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THE DUNSANY MURDER

By Joseph Geraci

“As the strong man exults in his physical ability, delighting in such exercises as call his muscles into action, so glories the analyst in that moral activity which disentangles.”

Edgar Allan Poe

Confession

It is nearly impossible with any degree of certainty to know how or why we are drawn down one path or another, until we reach some juncture or destination where we might stop to ascribe meaning or cause to our journey, whether invention or not. I am of such a disposition as to call Providence the set of circumstances that led me into the small, secret enclave of church Inquisitors. Some there are who would call Providence logic, and indeed the year that I was assigned to that secret committee I was teaching philosophy and my writings on logic may have determined my assignment. But is not logic only one among the many tools Providence provides to see us through the chaos and coincidence confusing our lives? And were the dark events I am about to unfold not Providence leading me?

To know the beginning is to know the fate. Is what follows then the beginning? I had only just received my philosophy degree and been ordained when I was appointed to teach at our order’s boarding school some miles outside the city. The progressive Headmaster had the lofty notion that young boys, having active minds open to the challenges of philosophy, would benefit from metaphysics and had added philosophy to the curriculum; I was to be the first to teach it, over the staunch opposition of colleagues anxious that original thinking might encourage rebellion and who argued, to suit their own self-interest, that I was overqualified to teach philosophy to those so young and could be put to better use at our college in Rome, a convenient way to be rid of someone, by shuffling them off to the Eternal City, as I well knew. To his credit Headmaster ignored such blatant professional envy and so I found myself that late summer day setting my worn volumes of Plato and Aristotle on the bedside table of my tiny cloister room in anticipation if not dread of the beginning of classes.

The school commanded a site of great beauty overlooking the river and mountains, and conducive I thought to foster the natural wonder of the “pagans”, as my colleagues disdainfully called them. The main campus was centered in the acreage, a tranquil site much admired, as was our small jewel of a gothic revival chapel; studied by art historians and visited by curiosity seekers, its odd symbols the subject of historical theory and fancy. Between the chapel and the school was a long covered walk with gardens to either side, rose and herb beds after a medieval design. I walked there to say my daily office or rosary, risking interruption from some boy or other rushing up with some burning question or request; praying but remaining available a responsibility and discipline I would exact of myself. 

It was there that spring day that Dunsany found me. It was a school custom to address boys by their last names. He was a handsome child with an eager face and inquisitive mind. It was parent’s day; the boys were instructed to notify us when their fathers and mothers arrived.  They were in high spirits about seeing their families, and receiving copious gifts. The school vibrated with excitement. “Quiet please!” and “No running!” had passed my lips so often that I had finally given up on maintaining any semblance of order. 

Among the lively William Turnbull Dunsany was the liveliest (I need disguise identities, for reasons which will become obvious; but I would keep the spirit accurate). He had high intelligence and a quick wit, was slight of frame but wiry. I noted on the playing field that he could gauge his energy, so that at the end of the game he seemed able to dash down the field as fast as at the beginning; his mates recognized this, and in the last minutes of play would often pass the ball to him for a final goal, to break a tie or clinch a solid win. He was, needless to say, popular. He also had a brooding streak. I would sometimes find him out at the end of the yard sitting alone by a tree, not reading, not quite sulking, but somber. There were tensions at home, I knew from Headmaster; William would not speak of this. When I would find him despondent the first thing I would ask was whether there had been a letter from home, hoping to let him know of my concern. 

As he hurried towards me that day his face indeed was dark and troubled. 

“Have your parents come?” I asked, concerned they had not.

“My father is here, Father Anselm, but not my mother.”

“Is she well?”

“Father says she had things to do in the city, and has sent a letter explaining. I haven’t had time to read it yet.”

“You are disappointed?”

He nodded, biting his lip. “She sent a gift box. I haven’t opened it either.”

“Are you angry then?” His face set stubbornly and he would not answer, so I added, “You’re sure she isn’t ill?”

“Papa said she’s not. She always comes for parent’s day! She never misses!”

“Be careful not to judge, Dunsany. How many times have you heard me counsel that? Read her letter first. If she could have come I am sure she would. As you say, she always has.”

His answer, or rather question, surprised me. “Do you think so?” he said quite bitterly. I had, perhaps too glibly assumed that he was so close to her as never to have criticism.

“Read the letter, and come talk to me about it later in the day, after the parents have left. But you say your father is here? I take it you’ve come to fetch me?” 

“I left him sitting on the bench outside your office, Father.” 

“Well then, let’s not keep him waiting.” 

It was William’s second year at the school, one of our most welcome boarders; his family was not only wealthy but also exceedingly generous. His mother, Constance, had always brought him for semesters and after holidays, an elegant woman, in her early forties, impeccably presented, with the proud, straight-backed bearing of eastern seaboard finishing schools. I never had any other impression than that she doted on her son and he on her. For his father to come alone was unusual; he was handicapped and traveled with difficulty. We had never met, although to be at the school was to hear of him and his beneficence, not less his heroic war exploits. The family bank and trust, which John Dunsany directed, contributed a long list of advantages to the school; a new roof, repairs to the chapel and drive, an indoor swimming pool which I was grateful to use to keep fit, to name but a few. There might have been financial reasons for his visit; William’s behavior was never an issue, if not as impeccable as his mother’s bearing. But who would have wished him not to have a little spirit. 

I found his father sitting, as William said, on the hard wooden bench outside my office, bent over a silver handled, malacca cane. He wore a handmade suit of the finest dark blue Indian silk. When he stood to enter my office his grimace and limp were noticeable. He was of medium height but gaunt, his skin a shade of unhealthy grey. He had suffered crippling injuries in the last, dreadful war while saving several of his men, and had been highly decorated for it. I had often heard William telling his classmates, or actually anyone who would listen, of his father’s exploits. Several of his men had been trapped under enemy fire several hundred yards from their line after a failed advance. He had crawled through barbed wire across no-man’s land to fetch them back, dragging and half dragging some of his wounded infantry company. Within a few yards of their trenches, under heavy attack, he had sustained such serious wounds that he had been hospitalized for months, and decommissioned with rows of medals. All but one of his men had been saved.

He put a hand on William’s shoulder as he stood, more affection than support; he would go to see his room after dinner, a time to show off his hero father to his friends of course. William kissed his father’s cheek, and ran off. 


John Edward Morton Dunsany was a man use to authority, of getting things done efficiently. As I closed my office door he wasted no words. “I came alone today to speak with you privately on a matter of some seriousness. But I thought it best not to warn you and if it is not convenient  . . .” He tapped his cane, as if to summon us to order. 


“Our time is set aside for the parents today,” I assured him. “With one constraint. I am to give a short welcoming speech to the parents before the meal, and would feel more comfortable being in my place a few minutes before everyone arrives in the refectory.” I checked my watch. “We have just over an hour though.”


He nodded. My books and papers were rather scattered about and I cleared a chair for him. There were two facing each other, so I could hear the boys’ troubles without the separation of my desk; a prie-dieu was set obliquely to my chair for confessions. He had been scrutinizing me; use to taking the measure of men, I supposed, in his charge or contested in competition. His hands were long and well manicured; a palmist would have labeled them aesthetic; they did not rest content, but trembled, were wrung, clenched and unclenched. He wore one ring only, a wedding band of twisted gold in an ancient Roman style; his gold wristwatch was simple but elegant; his was old money long weaned from and wary of ostentation.


