
[image: cover]



The Lawless

The Kent Family Chronicles (Book Seven)

John Jakes

[image: logo]



Contents

Introduction: Answering the #1 Question

The Kent Family

Prologue The Dream and the Gun

Book One: Matthew’s Mistress

Chapter I “A Dog’s Profession”

Chapter II The Prussian

Chapter III Reunion

Chapter IV Dolly’s Secret

Chapter V Strelnik’s Flight

Chapter VI In the Studio of the Onion

Chapter VII Someone Watching

Chapter VIII The Callers

Chapter IX Colonel Lepp Insists

Chapter X Shadow of Death

Chapter XI The Hidden Room

Chapter XII Sanctuary

Chapter XIII On the Chelsea Embankment

Chapter XIV Dolly’s Gift

Interlude “And Thou Shalt Smite the Midianites as One Man”

Book Two: Gideon’s Cause

Chapter I Night Attack

Chapter II Breakage

Chapter III Tinderbox

Chapter IV Julia at Home

Chapter V “The Lucy Stone Brothel, West”

Chapter VI Invasion at Ericsson’s

Chapter VII Lucifer’s Match

Chapter VIII Into the Inferno

Chapter IX Guilt

Chapter X Uninvited Guest

Chapter XI Decision in the Rain

Interlude A Shooting on Texas Street

Book Three: Margaret’s Wrath

Chapter I Molly

Chapter II On Newspaper Row

Chapter III A Hard Taskmaster

Chapter IV The Hearts of Three Women

Chapter V Tompkins Square

Chapter VI In Boston

Chapter VII Among the Goldhunters

Chapter VIII Death in Deadwood

Chapter IX House of Anger

Chapter X Free Spirits

Chapter XI The Man in Machinery Hall

Chapter XII Vision of America

Chapter XIII House of Hurt

Chapter XIV At the Booth Association

Chapter XV The Birthday

Chapter XVI House of Madness

Chapter XVII Voyager

Interlude Summer Lightning

Book Four: Eleanor’s Way

Chapter I 100 Years

Chapter II Imprisoned

Chapter III The Tommer

Chapter IV “Hell with the Lid Off”

Chapter V The Punishers

Chapter VI Hatred

Chapter VII Call to Forgiveness

Chapter VIII Call to Courage

Chapter IX From out of the Fire

Chapter X Two Farewells

Chapter XI Sky Full of Stars

Chapter XII Julia’s Fate

Chapter XIII The Law and the Lawless

A Biography of John Jakes



Introduction:
Answering the #1 Question

IN Q & A SESSIONS, WRITERS are repeatedly asked one question above all others: “Where do you get your ideas?” In the case of The Lawless, the seventh novel about the Kent family, I can confidently point to several sources.

I’ve said many times before that I’ve always relished the history of the American West. It has a place in the novel, in the sequences dealing with Jeremiah’s unhappy descent into a life of outlawry.

My admiration for the French Impressionists is long-standing and that, too, is reflected in the book’s opening section, which finds Matthew Kent in Paris, hanging around with some of the young, and as yet unappreciated, painters who would profoundly influence modern art. Among them is Matt’s unruly friend Cézanne.

Eleanor’s early career as an actress in a touring version of Uncle Tom’s Cabin comes from my lifelong love of the stage. These road company adaptations of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s blockbuster were called “Tom Shows,” and their performers “Tommers,” which I used for a chapter title. Tom Shows remained a staple of American theater well into the twentieth century.

It’s possible that Gideon Kent became a labor organizer because, early in my life, my parents and I lived for a few years in Terre Haute, Indiana, under the long shadow of the legendary union organizer and socialist Eugene Debs. At the time I had no interest in Debs; besides, my parents, along with most of Terre Haute, dismissed him as a radical who didn’t fit in as a proper citizen of Indiana. Ironically, Debs’s home has become a tourist attraction, much as sites in Montgomery, Alabama, connected with the once-reviled Martin Luther King are now embraced by the local chamber of commerce and promoted as important places to visit.

But the most specific answer to the question about ideas can be found in a dark room in a building at the south end of Chicago’s Lincoln Park. I visited the room many times as a youngster, gazing with awe and fascination at the scenes re-created in miniature behind glass windows: eight of them, as I remember.

