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. 
             “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us…”

                                                        The Lord’s Prayer

There is a beginning to a circle as there is an end to one. This is the point where the circle closes – where the end point merges with the starting point. Do you not see this, then, as birth and death? If we do not know a circle’s beginning or even its ending, then what does this say of us? What does this say about how we conduct our lives? Most importantly, what does not knowing this circle say about our relationship with our Lord God?

                                                            PROLOGUE

            Without the moon the water below looks dark and deadly. Lights ahead and lights behind reveal where land is, but from this height the gulf seems wider than it really is. There is a very bright aura west. It is New York City and the five herons flying north in formation have had to fly wide over Long Island to safely clear it. 

            The herons are a species called Great Blues. They are flying at nearly five hundred feet, an unusually high altitude, but the winds are stronger and more forgiving at this height. The lead bird is female. She studies the Connecticut shoreline ahead. She is young and strong-willed and this is her first returning flight. She was born the previous spring in a marsh on the Connecticut shore. She recalls very little of the breeding colony she was raised in; enough to know that she must find it again. Flying with her are four males. Two are quite old and are absolute

 masters at keeping to her wing tips. The other two are closer to her in age. They fly some distance behind and they are quiet and cowardly around the elder two.  

            For many long months she has been alone. She has slept alone, fished alone, and drifted lazily in the sky all by her lonesome. In the great bay south where she wintered she saw many great blue herons just like herself, but they remained aloof and never socialized with her. Even as she left the great bay she did so solo. That all ended hours earlier when, out of nowhere, the two young males suddenly joined her. Until now all males have been completely indifferent to her. The big older ones were usually nasty and bullish, always ready to defend their hunting ground. The younger ones, she learned early on, were no better than thieves. With them watching you might take a kill, but keeping it was another matter for they would chase you relentlessly until you gave up and dropped it. Fishing was always a thankless task with any males around. 

           When the young males first showed up they came out of nowhere, boxing her in. She showed her colors but her anger along with her aerial acrobatics did not dissuade them. This changed when, without warning, the two old males flew in. Immediately the younger males gave up their places and, try though she might, they too could not be driven off her wing tips.  The night went dark when, finally, she decided to just ignore the four of them and fly on to her destination.                                    

            Her flight is steady now. Clearly, she is the leader and this pleases her. She proved this earlier when, acting like she recognized something ahead, she altered course significantly to the left. All four males instantly corrected to her. Below the ink that is Long Island Sound begins glinting land lights. Faint though they are she will use one particular cluster of lights to vector herself in on. They will be her beacons and she will pull every available memory of these shore lights over the next two hours of flight. 

           A mile shy of the Connecticut coast the female great blue heron begins banking to her right. All four males follow suit, setting a course directly east, paralleling the shoreline. Feeling fatigued from having flown most of the night the female starts reducing power. This translates into a slow descent. Five hundred feet becomes four hundred and so on until, over the span of three miles she begins to level out at a height of fifty feet over the white caps. The four males stay with her. They are relentless shadows and she cannot help but wonder what they will try when she finally lands. 

            In time, one particular scattering of land lights stands out. It is not that they are very strong or that they are many; rather it is how the lights are grouped that triggers her memory.  Relief surges through her and she squawks as if to say, “At last!” All four males mimic her, cawing-off in that metallic rasp singular to great blues. The closer she comes the more she remembers. There is the narrow river with its large peninsula on which sits an old meandering house dominating the river mouth. It is these lights that she recognizes. Adjacent to the peninsula and immediately behind it, is exactly why she’s flown this far: the Great Marsh. By local standards, this marsh is huge, untouched by the haphazard development that has taken out so many wetlands along this coast. It is large and thoroughly accommodating to many species of birds and fish. It is known as a nursery, or rookery, and great blues from hundreds of miles away are, even now, cycling loftily through the mid-Atlantic skyway toward it. 

            Ignoring the males the female great blue veers heavily to her left and drops to a height twenty feet over the water. Starting at the mouth, she navigates down the channel. The old males pull back giving her free reign of the sky for they are quite familiar with the wetlands here. The female flies forward absorbing dark shapes to her left and right. These are boats, both sail and power, and they are strung to mooring buoys like sets of dissimilar gems. The air slipping through her beak tastes of mud and rotting vegetation. This tells her that the tide is out. Lights from town split the night in front of her and rather than commingle with them she decides to bank hard right and into the Great Marsh itself. 

            Skimming the reed tops, the female great blue spies a collection of scrub trees set on an island in the middle of the marsh. She aims for them and when she is nearly on top of the trees she pulls up. Circling thirty feet high she studies the rookery. It was in a tree far to her right that she was born less than a year ago. Now that she has her bearings the young great blue stops flapping her wings. In an ever-tightening circle, she drops from the sky down onto a high limb of her natal tree. She suspects that it is here where she will spend the next spring and summer of her life, though she does not yet know why. 

            High overhead, circling like some creature out of deep prehistory, its arthritic wings cupping air and its long neck tucked hard against its chest is the eldest blue. He no longer counts the springs he has flown north, nor can he begin to recall the harsh, lonely winters against which he has somehow survived. Long ago his black crown and muddy blue feathers turned a raggedy gray. His jaundiced eyes while old, remain sharp. Night and day he sees everything within his own span, his own periphery. Like most creatures of his advanced years the old male is both indomitable and idiosyncratic. Virtually nothing rattles him. Very little impresses him. Towards creatures other than his own he shows no benevolence, no random kindness, and no hospitality. To him, the world is made up of these things only: food, threats, and distractions. And it is within this thin structure that he endures his long sum of days. 

            The wind is out of the west pushing him away from the marsh, so he compensates by plummeting thirty feet before stretching out his wings again. He renews his circling, studying the four great blues below. The female has already found her tree; no doubt the very same one she was born in. The two young males have landed as near to her as they dare; their instinct to mate her subduing their normally haughty nature. His companion, the other old male, has settled down on a protected jut of mud and reeds. He is likely fast asleep. 

            To say the old male blue is pleased would be to allow him more emotion than he rightly deserves. His mind and heart are not wrapped in feelings of pleasure, hate, pride, and anger. Such emotions are unnecessarily superfluous; especially burdensome where survival is concerned. This is not to say that he is not capable of some passion. So far, this spring’s flight has brought with it five returnees. Most importantly, three are yearlings. Above all one is female. She has survived against some pretty miserable odds. Now she is here to breed and nest. 

            The old male works his wings like sails, cupping and emptying them just to maintain position. He has flown far since sunset. He should rest but will not. Dawn is less than an hour off. He can taste wet snow in the wind. For a long moment he worries about the younger blues. In no time his worry settles over the lone female. Even at this time of year this stretch of coastline can see some pretty nasty weather. He would hate for bad spring weather to end up killing her. Pumping his wings, the old male hovers overhead. He has seen many poor years where no great blues have come here to mate and nest. Years where the only birds around were gulls, geese, and mallards. These were the ‘dead years’ and he would never wish to live through them again. 

            The first of the snow slants off with the breezes. It is wet and promises to gather and be heavy. The old male considers setting down. A few hours sleep might do him some good. He will not, however, settle down beside the other old male. Instead he seeks out the female and drops down close to her. Should anything bad come it will be he who responds to the threat, drives it away, or attacks it just as he has done for all great blues since time for him and them began.                                                                           

                                                                   ONE

            The rope tied firmly around his thin wrist was wet and frayed at both ends. Even now, seventy years later, he could feel himself tug away at it.  His mind so easily went back there now as things he had trained himself to forget ate into his mind like big black ants through a rotten sill beam. This was what George Zogg hated most about having Multi-infarct Dementia. It was so odd that he went there; stranger still that his mind took him there unwillingly. His mind had once been such a steel trap – guarded and so very full, like a boy with overly heavy pockets and protected by vicious pit bulls. No matter. His mind still took him there; to the rope on his wrist and all that this represented.              

            So what was it his brother Benny said? “You try squeezing out of this knot, I’ll whip you so bad you’ll think Stinky beat ya!” Stinky was their father. No one ever called him Dad.

            Seven decades later George mouthed yes. He saw Benny glare and recheck the knot that held him captive to the old family scow. Assured that his little brother would stay put, Benny Zogg jumped the starboard gunwale into knee-deep water. More curious than angry, George watched Benny cross the beach and climb the dark rocks toward the great lit mansion on the long bluff overlooking Tribute Harbor’s narrow mouth. 

            George Zogg respected his brother. Benny had four years on him. He was fourteen and considered a man. Benny did a man’s labor at a man’s wage and, for all intents and purposes, he was the family’s breadwinner. Still, Benny wasn’t right in the head. He rarely behaved in a predictable way. With Stinky you at least knew that, given a day’s wage, the bottle would come out. Benny didn’t go on benders. Benny went on ‘drifts’, as their sister Cinnamon called these episodes. Sometimes he even took George along with him. 

            In his mind’s eye, George saw everything that happened next. The rope holding him to the scow was lashed around the seat. It was tied in a repeating, complicated knot that looked like a man’s fist. The knot was tied tightly to George’s wrist, looped twice, and secured by a knot a sailor might use when buckling a boat down in a gale. Could he weasel out of this knot? He was ten with nothing but time on his hands. Besides, he had been given an order to remain behind and look after the boat. But he did not want to be here. He wanted to be with Benny and so George went after the knot with the bitter determination of an abandoned brother. 

            The scow was a filthy mess. The Zogg’s used it for everything from hauling, to fishing, to odd jobbing, to clamming, to oystering, to lobstering, and even to dead body recovery as they had done so recently for a local suicide. Eighteen feet long and at least forty years old, the scow was a relic from better times. It was built as a tender vessel for the large oyster fleet that once filled Tribute Harbor. The scow’s original paint color was white and gray anti-fouling, with a baby blue, robin’s egg interior. However, she had not had an overhaul in twenty years and only still floated, Benny claimed, because of all the ‘fish guts in her belly’. 

            Fifteen minutes of yanking on the knot, then wheedling at it with a long common nail and heating it with his warm breath had no affect. In frustration George brought a bare heel down on the seat. He considered putting his arm directly into the bilge and coating his wrist in the dirty oils, but the thought of the scow’s bilge water repulsed him. Was there a knife onboard -- any kind of tool? A focused sweep of the craft brought to light many odd things, but nothing that would cut the rope. Discouraged, George picked up an oar and smashed it against the seat. It made a curious thud but did not break. George hit the seat again. The seat held, however, the sound it made inspired him. Rot! Rather than hit it a third time George went to work. Using the oar as a fulcrum he separated the seat from its bracket. In no time, he was free. Free, but with eight feet of line still attached to his wrist… 

            George Zogg wandered down the lawn toward the cove and beach. His old hips were giving him more trouble than normal today. A large bird drifted in the air overhead. Its shadow crossed over him causing him to look up. He immediately caught an eyeful of sun and stopped to rub his eyes. He felt himself teetering. The beach where he came ashore the first time that night seventy years ago glistened in the noonday sun. A luxury yacht headed down river, racing for the Sound and a full day of sailing. There was a bald man at the helm and his wife at the mast. Two young children sat rigidly in the cockpit. They appeared engorged by overly large orange life vests. George barely took notice of them.

            These old memories were so vivid, so distinct. He could hardly remember what he ate for breakfast – if he even ate breakfast – but the deep past was clear as daylight. Looking down on the rocks at the beach George saw things as they were so very long ago: the Great Marsh in deep shadow; the all-engulfing forest to the right; the manor house behind; and then the inky Sound spiked with whitecaps.  He saw the old scow abeam, rubbing on the beach. He heard its hull moan on each little wave. And with this George Zogg went way, way back…  

             “Benny’s in the manor house?”

              Benny in the manor house? Inside? It was hard to imagine, yet it all came out now. Why? Because the walls were coming down. Multi-infarct Dementia (MID) was flinging them down. Everything rigid might be gone but not memory. George’s memory remained intact, threatening him. Benny? With that length of rope coiled over his shoulder George pumped his little legs up the groomed lawn toward the big old mansion. The ones who lived here, the Raineys? They were lords of this harbor. Gods almost, some claimed. So, what were two river rats, like him and Benny doing down here at this hour? Anyone’s guess! 

            Benny? Benny, you idiot!

            One hundred feet or so from the house George came to an abrupt stop. He realized he had no plan and these people had dogs. The big kind. What was he going to do, bang on the front door and demand his brother? A thought hit him: what if the dogs were out roaming the grounds? What would keep them from attacking him? Maybe Benny was right to have tied him to the boat seat; he was just trying to save his little brother from being mauled. George flushed at the thought. A year ago a large gray dog had attacked him. It came out of nowhere as he was bent over spearing eels in the marsh. Luckily the dog hadn’t reckoned on his fish spear. With the exception of his pocketknife George was weaponless now. My God, were these dogs stalking him?

           Then as now George descended the hill. As he did so a faint flicker of light caught his attention. It came from the forest to his right. He turned toward it, letting it draw him in. Something told him he’d find Benny in there. It took effort to get through the scrub without making much noise. He eventually came to within sight of the light and discovered what it was: a small campfire. There was a lot of chatter punctuated by throaty laughter. Benny was in there all right, however, George did not recognize the man he was with. George knelt down by a tree trunk and studied his older brother. Benny seemed so unusually animated, and so happy. George spotted the liquor bottles. ‘Stinky all over again’, George cursed. It sickened him, so he began to study the other man. He was six feet tall, of medium build, with a deep tan and very blonde hair. He wore a collared shirt, tan boat pants, and leather sailor shoes. Unlike Benny, who was lounging on the ground near the fire, this man was sitting on a hard-backed chair. He smiled some and let Benny do most of the talking. He seemed totally out-of-place here; far too well groomed to be sitting in the woods drinking and listening to Benny Zogg’s stupid stories and lies about himself.  

            Ten minutes, a half hour, the drink and chatter went on. George found himself numbed by it.  Benny was not only doing most of the talking, he was drinking more than the other man and tending the fire. And it wasn’t like Benny was saying anything important either; everything coming out of his mouth was junk! George considered returning to the scow. More than likely, they’d be out here all night. The ridiculousness of why they were out here sickened George. He’d just go back to the boat, reloop the rope to the seat, and get some much-needed sleep. Another Stinky! Boozin’ Benny could just go to hell!