“You will want to know of William’s progress?”


“Yes, of course. What I want to discuss concerns him, albeit indirectly. He tells me he is happy here?” 

“He does seem so.” In the course of rambling on about William’s academic record and a few of his exploits on and off the field, I had a moment’s apprehension that John’s presence here today might mean the family had another plan for William’s schooling, with dire consequences for the school’s upkeep, and hastily added, “He is generally cheerful, with unbounded energy. He is rarely ill. We would hope the family does not have other plans for him?”

“Quite the contrary, as he is happy here, given the situation, well . . .”

He waited for me to ask and I asked, “Situation?”

He nodded. “It is why I insisted on coming myself today.”

He took a white, monogrammed handkerchief from his breast pocket and wiped his upper lip. He was so obviously distressed that I hastened to offer him brandy, which he readily accepted. He tapped his cane loudly again as if summoning or banishing thoughts; his shoulders, his gaze were fixed with steely determination. 

“What I have to say is, of course, in the strictest confidence.”


“You wish to confess?”


He frowned, “I am not as religious as Constance, but perhaps the seal of confession would keep the matter utterly clear between us.” 

A stole was over the back of my chair. I raised my hand in benediction. He took his drink again, set it down carefully. A slight smile crossed his face.

“I am sure you have heard more than you wish about my role in the war. William seems to delight in telling all and sundry the story, I would hope without too much embellishment.”

“You are certainly his hero, his idol. No sooner does a new boy arrive than he latches on to him in order to, well, I suppose the word is ‘enact’ rather than tell your story, with great bravura I might add. I have heard and overheard it several times. There may be the occasional Homeric flourish, but for the most part the real story is so dramatic he generally need only keep to the facts.” I intended reassurance, but he only looked the more distressed so I hastily added, “I seem to have distressed you. Perhaps I had better listen.”

He reached out to take the glass, but withdrew his hand without drinking.

“Distressed?” He looked at me sharply. “That is not a shadow of it.” He saw my perplexity and added, “It will become clear. Where should I begin?” He answered his own question with another question. “With William perhaps, as he takes classes from you and is in your house? William did not come immediately upon marrying. He is eleven; we have been married nearly fifteen years and he was born of course before conscription. I was a captain in the reserve and would have been called up but, of course, to set an example I volunteered immediately upon the declaration of war.” William would have been six then, I reckoned but did not say as Dunsany continued, “It was a bitter war. So many friends were lost.”

He fell silent and I said, “You were badly wounded. The papers were full of your exploits at the time.”

“Exploits? And follies.  In any case, I have never asked for pity.”

“Certainly not.”

“Besides, I’m not here to talk about the war but of its consequences.”

He fell silent and again I need ask. “Consequences?”

“After the war Constance and I wanted another child but the war left me . . . well, the word is impotent, isn’t it, a terrible, harsh word. I had thought of impotency with a certain amount of smugness and disdain and found it difficult to accept such emasculation. Which is not to say I could allow myself the luxury of not coming to accept it. I have responsibilities, my work to consider. Self-disdain is ruinous when you have leadership obligations. And God alone knows there are enough challenges facing the bank and trust. As any thinking man can see, the times are becoming perilous again.” He wiped his brow and took his drink again. “Constance has for the most part been forbearing. But she is an attractive, passionate woman and I am a realist. We came to an agreement. I would stand out of the way of her needs so long as there was complete openness and honesty, and of course not a hint of scandal. I thought I need never worry about her discretion, until now.”


His overt distress silenced him. I was forced again to prod the conversation forward with a question, “And now?”

“She has had the same lover for some time. Shaun Connolly. I think you have met him?”

He’d driven Constance here for the other parent’s days. We’d met several times.

He nodded. “We hired him initially as a tutor and sailing instructor for William. He dotes on Connolly. It is William’s weakness to make heroes of the male figures in his life.” He banged his cane again, for William or Connolly I could not be sure. “But now, you see she wants a child by him and is quite open, I would say brazen about it. There is already more than a hint of scandal.”

 This surprised me and I asked reflexively, “With Connolly?”

 “Yes.” It hardly seemed like the Constance I had met. We had discussed her Faith together. It had seemed strong. But in confession you may listen but not judge. 

John was continuing, “She is in her forties, and says she must have another child before it is too late, and as I said that is impossible with me. Indeed, I have a certain fondness for Connolly and might have accepted this if it were not for her behavior. There are days when she sounds quite rational and careful, and other days when she seems to have gone quite mad with passion, blind to everything, the scandal, the potential harm to William. One day their behavior seems tempered, almost cold, and the next more brazen than ever with open embraces, a recent trip together to an ocean resort without consulting me, needless to say. Indeed the situation has become so critical that I insisted she go to stay at our summer house out on the island until this, this thing is resolved.”

“But, if I have it right, she tells you everything?”

“Certainly. I’m not at all talking of deceit. Constance has if anything been graphically honest, with me, with her sister, with close friends. Indeed that is precisely the point, she’s been too honest with too many. I might have tolerated it, you see, but she broke our compact for discretion. I cannot allow anything to undermine public confidence in the Dunsany name. That is why I have come to a solution, why I am here today.”


“To ask for my help, regarding a separation? There would, of course, be no possibility of divorce.”

“I am well aware of that, nor would she or I agree to one. It is my own solution that I want to discuss, call it a resolution, and a firm one. No sooner did it come to me than I knew it was the right choice, was what I would confess.” He took his drink. Set it down again with the same care; patted his upper lip and brow. “Actually, I had hoped that you would not confirm today William’s holding me aloft as a hero, but you have. It is the only thing so far that has restrained me, inflicting trauma on him when I am his hero. I would not do that. You see, I have decided to commit suicide.”

“Suicide?” I was angry. “That is hardly a solution and you could hardly expect me to agree with you that it is a solution.” 

The intensity of his stare if anything grew sharper, or calculating, certainly absent the desperation or terror that I might expect from the mere contemplation of suicide, that agonized look I had already seen too often in my young counseling career. Dunsany had faced death unstintingly in the trenches. He would have hidden his doubts and fears from his men to inspire their morale and courage. Was what I saw now discipline? I was not convinced of that, or convinced that a man of clear heroism in the face of unutterable violence would take his own life. No, I had doubts.

I added, “You say you fear traumatizing William but you also say you are resolved. Do you not think your suicide would devastate him? Of course it would. You can be sure of it. And yet you are resolved.”

 He answered chillingly, “Yes, I am his hero, but if I were to die a hero, would that not free him? If I could arrange my death in such a way as to appear heroic would it not free Constance, William, myself too if you would have the truth?”

“Arrange it? You have a plan?” His cold smile would mock me. I was angry but hoped I had it well restrained and said, “If there is a plan then I would not hear it for that would be to countenance its possibility, and that I cannot and will not do. I need not tell you how grievous a sin suicide is.”

He said, “I had no intention of testing your vocation by sharing such a plan.”