The place is the Chicago Historical Society, one of the nation’s finest museums and research facilities. The dark room at the CHS contained a series of dioramas, or models, depicting Chicago at various times in its past. The diorama that drew my interest most often showed the city, under a flickering red sky, being devoured by the Great Fire of 1871. Somehow that scene buried itself in my imagination, to be recalled and used at some unknown moment in the future. This turned out to be the sequence in The Lawless that finds Gideon trapped in, and trying to escape from, the Great Fire.

When I started this new introduction, I asked the Chicago Historical Society whether the dioramas still exist. Lesley Martin of the CHS Research Center assured me that they do and in fact were recently featured in a photo piece in the Chicago Tribune. I was delighted to hear that not everything I knew and loved as a kid has been washed away by contemporary culture.

Thus, for this second-to-last volume of The Kent Family Chronicles, I can, for a change, answer the question about the springboard for ideas. I wish it were that easy for every book I’ve written.

The Lawless remains one of my favorite novels in the series, because it encompasses so many aspects of history that have always fascinated me, not the least of them that harrowing image of Chicago burning. I thank my friends at New American Library for returning this and all the other volumes in the Kent saga to new life in these excellent new editions.

—John Jakes

Hilton Head Island,

South Carolina

“Pistols are almost as numerous as men. It is no longer thought to be an affair of any importance to take the life of a fellow being.”

October 13, 1868:

Nathan A. Baker,

editorializing in the Cheyenne Leader.

“What is the chief end of man?—to get rich. In what way?—dishonestly if we can; honestly, if we must. Who is God, the one only and true? Money is God. Gold and Greenbacks and Stock—father, son, and the ghost of same—three persons in one; these are the true and only God, mighty and supreme …”

September 27, 1781:

“The Revised Catechism”

by Samuel Clemens,

published in the New York Tribune.
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Prologue

The Dream and the Gun

i

THEY HUNTED BUFFALO and lived in the open, away from the settled places. That sort of life tended to keep a man fit. But sometimes even the most robust constitution couldn’t withstand foul weather. So it proved with Jeremiah Kent in April of 1869.

Three days of exposure to fierce wind and pelting rain left him sneezing. Two days after that, he and his companion made camp in a hickory grove. Jeremiah rolled up in his blankets and surrendered to fever. Kola, the Oglala Sioux with whom he’d traveled since early ’66, kept watch.

After sleeping almost continuously for forty-eight hours, Jeremiah woke late at night. He saw Kola squatting on the other side of the buffalo chip fire, a dour look on his handsome face. Between Jeremiah and the Indian lay the cards of an uncompleted patience game Kola had started to pass the time. Over the past couple of years, whenever they’d had nothing else to do, Jeremiah had tried to teach his friend all the card games he knew. The Indian liked cards and had learned to shuffle and deal almost as fast and expertly as his mentor.

Jeremiah struggled to rise on one elbow. The fever still gripped him, distorting sounds: the rustle of new leaves in the spring breeze; the purl of water out of a limestone formation behind the grove; the occasional stamp or snort of one of their long-legged calico ponies. From his friend’s expression, Jeremiah knew something bad had happened. He licked the inside of his mouth. The fever made his teeth feel huge, his head gigantic. “You ought to sleep once in a while,” he said.

“The sickness has not passed. I will keep watch.”

“That all you’re fretting about, the sickness?”

The Sioux glanced into the wind-shimmered flame.

“Something’s sticking in your craw. What is it?”

The Sioux was three years older than Jeremiah, and his true kola, his sworn friend for a lifetime. Jeremiah had found the Indian on the prairie, nearly beaten to death by one of his own tribe; the beating was punishment for adultery. He’d cared for the Indian until he recovered, as Kola was caring for him now.

The young man’s bleary stare fixed on the Indian, prodding. “Come on. What?”

Kola sighed. “I did sleep a little tonight. While I slept, a vision came.”

The various branches of the Sioux tribe put great stock in visions. Clearly Kola’s had upset him. Jeremiah tried to put him at ease with a laugh and a wave. “Listen, I’m the one with the fever and the dreams.”

“Dreams of what?” Kola asked instantly. Jeremiah’s grin widened. “Women. Plump women.”

Kola grunted. “Better dreams than mine. I dreamed a dark thing.”

“Tell me.”

Looking at him with eyes that brimmed with misery, Kola said, “I dreamed I saw you with your guns again. I saw the guns in your hands.”

Anger and fear started Jeremiah shivering. Almost without thought, he glanced into the dark where the ponies were tethered. His revolvers were wrapped in oilskin in one of his saddlebags. The same bag carried the last of the money stolen in the ill-conceived payroll train robbery up near North Platte over a year ago. He’d been going by the name Joseph Kingston then.

