. Every penny we make is helping us to grow stronger and making our future secure. From what you told me in your last letter, however, it seems that President Jefferson may present problems. An embargo on European trade would certainly be a severe blow to us all. I’m sure most American shippers would rather trade with everyone and take their chances with the British and French than rot in port until Napoleon is defeated. We must hope this President keeps his head. In any event, I feel that it is time for me to return to Boston. I have done and learned all that I can here. I know that I can now be of service to you at home, especially if we must contend with an embargo.”


Six months later, Pratt received his son’s letter and answered it immediately. “I agree, Horace, that it is time for you to return to my right hand. You have been too long away from us, but you have done us proud. I am sending Anson Dabney, a trusted Boston assistant, out to replace you. If you are not already at sea and running for Boston, take the next ship. But bring no goods. The bastard Jefferson has closed American ports to all foreign trade. He thinks he can make the British and French leave us alone by hiding from them both like a frightened schoolboy. I say we take sides with England—they rule the seas, after all—and fight against France, if we must. ’Twould be better than cowering in our boots.


“As for Horace III, I cannot wait to see him. I hope that you have been raising him the way I raised you—to fear nothing but the Lord, to believe in himself and his family, and to prepare himself for the mantle of leadership that he will inherit from you, just as you will inherit it from me.


“On your return voyage, instruct him to study the activities of the shipmaster (probably Chapman, if you return on the Pemberton), who tries to anticipate the changes in the wind and set his canvas accordingly. It’s a good way to live one’s life and keep a full league ahead of the competition.”


Peter Fallon was fascinated. He took notes as quickly as he read. Statistics in a cargo muster might illuminate the nature of Pratt’s trade, but in this letter he was revealing the motivations behind it.


“Impress upon your son that he will be engaged in a holy war, that by extending the arm of New England business to the heathen places on this earth, he is spreading the Word of the Lord. He must be forever vigilant, forever seeking new ways to use the gifts that the Lord has helped us to wrest from the sea.”


Pratt had been raised in the Calvinist tradition that encouraged the merchant and viewed commerce as the most noble profession. Fallon wondered how many nineteenth-century fortunes were built on God’s will before Social Darwinism offered a more scientific justification for the pursuit of wealth. But he knew that with Calvin behind them, the Pratts had contributed mightily to the economic growth of New England.


At four o’clock, Fallon heard an automobile pull up in the driveway below. Through the window, he watched a young woman with blond hair climb out of a sports car and run into the house. She was too young to be Mrs. Carrington’s daughter, and the fog was now too thick for Fallon to notice her beauty. He returned to his work.


The final letter in the China envelope came from Captain Richard Chapman of the Pemberton, a Pratt ship. It was dated April 23, 1808.


“Mr. Pratt, I have sent this letter ahead on a faster ship because I believe it better that you know now the fate of your son. Moreover, I could not bear to tell you myself, and this letter provides me a coward’s escape. The Pemberton is now put in at Rio Gallegos, on the Argentine coast, for repairs. The foretop and a good deal of rigging were carried away in a heavy blow off Cape Horn. We were running—nay, flying—before the wind on our easterly passage when a heavy squall struck from the north. Such winds are rare in these latitudes, and we were caught without adequate preparation.”


Peter Fallon read very slowly. He imagined Pratt’s terror growing with every word.


“I commanded my men aloft to reef mains’ls and tops’ls. As they were ascending, we were taken broadside by a wave that suddenly towered over us. We lost three seamen and, I regret to say, your son Horace, who had come on deck to observe the operation. In such heavy seas, we had no hope of finding him, though we did swing into the wind and make search. It was then my terrible duty to go below decks and inform his wife and son that Horace Pratt II was lost.


“I know, sir, that no words of consolation shall ease your pain upon reading this letter, so none shall be given.”


After his son’s death, Horace Pratt wrote to no one for months. Fallon surmised that he was in mourning. When he began to correspond again, Pratt dictated his letters, as though he no longer had anything personal to say. His tone again became terse and businesslike, and now, it masked his pain. Only occasionally did he reveal his bitterness in an outburst against the policies of Jefferson and his successor, James Madison.


As Fallon neared the end of the correspondence, he realized he had only an hour left before Mrs. Carrington’s daughter would come home. He decided to turn from the letters to the ledger books, cargo musters, and logs. Through them, he hoped to trace the changes in the nature and quantity of Pratt trade—the beginnings in 1780, the China success in 1789, the recession of 1808 caused by Jefferson’s embargo, and the grim years from 1812 to 1815.


The record for the third quarter of 1814 filled only five pages in its ledger. Four Pratt ships sailed from Boston and one returned. The others, Pratt assumed, were taken by the British. It was Pratt’s worst quarter. Fallon flipped through the crumbling pages. He didn’t think anybody had looked beyond page five in a hundred and fifty years, because the pages were blank. But toward the back of the book, Fallon noticed an envelope jammed between the end-leaves.


It almost fell apart in his hands as he read the address.






By Presidential Courier


To Horace Taylor Pratt


Pratt Shipping and Mercantile


3 Merchants Row, Boston








Fallon turned the envelope over. President Madison’s signature was written across the flap, and the outline of the American eagle was still visible in the wax seal. The words “The President’s Mansion” were embossed on the letter-head, and it was dated August 24, 1814, the day the British burned the Capitol and the White House. Fallon noticed that one edge of the paper was blackened as though it had been burned, as well.