I asked the question I was to ask many times over the next weeks, “Then why are you here and what would you have of me: absolution for contemplating such a thing, or the refusal of absolution until there is a sincere turning from such thoughts?”

“I have confessed to a resolution. I have not decided on its method. Indeed, that depends on you and your willingness to intervene.”

“Intervene?”

“Between the resolution and the enactment there is space; and there is time. I would have you speak to Constance, to bring her to her senses, although I think it would do no good and could indeed make matters worse.”

“Would she agree to speak to me about this?” She had, after all, come to me for confession herself and I had heard none of this, but could not say that.

Dunsany said, “She has already agreed. I bear a letter from her for you. Indeed we would invite you to the island. We have a consecrated chapel at our estate. Our anniversary is soon. We would that you celebrate a Mass there for us. She said she would spell it all out for you in the letter but I have, of course, not read it. She holds you in nearly as high esteem as William does, or I would not have thought of coming here. You see, I would urge you to accept our invitation. I rely on it.”

A Mass, I wondered? If what he said were true would a Mass not be almost a sacrilege? 

The school clock chimed the hour. It was nearing dinnertime. Constance’s letter was in his jacket pocket and he handed it to me as we departed my office. It was not until the parents had left that I had the chance to return to the peace and quiet of my tiny room to read it. 

Her letter was written in a small, neat script, in straight lines across a plain page, the sort of handwriting sternly taught rather than spontaneously expressed, hardly fitting the new image John’s revelations would have me form, of a female demiurge governed by impulse and passion, a view I was not at all ready to accept. A formal, stilted invitation to officiate at their fifteenth wedding anniversary Mass and to stay with them was followed by, “It would do us a great honor were you to officiate, and, of course, there must be no question of your not staying with us.” And then, abruptly this in a quivering, insistent hand quite unlike what had gone before, “John has told me of the conversation he intends to have with you but I would beg of you not to judge until we have the opportunity to discuss the matter privately, hopefully as soon as possible upon your arrival on the island.”

It was “to judge” that caught my attention and the ambivalence of the object. She might have had herself or John in mind, if not Connolly?

Constance

I had not had time, amid the mayhem of exuberant boys, to think much about the Dunsanys, which is not to say I did not look forward to my visit to the island with anticipation, if with no small amount of apprehension. Indeed, the ferry journey across the tranquil Sound on that quiet early June day belied my turmoil. The more I thought about my conversation with John the less sense it made, and the more I disbelieved that someone like John Dunsany could or would take his life: the chairman of museum boards, the head of the states largest private bank and trust; a man used to ordering people about, above all used to solving complex problems to his or the trust’s advantage. But if not the intention to commit suicide, what then was he trying to confess?  And what did his story say about Constance?

In the intervening time I had learned from Headmaster that John suffered considerable pain from his handicap, and was under constant doctor’s care. Had I not seen him grimace when he stood or walked? Yet I uncovered no evidence that the pain or his handicap had curtailed his career or the fulfillment of his many responsibilities. More compelling was his clear affection for William, far too mild a term for the glow illuminating his face when he spoke of his only child, his eldest son and heir. John was himself an eldest son much depended upon by his elderly mother and large family, and considered the most capable of the Dunsany line for many generations. And there was more, of course, his work for the government, the rumors of a possible senatorial race. I turned from the railing as the ship plied forward; there was no need to go on. The humiliation in his story was, of course, genuine. He might lay claim to a cool and rational stance towards his wife’s lover Shaun Connolly, but jealousy comes in all sorts of disguises including that of Stoic, and if jealousy lay behind John’s talk of suicide, disguised even to him, any deed was possible, although jealousy rarely left room for self-sacrifice. For love of William alone I could not see him committing suicide, despite the absurd claim that he could arrange his death to seem heroic.

We neared the island. A flock of gulls circled noisily over our wake demanding refuse. My responsibilities did not allow me to be away from the school much. The sea air should have cleared my mind, but I was the more confused as I gathered my things and waited in line at the gangway.  Nothing seemed quite as John had told it, and yet I did not think that John had quite lied either. 

The engines roared and the large vessel eased into dock. A large crowd was descending the gangplank. At the far end of the loading pier I saw Constance waiting. I waved and she waved back vigorously. She was alone, wearing tan riding breeches and jacket, and black riding boots as if about to steeplechase rather than greet a ferryboat. She strode forward to meet me. 

“How wonderful to see you!” She grasped my extended hand in both hers. 

“You’re looking the picture of health, Constance.”

It was hardly believable that she was a woman in her forties; her natural honey brown hair had not a trace of grey; her face was unlined, summer-bronzed. 

The islanders were only permitted service vehicles. She led me to a small, white truck with an open flatbed. The island was some twenty miles long by fifteen at its widest, tri-cornered rather than oval. The wealthy retreated here summers, but summer wages were half the national average, perhaps because of the influx of students looking for work. We made such small talk as we set out. Had I been satisfied with William’s academic performance this year? His behavior? I amused her with his harmless antics; he and some friends had been caught in the kitchen one night baking a cake no less, and another night sneaking back having run off to the village cinema; welcome signs of high spirit if met with a show of stern disapproval.

We turned off a narrow lane to a narrower one; on both sides were large estates, fenced or walled in. We passed a pillared gate; traveled scores of yards before arriving at another. The small motor groaned as we crested a rise. She pulled onto a siding and turned the motor off. A state historical marker described the spot as a lookout point for whaling vessels. The view to the east was over the sweeping sea, and west towards the low mainland. It was a warm still day. A kestrel circled far above. 

“We’ve been meaning to invite you to the summer cottage.” Through a break in the pines she pointed out a large white late Victorian house sprawled atop a high knoll. “Tara,” she said. John’s grandfather had built it in the 1890s and named it after a Buddhist goddess of wisdom. He had been a great traveler and had filled Tara and the city house with Tibetan and Indian art and artifacts, most of which John has loaned to museums. A few he had kept as precious personal keepsakes, his malacca cane being one.

Her handbag lay on the seat between us. She offered me a cigarette, which I declined. She never smoked in front of William, but I knew she smoked, a despoliation, I thought but did not say, the air so fresh with pine. Silence descended, reinforced by natural sounds. I was content to sit. 

She said without turning to face me, “John told me his intention, in visiting you alone. In fact he told me every detail of what he intended to say save one, that he would tell it all to you under the seal of confession. If he had told me that in advance I would have strongly objected or written to you at least to brief you at least of my side of things. How like him to put us in this position. He confesses to you but tells me not only everything he will confess but also everything he does confess. You would be fully justified were you simply to turn around and take the next ferry back!” 

How could I leave, given John’s threat? If he had told her everything then she knew all that I did, but I could not speak of any of it with her. I certainly wondered why John had put us in this position, no doubt deliberately, but I could not say this to her either.

It was Friday afternoon. I said,  “I am happy to stay to celebrate mass. It’s Sunday at nine?” 

“Yes. Inviting you here was actually William’s idea, you know.” I did not know this. “He’s been going on about it since last summer. He said that if someone wanted to find you and you were not in your office that they were just as likely to find you swimming laps in the school pool. Apparently, you brought a gramophone into class to teach them sea chanteys?”