“Well, it must be a false vision this time. I packed the guns away last winter.”

I killed eight men and one woman before I came to see that always settling things with the guns was a sickness. A sickness that would whip me one day if I couldn’t whip it first.

The faces of the dead whirled through his mind, each vivid and never to be forgotten. Some were faces from the Georgia plantation owned by the man who had been his commanding officer. Before Lieutenant Colonel Rose had died outside Atlanta, he’d begged the young Confederate soldier to leave the beaten army—desert—in order to be of some real use in the last days of the war. He’d implored Jeremiah to head straight for the plantation named Rosewood and help protect it and the colonel’s family from Sherman’s horde.

Jeremiah had done so. Or tried. At Rosewood, one by one, he’d killed Skimmerhorn, a Yankee forager. Price, a troublemaking ex-slave. And Serena, his commanding officer’s daughter. Killing her had given him the greatest pleasure. Hurt him the most, too. Serena had lied to him. Said she loved him when all she really cared about was the Kent money he’d told her about. The money he stood to inherit one day if he went back home, which was impossible after the killings at Rosewood. He fled west.

Some of the faces of the dead were from Fort Worth. A monte dealer who’d tried to cheat him. A law officer who’d tried to arrest him after he used his guns to give the dealer his comeuppance.

There were faces from his prairie wanderings. The busted-luck cattleman, Major Cutright. The major’s hired hand, Darlington. A third belonged to a member of Cutright’s party whom Jeremiah had foolishly spared and released after the major tried to steal a load of freshly shot buffalo. Jeremiah could still see the terrified, furious face of the boy named Timothy who’d promised to remember him. Remember the deaths. Find him one day and repay him.

Finally there were faces from the Union Pacific railhead where he and Kola had sold the buffalo meat. A sharp named Butt Brown and his dim-witted helper. Those two and all the rest were dishonorable people, deserving death.

But in the end, giving them what they deserved created too many problems. So last year he’d set about overcoming his desire to mete out punishment. He’d taught himself not to need the kind of joy that accompanied killing.

With effort he went on. “Why, hell, I haven’t so much as threatened anybody with a gun since we held up the U.P. special in Nebraska and then agreed that kind of thing was too damn dangerous.”

Slowly, Kola nodded. “I hear all you say. Nevertheless, I dreamed I saw you with the guns.”

“That’s over!” A bitter smile. “Sometimes I think I’m the only one who believes it. My mother used to talk about a crazy streak in the family. Inherited from someone way back, a grandmother, maybe. Fletcher blood was what she called it. The woman’s name was Fletcher. My mother never came right out and said she saw the streak in me. But I know she did. Else why would she have brought it up? I guess what I did at the end of the war and right afterward proves she was right. But I’ve licked it, Kola. I may have it, but it isn’t going to push me where I don’t want to go.”

He sounded more confident than he felt. Sometimes his mother’s words stole into his thoughts and brought a sad conviction that he was a prisoner of something inescapable. He grew vehement again.

“I’m changed for good. The other way makes a man scared all the time. Scared of arrest, scared of every stranger he meets, scared of answering when somebody says an ordinary hello—”

Kola averted his eyes. That angered Jeremiah all the more. “What the hell’s wrong now? You don’t believe me either?”

“I want to believe you with the fullness of my heart, so you will be free of the hurt those kil—the past has brought you. But—”

“Come on. Say it!”

Kola swallowed, then whispered, “In the dream I also heard a voice.”

Jeremiah’s spine twitched. “One of the holy voices?”

“Yes, wakan, holy. When I woke, I was very careful to recall everything it said.” Kola’s eyes focused on the dark beyond the fire and his voice took on a singsong quality. “It said to me, once you take up the guns again, you will never put them down. There will be no end to the killing. The guns will bring great luster to your name for a while, but then it will vanish as swiftly as the light of a winter afternoon. Finally the power of the guns will fade and you will be killed by”—bleak eyes found Jeremiah’s—“one of your own.”

“One of—” He gaped, torn between fright and an urge to guffaw. “You mean, my family?”

Kola’s tone was normal again. “I suppose. I only heard the voice say exactly what I told you. There is no more.”

Jeremiah wiped his perspiring forehead. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. ’Specially the last part. It couldn’t happen! My mother’s gone and the rest of my family think I’m dead. The only person who knows Jeremiah Kent is still alive is my father’s friend Boyle, the Irishman we ran into at the railhead in sixty-six. But he swore never to say a word about meeting me. I couldn’t stand to have my father or brothers know the things I’ve—well, I don’t plan to look any of them up. Ever! So it couldn’t happen.”

