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  A KILLING IN EAST HAMPTON


“Did you hear that somebody’s been going around breaking into people’s houses and smashing their computers and personal electronics to hell—not stealing them but destroying them ...” 
That came as more of an incredulous statement than a question, posed to me by my husband as I weeded crabgrass from a row of carefully cultivated bush snap beans. They were growing tidily in the vegetable garden I’d started two months ago on the north edge of our ample back lawn in East Hampton. But there were some stubborn weeds among them.
“I’m not going to resort to using chemicals,” I insisted as I dropped some into a potato sack, “not when I can yank them up by hand.”
“Did you hear what I just said?”
I glanced up at my husband Scott standing right above me in the bright midsummer sunshine. His face was blocked by the glare. When I shaded my eyes, I not only saw his handsome face but his shadow elongated behind him, an imposing male imprint, rippling in the blades of grass stirred by the afternoon breeze just coming up off the ocean. I could be forgiven for finding his shadow sexy since I found everything about him sexy. We’d only been married six months and I couldn’t get my fill of him. Two young men in love being able to get married was still pretty heady stuff.
“Why would anybody do that?” I asked. “It seems there isn’t a motive of revenge. No one family’s been targeted. They’ve all been random acts, haven’t they?”
“It looks that way.”
“Well, from what I’ve gathered they are.” I’d read about the series of break-ins that morning in our East Hampton community-based weekly, Dan’s Papers. “Purposeless acts of vandalism.”
“And just plain stupid. There was nothing to gain financially.” Leave it to Scott to be thinking about monetary motives in all things good and bad. He warned, “So when I’m at the office and you’re here at the house alone, keep an eye out.”
“I will.” It was then I thought of our neighbor. I don’t know why, it was just a gut feeling and I didn’t have any proof. But ... no, I was being unfair. Warren was an older gentleman, a crotchety, independent thinker, an eccentric dismayed by the modern ways of the world, but he wasn’t the kind to go around breaking into homes around East Hampton like some fleet-footed juvenile delinquent. Warren was in his late sixties and on the heavy side, had arthritis in both knees, and, an ex-smoker, he was always out of breath, but still managed.
I’d first met him two weeks ago during my long morning walk through our beautiful new neighborhood. I’d given up jogging, it was too hard on the body; I was definitely a convert to low-intensity exercises. I’d noticed his hunched figure on the side of the road, one hand up against a dying cherry tree, gulping air, his limbs shaking. That scared me. I didn’t plan to blow out both my knees like the white-haired man gasping for breath in front of me. I walked up to him and asked if there was anything I could do for him. He put one hand up, either to stop me from asking additional questions or to let me know he was all right. Still trying to catch his breath, he pointed between a hedgerow at an elegant Georgian house set some distance back with a white rose-dominated garden in front of it.
“Oh, that’s your house,” I said. “I live one street over.”
 He smiled weakly.
I asked, “Can I help you inside?”
He finally answered, “No, thank you. I can make it.” He pushed himself away from the tree, his face as dark red as the cherries that had dropped off and were sinking now into the wet and plump furrows of the earth. He found his own way to the circular drive and for a moment disappeared from my view. I waited a couple of beats before I peered between the hedgerows and watched as he haltingly made his way past the roses and up to the front door.
“I met our neighbor today,” I told Scott that night at dinner. “An old white-haired man, heavy set. He has a beautiful home I must say. Over on Hither Lane.”
“That’s not his home,” Scott advised me. “He’s just the caretaker for the family who’s spending the summer in Europe.” Scott spoke with the calm assurance of the man who knew everything. He always made it his business to know everything.
“I see.” So that was my neighbor. If I’d known then what I now know about him, I’d never have let our lives intertwine the way they did, I’d never have stopped and asked him if I could be of assistance. I’d have continued down the street enjoying my low-intensity walk, blinders on, and been much the better for it.

      [image: ]I unexpectedly ran into him a few days later, in the late morning, at a small grocery on Main Street where I’d stopped to buy a quart of orange juice. The place also served as a quasi-café that prided itself on its homemade sugary doughnuts, and—surprise—there was my friend sitting at a small table by the counter reading the new edition of Dan’s Papers, an empty cup of coffee in front of him and traces of sugar on his face. He smiled and waved at me this time, a twinkle in his eye.
“Enjoying yourself?” I asked as I paid for the juice.
“Clearly,” he said, wiping the vestiges of sugar off his face with a crumpled napkin. “Can I offer to buy you a doughnut, they have awfully good jelly ones, still warm.”