             A dog barked in the distance. A second dog answered it.  The breeze switched from west to southwest creeping up a notch. Rain was coming. George didn’t care; he’d slept out in much worse weather. Just as he was about to crawl away, George saw Benny stand and leave the fire. He was heading straight for him. George froze. Thankfully, Benny went just far enough to relieve himself.  As he did the man Benny was drinking with got out of his chair and, after heaping a few more logs on the fire, he spread a large blanket on the ground. As Benny finished up, George saw the man take off his belt. A whole new expression came over his face. He looked mean and angry now and ready to do battle. 
            Benny returned to the fire unaware. When he saw the man and the belt his entire attitude changed; all the cockiness left him and he bowed low and let his shoulders slump forward. George studied his brother. He’d never seen him like this. What was happening? The man looked like he was ready to teach Benny a lesson, but Benny wasn’t putting up his dukes?  Instead, he obliged the man, standing where he was told to, in the center of the blanket. When ordered, Benny yanked his shirt over his head and leaned forward. In a soft, childlike voice he begged for a last hit from the liquor bottle but the man snarled at him. “You’re stoned enough already, rat! Now take your blows!”

                                                                   TWO

“You eat lobsters and mussels, clams and crabs and you pay good money for them! Was a time that was just poor man’s food.” – George Zogg

            An hour before dawn the rain came. First a few tentative drops, a splatter, and then a torrent. It reared out of the southwest stitching a squall line across the waves. A hard wind arrived just in advance of the squall, but George didn’t worry. Nothing but a full-on gale would dump the scow. Rather than lie on the seat and take it George Zogg sat amidships, spread his arms, and put his face to the sky. Summer rain. Cleansing. Purifying. A gift. He prayed for a real soaker. He needed to wash himself off completely. To rid his body and mind of all that he’d witnessed just four hours before. Criminy sake, Benny!

           The squall’s fury turned the scow abeam of the seas. In a few minutes waves built, threatening to turn her turtle. George took the tiller. Hard rudder to port and he had the scow surfing the waves. It felt good to get control of something; to do something a man would do. 

           Running out of the woods, George felt compelled to get away. It took some difficulty for him to launch the scow into an outgoing tide. Now he was miles from Tribute Harbor on the opposite side of the Mercy Islands, careening along on the Sound’s outbound tide. Lights south, along Long Island’s north shore, came out of the squall weak and intermittent. The rain fell on him in sheets. It was so warm that he removed his clothes. Looking up into it he let the rain take him completely by embrace. The squall was brief, yet there were others stacked behind it. Summer had been this way: hot, humid, and slapped by squalls. Sometimes George hated rain. Not now at least. 

           In ten minutes the squall passed to the northeast. George saw Long Island’s north shore clearly now. Looking back on Connecticut he realized that he was near the middle of the Sound.  East, he saw a gray line where the sun was trying to rise. This excited him. He was miles from Tribute Harbor already. So, how far did this make him from Africa? Could he get there without hoisting the scow’s sail? And how far would an outgoing tide take him? England? France? Spain? Was he as close as that? George couldn’t remember. He believed he’d recognize an African when he saw one. He hoped they would greet him with a big plate of spaghetti and something tall to drink, like ice-cold root beer. And what kind of dessert would they then offer him? Did they have ice cream? He wondered. 

            Two new squalls hit the scow. Night went from gray dawn to an oily day. The waves slowly settled down. George occupied himself with bailing; a necessary task considering the state of the scow’s planking. He measured his way east by reading distant landmarks. Boy, was he speeding! Maybe he’d be in Africa in time for dinner. He began to imagine the meal they would cook him. This time the spaghetti dinner included grilled cheese sandwiches and ripe tomatoes; a root beer glass stood tall and cold and full beside him. One thing about Africans, they had plenty to eat and were willing to share it. And wouldn’t they be happy to have him there? Perhaps they’d make him their boy-king and let him ride their cheetahs and let him live in a mud hut castle and show him where their diamond mine was and tell him to take from it all that he wished. Yup, they were giving alright, right down to their last big fiery gem. 

           While George’s mind swelled at savannahs, chimps, giant ferns, food, and easy money a vessel crept up on the scow from off the Mercy Islands. Amidships aft she was a working craft. Lobster, mainly. Her stern section held a davit and a large table for hauling in pots. Her hull was scarred with rust and moss and her wheelhouse looked like it had met one too many seas head-on. She was the lobster boat Mehetabel, owned by the Franks family out of Tribute Harbor. 

            George turned in his seat when he heard Mehetabel’s diesels. He knew the Franks and he knew the boat. For a long moment, George considered raising sail and dashing out of there, but one good look at the liquid glass surrounding him told him that was foolish. Even if he tried to he wasn’t strong enough to scull the boat home like Benny would. And he wasn’t tall enough to sit on the center seat and row the boat out of danger. So, he got back into his wet clothes. No one was going to see him naked and then make some mean joke about seeing a Halloween skeleton.  

             Mehetabel came alongside. George recognized Tull Franks at her wheel. He had a big easy smile on his face; one without much teeth to it. Tull was the Franks’ family patron and he was built like a powder factory. Everyone on Tribute Harbor’s waterfront respected Tull. He had an easy commanding manner, and he was nice to everyone, even those who owed him big. If Stinky had his polar opposite, Tull was it. 

            “George?” George nodded. “Yeah, I thought you was the Zogg scow. I seen you just as I come off Old Baldy. Squall nail ya?” George nodded a second time. “Well,” said Tull. “Take my line. Tie her on forward.” Saying this, Tull saw the rope around George’s wrist. “I’ll be, what’s that all about, boy?”

            George lied, saying that Benny tied him to the boat seat as a joke. When the squalls hit the joke went sour. Tull shook his head, muttering some expletive under his breath about river rats. George knew what Tull thought. It wasn’t any mystery what people all along the waterfront felt about his family.  Tull was only unusual in that he kept his remarks to himself. And Tull being Tull went somewhat further: “What say we anchor ya over behind Little Mercy, then run us down some pots? When we’re done, I’ll tow you in. Wanna earn some little bit of scratch today young man? My Zeke’s down with fever.”

            The African savannah vanished and the boy-king forgot all about cheetahs, the mud-hut castle, root beer, and diamond mines. After being cut free George tied down the scow the best he knew how. He then steered her in Mehetabel’s wake. A full day of pulling pots up on the davit, tossing chick-lobsters back for those with some weight, and rebaiting pots with fish heads finally came to an end. They returned to the scow at sunset. She was half under and Tull helped George pump her out with Mehetabel’s bilge pump. It was nighttime before they came through the familiar harbor mouth. Try as he might George could not avoid looking at the mansion, her lawn, and her woods. And while last night’s memory teased him, he managed to keep it down. “I’ll drop you by the house,” Tull roared over the thud of the diesel. And much to Cinnamon’s relief Tull Franks did. 

            “You little slip!” Cinnamon said, grabbing George and slapping him on the backside. “We been three-fourths nuts worryin’ over you!” Cinnamon slapped him again, but much lighter than expected. George caught a whiff of his sister’s breath and realized that, in her worry, she’d downed some beer. “Benny and Stinky’re up to New London looking for you! And you was out with Tull?”

            George wanted to reach out to Cinnamon; to hold his sister – to feel her thick hair cloak him, to hear her throaty reassurances. He would die happily just to have her snuggle him on her lap again. “Tull’s gonna pay me three bits!”

            Cinnamon shook her head. She put her hands on her hips and smiled that deep smile she so often gave him. George was off the hook, but what about Benny?

            Cinnamon Zogg was sixteen and not much taller than George. She had brown-black hair that she wore lopped to her shoulders.  Her eyes, like Benny’s and George’s, were coal black. She had an offside grin and she walked with a matching limp on her left side. Her left hand didn’t work nearly so good as her right one did so she hid it, calling it her ‘crab claw’. But to George, his sister was an angel living squat-down among the wicked. 

            “What went on last night anyways,” she demanded. She handed him a very dry peanut butter sandwich. Outside of some clams and some cider that Tull gave him earlier in the day, George hadn’t eaten much. Little wonder he was so thin. 

            “Why you think something went on?”

            Cinnamon lowered her head. If she’d had horns she might have butted him. “George! I seen how Benny was. I ain’t never seen him such. So, what went on!”
            “Benny’s an idiot!” George spoke without thinking, without gauging himself. Atypical. 

             Cinnamon grabbed her brother’s hand and walked him to the only chair in the room that wasn’t smashed. She sat and pulled George onto her lap. The chair teetered but held. Ever since their mother split on them five years back, Cinnamon was it for the woman around here.  “Tell me before Stinky comes back and beats it out’a you! Did Benny do something foolish?” Cinnamon caught herself. “Well that’s stupid. Just tell me what Benny did. You cover for him; it won’t do none of us any good. Get it, George?”

             “Benny,” he repeated. “Is an idiot!” Burying his face against his sister’s chest George added: “But we didn’t do nothing bad.” Lying came easily to George. One thing he knew about lying was to never complicate the lie with a whole lot of background. Too much background would trip you up. A good lie was streamlined. George made up a story about Benny drinking and tying George to the boat in order to keep him quiet. George said he was so pissed at Benny for drinking that he rolled him out of the boat near shore sometime around one in the morning. Unfortunately, the scow got caught in the strong outgoing current. Between both the current and the squalls George drifted far from Tribute Harbor before Tull Franks happened on him at seven this morning. 

            Cinnamon turned his face to stare into his eyes. They seemed convincing, but the story didn’t sit well with her. As she said, she’d never seen Benny so beside himself. What George just described hardly seemed worth a minute’s worry from Benny. There was more to last night than George was admitting. He’d seen something. George had seen Benny do something that fairly fried his nerves. “Horsecrap!” she whispered harshly. “Wanna try that again before Stinky gets back and whips ya?”

            George breathed in, exhaled, then filled his lungs again. The peanut-butter sandwich wasn’t sitting real well. “Nope,” he said calmly. “Don’t need to.”

            “You think Stinky’s gonna believe that?” Cinnamon pulled George into her and stroked his hair. There were six Zogg children: Harmon, twenty, was doing a long stretch at Danbury for ‘Aggravated Assault’, Dempsey and Lola, the twins, dead a year from birth, Cinnamon, Benny, and finally George. Everyone on the wharves and docks called the Zoggs ‘river rats’. By anyone’s reckoning, they owned the low end of the socio-economic rung in Tribute Harbor. Even so, Cinnamon held out high hopes for George. Of all of them, he seemed the most alert. Bright as a light bulb. She knew George saw further than the bottle, jail, or a life spent in the bilge of other men’s boats hauling in shellfish, blues, or fluke. Unlike Benny or Stinky, George was worthy of her attention. So she asked again saying, “Don’t sell that crap to Stinky, ‘cause he’ll just beat you real bad.”

             “He beats anyway.” 

             Around midnight, a one-lunger approached their river shack. The thud-thudding diesel cut off and they heard two men arguing. They then heard the squeal of dock tires as the vessel squeezed up against it in a controlled crash. The diesel reversed engines and cut. The drop of two pairs of feet told George and Cinnamon that their father and brother were home at last. Cinnamon sat up on her mattress. George sat up on his. The shack was humid, hot, and reeked of river muck, scaled fish, and raw sewage. No matter the season, the old shack never felt like a home. Privately, George called it, ‘Hell’s Waiting Room’. Seventy years later he easily saw it in its sorry, dilapidated state. 

             “Where is that clam-squirt!” Stinky said, stumbling over debris as he burst through the door. A candle burned in the corner where they slept. “L’il squirt,” Stinky yelled, drunk on whatever it was fueling him this night. “Y’owe me eighty-four cents in fuel looking for you. Eighty-four cents! You got that?”

            George stood and Cinnamon leapt up to protect him. As always, she would take the majority of Stinky’s blows for her brother. Benny kept back by the open door, shoulders slumped and scared looking. Stinky wasn’t about to be redirected. Years ago alcohol had trashed his sense of reason, fairness, and his once hard frame. One thing Stinky knew – Zoggs weren’t right. Never had been. Zoggs were Muck-lords. Rejects. What people said they were: river rats! He’d teach his kids! He’d get them straight! “Where was you?”

            George stepped out from behind Cinnamon. He knew the blow would come from Stinky’s right hand and that it wasn’t fair for her to take it again for him. By all rights, Benny was the one that should have been standing there. “I got caught in the current and couldn’t get the scow back. Mr. Franks –”

            Whack! Stinky’s fist slammed the side of George’s head. “Don’t never call Tull, Mister! Hear me?” 

            George hit the floor, saw stars, and rolled himself into a ball. He heard Cinnamon swear, then take a hard one herself. All the while Benny just stood there in the doorway staring at his bare feet. In the harsh candlelight, Stinky clenched both fists and screamed at his children. Poorly distilled alcohol had aged him, making him one ugly bastard, but he was still strong enough to take down a boy and girl. Two more blows followed. They stayed down, unmoving and quiet. Suddenly, Stinky stormed out onto the finger wharf and puked into the river. Whatever he was drinking Benny had drunk it too, because when he bent down to check on his sister and brother he reeked of some really awful stuff. Benny, you idiot!

            “Play dead,” Benny urged them both certain their old man would finish clearing his guts out and return for more. “He’ll go down soon.” 

                    George stayed down, but Cinnamon sat up. Her instinct was to tend to George. Once again, Stinky’s fist had caught her on her left side; her cheek was bleeding badly from the same spot as last time. George’s head swam. He took one blow just below the left temple and his ear felt like it might have been damaged in the attack. The second blow was a kick to his rear and that one stung. Again Benny told them both to stay down, but Cinnamon would have none of it. She told her brother to go to hell; then she vowed to get to the bottom of whatever it was George was protecting Benny from. 

             Benny came off his knees quickly, distancing himself from his sister and brother. The screen door with its flapping screen slammed the doorframe. The shack was always full of mosquitoes and moths, yet no one ever seemed crazed by them. Cinnamon went for the water jug and a towel. She would clean their wounds, and then she would try to straighten out the bedding. Peeking out of the window she saw Stinky slump down in his boat seat. He was fading. Alcohol and sudden violence had exhausted him. He would be out soon. She hissed at George, “Are you gonna tell me now?” But George said there was nothing to admit. 