To HTP,


The British are taking the city. Our chance is here. The Eagle will arrive at the mouth of the Easterly Channell, Gravelly Point, on the night tide, ten to fifteen days hence. Make arrangements.


DL








Fallon read the note again. He had learned to categorize his research in three groups: the discovery which proved a theory and produced immediate satisfaction; the finding which fit with others to form a pattern he could analyze; the total surprise, which turned his theories inside out and caused him to stop right where he was. This note fell into the last category. He didn’t know what “DL” or “the Eagle” meant, and he didn’t know where Gravelly Point was, but he realized that he had stumbled onto something very unusual. Somebody in the White House had been acting as a Pratt agent, and whatever they were doing, it didn’t sound like official business, despite the President’s signature.


He studied the note for a time. Then, impulsively, he stuffed it into his pocket and began to sift for other references to “DL” and “the Eagle.”


“Excuse me, sir.” The voice was very soft, but it startled Fallon only slightly less than the sight of the speaker.


Geoffrey Harrison stood six feet five and weighed well over two hundred pounds. He slicked his hair flat, and his round face seemed to engulf his features. From Fallon’s position on the floor, he looked like an enormous China doll.


“I must ask you to leave immediately.” He spoke politely with an English accent that was authentic. “The family does not appreciate intrusions.”


With DL’s note in his sportcoat pocket and Harrison behind him, Fallon left the attic and went downstairs. He stopped briefly outside Mrs. Carrington’s sitting room. He did not go in. Mrs. Carrington sat at the piano bench while a middle-aged woman berated her for allowing strange visitors into the house.


“Damn, Isabelle,” Mrs. Carrington interrupted. “I’m sick of secrecy. He’s a young Harvard student with good intentions.”


“Mother, it is not good policy to allow people to go poking through our papers. Especially now.”


“I don’t understand any of this, Aunt Isabelle,” said the young woman from the sports car. “Grandmother’s been running this house for forty-five years. She doesn’t need you to be telling her how to run it now.”


“Thank you, dear,” said Mrs. Carrington.


“Please, sir,” Harrison’s voice nudged Fallon gently in the small of the back. The door was closed behind him.


As he walked toward his car, Fallon heard angry voices and slamming doors. The young woman burst out of the house and hurried past him. She was tall and slender and loped along like a jogger.


“I’m sorry if I caused any trouble,” he said.


She didn’t look at him. She jumped into her car and started the engine.


He approached the car. “I said, I’m sorry.”


Still, she didn’t look at him.


“I haven’t been treated like this since I asked Eleanor Emerson for a date in my freshman year,” said Fallon.


She smiled at him, but she wasn’t happy. “I’m sure you’re a nice guy, but I’m in no mood to talk right now. You’ve caused my grandmother a great deal of annoyance.”


“That’s not what you were saying in there.”


She glared at him. “I’m trying to be nice to you. Don’t spoil it.”


“Sorry, but I’m a little confused.”


“So am I. Every time I…” She paused. She didn’t confide in strangers and didn’t want to seem too friendly. “You’re some kind of professional student, aren’t you?”


It was Fallon’s turn to be annoyed. Even a scholar was better than a professional student. “I’m a historian.”


“Well, whatever you are, my brother may be able to help you. He’s been all through the papers in the attic, and he knows everything about the family history. You can contact him by calling the law office of Pratt, Pratt, and Carrington.”


“Thank you. What’s his name?”


“Christopher Carrington.”


“What’s yours?”


“Is that important?”


Fallon smiled. “You really are like Eleanor Emerson.” Her short blond hair and rather prominent jaw reminded him of a number of girls he’d known, most of them from Wellesley College.


“Evangeline.” She threw the car in gear and drove off.


It was getting chilly. Fallon turned up his collar and looked once more at the house. Harrison was watching him from the sitting-room window. He smiled and waved. It had been a very strange visit.


Philip Pratt, president and chairman of the board of Pratt Industries, sipped his gin and tonic and watched a pair of young breasts glide past. He loved California. He had considered opening a West Coast office many times, but beyond a large and unprofitable chunk of American Center Films stock, the purchase engineered by Pratt himself, the corporation had little business in California. So Pratt contented himself with an occasional trip to Hollywood, where he visited the lot, lunched with young actresses, read scripts, and lounged by the pool of the Beverly Hills Hotel.


This trip, however, he was traveling under an alias.


The girl was about twenty, and she had been strolling around the pool for half an hour. Pratt was forty-eight with mostly gray hair, but in swim trunks he looked thirty. He could no longer resist. As the girl walked by, he smiled.


“Mr. Pratt, I suggest you save your energy.” Bennett Soames, Pratt’s personal secretary, sat beside him and sipped club soda. He was wearing a blue pinstripe suit and a wide-brimmed straw hat to keep the sun off his face.


“You underestimate me, Mr. Soames.”


“Remember that you have an appointment in half an hour.” Soames sounded like a schoolmaster.


Pratt smiled and called for another gin and tonic. He rarely disagreed with his personal secretary and never made a move before consulting him. Bennett Soames believed in order and efficiency. Pratt knew that without Soames to keep his schedules, smooth his way, and remind him of his priorities, his world would collapse.


A porter brought a white telephone to Pratt’s side. “Call for you, sir.”


Pratt took the receiver. “Weatherman here.”


“Mr. Weatherman? This is Sally Korbel. I’m in the lobby.” Her voice was warm, seductive.


