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“Physically speaking, we cannot separate. We cannot remove our respective sections from each other, nor build an impassable wall between them. A husband and wife may be divorced, and go out of the presence, and beyond the reach of each other; but the different parts of our country cannot do this …

“We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. Though passion may have strained, it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battle-field and patriot-grave, to every living heart and hearthstone, all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.”

March 4, 1861:Abraham Lincoln, speaking to the nation at his first inaugural.

“The political hostilities of a generation were now face to face with weapons instead of words.”

November, 1884: P. G. T. Beauregard, General, C. S. A., writing on First Manassas for the Century Magazine.



Prologue

The Night of the Rail Splitter



Prologue

AT NINE-THIRTY ON ELECTION NIGHT, 1860, Michael Boyle walked out of the Bull’s Head Tavern at Forty-fourth Street and Lexington Avenue in New York City. His carriage was waiting. His driver, Joel, stood talking with a street vendor beside a small iron stove equipped with wheels and pushcart handles. The smell of roasting yams rose from the stove. The coals glowing beneath the grill burnished Joel’s black skin with orange highlights.

Michael knotted the ties of his plain woolen cloak. For November, the weather was unusually mild, and the cloak wasn’t necessary tonight. Sounds carried on the night breeze: the clatter of a passing brewers dray; the clang of a bell on a late horsecar over on Third; the lowing of cattle in the stockyard pens immediately behind the hotel.

The Bull’s Head served the best beef in town and poured the best lager. Michael liked the unpretentious atmosphere of the crowded taproom where drovers in muddy boots and butchers in red-stained smocks tossed down a last drink before traveling home. All in all, Michael found the Bull’s Head more comfortable than the elegant restaurants where a man of his position would be likely to dine. He’d driven this far uptown tonight because he’d hoped dinner at the Bull’s Head would relieve his fatigue, his sense of failure and foreboding.

It hadn’t.

Joel stepped forward. “Ready, Mr. Michael?” His employer nodded. “We goin’ down to the paper to see who won?”

“We’re going—though I don’t expect there’s much doubt about the outcome.”

Joel didn’t comment. It was obvious Michael was upset.

Michael Boyle was six feet tall and thirty-one years old. He had fair hair and a handsome face. Women said the long horizontal scar on his forehead added to his rakish good looks. But tonight those good looks were marred by dark circles under his golden-brown eyes. One thought kept running through his mind:

Three and a half hours. Three and a half goddamn hours. And I failed.

He had done everything but fall on his knees in front of the board of directors of The Stovall Works, the steel manufacturing firm in which the Kent family held a twenty-five percent interest. He wasn’t as upset about having to tell Louis as much as he was by a feeling of personal inadequacy. If Amanda Kent had been alive, she could have overcome the board’s conservatism with the natural force of her personality. But he wasn’t Mrs. A’s equal in turning aside nay-sayers and perhaps never would be.

I don’t know why I worry it so, he thought as he walked to the carriage. There’s a much worse problem afoot tonight—

As he put his boot on the step the sweet-potato seller tapped his arm.

“Yes?”

“A while ago, Mr. Boyle, two roughnecks were standing across the way watching the carriage. We don’t get many rigs this fancy up here any more.”

“Where’d the men go?”

“Didn’t see. Neither did Joel, Just watch yourself for a few blocks.”

“We will, thank you.” Michael handed him a gold coin and climbed inside. He completely forgot about the warning until the robbers struck.
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As the carriage neared the corner of Forty-third Street someone whistled in the dark. Michael was too preoccupied to pay much attention.

Joel turned the carriage west. On the right, cattle pens slipped by, the smell of manure drifting through the open window. Slouched on the seat, Michael wasn’t aware of the carriage slowing until he heard someone yell:

“Pull up! There’s a man hurt yonder—”

Michael hammered his fist on the ceiling. “Joel, don’t stop!”

The order came too late. The driver had already jerked the reins and booted the brake. The carriage lurched to a halt in the rutted side street.

“Somebody’s lyin’ in the road, Mr. Michael,” Joel called. Looks like he—”

“Shut up and raise your hands!”

The shout came from the same man who’d yelled before. He appeared from behind the carriage—a man in a wool cap and worn coat. As Michael started to open the door the man shoved a revolver in Michael’s face.

Michael cursed himself for not returning to Madison Square after the board meeting to get a gun. He knew it wasn’t safe to travel this far uptown after the sun went down. And Joel was a churchgoer who hated firearms and refused to carry one.

“Climb out,” ordered the man at the window. He backed away, his face a blur in the darkness. “Slow an’ careful, m’boy—”

Michael obeyed, bending so he could get through the door without bumping his head. Left boot on the step and the door half open, he glanced to the right. He saw a second man scrambling up in front of the carriage—evidently the fellow who had pretended to be injured.

“They got guns, Mr. Michael,” Joel said from the driver’s seat.

“And if we weren’t so damn full of Christian virtue we would too.”

“Shut your fuckin’ face and get down, lad.”

Michael detected a familiar lilt in the man’s speech. He tried to take advantage of it:

“Is that any way for one Irishman to treat another?”

“Irishman, shit,” the man said. “You’re not a good one if you got a nigger driving for you. A Black Republican’s what you are, most like. That’ll make emptying your pockets twice the pleasure.”

Michael was dismayed by the hatred in the man’s voice. But he understood it. Once he’d harbored such hatred himself.

When he’d first gone to work for Amanda Kent as a confidential clerk, he’d disliked Negroes; disliked even more the idea that they were entitled to the same rights as white men. His prejudice was natural enough. All the Irish immigrants pouring into New York had a difficult time finding jobs. Thousands of freed Negroes suddenly added to the labor market only increased the competition.

Amanda had talked to him about that—at length—and slowly convinced him that if the principles of liberty for which her grandfather Philip had fought meant anything at all, those principles had to apply to all Americans. He’d finally concluded she was right. Now he thought as she had. He thought as a Kent—

And Kents always objected to intrusions such as robbery. Objected strongly.

“Gonna be a handsome day’s work, Paddy,” said the second man, out of sight at the front right side of the coach. “I voted six times fer the Democracy. An’ we’re gonna top it off with a nice haul of—”

“Quit your goddamn yap!” The thief beside the coach extended his arm full length. The revolver pointed at Michael’s belly. His palms itched. Yes, he’s close enough—

“An’ you! Get off that step!”

“All right.”

Michael put both feet on the step and shoved the carriage door—hard. Its edge hit the muzzle of the thief’s revolver and knocked it aside.

The gun went off. The horse reared and whinnied as the ball shattered splinters of wood from the left front wheel. Michael jumped.

“Jesus Christ!” the second thief cried, terrified by the rearing horse. Michael crashed against the man outside the coach. Heard the pop of Joel’s whip, then a shriek from the other robber.

He fell on top of the man in the cap. They struggled and the robber cursed as he tried to maneuver the revolver for a shot. Michael brought his right hand over and grabbed the man’s gun wrist. The muzzle wavered dangerously close to his eyes.

He forced it away. But the robber was strong. He broke Michael’s grip and smacked the gun barrel against the left side of Michael’s forehead. Pain dizzied Michael and he felt blood running into his eyebrow—

The robber’s cap fell off as they struggled. Michael was still half on top of the other man. Dust from the street clouded up, choking him. Joel’s whip popped a second time. Michael heard distant yelling from the Bull’s Head. The cattle lowed louder, kicking the pens.

The robber lifted his knee toward Michael’s groin. Michael twisted away. He shifted his right hand to the robber’s throat, his left to the gun wrist, and closed his fingers like claws. The robber began to gag and thrash from side to side.

“Joel?” Michael shouted, nearly out of breath.

“I whupped the other one, Mr. Michael. He run off.”

Running footsteps. Joel hurrying to his aid? Michael turned his head—a mistake. The robber wrenched his arm free and shoved the revolver near Michael’s cheek. Only a quick reflex—a jerk backward, a wild roll—saved Michael from taking a shot in the head.

The second shot started the horse bucking and lunging even more wildly. “Toss me the whip and grab the reins!” Michael shouted, scrambling up. The robber had gotten to his knees. The darkness hid his gun. But Michael was sure it was aimed straight at him.

The stiff-handled whip struck his shoulder. He fumbled for it, missed. He bent over. The robber’s gun roared a third time.

Michael felt the ball stir the air near his head. He found the whip, arced his right arm back, then forward, laying the lash across the robber’s face.

The man howled then tried to yank the whip from Michael’s hand. Michael flung the handle. The robber flailed, entangled. Stooped over to present a smaller target, Michael lunged forward. At the last instant he straightened. He kicked the robber between the legs, then clamped both hands on the man’s right arm. He smashed the arm against his upraised knee. Bone cracked.

The robber dropped his gun, doubling over. Michael kicked him hard in the belly. Ribs snapped. The robber retched, staggered to his feet and fled into a vacant lot on the south side of Forty-third Street.

Enraged and gasping, Michael found the gun. He hurled it after the thief with all his strength. He heard it land in the weeds where the robber had disappeared.

“You all right, Mr. Michael?” Joel asked, struggling to hang onto the reins and soothe the horse.

“Just splendid,” Michael lied. “You?”

“That fellow didn’t touch me.”

“Good.”

He was beginning to shake. He threw the whip. Joel caught it with one hand. Men from the Bull’s Head were rounding the corner at Lexington.

“Let’s get away from here before we have to answer a lot of fool questions.”

Michael slammed the door and sprawled on the seat, a kerchief pressed against the gash on his forehead. Joel clambered to his place, popped the whip—“Giddap!”—and the carriage left the approaching men behind.

Gradually, Michael’s breathing slowed. His head ached. He was filthy with dust. The cut was bleeding. But that was the extent of the damage. Except to his sensibilities. The assault itself hadn’t been half so unnerving as the viciousness he remembered in the robber’s voice:

You got a nigger driving for you. A Black Republican’s what you are.

Hate, that’s all there is in the country any more, he thought. And how much worse will it be by the time the sun’s up tomorrow?

His failure at the board meeting was forgotten as he asked himself why God had ever permitted the black man to be brought to America. To test her? Well, she showed every sign of failing the test. The black man’s presence and the storm of conflict it had created seemed about to cause a disruption greater than anything seen since the Revolution.

You can take part of the blame, he reminded himself. You voted for Mr. Abraham Lincoln.

iii

Joel drove down Fifth Avenue, past the high wooden walls of the Croton Reservoir at Forty-second Street, and into the expanding residential district of the well-to-do. The carriage rattled along the west side of Madison Square, but Michael hardly glanced at the lighted windows of the mansion on the east side of the square, where he lived. The rest of the trip took him down Broadway, past City Hall Park, to Printing House Square.

There, Michael climbed out in front of a familiar three-story building. Over its main entrance hung a wooden signboard carrying the design of a stoppered green bottle about a third full of something dark. The brown paint represented tea. This had been the symbol of the Kent family’s printing house since the Revolutionary War. The board’s gilt lettering spelled out

THE NEW YORK UNION

“You can drive home, Joel, Louis and Julia will be joining me later. They’ll take me back to Madison Square.”

“Sure you aren’t hurt, Mr. Michael?”

“No, thanks to your courage and quick action. Good night, Joel.”

The Negro slapped the reins over the horse’s back and the carriage rumbled off. Michael stood on the walk, tugging gently at the kerchief now stuck to his wound. Finally he gave it a yank and swore. He balled the bloodied fabric in his hand. It was turning out to be a hell of an evening.

He didn’t want to go upstairs. He lingered a moment, surveying the square. It was deserted. On the far side, he saw two men dart inside the door of Greeley’s Tribune. Half a minute later, another man hurried into the Times. Reporters, no doubt. Bringing early ballot totals from the telegraph office of the Associated Press. The New York Union had money enough to pay for private wires.

Finally he turned and walked in. The small reception lobby was empty. Beyond a closed door, the presses thumped, churning out the inside pages of the morning edition.

Michael climbed the front stair to the second floor editorial office, a huge, gloomy chamber with sparsely scattered gas fixtures, rows of disorderly desks and one private cubicle back in a corner. At the rear of the office an open arch led to a smaller room where the telegraph sounders chattered.

The editorial office was empty save for a copy boy reading a new Beadle dime novel, a clerk washing down a slate board that had been brought in to display the returns and a lone reporter scribbling out an article. Most of the other members of the reportorial staff were scattered throughout the city’s wards, or posted at the headquarters of the two major parties.

The three people in the room all noticed Michael’s gashed forehead and dusty, disheveled clothes. The reporter seemed about to ask a question. But he didn’t—perhaps because the Irishman looked so severe.

An oil lamp glowed behind the wooden wall of the corner cubicle. Michael entered without knocking.

“Lord God, what happened to you?” Theophilus Payne exclaimed from behind his littered desk.

“A minor altercation with two stalwarts of the One and Indivisible Democracy. Not only did they vote several times for Mr. Douglas, they also tried to cap the evening by relieving me of my pocket money up near the Bull’s Head.”

Payne chuckled. “You do have a penchant for the seamy parts of town.”

“My natural habitat,” Michael growled, sinking into a chair.

Payne put down his pen, got up and circled the desk to peer at Michael’s clotted wound. The Union’s editor was only in his middle forties. But overindulgence had lined his face and blotched his thick pink nose. His shirt bore traces of his evening meal. His breath smelled of whiskey. If Michael had been standing, Payne’s head would barely have reached his shoulder.

“Are you feeling all right?”

“I won’t be if I have to answer that tiresome question all evening. Yes, I am. Got any returns yet?”

“Nothing conclusive.” Payne showed Michael the foolscap sheet on which he’d been writing. “But I’ve roughed out tomorrow’s headlines anyway.”

Michael scanned the series of headlines that would be set in diminishing type sizes and would occupy the position reserved for the day’s most important story—the left column of the six that made up the front page:

LINCOLN ELECTED.

NEW PARTY WINS IN SECOND NATIONAL CAMPAIGN.

Sweeps Northeast And Northwest.

Victory Also Predicted In California, Oregon.

Adverse Southern Reaction Reported By Our Correspondents.

Michael tossed the foolscap on the desk. “Sure you’re not being premature?”

Payne grinned. “My boy, Mr. Lincoln’s already won the state elections in Maine, Vermont, Indiana—and most important, Pennsylvania. They were all held weeks ago, remember?” He screwed up his face. “Are you sure that altercation didn’t addle your wits? He’s in!”

“I wonder if it’ll be a good thing.”

“May I be so bold as to ask what party you voted for, Mr. Boyle?”

“You know I voted Republican.”

“And you’re already doubting the wisdom of it?”

“Yes, I’m doubtful because—hell, never mind. Hand me that bottle you keep hidden in the desk.”

Puzzled, Payne produced the bottle, then bustled away to the telegraph room. Michael tilted his chair against the partition and took a long swallow. Grimaced. Ghastly stuff.

He’d meant what he said to Theo Payne. He was doubtful that Abraham Lincoln’s election would be beneficial to the country. It might be necessary. But beneficial? No.

Though his Irish background should have put him with the Northern faction of the hopelessly divided Democrats, he’d voted Republican because he believed in the guiding principle of the six-year-old, clearly sectional party formed from a peculiar coalition of rabid abolitionists, more moderate Free-Soilers’, antislavery men from the defunct Whig party, anti-Nebraska Democrats and even a few anti-Catholic Know-Nothings.

Little in the Republican platform had excited Michael. He agreed with the party’s support of a transcontinental railroad to link the East with the new states on the Pacific. But that plank, and the one expressing a willingness to spend money for internal improvements, wouldn’t have been enough to change his traditional allegiance to the other side. Michael had voted Republican principally because the party stood for containing the expansion of slavery.

He’d cast his vote with an awareness of its possible consequences. Some of the Southern states actually wanted the Illinois lawyer elected almost as badly as did the Northern ones. But the reasons were sharply different.

He replaced the whiskey bottle in the desk drawer and went out into the editorial room. Within an hour it would be packed with frantic men writing page one copy for Payne’s approval. The pace wouldn’t diminish until almost two-thirty in the morning when the last locked form would go to the pressroom. Now, though, the silence seemed almost ominous—

Payne came hurrying up one of the aisles. Gleeful, he thrust a tally sheet into Michael’s hand. “Just received reports from some of the upstate counties. Rochester’s turned in a majority for Old Abe. The rest of the state’s tending the same way.”

“Got anything from the men down South?”

“Not yet.”

Payne took back the paper. Michael felt increasingly depressed.

Four presidential candidates had emerged from the unsettled summer of 1860. The Southern wing of the Democracy had rejected Douglas—the Little Giant—whose initially appealing popular sovereignty doctrine had plunged the Kansas territory into armed strife several years earlier. Douglas’ sincere if ultimately disastrous belief in the supreme power of the people had found expression in the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854. In essence, the act had overturned the 1820 Missouri Compromise and re-established a principle of Congressional nonintervention with slavery. The Douglas bill permitted the legislatures of new territories to allow or deny the presence of slaves.

Douglas’ opponents had claimed the senator’s proposals had shabby political overtones. Even as far back as the early 1850s, Congress had been studying the feasibility of a cross-country railroad. Proponents of a Southern route, led by President Pierce’s Secretary of War, the former Senator Jefferson Davis, had finally swung their support to an alternate route running west from Chicago. The Little Giant’s enemies took pleasure in noting that he owned a good deal of land along what might become the northern right-of-way. They suggested he’d pushed popular sovereignty legislation to appease the South in return for its endorsement of the rail route that might bring him a huge real estate profit.