“Oh, no, thanks. I have to watch my weight. I’m a newly married man.”
 “And so young!”
“I’m over twenty-one,” I said. “But not by much.”
“No, of course not,” he replied. “Did you and your wife buy a house in the neighborhood?”
“We did. Four months ago. Only it’s not my wife, it’s my husband.”
The old guy didn’t miss a beat but motioned me over to him with the crook of his finger.
I sat down across from him. He was anxious to whisper to me that he was “gay” too, and then in a normal voice advised me he’d sensed I was “in the club” the first moment he saw me, but that it would have been “impolitic” of him to mention it at the time. I thought how he couldn’t have mentioned it if he’d wanted to, he’d been so winded. He asked my name and I told him Ned and he seemed relieved. 
“That’s a good old-fashioned name, my boy. That was my best friend’s name.”
He told me his name was Warren and that he’d lived in this town, well, here or hereabouts, for most of his life, letting the busy world outside his “bailiwick” just keep getting busier. He seemed interested in what was going on closer to home though. “What house did you buy?” he asked.
I told him we’d bought the rust red cottage, that’s what I called it, a street over from him on Middle Lane. It was a bit more than a cottage, of course, but that sounded cozy.
“I know it, the old Henley home. You’re millionaires then.”
I was surprised by his statement but why deny it or beat around the bush? You didn’t purchase a home on Middle Street in East Hampton unless you had money. “Yes, we’re millionaires.”
One hand involuntarily went to his chin where he seemed to aggressively be trying to wipe more sugar off his face, only there wasn’t any left. Realizing that fact, he dropped his hand in his lap as his face turned red like the other day by the cherry tree. He asked if he might know what my husband did for a living.
“He’s a stockbroker.”
That said, it seemed obvious, didn’t it, that I had nothing more to do than tinker about Main Street during the day. He’d pegged Scott as the breadwinner which he was. But that was enough spewing out of my personal information. It was time to make a quick, low-key exit.
But Warren suddenly grimaced and clutched at his knee. It seemed likely he was faking this attack, probably because he wanted to keep me there talking with him. The guy was lonely, a caretaker in a house all by himself, wasn’t he? Polite by nature and wanting to prove myself a good neighbor, I went the extra mile and asked nonchalantly if he’d walked from his house all the way up to Main Street. He nodded in the affirmative. I’d guessed as much. Could I offer him a lift home then? We lived a stone’s throw from each other.
“Really?” he asked. “That would be extremely kind.”
I drove along the sun-dappled lanes of East Hampton, just talking about the weather, nothing much else; he commented here and there, adding at one point how he couldn’t even consider buying an automobile, the upkeep alone would do him in, and it seemed that in no time we were turning onto his circular drive. The roses, in full bloom, were shining like stars over the sun-splashed universe of sprawling green lawn.
“Come in a minute,” he urged as I pulled up to the entrance.
“Well ...” I was curious about the house, I suppose. As I wavered, he clutched at his knee again and let out a yelp. “I’m all right,” he assured me after taking a deep breath, holding it a moment before expelling it. Maybe he hadn’t been faking in the grocery store and maybe he wasn’t faking now; after all, the first time I’d seen him he’d been wincing in pain, one hand on that cherry tree for support. He had his copy of Dan’s Papers on his lap. Our eyes went to the headlines which blared: BREAK-IN AT HOME ON EGYPT LANE.
Another one.
“May I read the article?” I asked.
“Of course.” He handed me the paper.
The story stressed that although the recent string of break-ins had been contained in the Springs, a middle-class offshoot of East Hampton, this was the first time one had occurred in a more upscale area, a cause for alarm. “The house on Egypt Lane, it’s just one street over,” I murmured. “That’s where the latest break-in occurred.” Warren said nothing. I finished the article. On a night the family had been away from home, the vandal(s) had disabled the burglar alarm and gained entry into the study through a window on the ground floor. Three smartphones had been stomped on, an iPad had been “gutted like some hapless deer,” according to the reporter whom I doubted had ever seen a gutted deer, an eighty-five-inch TV had been splattered with fecal matter, and an Apple computer had been found cleaved in two by the blade of a hatchet which had been left imbedded in it. A hatchet the family had never seen before. That was it. Nothing had been stolen. “Bizarre happenings,” I summed it up. Warren said nothing. Again. In fact he acted like he hadn’t heard me. Had he already read the story? Was he unconcerned about the latest incident?