“I’ll be there in a moment.” He hung up. “She’s here.”


“May I make a suggestion?” asked Soames.


“By all means.”


Soames was rankled by the condescension in Pratt’s voice, but he let it pass, as always. “Business first.”


“Would you like to come along to supervise?”


Soames said nothing. He did not allow himself to show anger. Although he was not perspiring, he removed his rimless glasses and wiped his face.


“That’s good. It’s a one-man job, anyway.” Pratt clapped Soames on the shoulder and left him in the sun.


Pratt’s room overlooked the pool and was filled with sunlight that reflected off the water. He stood by the window so that Sally Korbel would be forced to look into the glare. He studied her silently and liked what he saw. She was tall and full-breasted, with brown hair cut very short and a deep tan. If her face had a flaw, it was the stingy mouth, which seemed out of proportion with the rest of her features.


“I like to get business out of the way first, Mr. Weatherman.”


“An excellent philosophy.”


“You know my price?”


Pratt took four hundred-dollar bills from his wallet and held them out. She hesitated.


“I’m a big tipper,” he said. “I want this to be a pleasant afternoon.”


She took the money and stuffed it into her purse. “For four hundred, I can guarantee it.”


“Excellent.” Pratt took off his trunks.


“Very nice,” she purred. She knew how to please her clients. Her wraparound skirt fell away easily, then she unsnapped her halter top. She was wearing nothing else. She took a few steps toward Pratt and placed her hands on her hips.


“Before I go any further, is there anything special you’d like?” She sounded to Pratt as though she really liked him. She was a professional.


“A poem,” he said.


Her voice grew cold. “What kind of poem?”


“Actually, just a few lines.”


She spoke evenly but firmly. “If you want me to read nursery rhymes and play Mother Goose, take your four hundred back and find another girl.”


He approached her and put his arms around her. “I want nothing of the sort. Let’s forget I said it.”


She relaxed.


An hour later, Pratt ran his finger down her spine and into the cleft between her buttocks. She shivered and moved her body toward him.


“Now about that poetry,” he said.


She rolled over and sat up. “I’ll do it if it’s not too freaky. You’re a nice guy and all, but I don’t like freaky scenes.”


“My dear, I rarely pay for the services you render and did not request you for professional reasons. Although”—Pratt prided himself on his charm—“it was a pleasure doing business with you. I asked for you specifically because I collect poems, and I think you may have one that I’m interested in.”


“Well, I’m not interested.” She jumped out of bed and began to dress. “If you want poems, go to a library.”


Pratt slipped into a pair of beige slacks and a striped St. Laurent shirt. “I’ll explain on the way.”


“To where?”


“Your place.”


“We’re not going to my place.”


Pratt opened his wallet and took out a wad of bills. “There are ten one-hundred-dollar bills in my hand,” he said. “They’re yours. You pay no taxes on them, nor does your madam take a commission. All you need to do is take me to your house and help me find what I’m looking for.”


The money softened her. “Before we go anywhere, you tell me what we’re looking for.”


“Have you ever heard of John Milton?”


She thought for a moment. “Wasn’t he with the Morris Agency?”


Pratt smiled. He was hoping she’d be ignorant, but this was extraordinary. “He’s a poet. About eighty years ago, an old woman up in Monterey embroidered a series of samplers with quotes from his poems. I’ve collected several of them. I need one more to complete the set. It’s a gift for my wife.” Pratt wasn’t married. “She collects samplers.”


“What makes you think I have this thing?”


“Well, if my research is correct, the old lady was your great-grandmother.”


Sally Korbel recalled that her mother had given her two boxes of family junk just before she died. Sally had never looked through them. “I think I know what you’re looking for,” she lied. “But I want payment in advance, and no refunds if it’s not there.”


Pratt offered her five hundred. She took it.


The stucco apartment building spread like pink mold across the Santa Monica neighborhood. “Twenty units, one-two bedrooms, no vacancy.” Pratt read the sign with great interest. California real estate was an excellent investment.


Sally Korbel’s apartment was three rooms with white walls, green carpeting, and a view of someone else’s bedroom windows.


“A high-priced professional like you should be living in Malibu,” said Pratt.


“I pay three-fifty for this place, and that’s cheap if you want to live three blocks from the beach.”


She slid back the ceiling panel above her bed and took down two boxes. Pratt tried to seem relaxed as they dug through photographs, news clippings, and envelopes stuffed with old letters. In the bottom of the second box, they found it. The frame was scratched and the glass was caked with dust, but a quotation from Milton was woven into the cloth in brown and red threads.


Pratt read it to himself. “So he with difficulty and labor hard/Mov’d on… /Sin and Death amain/Following his track, such was the will of Heav’n,/Pav’d after him a broad and beat’n way/Over the dark Abyss, whose boiling Gulf/Tamely endur’d a Bridge of wondrous length/From Hell continu’d reaching th’utmost Orb/Of this frail World; by which the Spirits perverse/With easy intercourse pass to and fro/To tempt or punish mortals, except whom/God and good Angels guard by special grace.”


“Exquisite,” whispered Pratt.


“That’s it?” Sally Korbel was amazed. “No shit?”


“None whatsoever.”


She grabbed the sampler. “You’d better come up with fifteen hundred if you want it, mister. If you can pay a thousand for this, you can pay two.”