The result of the tangled compromising had been “bleeding Kansas”—where pro-slavery settlers battled abolitionists and Free-Soilers supplied with carbines from the East. The carbines were shipped in crates labeled Contents—Bibles. Beecher’s Bibles, both sides called them. To purchase them, the abolitionist minister Henry Ward Beecher had raised money among his radical friends.

Douglas’ populist philosophy rapidly lost its appeal for the Southern extremists. It didn’t go far enough. They not only wanted a free choice on slavery but also a guarantee of its protection in new territories. That, the Douglas Democrats wouldn’t give. So the dissident Southerners walked out of the April nominating convention in Charleston and two months later put forth their own candidate—Breckenridge of Kentucky.

A third candidate, Bell, hastily formed the Constitutional Union Party. But it was really pledged to little more than what its name suggested—vague support of the Constitution and perpetual union.

The Republicans had also tried to keep their platform moderate. But they’d doggedly refused to compromise on the plank that had persuaded Michael to switch his vote. The Republicans rejected the Douglas doctrine or any doctrine that might open new territories to slavery.

Thus, with the nation offered four choices, simple arithmetic suggested the purely sectional Republicans had the strength to win with the generally unknown Illinois politician. Lincoln might not draw a majority of the popular vote. But by carrying the free states, he should be able to accumulate the electoral votes needed to gain him the Presidency.

And although Mr. Lincoln was generally as moderate as his platform, his election could well turn out to be the worst thing that could happen to a country already angered and torn by the violence and unrest over the slave question.

Open warfare had swept back and forth across the Kansas-Missouri border; there had been the inflammatory Dred Scott decision of ’57, with which the Supreme Court had in effect denied black men the rights enjoyed by white citizens, including the right to sue for personal liberty in court. Then came the bizarre attempt by the murdering abolitionist, Brown, to seize the Harper’s Ferry arsenal the preceding year. There was a constant outpouring of abolitionist propaganda in books and pamphlets, sermons and lectures. The Underground Railroad continued to operate in defiance of the fugitive slave laws. And then physical violence had erupted on the floor of Congress. All these and more had pushed the conflict to the flash point.

Lincoln had gone a certain distance in his attempts to be conciliatory. He made it clear he wouldn’t tamper with the “peculiar institution” in the South. But he also wouldn’t permit its spread. Southerners knew it. And tonight they were watching his ascendancy to power.

“I think we owe ourselves a drink to celebrate,” Payne declared, lurching back to his cubicle and stumbling into his chair. Michael folded his arms and leaned against the door.

“I’m not so sure festivities are called for, Theo. Besides, you look like you’ve been celebrating all evening.”

“So I have, so! I have! The editor of an influential newspaper should have a few privileges. Especially when his candidate’s winning!”

Payne nearly dropped the bottle as he pulled it out of the drawer. He wasn’t an out-and-out drunkard. But he kept himself perpetually fortified. It never seemed to impair his performance. He was considered a first-class newsman by his employees as well as by his colleagues on New York’s rival newspapers. Even the crusty Greeley admired him.

On her deathbed, Amanda had charged Theo Payne with re-establishing a Kent family newspaper opposed to slavery but firm in its support of any reasonable compromise necessary to maintain national union. Even with Amanda gone eight years, Payne had scrupulously adhered to that policy. But Michael knew the editor must be anticipating the future with immense delight.

Payne swigged from the bottle, then raised it to salute Michael: “I give you, sir, the Rail Candidate. The vulgar mobocrat. The illiterate partisan of Negro equality—”

“That can’t be Theo Payne you’re quoting.”

“Hell no. One of those fire-eaters on Mr. Rhett’s Charleston Mercury. Tonight they’re getting what they deserve.”

“You’re too eager, Theo. Maybe Lincoln can hold things together. He doesn’t despise Southerners the way you do. He’s made that eminently clear in his speeches.”

“Ah, but they don’t listen to his speeches! They hear only what they want to hear. That slavery will end. Never mind Lincoln thinks it’ll die of natural causes—the factory system, the influence of education, religion—never mind that! To our Southern brethren, he’s a threat. An excuse!”

Somber, Michael said, “Which is the same thing your abolitionist crowd wants. An excuse for a holy crusade. Without scruples and without mercy—and the devil with the country.”

Payne grew truculent. “Those may be my personal opinions. You know damn well I don’t expound them in the paper!”

“Of course you don’t. If you did, Louis and I would toss you into the street. Then how would you feed Mrs. Payne and that big brood of yours?”

Payne replied to Michael’s good-natured needling with a belch. “Gordon Bennett would hire me in a snap. However, I refuse to listen to you when you start blustering like a longshoreman.”

“I was a longshoreman before Mrs. A took me on.”

“Well, you’re also sounding like Louis.”

There was a touch of dismay in Michael’s laugh. “God forbid!”

“Mr. Payne?” The cry from the rear brought Michael pivoting around. Payne shouted back, “What is it?”

“We’re receiving a dispatch from Lucas.” Payne jumped up. “Charleston! The first reaction—come on, Michael. Let’s see how the bastards like their new president!”
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Michael followed the editor to the small telegraph room at the back of the main office. In a haze of cigar smoke three young men sat before separate sending and receiving stations. As the sounder in the center clacked, the operator hastily transcribed the dispatch. Payne peered over his shoulder, then began to chuckle:

“Precisely what I expected! Bells. Bonfires. An informal business holiday declared for tomorrow—” He read more. “Lucas heard a band on the Battery playing the ‘Marseillaise.’ Saw half a dozen hotbloods sporting blue cockades—”

“I don’t get the significance.”

“The blue cockade, Michael, has been the symbol of resistance ever since Andy Jackson backed South Carolina down on Nullification.”

Payne turned back to scan the copy.

“Going to be fireworks tomorrow night. Illuminations in private homes—” A pause. “And a call for a state convention in a month or so. A convention to consider—what does he say?”

The editor leaned on the operator’s shoulder, almost pushing the young man out of the chair.

The operator read: “To consider the state’s relation to the Federal Government.”

“Wonderful. Wonderful!” Payne looked almost ecstatic. “Secession is finally going to turn into something besides swamp oratory. Michael, my boy, I’ll wager fifty dollars that one or more of the states down there will try to pull out.”

“If they do, we’ll all be in trouble. Lincoln won’t let a state just—resign from the nation. He made that clear when he spoke at Cooper Union in February. He said he wouldn’t accept the Southern claim that electing a Republican would destroy the Union.”

“That’s right,” Payne agreed as the sounder went silent. “No one can destroy the Union but the Southerners!” He snatched the completed dispatch. “I’ve decided on the subject of my editorial. A warning to those fine gentlemen not to act precipitously.”

“You’re a hypocrite, Theo. You hope they will.”

The editor feigned innocence. “I follow company policy!” But Michael saw the beginning of a smile as Payne turned back toward his office. “From this point on, I believe events will take care of themselves.”

And that, Michael thought, is what we all have to worry about.
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The secessionist leaders had already decided the South couldn’t prosper, let alone protect its traditional way of life, under a Republican administration. No amount of conciliatory rhetoric from the President-to-be was going to change that attitude nor resolve the fundamental question underlying the trouble: the status of the black man. That was the stormcenter. Michael had seen it tonight in the Irish robber’s remark about Joel.

Facts and reason no longer counted in the debate. It didn’t matter, for instance, that the majority of the Southern yeomanry—farmers who worked their own land with their own hands—couldn’t afford black laborers and undoubtedly wouldn’t approve of owning them if they could.

It didn’t matter that the South contained a minority of respected leaders who staunchly opposed secession.

It didn’t matter that there were whole areas in which the idea of slavery was abominated—the mountainous western counties of Virginia, for example.

Nothing mattered.

The radical spokesmen for the so-called plantation aristocracy relied on emotionalism—and a few unimpeachable truths. They kept reminding Southerners that for thirty years and more the entire region had had its honor called into question; every aspect of its style of life degraded and sneered at by Northern radicals; had been, in short, the target of relentless ideological campaigns that made every Southerner, slaveowner or not, a party to what the vituperative Senator Sumner had scorned on the floor of Congress as a system of “harlotry.”

The Massachusetts legislator had couched that attack in the most personal terms. He’d aimed it directly against the distinguished Andrew Butler of South Carolina. Senator Butler, Sumner charged, “has chosen a mistress who, though ugly to others, is always lovely to him—I meant the harlot, Slavery.”

The assault on Butler’s character had been delivered on a day when the Senator was absent from the chamber, heightening the insult.

In retaliation, Butler’s nephew, young Congressman Preston Brooks, had stalked into the Senate and smashed at Sumner’s head and back with a gutta-percha cane, leaving Sumner near death at his desk. The poison kept spreading—

The Union’s Washington reporter—who had yet to be heard from, Michael realized—had wired a week ago that the Democratic incumbent was growing sicker in spirit by the day.

Buck Buchanan was a decent man. But he was frightened and hopelessly confused by the possible ramifications of what Seward had once rashly referred to as the irrepressible conflict. Buchanan had come to realize there might be no way to reconcile sectional differences short of separation.

And war?

Some of Michael’s acquaintances were already talking as if a sectional war—perhaps of short duration, but war nonetheless—was a strong possibility. Among these acquaintances was Colonel Corcoran, commander of the 69th New York Militia, one of several city regiments composed almost entirely of Irishmen.

The 69th was just about ten years old. Prided itself on being a crack unit. The regiment held regular meetings at Hibernian Hall, which Corcoran owned. From time to time Michael dropped in at the hall on meeting nights to visit with men he’d known during his days as a worker and labor organizer on the docks. Of late, Corcoran had been urging him to join up.

Appeals were made to Michael’s Irish pride and patriotism. The 69th was honing its military skills because many of its members belonged to the Fenian Brotherhood, the semi-secret, world-wide organization dedicated to one day liberating Ireland from Great Britain. Gaining experience in a militia regiment, even at the price of going to war, would be invaluable.

Michael spiritedly defended his own position. Yes, he was proud of his Irish heritage. But he was an American now. He had no desire to fight for the country from which his parents had emigrated in poverty and despair. Nor did he want to go to war against other Americans.

Corcoran acknowledged his friend’s right to his viewpoint. But he didn’t agree with it. Corcoran was also the local leader of the Fenians.

Still, he promised that if Michael ever changed his mind, the New York 69th had a place for him.
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Theo Payne was in his office composing the morning’s editorial. Michael lingered in the telegraph room as returns continued to come in.

New York was going solidly Republican. New Jersey and Massachusetts were tending the same way. A copy boy ran back and forth between the operators and the tally board, where the clerk continually chalked new figures.

The totals were coming in faster now. Two of the telegraphers bet on whether Lincoln would carry sixteen or eighteen free states. Breckenridge appeared to be taking the lead throughout the South. Bell’s Constitutional ticket showed initial strength only in Virginia and two of the border states, Kentucky and Tennessee, where pro and antislavery sentiment existed in almost equal amounts. The embattled Douglas would be lucky to pull even one state in the winning column.

“Washington!” one of the operators exclaimed. Michael stepped forward, awaiting the message from Jephtha Kent.

Jephtha, the son of Amanda’s cousin Jared, had been a minister of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, until his views on slavery had gotten him removed from his itinerancy in Virginia. Next had come separation from his wife and children, then an ignominious period of self-inflicted martyrdom in the little town where the family made its home. Finally there had been the involvement with the Underground Railroad that had nearly cost Jephtha his life.

Broken and disillusioned, he’d fled to New York shortly after Amanda’s death in 1852. With Michael’s help, he had reconstructed his life along completely different lines. He’d been the Union’s reporter in the nation’s capital for the past three and a half years. He was content to let Michael and Louis administer the enormous sums of money that came from the California gold mining properties originally belonging to his father, who had been murdered in San Francisco.

The money would always remain Jephtha’s. But with his approval—given while he was still a minister—Amanda Kent had taken over the management of the Ophir Company on his behalf.

The operator transcribed Jephtha’s dispatch in less than half a minute. Both he and Michael stared at the sounder, as if expecting more. The message penciled on the foolscap looked stark because it was so short:


	SECESSION OF ONE OR MORE SOUTHERN STATES SEEN HERE AS CERTAIN CONSEQUENCE OF LINCOLN ELECTION. PRAY IT WILL NOT LEAD TO WAR.



Staring at the paper, Michael realized how deeply the night’s events must be affecting Jephtha.

He hated slavery. At the same time he regarded most Southerners not as evil people, but as misguided ones—a subtle yet important difference that lingered from his years as a preacher of the Christian gospel.

Every few months Jephtha returned to New York for policy discussions with Theo Payne. From those conversations Michael knew Jephtha desperately feared a final confrontation between the two sections. His three sons still lived in the South. Perhaps that explained why, although he no longer professed much religious faith, he had resorted to the word pray.

The operator said, “Guess that’s all. But I think Mr. Kent’s wrong.”

Michael picked up the foolscap. “For what reason?”

“The South will never go to war just because Lincoln’s President.”

“Oh? Then why have the Charleston papers been writing about a ‘revolution of 1860’?”

In the cubicle he found Payne taking a nip. He handed him the sheet—“From Jephtha.”—and tried to ignore his smile after he read it.

“Y’see, Michael? Jephtha knows what’s coming.”

“And just what is my cousin’s prediction, gentlemen? Biblical apocalypse?”

The strong, faintly sarcastic male voice startled Michael and Payne. The editor’s right hand, seeming to move with a life of its own, snatched the whiskey bottle from the desk top, jammed it in the drawer and slid the drawer shut with amazing speed.

The man who’d spoken was Louis Kent.

vii

Louis took the arm of the young woman at his side and guided her into the tiny office. Michael gave him the Washington copy.

“Read it for yourself.” He inclined his head to Louis’ wife of two and a half years. “Good evening, Julia.”

“Good evening, Mi—heaven above! You’re cut. And covered with dust!”

“Nothing serious.”

Amanda’s son, whom Michael had served as legal guardian until he reached his majority, let the dispatch droop in his hand: “You didn’t get that pounding from the Stovall board, I hope.”

“Not this particular pounding.”

“Then where?”

“It’s not important, Louis.”

The younger man’s eyes showed fleeting annoyance. People didn’t refuse to answer questions put to them by Louis Kent.

But he stayed calm: “How did the meeting go?”

“Miserably.”

Louis scowled.

He was slender and strongly built. And although he was only twenty-three, he already possessed a confidence and maturity that turned feminine heads.

He looked superb in whatever he wore—tonight a conservative black frock coat, open to show a single-breasted waistcoat in a pattern of black and white checks that matched his trousers. His black satin cravat, tied in a bow, all but hid the round starched collar of his shirt.

It was quite a proper costume for a young man of wealth. Yet its subdued blacks and grays represented a kind of negative but unmistakable ostentation.

The tones of the clothing complemented Louis’ dark eyes and swarthy skin—a heritage from the Mexican officer who had fathered him during the trouble in Texas in ’36. His hair was jet black, worn thick at the back. The hair curled down behind his ears to neatly combed side whiskers reaching to a point just below his earlobes. He hadn’t yet adopted the Dundreary look—or the latest male adornment, a flowing mustache.

Louis laid his gray kid gloves alongside his stick on the editor’s desk.

“Summarize the meeting for me, Michael.”

The order irritated him. But perhaps he was just feeling tense because of the way the election was going. And the cut was throbbing again.

“I began by telling the board we’d sent agents to Great Britain to investigate a radical new process for converting pig iron into wrought iron or steel. I told them the inventor, Mr. Bessemer, was making claims worth our attention. Saying the converting furnace he designed would one day produce five tons of steel in a quarter of an hour instead of the ten days it takes now. I went over the agents’ report line by line. I covered every detail. Well, almost. Then I gave the board our recommendation, including the budget for funding an experimental installation in the Pittsburgh plant. I pleaded the case for more than three hours.”

Louis blinked. “I should think they’d have accepted the proposal out of sheer relief. Besides, the level of risk is acceptably low.”

“They almost agreed. Until Foley asked what Mr. Bessemer’s fellow Englishmen thought about him.”

“And?”

Michael shrugged. “I was forced to go back and comment on what I’d omitted from the report. That the other steelmakers say Bessemer and his process are crazy.”

“You told the truth?”

Michael was nonplused. “Of course.”

“And that’s what defeated us?”

“The proposal was turned down unanimously.”

“Why didn’t you lie, for God’s sake? That vote completely disrupts my plans to make the Stovall operation more competitive.”

“If you’d been there would you have lied?”

“You’re damn right. And it’s damned evident I should have been there!”

His fingers were white as he forced himself to look at the dispatch from Jephtha. Disgusted, Michael walked out of the office. Louis’ wife followed.

“Michael, won’t you let me find some alcohol for that cut?”

“No, thank you.” He was still fuming over Louis’ anger and contempt. More and more of late, friction was developing between them. It was one more aspect of the future to worry about.

“I’m frightfully sorry you got hurt—” Julia began.

“Just a scrape with a couple of street thugs.”

He perched on the edge of an empty desk. She walked around in front of him.

“You could have avoided it if you’d joined us. I was looking forward to your company.”

Julia’s remark was coupled with the sort of glance other men might have interpreted as very close to sexual invitation. Michael didn’t because he’d seen such glances before. He knew they were automatic and impersonal.

Louis Kent’s wife was almost as diminutive as Theo Payne. She had glossy dark brown hair and blue eyes whose vividness was exaggerated by her porcelain-pale skin. Her expensive bell-sleeved gown matched the color of her eyes perfectly.

