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  Chapter 1

  It was Brenda’s idea. That was the summer of Brenda’s bright ideas—mango margaritas, golden carp in the swimming pool, hanging the guys’ sweaty T-shirts and shorts about the yard to keep the deer from eating her garden plants. Charlie had long since learned just to let his wife have her way with such things, and Dominick felt that as their houseguest he really had no say in the matter. Brenda was his hostess; she could do what she would with his dirty laundry. This idea, however, involved more than just the three of them and random wild animals.

  It all started on a visit to one of those quaint little villages up the coast. They all ran together in Dominick’s mind—marinas filled with otiose unpeopled pleasure boats, heavy square buildings with plaques attached attesting to their longevity, fish and chips shops and pubs with cute names that sold clothing declaiming them, and tan flotillas of teenage girls showing the maximum amount of skin allowed by law. Brenda was off trolling the curio shoppes and boutiques. Charlie had found a stool and a drink in the dark cave of a bar lit solely by plasma TV screens playing the afternoon Red Sox game. Dominick plopped his considerable self down on a shaded bench in front of one of the ubiquitous realtor’s offices and lit a cigar.

  Firing up a Romeo y Julieta Churchill had always been a distinctly personal pleasure for Dominick, a curtain (of smoke) going up on a fine half hour of solitary sedentary drugged meditation. But now, in this strange new smokeless land, the public employment of his private enjoyment had become the occasion of civic drama. What he was doing there on a bench on the sidewalk was not against any law, but he might as well have been fondling some ewe’s genitalia. Children stared, men scowled, and women mimed mustard gas poisoning. In a minor way Dominick enjoyed the performances, but they could sometimes become a distraction. One should not be distracted from a good cigar.

  But then this was New England after all, home of Hawthorne and the Reverends Mather, where the evil inventions of teenage girls had once sent scores of their betters to horrible deaths for far lesser offenses. To be a sinner was to break some god’s rule. It did not necessarily have to be your god, if you happened to have one, who made rules and cared about them enough to go about punishing people. The fine fumes of the Churchill in his head led Dominick off into a consideration of the etiology and evolution of the concept of punishment—the same root and basic meaning all the way back to the Greek—and of punishments in different civilizations, varieties of castigation. Was punishment or just its specialization a human invention? There were outcasts throughout the animal kingdom. Could a culture’s refinement be measured by the sophistication of its criminal code? Dominick’s meditation was interrupted by a henna-haired woman from the realtor’s office behind him, who threatened to call the police if he did not move on.

  There was a certain type of woman to whom Dominick had always been attracted. They were invariably foreign and full-bodied, medium to tall in height, and wore high heels. They would be slightly overdressed for whatever occasion in garments that looked as if they were meant to be shed and that showed off the fullness of their ample breasts and constrained décolletage. They had a look in their eyes that said they expected to be treated with the respect due to them as women. His henna-haired verbal attacker was such a woman. He could not place her almost hidden accent. Russian? Dominick rose to his feet to receive her, bowing slightly. “Madame?”

  Brenda arrived on the scene simultaneously with the police cruiser. Dominick had, of course, refused to move on as he hoped to make the acquaintance of this feisty foreigner, and he had no intention of ruining his now perfectly tuned Churchill by stubbing it out to placate her. He expected the respect due to him as a man. She would not give him her name. A small crowd had stopped to watch and listen, blocking the sidewalk pedestrian flow. Dominick heard a small child say, “Look, I think his thumb is on fire.”

  Brenda took Dominick by the arm. “Lord Witherspoon, I am so sorry to have stranded you here like this. What on earth could be the problem?”

  “This charming lady,” Dominick began.

  “I will not have this foul tobacco smell invade my office and affect my clientele,” his temptress said, stamping her foot like a Parisian. A bejeweled hand swept her bangs away from her face.

  The policeman got out of his car the way they always do, as if burdened once more with the obligation to interfere.

  “But, ma’am, we are your clientele, or rather would have been,” Brenda said. “I am assisting His Lordship in the search for the proper property here at the shore. We were about to inquire into your top listings, but if this”—Brenda gestured to the policeman now standing beside them—“is your idea of customer service, we will take our inquiries elsewhere. Come along, Lord Witherspoon.” And Brenda led Dominick through the crowd and down the sidewalk.

  “Good god, Brenda, Lord Witherspoon? Could you not come up with something better than that? I feel like a fugitive from a Brontë novel,” Dominick said, giving his Churchill a few puffs to keep it burning. “Didn’t you find her a bit alluring?”

  “I can’t stand that perfume. Where’s Charlie?”

  “In the saloon at the corner. Look, I will wait here.” Dominick had found another sidewalk bench and sat down there to enjoy what was left of his cigar. “Take your time.”
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  Thus was the character of Lord Witherspoon created. Henceforward restaurant reservations and takeout pizza orders were placed in his name. “Lord Witherspoon, party of three,” always turned heads, and they got better tables. It did not seem to make any difference with the pizzas. Dominick wondered out loud once why more parents did not name their children Lord and Lady. Charlie just went along with it, calling Dominick “ya lawdship.” Brenda bought Dominick several silk ascots. They were uncomfortably warm, but he looked good in them. He started to trim his moustache differently, a more colonial look.

  The nationwide real estate crisis had hit the second-home market, and suddenly there were lots of seaside mansions for sale. In local parlance these lavish eight- and ten-bedroom century-old monstrosities were called “cottages,” though they each sat on many manicured acres and carried multimillion-dollar price tags. A drive down the coast road now was a for-sale-sign tour of descendants of old families turning their backs on their Gilded Age past. Even the named estates were up for grabs—Westwind, Cliff Retreat, Surfhead, Rockledge, The Pines.