             “George,” she cautioned him. “Don’t be in Benny’s pocket. He ain’t no better than Stinky, you know!”

             “I ain’t in Benny’s pocket,” he assured her. Not in the least!”

                                                                 THREE

            Benny Zogg stood squarely over the scow seat that he’d tied George to two nights before. Though early, the day was very warm with a sluggish breeze. As usual, he wore a pair of oily shorts and, other than a numbing hangover, nothing else. Benny’s tan was deep mahogany. Because of his black hair and dark features most everyone called him Wop! He was built though: heavy shouldered, with large arm and wrist muscles, a rippled stomach and thick muscled legs. He was only fourteen and already Benny had the sculpted body of a fully matured man. As he pulled on the loose seat, Benny saw it all. George must have used an oar to force the seat from its rotten side brace. Once the seat was loose George could have then rolled the rope off and gotten free. What’d that little moron see?

            George lay motionless on his mattress watching his brother through the open window. He could see now that Benny had worked it all out. That was good. George saw that his brother was worried. Even better. For George the trick would be to capitalize on what Benny did. A few minutes later Benny came inside. George was ready for him. He knew Benny wished to interrogate him, so he played dumb. “Hey,” Benny whispered. “Wanna go hook some blues?”

            Neither one wanted to disturb their sister. They saw that the left side of Cinnamon’s face was red and rounded where Stinky hit her. As for Stinky, he was blessedly passed out in the launch.  George obeyed him and they both leapt into the scow. Standing on the aft seat, Benny sculled the scow right into the center of the harbor and aimed south toward its mouth.  

            Tribute Harbor’s commercial district was long, gray, and poorly. The last great oyster year was 1905, so by the late 1920’s oysters barely supported but a few local families. At one time though, the shellfish industry was so bountiful here that over fifty oyster sloops were able to sustain themselves from the four thousand acres of oyster ground off the harbor mouth. Pollution, natural calamities, disease, and particularly overfishing caused the poor bivalves decline. A few of the old oyster vessels lay rotting in river muck where the spring tides had dropped them. The once prosperous shucking houses were either falling face first into the harbor or had been converted to serve the pleasure-marine industry. Boatyards themselves, where so many of the old vessels had slept the winters out now held all kinds of working hulks and sporty watercrafts. The harbor did what it had to to survive.

           George glanced back at the shack. He worried for Cinnamon. Stinky used to be as tame as a turtle the day after a beating. He’d mope and mutter and be apologetic to them for a week or two.  That used to be the old man’s pattern; not any more. Now he’d fight anyone or anything for the least likely thing. Men like Tull Franks who once hired Stinky on, wouldn’t carry him onboard anymore. Cinnamon said: “What a common bastard our Daddy’s become!” Her face would contort and she would wonder aloud why their mother had run off. Then she would add something sassy like: “she knew, boy, did she!” What did their mother know? George thought. How to dump four kids on a monster? A woman who did that? Why bother recalling her name, let alone go on about her the way Cinnamon did? Why bother mentioning her ever again? Why give her that honor? Cinnamon was weak. She would do that; grieve for their mother the same way Stinky chased his bottles down. Stupid!
            Eventually, the sculling and outbound current brought the scow parallel with the estate’s beach – the same beach where Benny abandoned George two nights previously. Placing his chin in his hands George made a big show of staring at it. He wondered if they’d see that mean man walk across that huge groomed yard. Boy, wouldn’t that be perfect! Benny’s sculling became more determined. George began to consider his brother’s moves. Most likely he’d threaten George with death if ever he revealed what he’d seen.  That would put him in Benny’s pocket – a place George refused to live in. It’d be best if he made the first move; see how upset he could make his brother. Didn’t Cinnamon say she’d never seen Benny so upset? There had to be some real currency in this!

            “Hey Benny? Why’d that big mean man call you rat and take a belt to you?” 
            All sculling stopped. The scow drifted off to port.  Benny stood silent while George steeled himself for an attack. Benny was twice his weight and a whole foot taller. No contest. Even though he’d prefer to erase that awful image from memory, George knew he could never let Benny think this. 

            “Why?” George asked, shifting on his seat. He kept his voice low and conspiratorial. Benny just stood there staring at him. “Ain’t never seen nothing like it, Benny! You let another man do that to you? Whip you like a dog? Why?”

            Benny dropped the oar inboard. He started to whimper. Paydirt! He was beside himself and tearing apart. Twice he gagged, saying: “I didn’t. I didn’t.”

            “What’s up with him and you?” George asked, coming closer. “He’s whipped you before, hasn’t he? Why? Why let him?”

            Benny just stared at George. His eyes were wet but there weren’t any tears. George wanted tears. “You’re sick!” he said. That did it. Benny’s face contorted. He covered his head and sobbed like a four year old. “Head sick,” George repeated, screwing his words in. 

            The tide took them on a drift through the harbor mouth. The sun rose behind the mansion, its rays spiking through the old-growth forest behind the house. George found himself studying it – assessing it for the first time in his life – he wanted to understand Benny’s connection to it. 

            “Mr. Mean live in there?” he asked. His brother nodded and kept sobbing. “Who is he, then?”

            “David Rainey,” sputtered Benny. Now he was clutching himself and rocking back and forth on the seat. “You better never…”

            “Shut up!” George commanded. It was a decisive moment. From this time forward Benny Zogg would never again regain the upper hand, or be free from debt; nor would George ever release him. “Know what Stinky’ll do to you if he hears! Worse, what’s Harmon gonna do!”

            Benny stopped sobbing. He definitely felt the lid close over him now. Benny craned and vomited off the stern. Stinky was one thing, but no one ever wanted Harmon after them. “Okay,” he choked. “What d’you want?” 

            “I wanna know everything. Like, does he pay to hit you like that?”

            “It ain’t like that,” insisted Benny. “He gives me scratch sometimes.”

            “How much scratch?”

            Benny breathed in deeply. He’d never seen this side of George. “Depends. Most times it’s booze. Sometimes cans. You know them cans we all eat? I don’t see you saying no to them canned peaches! And Cinnamon loves her pears!  No one I know’s been turning them cans down!”

            George felt ill suddenly. He just managed to keep his balance. His direction was clear, though. There was good value in this. He could feel it; like a fish-swirl out in calm water. He saw something in it – an advantage – he just didn’t know what it would take to net all the good stuff in. “How much scratch you get?”

            Benny snorted, “Not much, that’s for sure. Liquor’s good. Man pours decent booze, which is more’n Stinky’ll do!”

            “How much d’you make, Benny?”

            “Why d’you care, moron?”

            “Careful, Benny! You can still go down.”

            “So can you! Remember that stiff we pulled out’a this lake? That’ll be you, George, if you try spreading this!”

            “I’m covered, brother. I’m covered good.” George smiled a half smile. A weird darkness settled over him, sending a chill down Benny’s spine. He resembled Harmon. Demonic.

            “What does that mean?”

            “It means I left a note for Cinnamon and another one for Stinky. I wrote ‘em last night. Spilled it all. Said, if I don’t come back, then you kilt me. Guess who else I told? No, Benny, I’m covered good. I knew’d you’d threaten me. So, you want me quiet? I’ll be quiet, but you gotta do two things for me first.”

            “But you wrote them notes. They already know!”

            “Not yet, but by supper they will.” He was really enjoying this; especially considering the number of times in his life Benny had him in his own tight grips. “You need to make sure we get back early. So, what’s it worth anyways?”

            “One dollar.” Benny spit it out like a hair. 

            George shook his head. “Not good. Next time demand a sawbuck from him.”

            Benny’s eyes narrowed. “Who do you think y’are?”

            “Of that sawbuck, I get two.” As Benny stuttered in protest, George added, “From now on you make sure you jump Stinky whenever he goes after Cinnamon and me. Your big enough to take that sly old bum! Me and Cinnamon’re tired of getting the cream kicked out’a us! Now, you do them two things and Stinky and Harmon won’t never know a thing! Deal Benny?”

            George Zogg teetered and grabbed for the deck rail. He felt strong hands steady him. My God, but these memories are coming in such overwhelming bursts now. Is this what they mean by seeing your life pass before your eyes?  

            George turned and looked at the younger man who held him. Startled, he asked, “Benny?” The younger man smiled and shook his head no. He led George to a comfortable white cushioned chair in front of which sat a plate with a sandwich and a tall iced drink. A strong southerly breeze flag-flapped the napkin against the tabletop. Apparently, the meal was for him and he was being told to sit down and enjoy it. Had he asked for this? “But I want spaghetti,” he mumbled “And root beer. Is this root beer? Say, you’re not my brother, Benny?”

            The younger man smiled again, whispering, “No, I’m not. It’s me Baxter, Daddy. I’m here for you now.”

            George studied him intensely. Mid-forties, light brown hair and skin, big brown cow-eyes, a lopsided, small toothed smile like Cinnamon’s, with a thin, sturdy frame. He gazed at the hands; soft like a banker’s. Baxter?
            “Your son, Daddy. It’s been a long time. A really long time I know, but I’m here now. I’m finally home again.”

            “My son?” I have a son? George recoiled, but the fluttering napkin stole his attention. From here he studied the plate and found that the sandwich was tuna fish with pickles in it and lettuce and celery with a dash of curry, the way he liked it. Also, there were potato chips on the side. Okay, so it wasn’t spaghetti and root beer. He’d live.    

(Nearing the end, George has just died; flanked by son Baxter, daughter Judith, and the caregiver Paul. These are the conclusion chapters that resolve the novel.) 

                                                              FIFTY

            Judith sat by the bed, her face buried in her hands, sobbing. She’d seen enough. Baxter stood beside Paul who, even now, was checking for a pulse. Without meaning to, Baxter looked into his father’s eyes again. They were empty, their blackness clouding over to a thin, mottled gray. The expression pained him greatly. It took time but eventually Paul stopped looking for life, stood straight, and noted the time. He reached for his logbook, opened it to the day and wrote: ‘Patient T.O.D. 23:57. Some physical activity.  Few complications. No last words.’ Paul closed the logbook and took stock of his dead client’s survivors. Absent the child sleeping under some quilts in the corner, they seemed to accept what just occurred. 

             Paul draped an arm over the younger man’s shoulder. “Are you okay?”

             “What’s this all about?” 

             Paul looked to where Baxter pointed. “Do you mean your father’s face?” He resisted the urge to expand on the obvious. All along, Paul knew that Mr. Zogg would not be flying off on angel wings and, in all honesty, his son and daughter did too. Given time they would come to grips with this. “Shall I cover it?”

             Judith was indecisive. Baxter said he worried about Chase waking up and seeing Pap-Pap’s face frozen like this. Paul understood. Final moments could startle those who remained behind. So Paul pulled the sheets respectfully over George’s face and body. “Shall I say a few words and a prayer?” Paul then quoted from ‘Revelations 21: 3-6: ‘See, the home of God is among mortals. He will dwell with them; they will be his peoples, and God himself will be with them; he will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more… It is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end.’ When he finished Paul asked the two of them to join him in praying The Lord’s Prayer over their father’s soul. At the conclusion, Paul begged their pardons. He needed to alert the funeral home to collect the body.  Judith debated waking Chase and Baxter weighed in, offering to move the boy back to his own bed. Chase, he said, would learn about Pap-Pap soon enough. 

             Chase hardly stirred during the transfer. Judith covered her son well, as the upstairs seemed particularly cold tonight. She said she thought it might be the north wind, which was blasting snow all around the old house. They wondered privately if the funeral home could get through the storm and over the causeway; for both of them the alternative seemed a little spooky. Baxter did not wish to sleep and went alone to the kitchen to make a sandwich. Finding beer in the refrigerator, he took three bottles and brought a tray into the Great Room. Snow drifted along the south deck and up to the lee of the windows. It was a dark, breezy night as one squall after another tore through Tribute Harbor. Baxter got out kindling and logs and built a fire in the large stone hearth. Pushing the most comfortable chair in front of the hearth, he opened a beer, and began to snack. In this comfort of food, beer, and flame Baxter forced his mind to keep from whirling off. 

            Finding balance was extremely important now as Dad was dead. In a week or so, after the funeral, he’d aim the Goose back to Purcellville, Virginia. Maybe along the route home, he’d have the courage to swing through Maryland’s Eastern Shore. He had Karen’s address and phone number and every reason in the world to reconnect with her. Was this fair, or should he call first and fill her in from here? Then he could say that, come the New Year, he’d be driving back through and could easily stop in. But how to explain what happened to him here? How would he do that? And besides, did she even care for him anymore?

             A burlap shrub-cover came off on a gust and slammed into a window directly behind him. Baxter nearly leapt out of his skin. It took him a minute to understand exactly what it was that made the noise. Shaken, he focused on the fire. It seemed odd that something like a shrub cover should break loose just now. While he didn’t wish to, he thought of his father’s last minute of life. No matter how alert Baxter was it took Paul to notice his Dad’s last few signs. There was slight movement in his knees, hands, and head. George’s eyes went right, then left, like he was following something only he could see. When he opened his mouth to speak all three of them leaned in over him, but all that came out was the old man’s final breath and this sounded like his chest cavity was collapsing on itself. 

             Judith’s voice shook terribly. “Is Dad dead? Is he, Paul?”

             Paul did not answer immediately; it was too important a moment to guess at. He stood patiently by his client’s side, knowing the dying often took another heavier breath prolonging their agony.  A minute passed. Two. Three. Four. Paul searched for a pulse. From Dad’s wrist. His chest. The artery along the neck. Nothing. “Your father,” he told the children. “Is gone.”

              His beer bottle balanced alongside the half-eaten sandwich, Baxter weighed in on what he’d witnessed. Judith the mess, sobbing over Dad’s corpse, and him reeling from disbelief as their father died. In the end, it was George’s eyes, the expression on his face that really nailed his son. Who’d the old man see? Who’d Dad see coming for him? Baxter bowed and prayed. His prayer was rambling and confused. He prayed for his father and mother. In it he stressed those words his soul was so thirsty for: forgiveness and grace. “Help me redeem them both, Lord God. Help me take the lead on this.” When done, Baxter felt as empty as he’d felt upstairs in that bedroom those last few minutes of his father’s life. There was nothing spectacular or graceful about George’s end. It felt much too grim. The look in his eyes said it all, that the gift of George’s death was not a gift. To his son there was little doubt, George Zogg died in total absence of the spirit. And this? This could not be good.  