The gown fitted closely over her breasts and was open to the waist, revealing a blouse of immaculate white muslin with a frilled collar. Her voluminous skirt over crinolines was trimmed with dark blue satin edged with pleated taffeta. Her hat was a shallow-crowned straw; the wide brim drooped exactly as far as fashion dictated. A dark blue satin rosette decorated the hat’s front. Two matching satin streamers down the back had been carefully draped over her left shoulder. In weather more typical of November, an outer cloak would have completed the outfit.

Julia stepped closer to him. “I can’t see how you of all people could resist Delmonico’s.”

It was a light jibe at his infamous appetite. He consumed huge quantities of food and never gained a pound. He didn’t mind the teasing. But he did mind her physical nearness. He rose and stepped away:

“I suppose it shows my slum upbringing, but I prefer the Bull’s Head. The waiters shout in English instead of whispering bogus French.”

“But you’ve never met the Commodore!”

“I’ve seen him driving his buggy along Broadway like a madman. That’s enough for me.”

“Do you happen to know how old he is?”

“Sixty-seven, sixty-eight—”

“He’s certainly spry. And he’s a dear. A perfect original!”

Michael wanted to laugh. If Cornelius Vanderbilt had been poor, no doubt she’d have said he was one of the most shabbily dressed, foul-mouthed men in New York. Louis, at least, was more honest—and calm again as he walked out of the office carrying a sheaf of copy for the morning edition:

“That he is. I don’t know many who can swear like a dock hand and chew Lorillard plug at the same time.”

Proudly, Julia said, “He invited us to Washington Place for cards after dinner.”

“We invited him down here instead,” Louis added. “He went home.”

“Doesn’t he care who wins the election?” Michael asked.

“He cares more about playing whist.”

Julia pouted. “I did so want to see his house.”

“Ordinary,” Louis told her.

But the circumstances of its occupancy had been far from ordinary. The wife of the strong-willed Commodore had originally refused to move from Staten Island to Manhattan. Vanderbilt had committed her to an insane asylum until she “came to her senses.”

“By the way, Michael,” Louis said. “He does have some interesting plans concerning railroad shares. If we’re lucky he might let us in on a small basis.”

“Papa’s already in,” Julia declared.

Michael nodded. He knew of Vanderbilt’s ambition to acquire two short-line roads, the New York and Harlem and the New York and Hudson. The Kent family’s bankers had told him on a confidential basis that the Commodore probably wanted to corner freight business in the state by linking the short lines with a larger prize—the New York Central connecting Albany with Buffalo.

Julia kept watching Michael as he said, “Well, I’m sorry to have missed such a grand occasion. But the afternoon was a disaster. I needed lager beer more than either you or the Commodore needed my presence.”

Julia understood the remark was meant for her. Anger, then amusement flickered in her eyes. Through polite but unmistakable rebuffs, Michael had long ago made it clear he didn’t want to play her little game. Strangely, with him she persisted.

As she did now, moving in his direction again, and contriving to turn so that her breast brushed his arm briefly. She laid a gloved hand on his sleeve:

“I’m sure you did your best at the board meeting. I’m sure you were very persuasive.”

“I was out of my class against that pack of mossbacks.”

Julia stood on tiptoe to whisper: “You’re a bit of a mossback yourself. Some day, dear Michael, I’ll break through that shell—”

Louis lifted his head. His wife’s whisper hadn’t been all that soft—perhaps on purpose. He frowned when he saw how close to the Irishman Julia was standing. She ignored the frown and Louis forced his glance back to his sheaf of copy.

“Break through?” Michael said to her. “I doubt it.”

He was smiling. But his words had an edge. Her eyes opened wide with anger. He stared at her until she looked away, her cheeks scarlet.

Julia Sedgwick Kent, twenty-one, was an odd one indeed, Michael thought. In normal social intercourse she only dealt cordially with those whose wealth and influence matched or outstripped the combined wealth and influence she and Louis had achieved by their marriage.

Her acknowledged beauty probably made such behavior acceptable. Yet her beauty was the one characteristic about which Julia was astonishingly—even cruelly—democratic. She wanted men to admire her. All men. From the roughest press worker at the paper to the gentlemen of important families.

Some men were out of reach. William B. Astor, for instance. Wall Street said his fortune was close to twenty-five million now; the total Kent assets were worth only about half that, placing Louis and Julia several rungs down on the millionaires’ ladder. And no matter how rich her husband was, Julia would never be socially acceptable to certain of the Whitneys, the Rhinelanders, the Schermerhorns. To those old families, Louis Kent—even Vanderbilt—would always be upstarts.

Anyway, Michael doubted Julia would ever let any man except Louis touch her. It was the ability to attract men—the challenge to win a response—that excited her. Any idiot rash enough to make an overture would probably be stunned by Julia’s anger—and by a scathing rebuff that he had misjudged her friendliness in a vulgar and wholly unforgivable way.

That was only speculation, of course. There’d never been the tiniest scrap of gossip to suggest Julia carried the game to conclusion. But he didn’t care to find out for himself. It was too risky for a number of reasons, including potential damage to his own self-respect, and the continuing necessity of working with Louis, who hewed to the socially acceptable double standard of male society: What’s right for me is not right for my spouse.

Every few months Louis slept with some young shopgirl who happened to catch his fancy. He didn’t attempt to conceal these escapades from Michael. But let any man attempt to seduce Julia and Louis would undoubtedly become the very picture of the outraged, vengeful husband.

Michael didn’t like to admit he found Julia hellishly good looking, or that he responded unwillingly to the sexual aura surrounding her like the scent of her cologne. Sometimes he wondered if she sensed he was attracted. That might explain why she pursued him with more determination than she did some who signaled that they wanted no part of her flirtations.

Right now she was furious with him for his latest rebuff. He could tell by the stiffness of her posture as she walked a few steps up the aisle and pretended to examine a button on her glove while Louis kept reading.

Quite apart from Julia’s beauty, he supposed she had good reason for her haughty attitude. Her father, in his seventies, was indeed a close friend of Cornelius Vanderbilt. Julia and “Papa” had been among the privileged few who had cruised New York harbor after the launching of Vanderbilt’s opulent 270-foot steam yacht North Star. Julia had only been fourteen, but she vividly recalled the champagne and the lavish fireworks display.

Sedgwick had gotten rich on the bases of this friendship. He’d been permitted to invest in the Commodore’s immensely profitable Accessory Transit Company. At the height of the gold rush, the company had shortened the sea route to California by two days via a connection across Nicaragua rather than Panama. Next Sedgwick had pumped money into Vanderbilt’s lucrative New York to Le Havre freight and passenger line. He was currently using his connection to share in the Commodore’s new passion—railroads—and to help his son-in-law do the same if he wished.

Sedgwick was by no means old New York society. But he was sufficiently wealthy and well placed so that Louis’ successful courtship had been something of an accomplishment.

Julia and Louis had married a year and a half after the conclusion of his last term at Harvard. He’d gone there at Michael’s insistence but had dawdled through his classes.

Louis had never received his degree. By the time he quit the university to devote himself to running the affairs of the family, he had only finished a year and a half of actual study. He’d developed a pattern of growing disinterested by the end of one term, at which time he would come back to New York and spend half a year with Michael learning the business.

Twice Michael had been able to persuade him to return for a fall term—and twice, when winter arrived in the city, so did Louis, saying he was bored with Cambridge and eager to get on with his practical education. At the end of the third term Michael abandoned any hope of Louis’ graduating.

Not that Louis wasn’t bright. He’d quickly absorbed the training Michael had given him, as well as that from the Kents’ legal and banking advisers. Michael watched Louis grow into a shrewd and capable administrator who weighed every decision in terms of profit or loss.

A year after the wedding Louis succumbed to Julia’s constant complaints about the smelly Italians, the quarrelsome Irish, and the stubborn Germans with whom the better classes were increasingly forced to contend in the crowded city. He presented his wife with a second home—a country retreat—even more lavish than the Madison Square mansion, which had become the family seat after Amanda Kent de la Gura had returned east from the gold fields.

The new house, a great monster of a place near Tarrytown, had been designed in the popular Gothic Revival style. In Michael’s opinion, the house well illustrated the paradox of Louis Kent. He was jealous of even a single penny lost from the profits of the diversified Kent enterprises—and none too scrupulous, sometimes, about how he increased those profits. Yet he liked personal ostentation. Contrary to all advice, he’d indulged his liking on an unprecedented scale by building the country place on wooded property overlooking the Hudson River.

Louis was never at ease when imagination was required—pyramiding wealth excepted—and so he’d been at a loss for a name for the house. It was Michael who’d proposed a name tracing back to the man who had sired Louis’ great-grandfather Philip, the first of the Kents.

Philip Kent’s father, a British nobleman, had owned a country estate called Kentland. Although Louis acted put out because he hadn’t thought of it—and because Michael seemed to know more of his family’s history than he did—the name was finally adopted, and the American Kentland was surrendered to its new mistress. Louis and Julia divided their time between Madison Square, where Michael lived, and the country house, to which all of the family heirlooms had been removed.

Louis’ easy compliance about the house was just one reason Michael considered the alliance with Julia unfortunate. Another was the way her temperament reinforced her husband’s. She approved of, and encouraged, patterns of behavior that were a distortion of what Michael considered moral—patterns Louis had already developed in his private life and in business.

Louis’ approach to business and life had been summed up for Michael in a conversation he’d had with Amanda’s son several years after she died.

Just prior to her death, Louis had sexually assaulted one of the household girls. Amanda had discovered it. For punishment, she’d beaten her son with a buggy whip and charged him never again to take advantage of anyone of inferior strength or resources.

Over whiskey one evening, Michael asked Louis outright whether the whipping had left a lasting impression. To this day, he recalled the boy’s handsome, swarthy face lighting with an almost rapturous smile.

“An impression, Michael? Definitely. It taught me one invaluable lesson. Whatever you do, no matter how bad, the important thing is not to get caught.”

“But Mrs. A said you were contrite—”

“Of course I was contrite! I was damn mad that I’d let myself have a second go at that little slut of a housemaid. If I hadn’t, I’d never have been found out. But I was. Only an imbecile would have denied being sorry. I pretended, Michael—pretended—principally so my mother wouldn’t whip me half to death.”

The lightly spoken words had tainted their relationship ever since.

As was his right, Amanda’s son gradually assumed control of the various family enterprises: the publishing house in Boston; the Union; the Kents’ partial ownership of the cotton-spinning mill in Rhode Island; the gold mines; and the steel works in which Amanda had acquired a substantial interest during her lifetime. Michael had occupied the Kent seat on the board of The Stovall Works solely as a surrogate; Louis made every decision.

While Michael saw Amanda Kent in her son, it was a subtly warped reflection. Louis possessed much of his mother’s strength, but without the innate decency and compassion that had helped temper her occasionally ruthless use of that strength.

Michael believed the lack in Louis to be partly his fault. Whenever he felt the failure most keenly, he consoled himself with the thought that once Louis had reached fifteen—the age at which Michael had assumed guardianship—a fundamental change in the boy’s character had probably been impossible to achieve.

If that wasn’t true, at least it eased his conscience.

At first, as Louis was learning about the different businesses, he and Michael had been fairly close. When they argued, it was on the merits of a question, with little or no personal rancor. But the more Louis learned, the more he changed. Julia’s presence had only accelerated the change—

And opened another gulf.

Michael felt he was part of the family. Louis and Julia saw it otherwise. Louis was the only true Kent.

He finished reading the last piece of copy as Payne emerged from his cubicle. “That has the makings of a good editorial, Theo,” Louis said.

Michael detected insincerity. Except for insisting upon no unfavorable stories about industrialists or the factory system, Louis wasn’t interested in the paper’s position on issues, only its earnings. It was Michael who enforced the policy Amanda had outlined when she lay dying.

Louis added, “I do hope you’re wrong about war—you and our family prophet.”

“You mean Jephtha?” Payne asked.

“Yes.”

Michael’s brow hooked up because Louis actually sounded concerned.

“I don’t know how many millions the South owes Northern bankers like Joshua Rothman. But I can imagine the panic if all those loans were suddenly to go into default. It would be worse than ’57—and that wasn’t exactly a banner year.”

“That’s all that worries you?” Michael asked. “The possible effects of secession on business?”

Half turned toward the tally board where the clerk was chalking new figures, Louis spun back.

“Why else should I be worried? I certainly don’t give a damn about a lot of unwashed niggers. It doesn’t matter to me whether they’re free men or property, so long as they keep supplying the Blackstone mill with cotton. That supply could be drastically cut—or disappear altogether—if we have real trouble with the South.”

“But the Stovall Works should prosper if the North needs munitions,” Payne put in. Louis nodded. “Yes, that’s a plus.” Michael said, “Apart from the Bessemer proposal, steel for armaments was almost the sole subject of discussion by the board members. They were all licking their chops. Not a one of them seems to care a damn about the possible disruption of the country.”

“I do,” Louis said.

Sarcastically, Michael asked, “For humanitarian reasons? Or commercial ones?”

Louis’ glance was hostile; his tone curt: “The latter. The Republicans promise to encourage industrialization. That means they favor the high protective tariff, which benefits—”

“Us,” Michael cut in. “The North. And the farmers in the West. It’s also one more bone sticking in the South’s throat.”

“Well, you can’t blame the Kent family—or New England and New York and Ohio—because shortsighted fools down in Georgia and Mississippi have built their economy on cotton. Did they expect its price to stay high with so many planters growing one crop? Fewer dollars—no factories to speak of—hell, they have to import most of their goods, and it’s getting harder and harder for them to come up with the cash. Too bad. I’m interested in our welfare. I’d hate to see the Republicans forced to abandon their promises about tariffs. It could happen—quickly—if that long-armed lawyer drags us all into a war with his moralizing and his endless dirty jokes.” Louis had heard Lincoln speak at Cooper Union. He hadn’t been impressed.

“His jokes aren’t dirty,” Payne said. “Just refreshingly crude.”

Julia pouted. “Louis, you know discussions like this are over my head, and wearisome besides. I’m growing dreadfully tired—”

“I want to check the returns and then we’ll go along,” he assured her.

Michael was seething. With a slashing gesture he indicated the board:

“There they are. Bad for business!”

Louis eyed Michael, but controlled himself. “What about reaction from the South, Theo?”

“Did I neglect to hand you the dispatch from Lucas?” He smiled. “In Charleston they’re celebrating. Tomorrow will be an informal commercial holiday.”

“A holiday?” Louis understood. “Damn. It is coming—” He suppressed his anger. “But I suppose we’re smart enough to weather it. Alert men should be able to find ways to profit from the wants and misfortunes of both sides. It’s conceivable we could turn our need for cotton into trading leverage. Even at war, the South would have to purchase goods somewhere. Michael, we should write a confidential letter to the Lacroix brothers in New Orleans—being cotton factors, they’ll have a grasp of what may happen to the supply if some of those hotheads pull their states out of the Union.”

Michael exploded: “It’s a somewhat broader question than supply and demand! It’s a question of whether this country can be torn apart at will. Think of what secession could do to this family. Think of Jephtha! He has three sons in Virginia—”

Louis shrugged. “His concern, I’m afraid. Certainly not mine.”

“I expect your mother would have considered Jephtha’s boys her concern. I think they’d be somewhat more important to her than our balance sheets!”

Michael’s cheeks felt hot. Julia inhaled, quickly and loudly. He didn’t look at her: Payne fidgeted as Louis abandoned even the pretense of cordiality.

“My mother is dead, Michael. I run Kent’s according to my lights. And if you don’t care for my style of doing business, you’re free to disassociate yourself at any time.”

Like a disgruntled employee? Michael thought, furious at the way Louis had put him in his place by stating the truth of their relationship: he was the outsider.

No. That wasn’t entirely true. Amanda had given him heavy responsibilities because she’d recognized the potential weakness in Louis. And, at the last, they’d loved one another almost as mother and son. Spiritually if not legally, he was a Kent.

But he didn’t want a scene in front of Theo Payne and the reporters beginning to fill the editorial room. He held his tongue, though doing so only deepened his anger and gloom. One day—maybe quite soon—his differences with Louis could no longer be contained. Then he’d face a crisis.

Whether to keep silent, or fight—

And lose?

He became uncomfortably aware of Julia’s cold gaze. She picked up her skirts and hurried to the front windows. For some minutes Michael had been hearing a crowd gathering in Printing House Square. The crowd’s murmur was rapidly growing louder. All at once a new sound was added—

Drums.

“Massachusetts looks certain for Lincoln!” the clerk shouted from the board. “Ohio’s going the same way.”

Louis acknowledged the news with a disgusted nod. He strolled up to join Julia, pushing two reporters out of the way. She pointed:

“It’s those dreadful Wide-Awakes. The mobs follow them wherever they go!”

Michael moved up behind them. The reporters let him through—something they hadn’t done for Louis.

Louis didn’t turn to acknowledge Michael’s presence. Julia knew he was there. She adjusted her bonnet. This time she was careful not to touch him.

The rhythm of the snare drums drifted up through the November dark. Michael craned to see out the window. To the north of Printing House Square, an orange light began to flicker. People poured into the square ahead of the elongated shadows torchlight flung on the pavement—

The shadows of marching men.

Four abreast and boots thudding, the first company of Wide-Awakes appeared. The torches put shimmering highlights on black oilcloth capes. Here and there a silver eagle on a glazed black fatigue cap winked like a mirror reflecting the sun.