Pratt had been expecting that. He haggled with her and eventually paid another thousand dollars for the sampler. He didn’t tell her that he would have paid fifty if she’d held out for it.


“I hope your wife likes it, Mr. Weatherman.”


“Nothing could make her happier.”


Mr. Soames was waiting when Pratt returned to the suite.


“Book the next flight, Bennett.”


“You were successful?”


Pratt flipped the sampler to Soames, who read the lines and smiled.


Sally Korbel felt great. In three hours, she had made nearly two thousand dollars and spread her legs just once. She poured a vodka on the rocks and studied her appointment book. She had three more tricks, regulars, before eleven. Wednesday was her busy day. She wanted to cancel them and spend the rest of the night with her girlfriend Maria. But good call girls never turn down the regulars who tip well. She showered and went back to work.


That night, she cleared three hundred dollars. At eleven o’clock, she returned to her apartment with a bottle of champagne under her arm and an ounce of cocaine in her purse. She hoped that Maria would be awake when she called. She let herself into the apartment and fumbled for the light switch. She never found it.


The door slammed behind her and something slammed her against the wall. She dropped the champagne, but the bottle didn’t break. She smelled perfume and wondered what kind of freak wore Shalimar when he robbed a working girl. Then a silk stocking closed around her neck, and she knew it was one of her own. She sprinkled them with perfume every week.


She tried to scream, but the sound was caught. She reached for the letter opener. Too far. She elbowed the body in the ribs. She tried to kick free. The silk was drawn tight around her throat. She heard something pop. The champagne blew its cork across the room.


Thirty thousand feet over Nevada, Philip Pratt sipped Scotch and read Business Week as American Flight 5 streaked to Boston.


It was closing time in the Sixpence, a basement bar with low ceilings, cramped tables, and countless violations of the fire code. The Sixpence was a favorite spot with Harvard people, and Fallon had been drinking there since his freshman year.


He sat at the end of the bar while Hank Miller, owner and bartender, served the last call. He opened DL’s letter and placed it in front of him. He had been thinking about it all night. It was puzzling, cryptic, completely unlike Pratt’s usual correspondence. He wanted to investigate the letter, and he wanted to learn something more about the contemporary Pratts, who seemed so secretive. After a few sips of beer, he told himself that he had no right to invade other people’s privacy and the letter probably meant nothing. Its references—DL, the Eagle, Gravelly Point—might even be explained in his high-school text. Moreover, he imagined that Pratt would have been more careful about burning the letter, had it contained anything incriminating.


Fallon folded the letter, put it in his pocket, and finished his beer. For a while, he stared into the bottom of the glass and tried not to think. Then he took out the letter and opened it again.


“You been lookin’ at that thing all night, Peter. What the hell is it?” asked Miller.


“A puzzle.”


“You want another beer?”


Fallon nodded and began to study the letter. It was a distraction he didn’t need. He was trying to finish his dissertation by the end of September. Then, armed with a Harvard B.A. and a Ph.D. in history, he would hit the streets. He had applied for teaching positions at sixty-five university history departments. There were twelve openings, and he had received two offers: one from an agricultural school in Minnesota, the other from a Fundamentalist college that boasted of its basketball team and banned alcohol, dancing, and unmarried sex for anyone connected with the institution. And no one had offered him tenure. After three years in history, he was telling himself that he should have gone to law school.


He decided he needed a bender, a full-scale drunk to clear his head and keep him writing until the dissertation was done. He folded the note and put it in his pocket. He resolved that he would not look at it again.


“Hey, Hank, bring me a Jameson’s first, then the beer.”


“You sure?” asked the bartender.


Fallon nodded.


“I guess it must be early June, then.” Miller poured the Irish whiskey. “You know how I can tell?”


“How?” Fallon downed the shot.


“You order a boilermaker the first week of every other month. I can set my watch to it. These things’ll kill you.”


“Occasionally I need some lubrication.” Fallon gulped the beer and left. After six beers and a shot, he was beginning to feel numb. He would know he’d had enough when he stopped thinking about the Pratts, “the Eagle,” and “DL.”





CHAPTER THREE



August 1814


Dexter Lovell found the First Lady in the northeast bedroom. Although the door was open, he knocked softly.


“Come in, Dexter.” Dolley Madison stood by an open window and studied the horizon through a spyglass.


“The dinner is ready, ma’am, and I’ve set out iced ale and Madeira, should you want a dram to ward off the heat.” He was a rangy figure with high cheekbones and gray hair that he tied, in the Revolutionary style, at the collar. Although he wore a white livery and knee breeches, he looked more like a seaman than a servant, and he spoke with a Cockney accent.


“I’ll await the President, Dexter. We may be stifling, but it’s a good deal hotter wherever he is at the moment.”


The sound of artillery fire rolled across Washington like distant thunder. Mrs. Madison shuddered and turned again to the window. In four days, thought Lovell, she had grown old. A large woman in her mid-forties, she wore a shapeless cotton dress that emphasized her bulk, and the lines in her face had deepened with worry.


“We’re losing, aren’t we, ma’am?”


She handed him the glass. “See for yourself.”


Six miles away, in a hamlet called Bladensburg, two thousand British regulars were routing an American force three times their size. From the windows of the President’s Mansion, Lovell saw the smoke and dust that hung above the battle like heat haze, and he heard the faint sounds of rifle fire carried on the breeze.