                                                             FIFTY-ONE

            The Blue Goose was at her worst in cold nasty weather. Baxter had endured more than one mechanic who deduced that her trouble centered on plug wires, the distributor, and her advanced age. The Goose, they argued, deserved to be honorably retired. Baxter’s response was to throw oil, plugs, and plug wires at her and fill her with ‘no knock’ fluids as often as he could. In the end, he got a stubborn car; one he didn’t have the heart to replace. And now Baxter dreaded the idea of heading home to Purcellville in such awful weather because her heater box was enigmatic and she was currently stuck in second gear. She was also making a whole slew of noises. Baxter could see her sticking him in a New Jersey snowdrift, or worse, stranding him on the Tappen Zee or Delaware Memorial Bridges. The Goose was such a fair-weather friend. To tell this to Judith seemed comically suicidal, yet it was long past time to leave. Dad’s funeral was ten days ago. They buried him in a plot in the Church of the Congregation’s new section, a hundred feet from Potter’s Field.  Though there were certainly plenty of Zoggs around, his was the only family grave that was marked. He was the first and probably the last Zogg to be honored this way. Of course, Judith saw no reason to overspend on his headstone; the one she chose was granite. Such a contradiction to the man buried beneath it, thought Baxter; though he kept his misgivings to himself. 

             The long range forecast on the Weather Channel indicated an open weather window the latter part of the week. Snow outside the mansion stood in drifts five feet high. The Sound was gray-green, matching the sky. Baxter was anxious to get going for he well knew some big questions waited for him out on the Delmarva Peninsula. Cook was still gourmanding his way through France. He wasn’t due back before February. Judith hoped his liver was holding out; that he would be honed and healthy for the start of a new season. “I’m counting on him,” she said, adding great things ahead for her venture. Baxter ignored his sister’s plans for the place. It did, however, bother him that George was hardly in the ground before realtors, investors, architects, marketers, and interior designers thundered through the mansion like migrating wildebeests. It wouldn’t be long now before the wrecking crews arrived to tear this place to shreds. Baxter didn’t want to be anywhere near the phoenix Judith envisioned. Of late, there was talk of Soz quitting the city and moving back in with his family. Since the funeral, Soz was becoming quite the regular here. He was in every photo-op, silk handkerchief, dark Armani suit, and somber look buttressing both wife and son as they struggled through difficult times. If one didn’t know any better, one would say that Soz had always been their tower of support. No matter the fiction, Dad was gone and the estate lacked an alpha male and Soz saw reason to extend his range. Baxter took Chase aside, asking him if he was glad to have his father onboard. The boy expressed ambivalence. At heart, no one could ever replace or improve on goofy old Pap-Pap.

            One day before Baxter was due to head south, a courier van drove up the slick drive. Judith was out on appointments, Chase was in school, so Baxter answered the door. The courier was a small, pug-like man with a pencil-thin mustache and watery eyes. He asked Baxter if he would please accept an envelope in the name of one ‘Baxter Trulaine Zogg’. Baxter craned his neck to see who sent it, but the courier blocked his move by shoving an electronic signature pad at him. After reluctantly signing, Baxter returned to the Great Room with its roaring fire. He wanted to sit down to breakfast but was so curious about the envelope that he put his meal on hold.  On the upper left corner was a firm’s name: Carroll, Allen, Adams, and Greenwood P.A., The Carroll Building, 151 Water Street, Tribute Harbor, Ct. At the center were the words, ‘Baxter Trulaine Zogg … HAND DELIVER’ 
             Baxter’s hands shook. He recalled a conversation he’d with Vince Cook Jr. at The Deli Lama’s over a month ago. Carroll, Allen, Adams, and Greenwood P.A. were the firm handling Dad’s estate. He was mystified, wondering what Dad’s estate attorneys might want with him?

            Baxter Trulaine Zogg, you are hereby requested to be present at our offices located at: The Carroll Building, 151 Water Street, Tribute Harbor, Ct. on the fifteenth of January at two pm. for the reading of: ‘The Will of George Zogg’ Deceased. 
           The fifteenth was four days past the all-clear weather window. Now when was he supposed to get out of here?

            The Carroll Building at 151 Water Street was adjacent to Cross Yachts’ main yard and cattycorner to Franks’ Bros. Marine. In keeping with harbor front ordinances, the Carroll’s siding was a blend of distressed brick and gray cedar clapboard. Tastefully designed, it sported large palladium windows and thick, eight panel doors as well as twelve attic dormers along its high gabled front, all topped by four grand cupolas. A massive sperm whale weathervane at the building’s north end crowned it. In keeping with history, the Carroll was built to look like it was at the apex of marine commerce, as if it were a chandlery, sail loft, or boat works where specialty reproductions were recreated by the old hand-hewn method. However, a sizeable bronze plaque at their door corrected any misconceptions one had about this firm’s focus. It read: Carroll, Allen, Adams, and Greenwood, P.A. We Are Law.
             Baxter rode over to the Carroll with Soz and Judith in the beamer, arriving at the firm’s lot a few minutes before two. Unlike his sister and brother-in-law, who dressed from the tops of their wardrobes, Baxter wore casual cords and a thick woolen sweater and, like them, he was nervous. A cobbled walkway led around terraced gardens and carp pool (bundled up for the winter) to the main door. All Carroll surfaces were heavily salted (this being a law firm), so there was little chance of falling and bringing suit. 

             Judith led, the men followed. The reception area was bathed in natural light and painted in various shades of cream. Wide crown molding and thick trims, marine charcoals by W. D. Richards and Stobard in expansive silver frames, the distressed oak floor and accent rugs, the soft swag furniture, and cultured magazines were all designed to direct clients to embrace their motto: We Are Law.

             The male receptionist wore an earpiece and put all calls on hold to greet them. Effusive and effeminate, he was surprisingly maternal when it came to insisting that they make themselves comfortable in ‘the parlor’. He then headed into an alcove to brew Mr. Carroll’s two o’clock a fresh pot of special New Zealand shade tree coffee. “I’ll let Counselor know you’ve arrived,” he gushed. 

             Minutes passed. Baxter eyeballed a few of the heavier yacht books. Judith squirmed while Soz paced in front of the tall multi-paned windows. They smelled coffee coming to brew from the back. Meantime, phones rang and were quietly answered elsewhere. “You know,” said Judith. “I half expect to see Cinnamon or someone else from Dad’s family show up today. We can’t be all there is.”

             Baxter perked up. He’d considered that possibility hundreds of times, especially at the funeral. “If that were so, wouldn’t it have happened by now?”

             Soz glanced at his wristwatch. “It’s eight past.” He glared at Baxter. He’d been doing that more and more. “You drinking that guy’s coffee? I’m sure not.”

             Baxter ignored his brother-in-law. Truth be told, he looked forward to leaving Judith’s Doberman in the dust. As he was thinking this, a tan, white haired older man slipped into the parlor. He wore a black turtleneck, black pants, and a light blue sport coat. His eyes were dark and piercing and he had a flash smile. Baxter thought he looked more like a retired dermatologist fresh off some beach than the local attorney. “Bill Carroll,” he expressed, coming to each of them independently, hand outstretched. 

             Baxter remembered Bill from the funeral, and from before as well. For a while there in the Sixties, George was always conferring with his attorney about pending litigations. Judith and Bill already knew one another well. It was to Judith that Bill directed most of his initial attention. This made Soz and Baxter feel all the more superfluous, book ending them both as they made their way toward the conference room. The Carroll’s main conference room flanked the rear portion of the first floor. It had floor to ceiling windows on one wall and antique photos of Tribute Harbor on the other. The table was twenty feet long by six feet wide. There were sixteen caster chairs spread around it. Mr. Carroll led off by directing them to seats that faced the docks. “Spectacular, isn’t it? I never ever tire of our view.”

             The moment they were seated the receptionist followed with coffee. Soz gave him a glare that the old attorney caught. “Excellent, Brice,” Bill said in a warm fatherly manner. “Ask Mrs. Scofield to join us, will you?”

             The door closed softly and the elder attorney focused on his clients. A thought occurred. He turned and pointed over his left shoulder. “Do either of you know what once occupied that spot?” Soz stared dumbly where the attorney pointed. Judith and Baxter quickly gave up. “Here’s a hint: the ‘38 hurricane destroyed it.” Bill waited patiently, eyes sparkling. “Years ago, when we were looking to buy this parcel from your Dad, he shared a little history with us. This property sits on the old public dock.” Blank faces. “Right there on the harbor was the house your Dad grew up in. Are you saying your father never showed it to you?”

             Baxter covered for Judith. “Frankly, Bill. Dad shared very little about his past. Which leads me to ask you this: are we the only Zoggs coming today?”

             The attorney was about to answer when his assistant came into the room. Mrs. Scofield was a small, fierce looking woman with hair pulled so tightly behind her skull that it gave her asian eyes.  In her hand was a large expanding file with ‘Zogg’ pasted on it. “Thank you, Mrs. Scofield. Will you stay and take notes? Excellent. Now, how are your coffees?” Bill asked, pulling the file into range. “Personally, I love the bean, but I can’t drink it anymore. My gall bladder was removed last spring. I really enjoy the smell, though.” As he spoke, he slid a box of tissues in front of Judith. “You asked if anyone else is coming today? As far as I know, you two are all that remains of your Dad’s family.”                  

             Judith’s laugh was awkward. She grabbed the tissue box and pushed it in front of Baxter instead. “We thought Dad’s sister might be here,” she chanced.

             “His sister?”

             “Cinnamon.”

             “Of course, Cinnamon Zogg.” Bill thought a moment. “No, I’m not aware there’s any family left. All of our research hit a dead end.”

             “We don’t know of any either,” said Baxter. “I did a little research and found Cinnamon’s name and birth date, but no death date. We don’t know what to think.”

             “That is a mystery. By the way your father spoke, I’ve always been under the impression that none remained. There are no more Zoggs joining us today, if that helps.” Bill smiled in his most solicitous manner. “So, are we comfortable enough to begin?”

             Baxter studied the old attorney. If anyone in town knew things about his father it would be Bill Carroll. As tempted as he was to pepper him with questions, Baxter knew that this was not the time. Later, perhaps. Before leaving town. Maybe then the attorney might feel free to speak.   

             Bill reached into the expanding file and pulled out a discolored paperbound parcel. It was three inches thick, strung round with old string, and bedded in places with dark blue wax. There was a seal embedded in the wax and a frail ribbon stuck in as well. Bill pushed the parcel towards Mrs. Scofield, saying that she was to take temporary charge of this. She immediately obliged her boss. 

             The attorney reached back into the file and removed a manila envelope with the words: ‘Zogg Final’ written on it. The file was dated 1993. Judith calculated back. 1993 was the year of Dad’s M.I.D diagnosis. They all watched Bill open it, adjust his glasses, clear his throat, and begin to read:

             “Will of George Zogg... I, George Zogg of Tribute Harbor, Connecticut, declare this to be my Will, and I revoke all prior Wills and codicils that I have made.” Bill stopped, looked across the table and smiled wanly. 

             “First: I direct that all my enforceable debts (other than claims of any mortgage) be paid as soon as practical after my death. My estate shall be primarily liable for my funeral, medical, and estate administration expenses. 

             “Second: I direct that all estate, inheritance, transfer, succession, legacy and other similar taxes, including any interest and penalties thereon, which shall become payable upon or with respect to any and all property required to be included in my taxable estate under the provisions of any tax law, whether or not passing under this Will or any Codicil hereto (excluding, however, any such taxes attributable to such property which does not pass under my Will and is held by or payable to any trust not created under my Will and excluding any generation-skipping tax), shall be paid out of my residuary estate as an administration expense, without proration or apportionment against any legatee, devisee, beneficiary, transferee, or other recipient or such property. 

             “Third: I bequeath a United States Treasury Savings Bond of face value ten thousand dollars ($10,000.00), dated 1953, made out in the name of my son, Baxter T. Zogg, purchased to celebrate his birth, or if he does not survive me, to my daughter Judith’s descendants who survive me, per stirpes. 

             “Fourth: I direct the parcel marked ‘Journal’ to my son Baxter T. Zogg for a period no longer than it takes for him to read and understand it. I instruct my son to read it at the conclusion of the reading of the Will; that he follow my instructions (to be found inside the parcel) inside this firm’s offices, and that he share reading it with my attorney. I further instruct my attorney to take possession of the parcel marked ‘Journal’ and follow instructions as to how I wish it converted to my estate. In the case that my son Baxter T. Zogg does not survive me, then I direct my attorney to act in my son’s absence and follow all instructions contained therein.”

             Bill stopped to explain the Fourth paragraph. “This is the item marked ‘Journal’,” he said patting the old string-bound parcel under Mrs. Scofield’s care. “Baxter, your father is directing you to break this wax seal, dated 1953, remove the ribbon and string, and, while still at this office read what the item contains. Your father states that you may not remove it for any reason and that an attorney must be present during the period the parcel is in your possession. He further directs this firm to convert the parcel back to the estate. He says there are instructions inside to follow. We won’t do this until after we conclude here.” Bill smiled widely. “How are we doing so far? Are we still on the same track?”

             Baxter and Judith nodded while Soz shrugged. Like Judith, Soz had everything to gain. All he had to do was to sit here quietly, waiting to see how much downtime he, ‘Soz’, could now get out of life.

            “This brings us to the next paragraph,” said Bill. “Fifth: I bequeath full unencumbered title to my firm, Zogg Properties LTD along with all assets contained therein, properties, rents, receivables, portfolios, as well as any unpaid taxes and debts to my daughter and business partner Judith Zogg-Sosnowitz. It is my sincere hope that she pass this business to her heirs.” Bill paused to study Judith’s reaction. He then glanced at her husband. In fifty years of business Bill Carroll had seen his breed of predator a million times. Yet when he looked at Baxter, the attorney was surprised to see how calmly he was holding his own. His losses will hit him eventually, he surmised, before adjusting his glasses and reading on. 