Companies of the political marching organization had been formed all through the North in the months since Lincoln’s tacticians had snatched the nomination from New York’s Senator Seward out at the Wigwam in Chicago. The Wide-Awakes always paraded with torches, and with lanterns bobbing from the ends of rails carried on their shoulders.

The split rail had become the political symbol of the Republican candidate. Some cynics claimed the rail was merely an imaginative device meant to enhance Lincoln’s aura of strength and Western simplicity. Others insisted the candidate had indeed cut wood for fences to make money when he was younger.

The Wide-Awakes marched with a military precision and fervor that heightened Michael’s fear of what the election could mean. A second company followed the first, circling the square. The sticks beating on the drumheads sounded like volleys of gunfire.

“Oh, blast them!” Julia cried suddenly, up on tiptoe again. Michael scented the lilac cologne Louis imported for her from Paris. The sweet smell seemed incongruous against the pandemonium outside.

The marchers executed smart right and left faces, balancing their lantern-hung rails and maneuvering them perfectly. The crowd clapped to the beat of the drums and screamed.

Michael squeezed far enough forward to see the object of Julia’s wrath. A group of celebrants surrounded the Kent carriage down at the curb. Some of the more boisterous men were rocking the vehicle on its springs while the helpless driver tried to shoo them off with jabs of his whip.

“If they damage the carriage—” Julia began.

“I’ll send an invoice to Thurlow Weed and let the state Republican party pay the bill,” Louis said, slipping an arm around her shoulder.

She seemed irritated by the contact. Louis dropped his hand, his mouth petulant.

Michael was standing at the window next to the one from which Louis and his wife were watching. The stale odor of whiskey told him Theo Payne was close by.

His head still throbbed. The drums seemed to snarl. Suddenly all of the day’s danger and frustration boiled to the surface. He whirled to face Louis and Julia.

“For Christ’s sake, is that all you care about? A damaged carriage? A business slump? Do you know what it means that Lincoln will be going to Washington? Do you have any appreciation of what it really means?”

Behind him, Payne chuckled:

“I do.”

Louis looked at Michael with emotionless eyes.

“Whatever it means, we’ll turn it to our advantage.”

“You don’t give a goddamn that the country could be blown apart—?”

“I think you’d better go home, Michael. You’re growing hysterical. I’ve no place for a man who loses his head.”

He turned his back.
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For nearly a minute Michael was too stunned to move. The reporters exchanged startled or puzzled glances. Even Payne had sobered. Finally, Michael walked away from all of them.

Not out of cowardice. Out of despair.

Lord, I’m thankful Mrs. A isn’t here. I’m thankful she can’t see what the family’s become—

He listened to the screaming in the square. And the drums. Thunderous. Thunderous as cannon.

In all his life he’d never felt more pessimistic. God alone knew what would be left of the Kents—or the country—a year from this night.



Book One
Black April



CHAPTER I
“An Oath Registered in Heaven”

WHEN JEPHTHA KENT STARTED across the morass of Pennsylvania Avenue that Monday morning, he wondered if he was the only person in the whole town who was out of step. Washington City was behaving as if a holiday had been declared.

He didn’t feel at all like joining the Northerners or the Southerners who were celebrating. He was, in fact, upset. He believed it was likely that the interview young Mr. Nicolay had scheduled over three weeks ago would be canceled in view of the calamitous news from Sumter. If it was, he could look forward to trouble. Early that morning he’d received a terse telegraph message from New York. Theo Payne wanted copy on the situation in the nation’s capital. Exclusive copy. And, as always, he wanted it at once.

Halfway across the avenue, Jephtha waited until a horse-drawn omnibus bound for Georgetown passed. He dodged back as the hoofs of the horses shot out splatters of mud. The wheels of the omnibus bumped over half-buried cobbles that had long ago broken apart and sunk into the slime.

Aboard the car half a dozen passengers were bellowing a discordant version of “Hail, Columbia!” Jephtha’s scowl deepened.

After the omnibus went by, he started on toward the iron fence bordering the south side of the street. His passage was again impeded, this time by a platoon of the Washington Rifles marching at quickstep. He darted around the rear of the column, avoided a couple of shabbily dressed blacks bound on some errand, then jumped out of the way of a barrow-pusher alternately blowing a battered horn and shrieking his offer of fresh oysters.

Jephtha hurried through the gate into President’s Park. Two run-down brick buildings stood on his right—the War and Navy Departments. They faced two more on his left—State and Treasury. The buildings flanked the northern end of the tree-covered lawn on which several of Washington’s unpenned hogs were wandering, ignored by the clerks and functionaries hurrying back and forth along the walks.

The walks all converged on the Executive Mansion further down in the park. Jephtha angled toward the bronze statue of Jefferson in front of the mansion’s north portico. The statue was occasionally criticized because some people believed the sculptor had given the former president a Negroid look.

Jephtha noted that the outbreak of hostilities hadn’t resulted in the presence of any additional guards. Just the usual two stood outside the doors, despite the fact that the man who lived inside had been violently hated—and threatened—ever since his election.

Prior to the inauguration, the President had been forced to sneak into Washington disguised in an army cloak and a cap of Scotch plaid, guarded by railroad detectives because of a rumored assassination plot. Jephtha had heard a description of the pathetic disguise from an elderly Negro porter who had seen it. In hopes of getting a story, he had been at the depot shortly after the special train arrived with its mysterious passenger.

And he’d stood in the raw March wind while Lincoln spoke to the crowd present for the inaugural. Spoke outdoors, as Army sharpshooters lined the rooftops of the city’s main thoroughfare in case of a murder attempt.

With that kind of atmosphere pervading the capital even before the news from Sumter, what the hell was there to celebrate now?

A familiar smell tainted the air of the park on this Monday in April, 1861. The warm spring weather always brought with it the stench of the garbage and human waste floating in the old city canal running by the far south end of the park. Jephtha paused a moment, glancing in that direction. On the other side of the canal he glimpsed the base of the obelisk dedicated to the memory of the country’s first President. But work on it had been abandoned when the subscriptions to pay for it had lagged.

The uncompleted monument, the smell of sewage pervading the Potomac flats, and the rude, graceless outlines of the mansion with its straggle of greenhouses and outbuildings all confirmed the opinion Jephtha had heard often from foreign visitors: As a national capital, Washington City was a disgrace. It lacked identity, it had a distinct feeling of impermanence, and it was filthy to boot.

Of course, it might not continue to be the capital for long.

Major Anderson, in command of the garrison at Fort Sumter in Charleston harbor, had heard General Beauregard’s guns open fire at four-thirty in the morning last Friday, April 12. Thirty-four hours later, Anderson and his men surrendered. The long-anticipated clash of arms had come, precipitated by the question of whether the newly formed Confederacy was entitled to take possession of Federal military installations within its boundaries.

Both Northern and Southern factions in Washington had exploded with a macabre enthusiasm when the first telegraphic reports of the surrender had been posted late Saturday evening on the bulletin board of the Evening Star, where Jephtha kept a desk. In his opinion, the Northerners particularly had no reason for joy. The city lay directly across the Potomac from one avowedly Southern state, and was hemmed in by another in which Southern sympathy ran high. How long could Washington survive if the rebels decided to attempt to seize it? In view of that question, the city’s euphoric mood struck him as insane.

Or am I the only lunatic in the whole town?

He felt no sense of relief because Sumter had been fired on. He was convinced the President’s proclamation, made public that morning, was foolishly optimistic; he had a copy of it in his pocket. The man Jephtha was going to attempt to see had declared an “insurrection” existed. To suppress it he’d only called out seventy-five thousand state militiamen—and those only for a period of three months. Jephtha recalled the fervor of the people he had known, generally respected, and tried to serve in Virginia. He doubted ninety days would see the Southern rebellion to its end.

He walked up the steps of the mansion. Both sentries recognized him. One waved him on. Pushing through the glass doors, he tried not to think of the three sons he hadn’t seen in several years. He didn’t even know their whereabouts. That worried him most of all.
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At the foot of the main staircase, a family that included four children gawked at the elaborate chandeliers. Farm people, to judge from their look. Jephtha caught bits of excited conversation in German as he climbed the stairs two at a time. Sightseers came and went at will in the President’s home.

On the second floor he proceeded to the office of John Nicolay, one of the Chief Executive’s two personal secretaries. The red-haired, freckled young man was engaged in conversation with a frock-coated gentleman Jephtha recognized as a low-ranking official who worked for Secretary of State Seward. Nicolay, at least, wasn’t smiling or capering like some of the imbeciles in the streets:

“—General Scott will be here at eleven for the meeting. Please send messengers to inform the cabinet members.”

The visitor nodded and brushed past Jephtha, who stood waiting in the doorway, unnoticed by Nicolay.

Jephtha Kent was a tall, stern-looking man of forty-one. His gray-blue eyes contrasted sharply with the dark, straight hair he tended to forget about combing. His cheap suit of black broadcloth was equally unkempt. His shirt had a distinctly gray cast.

Jephtha’s nose was prominent; blade-like. Like his dark hair, it was a trait he’d gotten from his Indian mother, a Shoshoni squaw named Grass Singing. His father had married her during his days as a mountain man in the far western part of the continent. Jephtha’s pale, intense eyes were his only physical inheritance from his Virginia forebears. His grandmother on his father’s side had come from the Tidewater country. Jephtha often drew stares; at first glance, he looked more Indian than white.

Nicolay was busy sorting papers on his desk. Jephtha cleared his throat.

“Good morning, John.”

“Oh—!” Starting, Nicolay glanced up. “Jephtha. Good morning. One minute—I’m trying to find a note the President gave me right after breakfast.”

The secretary located it, then uttered a long sigh. “I’m sorry. I completely forgot you were on the calendar.”

“I’m not surprised. It’s been a hectic weekend, I imagine.”

“It’s been hell.”

“Any further word from Sumter?”

“Nothing beyond what we heard last night.”

“Anderson and all his men got aboard the relief vessels?”

“That’s right.”

“No more casualties reported?”

“Only the one—Anderson’s man who got killed when a cannon blew up. General Beauregard was damned civil about the whole business. Allowed Anderson to salute his flag before he and his troops left the fort.”

“You’ll find that typical of Southern people, I think,” Jephtha said. “I hope it doesn’t mislead anyone into believing Southerners won’t fight. They’re hard fighters.”

“I realize. We’ve a lot of ’em in the army, you know. West Point men. Senior officers. I don’t doubt a good many will hand in their resignations.”

Jephtha nodded. “Emulating Beauregard’s example.” The commander at Charleston had withdrawn from the superintendency at West Point to return to his native South. “What about news from Richmond?”

“None. But I expect we’ll hear by midweek.”

“And they’ll follow the first seven states out of the Union.”

“That’s what the President anticipates,” Nicolay agreed with a glum expression.

“How many more does he expect to go?”

“North Carolina, Tennessee, and Arkansas look almost certain. Kentucky, Maryland, and Missouri could fall either way.”

“I suppose all this turmoil means Mr. Lincoln won’t see me this morning.”

“Oh, I think he’ll see you. He knows the New York Union stumped hard for him while Seward’s men were still whining about their licking at the Wigwam.”

Nicolay slipped into the hall. “Come along and let’s find out. I wouldn’t expect more than five or ten minutes, though. Or any specific information. Matters are just too uncertain.”

Jephtha followed the secretary to the other end of the building. There, a carpeted corridor led from the Lincoln family’s living quarters in the southwest corner to the President’s office on the southeast. A crowd of job-seekers, contractors and ordinary citizens wanting favors packed the chairs and benches along the corridor. Such crowds always jammed the mansion’s upper halls on business days, waiting to pluck the President’s arm and dog his steps whenever he appeared.

Cigar fumes and the smell of sweat fouled the air. Jephtha heard some of the petitioners discussing Major Anderson’s safe removal from the Charleston fort. He listened to a couple of obscene comments about the character of Jefferson Davis, the former military officer, legislator, and Secretary of War who was now president of the seven-state Confederacy down in Montgomery. Jephtha had been in the Senate gallery in January when Jefferson Davis had submitted his resignation during a sad, moving speech prompted by Mississippi’s following South Carolina out of the Union. The Senator had long held out against secession and its inherent promise of violence. But circumstances and principle had finally forced him to a reluctant decision. While he bid his Senatorial colleagues farewell, many of them wept.

Nicolay left Jephtha beside another blue-clad sentry, Lincoln’s sole protector. The secretary knocked and disappeared behind the rosewood door. In less than a minute, he returned.

“You may go in for a few minutes. He’s almost finished with his other visitor.”

“Who is it?”

Nicolay smiled. “The only person in Washington who can come into the office whenever he wants.”

“Ah,” Jephtha said, understanding.

The secretary started to push the door open, apologetic:

“As I suspected, the President won’t give you any specific answers about government policy or our response to the developments at Sumter.”

Understandable, Jephtha thought as he thanked Nicolay and stepped inside, struck again by a feeling of pessimism. Who except perhaps the abolitionists and the Southern fire-eaters had ever expected it would come to this? A country less than a hundred years old at war with itself—?

He doubted Mr. Lincoln—or anyone else in the nation—really knew how to find answers for the problems posed by the unprecedented calamity.
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A great deal of sport had been made of Abraham Lincoln’s peculiar physique: his great height—six feet four inches—coupled with his lankiness; his stooping posture; his huge hands and feet and ears. This morning the President looked even more like a great skinny ogre—though a genial one—hunched as he was in a fragile chair in front of the small desk by the windows. Southeast through those windows the iron base of the uncompleted dome of the Capitol caught the leaden glare of sun trying to break through clouds. A train whistle shrieked twice. The Baltimore and Ohio from the North—

Another train occupied Lincoln’s attention. Of wood, and gaudily painted, the toy had evidently developed some problem with one of its yellow driver wheels. The President was trying to repair the difficulty by pressuring the end of an axle nail with his thumb.

Standing next to him and shifting from foot to foot was the visitor whose identity Jephtha had already guessed. Lincoln’s son Thomas, who was eight or so. He and his eleven-year-old brother Willie lived at the mansion. Lincoln’s eldest son, Robert, was away, doing university work.

Satisfied, Lincoln put the locomotive on the desk. He ran it back and forth a few inches.

“There, Tadpole. I reckon she’s ready to go to Chicago now.” His eyes showed affection as he handed the toy to his grinning son.

“Thank you, Papa dear,” Tad exclaimed, hugging his father around the neck. Because of the boy’s cleft palate, the words Papa dear had a thick, distorted sound—more like puppy day. It was Tad’s affliction, Jephtha had heard Nicolay comment, that made Lincoln love the boy with a special intensity.

Clutching the repaired locomotive, Tad bounded for the door. “Hello, sir. See my engine? Papa fixed it!”

“Looks like a good job, too,” Jephtha smiled. “You’re a lucky young fellow—it’s not every boy who can persuade the President of the United States to “repair his train.”

The hall door closed. Lincoln chuckled. He removed his spectacles and stood up—a movement resembling that of an ungainly water bird rising on long legs.

“Mr. Kent, good morning to you.” Lincoln extended his immense hand and enfolded Jephtha’s fingers. “Sorry you were delayed by the breakdown on Tad’s railroad. I also regret we’re together on such an unfortunate day.”

Despite the words, Lincoln’s wide, somewhat slack mouth curled at the corners in that country grin Jephtha found so likable. Lincoln dressed like an undertaker—all in black—much as Jephtha did. His coat and his thin string necktie of silk matched the color of his unruly hair and chin whiskers. He looked older than fifty-two. His skin was much more sallow than it had been when Jephtha had seen him last—at a private dinner given by the family for several reporters early in March.

The President’s gray eyes appeared unusually sunken. They were odd, arresting eyes; eyes that looked at the world with a touch of sorrow even when Lincoln laughed, as he did often. Perhaps the change had come over him during the weekend, after the Government’s refusal to yield Sumter had led to the cannonading by Beauregard and the surrender by Anderson.

Lincoln gestured his guest to a long oak table covered with green baize. The table dominated the large office. In less than an hour, fat, gouty Winfield Scott would be seated at it with members of the cabinet.

“Yes, unfortunate is a good word for it—” Jephtha began.

“For many more reasons than one. Not only do we have this insurrection on our hands, but right after Tad’s locomotive broke, Willie lost his favorite top. Breakfast was a perfect disorder—”

Jephtha took a chair at the table. While Lincoln shambled back to the pigeonhole desk littered with papers and books, he said, “I appreciate that you’ll take any time at all to see me, Mr. President.” He pulled out the copy of Lincoln’s proclamation, then a smaller sheet and a pencil.

“Well, after all, Mr. Kent, you helped start this muss with the South.”

Jephtha blinked. “I, sir?”

Lincoln waved. Only then, when the President’s lips twitched again, did Jephtha realize Lincoln was teasing him:

“Oh, maybe not you personally. But that Boston printing house your family owns—that certainly played a big part. They always say it’s the politicians who cause trouble for common folk. But I sometimes wonder if it isn’t our authors who set off the firecrackers first.” Still baffled, Jephtha kept silent, as always, Lincoln’s voice had that high-pitched, almost shrill quality that caused so many of his enemies to say he spoke in a “low Hoosier style.” He slurred some of his words, too. But despite his speech and the impression he gave of somehow having been put together by a Deity trying to use a collection of unwanted parts, Lincoln had always impressed Jephtha. The feeling went back to the first time he’d heard the President speak, at the inaugural. The man might appear to be a bumpkin. Or, as his most vicious critics claimed, the descendant of a gorilla. Yet Jephtha found him possessed of an intelligence and gentle strength that lent him an extraordinary magnetism—even if some of his ideas were more hopeful than realistic.