  It was Brenda’s idea. It was a hot, still afternoon. The summer had been especially warm, and they all were getting tired of it. Charlie proposed going for a drive, perhaps out to the lighthouse at the end of the island where there might be a sea breeze. But Brenda suggested that they go for a tour instead. “A tour of what?” Charlie asked. “Someplace air-conditioned, I hope.”

  “Oh, yes, all very cool. Dominick dear, go change your clothes and come back as Lord Witherspoon. I’ll dress up, too. Charlie, you’ll be fine as you are as our driver.”

  They took Dominick’s car, because it was the newest and closest to being upscale. They drove into the village, to the block with most of the realtors’ offices. Charlie waited in the car while Brenda and Dominick went into the office that had in its windows the most photographs of seaside mansions. Within ten minutes Brenda and Dominick were back in the car and Charlie was following the real estate agent’s Lexus out of the village and down the oceanside drive.

  “What a strange creature,” Dominick said. “Do you think she is ill?”

  “She is a real estate agent, Dominick, a salesperson. Her life is hell. She would like to smile, but she has forgotten how.”

  “Do you think she believed us?”

  “She really has no choice. Did you see any other customers in there?”

  “Where are we going?” Charlie asked.

  “That’s her call, really,” Brenda said. “We told her that at this point price was not a consideration, that His Lordship was looking not so much for another home as for a family investment property now that the market seemed so favorable. She’d be a fool not to start at the top of her list.”

  “This is fun,” Dominick said. “Perhaps tomorrow we could do it with that lady who took such umbrage with my cigar. Do you remember what village that was?”

  They were on a stretch of wooded road where occasional gated driveways led off toward the coast. The Lexus signaled long in advance of turning into one of these drives. Charlie followed. There was a chain across the drive, suspended from two vine-covered stone pillars. The agent got out of her car to unlock the chain. In her high heels she stumbled in the uneven gravel and almost fell. There was a dark sweat stain down the back of her green silk blouse. She didn’t appeal to Dominick at all. If this was their new game, it needed some refinement. They ought to have a better choice of the players, for one thing.

  The driveway curved scenically, unnecessarily for maybe an eighth of a mile through a young evergreen forest before opening onto a broad expanse of undulating lawn surrounding a multistoried, turreted, cream-colored copy of a French villa set against the two pale blues of the sea and the sky. A fairy-tale castle.

  “Must be fun to heat in the winter,” Charlie said. “Do you think they’ll have the air-con on?”

  Inside, the house was grand and empty and stiflingly hot. It felt as if no one had ever lived there. “A tragic story,” the agent began. “A husband built it for his wife, who died before it was completed.” She opened some French doors leading out to the seaside patio, and a cool breeze swept in as if the house, awakened, was gasping for air. The agent went on with her fairy-tale story for the fairy-tale house, but Dominick and Charlie walked out through the French doors to the lawn sloping down to an empty dock. Brenda and the agent went off on a tour of the many rooms.

  “Could you live here, Charlie?” Dominick asked, loosening his ascot.

  “I’d like to hunt deer here, my own private game reserve. There’s got to be a dozen acres at least.”

  They looked at four other houses before calling it a day, none quite as grand as the first but some nicer and two still occupied. It was a diverting afternoon. Brenda especially had a marvelous time, lying to and dueling with the real estate agent, whose name was Alice or Alisha or Alison or something similar. “Poor thing,” Brenda said. “It’s her job to know everything and never be wrong. She has to be two steps ahead of every conversation. What a suck job.”

  Lord Witherspoon house tours quickly became one of their main summer pastimes. Charlie even got all of the golden carp out of the swimming pool. God knows what he did with them. They honed their visitation routine. Charlie now took digital photos wherever they went. Brenda carried a fancy notebook in which she made secret notes. Dominick found it most comfortable to say nothing at all, just make small grunts and throat-clearing sounds now and then, and look bored and vaguely disappointed. Soon they were getting calls back from agents with a new—“perfect,” always “perfect”—estate to show them. It certainly was a buyer’s market. They became jaded clients, hypercritical, always finding the cons to counter the agents’ pros, never satisfied. And it never had anything to do with the price.
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  The Jamesons were the most charming couple Dominick had yet met on the island. Lydia and Atticus. Lydia would have always been petite, but her seven decades had refined it. She was an ad for the well-kept woman, and she had also somehow preserved, for her own amusement, a young girl’s outlook on life. It showed in the lights in her eyes, her amused lips, and the tilt of her head as she watched you as if you were unique. Atticus was not much bigger than his wife, a yachtsman shrunken with age and years in the sun. Dominick came to think of them as fine bottled spirits—brandy and port—that aging had brightened and mellowed and deepened. Atticus liked a good cigar, and Lydia claimed to love its aroma in her house. “All the men who smoked here,” she sighed. “What fond memories that aroma brings back.” Atticus also fixed a fine mint julep.

  They called their house Mt. Sinai, although it was not listed as such. The village had only recently learned to act ambivalent toward Jews and things Jewish. Not that the Jamesons were Jewish. Their house had been built atop a large rock outcrop, and from the seaside its flat, double-arched façade resembled the outline of certain famed tablets. “Calling the house Mt. Sinai was my grandfather’s idea of a joke,” Lydia said. The house had come from that side of the family. Mt. Sinai was for sale, which was how they made the Jamesons’ acquaintance.

  It had started out as a normal visit. The real estate agent—a new one, a mysteriously obsequious Persian woman—had made the appointment for them and then had not shown up. So the opening was awkward. Without the mediating salesperson present, what exactly were their roles? Brenda, Charlie, and Dominick were well aware of their duplicity and felt exposed without the agent’s shield of authenticity. The Jamesons had never been retailers but were practiced hosts. Iced tea was offered, seats on the veranda, small talk—the record-breaking hot weather, gardening, the story of the house’s name—but no one knew quite how to broach the purpose of their meeting. The topic just seemed impolite.