On the other side of Washington, across the mud and swamps and impassable thickets that separated the President’s Mansion from the rest of the city, he saw the American Militia straggling back from Bladensburg. Their return had incited a panic. The citizens of Washington had packed what they could carry onto wagons and carts, and they were pouring by the hundreds up Pennsylvania Avenue, past the Mansion, and off into the safety of the Virginia countryside.


“They look like the Jews fleeing Egypt,” said Lovell.


“The Jews wanted to leave.”


A rider galloped up the drive. It was Jim Smith, President Madison’s freedman, waving wildly and hollering to Mrs. Madison.


“Men bringing good news don’t ride like that, ma’am,” said Lovell.


“We’ve lost! The President says clear out! Clear out!” Smith bellowed.


“I’ll have that Madeira now, Dexter, then I think we should start packing.” Dolley Madison left Lovell by the window and went downstairs.


Lovell stared at the caravan streaming past and at the turbulent sky above Bladensburg. His moment had arrived.


He took an envelope from Mrs. Madison’s desk. It carried the words “By Presidential Courier” on the front and Madison’s signature on the flap. The President had signed several envelopes and left them with his wife, so that she might communicate efficiently while he was with the troops.


Lovell addressed the letter to Horace Taylor Pratt, his old friend in Boston.






To HTP,


The British are taking the city. Our chance is here. The Eagle will arrive at the mouth of the Easterly Channell, Gravelly Point, on the night tide, ten to fifteen days hence. Make arrangements.








He signed his initials in flowing script and folded the letter, sealing it with a drop of hot wax and the President’s stamp.


Downstairs, Dolley Madison was directing the evacuation. Her sister and brother-in-law loaded a wagon with china, silverware, and books. Mrs. Madison and Charles Carrol, a family friend, stripped the Oval Room of its red velvet draperies. Jacob Barker and Robert de Peyster, businessmen from New York, loaded the President’s papers. In the dining room, Jean Sioussa, the President’s doorkeeper, and household gardener Tom Magraw struggled to remove the Gilbert Stuart portrait of Washington, which was screwed to the wall and would not come loose.


Descending the staircase, Lovell spied John Peel, one of the President’s couriers, leaving in the confusion. Lovell followed him into the sunshine. “Mrs. Madison told me to give this to you. See that it gets to Baltimore as quick as possible.”


Peel noted the President’s signature on the envelope and stuffed it into his pouch. By coast, the trip to Boston took eleven days. Through the network of military couriers set up during the war, a letter might reach Boston in four. John mounted and galloped off through the traffic pouring up Pennsylvania Avenue. From Baltimore, another courier would take the dispatch to a military outpost in Wilmington, Delaware, then on to Philadelphia and up the chain to Boston.


Lovell returned to the foyer and saw Jean Sioussa rushing toward the dining room with an ax. Known as French John, Sioussa was a stocky man with a cheerful disposition and a bald head that made him look like a monk. He was in charge of the President’s household staff, and he stopped when he noticed Lovell.


“Have you loaded the plate?” he asked in a thick French accent.


“Not yet.”


“Then hurry up. Mrs. Madison will not leave until everything we can carry is on the road, and I want her out of here in twenty minutes.”


“We need that ax, French John!” Dolley Madison shouted from the dining room, and Sioussa hurried off to her aid.


Lovell grabbed Thomas Jefferson Grew, a Jamaican freedman who worked on the grounds. He gave Grew the keys to the cabinet in the small dining room and instructed him to begin packing the silver and gold plate.


“You leavin’ dis job all to me?” asked Grew, aware of the responsibility the white man was giving him.


“I’ll be along to ’elp you in a minute.”


Grew smiled. “Ain’t no white man gonna give Jeff Grew the keys to the gold and say ‘Do it yourself.’ No, sir. Well, Dexter Lovell, you be along in a minute. I be here.”


Lovell wanted to crack the nigger across the face. Grew was the most arrogant freedman he had ever met, but there was no time now to teach him his place. “Get your arse to work, or we’ll leave you ’ere for the British.”


Grew continued to smile. “I like the British, Dexter Lovell. Talk too much about ’em, I be wantin’ to stay.”


Lovell turned and headed for the dining room, where French John was swinging the ax at the frame around Washington’s portrait. Mrs. Madison quivered with every blow.


“Hurry up, John,” said Magraw, who could smell the British a few miles away.


“Take as much time as you need,” said Dolley Madison. “I’m too old to be raped, and the British are too civilized to set a woman on fire.”


“I’m not too sure about that, Madame,” said Sioussa.


Lovell tried to approach the group very quietly. The Golden Eagle Tea Set was displayed on a cart beneath Washington’s portrait, and it had been rolled aside to give Sioussa room to work. Lovell hoped to remove it without attracting attention.


“Dexter,” cried Dolley Madison before he was halfway across the room. “We mustn’t forget Paul Revere in our haste to save Gilbert Stuart.” She grabbed the cart and pushed it toward him. “Take good care of this.”


“Mrs. Madison!” screamed French John, “We’ve done it!”


Dolley Madison turned again to the painting. “Treat it like a child.”


Still in its wooden stretcher, the canvas slid free from the frame as Lovell wheeled the tea set out of the room. He put it on the dumbwaiter in the hallway and sent it downstairs. The kitchen was deserted. A pot of stew bubbled on the stove and coffee was brewing for the President’s return, but all the servants were loading wagons or fleeing to Virginia. Lovell rolled the cart into a broom closet and locked it with the master key.