“We were reading Stevenson and Melville. They raise interesting issues in their novels you know, but you do have to make an effort to bring them alive. I had them sing some of the choruses, but it rather got out of hand, the halls ringing for days with lusty choruses. It led to my being reprimanded. The other teachers thought I was a bit over zealous.”

“He’s very fond of you, you know. And was quite angry I wouldn’t let him tag along to pick you up. I promised to find him as soon as we’re back. I’m afraid he intends to drag you hither and yon and I will have to see to the dinner arrangements when we return and was afraid this would be the only opportunity to speak with you alone. Tomorrow John thought that that all of us might go sailing if the weather holds.”

“He’s here, of course?”

“For several days in fact. His family has been particularly fond of summers at Tara.” She snubbed out her cigarette, turned to face me, laid a hand on my hand. “Dear Anselm. How shall we proceed given John’s machinations?”

“It is simple. Were you simply to tell me your story we might discuss that.”

“Yes, I see. Nonetheless it is very awkward. “

“I am sure we will manage.”  

 “Of course. Or we can try. I am not sure there is an option. For some time now, several months at least, John has been threatening to commit suicide in order to make way for an alleged affair he claims I am conducting with Shaun Connolly. But of course there is no affair and never has been. How could there be? You’ve met Shaun. Why he’s hardly more than a boy. He’s quite intelligent and talented, but I could not possibly think of him as a lover. It’s grotesque of John to accuse me of this and yet, for several months now, he has convinced himself not only that I’ve been having an affair with Connolly, but want a child with him and that the noble thing for him to do is ‘remove himself from the picture’. Those are his exact words. It would be grotesque were he not serious, so serious as to terry me that he will go through with it for nothing, nothing at all. I fear for his sanity, for William, for all of us.“ With trembling hand she lit another cigarette.  “Of course as soon as he began to speak of taking his life I went privately to see his doctor. You know that John was hospitalized for months after being wounded, but the greater part of it was psychological. They diagnosed it as shellshock, but that is a euphemism, isn’t it? He is still being treated for what his doctors have told me are pseudo-epileptic symptoms. They have been trying to convince him to return to the hospital for follow-up therapy, for a month of so, but John will have none of it. He sees it as a defeat, but it is nothing more than the damnable Dunsany pride.” A ships horn sounded from the harbor, the ferryboat on which I had arrived departing on its return to the mainland, as if emphasizing that I was indeed on an island.

I dared to ask a question. “You trust his doctors?”

“Implicitly. I would even say they are brilliant. They have told me that shell-shocked men can often take their lives, sometimes years later, as if they were giving life a chance to lift the burden and when they finally see that it will not they cannot bear it. Or, something can trigger the response.” She waved her hand as if dismissing a question I had not formulated. “Yes, you will wonder what triggered his resolve to commit suicide. As near as I can say it was my miscarriage.”

This took me aback me and I blurted out, “Miscarriage?”

She nodded. “Last autumn I had a miscarriage. I was quite sick and, in fact, hospitalized for several days. Of course, we did not tell William. John and I did not speak about it for several weeks but one evening as we were driving back from a concert he said we must discuss it and that he knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that the child was Shaun’s. It seemed utterly mad, and worse, it was an attack on my fidelity and integrity. I would not have it but he kept insisting in that cold, rational way of the Dunsanys that he knew, he knew. And a month or two after that he began to threaten suicide, calling it ‘the only solution’; that he would liberate me to lead my life freely.”

“That was several months ago then, but he has not committed suicide.”

“No, clearly not. He came to you instead, because of William, he said, for fear that it would traumatize William. There is also his family to consider, an elderly mother who depends on him, and things at the Trust are shaky just now, but he would never speak of business matters with me. But William is his chief concern. He is the oldest Dunsany male heir, and there is a good deal resting on his shoulders, to follow in his father’s footsteps, to be groomed for the family trust, quite objectionable pressures, I might add.”

I paused, trying to construct what I might ask, so long as it was elements of her story, and finally said, “There are things I would ask but find it hard to ask them without sounding as if I were passing judgment.”

She merely shrugged as if my concerns were negligible and so I added, “You said John was convinced beyond the shadow of a doubt that Shaun was the father?”

“And why is he so convinced? John claims that he is sterile and could not have impregnated me, that it is one of the consequences of his war injuries. But his doctors have assured me that there is no medical basis for his claim whatsoever. It is simply not true. No, I give you my word. The child was his.” Her hand trembled; she would have another cigarette but could not retrieve it from the pack. “It is not true but he believes it is and it enrages him, to such a degree that his demands have become wanton, unrestrained, his needs excessive, as if to compensate for some loss from which he does not suffer. It is grotesque.”

 I was struck dumb by the contradictions in their stories,  and to cover my confusion said, “There might be grounds for a separation in what you say. Have you considered it?”

She nodded. She had sought legal advice, but without some official diagnosis of madness or evidence of physical abuse it would be hard to substantiate that John was doing anything except exercising his marital rights. She added, “His doctors have a vested interest in treating him, but not in committing him.”

Would John have confessed impotency to shield excesses, especially if his desires were beyond his control? Confessors knew greater deceits than this. The confessional was sometimes an abyss of guilt. If I were going on instincts, however, I would have to say that when John told me of being impotent I had the impression that he was telling me the truth, just as I thought that Constance was telling me the truth when she told me his demands were excessive, but one of which could not be true. 

I asked, “Given all you tell me, I imagine then that Shaun is no longer employed by you?” 

“No longer employed! But Shaun is here, right here on the island living above the stables not a hundred yards from the main house!”

But if Shaun were around, the Whole Man, so to speak, affair or no affair, might I then I wondered again whether I might not ascribe John’s so-called delusions to jealousy; or rather, jealousy denied but passionately felt? Jealousy might certainly find fertile ground in a mind damaged by war, inspire noble and self-sacrificing declarations one moment, and irrational rage another; one minute ready to commit suicide to make room for Connolly, the next making inordinate demands on Constance. If there were an actual affair or not, it would not matter one jot to jealousy. 

But a niggling question suddenly interrupted the pattern of my thought. What if I were to suspend judgment and in stead of accepting John and Constance’s stories at face value, as my temperament was inclined to do, what if I accepted neither? What did that tell me? Could I really say that John’s confession, that day in my study, was what it seemed? And was he then truly threatening suicide? And if I were to suspend judgment what was Constance’s story telling me? That led me logically to another question. What was Shaun Connolly really doing here and what was his role in all this?

Silence had fallen between us, but I broke it by saying, “And what do you expect of me, then, Constance?”

She started the motor and said, “When we decided to invite you here to celebrate our anniversary Mass, for the first time in months I felt a glimmer of hope.”

We were proceeding again. For a few moments trees blocked our view, but suddenly the road curved and the sea and the façade of Tara spread before us. Suicide was a crime against God, and the state too. I could never be passive before so serious a crime. I was gazing out of the open truck but said to Constance, “We must remain vigilant.”