  There was a squall approaching—dark sky and lightning off in the distance. Charlie asked if he could take some photos of the grounds and the view before the rain arrived. Lydia offered to take them on a quick tour of the grounds. She was proud of her flowers and wanted to show off her potting shed and small artist’s studio on the edge of their rock outcrop. She led Brenda and Charlie off down a garden path. Dominick and Atticus stayed behind. Dominick was too comfortable in his cushioned settee and had no interest in seeing flowers.

  “How about something stronger than that?” Atticus asked once they were alone.

  Dominick gave one of his Lord Witherspoon grunts that were meant to sound agreeable and handed his host his half-empty glass. Atticus vanished into the house. The air was thick with that stillness that arrives before the storm. Dominick’s view was out over treetops to the still-sunlit sea. There was something about this house that he had not felt in any of their other visitations, a déjà vu feeling of being at home. Without really thinking about it, he pulled a Churchill out of his sport coat’s breast pocket and lit it up. He could tobacco meditate here. When Atticus returned with their two tall and icy mint juleps, he accepted with a little bow the fresh Churchill that Dominick wordlessly offered him in return for his drink. They sat, silently sipping and puffing, looking out at the same view.

  “You don’t really want to buy this place, Mr. Witherspoon,” Atticus said, studying his thick cigar.

  Dominick cleared his throat, trying to make it sound like a question.

  “It’s way overpriced for one thing, and the market for this sort of property has nowhere near bottomed out yet.”

  Dominick managed an agreeable sounding noise in his throat.

  “None of these ridiculous ‘cottages’ were built to be lived in before June or after September, unheated, uninsulated.”

  “But you and the missus live here all year long?”

  “This will be our first winter here. We will close down most of the place and just live in the kitchen and a couple of rooms. All exposed like this, the place takes a beating in winter nor’easters.”

  As if summoned by stage directions, the squall hit. The wind and the rain came from the back of the house, so the veranda remained dry, but all the foliage in front of them bent to the fury of the first onslaught.

  “Figures,” Atticus said. “Lydia likes to be out in her little place when it rains.” The squall brought the end to their conversation. By the time the shower had ended and Brenda and Charlie and Lydia had come back into the house, Dominick and Atticus were in an upstairs billiards room shooting pool, still tending their Churchills and sipping the last of their bottom-sweet mint juleps. That was where Lydia delivered her praise of the past in the smell of cigar smoke. Just the simple sharing of a squall had brought them all into a closer circle of acquaintanceship. The sun broke through the clouds and the wavy old lead glass windows of the billiards room. Lydia and Brenda settled themselves into a window seat and continued their conversation. Charlie took photographs. The reason for their visit was never mentioned again.

  A few days later Dominick gave Atticus a call. The Jamesons’ number was in the phone book. Brenda and Charlie were off somewhere. An hour later Atticus and Dominick were back at the pool table, this time drinking Dominick’s dark ’n’ stormies. Lydia brought them a plate of deviled eggs and went off to her garden.

  A couple of racks into the afternoon Atticus asked, “What exactly is the point of your game?”

  “Which game is that?” Dominick said, lining up a shot.

  “The one about you being an English peer looking for investment properties, the one that realtor woman tried to sell us.”

  “Are you calling Lord Witherspoon’s bluff?” Dominick missed the shot.

  “Do you think I’d have you back if I thought you were a real English lord? Is it just theater to make the seller feel like the realtor is doing her job? Or is it staged to make other potential buyers think they have competitors? Or was the purpose of your visit simply to get Lydia and I used to the fact that strangers, foreigners, might come bursting into our home at any time? Why else would that realtor woman not show up?”

  Dominick waited while Atticus took and made his shot. “If you don’t want to sell the place, why did you put it on the market?” Atticus made his next shot, too, leaving just the eight ball up against a cushion.

  “You haven’t answered my question. End pocket,” Atticus said, pointing with his cue stick, an impossible shot.

  “It was just an idea for a way to spend summer afternoons, really, visiting rich peoples’ houses, an off-the-beaten-track mansions tour. No hidden motives, no harm intended. Maybe we have sparked a little false hope here and there.”

  “No one is paying you to do it?” Atticus missed his eight ball shot, scratching.

  “That would make it a bit like work, would it not? No time off to play pool.” Dominick leaned his pool cue against the wall and took his and Atticus’s glasses to the sideboard to freshen. “Now you answer my question.”

  “Lydia and I are not selling the house. Mt. Sinai isn’t ours to sell. We just live here now, temporarily.”

  “I thought your wife grew up here, summers anyway.”

  “Oh, yes. The house has been in her family since it was built a hundred and twenty years ago, still is actually. Last year we did what everyone said was the smart thing to do to avoid estate and inheritance taxes. We set up a trust fund for the kids, sold the house in Westchester, and moved in here full-time. Mt. Sinai was part of the deal. It belongs to our daughters now.”

  “And they put it up for sale? Cold.”

  “To get us out of the cold, supposedly, and into some safe, warm Florida condo.”

  “Not ready for that yet?”

  “You ever been to Florida?”

  “Know what you mean. Dantesque, deadly.”

  “Best avoided.”

  “Sorry about your daughters.”

  “Oh, they’re good girls. They think they mean well, but both of them are married to zero-sum accountant types for whom Lydia and I are just impediments to sound fiscal management.”

  “That was pleasantly bitter.” Dominick handed Atticus his fresh drink. “No way to stop them?”