“Well,” I offered, folding the paper and handing it to him, “I’m sure the cops will catch the guilty party.”
“Ned, you are coming in?” he asked.
I grinned. “Sure.”
The house was immaculately kept, big airy rooms full of elegant, traditional Colonial-style furniture and high-quality antiques. The wood dining-room table and some of the chairs were Hepplewhites. I was no expert but I knew that much. I liked the rich details, the wreaths, shields, and scrolls above the elaborate fireplace and the soft beige and pink colors of the walls. Our house in comparison was contemporary, mixed and matched with Southwestern, Asian and Danish pieces and decor. Scott and I called our particular style “fusion on steroids.” It was us. But could I get a sense of who Warren was from the decor? Not at all, the home wasn’t his. And I couldn’t get much from his affect either. He had his guard up, I sensed to protect some secret inside.
Warren guided me to his quarters, a three-room affair, a sitting room, as he called it, and a bedroom and kitchen. The sitting room had big glass doors that overlooked the back yard and the swimming pool. Two shirtless teenaged boys were cleaning the filters in the pool.
“What a burden,” Warren lamented. “What drudgery to go through to attain the sparkling, crystal clear water Mrs. Labotte likes. Those boys, I’m in charge of them. They’re friendly enough, but pretty useless most of the time. Mrs. Labotte would be better off to buy a self-cleaning salt/chlorine generator system and then fire the pool boys. But no, that wouldn’t be charitable, would it? It wouldn’t be right. They have to make a living too, like the rest of us.” He eyed me pointedly and I nodded in agreement, a little embarrassed because I wasn’t in the position to “have to make a living too, like the rest of us.” A little embarrassed—but not much.
He banged on the glass and the boys looked our way; one gave Warren a thumbs up and the other a V for Victory sign. Warren held one hand up in mid-air as a response, the same gesture he’d given me yesterday when I’d asked him if I could help him up to the house, one that served both as an acknowledgment but also as a warning not to come too close. “I suppose they’ll mow the lawn afterwards,” he said. “It could use a trim.”
The boys were hotties for sure, one golden-haired, the other dark, both with great builds and handsome faces. Creamy was the word that popped into my head ... sweet cream bubbling up, heated by the sun. If I wasn’t here, I could imagine Warren closing the drapes, except for an inch or so, and peering salaciously at the boys while he got himself off. Or was he above all that? I noticed he had a stack of ten or so books on his desk, pages marked.
“I’m an avid reader,” he explained. “I’m one of the most well-known patrons of the town library. I love it there. I spend all my free time reading.”
There could be worse ways to spend time, I assured him. I’d almost said to kill time but had caught myself before blurting it out. To him reading was a proud vocation. I had a feeling it was his main passion in life, maybe his only passion. Had it always been? Had there been others? He brought me in a glass of iced tea and set a plate of pastries on the table between us and then he told me about the Labotte family who had employed him for the last twelve years. Apparently the husband was an ear surgeon who had come from a family of old money. They’d had three kids, but all of them were living elsewhere now, immersed in their own lives. They visited from time to time and brought the grandchildren. Mrs. Labotte in particular, Warren informed me, was his greatest champion. She had left for Europe fully confident he’d successfully oversee the affairs of running the property, and he began to list all his duties. I was bored stiff and found myself eyeing the boys by the pool, young studs plowing through the sunshine, battling the bright blue sky for prominence. While Warren’s voice droned on and on. Just when I decided it was time to leave, his tone suddenly brightened and he asked, “My goodness, what does it mean for a young man like you to be married to another man?” He smiled at me and shook his head. “I can’t fathom it, you see. Not at all. I must say I spent my life hiding in the shadows, the love that dare not speak its name kind of thing, concealing my Ned, the love of my life, from my own family as I watched my three sisters and one brother be married in the light of day.”
Wow. I hadn’t considered how different, I mean how incredibly different, his life had been from what mine was going to be. I sucked in my breath because it was breathtaking to consider.
“Observing them in their happiness,” he continued, “but never being allowed to show them mine. Watching them open wedding gifts, reading notes of good cheer and well wishes from everybody, including me.” His eyes sought the gold band around my finger. “Tell me, what is your ... your husband’s name?”
“Scott. Scott Farrough.”
I may have imagined it, it could have been a trick of the light, but I thought I saw tears well up in his eyes. Tears or not, he looked bereft.