Lacing his huge hands together—and still teasing—Lincoln went on:

“What I meant is, books helped stir up this war, Mr. Kent. First and foremost, Mrs. Stowe’s novel. Then Mr. Douglass’ autobiography. Mr. Helper’s tract—”

Lincoln was referring to The Impending Crisis of the South, a volume even more thoroughly detested in the cotton states than Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Hinton Helper, an obscure hack, had put forth the theory that the South should abandon slavery because reliance on it was destroying the potential growth of Southern industry. Helper, a Southerner himself, had strong views about the inferiority of black men and women. But adherence to slavery, he said, would ultimately put the South at the mercy of the industrial North.

“—and I count that other slave autobiography from Kent and Son the fourth of the quartet that pushed us toward the current crisis. Is the mulatto who wrote West to Freedom still in your employ?”

“Yes, sir,” Jephtha nodded. “Israel Hope’s in charge of the family mining operations in California.” From time to time Jephtha completely forgot that he was heir to his father’s considerable fortune. Others in the family—such as young Louis—found his forgetfulness puzzling. And Fan, who had divorced him after he’d fled Lexington, had found it scandalous.

Did she still? He didn’t know. Every letter he’d written to her in the past two years had gone unanswered, a source of bitterness and—often—rage.

Abruptly, Jephtha realized he’d been wasting precious moments; Lincoln was repeating a question that had gone unheard while Jephtha’s thoughts wandered.

“I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t hear what you—”

“I said, do you have some things you want to inquire about?”

“I do, Mr. President. But Mr. Nicolay warned me you probably couldn’t speak freely.”

“Said it with an apology in his voice, I suppose?”

“Yes.”

“John hates to antagonize you fellows from the press. That’s because he used to be one of you. Out in Illinois he worked for the Pike County Sucker. My, that’s a flavorful name, ain’t—isn’t it?”

Jephtha smiled but said nothing. After a moment’s thought, Lincoln went on:

“But John put it to you honestly. I won’t comment on very much. The fact is, I’ve gagged everybody in the administration for the time being. These next few days will be mighty difficult. We can’t afford to have the wrong things get into print. So no major statements are to be given out, except from this office or with my express approval. I imagine that’ll save you some time, however. You won’t have to scurry from department to department, hoping to find one of your sources ready to blab—”

Lincoln’s smile became sympathetic. “Hope I haven’t spoiled your morning.”

“No, sir,” Jephtha lied. Theo Payne would be far from sympathetic when he learned official Washington had nothing to say.

“All right, then. If you want to go ahead on those terms, ask your questions.”

Trying to conceal his disappointment, Jephtha took a moment to scan the questions he’d roughed out earlier.

“I heard your chief opponent in the November election was here yesterday. Has he endorsed your proclamation?”

Lincoln nodded. “Judge Douglas did call—I can never get used to referring to him as Senator, you know. He did endorse the proclamation. Without reservation. He’ll be issuing a statement today.”

“With your permission?”

“With my full permission, yes, sir. The Judge and I scrapped long and hard—the debates in Illinois when I pinned him to the Freeport doctrine, then the campaign. But he’s a good friend. More important, he’s a Union man. I don’t know which is the greater boon, the Judge supporting me now, or the way he got me out of a real fix on the inauguration platform when I couldn’t find a place for my old stovepipe.”

Writing, Jephtha smiled. “I remember how he took the hat and held it while you spoke—”

The smile faded. And I remember your closing words. Eloquent words about the better angels of man’s nature. I don’t believe they exist any longer. Not in this country—

“Can you say anything about the state of the army? Before your call for troops, it was only fifteen thousand men—”

“Sixteen. Most of ’em scattered hither and yon on the Western borders.”

“Will they be able to put down the insurrection with the help of the militia?”

Lincoln reflected. “Mr. Kent, I won’t answer that. I’ve already expressed my thinking in the proclamation. To say anything further might sound overly belligerent. Make matters worse. The truth is, I’m saddened the South has forced war on this government—”

“Some say you maneuvered the events at Sumter. Specifically, by sending Mr. Chew of the War Department to Charleston earlier this month to inform Governor Pickens you intended to reprovision the fort by sea.”

Lincoln looked somber, his silence acknowledging a degree of truth in Jephtha’s rather bold observation. But the President let him continue:

“In effect, Mr. Chew’s mission signaled a repetition of the Star of the West incident before you took office. In Charleston they regarded it as a warning that you wouldn’t surrender Federal property. That you’d fight instead—and hoped to provoke them into firing the first shots. Which, as it turned out, they did.”

“I’m aware of what people are saying,” Lincoln sighed. “They can’t see the difference between my duty and my personal feelings. I had to take a stand on the matter of the forts—but the last thing I wanted to do was provoke war. The very idea of Americans quarreling is grievous to me, Mr. Kent. I’ve said repeatedly I bear no ill will toward the Southern states. I’ve tried to make it plain my policy was not to interfere in the South’s domestic institution where it already exists, only to promote its containment. But that didn’t satisfy their more extreme spokesmen. So I tried to sue for accord when I gave my inaugural—though my conscience did compel me to be absolutely candid on one point. I said it in March, and I’ll say it now—I do believe I have a solemn oath registered in heaven to prevent an unconstitutional act. I mean the destruction of the Union. But believe me, Mr. Kent, I want to end this struggle quickly, not prolong or inflame it.”

Trying to write the essence of the President’s thoughts, Jephtha nodded again, then said:

“All right sir. Could we turn for a moment to the high command of the army?”

Lincoln’s hairy brows puckered together. “What are you getting at? Scott is general-in-chief—”

“But he’s almost seventy-five. In poor health—”

Lincoln grinned. “Fat as a prairie hen, too. His gout wouldn’t plague him so severely if he’d stay away from all that rich food and wine.” A finger stabbed out. “Don’t write that down.”

“I realize General Scott’s the senior officer in the service. But there have been persistent rumors that the actual command of the Federal army will be offered to Colonel Lee.”

Lincoln’s quick backward movement—a sort of jerking in his chair—showed Jephtha he’d hit a target. The President’s lids drooped a moment. The gaunt, yellowish face grew unreadable:

“I consider Bob Lee the best officer in the United States army, Mr. Kent. That’s no secret.”

“No, sir. It was evident in March after he came back from Texas and General Scott promoted him to full colonel and command of the First Cavalry.”

Hoping to insure Lee’s continued loyalty? Jephtha didn’t voice the cynical suspicion. He let Lincoln resume at his own pace:

“Bob Lee’s served the Union in exemplary fashion. You know he commanded the Marines who captured that lunatic Brown at Harper’s Ferry. But Bob Lee is also a Virginian. I reckon I shouldn’t say a word about his possible reaction to any overtures. Not that there are any overtures—or will be,” Lincoln emphasized.

But Jephtha knew Colonel Lee was resting at his mansion across the river in Arlington. If the special convention sitting in Richmond right this moment voted for secession, Lee’s reaction would be of inestimable importance to those on both sides of the quarrel.

The President rose.

“I don’t wish to be short with you, Mr. Kent. But we’ve passed the allotted time by several minutes.”

Jephtha stood. “Just one or two more questions before I go—”

“Guess I’m trapped,” Lincoln said, chuckling. “You do have a reputation as one of the most persistent reporters in the whole town.”

“Is the city in any danger at present?”

“Military danger?”

Jephtha nodded.

Lincoln’s eyes shifted away. For the first time during the conversation, Jephtha sensed a deliberate evasion coming.

“I think not. Virginia hasn’t left the Union—”

“But everyone assumes she will. Congressman Pryor went to Charleston a while back and all but pleaded with the governor to start the attack on Sumter.”

“Yes, I’m acquainted with the pleadings of Mr. Pryor of Virginia. ‘Strike a blow,’ he said. Then his state would surely step into line. Still, even if Virginia does join the insurrection, we’ll manage to keep house. Precautions are being taken—”

His tone said the subject was closed. But it wasn’t for Jephtha.

“There are very few Federal troops in Washington, sir. Even with more, can it be defended?”

The President hesitated before answering. “I believe General Scott thinks not. But he also feels we won’t be attacked. I can’t say whether he’s right or wrong. But I do know—and I’m sure you do too—the internal threat is just as great as the threat from Virginia. Southern sympathizers are pretty thick in this town. I know from all the gossip I’ve heard about us folks from the Northwest. The Southern crowd believes we’re sour. Puritanical. Can’t even enjoy a good party because of our religious principles—oh, I’ve heard it all,” he finished with a weary wave.

Potential danger for city—real? Fancied? Jephtha wrote, cupping the sheet so the President couldn’t see. As he finished jotting the final word, he said:

“Even though fighting’s broken out, will you attempt any further conciliation with the Confederacy?”

“I’m sorry, but you’re tramping forbidden ground again, Mr. Kent. I won’t discuss policy before it’s decided. Besides, things are moving so fast, policy has to run like the devil just to stay ten yards behind! Any announcements along the lines you mentioned will be official, not informal ones.

“However, speaking in total confidence, I want peace. Soon, if that’s possible. But there can be no compromising with rebellion. The first responsibility of this administration is to prove that popular government hasn’t become an absurdity.”

The intense, deep-set eyes seemed to catch fire and burn a moment. Strangely, Jephtha was conscious of the humanity of the man before him, not the office he represented. Lincoln’s clothes were untidy. His speech was nasal, and to some ears, grating. The Congress wouldn’t even vote funds to refurbish the building in which he lived and worked under the awesome burdens of the moment. Directly beneath the conference table, there was a large rip in the threadbare carpet—

“We must settle the question now,” Lincoln went on. “In a free government, does the minority have the right to sunder the whole whenever they choose? I say no. This administration says no. But if we fail in proving our case it will go far to demonstrate the incapability of the people to govern themselves—”

A sharp knock broke the President’s concentration. Jephtha finished writing and slipped his paper and pencil back into his pocket as Lincoln accompanied him toward the rosewood door.

“It’s the personal price of what we face that disturbs me most,” the President said. “My Bob is old enough to fight. And you have boys of your own—in Virginia—didn’t you mention that when we dined together?”

“The boys were in Virginia,” Jephtha answered, feeling the familiar anger. “I have no idea where they are now. My wife has remarried. Her husband travels—”

He didn’t want to reveal that Fan was married to a man who engaged in a profession respectable people considered only a cut above operating saloons or bawdy-houses. He was an actor. It truly baffled Jephtha that his former wife, always a proper sort, had taken up with a man such as Edward Lamont. Jephtha would have been hurt, even angry, no matter whom she’d married. But if Fan had chosen a merchant, or a teacher, it wouldn’t have been half so humiliating—

“Well,” Lincoln said, “for the sake of your boys, and mine, I hope we can bring the conflict to a speedy end. I sometimes get depressed and conclude Americans can only settle their great disputes with bloodshed. The trouble is, it’s never the disputants—the politicians—who shed the blood. They send their sons and your sons and my sons off to do it for them.” He shook his head. “Sad—”

As Lincoln reached for the door, it was opened by an impatient Nicolay, watch in hand:

“Mr. President, forgive me, but it’s twenty-five past the hour!”

“Can’t help it, John. Mr. Kent and I got engaged in a good chat.” Lincoln held out his hand. Jephtha shook it. The President had a strong grip.

Nicolay kept fidgeting. But the melancholy eyes looking out from under the black brow made Jephtha blurt one more question :

“Do you ever regret you’ve taken this office, sir?”

The President leaned against the door frame in a relaxed way. He put one hand in his pocket. The sentry, rifled musket raised, moved down the hall to bar the favor-seekers who had risen from their benches at the sight of the Chief Executive.

“You know, Mr. Kent, once in a while I feel exactly like a fellow I knew back in Springfield. The man committed a public indecency and was promptly covered with tar and chicken feathers and escorted out of town riding on a rail. Someone asked him how it felt.”

The pushy throng in the hallway quieted.

“Well, the miscreant said—”

Lincoln’s right thumb hooked under his coat and caught his suspender. His eyes twinkled as he lapsed into an exaggerated rural dialect:

“To be honest, fellers, if ’t’wasn’t for the honor involved, I’d jist as soon walk.”

Jephtha smiled, then thanked the President for granting him more time than originally allotted. Nicolay tapped a nail against the case of his watch. Slowly, like a curtain falling, a tired expression came across Lincoln’s face. He turned to re-enter the office, ignoring a man down the hall who held up his hand and exclaimed, “Mr. President, if I could just speak to you for a moment—”

Lincoln scuffed his shoes on the carpet. His shoulders slumped. Nicolay followed him inside. The rosewood door closed. The man who’d raised his hand swore.

Jephtha pushed through the fetid petitioners and headed down the staircase. On the ground floor he saw the German family clustered around draperies at one of the windows. With a guilty look, the wife returned a small pair of scissors to her reticule—and then something else. Jephtha noticed a square had been snipped from one of the drapes.

He shook his head as he walked to the doors. Souvenir-stealing at the mansion was nothing new. But he was deeply concerned about the lack of security in the building. Lincoln was passionately hated by a great many people. Those around the President should exercise more caution—insist on more guards—even if the President refused to do so.

Jephtha knew Lincoln had a fatalistic view about his own death. He’d been exposed to repeated threats on his life and dismissed them, feeling his time had not yet come. Jephtha recalled reading a piece in Medill’s Chicago Daily Tribune written out of Springfield the morning after the election. Lincoln had spoken of a puzzling dream the preceding night. A dream or, his detractors would claim, hallucination; he was known to fall into black, almost suicidal moods.

The story said that as Lincoln started to go to sleep, he glanced in a mirror and saw himself lying full length on a sofa covered with haircloth. His image had one body, but two faces.

When he rose, the vision disappeared. When he lay down a second time, twin faces again shimmered in the glass. One face was chalk-white.

Lincoln’s wife Mary, the small, ambitious woman whom many said vexed her husband almost beyond endurance, had circulated the story next day and given it an eerie twist. She maintained the two faces meant her husband would be elected to a second term. The pallor of one face meant he would never complete it.

Thinking of the story as he went down the mansion’s outer steps, Jephtha shivered. Enemies of the President were always circulating tales about his wife’s mental instability. Whether Mrs. Lincoln had a morbid imagination was beside the point. Lincoln was vulnerable in the too-public presidential residence. Washington was no longer merely a rough-hewn, basically Southern city that came to life for a few months every year when Congress sat. It was the capital of a nation at war with itself. In war, men killed other men—

And not always on the battlefield.

Jephtha headed toward the brick State Department building. He intended to drop in on one of his contacts to learn whether Lincoln’s muzzling of all government officials was a reality. As he approached the building, a party of men emerged, headed for the White House.

In the center of the group, with those on either side leaning close to catch his hoarse, whispery voice—a voice ruined by too many cigars—Secretary of State William Seward kept up a nonstop conversation.

Seward was tall, stooped, and in his sixties. Lincoln had scored a coup by persuading his former opponent to join his cabinet. Some said Seward had already attempted to increase his personal power by offering to assume the burdens of presidential decision-making. Jephtha had never seen the provocative memorandum in which the offer had reportedly been made. But he understood Lincoln had thanked Seward and politely said no. Yet as far as Jephtha could learn, Seward and the Chief Executive still respected one another and were becoming close personal friends.

Seward acknowledged Jephtha’s presence with a reedy rasp. The actual words were indistinguishable as he rushed past with his entourage. Ten minutes later Jephtha emerged from State, having satisfied himself that his customary sources of rumor and half-truth were indeed no longer talking.

His contact had been exceedingly nervous—and had twice referred to the small number of militia companies guarding Washington. Jephtha began to think the specter of Southern invasion might be more real than anyone wanted to admit.

He neared several Treasury clerks who had paused to shoo a flock of clucking geese. As he passed, he heard one of the clerks growl:

“—damn fools to go after Sumter that way. If they try to fight us we’ll have them whipped by the time Old Abe’s ninety-day conscripts are due to go home.”

Jephtha left through the gate of President’s Park and once more started across the traffic-thronged mire of Pennsylvania Avenue. He didn’t believe the clerk was right. He wasn’t sure the President held the same opinion either. As he’d told Nicolay, the Southern people could never be accused of cowardice.

That turned his thoughts back to his three sons.

Gideon, the eldest, would be eighteen in June. Matthew was but a year younger. Jeremiah, thank heaven, was not yet fifteen. But what if the older boys decided to enlist in one of the militia units that had been drilling throughout the South for months?

Damn! He wished he knew where the boys were. He wished he and Fan hadn’t parted so bitterly. But she was as loyal to her convictions as he was to his.

Fan and the boys were seldom out of Jephtha’s mind for more than a few hours. He always thought of his sons with longing—and of his former wife with anger. Her behavior over the past nine years occasionally drove him into violent rages that upset his relationship with Molly, the woman with whom he’d been living for better than twelve months.

No use working himself into a fury now, he decided. He had a problem to solve. What sort of dispatch could he file to satisfy Theo Payne?

As he dodged carriages on the avenue, he peered at his hastily written notes. He had nothing solid to send to New York. Much of what Lincoln had told him in private was already widely known.