Kola ran a finger through the dirt beside the fire. “I hope that is true. I cannot say whether it is. Nothing was explained to me in the vision.”

“Then it’s a stupid vision! You hear? Stupid!”

The strident, fever-dry voice hurt the Sioux, who stared down at the cracked toes of his boots.

Jeremiah’s exertions had cost him too much energy. He fell back, dizzy and breathing hard. His voice took on a rambling, sleepy quality.

“I’m through with the guns. People hunt you, put your name up on posters. You’ve seen those, Kola. I’m all through with that kind of life. It”—he coughed—“it costs too much.”

And yet, a taunting inner voice persisted, there is that indescribable moment when the hand is fused to the gun and the gun becomes part of you, when the bowel-loosening fright spreads in the eyes of the one facing the gun and you feel so powerful—

“No,” he said, “I’m through.”

Motionless, Kola contemplated the fire.

Jeremiah’s eyes closed. He welcomed the fluffy black of fever-induced drowsiness. It saved him from thinking about his friend’s words. He was set on a different course, for good. No matter how poor the season or how meager the profits at the end of it, hunting buffalo was preferable to running and wondering who was pursuing.

“Dream,” he mumbled, slipping into unconsciousness. “Dream—was wrong.”

He didn’t slip away fast enough. He heard Kola whisper with unmistakable doubt, “Perhaps. Perhaps.”
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In another twenty-four hours, the fever still lay on him. Kola woke him gently. A red sunset light was spearing down, fragmenting in the shade of the grove.

Touching his shoulder, Kola said, “This has lasted too long. You cannot eat, everything comes up. I cannot help you. I must find someone who can.”

So dizzy he could barely fight his eyes open, Jeremiah said, “No, that’s not safe.”

Kola acted as if he hadn’t heard. “There is a town nearby. I will find a man who practices white medicine and bring him.”

At that moment Jeremiah felt a surge of emotion—love or something very close to it. He was startled to find he was still capable of feeling affection of the kind he’d once felt for his older brothers. Kola was risking much on his behalf. The other man well knew the dangers of riding into a white settlement, one scruffy Indian in white man’s clothing. It was especially dangerous in this part of Kansas, which had been plagued by raiding Cheyenne and Arapahoe and Kiowa the preceding year.

“Kola, I don’t want you to take a chance and—”

The Sioux pushed him down, interrupting. “I must. I will be safe enough. It will take only an hour or two.”

Apprehensive, Jeremiah watched him ride into the blurred red dusk.

He never came back.

iii

On the following Tuesday evening when Jeremiah rode along the Kansas Pacific rails to the settlement, he was still suffering from a slight fever. Although the gusty wind was cool, perspiration gathered under the brim of his low-crowned plainsman’s hat. He swayed slightly in the saddle, a tall young man of twenty-three who gave the appearance of being much older.

He had his mother’s fair hair and his father’s gaunt cheeks and a weathered, pleasant face spoiled only by his mouth, which was so thin it sometimes took on a cruel cast. His good-weather clothing consisted of a collarless cotton shirt, blue once but now faded to ivory; a dirty gray buckskin vest with pockets; checked wool trousers reinforced with buckskin at the places a saddle tended to chafe the worst—the seat and the insides of the thighs. On his boots he wore plain American-style spurs called OKs. The rounded, filed rowels were easy on the flanks of a horse.

Wind blew dust clouds through the darkness and drove the grit into his eyes, making vision that much more difficult. He passed a siding that led to chutes and pens of unpainted lumber. Perhaps nothing symbolized America’s resurgent postwar economy so well as the huge herds of Southern cattle beginning to reach Northern railheads. In keeping with the mood of optimism sweeping the nation now that Grant had taken charge in the White House, this town had evidently expected to share in the coming livestock boom. But something had gone wrong. The new pens contained only little whirlwinds of dust. There were no cattle, and no sign of any.

Sweat continued to accumulate under the band of his hat. He wanted to take the hat off but he didn’t. It concealed the one mark which made him easy to identify—the streak of white hair starting above his left brow and tapering to a point at the back of his head. The streak had been white since Chickamauga, where a Minié ball had grazed his scalp. He often disguised the streak with a mixture of dirt and boot polish. Tonight he hadn’t troubled; he’d been too preoccupied by worry.