Then, he pulled two heavy strongboxes from the storage room. Inside one box, two thicknesses of oak and another of copper protected the velvet compartments which would hold the tea set. The other box had no lining, but was of similar size and shape. Lovell filled the unlined box with pewter utensils and the few silver pieces he found in the kitchen. He locked the box and dragged it toward the dumbwaiter.


“Dexter.” Thomas Jefferson Grew’s deep voice startled Lovell, and he nearly dropped the box. “Gimme dat thing, Dexter. You be too old. Be lettin’ dat damn thing fall on your foot.” Grew was six feet tall and solid muscle. Lovell was fifty-six and glad for the help.


“Dis be dat fancy tea set?”


“Aye.”


Grew noticed the second box lying by the broom closet. “What’s in dat box?”


“Nothing,” snapped Lovell. “We won’t be needin’ it.”


Grew could feel Lovell bristling. “You mean you carry dat heavy damn thing in here for nothin’? Not too smart, Dexter Lovell. Not too smart.”


“I said we won’t be needin’ it. Now move.”


The black studied Lovell for a moment, smiled cannily, and threw the strongbox onto the dumbwaiter.


Lovell made certain that Mrs. Madison saw the strongbox loaded onto a wagon. He hoped that later, she might think the Golden Eagle had left the mansion with her caravan and been lost en route, or that the wrong box was accidentally loaded and the tea set left behind for the British. If the ruse cast suspicion away from him for a few hours, Lovell would be satisfied. After that, he would never be seen in Washington again.


In the hour between Jim Smith’s arrival and Mrs. Madison’s departure, a dozen soldiers stopped at the mansion to offer their help before joining the flight. And each one brought news of the battle. The British were entering the city. They were still an hour from Washington. The President had ridden off without escort and galloped straight into the arms of the enemy. He and his entourage were hastening home and could be expected at any moment. Dolley Madison wanted to wait for her husband, but reports of the battle were so unreliable that she had little choice but to believe the worst. At four in the afternoon, she left with her carriage and two wagons full of belongings.


A handful of men remained to secure the mansion and await the President. French John, Barker, and de Peyster loaded another wagon with valuables. Jeff Grew and Magraw guarded the front door from the looters already beginning to gather. Dexter Lovell said he would go down to the kitchen to bring up more food and drink for the soldiers who would be riding with the President.


In the kitchen, he quickly packed the tea set. Then he heaved it onto his shoulder and headed for the stable. He tried to stay close to the south side of the mansion, out of view of the windows on the main floor. At the corner of the building, he thought he noticed someone peering down at him from the East Room. He waited until the figure was gone, then he hurried across the lawn.


In the stable, he buried the strongbox under a pile of hay. For a moment, he knelt in front of it like a pilgrim praying before his journey. With the help of Horace Taylor Pratt and the Golden Eagle, Dexter Lovell was going to be rich. He would never again pour wine for backwater diplomats or clean the boot scrapers in front of the President’s mansion. But for the first time in his life, he was frightened by the journey ahead. He had always been a wanderer, but he was getting old.


Many times in the past few years, he had thanked the forces that threw him and Jean Sioussa together on a French cargo ship in 1800. Lovell, forty-two, was working his way home, Sioussa was leaving France forever. In New York, they jumped ship, and for two months, Lovell educated the Frenchman in the ways of American life. Lovell drifted north to Boston, Sioussa south to Washington and the service of the Madisons. When Lovell’s restlessness brought him to the Federal city nine years later, French John offered him a position on the President’s household staff. For five years, Lovell slept in a warm room in the basement of the mansion, ate his meals in the President’s kitchen, and received payment of ten dollars a month. He told himself that he was secure and happy.


But after Madison’s second inauguration, he became melancholy, depressed. He began to feel that his life was ending. At night, he lay awake, thinking of his youth—the early voyages as a cabin boy on an English merchantman; Beatrice Scott, the girl whose beauty inspired him to jump ship in Boston when he was seventeen; the events that brought him to Bunker Hill and placed him on the line between Horace and Ephraim Pratt. The Pratts saved Lovell’s life that day, and Lovell never forgot it. He married the girl, went to work for Pratt, and lived in Boston for fourteen years.


When his wife died in childbirth, Lovell took to the sea again. He sailed on a Pratt ship to China, a sixteen-month voyage, but when he returned to Boston, the memories of her lingered. He left the merchant fleet and shipped from Nantucket on a whaler. He lost himself and his memories in the excitement of the hunt and didn’t set foot on the American mainland again until he and French John arrived in New York. He wandered to Boston, back to sea, and finally to Washington, where he had remained and begun to grow old.


Then, just after the British clamped their blockade onto the New England coast, his old friend Pratt wrote to him of the price the Golden Eagle Tea Set would bring on the European market. They had been plotting ever since.


Now, as Dexter Lovell knelt in front of the strongbox, he realized that the Golden Eagle meant more than money. It offered him one more voyage of adventure, one final encounter with his youth. He would protect the Golden Eagle Tea Set with his life. For the next two weeks, it would be his life.


He turned to leave and saw the figure of Jeff Grew silhouetted in the doorway. Lovell froze.


“I been watchin’ you a long time, Dexter Lovell, and I got one thing to say.” The black smiled.


“Then say it,” barked Lovell, regaining his composure.


“You got a partner.”