            “Sixth: I bequeath the rest, residue and remainder of my family estate known as  # 8 Waters Lane, Tribute Harbor, Connecticut to the town of Tribute Harbor. It is my wish that the estate grounds and mansion stay intact and, all future public upgrades notwithstanding, that # 8 Water’s Lane, with its consequent land the Great Marsh, stay in town domain in perpetuity. If ever the town council should vote to dispossess of this asset, then I grant conditional ownership of # 8 Water’s Lane to the State of Connecticut, requesting that the state take possession of it in its current survey. Let it be known that my resolve on this issue is unalterable: no harm, alteration, changes, or alternate uses shall be endured by this property. The estate’s single purpose is that it remain in trust for public use. In recognition that upgrades are needed and that the mansion be staffed, I further gift a trust fund of Two Million Dollars ($2,000,000.00) be converted from the company stock and/or bond portfolio within six months of my death. During the time period that the estate goes public, I request relations now living at # 8 Waters Lane remove themselves to new locations. Note addended articles 8 – 29 listing conditions the town must agree to before the deed and trust can legally convey.” Bill Carroll’s deep voice trailed off. He glanced at Mrs. Scofield who held her pen in position, prepared for shorthand. White head cocked to one side, eyes lit like a musket’s powder pan, Bill Carroll kept his eyes sternly fixed on Judith. 

             Baxter wondered if Judith was choking until he remembered there wasn’t any food on the table. Soz’s face turned the color of old cigarette ash. He couldn’t look at his wife. Instead, he stared out on the icy harbor, fixing his stare on some cold miserable ducks. Considering what she’d just heard, Judith could not stay composed. Without thinking, she reached over Baxter and grabbed the tissues. Choked whimpers would, in time, advance to the nuclear option. 

             Bill did everything possible to disarm Judith. “Mrs. Scofield? Why not bring us that tin of Belgian cookies that the mayor’s office sent over this morning? Who doesn’t love Belgian cookies? And ask Brice to fix us some sodas.”

             “We’ll put a tray together, sir.” She rose quickly and left the room.  

             “Frankly, I could use the sugar,” Bill added, winking at Baxter. Bill was surprised to see him so concerned for his sister’s welfare. The disparity between their gifts was extreme. On the other hand, Judith was reacting exactly as the lawyer expected she would. She was every inch her father’s daughter. It didn’t matter that George had left her plenty in Zogg Properties, LTD; he chose to deny her the crown jewel. Bill knew why of course; in business matters, George showed himself to be incredibly prescient. This was evident in the town’s addendum: articles, demands, expectations, and his firm resolve. In peeling them back (as Bill Carroll had done so often), these conditions were actually a very strong indictment of the man’s true character. George’s intention, like his nature, was calculating and unalterable. Alive or dead, George’s needs, desires, and wants were what mattered most, and other people – children, family, and the town – did not rank. It was difficult to imagine, but George’s needs were all that ever mattered to the man. Only through years of serving him did Bill become privy to what George treasured most, and this was for people in Tribute Harbor to adore him, to show him endless gratitude, years and decades after his death. He knew he could achieve public adoration best by having townspeople visit his estate in perpetuity, partaking of this hugely generous gift. “Like birds to free seed,” he said that day the two of them wrote the Will. This was when the two of them legislated that old dame of an estate into become a lasting monument to George’s memory. Bill saw immediately what this gift represented: Poor kid makes great!  It would be a place for locals to come worship all that George Zogg – river rat – achieved. A place to come away from believing as George did, that largesse holds little value if a man does not see himself rightfully entitled to it in the first place.    

                                                              FIFTY-TWO

“Don’t look at me cross-eyed! You kids got every thing you need!”  George Zogg

             It was three-ten before Bill Carroll brought the reading of the Will to its conclusion. Angry that ownership of the estate was being denied her, Judith threatened court action. Mrs. Scofield wrote rapidly, filling up one notebook and then another. To Bill’s credit, he gave Judith her say. When Soz saw fit to add in his poison, the old lawyer cut them both off. He reminded Judith that should she attempt to contest her father’s Will, she would subject herself and her heirs to ‘Paragraph Fifteen’: “Should any of my heirs stated herein attempt to contest my Will, then each item that I bequeath this heir will be revoked and the proceeds from the sale of these items shall be reverted to the town’s ownership.”

             Checkmate, Jude! 
             Baxter kept silent as Soz and Judith pounded the table. As they left, Bill followed closely behind. Mrs. Scofield sped out in support of her boss, leaving Baxter by himself in the conference room. “So Dad,” he whispered. “I need to thank you.” A ten thousand dollar U.S. Savings Bond. What didn’t get past him were the words, “purchased to celebrate my son’s birth.” It was ample evidence that, a long time ago, his father had been happy with him! That meant more to Baxter than a fully mature Savings Bond ever could.

             Baxter gazed across at where the old shack stood so many years ago. He tried imagining what life in winter must have been like for his Dad. Hard probably. Deadly. Baxter stared at the ice trying to place the old shack out there; stove vent leaning awkwardly in the wind, ice grinding underneath, the suspense of never knowing what there was to eat day-to-day, week-to-week, and the idea that things couldn’t get any worse. It was a struggle unlike any he’d ever know. 

             Baxter bowed his head for a short prayer as he was now in the habit of praying daily for his Dad’s soul. In front of him sat the discolored parcel, listed as ‘Journal’ in his father’s Will. Baxter considered reaching out to look at it, but didn’t dare. The Will stipulated that a lawyer be present when the parcel was opened. But it was more than this; the parcel wasn’t his. Still, he had to wonder, was there anything in it that might answer some of those old nagging questions?

             Voices. Strained and apologetic. A few partners and their assistants floated out from their sanctuaries to watch the commotion, bug-eyed, drawn out by Judith’s rage. Bill Carroll walked among them, reassuring them all so eloquently with his deep voice and grand hand gestures. Doors closed. Phones rang. In this way late afternoon gave way to an early winter night. 

             Bill Carroll rejoined Baxter in the conference room, followed by Mrs. Scofield. He seemed genuinely embarrassed by what had occurred. He went out of his way to commend Baxter on his own calm demeanor. “Frankly, I would tagged you as the angrier Zogg today, Baxter.”

             “And yet I’m not.”

             “May I ask why?”

            “I received far more than I ever thought I would. Judith believes she received far less. That’s where she and I part company, Bill.”

            Bill glanced at Mrs. Scofield. She was continuing to take shorthand. “That isn’t necessary now,” he said. He faced Baxter. “Do you know why you received so little?”

             “Of course I do.”

             “And that’s all right with you?”

             “Dad gave me more than I anticipated. I didn’t even expect to be invited here today. I was supposed to leave town four days ago.”

             “I knew your Dad nearly fifty years, Baxter. He would bring you up from time to time. Did you know that you broke your Dad’s heart? It’s you, not Judith who should receive Zogg Properties. Your father held out hope to the bitter end.”

             “But I pulled out of here years ago Bill, after harsh words and a terrible fistfight. I left here hating my father so much that I didn’t return until last July. No, Bill. I don’t deserve it. Judith stayed on here and endured working for him. She helped build it, so the firm belongs to her.”

             “What about the estate? How unfair is that, giving it to the town?”

             Baxter studied the attorney. There was sublime disbelief and childlike curiosity in him. Surely Bill already had his own firm opinion. “I’m fine with that.” 

             “It doesn’t bother you that the people of Tribute Harbor – strangers in more ways than one – get that multi-million dollar estate over his two children?”

              “In truth, I stopped seeing myself here years ago.”

              “Really? No long-harbored fantasies?” Bill’s old eyes twinkled. He was really pushing to find flaws in Baxter’s logic. “You being your father’s son? That’s really hard for me to believe.”

              Baxter rested his head on his chin. He remembered the line: purchased to celebrate my son’s birth. “It’s okay that you don’t understand who I am. I would like to know if you could find time to field some big questions I have about Dad. There’s still plenty I don’t get about him either.”

            Bill Carroll looked out the window. It was dark and the dock and masthead lights were on, illuminating the harbor front. He suddenly remembered the parcel. “Speaking of questions, are you ready for what’s in this?”

            Mrs. Scofield provided scissors and Baxter cut the string and pulled the ribbon, which shattered the old wax seal. He gently pulled the paper cover back. The odors of salt and old mold filled the air. Inside they discovered a mailing envelope with the words ‘My Son’ written on it placed on a thickly bound book. At Bill’s urging, Baxter opened the envelope first. It was from George, and Bill switched chairs so he could read it along with him. 

  August 18, 1953

            Sonny Boy, as you must know, I am very glad to have you in my life. When I look at you lying there in your crib, I see so many great things ahead for the two of us. I see all those things I never got coming my way. I see things that Dads and Sons should have. Things we will share together. I see tough times too. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not stupid. I know Dads and Sons don’t always agree. But I don’t see so much of that bad stuff happening. What I see instead is a lifetime together of all the really great stuff that you should have and I never got but now I can have because you are in my life. That’s what I see and believe me, I’ll punch any man in the nose who thinks we don’t deserve it.

            Let’s get on to business. The book I’ve put aside for you isn’t yours to keep. More importantly, no one can read it until I’m dead. Sorry, but I have my reasons. 

The book is called ‘Sgt. Storm Rainey’s Journal’. He wrote it in 1668. It belonged to the family that used to own the estate before I bought it. They owned the place a long time. The old man, Skipper Rainey who used to live here, rewrote the Journal in 1924. He says that he rewrote it because no one can read the old style English his ancestor Storm writes in. He says he wrote it for the benefit of his son and heirs. 

           Just so you know, I stumbled on this book after I bought the place and all their stuff at auction. This was after his heir died and there were none of them left. I found it in the old man’s desk. But you know, I was pretty busy making a living so it took me some time before I actually sat down and read it. When I did I was pretty stunned. Stuff in it made me really angry. There’s nothing like this history in the local history books. I spent a lot of time brooding about whether to share it with you or anyone else, because it really got to me. Eventually, I came up with an idea. It’s the only way I can go. You’re my son, my blood, and my heir. You really need to learn how everything went around here so long ago. This Journal tells you who the real bums were back when and what they did to us. That’s right – to us! Just so you know my son, you’re not descended from bottom muck like people say you are!   

            So do this: Go to the last chapter first, the ‘Great Marsh Fight’. Start there. Then read what the old man writes in his ‘Afterward’. Then, go back and read the Journal from start to finish. If you read it this way you’ll know the kinds of bums they were. And always remember this: no matter what happens, you mean the whole wide world to me and I hope we get the chance Dads and Sons should get. And if you end up wondering bad things about me ever, then understand this – I don’t fight this dirty for me. I fight for all of us – you, me, and all the old kin! 

                                Love, Big Daddy George
             Bill saw tears in Baxter’s eyes, so he dismissed Mrs. Scofield. “You gonna make it through the rest of this, champ?”

             Baxter nodded, wiping his eyes. Dear Lord. Where we start and where we end up… “I’m a little confused just now.” Baxter sat back while Bill opened the ‘Journal’ to the end as George had indicated. Pushing their chairs closer together they both began to read.

                                   “The Great Marsh Fight, July 13 – 14, 1637

             Having forced the Pequatoo from their lair, we returned to our posts to lick wounds and till our fields for planting. Mohegan spies told us the enemy was drifting west, toward Mahican lands north of New Amsterdam where their sachem Sassacus hoped to take refuge. Wise heads prevailed saying, ‘Will they not now bring the combined forces of the Mahicans and Mohawks against us? And with them, the Iroquois?’ To stave off this catastrophe, Massachusetts and Connecticut elders met in Mystic Harbor to arrange for a decisive final offensive. They chose Captains Mason, Stoughton, and Patrick to gather their commands for a mission to seek out ‘and to render null’ the awesome Pequatoo threat. 

             I was in Saybrooke Fort when word of the campaign came to us by pinke. Thomas Stanton was instructed to raise volunteers from the fort. He asked me to lead, so I dusted off old Willard, as well as six other lads who had risked their precious fundaments up at Sickanames Fort. Lion and Mary gave us their blessings as we bid our hard-working sawyer mates a fond adieu. 

             Mohegan spies chased the devil by land and we by water. We learned there were more than three hundred bucks in Sassacus’s party, women, children, and the old. As they were living off the land, the Pequatoo were forced to move quite slowly. It was oppressive during this time and we lost many men to swamp fever, such was the heat. As we went, we fell upon Pequatoo lagging behind. These we put a hot iron to, while others we beheaded, leaving their heads in trees to cause their friends panic. On we went, ending at last on the long wooded hill east of current day Tribute House. 

             It was the thirteenth day of July when we finally caught up. The Pequatoo knew we were there. Our three Captains gathered on a promontory to survey their marshy stronghold and build a sensible war plan. Men who never fought these devils came to us looking for counsel. I recall the preacher being a very busy man. 

             Sergeant Willard pulled me aside, out of earshot. He pointed at the terrain. It is our very same Great Marsh behind ‘Tribute House’, so I need not describe it other than to say that, to our eyes it seemed a formidable viper’s nest. “An old woman with a broke spoon could keep the mob of us at bay.” I had to agree with Willard. Being a marsh, full of islands, suck holes, and channels it favored the defenders. “Watch old Patrick call for a full frontal. I know him. He is all steam when the steel’s up!”

             “You must be mad.” I knew marshes, having had my share of one slithering through ‘Grandfather’s Marsh’. “What madman would call for a full frontal?”

             “Patrick would. I been with him in Holland. Loves pulling his sword. He, not Mason, will tell us all to run right in. Mark my words, mate.”

              Thomas Stanton heard us and sauntered over. He had the quizzical look of a merchant at the onset of a negotiation. I did enjoy his company from time to time, even while there were many who said that he took himself far too seriously for a man of common stock. “Are you men hatching something?”

              Willard howled. This brought over our Saybrooke lads. We were gathered now and, as it turned out, each of us had the same worry about being thrown into a full frontal by our superiors. As often happened, Thomas disagreed. “I know Israel Stoughton. He is no neophyte to war.” As none but Thomas knew what neophyte meant, his argument counted for naught. 