He rode straight up to the tiny frame depot beside the single track. The depot was dark except for an exterior lantern on the far end. A sign was nailed to the roofpeak below the lantern:

ELLSWORTH

Ellsworth, Kansas. Not much of a place from what he could see. A single street with a few pitch-roofed houses and a handful of commercial buildings of unpainted clapboard, strung out to the north of some cottonwoods growing on a bluff along the Smoky Hill River. A rutted trail meandered down to an easy ford.

Only a few lamps glowed in the village. At the far end of the street, music drifted from one of the largest buildings. A polka, played on a twangy, out-of-tune piano. Despite its raw, impoverished look, Ellsworth was civilized enough to possess a dance house where a man could have a rousing gallop around the floor with one of the hostess-whores such places employed, and while dancing complete arrangements for later in the evening. Jeremiah saw six or seven horses in front of the dance house. Trade was light, but then it was a weeknight.

“Giddap, Nat,” he said, barely touching his calico with one spur. He walked the pony through a billowing cloud of dust and then abruptly reined in. Light leaking from a cottage to the line of trees showed him a still form turning slowly in the wind.

His belly began to feel as hot as his forehead. He rode close enough to be sure, and when he was, bowed his head. “Jesus,” he said under his breath. “Oh dear Jesus.”

He could appreciate what Kola must have felt, reaching the end so despicably. He could imagine his rage and humiliation. Except for the meanings of dreams, nothing mattered more to a Sioux than a proper death of which the tribe would be proud to speak for generations. Such a death had to be met bravely, even flamboyantly, in combat with fierce and respected enemies. Instead, Kola had died like a common horse thief.

The anger rising in Jeremiah seemed to banish his fever and clear his head. He scanned the street to be sure he wasn’t being watched. Then he climbed down and tethered the calico on the river side of the trees, where the animal would be hidden from casual observation.

Reaching to his boot, he yanked out a buffalo knife. He scrambled up into the lowest fork of the cottonwood and cut down the hanged Indian.
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A sleazy café, the Sunflower, was open, though without customers until he walked in. The old man tending the place regarded him with the familiar suspicion reserved for new arrivals in a small town.

Jeremiah locked a smile on his face. He ordered some food—stew with too little meat and too much chili powder—and a cup of bitter coffee. He sat eating and drinking at one of three rickety tables while the rheumy-eyed, weary old man watched him.

He hated the delay, this pretense. But he needed information. As he lifted the cup to his mouth, his hand was steady despite his sickness. So was his voice when he forced conversation.

“Nice little town you have.”

“Glad somebody thinks so.”

“I can’t be the only one. Someone spent quite a bit on those cattle pens and the spur track.”

“Plenty of fools in this town, mister. They’re the ones who squandered the money. Even persuaded the governor to lay out a special drover’s highway up from Fort Cobb in the Indian Territory. A highway exempted from the quarantine law. We don’t need exemption, you understand. We’re not in the quarantine zone. But the highway’s supposed to show that Ellsworth is interested in Texas trade—”

He wiped his nose. “The Texas boys aren’t interested in Ellsworth, though. They won’t drive their herds this far north. Too much risk of Indians. Fellow who started the local paper last year, he found out. Printed his sheet for exactly three months, then packed up. He came to understand Ellsworth’d blow away if it wasn’t for the soiled doves at the dance house bringing in business. Mostly drunkards from the military reservation.”

“Oh, there’s an army post here?”

“Fort Harker. East a ways.” The man leaned across the plank counter. “You don’t sound like you were in the Union army. You a Southron?”

Yes, you prying son of a bitch. I fought the war we had no chance of winning.

Amiably, he said, “Maryland. We kept no slaves. Our family was loyal to the Union, but my pa was crippled. I had to tend the farm. Cost me three hundred dollars to avoid conscription, but I had no choice. Two months after Appomattox, Pa died and I sold the place and came out west to hunt buffalo. Name’s Jason Gray.”

The convenient story had served before. It satisfied the old man. After a last bite of stew, Jeremiah added, “I noticed an Indian strung up to one of the cottonwoods.”

A shrug. “He should have known better than to walk into the dance house like a white man. I mean, it wouldn’t sit well most anyplace but it definitely didn’t sit well here. The Cheyenne hit Ellsworth a year ago. After we recovered from that, the K.P. canceled the roundhouse we were promised. Next we got an outbreak of Chinee cholera. And there won’t be any cattle trade in the summer. That’s all going to Abilene where those scoundrels ignore the quarantine line and bribe the legislature to do the same. The truth is just this, Mr. Gray—and I quote our lately departed editor—Ellsworth is puking to death.”