Dexter Lovell and Thomas Jefferson Grew, linked together by the strongbox they carried between them, left the President’s Mansion two hours later and headed toward the Potomac.


They had remained with French John until Madison and his ragged escort had eaten, and continued on to Virginia. Lovell did not want French John to become suspicious at his early departure, and he wanted to wait until dark before sprinting for the river. But when it came time to go, Lovell lingered, knowing he would never see his old friend Sioussa again. Finally, Grew reminded Lovell that the British were drawing close.


“Mais, oui,” said French John. “I will put out the cat, lock up and be off to join the President. I will see you in a few hours.”


Lovell had betrayed a friend, but he had no time now for guilt. He wanted to be far down the Potomac when the British torches lit up the sky. As he and Grew scrambled across the meadow which rolled south from the mansion, Lovell felt an excitement he hadn’t known since his days on the whaler. Even his hatred for Jeff Grew could not diminish it. But the river was a quarter mile away, the strongbox was heavy, and the ground grew soft and swamplike as they ran. Lovell’s excitement turned to agony. His lungs burned. He wanted to stop and rest, but he couldn’t. He drove himself to keep up with Grew.


When they reached the bank, they were ankle-deep in mud and soaked with perspiration. Lovell collapsed in exhaustion, and mosquitoes the size of humming birds descended on both of them.


“You must have damn strong sweat,” said Jeff Grew, catching his breath. “Most ’skeeters I ever know bite the black man first. Blacker the berry, sweeter the juice. But dem bugs all over you.”


Lovell sat up and slapped angrily.


Grew began to laugh. “You know, Dexter Lovell, it’s a damn good thing I find you stealin’ dat tea set when I do. Otherwise, you never make it across dis here lawn.”


Lovell knew the black was right. The strongbox was too heavy for one man, and the tea set was too delicate to be tossed in a sack. He needed Grew’s muscle, and later, he might need the machete that Grew had slipped into his belt when they left the mansion. Lovell extended his hand and forced a smile. “I guess I ’ave to take you along, after all.”


Jeff Grew heard the white man in Lovell’s voice. He didn’t like it. In Jamaica, he had cut cane, raised orchids, and earned his freedom by rescuing his master’s family from a burning house. In America, he was another nigger. Slave and freedman were treated alike, and it made no difference that the freedman tended the flowers in the President’s garden. But Thomas Jefferson Grew was a nigger to be reckoned with. One day soon, he would spit on Dexter Lovell and every white man who ever treated him like a slave.


“I told you back dere, Dexter, you got a partner.” Grew’s voice was firm. “I let you be boss, ’cause you be smart enough to steal dat tea set in the first place. I figure you know what you doin’. But without me, you never get dis far. I stickin’ to you, Dexter, and I gettin’ half when dis strongbox gets where we takin’ it.” Only then did Grew shake Lovell’s hand.


They packed the strongbox into a rowboat moored at the bank and headed downstream. Grew pulled at the oars. Lovell took two cumbersome dueling pistols from his shoulder sack, loaded them, and set new flints in each hammer.


“You plannin’ to shoot someone?” asked Grew.


“Maybe you.” Lovell was only half-joking.


“And maybe some morning, you wake up with my machete in your skull.” The black smiled.


The current moved swiftly through the humid Virginia night, and they reached the dock above Greenleaf’s Point within half an hour. Greenleaf’s Point commanded the junction of the Potomac River with its eastern branch. The city of Washington spread across the triangle of land between the two streams. The American Army had built a shore battery and an arsenal at the fork, and a small community of hotels, saloons, and bawdy houses had sprung up nearby.


Although the main Washington dock was on the east branch, near the Navy Yard, many fishermen and ferry captains kept their vessels near Greenleaf’s Point. Lovell had investigated the seamanship, reliability, and character of each one. He jammed both pistols into his belt and left Grew with the strongbox.


“Be ’ere when I get back.”


“I ain’t goin’ no place, Dexter. We be partners. Besides, somebody see a black man runnin’ around with a big strongbox, dey shoot him dead.”


Duncan’s Blind Pig was the largest tavern on the waterfront. The rest of the dock was deserted, but the Blind Pig shone like a campfire on a stormy night. The sounds of raucous laughter and music, made louder by the surrounding silence, rolled out the door to greet Lovell.


Before going inside, he peered through one of the windows. There were four people in the saloon—Duncan, the wooden-legged barkeep, and three scurvy-looking sailors. One of the sailors, dead drunk, was dancing with Duncan while another played the hornpipe and the third swilled ale straight from the tap.


Lovell entered quietly and stood in the doorway. He was nervous. He gripped his belt tightly so that no one would see his hands shaking, and he waited for the music to stop. Four drunken faces turned to inspect him.


“Come in, mister,” said Duncan, whose wooden leg was well proportioned to the rest of his lank body. “Come in and drink your fill. I’ll not leave a drop for the bloody British.”


“I’m lookin’ for Captain Cletis Smith,” said Lovell firmly. “I was told I could find him down ’ere.” Lovell knew that Smith was an honest man with a vessel large enough for an ocean voyage.


“You been told right, mister,” said the barkeep. “He lives on his boat, but he took to the river early this mornin’, sayin’ he’d give no damn Redcoat the chance to burn the Rappahannock. That’s his boat.”