Jephtha’s lack of copy would infuriate Payne on two counts. The editor wanted only fresh material. And preferably the kind in which Lincoln, or someone in the administration, fulminated against Southern “traitors.” Long an abolitionist even more ardent than Jephtha himself, Payne considered the President not sufficiently hostile in his attitude toward the new Confederacy.

The gag order now in force in the government departments made further foraging there almost useless. But Payne would still expect a dispatch late today or early tomorrow. What the hell could he send except the news of the Douglas endorsement—which everyone else would have too?

Feeling increasingly frustrated, he jostled his way along the crowded plank sidewalk on the north side of the avenue. His destination was Willard’s Hotel, one of the cockpits for Washington gossip. There, with breakfast and a little liquid refreshment to inspire him, he might find a way out of his professional predicament.

For the riddle of the whereabouts of his sons he saw no answer at all.
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The establishment run by the Willard brothers served breakfast to late-rising Washington from eight until eleven. Jephtha was in time. After he bought four cigars, he took a small table in the corner of the bar. He ordered steak and onions with fried oysters on the side, and a double shot of Overholtz 1855, one of the bar’s best whiskeys.

The place was crowded. Government men, officials from foreign embassies, and quite a few army and militia officers were all jabbering about Sumter’s surrender. Most of the soldiers were already full of liquor and bombast. The goddamned rebels who had been flaunting the threat of secession for decades—and who had finally acted on it, then dared to fire on the Stars and Stripes—would be taught a swift and humiliating lesson! Hunched over his drink, Jephtha grimaced. If he’d gone the other way along Pennsylvania, to the National Hotel at Sixth, he’d have heard equally gaseous rhetoric from the Southern sympathizers who generally gathered there.

He interrupted his meal to dart to the bar and corner a new arrival, a young man named Alfred Hume who was an assistant secretary at the British embassy. He asked Hume whether the ambassador, florid-faced Lord Lyons, had as yet formulated a policy about recognition of the Confederate government.

“Still a bit early for that, old chap,” Hume answered in his languid way. “Must await instructions from Whitehall, don’t y’know?”

“Come off it, Alf. Jeff Davis was inaugurated over two months ago. Every report out of Montgomery says he and his cabinet are going to stand by a policy of holding Southern cotton off the European markets. They want to use the cotton to bargain for recognition of the South as a sovereign nation, not a section of America in rebellion.”

Hume looked bored. “Say it again—nothing official to report.” Then he leaned closer. “Tell you this much, though. If the chaps in the Confederacy continue to sail on that course, they’re bloody fools.”

“Why, Alf?”

“Because the decision’s a blunder! A complete misreading of the economic situation. Let jolly old Jeffey try to use his cotton to force Her Majesty—or Nappy the Third over in France—to recognize his so-called government, and I’m afraid he’ll find he’s aiming an empty weapon. For the first time in years, all the mills back home and in Europe have a surplus of cotton. So where’s Jeffey going to find recognition? Or the money to finance a war? I’ve heard there’s no more than twenty-five millions in bullion in the entire South!”

“True,” Jephtha replied. “And it won’t go far. There isn’t a single first-rate iron mill, rolling mill, or powder mill down there either. Those cost money to build. Big money.”

Hume’s smile was smug. “Which in turn requires the sale of the only product the South produces in quantity—cotton. See what I mean about an embargo? I repeat—bloody fools.”

The assistant secretary hailed the barkeep for a refill. It took him three calls to make himself heard above the din. After he’d been served, he turned to Jephtha, pursed his lips, and said, “God, I despise this town. Chap can’t find a proper club anywhere. Just these noisy saloons. You fellows may be our cousins, but damned if you don’t have a lot to learn about life’s refinements.”

“Alf, one more question about—”

“Cheer-o, Kent,” the young diplomat said, turning away and waving to another acquaintance further down the bar. Jephtha went back to his table, smiling because Hume was typical of the Europeans on assignment in Washington. They considered the capital raw, raucous—little better than a backwoods village.

Another man Jephtha knew, a sketch artist for Harper’s Weekly, stopped by as he was finishing his meal. After a few perfunctory words of greeting, the artist passed along a rumor that a political demonstration would take place on the stage of Canterbury Hall, a popular variety theater, the following night.

Jephtha’s pale eyes narrowed. “A demonstration for which side?”

“Could be Union, could be secesh. Either way, with the mixed crowd the Canterbury draws, it might be lively.”

A cynical look crossed Jephtha’s face. “And to what do I owe this journalistic largesse? I don’t have many colleagues who’ll point me toward a potential story.”

The artist shrugged. “I’m just paying a debt. You tipped me about Miss Chase going to see Joe Jefferson in Rip Van Winkle. I hired the box opposite and sketched her.”

“That’s right, I’d forgotten,” Jephtha nodded. The eldest daughter of Secretary of the Treasury Chase was Washington’s reigning beauty. “Well, knowing she was attending the theater wouldn’t have done me much good. I can’t draw, and her looks are what everyone’s talking about.” He raised his whiskey glass. “Thanks for the returned favor.”

“Sure, Reverend. As the good book says—one good slap on the cheek deserves another. Or something like that.”

The artist waved and left. Jephtha’s face was scarlet.

The twisted allusion to scripture wasn’t accidental. But by now he should have been able to handle the occasional jibes about his background—which was no secret. Somehow, he wasn’t able to do it. He hated to be called Reverend. Perhaps because he sometimes felt guilty about turning away from the church.

From God—

No. It was the other way around. God had turned away from him. When he’d taken a stand for Christian principles as he understood them, he had lost the respect of the congregations to whom he traveled. He’d lost the right to preach. He’d lost his home. And he’d lost the love and companionship of his sons. His faith hadn’t been strong enough to withstand that sort of punishment.

Regardless of what it said in the Book of Job, a God who would do all that to a man wasn’t a God worth serving.

The artist’s remark had spoiled his meal. He pushed his plate away; made a note about the Canterbury Hall tip. A piece on a sectional scrap in a theater would be better than no copy at all.

Still, Jephtha prided himself on being a professional. So he pored over his notes again, hoping to find some point he’d overlooked. To stimulate his thinking—and dull the edge of his worry about his sons—he drained another double shot of Overholtz. Just as he was doing so, he spied a line that had gotten smudged while the notes were in his pocket.

R. Lee—Arlington. The words were followed by two large question marks.

Damn! There it was. Lee was only a half hour away in Virginia—and certainly a man worth talking to, if it was possible.

Anxious that someone might beat him to the source of his inspiration, he paid his bill and hurried toward the entrance of the Willard bar. He was momentarily blocked by two contractors who were discussing their hope that the rebellion would grow into a long war. Fortunes could be made selling the Federal Army everything from buttons to biscuits—

“Damn vultures,” Jephtha muttered as he pushed between the two men. One of them whirled; raised a fist. The other snickered:

“Calm down. That’s Kent, the reporter who used to be a preacher.” The man lowered his voice. “Look, you don’t want to fool with him—he’s got a hell of a temper. He was thrown out of the Southern Methodist Church for sermons about freeing the niggers. Everyone in town says it left him a little bit crazy.”



CHAPTER II
Colonel Lee

JEPHTHA STARTED FOR VIRGINIA shortly after noon, riding a mare hired at a stable near Willard’s. The sky was clearing. The pale April sunlight seemed to accentuate the city’s raw, unfinished look. And it did precious little to warm his bones or raise his spirits.

Some of the initial bluster of the citizenry was already diminishing. As he jogged along the avenue near President’s Park, he saw a sidewalk speaker haranguing a small crowd. He heard the orator shout, “—a dire and misguided insult to the Union! It shall be punished!” Little applause greeted the warning. Jephtha suspected the truth of the situation was beginning to sink in. Washington was encircled, if not by the actual Confederacy as yet, then by states sympathetic to it. There could be danger—and soon.

He saw further evidence behind the iron fence of the park. To the rattle of a drum, a local militia company was holding a muster-in on the lawn of the War Department. He recognized the uniforms of the National Rifles, an organization riddled with Southern partisans. How much help they’d be in defending the capital was debatable.

He turned south at Fourteenth Street and crossed the canal on the high iron bridge. He nearly gagged at the stench below. Once across to the Mall, the surroundings were only slightly more pleasant. Through the trees on his left he glimpsed the red stone towers of the Smithsonian and the Capitol with its unfinished wings and dome. Construction sheds, blocks of marble, stacks of lumber littered the Capitol grounds. He guided the mare around the maggot-covered corpse of a mongrel lying in the mud on the Mall’s south side.

As he neared the city end of Long Bridge, traffic increased. Farmers bringing milk and produce into town created a jam with their vehicles. Jephtha managed to ride through. As he clattered onto the bridge over the broad river, he saw, at the far end, disheartening proof of Washington’s precarious situation.

Two blue-clad United States cavalrymen sat on their horses, rifled muskets resting across their thighs. The cavalrymen watched the continuous flow of wagons and carts passing over the bridge. Before long, Jephtha guessed, there would be more than just mounted pickets on duty. He put down a mental wager that by the end of the week, Winfield Scott would be protecting the Long Bridge with cannon.
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Passing between the cavalry pickets, Jephtha got an even greater shock. A powerful-looking man sat on the ground against the largest of several blossoming cherry trees growing near the riverbank. Though the man had his hat brim slanted over his eyes and appeared to be resting, Jephtha recognized him instantly—and knew he wasn’t resting at all. Like the cavalrymen, he was observing those crossing the bridge; particularly those headed south.

What the devil was a disreputable bully like that doing in Washington?

Jephtha kept going. He had no intention of acknowledging the man’s presence. The man had other plans.

He tilted up his hat; gave Jephtha a long stare and a faint smile. Then he rose, dusted off the seat of his pants and walked toward the road.

Uneasy, Jephtha reined in. Beneath Samuel Dorn’s tight-fitting coat, he noticed a small bulge. A concealed pistol—

Dorn stopped in front of Jephtha’s horse. “Hallo, Reverend.”

The man was young, with a blocky Teutonic face, blue eyes and yellow hair curling around his ears. None too bright, Jephtha recalled from their first meeting down at the depot on February 23. He’d been wakened that morning by an informant—a boy he paid to keep watch on the comings and goings of notables. The boy breathlessly told him of Lincoln’s arrival at six on a regular passenger train, ahead of the Presidential Special due later that day. Jephtha had rushed down to the station and tried to interview Allan Pinkerton and some of his men who had helped smuggle Lincoln into the capital.

“Mr. Dorn,” Jephtha returned with a slight nod.

The blue eyes fixed on him. “Visiting Virginia today, are you?”

“I can’t see that should concern the Pinkerton detective bureau. Or anyone else, for that matter.”

“Hell, it’s only a friendly question. I just happened to be resting here—”

“Spying on travelers?”

Dorn’s cheeks reddened. “Watching,” he snapped. “The word is watching.”

“Whatever the word—or the assignment—I’m damned if I know where you get the authority for it.”

Dorn struggled to control his anger. “The chief and a few of the operatives are in town on a special job—”

“If I recall, Mr. Pinkerton is under contract to protect the property of the Philadelphia, Washington and Baltimore—and you’re a good distance from the rail- road’s right-of-way. Isn’t it up north? Or has there been an extension I don’t know about?”

The man didn’t like the sarcasm. “We’re looking over the security of the railroad facilities here. If it’s any of your business.”

“No, it isn’t,” Jephtha returned. “But it is my business when you question my right to enter Virginia.”

“Nobody’s questioning anything,” Dorn shrugged. “If you want to mix with a crowd of traitors—”

“See here—”

“—if you have, ah, some special reason for wanting to mingle with them—carrying a little message, maybe—”

“Get out of my way, Mr. Dorn!”

Dorn actually looked pleased. Pinkerton, the shrewd Scot who had built a successful Illinois detective bureau, was at least intelligent. But some of the men he was forced to hire were little more than thugs. An all-too-plain anticipation lit Dorn’s eyes:

“That’s pretty strong talk for a gospel man.”

“I’m a reporter and you know it.”

“But the chief told me about your—ah—former job. The one that didn’t turn out so well—”

“Get the hell out of my way!”

Suddenly Dorn’s right hand shot up, fastening hard on Jephtha’s left arm.

“Don’t be so goddamn snotty, Kent. We did come down to survey the yards and the trackage. But we’re doing some special work for one of the gents in the government, too.”

Hoping to startle an admission out of the detective, Jephtha said instantly, “Seward?”

The detective had wits enough to control his tongue:

“Afraid I can’t answer that. But I’ll warn you—there is a close watch being kept on people who come over the bridge.”

“Well, you just run back to your chief and tell him Jephtha Kent went to Arlington. To talk to a man who’s given thirty-five years of his life to the United States. And who knows more about good manners, I suspect, than you ever will.”

Savagely, Jephtha wrenched his arm free. Dora started to reach beneath his coat; checked his hand at the last moment. His eyes were venomous:

“Y’know, Reverend, I didn’t like you the first time we met. I didn’t take to the way you badgered and pushed and asked questions down at the depot—”

Jephtha shrugged. “Happens to be my job.”

“May be. But—”

“As I recall, you were doing most of the shoving. And making all the threats about a fight.”

Dorn rubbed an index finger across his upper lip. “Reverend, you want to climb down from that horse?”

“For what purpose?”

“We’re going to finish what I should have finished at the station.”

Calmly, Jephtha answered, “No, thank you.”

That amused the detective. “Why not? I won’t bruise your nice Christian face too much. ’Less of course it’s a yella streak that holds you back.”

“You damned, ignorant—”

“Or maybe it’s your preacher’s training. I wouldn’t guess a preacher could hold his own against a real man.”

Jephtha flushed, ready to jump from the saddle and knock Dorn’s insult down his throat. Jephtha’s years of itinerating on horseback had kept him lean and well-muscled—characteristics he hadn’t lost. But he didn’t dismount, though Dorn obviously hoped he would. His task at the moment was to reach Lee.

“I’ll oblige you some other time,” he promised. “When. I feel up to taking on a baboon.”

He hammered his heels against the mare. She bolted forward, giving him a last, blurred impression of Dorn red in the cheeks and grabbing for the hidden pistol.

Jephtha’s face broke out in a sweat. His spine prickled as he trotted toward the bend of the road that would take him safely out of pistol range. He didn’t look back. But he didn’t relax until he was certain the contour of a hill had cut off Dorn’s view.

No doubt Samuel Dorn thought he had good reason for enmity. That morning at the depot, Dorn and the other Pinkerton men had been forced to shove Jephtha away repeatedly, while Jephtha attempted to find out whether the President-elect had indeed been smuggled into Washington at Pinkerton’s insistence and under his guidance.

Unsettling as the confrontation with the bad-tempered detective had been, Jephtha was even more disturbed by his presence on the Virginia side of the Long Bridge. As far as Jephtha knew, Allan Pinkerton’s agency only served various railroads and had no official connection with the United States Government, other than when Lincoln traveled to Washington on the public railroads.

The bearded detective was a protégé of a once-promising young army officer, Captain George Brinton McClellan. But McClellan had resigned the service a few years ago to take up a more lucrative civilian career. He had quickly become vice-president of the Illinois Central Railroad and then had advanced to the presidency of the eastern division of the Ohio and Mississippi. He kept Pinkerton operatives busy guarding the property of his lines.

Perhaps the detective and his men had been secretly summoned to Washington over the weekend, as the Government’s concern at the threat of an invasion mounted. Of one thing Jephtha was virtually certain. Dorn could have no official assignment at the Long Bridge. As he’d admitted, he was simply doing a favor for someone in high places. The fact that unofficial spying was already underway showed again how deep the mood of distrust and fear had become—

Jephtha had a healthy fear of a brute like Dorn. Such men were drawn to work that permitted them to indulge their fondness for bullying others. They could develop an instant and permanent dislike for anyone who challenged their authority—which was precisely what Jephtha had done with his persistent questioning at the station. He hoped he wouldn’t encounter the Pinkerton man again.

With a start, he realized Dorn would probably still be lounging by the tree when he returned from Lee’s home. Well, he’d meet that problem later. Right now he wanted a story.

He urged the mare into a canter.
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He’d ridden no more than a few hundred yards when another thought drove the memory of Dorn from his mind. He felt the pain born of remembering—

He was on Southern soil.

In Virginia—where he’d lost so much of himself. So much that was precious to him—

Cantering through the pleasant countryside toward Arlington, he thought that very little had actually changed since the day more than fifteen years ago when he’d passed through the northern part of the state, a new pastor bound for the little town of Lexington in the Shenandoah Valley. Yet everything had changed. And change was one cause of the dilemma that had swept the South into secession, and war.

The American nation—the whole world, in fact—was being pounded by the tides of change. The cottage industries were dying, replaced by the huge smoky industrial plants he’d first encountered when he was on his way to Vermont for pastoral training.

Jephtha had been born in the mountains bordering the Pacific, child of the mountain man Jared Kent, who had seen his livelihood disappear along with the demand for beaver pelts. Before wandering down to the California gold fields at the start of the great rush of ’49, Jared had struggled unsuccessfully as a farmer in the valleys of Oregon. Jephtha’s mother, Grass Singing, had raised her son to have great reverence for a universal Deity. And so, despite his father’s objections, he’d offered his life to God with the help of one of the first Methodist missionaries who had come to the Willamette Valley. He’d journeyed east to the Biblical Institute—and had gazed in wonder at the dark, clattering manufactories ushering in a new age.