“Look,” I said, standing up, “why don’t you come over and meet him? We’re having a couple of friends over for dinner tomorrow night. Why don’t you join us?”
He seemed shocked, as if he’d been invited to Buckingham Palace or the White House or something. “Could I? Do you think—” He shook his head. “No, I’d just be in the way.”
“I’ll pick you up tomorrow at seven.”

      [image: ]The next day was Saturday. Scott and I met Kevin and his nine-year-old daughter Samantha at Two Mile Hollow Beach, the gay beach, and we pretty much stayed all day. It was only a few blocks from our house, in fact from our upstairs bedroom we were lucky enough to be able to hear the surf even though we couldn’t see it. 
Kevin and Scott had grown up in Sag Harbor together, best buddies, and they still were. Kevin was a successful realtor there and also a single dad who’d adopted Sam when she was almost one year old. Now she was an outgoing, bright girl at the head of her fifth grade class. Kevin had done all right with her.
Scott had lunch with Kevin a couple times a week since Scott’s office was in Sag Harbor, even though he worked for an international broker whose headquarters were in the city. I don’t know how Scott had talked his way into that one, getting to stay on the island and work, in the town where he grew up no less, but he was good at getting his own way, in business and in pleasure. As I stretched languidly on the towel I thought how I could hardly wait until tonight, after dinner, when everybody had gone home, to make love with Scott.
He talked Kevin into taking a walk down the beach. He realized it was no good asking me as I knew where they were headed and I wasn’t interested. When Scott stood up, the guys lying within shouting distance stopped whatever they were doing and took notice. Well, they could eat their hearts out, I was the one married to Scott. He was stunning, tall and blond, with a golden body that was proud, conquering, full of fire: And God Created Man. Yes, later tonight ...  
As I watched their figures getting smaller and smaller, before finally disappearing, I thought about going for a swim but the lifeguard’s red flag had been up all day, meaning danger. Sharks, heavy undercurrents, jellyfish, riptides, something. Forget it, though the water looked so inviting. Sam was busy texting her friends and appeared to have no interest in me, so I took the opportunity to zone out to the sounds of muffled voices carried to me on the breeze and regularly interrupted by the breaking waves so I could never hear a full sentence, never put any narratives together.
I couldn’t have been asleep for long. Scott’s voice woke me. “You’re sunburned,” he said, then admitted what I already knew, that he and Kevin had walked along the beach in front of the exclusive Maidstone Country Club. Neither Scott nor Kevin’s family were members and it was both of their goals to be asked to join one day. Not goals, burning desires.
“So you were torturing yourself again,” I said to Scott, fumbling through my bag until I found the bottle of suntan lotion.
“Here, I’ll do it,” Scott said, grabbing it. He knelt behind me and massaged the lotion into my shoulders. It was so cold on my hot skin. “You’ve left it a little late.”
“Thanks,” I said. “I’m careless, aren’t I?”
“More often than not.”
“What’s for dinner?” Sam asked.
“Swordfish,” Scott said.
She made a face.
“Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches then,” Scott revised the menu. “Whatever you want. Your wish is my command.”
“You like fish,” Kevin reminded her. “Living on the Atlantic coast you have to. It’s one of our house rules.”
“All right,” she said, continuing to text away, “but not all fish. Remember when you ordered that horrible looking monkfish with the whiskers and stuff. Oh, God, Dad!”
“It wasn’t that terrible was it?” Kevin asked.
“Wait! I’ll bring up a picture of one and we’ll see.”
“No, that’s OK,” Kevin said. “We’ve got to get a move on. Pack up your things.”
I, for one, didn’t want to leave, sunburned or not. The golden glow of the afternoon was gone. The ocean was turning that strange shade of blue, a kind of wild dark sapphire, if a sapphire can be dark, and the sun was almost white.
“And you too,” Scott told me. “Time to pull up stakes. You’ve had enough sun for one day.”
“Yes, sir. Oh,” I grabbed onto Scott’s hand and he pulled me up. “I forgot. I invited Warren for dinner. You know, the caretaker at the Labottes.”
“Oh? Him? What for?”
The exodus from Two Mile Hollow Beach had begun. The guys headed for the parking lot in a quiet procession, almost single file, lawn chairs and towels in hand, their day done. It was already chilly. Time to welcome the night.
“It’s hard to explain,” I said. “I think it was because I felt sorry for him being all alone. I’m not even sure now.”