She frowned but did not reply, and we drove the rest of the way to Tara engaged again in small talk. She pointed out certain houses of the rich and famous, but I was too preoccupied. No sooner had I thought the word ‘crime’ than something began to gnaw at me. As we started up the tree-lined drive of the estate it came to me. Their lawns were a deep green; roses in full bloom lined the drive. Everything sang of order but the air churned with chaos. If not jealousy, there could be another explanation for John’s confession. He might be warning me of a crime.

William

William was sitting on the steps waiting for us; his head bent, picking at a scab on his knee. The wide, sprawling pillared porch caught the mid-afternoon sun full front, glinting as if the paint were mixed with ground crystal. A dog barked from a distant hollow. There was the smell of lavender as we drew up literally at his feet. I was relieved to see him. He did not look up.

Constance shook her head. “Look at that, he’s waiting for you. I’ll bet he doesn’t say a word to me though, to punish me for not taking him along to meet you. He loves going to meet the ferry, for some reason or other.” She laughed. “He’s very amusing, if much too sensitive and transparent. I fear women will walk all over him.” There was time enough for him to learn the male defenses, I thought, but did not say. She ignored his mood and asked him to show me to my room, so long as he did not monopolize my time and let me rest. John was holding a meeting with colleagues but would join us at dinner. 

William nearly tore the overnight bag from my hand, half dragging it up the grand central staircase, without a word to her, of course, but a stream of babble cast back over his shoulder for me. He had flown up here with his father on a seaplane and it had been very exciting when they landed on the rough sea. “We bounced and bounced and I thought we’d smash right up into pieces. It was thrilling, Father Anselm.” He must show me his bird feather collection; and his stamps, and his new telescope. Did I know he had seven rabbits, and at least six cats that he knew of because they lived outdoors? As he led me first to my room, and straightaway to the widow’s walk at the top of the house for the grand view, then to the library and hither and yon around the great house, Constance’s reminder of his burden came to mind, heir to the family fortune, the art collections, to the Trust and all its contacts and responsibilities. Where was the innocent child in all this? He wore thin summer clothes. Away from the other boys and the school’s tumult, in this great hulk of a house, he seemed small and fragile. 

We wended our way finally to his room in another wing of the house, to look at his feathers, arranged neatly in display boxes. “You are quite the ornithologist,” I said. “I didn’t know this side of you. You have every right to be proud of your collection.”

“I did it all myself,” he said shyly, “even the labels. No one, not even Shaun helped me, except to take me bird watching down in the marches. Oh my goodness, Shaun! I nearly forgot.” He leaned to the side and with some difficulty managed to pull a soiled and crumpled letter from his pants pocket. “He made me promise to give it to you as soon as I saw you but I plumb forgot.”

Of course, he had not forgotten. He had wanted to monopolize me for an hour or so and I could not fault him for that. I said, “I think I had better read it straightaway.” 

He looked glum and began to put away his collections as I took the letter to the window to read privately. Connolly’s handwriting was sharp and firm, the message curt. Besides the opening and closing salutations there were but few words oddly divided into three lines, as if the draft of a telegram, or a haiku. “Must see you/before dinner/Waiting at stables.” He had signed formally with his full name, as if I might not know him, or he need insist on his full identity.

I folded it and returned it to the envelope, greatly annoyed. I had been traveling the whole day, had not washed, had not so much as unpacked my toiletry or been offered a cup of coffee, yet they ordered me about as if priests had no needs of their own, and perhaps they did not in most circumstances. 

“I’d better go, William. I’ve enjoyed this time together. Your mother tells me that there are plans to go sailing tomorrow if the weather holds. You can show me just how much you have learned.”

His face lit up. “Shaun says how good I am already. Just ask him! I’ve been learning on our training yacht. She’s a real beauty. I named her Hispaniola. She’s not really a schooner though, but Shaun says she has spirit and sometimes with a good wind she feels just like she’ll get away from me.” He rattled on, perhaps wanting a little more of my time. Then, suddenly, he blushed and stopped. A child aware of his acts was unusual and I liked him for that.

“Hispaniola, you say? I’ve heard you speak about your boat around the school but I did know you had named it after your favorite book. It is isn’t it?”

His eyes grew wide. “You see the connection? You see?”

“I read it to your class, didn’t I? And gave you top marks on your Stevenson paper, after all. Richly deserved, I might add.”

As I was leaving the house to find Connolly, I found myself puzzling over a snippet of conversation William had passed on to me. We were sitting on the floor of his “summer bedroom”, although it was not summer and school was not out yet, there at the top of the turret attached to the left wing of the house, sorting through the feathers. A fresh breeze was blowing in from the sea; the cries of gulls at window level. I was reflecting on how isolated he was here from the household, among treetops and birds, a melancholic child at home whereas at school he was garrulous and communal. Why were there no other children around, cousins or friends? He had been handing me a feather. “Snowy owl,” He said. I had admired it and passed it back. He had handed me  “peregrine”; and I had passed it back with, “perfect specimen.” 

He placed it carefully in an archival envelope already labeled, and added bashfully, “Mother thinks you’re beautiful, you know.” 

An odd thing to tell me out of the blue, I thought. “Does she now?”

He nodded. “The last time I was home for the holidays, they were in the living room talking when I went to say goodnight.”

“Not eavesdropping I hope?”

He shook his head. “I overheard them from the doorway. I couldn’t help it. Papa said that if you were beautiful it was a waste, and mother said not necessarily, that in a priest it could be an asset.” He glanced nervously at me and added hastily, lest I might have stopped him, as indeed I might have, “Father said he didn’t know about asset, but what he did know was that a good priest was one of the most dangerous persons alive and that you were a good priest.”

I must say I was taken aback. “Dangerous? You’re sure that was the word he used?”

“Oh yes, I’m quite sure. They saw me standing in the doorway and stopped talking. I know I should have defended you, but I didn’t. I should have, but I didn’t.” 

Poor William! To be so stricken by a conflict of loyalties between parents and teacher, home and school. I did take time to reassure him. “Why defend me? I’m quite certain your father did not mean his remark maliciously, so I don’t see you did anything wrong not defending me. In fact, maybe he was right; maybe a good priest is dangerous, although I would hardly call myself a good priest.”

“Oh, but you are father, you are. Everyone says it. You see that is just the point.”

I really had to wonder why this odd child had felt so compelled to pass on these remarks; surely not only because of school loyalty. Had he meant to warn me?  Reproving a child can sometimes reassure, so I said sternly, “It is kind of you to say so, but, mind you, no more eavesdropping, William. It doesn’t make for much peace of mind now does it? Take it as a good lesson in life.” 

He nodded, and handed me a white plume. “Snowy egret,” he said simply, although on reflection there did seem more William wished to say but which must linger unspoken. 

Connolly

Connolly would be waiting at the stables, his note had said. And why the note, why the urgency, not just in Shaun’s note but in everything about this visit: John’s need for me to come, Constance’s meeting me alone at the ferry, William’s need to have me to himself for a time, and not least of all Connolly’s must see me? 

On those parent’s days when he had driven Constance up to the school, Connolly had seemed nice enough, quite handsome, of course, which must not be discounted. Indeed, Constance had never visited without him. A chauffeur had driven John. After one visitor’s day or another, I had overheard one of our housemothers gossiping on the phone about the “smashing” young man “with green eyes” who had been visiting and how she couldn’t “take her eyes off him.” 