As a new, young minister, Jephtha had quickly acquired a liking for Virginians—whom he found to be typical of most Southerners. They were hard-working people; devout yet high spirited; honorable; hospitable. Soon, though, his liking had become tainted by a growing moral anguish over the slave question.

Only later, after he’d courted and wed Fan Tunworth and started raising a family, did it occur to him that perhaps industrialization had caught the South in a trap not entirely of its own devising. As the North began to assert its dominance with the factory system, she locked the South into a set of circumstances which prohibited easy change.

The spinning works of the Northeast and Europe demanded huge quantities of cotton. To supply this world market, the South had clung to slave-based agriculture—at a time when it should have been developing its own industrial base. The refusal to acknowledge the need for change was more than saddening. It was disastrous.

To Jephtha, Virginians such as his wife’s father, Captain Virgil Tunworth, were pathetically unrealistic about the way industrialization was trapping them. So they blinded themselves to the evils of the system on which they were increasingly dependent. They convinced themselves—in part because they had to—that slavery was altogether right, proper, and immutable. In Jephtha’s eyes the sectional crisis was rooted not only in a peculiarly American problem—Constitutional interpretation—but in an issue that was global in scope: change, and the resistance to it.

There was another facet to the problem of change. Since the days when Jephtha’s great-grandfather, Philip Kent, had fired his musket against the King’s troops at Concord bridge and fought side by side with Southerners to win American liberty, the South had virtually dominated American politics. Now that too was over. The swollen cities of the Northeast and the expanding population of the Northwest had combined to bring forth the first truly successful sectional party—the Republicans. The traditional party of the North and South—the One and Indivisible Democracy as its adherents liked to call it—had been hopelessly divided on ideological grounds.

Change. Change—

It backed a man into a corner.

It robbed him of power he’d once savored.

And a man thus trapped often fought to protect or restore the old ways. Fought with desperation; with an almost religious fervor.

No single incident had aroused the South’s militant spirit more than the almost totally foredoomed Harper’s Ferry raid in October of ’59. With twenty-one men, the abolitionist John Brown had attempted to seize the little town’s Federal armory—in preparation for exhorting Southern blacks to rise up against their masters. Brown’s scheme, many said, was secretly financed by Boston money. During its planning, it had been referred to by a code phrase—“the speculation in wool.” Thanks to the swift action of Colonel Lee and that detachment of Marines Lincoln had mentioned, the raid had failed. And the Virginians who’d brought Brown to justice had given him an exceptionally fair trial before sending him to the gallows.

In the jail at Charles Town where he’d awaited hanging, the condemned man had written, “I, John Brown, am now quite certain that the crimes of this guilty land will never be purged away but with blood.”

The words had a special significance for Jephtha. He’d stood dry-mouthed and trembling among the reporters who’d watched the mad-eyed old man climb the gallows steps with remarkable composure—then drop moments later, his neck snapped.

Jephtha knew of Brown’s passion for a verse in the ninth chapter of Paul’s epistle to the Hebrews. Time and again, he was haunted by the realization that, centuries ago, the great Apostle had foretold that the present:

“And almost all things are by the law purged with blood; and without shedding of blood is no remission.”

While he was still a preacher, and zealous to the point of fanaticism, Jephtha had interpreted the passage as only a condemnation of the slave system; a promise of punishment for the South, and for those who permitted its peculiar institution to flourish. Now he saw the verse in broader and more tragic terms. It applied to the entire nation. It warned of the fate of men of good will who had failed to reach an accommodation before it was too late.

That God permitted such a failure was one more reason Jephtha had stayed away from the church. It was Christ the merciful and forgiving in whom Jephtha had believed most passionately. Now events were being directed—if indeed there was any controlling hand at all—by a vengeful God; the God of the Old Testament who had somehow spoken a prophecy of this hour through Christ’s own disciple—and who now seemed determined to let suffering, not mercy, rule.

Brown’s raid had ignited fearful fires of emotionalism in all parts of the country. Throughout the South the scheme to foment an uprising stirred memories of horror that lay at the base of the section’s fear of Negro freedom. In the past, black men themselves had made other attempts—grisly ones—to redress the wrongs done to them. Harper’s Ferry conjured the ghost of the quasi-preacher, Nat Turner, who had led a mob of his fellow slaves on a rampage in Virginia’s Southampton County in 1831, leaving a trail of fifty-seven innocent men, women and children killed and mutilated before he was caught and hanged. That was the ever-present specter. Free blacks turning on those who had used them.

Jephtha saw Brown for what he was: a vicious murderer. But to add to the humiliation and anger of the South, the abolitionists equated him with history’s great martyrs. With Socrates. With Christ Himself. Emerson wept over his downfall. The daughter of Amos Bronson Alcott, the reformer, herself a popular writer, Louisa May Alcott, called him “Saint John.” In France, Victor Hugo praised him extravagantly—

Factors complex and beyond clear separation had led to this evil time. On both sides, men of narrow mind had fostered the evil. And a God Jephtha no longer trusted had permitted it to happen.

“And without shedding of blood is no remission—”

Well, there would be blood in plenty now, Jephtha thought. Blood and suffering beyond any American’s power to predict or comprehend.

Tell me, Mr. Lincoln, he said to himself as he rode. Where in all the dark that’s coming down do you catch sight of those better angels of our nature?

I see not one.
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As Jephtha drew near the heights of Arlington and the splendid house overlooking the river, he wondered whether change ever worked to a man’s favor. He himself had undergone profound changes. And although he accepted his current lot, he was often depressed and miserable about it.

After his personal moral torment forced him to speak out against the mistreatment of blacks, he had been denied a pulpit by the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, one of the two bodies left when the Church itself split over the slave question. His outspoken position had led to bitter arguments with his wife, and ultimately to his banishment from their house in Lexington. Strong in her beliefs, Fan had even turned his own sons against him.

Refusing to leave the town, Jephtha hadn’t been content with passive martyrdom. He’d involved himself in the business of smuggling runaway slaves north to freedom.

His partner had been a quirky, unpleasant man named Syme. In 1852 they arranged the flight of a young Negro girl who belonged to Captain Tunworth. They sent her to Jephtha’s cousin once removed, the wealthy Amanda Kent of New York City. Syme had been caught, then tortured into confessing. Jephtha barely escaped with a few personal belongings, including the copybooks—his journal—in which he’d recorded his most personal thoughts year by year. He fled to Washington, then went on to New York.

When he arrived, he found that Amanda was dead. The interior of her mansion was in ruins. It had been invaded by a mob that had come partly because she’d been sheltering the runaway girl. Amanda had been shot during the attack.

What remained of the household was in the care of Michael Boyle, the young Irish boy from the slums who had worked as Amanda’s clerk and had grown close to her. As she lay dying, she’d appointed Michael the legal guardian of her son Louis, Jephtha’s second cousin. Today, Louis managed the affairs of the family with Michael’s assistance. Jephtha had never liked or trusted Louis. And the boy had been too young—and too preoccupied with himself—to be of any assistance when Jephtha first arrived in New York. It was Michael who had helped him rebuild his ruined life. Almost by accident.

Throughout 1853 and ’54 Jephtha had gone through a period of almost total despair. His wife informed him by letter that she was obtaining a divorce, and he would be denied the privilege of seeing his sons again. Another letter in ’55 announced she had married the actor Edward Lamont, whom she’d met while visiting her father’s relatives in Charleston.

During those years Jephtha hadn’t lived—merely existed in the rebuilt house in Madison Square. He repaid Michael’s charity as best he could, working as a handyman and doing chores the servants found too arduous or too distasteful.

Of course, Michael reminded him often that he really didn’t need to spend his days doing drudge work. He was a rich man. Amanda had proved a good steward of the profits of the Ophir mining operation in California’s Sierra mountains. She had invested those profits in quality stocks, further compounding the wealth that belonged to the Virginia branch of the family.

But Jephtha had an almost childlike disregard for money—perhaps a legacy from his Shoshoni mother, who had taught him to place a higher value on the mind and the spirit. He had no desire to travel to California to learn the mining business. Mathematics and all the other associated skills required for successful management of a fortune were foreign to him. He was content to continue the old arrangement; to let the family’s financial advisers, and Louis when he came of age, administer his holdings. At his death the accumulated riches would pass directly to Gideon, Matthew and Jeremiah. A document was drawn up by the Kent attorneys guaranteeing it.

Jephtha wasn’t sure wealth would benefit his sons. It became increasingly clear that money hadn’t improved Louis Kent’s character very much. If anything, the young man had grown arrogant because of his wealth. Still, Jephtha knew he had no right to deny his sons their heritage when he died; nor would he ever attempt to do so. One of the stormiest periods of his relationship with his former wife concerned that very point. When he’d signed the paper permitting Amanda to handle the Ophir funds, Fan had accused him of defrauding the boys. It had been one of her most vituperative outbursts. The memory of it could still generate hatred of a most un-Christian sort.

Gradually, Jephtha and Michael formed a strong friendship. They debated endlessly about the slave question. Michael was candid about his own difficult transition from the behavior patterns of a boy growing up in the Five Points slum. There, the immigrant Irish hated black men because black men, freed, would compete for menial jobs—the only kind the immigrant Irish could get.

Amanda had brought Michael a long way from that attitude. He now believed America would have to decide, soon and for all time, whether the principles of equality on which the country was founded did or did not apply to all men.

It was during one of their long night chats that Jephtha had first shown the young Irishman a portion of the record of his own pilgrimage of the soul. His carefully kept journals; eighteen copybooks whose contents spanned the years since he had come east to attend the Bible college.

Michael was taken with Jephtha’s writing style—something to which Jephtha had never given any special notice. Michael grew excited, struck by an idea. Jephtha ought to use his brain for something more constructive than shoveling up turds in the coach house behind the mansion. Michael made a specific suggestion.

At first Jephtha laughed. But Michael was persuasive. So Jephtha had permitted the younger man to introduce him to Theophilus Payne. Tentatively, and with a feeling of great trepidation, he’d gone to work for Payne.

Initially he’d been confined to a desk in Printing House Square, doing the simplest sort of editing and proofreading. To his surprise, he found he both liked the work and had a talent for it. He asked Payne for more responsibility. Within a year of starting at the Union, he was put on his own as a general reporter.

Despite his share of beginner’s blunders, he succeeded. Even drew an occasional compliment from the editor about a particular story. When the Union’s Washington correspondent died of a stroke, Jephtha was chosen to replace him.

Payne lectured him before he left for the capital. The assignment had nothing to do with Jephtha’s family connections. He had become a good reporter; an able writer, aggressive in his search for news. If his performance didn’t continue at that high level he’d be recalled. Fair enough, Jephtha said, excited by the new challenge.

In Washington he’d performed well enough so that the possibility of recall soon vanished. He took to cigars; to whiskey. Then to a woman whose bed he now shared without benefit of wedlock. Ten years earlier such behavior would have struck him as grossly immoral. In terms of biblical absolutes, no doubt it still was. But like the South, he had been faced with an alternative. Change—or suffer as a prisoner of the past. He’d changed. Perhaps not entirely for the better. But at least he’d managed to build a new life out of the wreckage of the old.

He seldom read scripture these days—and never with the full, mystic faith of his youth. That, together with the cigars, the whiskey, and Molly, occasionally produced painful twinges of guilt.

But he was free of his yesterdays—

As free, that is, as a father could be. The past still exerted a hold on him because of his sons.

Sometimes he could bring himself to a calm understanding of the reason Fan had turned the boys against him. She believed she was right and he was dangerously wrong on the question of Negro freedom. Still, her actions had left scars. Occasionally, in the darkest part of the night, he would awaken sweating from a nightmare in which he saw himself striking his former wife. He was fearful that if he ever encountered Fan again he might not be able to refrain from doing her injury. His capacity for hate was a harrowing truth about himself that he couldn’t wish away, despite the warning of a remembered passage from Proverbs :

“Whoso diggeth a pit shall fall therein: and he that rolleth a stone, it will return upon him.”

In his own way, he supposed, he was as wicked as those men, North and South, who had fomented a war out of their hatreds and would now feel the crushing weight of the stone rolling back upon them.

Jephtha jogged the mare up the long sunlit drive to the pillared house familiar to everyone in the capital.

He had no idea where his boys were. Nor did his friend at the Virginia Military Institute in Lexington, Professor Thomas Jackson, with whom he corresponded occasionally.

Jackson wasn’t on good terms with Fan’s father, because of the way Tunworth abused his slaves. Consequently he knew nothing about Fan, her children or her new spouse, he wrote. And he doubted Tunworth would give him an answer even if he inquired.

Once, in a moment of extreme despair, Jephtha had asked Jackson whether a visit to Lexington would be safe. He could make inquiries in person—

Bluntly, Jackson warned him to stay away. His name was still remembered. He would certainly get no cooperation. He might even find his life in jeopardy.

From time to time Jephtha saw a reference to Fan’s husband in an old issue of a Southern paper. Twice he’d written to theaters where Lamont had been playing. One of the letters had been returned bearing a notation that the troupe had moved on. He’d heard nothing from the second. He supposed the boys might be traveling with their stepfather. But relying on outdated newspapers to verify it proved futile.

Of one thing Jephtha was dismally sure. With Fan to inspire them, the boys might be hurt—die—in the coming war.

He shook his head and slowed the mare to a walk as he approached Arlington House. The mansion had a solid, serene look. Twin wings extended from the massive main building to add a pleasing symmetry and create a façade Jephtha guessed to be something like a hundred and fifty feet wide. The entire building was stuccoed brick, painted over in buff with white trim. Its most imposing feature was its portico—exceptionally deep; at least twenty-five feet. Eight mammoth Doric columns supported the classic pediment.

A savory smell of wood smoke drifted from vine-covered brick outbuildings he’d passed on his ride up the hillside. He dismounted, tied the mare to a ring block below the portico steps, and wiped sweat from his forehead with a pocket kerchief. Across the river below the tree-shaded lawn the sprawling city with its familiar landmarks had a deceptive look of sunlit calm.

Standing with one dark-skinned hand on the neck of the horse, Jephtha suddenly wished he still had enough faith to say a prayer; enough faith to ask God to protect the lives of his sons, even if he never saw them again—

But he didn’t.
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The huge portico was cool with shadow. Jephtha hesitated before touching the great door knocker. The house itself seemed to speak of the sadness of disunion.

Poor arthritic Mary Lee, the colonel’s wife—seldom seen in Washington any longer—was the daughter of George Washington’s adopted son, George Washington Parke Custis. The colonel’s father, Light-Horse Harry, had served the general as a hard-fighting cavalry officer during the Revolution. At the first president’s funeral, Light-Horse Harry had spoken the words that had lingered in the common memory ever since: “First in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his countrymen.” If most Americans felt a sense of despair today, how much deeper it must be for the inhabitants of this mansion; people whose forebears had done so much to create and nurture the nation.

Feeling somewhat like the violator of a shrine, Jephtha let the knocker fall.

Presently an elderly white housekeeper answered.

“Yes, sir?”

“Forgive the intrusion, ma’am. My name is Kent. I’m a journalist with a New York paper—”

The housekeeper’s eyes narrowed with suspicion.

“If Colonel Lee’s at home, I’d appreciate a few moments of his time.”

The woman started to shut the door. “The colonel is not seeing—”

“Who’s there, Hattie?” The housekeeper frowned. She was forced to turn and answer:

“Some fellow from a newspaper, Colonel Lee.”

Jephtha heard the sound of boots and then the door swung all the way open.

Though Washington was a relatively small city, Jephtha had never seen Robert Edward Lee in person until now. He judged him about fifty-five, not quite six feet, and powerfully built. Because his legs were slender, his chest, shoulders, and head looked huge by comparison.

Lee was dressed in civilian trousers and a loose linen shirt. A full black mustache contrasted with his graying hair. He had a large nose, kindly brown eyes, and an air of quiet assurance that helped explain why he’d been so successful in the army. His expression, though guarded, wasn’t unfriendly:

“I’m Colonel Lee, Mr.—?”

“Kent. Jephtha Kent. Washington correspondent for the New York Union.”

Lee extended his hand. “How do you do? I’m sorry to tell you I have nothing to say for the public record.”

Somehow Jephtha felt audacity would be more effective than a meek thank you and goodbye. He took the chance:

“I can understand that, Colonel. However, I did ride a good distance in the hope you’d be home. I realize I’m intruding on your privacy. But you are a public figure. You’ll forgive me if I say I’ll be very unhappy if you send me back to the city empty-handed.”

“Why, of all the Yankee gall!” the housekeeper exclaimed.

Lee held up a hand. His eyes sparkled with amusement:

“Come now, Hattie. Mr. Kent’s boldness is commendable.” He stepped back. “I’m afraid you will go back empty-handed. But you’re welcome to step in and refresh yourself with some lemonade.”

“Thank you,” Jephtha grinned. He was inside in a second. Hattie vanished, harrumphing.

Lee closed the door. He led Jephtha across the spacious, high-ceilinged central hall and into a parlor on the north side. On the walls hung portraits of eighteenth-century women. One Jephtha recognized as Martha Washington. Arlington House was supposedly a museum of George Washington’s possessions. Across the hall, in a formal dining room, he spied a cabinet displaying fine china. From Mount Vernon?

Lee showed him to a chair. “Are you surprised I let you in, Mr. Kent?”

“Yes, sir, a little.”

“Well, there’s no mystery to it. Indecision and fear are the two greatest enemies men face on a battlefield. I’ve never put much stock in a soldier who was unwilling to gamble everything for a victory. I much prefer a fellow who risks it all, and loses, to the one who risks nothing. Sit down, sit down.”