Scott kissed me on the forehead like an indulgent parent telegraphing that it wasn’t important. But what had Warren said or done that had made me offer to come pick him up and drive him over to our house for dinner? The answer was lost forever in time. He’d simply be our guest at table tonight, sharing the evening meal.

      [image: ]It was a little awkward at first, Warren being there, sitting at the table, because I was the only one who knew him, but he was no bother, he was very quiet, almost afraid to speak. So we relaxed around him. Maybe we shouldn’t have. It’s a mistake to think just because your guest is quiet and well-mannered and doesn’t say much that he agrees with what everybody else is saying or doing. That he approves of what’s going on. I assumed he did. We’re taught fairly early in life never to assume anything but I’d forgotten that rudimentary warning. 
Kevin had made a big pitcher of strong Bloody Marys that we nursed through dinner, the adults at the table that is, Scott, Warren, Kevin and me, while Sam had her own pitcher of pink lemonade. Somehow with the drinks, dinner lost its importance and appeal but we toyed with our fish, sugar peas, and later, fresh raspberries. Scott and Kevin gossiped about someone Kevin had met on an online dating site, Kevin admitting that they’d texted each other ten times a day for the last week. The young man in question was a pharmacist already. Kevin brought up his photo and passed his phone around. He was in his mid-twenties and we all agreed he was a hunk, even Sam. All of us except for Warren who said nothing and passed the phone along without glancing at the young pharmacist.
“Maybe he’d be a good catch, Dad,” Samantha suggested.
“You think so?” he asked.
Scott, busy bringing up stock quotes on his phone, said to Kevin, “Maybe it’s time you found a man and settled down and got married. Then the four of us could go as couples on some pretty swanky vacations.”
“Oh, no,” Sam said, “you’re not leaving me behind.”
“That spoils everything,” her dad teased, “having you tag along, spying on us.”
There came that first subtle frown from Warren.
Sam jumped out of her chair and got into what I call a tech “jam session” with Scott, insisting on proving why her sleek new Galaxy Fold was way cooler than his iPhone. She flipped it open. “Bet your iPhone can’t do this,” she said, launching a 3D AR dance video from her favorite boy band, the stereo sound booming from the dual speakers.
Scott rolled his eyes. “Cool gimmick. They’re still overpriced and constantly in the shop. The iPhones work just fine.”
“You just like boring. Here …” She showed us some shots she’d taken on the beach that afternoon including a breathtaking 3D shot of my husband, shirtless.
Again, Warren declined a look and there came the second frown, not so subtle now.
“Well,” Kevin said to her, “I have something for your birthday next week.”
“What, the brand new iPad Air with the M2 chip?”
“Yup,” her dad said. “Light as a whisper, blazing fast, and in your favorite color, Blue Horizon.”
“You get a whole bunch of free tryouts of the best streaming services with that, don’t you?” Scott asked her, not looking up from his stock quotes.
But he did look up when Warren asked him, “Scoot?”
“It’s Scott,” my husband countered and took a calculated sip of his Bloody Mary.
“You don’t mind if I go on my way, do you?” Warren asked. “I must say all of this technical talk is way over my head. It has me spinning.”
“I’ll teach you some stuff,” Sam offered. “I’m a geek you could say.”
“No, thank you,” Warren said firmly.
“Well, I’ll drive you home straightaway,” I said.
Scott reabsorbed himself in his stock quotes and Sam sat down quietly on her dad’s lap.
“Yes, well ...”  Warren stood up from the dinner table. “Enjoyed it.” He followed me outside and I drove him home. He gulped for air outside the car window. I noticed a full moon hanging over the trees, bloated and halfway sinister-looking.
“That’s a blue moon,” Warren said, heaving. “You know, ‘once in a blue moon’ ... They call it that, a blue moon, not because it’s blue, but because it’s the second one in the same month, a rare occurrence. Oh dear, I don’t think your friend likes me very much.”
“Who? Scott?”
Warren nodded.
“Why do you say that?”
“I didn’t seem to know all about those gadgets everybody was using. I’m sure he thought I was backwards, old-fashioned.”
I was sure he did too, but I lied, “He didn’t even notice and he wouldn’t care anyway. What difference does it make?”
“Well, I’m glad you feel that way.”
This time I did help him to the door. He was limping and had broken into a sweat. “You know, my boy, Ned, I’m not very well. That’s all right. The old have to make way for the new.” He glanced up at the sky and I followed his gaze, to the blue moon.
Was he dying then? Was it imminent?
“Goodnight, Ned,” he
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