  “You don’t have any children, do you?” Atticus said. “Or you wouldn’t have asked that. They are our daughters. The whole point has always been what’s best for them.”

  “Like a big cash influx by the end of this fiscal year?”

  “Sometimes it’s like that.”

  “Life is what happens while interest rates change.”

  “So rack and break. I scratched.” Atticus ended the conversation, turning away, a small gnarled man, standing as tall as he could against the light. Real life is filled with equalizers.

  [image: image]

  It took Dominick a week to decide. Brenda and Charlie were off to a wedding on the Cape, so he had the place to himself, which meant the air-con was off and all the windows were open and the floors got wet when it rained. The Persian woman realtor was clearly losing it, but after a couple of days she returned his calls and—surprised—accepted Lord Witherspoon’s verbal bid on Mt. Sinai. The bid was ridiculously low—two-thirds of the asking price—but not so low as to be dismissed, negotiable.

  Dominick was fond of Brenda and Charlie. They were easygoing hosts, but there was always a point when it was best to move on and save that place for a future visit. Dominick had pretty much always lived as a guest in other people’s homes. He knew better than anyone the protocols, the fine art of being a houseguest. When the host couple started whispering in the house it was time to find a new nest to borrow. Mt. Sinai felt like the next new place to be, and it was large enough so that he could be almost alone even with Atticus and Lydia still living there. What would the winter be like? The three of them in the old manse?

  Of course, Atticus and Lydia would have to agree to give up a guest room in exchange for his services. Dominick would present the deal to Atticus, guaranteeing that he could delay and complicate the negotiations on Lord Witherspoon’s bid for Mt. Sinai virtually forever or at the very least until one of them had a stroke or they got tired of having Dominick around. His only bad habit was his cigars. Of course, Dominick had neither the money nor the intention to buy the place, but, playing Lord Witherspoon, he knew that he could keep the house in limbo and off the market. Screw the daughters. They could wait their proper inheritable turn. This was New England not King Learland.

  The next time Dominick invited himself over to the Jamesons’ he brought a gift, a hand carved and painted wooden duck decoy of old but unknown provenience that he had picked up somewhere. He introduced it as the Witherspoon duck as he presented his scheme to both Atticus and Lydia over tea at the kitchen table. Lydia asked Dominick if he had a preference as to which way his room faced.


  Chapter 2

  After Labor Day the boats began to disappear from the marinas and their embayment anchorages along the shoreline. One by one they were hoisted up onto the hard, demasted, and shrink-wrapped in white plastic. The process fascinated Dominick. Like many expenses he never incurred—property taxes, mortgages, insurance, alimony, rent—this bizarre expenditure mystified him. Atticus tried to explain that a winter in these waters could be very hard on a pleasure boat and that the cost of maintenance and year-round insurance actually made a haul-out cheaper, but Dominick could not get it. “It’s like putting a forty-foot toy in your attic every year,” he said. “Surely your father and grandfather never did this.”

  “Some boats, the big boats, still winter in the water here or head south to Bermuda or the Caribbean like in the old days,” Atticus told him. “Around this time every year when I was a boy, I used to crew my dad’s yacht down to a Florida marina. That was always a good time. Take the train back. I was always late starting school.” Atticus’s dad’s sloop had been called Covenant II. There was a portrait of it, under full sail on a starboard tack in heavy seas, in the dining room at Mt. Sinai. But there was no longer a boat in the family. The last one—something considerably smaller than Covenant II, Dominick was told—had been liquidated along with the rest of the estate. Liquidation seemed a proper fate for a boat, Dominick thought. The topic was a sore spot with Atticus.

  The end of summer also meant the end of the summer people. The streets of the village were returned to the care of the locals. The SUVs with out-of-state plates and the nifty convertible sports cars went wherever it is they go when the days get shorter and the nights get colder. At first Dominick felt a bit deserted, left behind. He was, after all, one of them, a fair-weather visitor. His limited wardrobe was all summer clothes, plus a couple of ascots. It had been many years since he had stayed north for the winter.

  It was Lydia who took him to the thrift shop in the basement of St. Edgar’s Episcopal Church, open only on Wednesday and Saturday mornings. Dominick’s XXL-Tall pear shape was not a common one, especially here in New England, where the beer bellies and fat asses so popular now among most American males had not yet become fashionable. Dominick knew from his research that his height, size, weight, and shape—none of which had changed in decades—matched almost exactly what was known of General Washington’s founding father endomorphism—perhaps the most physically fit of all the presidents and definitely the finest horseman. Dominick’s great-aunt Dorothea had always claimed a sort of Washington-slept-here family descendance from the first president, though they would never let her into the D.A.R.

  Dominick flicked through the rack of “pre-owned” men’s jackets, looking only for ones with the longest sleeves. Elsewhere in the shop Lydia was searching for the largest men’s sweaters and woolen shirts. The relative wealth of the island was reflected in the fancy brand names of its castoff clothing, only the best and barely if ever worn. Dominick pulled out a North Face down jacket that looked like it might fit. As he was trying it on, a woman spoke from behind him: “Lord Witherspoon, what a happy surprise to have you back among us.” It was one of the realtors he and Brenda and Charlie had dealt with, maybe that first one, with the dark sweat stain down the back of her green silk blouse.

  “Ah, yes, back again. Hello,” Dominick said, putting the down jacket back on its hanger and sticking it back on the rack. “Flying over, I thought I would stop by and visit your charming village in a different season. Not much to do here off-season, is there?” He moved away from the men’s clothes rack to examine a shelf of books. “I mean, here I am reduced to church flea markets for entertainment. Have you read this?” He pulled a John Grisham novel from the shelf.