“Aye,” said the man with the hornpipe. “Most captains on the river hauled keel up into Maryland this morning. Them that didn’t are off gettin’ their fair share of the city’s loot before the British do. And then, there’s us.” The man stood, a scrawny figure with no front teeth and a scar all the way around his neck. “Captain Jack Dawson and Sons. That’s Henry drinkin’ the beer, and Jeff’s the dancer.”


Lovell nodded to the two sons, who gazed at him sullenly.


“We own the Restless, that cargo sloop settin’ out there, and we’re always happy to be of service to a gentleman, even one so muddy as yourself, sir.”


Lovell did not look quite as imposing as he’d have liked. His stockings and breeches were covered in mud, and his blouse was soaked through with sweat.


Dawson offered his hand. “Now tell me what three fine sailors can be doin’ for you.”


Before extending his right hand. Lovell slipped his left around one of the pistols. He knew Dawson to be one of the most scurrilous men on the river. “I need passage down the Potomac… tonight.”


“Tonight? You’re crazy, mister.” Jack Dawson and his sons began to laugh.


“Perhaps. But I’m willin’ to pay ’andsomely.” Lovell was a seaman, but he had never sailed a river at night. With the British Navy anchored ten miles downstream, he wanted an experienced captain to steer him through the sandbars and currents along the bank of the Potomac.


“How handsomely?”


Lovell took a twenty-dollar gold piece from the pouch on his hip and gave it to Dawson.


The captain bit into the coin and nodded his approval. “It’s real gold, but I wouldn’t sail past a British squadron for ten of these.” He dropped the gold piece into his pocket.


“Get me where I’m going, and I’ll give you fifty. One thousand dollars. More money than you make in a year.”


Dawson’s face lit up. “Mister, for a thousand dollars I’d sail up the Thames and shit on London Bridge. Now you just give me the rest and we’ll be on our way.”


Lovell noticed Duncan reaching behind the bar. He drew both pistols. “ ’Ands up!”


The barkeep leaped back and threw his hands into the air.


“There’s no need to be so jumpy, mate,” said Dawson. “We be friendly.”


“I don’t need friends. I need passage. I’ll pay you two ’undred when we cast off, three ’undred at Chesapeake Bay, and the rest when we drop anchor.”


“And where might that be?”


“I’ll tell you in the mornin’.”


Dawson turned to his sons. “The limey gent drives a hard bargain, boys. Are you game for a little adventure?”


“I ain’t movin’ from the tap till I seen a gold piece,” said Henry.


Lovell flipped gold pieces to each of the Dawson boys, who grabbed them like hungry men snatching food.


“It’s real gold, Pa,” said Henry, weighing the coin in his hand.


“Then I’d say we have a contract.” Dawson grinned. His face looked like a skull without crossbones.


Dexter Lovell wasn’t turning his back on this cut-throat or his sons for the rest of the night.


Toward one in the morning, as she rode the current close to the lee shore, the Reckless rounded into view of H.M.S. Seahorse, the forty-gun frigate which led the British squadron. With lanterns extinguished and sails furled, the Reckless slipped past, although Jack Dawson nearly tore out the bottom of the boat on a submerged tree.


“Like stealin’ breakfast mush from an old maid.” Dawson laughed softly, and the journey continued downstream.


In the bow of the thirty-foot sloop, Dexter Lovell sat on his strongbox. He kept his back against a bulwark, both pistols in his lap, and Jeff Grew beside him. All night, he watched the Dawson boys warily, expecting an attack at each bend of the river. All night, the Dawson boys eyed the box, wondering what the man and his slave guarded so diligently, waiting for their father to make his move.


But Jack Dawson concentrated on piloting the Reckless. He was accustomed to running in the dark, and he kept in the shadow of the shoreline all night. The British watch never saw him. At three o’clock, he passed the Euryalus, the last ship in the squadron. “I think we can relax now.” he said.


Dexter Lovell became more vigilant.


Around four, Jeff Grew began to doze.


Lovell nudged him. “ ’Ave you ever killed a man?”


Grew barely opened his eyes, but his smile told Lovell he was awake. “Easier’n choppin’ sugar cane.”


“Good.”


The sun was half-risen, like a bloodstain on the morning mist, when the Reckless reached the mouth of the Potomac.


“Well, mister,” announced Dawson cheerfully, “you’re in Chesapeake Bay. Henry, let’s open some canvas and get this gent where he’s goin’.”


Henry leaped into the rigging. Captain Jack and Jeff walked toward the bow.


“I’ll be takin’ that three hundred now, sir, and I’ll be findin’ out where we’re headed.” Dawson casually placed his hand on his pistol. Without warning Lovell stood and fired a ball the size of a marble into Jack Dawson’s skull. Like a giant cat swatting birds, Jeff Grew slashed his machete into the rigging. Henry Dawson opened from his balls to his throat. Blood and intestines slopped onto the deck, and Jeff Dawson froze in horror. Lovell leveled the second pistol and fired. It was over in an instant.


Dexter Lovell felt no remorse as he watched the bodies float on the morning tide. They were scum planning to steal his treasure. He did not wonder that they had risked their lives and their ship to bring him past the British Navy. They were simply trying to dull his senses by proving their honesty. But his senses were sharp and getting sharper.


“I never kill three men so fast in all my life,” said Jeff Grew.


“We couldn’t trust them, Jeff. We had to kill them.”


“You can’t trust no one, Dexter Lovell.”


The black is right, thought Lovell, no one. He smiled and patted Grew on the back. “Now I’ll teach you ’ow to be a sailor.”
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