A few facts I knew from him, Constance, or hearsay: Connolly was from a moderately wealthy New England family; they owned a small shipyard. He was an experienced sailor, and crewman aboard the Dunsany yacht. This was more than it seemed. They meant to challenge for the United Cup a year July. He had graduated Princeton and gone on to attend Slade, but had dropped out to paint under the patronage of the Dunsany Trust, not a small achievement by his mid-twenties. Constance and John went yearly to Slade’s student exhibition, had bought one of his paintings and invited him around to their London home. A rather Lawrentian remark of Constance’s, in his presence, on one of their school visits, had stayed with me. “Sailing may be in Shaun’s genes; but painting is in his blood.” 

I could well imagine the advantages for Constance of having in tow someone athletic, artistic, and handsome, as an object of envy, like natural pearls, whether or not it amounted to an affair. I had to admit that those times I had seen them together I had never observed anything untoward; no secret looks, brushing of hands, or coy smiles; nothing at all to arouse suspicion then or in hindsight, unless they had plotted if not rehearsed their public forays down to the last gesture. If there were more, Constance had never thought of confessing it, at least not to me. I could also well imagine the advantages to the Dunsany Trust of claiming Connolly’s sailing background and skills if they were to qualify for the Cup; or to John and his collection were Shaun to soar to art world prominence when he owned several of the earliest works. 

I had hardly been at the estate two or three hours, but now found myself retracing my steps along the drive behind the house as if long familiar. A path curved around the lip of a hollow, the low green stables nestled discretely below, landscaped to hide then reveal in surprise. As I descended an Irish wolfhound ambled out from around the side, stood staring but did not bark. They are of an imposing size, quiet, but fierce and protective. I slowed my pace cautiously, but Shaun appeared and took her by the collar; an odd way for a dog to warn, I thought. 

He held the dog and we did not shake. 

“I see William gave you my note. You can’t always be sure with him.” 

“Later rather than sooner,” I said.

“I thought I’d work until you came.” 

He led the way around the side of the building to an open oak door giving onto a stairwell to the upper story, a former tack storage room now converted into a north-facing studio. The stables below were maintained but not used; it was too much trouble to keep horses on the island when they spent so little time there; John’s grandfather had kept horses from necessity. Antique bridles, stirrups, halters hung on display; the floors were Italian red tile, the ceiling oak beams. The hound bounded ahead and curled onto an old sofa with a world-weary sigh. 

Canvases were propped around the room; non-figurative I thought until I moved closer. Male nudes were woven into sea and landscapes. A fresh canvas was set on an easel, with a ground and pencil sketch applied. In a sidewall was an open door into a darkroom; photographs hanging from a clothesline. On another side a kitchenette. The room smelled of linseed oil and coffee. I paused before a large desert scene some ten feet wide by six high; a primordial male nude figure was snaking through sand.

He stood scrubbing his hands with a brush; and scrubbing. The straps of his paint-smeared coveralls had slipped off, the bib a breechcloth; a sleeveless, torn, black tee shirt; ragged sandals. He had removed an expensive gold wristwatch to wash, I observed as he slipped it on again. He passed a wet hand through his brown hair, grown out since his last visit to the school; there was a small scar on his right cheekbone; a fashionable three-day growth; coppery; glinting rather than shading, a mouth drawn and stressed. He was lithe and tense, coiled was the word that came to mind. I noted two oddities: he wore a gold bracelet on his left ankle that might previously have been hidden by socks; there was a small tattoo on his right upper arm of an Egyptian ankh. 

He indicated coffee. I nodded. He poured two cups, handed me one. We stood side by side viewing the desert scene. Against another wall there was a seascape of equal size, this also with a male figure, woven into a raging sea but detached and unaffected. 

I said, “Are your figures symbolic? The features aren’t distinguishable. Do you title them?” 

“Only generically. This one is ‘Desert Nude # 5.’ They are all John, of course.” 

It was not obvious the figures were John. He was smoking more compulsively than Constance. No sooner was one cigarette out that he would light another; or forget he had one lit and light another. He paced. Why the agitation? I weighed what to say and said what I had thought, “It is not obvious the figures are John.”

“Because I don’t paint him broken and maimed?”

“I only meant that the features are indistinct. I couldn’t say with certainty that it was your intention to paint anyone specific.”

He frowned, went to an oak print cabinet, pulled out a portfolio and laid it on the slanted top. “I paint him how I see him, holding his own against the elements, or at least struggling with or against them, That is a fair assessment don’t you think?”

“I don’t know John well enough to say.” 

But if he wanted to depict John, then why obscure his features? To keep private intentions separate from public display? 

“There are sketches, photographs,” he was saying as he opened the portfolio. 

I went to look. He stood quite close. His black undershirt was stained with sweat, but he smelled rather of oil paints, coffee and tobacco smoke. He was my height and not much younger, but his forehead was deeply lined. His hands turned the pages nervously; his nails were bitten, the skin was rough or mottled with eczema. The drawings were more clearly John, studies of his face; a few were of male couples, erotic and some pornographic. The partners were clearly John and Shaun, no attempt to hide identities here. He took another portfolio from a drawer, of explicit photographs of the two of them, and of John with various young men in North African dress, or undress. 

I would stop the display; turned my head to stare at him. He did not glance at me but walked to his workbench to find another cigarette. He struck three matches to get it lit. Constance, at least, had a silver lighter. It made me impatient. He shook out the match too vigorously, turning to face me from a few feet away, leaning back against the bench. 

“We fuck, you know,” he said. “He calls it a taste he developed in the trenches, in the North African campaign.” Thus the desert scenes, I imagined. “It was his theater in the war. He outfitted the darkroom over there. The photographs are actually by him.”

“In flagrante delicto?” 

He nodded again, very deliberately inhaling and exhaling a cloud of smoke. “He took me to Egypt to see the sites where he had served.” He nodded towards the darkroom. “He does his own darkroom work. Some of the photographs I use as studies.”

He went to a stack, pulled out another large painting, of another male nude, sand pouring from his head and shoulders, as if emerging from their very crystals. It was meticulously, brilliantly painted, and I said so. He offered me a cigarette, as if suddenly remembering me. 

I declined and added,  “And so, why all this? I am not easily shocked you know. “ I affected lightness. “I hear too much in the confessional, but I would hope it has not jaded me.”

“I didn’t think you would be shocked and I hardly think you’re jaded, sophisticated perhaps. At least that is Constance’s assessment. She was sure you would remain ‘neutral’ when I told you about John and me, her word. She’s generally a good judge of people. In any case, I wasn’t intending to shock, or offend.”

“What then?”

“Inform? Let you know all the facts? Certainly not confess. I thought John would tell you about us when he visited, that it was one of the reasons for his visiting, to give you the full picture, but when he got back and told me he hadn’t, well, I was angry and told him that I would.”

“And he agreed?”

“Agreed? No, not quite. That would not be John. It was more like indifference, a shrug, some sort of dismissive gesture.” He suddenly put his hand involuntarily on his tattoo, an odd and baffling gesture, but I did not comment on it.

“And Constance? She was sure I would remain neutral, meaning she knows about you and John?”