Jeremiah grimaced. “Guess all that trouble would put anybody in a peevish mood. People here took it out on the Indian, is that it?”

“Way I got the story, he refused to leave the dance house when he was ordered. Kept jabbering that he needed a doctor. Sergeant Graves took offense and roused some of the citizenry.”

“Sergeant Graves,” Jeremiah repeated.

“Yes, sir, from the post. He’s down at the dance house most every night. Lends a lot of money to other soldiers. It’s a sideline of quite a few noncoms in the Plains Army. Graves charges interest like billy be damned. Must be rich by now.”

“And he whooped up enthusiasm for the hanging party?”

“He led it. Tied the noose personally.”

“Could your police force have saved the Indian?”

“What police force? All we have so far is a volunteer chief. And he’s away riding the Kansas Pacific half the time. He’s a conductor. Off working right now, in fact.”

“I see.”

“What you don’t see is that nobody wanted to stop it. Besides, Graves had every right to do what he did. He lost a brother when Custer took the Seventh Cavalry down to the Washita last year to punish the Cheyenne.”

“To massacre them,” Jeremiah murmured.

The old man’s eyes flickered with suspicion. “In Ellsworth, Mr. Gray, we think Custer did right. It wasn’t any massacre. It was protective action. When the Indians broke out of their treaty lands, they raised the very devil all over Kansas. Not twenty miles north of here, they struck Mr. Shaw’s homestead on Spellman’s Creek. Thirty or forty of them kept Mrs. Shaw and her sister prisoner for most of a day. Subjecting those two poor women to the grossest possible indignity. Over and over, the grossest—possible—indignity.” He emphasized the words so his customer was sure to understand.

“Not only did they do that,” he went on, “they ruined our cattle business before it even commenced. The Texans won’t come here now. When General Custer and the Seventh rode to the Washita, they gave the savages what they had coming.”

Jeremiah forced the smile back on his face. “I guess it all depends on who’s the killer and who’s the victim. If I was to shoot the right person”—the old man started; Jeremiah almost chuckled—“an Indian, for instance—very few in the nation would blame me.”

He laid out a shinplaster—one of the pieces of paper money printed during the late war. “Thanks for the meal. I’ll be traveling on now.”

“Buffalo hunter,” the old man grunted, half a question, as Jeremiah received his change.

“That’s right.” Jeremiah stared. Something in him took pleasure in seeing the old man bite his lip and avoid the unwavering, almost hostile gaze. Amused, he walked out into the dark.

With the dust clouding around him, he comforted Nat. The pony was fretting with Kola’s corpse slung belly down over his back.

Slowly Jeremiah unlaced a saddlebag and pulled out the packet containing the remainder of the proceeds of the train robbery. Two hundred dollars in shinplasters. He held the packet in his teeth and removed the next pouch, and the next. Each contained an army-issue .44 caliber Starr revolver. The second also held ammunition.

He thrust both revolvers into his belt, replaced the two empty pouches and the full one, loaded the guns and said to the calico, “I’ll be back soon.”

He walked toward the dance house.

You swore never to do this again. You swore you were done with it.

The voice went unheeded as he tramped along in the blowing dust with the Cottonwood leaves hissing in the dark on his right flank. He was gripped by a mounting excitement; yet by a certain melancholy too. He’d been a fool to think he could never change what he was. What the war had made him.

He put it all out of his mind composing himself, readying himself for the work to be done. With the barrels of the revolvers gouging his belly at every step, he felt whole again. It was as if a missing part of his body had been miraculously restored.
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While he approached the dance house, the piano player swung into a mazurka. Loud laughter drifted through the open upper half of a Dutch door. He paused a moment on the dark porch, carefully counting and appraising those inside.

Only four soldiers were present, three quite young. Boys of seventeen or eighteen: new recruits, off duty and unarmed. The fourth soldier was a paunchy veteran.

Next he noted three men in nondescript civilian clothing, and the same number of women in tawdry dresses. Two men were dancing, one young soldier and one civilian, each hauling one of the women around the floor with clumsy, exuberant steps. Another of the civilians, a fellow in a threadbare frock coat, sat by himself at a rear table. The piano player was decrepit, the barkeep round-shouldered with a consumptive’s face. Smoke and amber chimneys on the ceiling lamps softened the figures as if they were images in an old, soiled painting.