  “No. I don’t read pulp airport novels, probably because I don’t get to fly away very often. I hear you made a bid on the Jameson place. Here to rethink that? Prices are still in play, you know.”

  “Just passing through,” Dominick said. He put the book back on the shelf. Lydia walked up behind him and held a bulky Aran Islands cable-knit sweater up against his shoulders, shook her head, and walked away.

  “Bargain hunting?” the lady realtor asked, sardonic, ironic, dangerous.

  “Always,” Dominick said. “Especially for investment properties. Ta-ta now.” And he walked to the exit and up the steps and went and sat in his car until he saw the realtor lady leave. Then he went back to fetch Lydia. He bought a used copy of a coffee-table book entitled Great Bordellos of the World, which he felt obliged to remove from the Episcopal Church basement. Between St. Edgar’s thrift shop and the Salvation Army—“Salvation Armani” Lydia called it—over in New Jerusalem, Dominick built a basic winter defense wardrobe. Nothing matched, but that seemed to echo the local fashion sense.

  Dominick’s sole quandary about his new attire was it provenience. Somewhere in his heritage a hex had been placed on dead men’s clothes, and a few of his new plaid shirts and woolen sweaters and especially a pair of rubber winter boots never seemed like his but borrowed. He knew that these were widows’ thrift-shop gifts, the passed-on harvest of closets cleaned out after himself had passed on. There was one well-worn denim jacket with leather elbow patches hand sewn on that he especially took a liking to. He often wondered during the course of the winter as he wore the jacket to town, to the gas station and the grocery store, if there were not locals—maybe even the widow herself—who saw it and recognized it and thought immediately of its original occupant—a man his height and size and wingspan—then had to swallow that memory when a stranger was standing there.

  Dominick also noted that while he had heard women brag about pieces of fine clothing picked up as flea-market steals, men—of his acquaintance at least—never bragged about their secondhand clothes. When he shared this observation with Atticus, his host had no idea what Dominick was talking about. Secondhand clothes?
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  New Jerusalem was the closest mainland town, the place where their island ferry dropped them. It was an old fishing and shipping port down on its luck for a hundred years but rebounding a bit with the new visitor industry age. Derelict dockside districts that no one had gone to the expense of demolishing had become slowly gentrified for the summer trade. But a block or two back from any Harbor View boutique the old houses on their narrow streets still pushed up against one another as if for warmth, crowding the cobblestone right-of-ways. There was still an old-world smell there of dampness and mold, old wood and things left alone too long. Up one of these alleys was a tobacconist’s shop that sold Dominick’s cigars. At the next corner was a Portuguese fishermen’s saloon.

  Dominick would not take his car on the New Jerusalem ferry. He would find a side street parking spot near the village ferry dock and walk on and off. It was much cheaper, and everything he needed in New Jerusalem was within easy walking distance of the wharf where the ferry docked. In his new-used local mufti, including a blue knit watch cap, he passed for a local and nobody noticed him. He was not Dominick or Lord Witherspoon here; he was nameless, which was nice. Even in the Portuguese saloon no one ever asked his name or offered theirs. Dominick prized the anonymity.

  At some point in October the ferry changed from its on-season to its off-season schedule. That possibility had never occurred to Dominick, so one brisk dusk as he returned to the New Jerusalem wharf to catch his ferry home he was surprised to find the wharf deserted and the gate to the ferry dock closed and locked. Only then did he see the posted notice of the new shortened hours. He had missed the last boat. Perplexed, he returned to the Portuguese saloon and resumed his seat at the bar. “Missed your last ferry, did you?” the bartender said as he placed a fresh glass of ale in front of Dominick. Dominick wondered where he would spend the night.

  Dominick had never fallen for that cell phone entrapment scam nor bought one, but when he looked around he could see no public telephone in the bar. The bartender confirmed that they hadn’t had one of those in years. “Not since everyone started carrying their own.” A man down the bar, a regular, leaned over and handed Dominick his black compact gadget. “Here, mate, use mine.”

  Without looking at it Dominick handed it back. “No, no. I would only break it.” Dominick had never used a cell phone. “But if you would dial a number for me.” He gave the man Atticus and Lydia’s number to dial, then took the phone back and walked away from the bar. The phone rang many times. Dominick could see it on its assigned end table at the end of the hall. It was an old black office-style phone with a polite ring. If the kitchen door was closed you could barely hear it in there. He waited. No message machine or voice-mail service kicked in. It just kept ringing. Finally Lydia answered with a surprised “Hello?” as if she had just found a kitten abandoned inside her front door.

  Dominick only wanted to let the Jamesons know he had missed the last ferry and would not be home that night. He knew they would worry; they had little else to do. There would be plenty of empty tourist rooms in New Jerusalem in October. He would find a place to stay. But Lydia would hear none of it. She gave him the name and address of a friend. She would call ahead and let her friend, a Ms. Arnold, know to expect a guest for the night. “And do bring her a bottle of port, dear. Spend what you’d spend on a room for a bottle of something vintage, ruby. Martha is much more entertaining on good port.”

  [image: image]

  It was three days before Dominick finally caught a ferry back home. He had had no idea how interesting New Jerusalem could be in the off-season. Of course, Lydia had told Martha that the houseguest she was accidentally sharing with her for the night was Lord Witherspoon. Whether Mrs. Arnold believed this or not was of little matter, as she really did not care. “It gets so boring here,” she told Dominick early on their first evening, “with just the same old farts.” She would not let him drink the port—“a woman’s drink”—and put out a bottle of aged single malt for him. They sipped their separate drinks neat. “No iced drinks after Labor Day,” she announced.