“Of course she knows. It was one of John’s terms, that such matters remain open secrets in their marriage, if only between them, or the three of us now. I wasn’t John’s first either, not by any means, although he doesn’t quite collect us as he does art, and he’s faithful to each of us in his own way, Constance included for that matter.”

“Is that why you must see me then, to tell me this?”

“Must? Yes, I did write that, didn’t I? But no, it is not why I must see you.”

He turned away and went to a window, standing with his back to me for an uncomfortably long time before turning.

He said, “John is worse; actually he’s worse and worse. He throws fits, screams, and cries. Constance said she would tell you about his demands. If anything they are more excessive than ever. The war unbalanced him, obviously, but it has grown worse. Some weeks ago he threatened Constance.”

“Threatened?”

“Raised his hand to strike her, and when I tried to interfere he attacked me instead, physically.”

“Yet here you are.”

“For Constance’s sake. Of course, she’s gone and done an incredibly stupid thing so you could say John was provoked. I suppose she told you about the meeting with the Archbishop; to discuss an annulment?”

“We spoke about the possibility of a separation, but her lawyers seemed to rule it out. But I didn’t know she went to the Archbishop.”

“That’s odd she didn’t mention it, but it just shows what a state she’s in. I warned her and warned her about a secret meeting with the Archbishop, to discuss an annulment no less.” He scoffed, “Secret! As if she could keep such a thing from John when he has eyes and ears everywhere including in the chancellery. She was mad to do it. But her lawyer advised her to.” He added, bitterly, “As if John would not find out instantly; and of course he did; the Dunsanys, with all those friends in high places, and the Trust giving vast sums to the Church. All John has to do to see the Archbishop is pick up the phone. Constance was a fool. Of course John had all the facts on his desk by the next day. No wonder he was in a rage.”

Annulment was a complicated legal procedure. A marriage would generally only be declared null and void from the moment of the marriage vow, if serious reasons warranted it, such as failure to consummate.  But there was William. John’s alleged impotence was only alleged since his return from the war. The Church would weigh the “for better or worse” clause of the marriage vow.  The basis of Constance’s claim, according to Connolly, was that John had married her under false sexual pretenses as he was having an affair with a young bank employee at the time. His marriage intentions were merely to keep her as an adornment and produce an heir; his sexual duties and her pregnancy with William were pretexts to hide a secret life. Her lawyers had apparently accumulated proof of John’s sexual proclivities; letters from affairs predating their marriage, a private cache of photographs a private detective obtained from one of John’s former lovers. 

He added, “God knows what they paid! Her lawyer says it will be more than enough to force John not to contest the annulment, to settle matters in chambers.” 

“And you? Will you be drawn into the matter?”

“She and I are friends. She doesn’t need to draw me into this. But I fear for her. I greatly fear for her. John would go to any lengths to stop her from creating scandal and jeopardizing the family or the bank and trust.”

“Any lengths?” 

“There are some days when he acts and talks rashly and I don’t mean just the visit to you to discuss ‘heroic suicide’, the absurd phrase he’s inflicting on us now. He’s told Constance to her face, in my hearing, that if she doesn’t stop with this annulment business then he’ll stop her, that he has plans. Somehow or other, your being here, seems to be part of the plan.”

 “A plan? Do you mean to harm Constance?” 

He would not answer. I found it difficult to believe that John would do anything to hurt William, and if John were to do violence to Constance not only would it harm but it would traumatize William. And so I added, “John loves William. Were he to harm Constance, well . . .” 

But Connolly looked me up and down disdainfully and said bitterly, “You don’t know the first thing about John. He thinks William is weak and hides behind his mother’s skirts, that war toughened him, that he has to save William from the weaknesses his mother fosters, toughen him to assume his future role, when the time comes to carry out his family role. And Constance wants William out of his clutches, in France if it were her choice, but she knows that John would rather see her dead than allow her to have full control over William.”

“Dead? And William traumatized if not destroyed?”

“He will see to it that William is not destroyed, whatever it takes.”

“Easier said than done,” I said, barely able to conceal my anger. “So why then do you really think that I am here? In fact, why are you here if all you say is true? Indeed, why are you telling me any of this? I asked you this already. If there is a plan, then I need to know it now.”

“Do you think he would tell me? All I know is that whatever he is planning he is planning this weekend, and whatever it is he began planning it just before he visited you. He told me so; that visiting you was ‘part of a plan’, and I use his phrase. I suppose, I am part of it too. I didn’t want to be here this weekend but he insisted. I loathe the atmosphere on this island; their banker friends, the claustrophobia, but John insisted I attend the anniversary Mass to keep peace between the three of us. When he said you would be coming to celebrate the Mass, well, I knew he had set the plan in motion and it frightened me.. I want no part of whatever it is he’s scheming, no matter the consequences to me or my career, no part at all.”  

“So, this plan is to happen this weekend?” But the question was rhetorical.

#

A soft breeze barely stirred the beech as I left Connolly and walked out into the grounds. Far out to sea low-lying freighters plied their way along the coast to open ocean or port. By then it was early Friday evening. I had been at Tara only a few hours and would be leaving early Monday morning to drive back to school with William for exams and end of term. Dinner was not for an hour, but I would not go back to the house, my mind too much in turmoil. 

Did anything I was told by John, Constance, or Shaun add up to anything coherent when each story seemed to cancel out the other? If John’s confession was true, and I would believe it was, then he was impotent and Constance’s miscarriage had not been of his child. Was the child Connolly’s then? And had Constance lied to my face about suffering from John’s ravenous demands? Was Connolly lying then? Neither Constance nor John had said a word about an annulment or a visit to the Archbishop’s office, a disquieting omission at best. Why would she hide such a salient fact, when it involved her faith and her future? Both Constance and Connolly had spoken of John’s ungovernable passions. He said there were photographs but I had not chosen to see them because his offer to show them had seemed a taunt, and so I had seen no proof. Was this an error of judgment? If I were to doubt Connolly, could I also afford to doubt his revelation of some dire plan? Could I ask Constance? Could I ask John? I did not see how I could assume that Connolly, or anyone for that matter, except perhaps innocent William, was telling me the truth. And yet I could not assume that they were not. Indeed, it seemed imperative that I assume that everyone was telling the truth, or at least that whoever was telling the truth would be confirmed by events.  Could I risk waiting?

The early evening was tranquil, the grounds and house impeccably kept. Did they not belie the inner turmoil here and mine? Did John use his wealth to create a semblance of physical order, while beneath the surface there was dark disorder? Appearances, after all, were always and only appearances. 

There was a small Grecian style folly at the edge of the lawn overlooking the sea, and I went to stand there a while to stare at the vast ocean and regain myself before facing dinner.

Perhaps it was the logic of the Grecian association; perhaps call it grace. At that moment I heard the voice that has so often since led me. “If everything is not as it seems, then everything is as it does not seem.” 

Crime

We were to go sailing that Saturday morning; William would show off the skills he had learned from Shaun; a lunch had been packed for five; but the sea was rough. 