              “Chances are good they will defer to Captain Mason. He is the authority.”

              “Great,” said Willard. “Now we must ready our firebrands, mates.”

              Of all of us, Thomas seemed most concerned. “I wonder if they have factored in old people, women, and children this time.” Sergeant Willard aside, we were veterans of the fort fire. When Thomas said this, we all lowered our eyes and went mute. I know I praised our Lord that Captain Underhill was not among us this day. “I shall go have a word with them.” And off he went, interrupting the Captains. 

             Willard said we should feast. We made a fire and cooked meat we took off the trail. Seeing this, others made fires as well. Most said, ‘who knows when next we shall eat?’ We ate and slept some in the shade, while a quarter mile to our west the Pequatoo mob strengthened their defense. All the time, their dogs and babies wailed.

             Thomas spent so much time with the Captains that he missed our meal. I was fast asleep and I remember him kicking me awake and being none too pleased about it. “Storm,” he said breathlessly. I watched Willard awaken and listen in. “Captain Mason wishes you to join us. There is a plan afoot, and I told them that we require you.”

             Willard smelled action. He rose and yanked me to my feet. “We are right behind you”. 

             The three Captains were eating a meal cooked for them by the Bay men. I smelled squirrel and smiled. We had eaten rabbit and cracked corn, a far heartier dish. “Sirs?” 

             Israel Stoughton spoke, “Sergeant Rainey? Your fort mate Stanton has suggested something novel. I daresay, he has included you in it.”

             Willard smiled as did I. Captain Patrick stepped forward adding, “We have come for their braves. We are not at war with their women, babies, and old men.” Captain Patrick kept his eyes leveled on me. We all felt heat rising from Captain Mason to our side. It took Israel Stoughton to keep the lid on this cauldron.

             “In short,” said Stoughton, stepping between his partners. “We intend to parley with them. Ask the Pequatoo if they wish to unload their weak ones on us? Mr. Stanton tells us that you, Sergeant Rainey speak their tongue best. We ask that you join in on this mission.”

             Willard launched an elbow into my ribs. “I thank Thomas. Yes, I would be pleased to join in, as would the very capable Sergeant Willard on my right.”

             At their nod, the three of us decided to go into the marsh immediately. We would head in there without armor or guns, carrying only close-in knives and dirks. Those watching us kept silent. I was told later on that not one man believed we would come out of this parley alive. 

             Neither Thomas nor I knew Pequatoo etiquette for a parley under truce. Aware that there were bowmen flanking the narrow pathways into the marsh, we began to shout early that we had come without our usual weapons so that we might share words with the grand and mighty Sassacus. I smelled our own acrid sweat. As we neared the tall reeds, our rank odor began mixing with theirs as anxiety reigned supreme. 

             Preferring Willard behind me rather than in front, I stepped past him as we entered the reeds. His aim was to be my shield, so he protested. Thomas took the rear and in this way we crept into their kill zone. Thirty meters in we felt the presence on our flanks increase as bucks, their faces daubed in charcoal and fat appeared. Each had his weapon out. Rather than be assaulted, we kept going forward along the choked trail until we came to a clearing. In the clearing’s center stood Sassacus. He was stooped, leaning on his war axe; I believe he was younger than he looked. Clearly, the war had aged him beyond his natural years. 

             A crowd gathered on all sides. The Pequatoo looked haggard, dirty, and their clothing was ripped and in need of repair. This was not the same proud nation I had witnessed only months before. In fact, this was not a people, but a pack of hunted wolves. I could only pray they were not so far gone they had nothing left to lose! I went forward slowly to face the old sachem. If the Pequatoo no longer had hope then I would give them some. Otherwise, we three would never come out of this marsh alive. Thomas and Willard flanked me like two gamecocks. Well-armed bucks flanked them in turn. I was glad no one asked us to give up weapons, as I was feeling naked enough. Glancing at Willard I saw that he was picking out his kills. Should events sour, he would turn on the bucks to his right and gut them before being brought down himself. I did the same, choosing Sassacus as my target. This act of suicidal defiance was just the recipe I needed to set my mind straight. Closing my eyes, I folded my hands and prayed to the Lord to grant me all honor, to give me the clear head, mouth, and heart of old Moses. 

             Ever Pharaoh, Sassacus spoke first. You are the one who speaks our language so eloquently?

             Opening my eyes, I nodded, saying: I thank you for saying so.

             I have heard of you. You are present whenever our homes are burnt and we are bled. How many women and children have you killed in this war?

            Bucks on either side of us bristled, bent on running us through; even the old women wished to grab and torture us. I tried not to think of this, knowing it would weaken me. I have killed as many of you as your bucks have killed of us. Each of us has taken lives. We are soldiers of our Lord and Savior. You are soldiers of your grandfather, Kaotsche. The war is larger than any of us. 

            Sassacus straightened up. My words had stimulated him. There was far more fire in his heart than I gave him credit for. Men you cannot kill. Owanux kill old people, women, and children. Does your Master direct you to do this?

             No more than Kaotsche directs you to kill as you do. Our God is peaceful and just, as I believe yours is. I will not deny that we slaughtered innocent Pequatoo at your fort. Nor can your bucks deny they washed their hands in innocent Owanux blood. I have heard it said that Sassacus gives wise counsel. You know full well there is no honor in killing innocents; no honor in it for any of us -- you included. I hit a nerve. Sassacus told his bucks to stand down. I heard Willard chuckle under his breath. Though he did not speak Pequatoo, Willard knew a sharp poke in any man’s tongue. 

             You said you came to speak. What is it you wish to say, then?

             We are led here by three sachems. Of the three, one does not wish to kill any more women, children, and old people. He asks that you free your innocents so that they will not suffer. We will lead them safely out.

             And should we not agree?

            Among our sachems is the one who burned your fort. His counsel will prevail and once again innocents will die.   

            Sassacus remained stern. You ask us to hand our women, children, and old people to you? For what purpose, so you can kill them? We do not trust you.

             If your innocents remain here with you, they will surely die. 

             The sachem looked around his group, reading each person’s face in turn. I felt him grow anxious for consensus. Why believe you? You have killed us before! Why not do so again? We are no more than rats to you!

             I looked at Thomas. He wanted to speak, so I nodded for him to do so. Sassacus, he said in his stuttered manner. Coming here to speak to you places the three of us in peril. If we wished to kill innocents, why would we come? It does not make sense.

             Sassacus thought through his argument. As he did, he studied our eyes. He indicated that we were to sit on the ground. We will go and decide. The sachem left the clearing with a group of older men. This left us under the command of all those bucks Willard had placed on his shortlist.  

             It was late afternoon before the group returned to the clearing. A man from his party came to me saying: Remove your shirt. Before I could protest, a buck ripped it off my back. Willard was furious; I just managed to keep him from pulling his knife out. The man circled me, reached out and touched the talon scar the owl had given me many months before. It was raised and purple and often ached. He let out a yelp that alarmed our army up on the hill. You are Cloud-Walker, he spit, inches from my face. 

              And you are Foot-in-Ground. Yes, it still hurts me.

              I know, he huffed, backing off. Though he went to stand beside Sassacus, he would not take his eyes off me. We would meet again. Far to our left a boy with bowed head started limping toward me.

              Willy?

              He looked first at Thomas and then at me, betraying nothing. I saw that he carried a trade knife, but what was he planning? The three of us tensed. We had our weapons too and would die seconds after pulling them. Willy!

              Cloud-Walker, he said, touching my belly with the tip of his knife. Flipping it, he surrendered his blade. Willard’s shoulders shook. He was past ready to take a life. I took Willy’s blade and returned it to his sheathe. This bought me respect from Sassacus and his bucks. 

              They ask me to lead our people out, said Willy. They choose me because I know you. But I protest. I am a man now! I wish to remain here and fight with men! He spoke loudly enough for all to hear. 
              Of course, but, you are no less a warrior for it.

              Willy gave me a look saying that I should recant. I glanced across at Sassacus but his back was already turning. He along with Foot-in-Ground and the others was disappearing into the reed bed. Negotiations were over. We achieved what we came here for. In counsel with his sagamores, the old sachem had heard our argument and seen the smallest ray of hope for his people. Few goodbyes were said. And we three Moses led the Pequatoo innocents away, simply delaying the inevitable. After all, they were not going to any land of milk and honey, but rather to a life of depravations, ignoble humiliations, and slavery. 

              And now, the fight we came for was on.

              Captains Mason and Patrick were assigning men battle positions flanking the marsh; this left Stoughton to greet us as we left their lair. Behind us walked two hundred frightened Pequatoo. Bay men came to lead us to a large copse of trees. Perimeter fires were already burning up there. We were told to settle our captives between fires where guards could watch them. No food was offered, though I noticed their women had brought food with them. What was strange, however, was that their babies no longer cried. The children were wide-eyed and silent as well. The only ones talking were the old men. It was this ragged collection that had kept the mighty Pequatoo nation from making its grand escape. 

             With all that followed there was no effort made to congratulate us. Captain Stoughton showed that he was pleased and looked us over saying, “There is much harm done to a man’s spirit when he is forced to kill such rabble.” Those of us who knew this first-hand had little to add. Because we fought with him before, we Saybrooke lads were assigned to Captain Mason. That night, we took our places in the line surrounding the Great Marsh. I remember there was no moon, but the stars were out in all their glory. Near morning, breezes rose up and it smelled of rain. 

             At dawn, when our eyes were heaviest, we suddenly heard shrieks from the side Patrick defended. Fearing it was a feint, Mason ordered us to hold. “They will be on us soon, lads.” Minutes passed. The fight on Patrick’s flank grew louder. A runner came demanding that we augment Patrick. Realizing that our pikes and armor burdened us, Mason ordered half of us to shed gear and dash over there. The other lads were ordered to stand firm and keep our line intact. We Saybrooke lads were out of our armor and running as fast as we could to where the fight was raging. Poor Willard; ever since loosing his toes he ran like a hobbled mule. While I would have liked having him at my back, I could not dally. None of us wanted this war to go on one more day. 

             Having delayed that little bit for him left me behind the others. Reeds exploded suddenly and two bucks rushed out to kill me. There was a thick bush nearby which I used it to divide their attack. The first buck was young and nervous and did not wish to die. The second buck, whose face was covered in charcoal, acted like a demon. I did not like him and decided to kill him first. It was apparent from the start that neither buck realized that I spoke Pequatoo. When one told the other to lunge at me from the right, I reacted as they wanted me to, even going so far as to look distracted by the buck’s knife work. When my flank was exposed and I was ripe for the kill, the demon leapt at me. Dropping under his knife, I wheeled around and sank my dirk into his kidneys. I then slashed the side of his neck, opening an artery. As he fell, I kicked his body toward his mate. This tripped him up and while he was off balance I leapt into him. As he lay dying, I showed him how fluent I was saying, Today the earth feasts on you. He died perplexed.   

             More reeds snapped. Three more bucks rushed from the marsh towards me. They stopped when they saw that had I already killed two of their own. Murderous eyes settled on me. I heard Willard shout. He sounded near, but with this threat I did not dare turn around. Bending down, I took the dead buck’s knives and retreated to the same bush to again divide my attackers. Willard’s arrival pulled them in two directions and you could see they were having trouble deciding which of us to kill first. I tried to get them to focus on me. If I were correct Willard would discharge his carbine and equal the odds. In Pequatoo I said: I am sorry, but we do not fight old women. Go back and send us some men! This did as I hoped it would and infuriated them. 

             A buck’s left shoulder suddenly blew off, leaving his arm hanging by skin. I was concentrated I did not even hear the shot. Willard screamed to go in for the kill. We did, mixing it up with two Pequatoo, knifing them both. The buck whose shoulder Willard shot off caught a blade in his back. We hardly had time to wipe blood off our hands before a third wave approached. 

             This time, five bucks emptied from the reeds. Clearly, those on Patrick’s flanks were being repulsed. The Pequatoo were looking for new ways out of their den. Had they leapt out with gifts of Scot’s whiskey for him, Willard’s joy could not have been richer. 

             “My word, mate? Fair odds! Can it get any better than this? Now, I ask you!”

             The last buck looked familiar. Foot-in-Ground. Of course, he would have known where to find me.  Two bucks came on us immediately; both knew how to wield blades. On command, I threw my blade at Willard’s buck while he did the same to mine. Two down. By now, the bush we worked behind was crowded with bodies and blood was leaving the ground slippery. I told Willard we should retreat to a small hillock behind us. 

             “Are you mad? We are equally matched.”

             “We cannot defend this parcel indefinitely. The main attack is on Patrick’s flank, yet Mason remains stuck in place!”

             “No longer, mate,” Willard said, nodding south. Sunlight glinted on chest armor, helmets, and gorgets while pikes gleamed. Men from our line were coming up fast. Foot-in-Ground and the two Pequatoo saw Mason’s men and slipped back into the marsh. It was then that we heard more shots, yelps, and howling coming from Patrick’s lusties. “They are breaking through,” said Willard. “Damn them!”

              I barely heard him for I was jumping the dead and pounding reeds after Foot-in-Ground. Twenty meters later I caught up to them. They ran so hard and made so much noise that they did not hear me coming up from behind. Leaping forward, I buried my dirk into a buck’s back, bringing him down. His scream alerted those ahead of him. I did not take time to finish him off; he would bleed out soon enough. Instead, I hurdled him and faced off the second buck and to my astonishment Foot-in-Ground took off. He must have known the break in Patrick’s line was marginal. Neither honor nor hatred mattered anymore and like all Pequatoo, Foot-in-Ground was desperate to quit this trap. 

            The second buck nearly took my life. He was a very worthy fighter, quick and intelligent. He showed me this by opening with a very smart offensive. He used reeds as both shields and distractions, pulling them this way and that, forcing their long stalks at me or denying me thrusts. It took me a few minutes of battle before realizing that he intended to infuriate me so that I would make a foolish move. He knew I wanted Foot-in-Ground so any delays he created gave his shaman free ground. I backed off and ran into the reed bed, intending to circumvent this buck. Someone else could kill with him. I wanted Foot-in-Ground and all my instincts told me he was getting away. The buck roared after me, but I was faster. I sliced through reeds sideways. Seeing a channel a few meters ahead, I leapt quickly left and stopped with a jerk. The buck did not slow and his momentum took him right into the channel, where he sank in the soft bottom mud. As I ran away he peppered me with some very colorful Pequatoo. I yelled back, today you drown in Kaotsche’s scat! 