Lee removed some papers from his own chair, laid them on a table along with a pair of reading spectacles, and seated himself.

“I must tell you, sir—you’re the first journalist who’s had the courage to show up at my front door.”

“I am sorry if I disturbed you. But as I said, your name’s constantly in the air over in Washington. I’ve heard General Scott wants to name you commander of the army.”

“Mr. Kent, please—I have nothing to say.”

Yet it was evident from Lee’s expression that Jephtha’s remark caused a painful reaction.

There was a pause as Hattie brought in a tray with pitcher and glasses. While the housekeeper poured Jephtha’s drink, he had a chance to study the colonel.

Robert Lee’s military career had been long and distinguished. He’d been trained in engineering at West Point. Earned commendations in the war with Mexico. Directed several major projects for the Corps of Engineers, including one to widen and improve the Mississippi channel near St. Louis. He’d even spent a period as superintendent of the military academy from which he’d graduated. In February he’d returned from Texas, where he’d been second in command. At that time his superior had peacefully surrendered the San Antonio arsenal and all other Federal posts to the state government.

Lee saluted Jephtha with his lemonade. He sipped, then smiled in a rueful way:

“I’m at a loss as to how we can carry on a conversation, Mr. Kent. I don’t want anything I say put into print.”

“But people are anxious to hear whether you’d accept command of the army.”

Lee shook his head. “No such offer has been made. And you must remember—Virginia is my native state. You realize the convention is meeting in Richmond at this very hour—”

Again Jephtha decided on boldness. He set the frosty glass aside and leaned forward:

“Colonel, let me make a proposal. If you’ll talk with me candidly—for the record—I promise you I’ll file no dispatch until the Richmond convention acts and you announce your future plans.”

“By heaven, Mr. Kent, you do have nerve!”

“Just as you said about soldiers, Colonel—a journalist can’t succeed without it.”

Lee smiled. “A good journalist.” He sobered. “Still, you’re asking me to trust you.”

“I am.”

“To trust a man I’ve never seen before—”

Jephtha knew that if he avoided Lee’s gaze, he was finished. He didn’t so much as blink.

“That’s right.”

Lee scrutinized him a moment longer. Then he laughed.

“Well, sir, you’ve offered the dearest thing a man owns. His honor. And I assume you’ve offered it in good faith. I accept your terms.”

Jubilant, Jephtha pulled out scraps of paper and a pencil. He pondered his first question before he uttered it:

“You’ve never been called a partisan of slavery, Colonel. Have you changed that position at all?”

“I haven’t.” Lee rose and walked to the window overlooking the river. “I don’t think the nigras are ready for full emancipation. I believe the time will come eventually, however. Few enlightened Christians would deny slavery is a moral and political evil—” He turned back. “I’ve also observed that when one man holds another in bondage, it often turns the master into a worse brute than the slave. I’m of the opinion slavery is even more degrading for whites than it is for blacks.” He thought a moment. “On the other hand, the South has been sorely aggrieved by the North’s constant hostility. In the face of that, my own state has acted with admirable restraint. And in a spirit of conciliation. The special convention—”

“The secession convention,” Jephtha interrupted softly.

“Call it what you will. You know its members are men of impeccable integrity. Former President Tyler, for one. The convention’s been deliberating since February—”

“Excuse me, sir, is that restraint or just a symptom of worry about the numerical superiority of the North?”

Jephtha realized he’d said the wrong thing. Lee’s mild eyes lit with annoyance:

“We are speaking of a matter of principle, Mr. Kent—not courage versus cowardice. I like to think we have very little of the latter here in the Old Dominion.”

“My apologies—you’re entirely correct. I didn’t mean to imply otherwise.”

“But you did choose to ignore the record. Who issued a plea for a peace conference with delegates from every state? Virginia did. That nothing came of the conference is not Virginia’s fault. But that didn’t end our effort. Just last Friday—with the Montgomery Provisional Government already in operation, and General Beauregard’s bombardment underway—our convention sent three men to see President Lincoln, hoping to learn whether he really wants war with what some choose to call the departed sisters.”

“Yes, I’m aware of the commission.”

“Distinguished men, every one. Honorable men—and fairly chosen to represent the spectrum of opinion—”

Lee folded down a finger of his right hand.

“Mr. Stuart of Staunton—an avowed unionist.”

He folded down a second finger.

“Ballard Preston—an advocate of compromise.”

The third finger.

“Mr. Randolph, who stands foursquare for secession. You know what happened at the meeting on Saturday. The commission got absolutely no concrete assurances. Just some vague statements from our—from the President that naturally he’d never be so imprudent as to attempt to coerce any sovereign state. He said that in the face of Buchanan’s blatant attempt to put the Star of the West into Charleston harbor with provisions and military reinforcements for Fort Sumter!”

“I’d point out that President Lincoln is not President Buchanan, sir.”

“Granted. But both represent Federal authority. We saw Buchanan’s true colors in January. This month—in Mr. Chew’s message to Charleston—we saw Mr. Lincoln’s. Frankly, I can discern little difference.”

“But the Southern side opened the fire at Charleston, Colonel.”

“And again, if my information from Richmond is correct, a great many of the delegates consider that to have been ill-advised. However—” Lee sighed. “The whole matter is not under any direct control of mine. I will say this. Regardless of the actions of either side—whether correct or misguided is for history to judge—I see no greater calamity than a dissolution of the Union. Right after I came home, I told a friend over in Washington that if I owned four million slaves, I would sell, free, sacrifice every last one of them to preserve the country. Secession is anarchy—”

“Then you really don’t approve of what the cotton states have done? Or what your own government in Richmond might be doing right now?”

Lee replied crisply, “I believe I’ve said enough on the subject. More lemonade?”

“No, thank you.” Jephtha wrote rapidly. Then: “What will you do if the Richmond convention does declare the state out of the Union?”

Lee rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I detest war, Mr. Kent. It’s not a glorious business as some pretend. It’s tragic. It’s even more tragic now that one section has taken arms against the other. As late as February, when General Twiggs surrendered the Texas garrisons, I had faith in the eventual triumph of reason. I still have faith—”

But it was weakening, Jephtha suspected. Lee’s eyes were melancholy as he went on:

“Yet I’m firm on one count.” He took a slow breath. “I could never draw my sword against my native state.”

“In other words, Virginia’s war would be your war?”

“That’s correct.”

Jephtha shivered. Lee had spoken without bravado; almost with a note of sadness in his voice. But there was no doubt about his determination.

For several seconds Jephtha stared at what he’d jotted down. Then, slowly, he folded the pieces of paper and tucked them in a pocket. Lee looked surprised:

“You’ve no more questions?”

“No, sir. Your last answer covered almost everything else I could ask. Covered your whole future, you might say—”

Lee frowned. “I imagine it did, didn’t it?”

Touched by the gentle courtliness of the man, Jephtha said softly, “It told me what you’ll do if and when Virginia votes to secede. You’ll resign from Federal service, won’t you?”

Lee’s shoulder’s seemed to slump a little. He rose again; moved back to the window and gazed down through the sunlit parklands sloping to the Potomac. Finally he said:

“Yes.”

Jephtha had seldom heard a single syllable convey so much unhappiness. Lee spun back all at once, his voice firmer:

“But I’m relying on your word that you won’t print—”

“Colonel, I promised. I won’t print it until you’ve made your decision public.”

“That may come soon. This week—next—events are rushing too fast—”

“And I’ve prevailed on your courtesy long enough.” Jephtha stood up. They shook hands a second time.

Lee ushered him through the airy front hall and watched while he mounted the mare. From the shadow cast by one of the pillars, Lee said:

“I compliment you again on your boldness, Mr. Kent. Were you ever a soldier?”

“No, sir. I used to be a minister. Here in Virginia, in fact. Lexington.”

“Indeed! Do you know my old comrade Tom Jackson?”

Jephtha smiled. “I certainly do. He was my only friend when the bishop removed me for preaching against slavery. Jackson welcomed me into his home when hardly anyone else in town would speak to me. He found me a job at the Military Institute where he teaches—”

“A good man. A Christian,” Lee added by way of endorsement. He took a step into the sunlight. “You spoke out, did you?”

“Yes.”

“Well, that seems to fit with your character—” It was meant as a compliment. “Are you an abolitionist?”

“I am—though I’d prefer to see slavery ended without a fight. Too many Southerners have been blamed for the sins of a few. I was married to a Virginia girl for a time. I loved the people to whom I ministered. I wouldn’t wish them ill even today. I’d just welcome an end to all the bitterness—and the peculiar institution at the same time.”

“I’m afraid there weren’t enough men of your persuasion in positions of influence in the North or the South,” Lee said. “Now it’s almost too late. The fools on both sides who pant for the death of their enemies will rue it.”

Jephtha shivered. He wondered if Lee, a devoutly religious man, knew John Brown’s favorite passage from Hebrews.

“Colonel, thank you again.” He forced himself to invoke a power he wasn’t sure he believed in. “God be with you whatever your final choice.”

With a gentle smile, Lee said, “He will be, Mr. Kent. That’s my only rock of salvation in what we’ve turned into a mad, bloody world.”

Jephtha started off, twisting in the saddle when Lee hailed him:

“Mr. Kent—!”

“Yes, Colonel?”

“I just wanted to tell you—I think you’d have made a very good officer.”

Jephtha waved and rode on. Lee stepped back and stood watching, once again enfolded by the shadows of the portico.
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For the first few moments of his homeward ride, Jephtha was again overcome with gloom.

In the President he’d interviewed this morning and the army officer General Scott valued above all others, he saw the essence of the tragedy that was breaking like a torrential storm. Neither Lincoln nor Lee was a hothead. Both were men of principle; conviction—titanic figures who seemed to loom larger than life because of their prominence on the national scene. Yet both were intensely human; this very day, he’d glimpsed suffering in the eyes of each of them. It seemed a wicked irony that men of such character had been helpless to prevent the storm—and an unspeakable cruelty that they now had to suffer its fury.

He thought of other brave, tragic figures in the drama. Douglas, who had first tried so desperately to bring accord between the antagonistic sections, then gone South in the last hours of the election campaign. His presidential ambitions in ruins, he’d spoken on platform after platform—often at peril of his life—declaring that the Union was more important than the wishes of the violent few. He’d had the courage to stand before hostile crowds and cry into the flaring torchlight that he was in favor of executing in good faith every clause and provision of the Constitution; in favor of protecting every right it promised; and in favor of punishing every man who took up arms against it:

“I would hang every such man higher than Haman!”

He thought of pale, courtly Jefferson Davis. Born in Kentucky, as Lincoln had been—and with only a few miles separating the two cabins; another touch of irony. Year after year Davis had reiterated one theme. Not out of cowardice—no man would dare attribute cowardice to the colonel of the Mississippi Rifles who had fought and bled at Buena Vista—but out of the hope of conciliation. Over and over, in endless variation, Davis had sounded the central plea of the Southern moderates:

“All we ask is to be let alone.”

But it had not been enough for the Northern radicals—nor, obviously, for the secessionist fire-eaters. On the night Davis had resigned from the Senate, they said he had prayed on his knees: “May God have us in His holy keeping, and grant that before it is too late peaceful councils will prevail.” To add one more irony, the fire-eaters had been rejected by the delegates gathered in Montgomery to form a new government; it was the moderate who had been chosen for the presidency.

Lincoln and Lee. Douglas and Davis. The names rang in Jephtha’s mind with a sonorous, bell-like quality. Good men—giants in the affairs of the nation. But powerless, finally, to prevent a war from coming.

The President had perhaps put it best, he thought. The very concept of popular government was at stake. Would the Constitution stand the test? Slavery was the cause of the confrontation. But the Union itself—its fall or its preservation—was the issue that had finally brought the storm.

All the way to the approach to the Long Bridge, he kept remembering the eyes of Robert Lee. With their mingled strength and sadness, they seemed to sum up the best and worst of America in this tortured hour.

Grim as it was, what had to be done would be done. There was no longer any way for men of conscience to find a clear road out of the storm; nor any place for them to hide from its onslaught.
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Jephtha’s palms began to perspire as he neared the bridge. He followed the road around the low hill and caught sight of the cherry grove. He breathed out, long and loud.

A man was posted there, all right. Scrutinizing southbound traffic. But it wasn’t Samuel Dorn.

The man was feeding something to his tethered horse as Jephtha passed. He gave Jephtha a glance before turning his attention to a farmer’s wagon rumbling off the bridge. The wagon had a family name—Whitefield—painted in crude letters on the side. Jephtha watched the Pinkerton operative jot the name down on a small pad.

Once across the bridge, he managed to throw off some of his depression. He was heartened by the papers in his pocket. He’d pulled off a coup. He looked forward to informing Theo Payne by telegraph. He wanted to tell Molly, too, when he saw her at the boarding house later in the day.

He returned the mare to the stable and went directly to the noisy office of the Evening Star, pausing outside to read the latest bulletin chalked on the board:


	Governors of 16 states have pledged troops in response to the President’s proclamation.



Well, at least that promised some improvement in Washington’s military situation. He hoped the troops would arrive before hotheads on the other side decided to launch an attack. If such an attack came too soon the Federal capital could easily fall.”

He entered the busy newsroom, striding down the aisle.

“Afternoon, Mr. Kent.”

He jerked his head up, almost colliding with Jim, the Star’s sweep boy. Jim was a Negro. Some affliction at birth had left him mentally slow, but his generally sunny nature helped compensate. He was busy with his broom, cleaning up discarded pieces of copy and proof.

“Jim, how are you?”

“Very fine, thanks.”

“And staying far away from my desk, I hope.”

He didn’t say it unkindly. But the youngster was a thorn to the reporters on Mr. Wallach’s staff. Parental training had evidently created an almost maniacal devotion to cleanliness; Jim’s broom often swept away papers that spilled off the chronically littered desks of the reporters. They complained frequently and bitterly. Editor Wallach lectured Jim once or twice a week, though less profanely, because of the boy’s slowness of mind and his eagerness to do well at the only work for which he was suited. None of the complaints or lectures did any good. Jim’s broom kept flying day after day; copy was frequently lost in the refuse bins in the alley.

“B-b-but—” When he was upset, the boy developed a stammer. “I’m s-supposed to sweep all the aisles—”

“But if you’d only do it with a little less enthusiasm, all of us would—”

Tears had started in the black boy’s eyes. Quickly, Jephtha squeezed his shoulder:

“Here—I’m sorry. Don’t feel bad—”

“I—I’m s-s-supposed to k-keep the p-place t-t-tidy—”

“I know,” Jephtha nodded. “I keep forgetting. I’m just not as smart as you are, Jim.” He twisted his mouth into a rueful smile to hide his shame over his thought- less remarks. Jephtha’s exaggerated grimace made Jim laugh. Jephtha ignored scowls from a couple of the reporters and said:

“You do a fine job, too. Fine.”

In a moment Jim was calm again. He wiped his eyes and smiled at the older man in a shy way. Jephtha stepped over the handle of the broom as Jim went back to work, whistling.

When Jephtha reached his desk, a quick survey showed him nothing important was missing. On the center of the desk lay another wrathful telegram from Payne. He sat down, lit a cigar and proceeded to draft a reply. He relished this particular bit of writing:


	OBTAINED EXCLUSIVE INTERVIEW WITH COLONEL R. E. LEE. CANNOT PUBLISH SAME UNTIL LEE REACHES DECISION ON HIS FUTURE. REPEAT. WILL NOT FILE COPY UNTIL LEE DECLARES HIMSELF.



That last was added to head off Payne’s insistence that he telegraph his copy at once. The editor was a newsman first, and trustworthy second. If Payne had the interview in his hands, he’d print it and let Jephtha worry about the consequences of a broken promise.

He signed the message J. KENT, then set the sheet aside. For the next hour and a half, he transcribed his notes into a story. He locked the finished copy in a lower drawer of the desk and stubbed out his third cigar, ready to leave for the telegraph office. Only then did he recall the information passed along by the sketch artist from Harper’s Weekly. Something about a potentially violent demonstration—Union or secesh—at the Canterbury variety hall tomorrow night.

He decided he’d go. If something did happen he could write a background story on the divided feelings in the capital. Perhaps that would mollify Payne while he waited for the Lee piece. The presence of Pinkerton detectives in the city also merited some investigation.

From a desk near the street entrance, Jephtha picked up a still-damp copy of the day’s edition. He turned to the theatrical notices. Finally he found the advertisement:


	—Entirely New Programme Commencing Tomorrow Evening—



A name among the listed performers caught his eye. He stared at the words, his hand trembling. It was impossible—!

No, not at all. Washington was considered just as much a part of the Southern theatrical circuit as Savannah or New Orleans.

With a feeling of dread, Jephtha read the lines again.


	SPECIAL ATTRACTION!

	Dramatic Presentations in Prose and Poesy by the Noted Tragedian

	MR. EDWARD LAMONT



Jephtha let the paper fall to the desk. He pushed his way through the crowd clustered around the outside board. The past had rushed in upon him with unexpected suddenness. He was totally unprepared—

Questions hammered at his mind. If Lamont was in the city had he brought his wife and stepsons with him? And if so, could Jephtha find courage to face them? To face Fan—?

The thought of her started his heart beating faster and brought a dry feeling to his mouth. He fought his emotions. Unsuccessfully. His hand shook again, harder this time—

The hate in him was beyond control.





End of sample
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