He suspected his quarry might be present. The paunchy man wore yellow chevrons and was engaged in animated conversation with one of the younger soldiers. Jeremiah buttoned his vest over the butts of the Starrs, noting that the paunchy man had come into town without a sidearm.

He reached for the handle of the Dutch door. Amber-flecked eyes turned in his direction, but just briefly. The monte man was the only one who continued to watch as Jeremiah strolled to the bar, his palms damp and his ears ringing. When the monte man realized the new arrival hadn’t come in search of a game, he resumed his concentration on his deck of cards.

Jeremiah ordered whiskey. One of the whores approached. She stood close, so his right hip fitted between her legs. Even with the thickness of her shabby velveteen skirt intervening, he could feel the contour of her. A quiver in his groin reminded him it had been a long time since he’d enjoyed female companionship. But he shook his head.

“Fine thing!” she pouted. “You could at least buy a drink for someone trying to welcome a stranger to our fair—”

Belatedly, she fixed on Jeremiah’s eyes. Then her gaze dropped to the almost lipless line of his mouth. The commercial smile faded and a shiver worked across her bare shoulders. She backed away from him.

The dancers whooped and stomped. Their motion stirred the smoke. Jeremiah picked up the dirty glass full of whiskey but didn’t drink. He was straining to overhear the paunchy sergeant’s conversation down the bar.

“—an’ that money’s yours till a week from Friday. Then she’s due. No leeway.”

“Jesus,” the young soldier said. “You’re worse than a Jew.”

The sergeant chuckled. “No, sir. I’m a kind heart. There’s your receipt”—paper tore—“just in case you forget how much you owe.”

“When I’m handing back twenty percent on it? Jesus.”

The young soldier made straight for the card table. The monte man welcomed him with a warm grin and a call for refreshments. One of the whores served them.

Loud enough to be heard by the paunchy man, Jeremiah said to the barkeep, “Pardon me. I’m hunting for a Sergeant Graves.”

The barkeep nodded his head. The paunchy man pivoted, beaming.

“Amos Graves? Right here, sir.” He couldn’t have been over thirty, but the seams in his face and the discolorations on his nose made him look much older. Jeremiah had heard the Plains Army was a haven for men who couldn’t control their craving for alcohol.

“Sergeant Amos Graves,” the man said, his huge belly jiggling under his dark blue jacket as he approached. A pudgy hand waved a small block of paper. “Unofficial banker of Fort Harker and friend of the needy.” He had puffy cheeks, mustachios drooping past his mouth, and a whiskey stink. He planted elbows on the scarred wood next to Jeremiah. “New arrival in Ellsworth?”

“That’s correct.”

“Well, if it’s a loan you’re after, I don’t ordinarily extend privileges to those passing through, not unless they can offer me some collateral.” He surveyed Jeremiah’s clothes. “You a Texas boy? Sound a bit like it. Now if you brung a hundred head of cows up this way, I might be willing to—”

“I came to ask about the Indian you hanged.”

Despite the music and the thump of boots, most of those in the place heard the remark. One couple halted in the middle of the floor and turned to gape. The piano player missed a beat, mangled the next notes, then quit altogether. In the silence even the hiss of rapidly shuffled cards died away.

Again Jeremiah fixed a smile in place. He didn’t want to prod things to a conclusion too soon. He reminded himself to be wary of the barkeep. He suspected the man kept a weapon hidden for emergencies.

Sergeant Graves chuckled in an uneasy way. “You mean that greasy buck strung to the cottonwood?”

“Yes.” Jeremiah’s smile broadened so Graves would relax. “Just curious about what happened to him.”

It worked. Graves waved for a drink, then said, “Why, he marched in here saying he needed a doctor. To treat his pox, I s’pose. All them red men got the pox. When we told him nicely this was a dance house for white folks, he wouldn’t leave. Got plain feisty, in fact. That’s when me and a couple of the lads took him in hand. I’ll give him this. He wasn’t armed, but he fought like a catamount.”

“You mean to say he came in here looking for help, trusting that someone would give it to him?”

Graves gulped from his refilled glass, grinned. “Yeah, damn fool.” A thoughtful pause. “I think he was a Cheyenne.”.

“He was a Sioux.”

Graves’ eyes flickered with uneasiness. A yellow jewel of sweat oozed out on his brow, another. Jeremiah thoroughly enjoyed making this drunken whale twitch and wonder.

Quickly he checked the three young soldiers. One was still on the dance floor, one at the card table, one leaning over the bar. He dismissed them as potential sources of danger. He was feeling more exhilarated by the moment.