We gathered at the marina. The training yacht was more than I had expected, long and sleek, painted white with a green streak, the name painted on the side as William had said, Hispaniola. I was surprised to see John on the dock. Banking friends were visiting and I knew some grand merger and acquisition was in the making. He seemed in good spirits, came to shake my hand and welcome me aboard, hardly seeming a troubled soul. 

Constance was already aboard stowing gear. William brooded by my side, whether Shaun would deem it safe to head out of the Sound into open sea. William had fixed opinions about the weather, perfect for tacking, he said, rambling on about calibrated booms and tacking, confidant of managing the broad wheel.  He was slight of frame and I had my doubts.

Shaun in leather jacket arrived on a motorcycle. “Why aren’t you all aboard?” He thought the rough sea not so rough. It would present no real challenge or threat, was his neat assessment. I had not sailed much but I was a strong swimmer, a skill my father insisted I learn from an early age; he had been a devotee of physical culture movements and had insisted on raising me with respect for exercise. The air was fresh with salt smell, the sky full of gulls; great clumps of cumulus raced northeasterly, or so William said. A small motor would take us out of the inlet. John and I would hoist the mainsail once clear, heading out of the Sound.

Shaun tacked, the sail snapping as we caught the wind, the yacht listing into the waves, bucking forward. William waved as he took the wheel, thrilled and full of confidence. I stood by the main mast, where John had just secured the ropes with the ease of someone long familiar with sailing. The wind and spray were thrilling.

The yacht was long and narrow; the distances from the center mast to any edge only a few steps. Constance and John were near the starboard rail; they had been having an argument. She wanted him to wear a red life-vest and he had not put it on yet. She held it up again and he turned his back so she could slip it over his arms. 

It was what I was waiting for. Since that morning I felt I knew what to expect. The yacht sliced through a set of smaller waves, dipped and crashed into an onslaught of larger, tossing and twisting us. I saw it all sharply: Constance waiting, glancing ahead at the waves, around to see if we watched, finding the highest sea, the ship listing, losing her balance, as she must because she held on to nothing, pitching against John’s back, launching him into the sea.

She screamed something inarticulate, his name, cries for help. Before either I, or Shaun could act she leapt into the sea after him. William cried out; Shaun pushed him aside and took the wheel, spinning the yacht into a sharp turn, the sail slackening; the boat shuddering. 

I did not hesitate but leapt into the cold sea at Constance’s heel. The articulation of the scene came to me in slow motion, each detail vivid and distinct. John could not swim with his brace and disability. He flailed and sank. In a thrice, Constance was nearly on him, and I nearly on her. If anything the event became slower and more defined. I was at Constance’s left side in the high sea. As she raised her right arm I had a clear view of the syringe in her fist, ready to plunge it as John surfaced just within striking distance. I seized her forcefully by the hair and yanked her backwards, shouting, “No, Constance! You will not!” I pulled her head painfully back, chopped at her arm, and saw the syringe loop slowly up and over into the mouth of a giant wave.  With two more strokes I was upon the flailing John as he came up again for air.

Confession

The yacht turned in a tight circle and was next to us in minutes, a marvel of Shaun’s sailing. William was ready with a lifebuoy on a long tether, large enough to fit over John’s head, although I had already dragged him to the yacht’s edge. Shaun had locked the wheel and could drag him aboard. John was pale, barely conscious. He had taken water and was gasping for breath. There was a radio below, which William could work. We had hardly gone a mile it seemed before a Coast Guard vessel was alongside and John transferred. Constance would go with them, but the first attempt to transfer her as well was thwarted by an increasingly raging sea. Constance shouted them off and the Coast Guard vessel sped away to hospital. We had been mad to come out on such a day, if it had not been deliberate.

William refused to leave my side. He was badly shaken by events; his face, his lips as pale as his father’s. 

As we watched the Coast Guard launch race off, he said, “You saved him. You saved papa, didn’t you? I saw it with my own eyes. You were on him in flash.” He paused, looked up at me, and said with great deliberateness,  “I saw everything.”

I tried to make light of his emphasis. “Now, William, I suppose you’re going to go around telling half the school this story now, aren’t you? And I don’t suppose I’m going to be able to stop you, am I?” I added sternly, “Just remember what I’ve told you boys about envy and special relationships. I’m counting on you to use some discretion and judgment.”

He said an odd thing, on the oddest of mornings. “I’m not sure I’ll tell anyone, Father. If I tell anyone it could only be half the truth anyway, couldn’t it?”

Surely he could not have seen his mother’s attempt, or mine to stop her, and just as surely I knew he had. And if he had what could he possibly think at such an early age, and what work had I cut out for me if I were to be a true mentor?

Having secrets between us might be more fraught than his telling the story to his peers and so I said, “Well, you might tell most of it.”

Constance had gone below to change, where she remained until we docked. She came on deck as we tied up, standing sullenly to the side refusing to speak, ready to rush off to the hospital. Shaun took William back to the house on his motorcycle but I would have a word with Constance, if I could subdue my anger, or was sure of what I had to say. I was, however, sure of the syringe. But it had fallen into the sea, and was the only proof of her intention. How could I know what it had contained, if it had contained anything? The injection of a single air bubble would have sufficed to cause a fatal convulsion. If John’s body had ever been washed up somewhere hither or yon the sea and sea creatures would have obscured the autopsy, if the family had allowed one.

As William tied up the boat she leapt ashore and strode off. There were taxis on the island, a taxi stand at the gate to the private docks, some hundred yards away, enough to have words. As I caught up with her before the gate she stopped suddenly.

“You will not accompany me to the hospital. It is simply too much. Please don’t come another step.”

I took her arm in a painful grip so she could not escape, and said, “I’m leaving the island but you will hear me out first. There is no question of my celebrating the anniversary Mass tomorrow, and if there is a ferry later today I shall be on it.” I shook her arm. “Do you hear me?” 

“You’re hurting me.” She pulled her arm loose and said vehemently, “I never want to see you again. Do you hear me?” She tried to walk off but I grabbed her arm again and yanked her to a halt. People were beginning to watch and I need be quick.

“You may not want to see me again but I have terms, and you shall hear them.”

“Terms! You have terms?”

“Call it a vow, call it even a sacred vow if you will.”

“Do you think I care about your vows? You understand nothing. Nothing! You disgust me. I thought you would understand, but Shaun was right. Your priesthood blinds you and you could never understand what is going on here.”

How wrong she was.  I had more than a little sympathy for the bitter consequences the war had wrought in her life and marriage, but to answer the language of war and death with the language of murder and death, that I could not and would not tolerate. 

I said, “Think what you will about my vows. I will make you another. Were anything suspicious ever to happen to John, anything at all, I shall make sure that justice is done. Do you hear me?” 

She gathered herself together and looking straight at me said, “And if you’re so ready to make such a noble vow to warn me, what noble vow would you make to stop John?” 

How many times did her question ring in my ears! And how many times did I wonder whether the best recourse would not have been to consign John Dunsany to the deep sea. It would prove to be a bitter irony, that by saving him he became not just my adversary but also my supporter; indeed, he it was who used his influence within the Church to have me appointed to the investigative body for Defense of the Faith, as if taunting me to stop him by handing me the means to stop him. Of one thing I was certain. Were I to stop him it would not and could not be by his means.