  Martha kept him busy—joint errands around town and manly things to do around the house, like changing lightbulbs, tightening doorknobs, exchanging screens for storm windows. From the start she called him Lord Witherspoon and would not give it up even after he asked her to call him Dominick. She rather liked calling him Lord Witherspoon. In return he called her Mrs. Arnold until she corrected him with the information that Arnold was her maiden name; she had never married. “But I do miss having a man around the house. It was so nice of Lydia to loan you to me.” Dominick could not guess her age, although she had fond memories of World War II, which had ended well before Dominick was born.

  For a day, Dominick’s lack of a change of clothes didn’t seem to matter, but the second night Ms. Arnold wanted to go out for dinner, and Dominick’s patched denim jacket, green woolen turtleneck, and dark watch cap just would not do. The night before, Ms. Arnold had shown him his guest bedroom and said good-night. They were both a bit tipsy by then, and Dominick hadn’t really seen the room, just the bed. Now Ms. Arnold took him back to the room and opened the closet, which was hung with men’s clothes—jackets and slacks and suits and sweaters. “My brother Ben’s. I never could bring myself to get rid of them. He had such wonderful taste in clothes. There are shirts and things in the dresser. See what you can do, Lord Witherspoon, and perhaps a bath? I’ll make reservations for eight o’clock. You will need to wear a tie, I’m afraid.”

  Brother Ben had been a big man, bigger even than Dominick. The first suit he tried on—after his bath—fit him swimmingly, tailored for a mogul with yards of fine fabric. Its double-breasted cut was so forties retro it was almost back in style. He found socks and suspenders and, still folded in crinkly paper from a Chinese laundry, a starched white dress shirt that was actually a size too large for him around the neck. There was even a selection of silk cravats. There were no shoes. Dominick did what he could to buff up his scuffed brogans. Downstairs in the parlor at a quarter to eight when he met Ms. Arnold—dressed all in black like a widow except for the pearls at her throat—she said, “Ah, the real Lord Witherspoon emerges from behind his proletarian camouflage.”

  In the dim indirect and candle light of the ristorante, Martha Arnold was really quite striking. In the purposeful gloom, her pale face was striking above her high black lace collar and her string of pearls. Her thick white hair pulled back and up in a casual chignon held by a silver comb completed the regal look. She liked being dressed up, and out in public. Dominick had to admit that he was enjoying it too, disguised by his period costume and his nom de plume. “Lord Witherspoon party of two” still turned heads even in this fanciest of New Jerusalem eateries. They got a good table, removed but where no one could miss catching sight of them. They ordered only the best from the menu. Ms. Arnold vouched for the freshness of the oysters. They would share a lobster and the prime rib.

  It was a delightful meal. The wine was fine. Ms. Arnold continued her monologue from the night before about the famous historic rogues and idiots, scoundrels and scandals of New Jerusalem. Chronology meant nothing to her. The story of an eighteenth century minister caught in bestiality would be followed by an account of a recent city councilman arrested for shooting his mistress’s pimp. History was just a dateless porridge of human frailty and fuckups. Dominick found it charming. He seldom had to say a word, just laugh, and she would go on, a Baedeker of broken commandments.

  The waiter had cleared and they were awaiting their coffee and cognacs when a wiry, gray-haired man approached their table and Ms. Arnold introduced Lord Witherspoon to her cousin Carlos. Dominick cleared his throat and grunted a hello. He was craving a cigar with his coffee and cognac—an impossibility that especially irked him after so fine a meal. But no, that would, of course, be committing a crime. Carlos had an irritating voice—nasal and whiny. He was complaining about something to his cousin. “Do you believe that? Claimed he never heard of it!”

  “That man and the truth are sworn enemies, Carlos. I don’t know why you deal with him. By the way, I don’t know what your plans are, but Lord Witherspoon here has expressed an interest in purchasing my portion of the general’s letters. Perhaps he may be interested in your portion as well.”

  Carlos looked at Dominick and Dominick looked at Ms. Arnold, like passing a question mark.

  “Don’t you think that might be best? Their ending up quietly back in England?” Ms. Arnold asked. “Without any messy auction and publicity here?”

  Carlos was now looking back and forth from Ms. Arnold to Lord Witherspoon like one of those bobblehead dolls only much larger. The waiter returned with their after-dinner drinks, and Carlos had to step aside.

  “But now is not the time to discuss such things, is it? Ta-ta, Carlos. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

  They had both sampled their coffee and cognacs before Dominick asked, “Your portion of the general’s letters?”

  “Oh, Carlos has been pestering me for months now to sell him the letters that I have, so that he could have them all. But I don’t want to. We’ve kept them a secret thus far. I want you to have them and take them back to England and do whatever you want with them. They will only become more valuable with time.”

  “But we had not discussed it.”

  “Hadn’t we? I thought we had. I’ve gone over our conversation several times in my mind. But the offer still stands. I will sell the letters to you rather than Carlos, and I think you should purchase his as well, put an end to this whole unfortunate mess, take it all away with you and make a nice profit on it later.” Ms. Arnold reached across the table to put her hand on top of Dominick’s. “When you arrived last night, Lord Witherspoon, you were like a prayer answered, my humble knight in hiding come to save me.”

  Dominick paid the fat check with a credit card.

  Ms. Arnold allowed Lord Witherspoon his occasional cigar only if he stood by an open window. It didn’t seem to matter if the breeze wafted the smoke back into the house, just that he be by an open window. It was a cold October night when they got back from dinner. Rather than chill out her parlor, Dominick smoked his Romeo y Juliet Churchill outside the closed front door. He took a snifter of single malt with him. The cold did not bother him, but there was nowhere to sit down on the stone stoop, and he disliked standing when he smoked. He made the best of it. Inside, Ms. Arnold was fetching the letters she wanted him to buy so that he could examine them. As if he knew anything about old letters. He only half-finished his cigar before going back in. He was not enjoying it properly, not giving it his undivided attention.