             Angling left, I picked up Foot-in-Ground’s trail, running full-tilt toward the yelling and musket fire. My mind was so focused on catching the shaman that I no longer knew where I was. Then I encountered a line of men and bodies up against Patrick’s shattered flank. Thankfully, his fine lusties were all firing madly at Pequatoo scattering the opposite direction while I fell over the dead pile. Even so, two men I did not know trained their muskets on me. They were about to shoot when they realized I was white. From the corner of my eye, I saw a familiar creature slip out of the marsh nearby. It was a large gray and white owl, beating its wings furiously to gain height. 

             “Shoot it!” I ordered. The men turned abruptly to where I pointed. Neither man acted. Only a madman would demand they shoot a great horned owl? “Give me your musket!” I screamed, rushing them. 

             Again they trained weapons on me. “You get back!” the older one hissed.

             “Shoot it!” I insisted again, pointing at the beast. “Shoot it, you fools!”

             That was plenty for them. Shoot an owl? No doubt about it, I was out of my head. They came down on me with musket stocks, knocking me senseless. 

             Willard said I slept for hours. He claimed I spoke nonsense the entire time. The surgeon looked me over, tended gashes in my skull, and pronounced me ‘fit for bedlam’. Willard said he cried as he stood over me, saying he was certain the war had finally done me, his old mate, in. “Mate, softer pastures await you, I fear.”

             When I came to and things seemed clearer, I asked how we did in battle? 

             “They say eighty or more Pequatoo escaped. Sassacus among them, as no one can find his body.” He handed me clams cooked earlier that day. “We killed twenty-one and we slew twelve more in gross anguish from grievous wounds. Sixty-seven buck prisoners are up there on that hill being miserable with their women and old men. Are you yourself yet, mate?” 

             “They would not shoot him,” I complained bitterly.

             “Who?” 

             “Their shaman, Foot-in-Ground. He flew out of here free!”

             “Now, was he that owl them lads told me you jabbered on about?”

             “Yes, and do not look at me that way, Sergeant! You saw the talon wound on my back. You heard my story. My word, you were there in the marsh yesterday when Foot-in-Ground confronted me! Have you forgotten already?”

             Willard’s eyes narrowed. He handed me a steaming cup of clam broth. “Mate? She’s been a long bloody useless war. Now that she’s done, we have much to clear from our heads. Am I right Sergeant Rainey? You and me? We seen more terrible things than any men should?”

             That night, under the cover of darkness, and without anyone suspecting, not even Willard, I snuck back into the marsh to prey upon the dead. On my shoulders I carried two heavy broad swords and from midnight on I hacked Pequatoo heads from Pequatoo bodies. I took these skulls to a secluded spot outside the marsh, to an oak grove covered with large boulders. I dug deep holes in the rich earth, burying thirty-three heads under the cover of rocks and soil. Foot-in-Ground and Sassacus may have escaped our retribution but there was no way I would ever let Kaotsche claim these souls whole. I reckon old Willard was right – I was a madman. Upon my soul, I did not wish to meet these bucks again in battle, nor did I wish such Hell upon any of my own blessed children. 

                                         N’bowagan Kaotsche, ne keenunch. 

                                                         AFTERWARD

                                              Hobart (Skipper) Rainey, 1924

             Following the 1637 Pequot War, Storm Rainey returned to Saybrooke Fort to fulfill his obligations to Lion Gardener and the Patentees. In light of his sterling war record, Storm followed Captain Mason’s example and petitioned the young Connecticut Court for a land gift. Many distinguished veterans did similarly; they felt their sacrifices elevated them to the status of biblical Israelites (see Joshua, Saul, Jonathan, and David). Captain John Mason was given an island at the mouth of the Mystic River deeded in his name and gifted by “Right of Conquest”. Storm Rainey was deeded our historical domain (as he selected it) encompassing present-day Tribute Harbor and the Mercy Islands. However, Lion Gardener did not receive his island (known first as Isle of Wight and then Gardiner’s Island) by ‘Right of Conquest’. Lion purchased it fairly in 1639 from Wyandance, a Pawmanack sachem for the sum of cloth bales, musket, shot and powder, and a dog. According to Lion Gardener’s ‘Deed of Beach,’ the Pawmanack were allowed to share island resources whenever they wished. A luxury Storm did not grant the Noewanton people in his deed. And unlike the Pawmanack who survive to this day, the Noewanton have disappeared from history.

             Retirement from military service after years together did not cause Lion and Storm to end their attachment. On the contrary, Storm’s first-born son, Lion Gardener Rainey, was named for his mentor, the great engineer of Saybrooke. The name Lion can be found in family records for second, third, and forth born sons up through the time of Cochran and Jupiter Rainey. As far as I can determine, our two families have met in every generation as friends. Often, we have joined with Gardiners in joint business ventures as well. In one instance (1763) a Rainey woman married a Gardiner man, though she died shortly afterwards, before their union could be ratified with any heirs. 

             On September 21, 1638 the ‘Treaty of Hartford’ banished the name Pequot for all time, declaring the tribe dissolved. Pequatoo captured during the war were handed over as slaves to such Native allies as the Mohegan, Narragansett, Niantic, and Metoac. According to John Winthrop’s early correspondences, young Pequatoo girls were divvied among colonists in area towns. Here they remained slaves to the end of their days. Pequatoo boys were sold into slavery to Bermudan planters. So this fierce tribe who once declared: “We are Pequot and we do what we wish in the forest. We reign supreme!” never experienced freedom again. 

             Sassacus’ end came months after his breakout from the Great Marsh, when they found sanctuary on the upper Hudson River with their old ally the Mahican. The Mahican were subject to Mohawk politics. Mohawk, like other area tribes, were so horrified by how Owanux waged war that they refused Mahican requests to give Pequatoo survivors sanctuary. Instructed by their lords, the Mahican turned and murdered Sassacus and his party, yet it was the Mohawk who ran their heads over to Hartford as a sign of willful submission and alliance. 

             Letters Storm wrote after the war show that he conceives the notion of quitting the fort and settling in the wilds here. No doubt he followed Lion and Mary’s path, as other veterans of the Pequot War were of like mind. The difficult enterprise was done and life could now begin. It is safe to say that theirs’ was an ‘Ecclesiastes’ existence, season to season, hearth to plow. An interesting activity is matching place names along the Connecticut shore to those men who fought in the war. You will find Willards, Chapmans, Fenwicks, Masons, Gardiners, and Plums alongside Sachem’s Head. It is ample evidence that, in the end, swords were beaten into fishhooks and plowshares. 

             While there are no historical references to Foot-in-Ground’s fate, Willy’s fate may be documented. I have pored over manifests of merchantmen that took cargos of Pequatoo boys into slavery in the colony of Bermuda. They give no names, though these merchantmen do state the approximate ages of their cargos. Lads range in age from four to fourteen. I believe Willy, an initiate at the time of his capture, was the right age for transport and should have been sold. How then did this boy and seven others like him come into Storm’s possession? My guess is that, having a firm dream of his own, Storm purchased the eight lads prior to departure and held them here. To call them anything other than slaves does history a great disservice. Their names first appear in the Rainey family 1599 Geneva Bible. Why this is significant is that it means that all eight lads were baptized in 1641. They are:

             Willy 16, Samuel 13, Benjamin 10, Theo 9, 

             Thaddeus 9, Esau (Pork) 8, Luke 7, Jacob 7

             Elsewhere, they are listed as ‘Assets’ in family Will and Probate documents. A key remark that might verify this Willy as being one and the same comes from a letter Storm wrote to John Winthrop Jr. in 1644. He describes clearing land for his estate and says that his head lad has a “crook old foot” but that he is “ox strong and fox smart” so he must always keep an eye on him. Is this the same Willy who took an arrow in his heel at Saybrooke Fort? I think so. 

             For those who enjoy researching local Tribute Harbor colloquialisms, the following extract is from a letter Storm wrote Lion in February 1642: “Reiver Rats reign supreem (sic) when it comes to stealing all maners (sic) of shiny things like coins, butons (sic), and brass fittings from vessls (sic), shop, and herth (sic). They likly (sic) drive me Missus mad.” 
             This extract is so intriguing that it led me to research the eight Pequatoo slave boys’ descendants. You see, I had this thought: Are Reiver Rats and River Rats one and the same? In 1643, Storm traded goods to the local sachem Naramake for four Noewanton virgins. Reports Storm: “My eye was good for my lads turnd (sic) in with them. We marrid (sic) them posthaste and by the Holy Gospls (sic).” Clearly, Native slaves were the base of our family’s labor for centuries and we could not have built our fortune without them. By using archaic census, church membership roles, probate abstracts, town birth, marriage, and death records, county tax, and colonial veteran records, as well as local family Bible inventories I was able to conclude the following: that the Jacob line of slaves died out during the King Phillip War of 1676, when three Jacob sons were killed while protecting colonists against a superior number of Nipmucs; that the Benjamin and Luke lines remained in Tribute Harbor intermarrying the Samuel and Willy lines until the Mystic whaling industry heated up in the 1800s and they relocated to Groton; that  Samuel’s last male descendant, Enos wandered west to join the ‘Brothertown movement’ of the 1800s and never returned home; that the Esau (Pork) line was prolific, producing eight girls but no male heirs and by the 1820s, these girls all married journeymen who resettled them to parts unknown; leaving Thadd, Theo, and Willy descendants who never left our little village. These three families married among themselves, as well as into the Green, Panter, Meazen, Cooperman, Benoit, and Farthing families, along with a few minor others.  

             Storm passed from life in 1668, leaving land and wealth to his fee tail male heir, Lion Gardiner Rainey. The inheritance included the original eight Pequatoo slaves, eight Noewanton wives, and thirty-three progeny. Tragedy struck our family in 1676 when Lion Rainey suffered a slave revolt. The revolt was stimulated by events happening up the coast in Narragansett – King Phillip’s War. Leading the revolt were Willy’s sons, Obadiah, Forrest, and Succoth. They were joined by two of Luke’s grandsons, Just and Able. The revolt lasted two days. The slaves managed to burn six outbuildings, ravage crops, and murder four settlers along with two of our overseers. They also wounded Lion, Loyal Rainey, and two Rainey women. It was a dark day in the history of Tribute Harbor, yet scant information about it survives in family records and nothing at all in the public record. 

             What we know is this: Willy’s sons, Obadiah, Forrest, and Succoth were the ringleaders and Just and Able followed along. Other slaves did not join in as hoped, causing the revolt to be short lived. Lion Rainey cornered and subdued the five “in a most expdient (sic) maner (sic) at town dock” as they tried to escape on a shallop. He held an immediate trial, quickly followed by death verdicts. The five mutineers were beheaded and their bodies were taken out to the Great Marsh where they were left to rot. As is cryptically noted in a short 1677 document the heads of the five “joned (sic) them others below”.  If you add Storm’s thirty-three Pequatoo skulls from 1637 to these five mutineers from 1676, the number matches those thirty-eight skulls hidden away in our lair. Storm’s efforts notwithstanding, the Pequatoo Hell that he hoped to avoid came for his children just the same. Yet Storm’s warning remains as firm now as it ever has: Do not let Kaotsche claim their souls!
             The executions of his three sons did not end Willy’s line. In all, he fathered twelve children, nine who survived into adulthood. Mutineers aside, the others were too young to have taken up arms. After the revolt, the anger slaves felt for our ancestors did not diminish but took a less overt course. Bewitchings and secret curses were common events, as was sabotaging equipment, injuring stock, and letting small fires get out of hand. While there were no more dockside executions, small revolts were fought passive-aggressively year after year. It would be fantasy to suggest that these Pequatoo slaves settled down to complacent lives, joyfully serving our ancestors to the manor born.  
             It has taken me years, but I did manage to research all eight Pequatoo slaves from 1641 to 1924, present day. I discovered one family in Tribute Harbor that still retains Pequatoo blood heritage. They are the Zoggs and they are Willy’s remnants via the Meazen and Benoit lines. I made it a point to discreetly look in on them. They live in a dilapidated shack midharbor, below the public bulkheads. They are a diluted, lazy, humbled, beaten, godless band of dregs.  No Zogg can possibly know their history. Their decay is that monumental and absolute. People in the village call them ‘Wops’ and ‘Dagos’, dismissing them out of hand, because they see them as trash Italians or Portuguese. No one even suspects that they are really original Americans and the harbor people treat them as poorly as they wish. I daresay the Zoggs allow them to get away with it and do nothing to improve themselves and change local opinion. I thought nothing of these Zoggs either until research proved the Willy connection. But you know a village like ours is like an old black retriever who, in the end, knows just one way to hunt. These Zoggs will remain Reiver Rats so long as they feel it is their entitlement to “steal all maners (sic) of shiny things”. That is, until they pull themselves out of the muck and fit in with the rest of us. 

             I would like to close with what Storm wrote at the end of his Journal. He wrote it for those of us who stand to inherit his estate. Know that our ancestor was a man who knew his Bible; that few men understood Babylon’s threat as clearly as Storm Rainey did, so heed his warning:

“What then are we truly entitled to in this life, dear descendants? You have ears, so listen: Our lives are lived at our Lord and Master’s whim. Know ye then, Jesus the Christ. In the long and short of it, we are entitled to nothing less than the Lord’s forgiveness – freedom from the noose of our sins. Listen for I shout it down to you: know ye then, Jesus the Christ! Go make our Lord the wealth you strive for.

                                 ‘I truly understand that God shows no partiality… 

                                 Everyone who believes in Him receives forgiveness 

                                 Of sins through His name.’

                                 --Acts 10, verses 34 and 43 combined
                                -- Storm Rainey, Tribute House, 1668”

             Bill Carroll finished reading ‘Storm’s Journal’ ahead of Baxter. He pushed his chair back, stood, and walked to the window where he rubbed his eyes. His whole body hurt from being in this room. He needed to get home, stretch, and work his legs out on his exercise bike in front of CNN. Hearing Baxter’s chair squeak, Bill turned back around. The young man’s face was chalky; he looked like he might vomit. People sometimes reacted this way to a document that threw them. “You okay, son?” 