  Ms. Arnold had the letters displayed on her dining room table. The lace tablecloth beneath them was a nice touch. The letters were old. The once-folded pages were yellow and dry, the ink turned sepia. There were maybe twenty of them, each of multiple pages, written in an open cursive with what must have been a quill pen, judging from the occasional blots and uneven ink density. Most were accompanied by their original postal envelopes. The first page of each letter bore a date in its upper right-hand corner, all from the 1790s. The last page of each letter bore the bold, backward-slanting signature of Benedict Arnold.

  “They were only discovered four years ago,” Ms. Arnold said. “I can give you all the details, their provenience and authentication. It was my aunt, Carlos’s mother, who came across them. She was dying, going through her attic. She secretly gave them to me—there were twice as many then—because she didn’t trust Carlos to do the right thing by them.”

  Dominick was carefully picking up pages, examining them, and setting them aside. It occurred to him that he ought to be wearing gloves of some archival sort. He stopped.

  “They have all been copied and transcribed. The transcriptions are here,” Ms. Arnold said, picking up a ring binder, ‘along with the experts’ authentication certificates.

  They are letters the general sent secretly to his family back here in New England after he moved on to London.”

  “And you want to sell them?” was all Dominick could think to say.

  “After the old lady died, Carlos raised a stink about my having the letters. It was holding up the probate, so I agreed to give him half of them. I’m afraid my half-wit cousin Carlos and his white-trash wife are going to auction off his letters a piece and a parcel at a time, destroying their integrity and just feeding the anti-Arnold forces.”

  “And you want to . . . ?” Dominick retreated from the table and its letters to a sideboard where he had left his snifter.

  “Why, keep them altogether and protected and properly cared for.”

  “And hidden somewhere in England.”

  “General Arnold’s story is much, much more complex and intriguing and sympathetic to him than American historic demonology has allowed. Don’t you see, Lord Witherspoon? If you agree to purchase my set of letters, Carlos would readily settle to sell you his as well, not for any altruistic or family loyalty reasons but because he needs—he always needs—the ready cash.”

  Dominick took a sip of scotch and made a several-syllable affirmative sound in his throat.

  “And I will sell you my half of the letters for a fraction of their appraised value—I don’t need the money—thereby setting the price for Carlos’s parcel.”

  “A win-win situation, as they say. Except for Carlos.”

  “Carlos and those profiteers at the auction houses and those so-called scholars eager to misconstrue anything in order to further demean the general’s character. There are people out there, Lord Witherspoon, who deserve to lose.”

  Dominick took the ring binder of transcriptions and papers to bed. He found the letters quite boring, which, he surmised, was testimony to their authenticity. Parts of the letters were in a yet unbroken cipher code, which a footnote explained was common practice for international business correspondence at the time, when transoceanic correspondence was almost as likely to end up in a competitor’s or enemy’s hands as its intended recipient’s. More proof of their authenticity. There were references to payments for the education of a minor child in St. Johns, New Brunswick, whom historians had reason to believe and this would prove—another footnote—was Arnold’s illegitimate child. A handwriting expert had matched the letter signatures to those on other official documents. But nowhere was there the hint of a human being behind the letters. No one emerged, not even a mask. And if the documents had been appraised, there was no figure mentioned anywhere. Not that it mattered, as Dominick had no intention of Lord Witherspoon even pretending to have an interest in purchasing them.

  Dominick slept late as usual. He preferred rising during those quiet hours of late morning after everyone else in the house had already rushed off on their daily business and neighborhood children were safely caged in school. The housewife’s soap opera hours, every homestayer’s secret sweet spot in the day. He was determined to head home that day, but Ms. Arnold was not about when he came downstairs, and he really could not leave without a proper farewell and a response to her offer. Dominick was wearing his own clothes again. He had hung the gangster suit back in the closet. He had decided that he would thank Ms. Arnold for her offer to sell him the letters, but inform her that a family injunction precluded him from expending any estate money on antique art or documents—the family had been burned too many times before—and really all he had to spend was estate money.

  Dominick finally lost patience waiting and was writing a note at the dining room table when he heard the front door open. It was Ms. Arnold with her cousin Carlos in tow. Or was he pursuing her? They were in mid-conversation. “. . . has nothing to do with it,” Carlos was saying, “and neither does she. It’s you.”

  “Oh, it’s me, is it?” Ms. Arnold answered him, then she called out, “Yoo-hoo, Lord Witherspoon, are you up and about?”

  They met in the hallway. Dominick was crumpling up his note.

  “Witherspoon, I can’t let you take those letters out of the family and out of the country.” Cousin Carlos was wasting no time on pleasantries. “I have offered Martha what I think is a decent and fair sum for them, and I would appreciate it if you could respect our family peace and patriotism enough to let that be the end of the matter.” He paused as if waiting to find out what else he might have to say, thought of nothing. “Thank-you.”

  “Lord Witherspoon, I am so sorry. I told Carlos that you hadn’t even named a sum yet.”

  “I’ll match it,” Carlos said with a nod of his head and a firm lip.

  “I had no idea of the . . . eh . . . deep family concerns here,” Dominick said.

  “Do you have any idea, sir, can you imagine, sir, if your surname was the national synonym for traitor?” Cousin Carlos took a step closer. “These letters can only refresh those ugly elements again. They must be suppressed, and I am willing to make any sacrifice to see that they do not leave New Jerusalem.”

  “Well, I . . .” Dominick felt compelled to say something, but what?

  “Carlos.” Ms. Arnold turned on her cousin. “How dare you impugn Lord Witherspoon’s intentions with the suggestion that this is anything more than a simple business exchange.”

  “There you go again, Martha. I’m not impugning anything.” And they went off on an argument about their relative purity of motive, or something. Their voices grew quickly louder and overlaid one another. It was an ancient argument in which Dominick had no part. He walked off toward the kitchen, unmissed. He was putting some water on to boil for tea when he heard Carlos leave with a final loud “You know where I stand.”

  When Ms. Arnold came into the kitchen, Dominick asked, “Where do you keep your tea?”

  “You mustn’t pay too much attention to Carlos,” Ms. Arnold said as she pulled a can of Earl Grey down from a cupboard. “He gets excited easily.” She spooned loose tea into a Chinese teapot. “Are you interested in the letters, Lord Witherspoon? Carlos’s remonstrations mean nothing.”

  Dominick explained to her his familial restrictions against his buying anything besides real estate. “I had an uncle who managed to lose a large portion of the family fortune through foolish purchases and scams. Hence the estate prohibits any investments save property. And I myself make a point of not collecting anything. Thanks for the offer, though. Sorry.”

  “No harm done, my lord. It was just an offer. Even without a real bidding war between you and Carlos, his offer is quite acceptable. I’ll take it.”

  Dominick was watching the tea kettle not boil. “You will take it? But I thought . . .”

  “Oh, your interest put quite the scare into Carlos, along with my willingness to sell an Englishman some of our dirty family linen. He won’t do anything with them. He’ll hide them. Maybe he will even burn them.” The kettle was now whistling, and Ms. Arnold poured the steaming water into the Chinese teapot. “It doesn’t matter.”

  “So, you’re not afraid of . . . ?” What was it she had been afraid of? “What do you mean, it does not matter?”

  “Oh, the letters and the authentication papers are all fakes, forgeries. Good enough to fool Carlos but not any reputable auction house expert. They’re worthless, really, all of them, including the half, the bait, I’d already given Carlos.”

  “But you were willing to sell them to me as real?”

  “Oh, yes. You’re an outsider. And if you had bought Carlos’s letters as well, then we both would have made out fine. But no matter, I’ll take Carlos’s money and be done with it. He’ll probably never find out the truth.” Ms. Arnold was setting out teacups and saucers for them. “Cream and sugar, Lord Witherspoon?”


  Chapter 3

  It was just fucking cold and there was nowhere to go to get warm. Their eighteen-foot aluminum dory rose and fell and bounced on the dirty-dishwater-colored waves. Every ninety seconds a foghorn sounded off to their right. Sometimes the fog cleared enough so that they could see the next oncoming wave and prepare, sometimes not. Atticus was crouched in the stern over the currently dysfunctional outboard motor—something about the carburetion. Dominick sat on the center seat, his back to the prow, just able with his six-foot-plus wingspan to grasp simultaneously both the port and starboard gunwales. Although all of him was cold, his sneakered feet were coldest, awash in the frigid seawater that sloshed back and forth in the bottom of the boat.

  The soiled and worn yellow foul-weather gear that Atticus had found for Dominick to wear was several sizes too small for him. The sleeves ended on his forearms. The pants were a laugh. But Dominick was not laughing. “Where are all the other boats?” he yelled as calmly as he could, trying to sound as if all this were just foreplay for a larger adventure.

  Atticus did not answer. He did not have his hearing aid in, so even if he did hear he would not have to answer. The motor came briefly to life then died. The foghorn moaned again, sounding even closer. Atticus was whistling now, something that sounded frighteningly like a sea chantey, and a wave hit them broadside, spilling more sea into the boat. “You might bail,” Atticus said. Crouched down in the stern, he was up to his asshole in water. Dominick went back to bailing with one hand, never letting go of the boat with the other.

  Occasionally, being a houseguest entailed making huge mistakes. It was essential not to have or express any political ideas at all. They were the proper property of those who owned real property and paid real taxes, like your hosts. Transients did not deserve the vote, or even an opinion. Local and party politics—like religion—were topics to be avoided. They only led sooner or later to dysfunction and departure. Dominick knew the rules—do not take a position, do not get involved. So, how had he gotten himself here, adrift in an open boat on a wintery sea as part of a demonstration in protest against something he did not understand? A huge mistake, and he had his host Atticus to thank for it. He stopped bailing to try and blow some warmth into his fingers. The motor started up again, belched out a cloud of blue smoke, then stayed alive, running rough but steady.

  “We’ll head back,” Atticus said; although how he could tell which way was back escaped Dominick.

  Dominick had once joked that the reason New Englanders liked boating so much was that then they could enjoy being wet, cold, and uncomfortable all year long. That was not funny now. Atticus was in his element here. His face was lit up as if there were a fire burning inside him. His eyes sparked with life. He was whistling again, just softly, badly, but contentedly to himself. Dominick couldn’t stand watching and turned around to face forward. As the boat got up speed the prow rose up and all the bilge washed backward around Atticus’s happy, snuggly sea-booted feet. Damn the ancient mariner and all his causes, Dominick thought. He still could see nothing beyond twenty feet in front of them.

  Supposedly out there with them on the bay was a flotilla of similarly protesting private vessels. But who knew? Who could tell in the fog? It had not been long after leaving the marina that the other small boats that left with them vanished from sight and then sound. “We have to spread out,” Atticus told him, “form a curtain they can’t get through.” Atticus set off on his own course, without compass or chart, toward the mouth of the bay. Dominick said something about never liking the alternative connotations of the term “dead reckoning.” But Atticus assured him, “Don’t worry. This bay has been my backyard since I was just a kid in a skiff.”
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