             Baxter joined Bill at the windows. They stared out at the ice, into the dark void beyond the last arc of dock lights. “What am I supposed to think, Bill?”

             Bill studied his dead client’s son. He had none of his father’s coloration, or any of George’s features. Other than an obvious stubborn streak, there was little about Baxter that made him a Zogg. Bill struggled to understand his confusion. “You don’t have to think anything, son. Your Dad’s letter and this old Journal says it all: your father’s people were Native American. This makes you Native American, Baxter. According to what we just read, you and Judith are descended from Pequot slaves brought here with the first settler back in 1641. Pretty unbelievable.”

             “So is this it, Bill? Is this what accounts for Dad’s monumental hunger and drive? Is this why he ran everyone over, no matter the personal cost? You’ve got to be kidding! Is this why my mother suffered so much? Why some people had to die? Because of some forgotten war and some nasty people back in ancient times?”

             “Because I knew your father, I’d wager it’s more than that. George’s drive came from being so thoroughly excluded. I know this for a fact, and that man Skipper Rainey says the same. Baxter, people used to call Zoggs some really awful names. I heard garbage said about your Dad for years. For as long as I knew him, I saw how that dirt and ugliness powered him. He didn’t possess an itch or anger, and if it was an open wound, he didn’t show it. No, your Dad took all that dirt and ugliness in and processed it for his own benefit. You know the old saying? ‘There’s no better motivator than telling someone he’s not worth a plug nickel.’ Growing up hearing awful slurs repeated on a daily basis, like ‘river rats’, ‘bums’, and ‘losers’ every day of the week for years and years? Can you imagine living like that?”

             “No, I can’t. I didn’t have to. Did you grow up in Tribute Harbor, Bill?”

             “A little town in Vermont. We had our good people and our stinkers too, just like every town.”

             “I still don’t know much about Dad’s early life and it nags me. Now, I get what you said about him, but he’s still this huge enigma. It can’t just be about how people were dealt dirty in the old days, can it?”

             “There aren’t many people left alive in town that grew up in your Dad’s day. Since Margie and I moved here in ’48 this town’s gone from being a quaint little village of twelve hundred to five times that number. The population’s turned over three or four times in fifty years. Towns do that, Baxter. And with your sister’s plans for the new retail hub, Tribute Harbor will repopulate itself once again.” 

             “People move. People forget. Time marches on, eh Bill?”

             “But there are a few old timers left. Franks Brothers Marine next door. They’ve been here for many generations. You might talk to old Zeke. He knew your Dad well enough to have a firm opinion of him.”

              “Or I could just let the mystery lie. Put it to bed. Never ask another thing.”

              “No charge for that either, son. It’d certainly be a lot easier on you.”

              They stood silently together looking out onto the dark winter harbor. They tried picturing the shack with young George inside it, riding out a bitter winter. Bill said: “If that’s the case then I don’t suppose you’ll hang around here any longer than you have to?”

              “To be truthful, I did wonder a few times if I could move back to Tribute Harbor, but if I did Dad would end up dominating my life again. You know, even for a dead man Dad will always take up a lot of space. No Bill, my decision’s firm. I’m heading south.”

              “Virginia is it?”

              “By way of the Eastern Shore. I let someone very valuable walk out of my life three years ago. I need to see if she’ll hear what I have to tell her, forgive me, and come home.”

             Bill placed a hand on Baxter’s shoulder. “Go where you think clearest. Work on repairing your life. If she’s worth that much to you, and you to her, then you just may be surprised at the outcome.”

             “She’s worth it. Idiot that I am, I know that now. I just hope that what I’ve accomplished here is something she still values and she’ll be my wife again.”

             “Your wife? Go ahead, Baxter. Put the old man aside. He’d want that anyway. Besides, no son should ever waste his life being mad at his old man. Maybe someday when you look back on this time you’ll see your Dad in a different light. That’s possible. You age, perceptions change, a lot of things get reweighed and a lot more get dismissed. Word from the wise old counselor: our backs don’t carry those heavy loads they once did. You’ll see, Baxter. Then maybe – just maybe – you can look back and say: ‘You know, Pop? Considering? You did what you had to.’ I mean, excuse your Dad’s personal weaknesses and look at what he accomplished? It’s something to consider, right? In the end, George Zogg handed over an estate worth many millions to a village that never cared stink for him.” Bill Carroll stopped to let his words sink in. “I don’t know about you Baxter, but I’d call that an amazingly selfless, profound act for a man like him.”

            “Bill, like so many who’ve weighed in on Dad you’re allowed your opinion, but you weren’t standing there by his bed the night he died. I know enough of who Dad was to start forgiving him, but it’s where Dad is now that you’ll never find me. No Bill, it’s time to go home. It’s time to humble myself before my wife. And just like Storm Rainey said, it’s time to make the Lord the wealth I strive for.”

                                                         EPILOGUE

                                                    Ne keenunch, Kaotsche

             Without the moon the water below looks dark and deadly. There is a bright aura west, but as these lights are manmade they are of no great comfort. A great blue heron female flies on afraid. Those very same males who once terrified her down in the great southern bay now fight for places at her wingtips. They are a lively, undisciplined gang of four young males. If they are not pestering each other then they are pestering her. They have flown with her for three difficult days and she has grown to hate them.

             Earlier, she tried shaking them off but it didn’t work. She flies on tiredly now and this flight brings her fear without consolation. Still, she flies on, studying the coastline ahead, for out in the night is her natal land. She can smell it. Somewhere stands her birth tree. She aches for the nest she knows still rests in it. But she is exhausted. Twice tonight she has felt like tucking her wings against her body and plummeting into the sea just to put an end to her longing.

             Without realizing it, the female drops altitude. All four males follow suit. They are loud and annoying and she wishes them away. Water below seems nearer than it is and she is careful not to misjudge her height as she aims for the wave tops. At the white crests the young female banks right, entering a dark noisy trough. She immediately loses two males before an updraft lifts her. The two following her wheel up and fill the void. When they do, she drops down into another trough to lose them as well. For the first time in days she is happy because she has finally cleared that loud nuisance off her wings. 

             Ahead and to the left lies her destination. The young female pops in and out of troughs using updrafts to rest on. The males swoop down to lay claim to her only to be rebuffed by her maneuvers. After awhile, she feels less elated and starts to feel strange. Why? She wonders and jerks her head around. Off to her rear drops a dark malignant shape. Seahawk! Two males squawk and peel off. The ones skating the updrafts on either side quit her flanks. She sees that she is the target of an attack and her reflexes take over. Beating wings the young female tries putting distance between her and this threat. It is not enough. She feels it gain on her. Where are the males now? Cowards! She pushes for speed while glancing behind. The dark shape is just above her tail. No matter how hard she flies she cannot outfly it. There is no way to outmaneuver it either and it cannot be willed away. So she counts the seconds that remain before this creature rips her out of the night sky, and aches for a nest she will never see. Time ticks by. The creature flying over her does not attack. Feeling a downdraft, she looks up. It flies narrowly over her now and she gets a good look at it. She begins shaking as she realizes this creature is exactly like her, though he is huge, with a wingspan twice her size. His wings are gray and matted; there are patches where feathers are missing. He is a mature male, powerful and very old. 

              Having cleared the young female, the old blue settles in the air ahead. He grants her a great courtesy by placing her in his slipstream. Here flight becomes much easier for her and keeping to his speed she looks around. All four young males are gone. The old male corrects course, banking three degrees north. Hours of easy flight now pass without harassment or comment. At dawn, familiar marsh smells float up on late winter air. Distances narrow and she sees first the harbor, the peninsula, the mansion, the marsh, and then her tree. Awed by the old blue’s precision, the young female feels unusual emotions rise up in her. The emotions are more than simply weary thankfulness. To her they have become faith, for she knows that by trusting the old male’s lead she has found herself home.  

                                                             THE END

                        “Americans have such an exaggerated sense of entitlement.”

              --Steve Harris, teacher/motorcyclist/ex-property claims adjuster

                        Thank you so much Steve for this gem. Without knowing it, you

                            Helped reignite this book after a twenty-year dormancy. 

                              Copyright 2008, all rights reserved, Carrier Slocomb
This is a book of fiction. Similarities to persons living or dead are coincidental. 

Postscript:

Historians have called The Pequot War the war that set the stage for how future conflicts would be fought between English colonists and Natives in the New World. From Block Island Harbor, to Narragansett Bay, to Mystic River and the short hills inland all the way to Ledyard, Noank, the Thames and Connecticut Rivers, to Old Saybrooke and Cornfield Point, Sachem’s Head, and that crowded hill overlooking the unrecognizable marshlands of Southport where a headstone stands marking the site of the ‘Great Swamp Fight’, blood from this forgotten war, along with the dead from that age can only be imagined now in our far different day. We are no longer equipped to feel what it took to establish ourselves in this raw place back in 1637. Nor are we apt to sit back and reflect on its high and mighty cost to both Natives and colonists alike. 

           While the chronology and locales of The Pequot War are fairly accurately represented in “Storm’s Journal”, and while many characters are drawn from those who lived (Lion and Mary Gardener, John Underhill, Esquire Fenwick, John Endicott, Sachems Sassacus and Uncas to name just a few), I have taken liberty to fictionalize many ideas they may have had, thoughts they may have considered, and actions they may have taken all the while trying my best to conceive of these long dead souls in the light of the raw world in which they lived, fought, and died. In doing my research I discovered another truth as well: that no matter how crowded the Connecticut coast has become, it is clear that ghosts from this time period roam beside us still, but it is up to us to hear and feel them.   

-- Carrier Slocomb

13311 Prices Distillery Rd.

Clarksburg, Md.   20871

Cell: 301-525-2866  

bslocomb@nelsonleellc.com  

Synopsis                       The Great, Great Blue                                  Carrier Slocomb 

The title The Great, Great Blue refers to the great blue heron, a large wader bird that lives and breeds in marshes all along the Connecticut coast and elsewhere. One old male in particular is timeless. This great blue connects the novel’s three time lines and is the inspiration for much of its enduring spirituality. From the start, this old blue heron is a visible stand-in for our Lord God.
1998/Time line 1: Baxter Zogg, the prodigal son, estranged for 22 years, comes home to the grand estate in Tribute Harbor. Dad (George Zogg) suffers from late-stage Dementia. He’s a handful. Though happy to have help with their Dad, sister (Judith), who stands to inherit everything, sees Baxter as a threat. Their rivalry is based on distrust. Dad’s demise is their only common denominator. While Judith prepares to transform the old estate into a commercial venture, Baxter gets down to the huge task of understanding why he fled Dad in the first place. It seems his past has destroyed Baxter’s marriage. Newly Christian, Baxter is determined to put his father’s sins into perspective so he can seek and give forgiveness, and win back Karen, his wife. Dementia aside, George is healthy enough to give Baxter a run for his money, as he chases him through mud, woods, beach, water, and an old cellar where Baxter discovers 38 skulls. This grim find leads Baxter to research his father and the estate. As he does Baxter encounters resistance from Judith and her lawyer. Hounded, he makes a connection between prior owners, the Raineys and the Zoggs that leads back 350 years to the bloody 1637 Pequot War. Zogg ancestors were once fierce Pequot warriors who, after their defeat, became slaves that built the Rainey fortune. In the end, Baxter understands why George became the despicable man he was and, in so doing, Baxter starts forgiving both mother and father, and winning back Karen. 

1929-1944/Time line 2: George Zogg lives inside his dementia flashbacks. Rarely does he surface in the present day. He coasts from age 10 to 25, keeping pace with Baxter in 1998. Early years expose dark poverty in a waterside shack, seven ruined members of his family, to his becoming a very rich young man on his way to war. A friendship George earns with the estate owner, Skipper Rainey (rumrunner) turns fortuitous. Seeing those predatory instincts in George that his son and heir David lacks, the Skipper teaches George the art of smuggling. He even calls George ‘son’ until the boy believes he is. When Prohibition ends, they smuggle aliens fleeing the war threat in Europe. It’s a hot time full of gangsters, hijackers, Coast Guard cutters, and U-boats. But reality stinks: George isn’t Skipper’s son; David is. George blames David for his brother Benny’s death. When Skipper retires, he tries to force George to work under David. George kills the partnership. When George breaks into Skipper’s office to examine their business ledger, he stumbles on a bitter historical discovery – a secret ancestral Journal that describes how George’s kin were murdered and made slaves by Skipper Rainey’s ancestors. It is all the incentive George needs to become what he becomes: singularly driven, easily despised, and nearly impossible to forgive.  

1668, Storm’s Journal/Time line 3: written by Storm Rainey about his youth along the English/Scot’s frontier where, as an orphan he heroically fights thieving Reivers; to Fort Saybrooke on the mouth of the Connecticut River, where Storm murderously penetrates the Pequot nation, helping to cause their ultimate defeat. Conquering New England’s Native antagonists was compared to the Israelites taking Canaan. It was hailed as a Godly enterprise, blessed by Puritan clergy. The Journal is a bloody account of the Pequot War. A war that many historians agree set the stage for all conflicts fought thereafter between colonists and natives in America. Having participated in a life of depravity and warfare, Storm warns his descendants to honor God’s gift of His only Son Jesus Christ. To falsely believe in entitlements of worldly goods, lands, and titles welcomes Babylon on us all.

Bio: The author is a native New Englander, married to Carolyn, with seven children. He holds a double B.A. Degree in English/French from the University of Vermont. Retired from owning several construction firms, Carrier now focuses on Christian novel writing full time. The Great, Great Blue is the last in a trilogy based on historical New England.

Of marketing interest, my mother’s line Carrier has, as its distinction, the convicted witch Martha Carrier, hung during the Salem Witch Trials in 1692. On Dad’s side, John Slocombe arrived in Boston during the great 1638 Puritan migration, and we are linked to John Howland (Bond Servant) off the Mayflower. 

Target readership: Adult historical mystery market, with a focus on Christians who love how this nation started under the Lord’s banner, and now seek through forgiveness to humble ourselves and return this mighty country to a Godlier place.
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