“You know him?” Graves asked.

To keep the sergeant fretting, he evaded. “I took a look at him and recognized he was a Sioux, not a Cheyenne. Difference in height and in the nose and cheekbones.”

Activity in the dance house had come to a complete stop. Jeremiah noted the barkeep’s hands hanging in front of his apron, within reaching distance of whatever weapon might lie on an unseen shelf.

“You recognized that,” Graves said. “What trade you in, mister?”

“Buffalo hunter. Tell me about the hanging.”

Once again a friendly tone lulled the heavy man. He shrugged. “Oh, the whole thing didn’t take more than ten minutes. But we did have some mighty good jollification with him before we strung him up.”

“Jollification,” Jeremiah repeated, unbuttoning his vest.

Sergeant Amos Graves saw the butts of the Starrs and swallowed. His right hand twitched. The whiskey glass fell, rattling and rolling on the bar. The spilled liquor reflected amber light. The smell of the whores’ perfume filled Jeremiah’s nostrils.

“So you had jollification with him, did you? Let me tell you why he was here: because I was laid out with a fever and he wanted to find a doctor to help me.”

“Well, now—look. If you knowed him, why didn’t you say—”

“I wanted to hear your explanation first. You murdered an innocent man, Sergeant. My partner.”

His right hand moved, crossing over to the left side of his belt. Before Graves could so much as gulp, he was staring at the drawn revolver.

With that odd, lipless smile, Jeremiah flicked his glance toward the barkeep. “This muss is only between the sergeant and myself. You’ll be wise to stay out of it.”

“All right. Sure.” The barkeep nodded. “Anyway, I wasn’t on duty the night it hap—”

“Shut your mouth.”

Jeremiah returned his gaze to the sergeant. He pointed the revolver at Graves’ too-tight belt.

“You killed a fine man. I don’t care if you did lose a brother to the Cheyenne. You had no call to do it.”

“How—how did you hear about—”

“Never mind.”

“I—I dunno what you—what you want now …” Graves’ voice trailed off.

Jeremiah smiled. “You know.”

“Wait. Wait!” Fat white hands flew up to protect his face. With the Starr barrel Jeremiah knocked them down. Graves squealed and sucked on a knuckle.

Jeremiah’s eyes swept the rest of the customers and employees. “I wouldn’t interfere. I don’t want to deal with anyone except this dishonorable gentleman. But I will if I must—is that clear?”

A townsman nodded vigorously. No one else moved.

Spittle glistened at the corners of Graves’ mouth. “Listen, I’m sorry about your friend. I was liquored that night.” He stared at the motionless Starr, then at the unresponsive face behind it. “Listen! Nobody out here takes a gun to an unarmed man—you know that. An unarmed man isn’t fair game. It’s cowardly to—”

Graves yelped as Jeremiah took two long strides backward. The younger man’s left hand darted under his vest, yanked the other Starr free of his belt, slammed it on the bar and slid it just hard enough so it skidded to a stop beside the sergeant.

“Now you’re armed. You have an advantage my partner didn’t enjoy.”

“No.” Graves’ cheeks shone as though covered with oil. “No, no—”

“Pick it up, you yellow bastard.”

Seconds ticked by.

Jeremiah’s field of vision included an overweight whore with a hand pressed to her mouth; a townsman with his fist trembling at the seam of his trousers; the young blue-clad borrower leaning back in his chair, petrified; the other two soldiers blinking at one another in confusion; the monte man with a pale hand locked around his cards, a bemused spectator’s smile curving his mouth.

Amos Graves looked into Jeremiah Kent’s eyes and saw no reprieve. He turned, a clumsy, heavy motion. He practically fell against the molded edge of the bar, slumping over it and clawing the Starr with both hands. Off balance and poorly positioned, he tried to pivot back with the revolver. But he could never have gotten off a shot and Jeremiah knew it. No man could say his adversary was unarmed, however.

While Graves was fumbling, Jeremiah fired.

Graves screamed and was lifted off his feet, the Starr spinning up from his jerking hand and thumping on the floor next to his boots. Someone retched as Graves toppled backwards, his dark blue blouse wet and smoking. In that instant, the foolish barkeep stabbed his hands beneath the bar.

What weapon he’d concealed, no one ever saw. Jeremiah shifted slightly and fired. The barkeep’s right temple exploded. Bits of hair and bone spattered on the mirror behind him as his spasming hand dragged down six bottles.

One long step and Jeremiah had retrieved the Starr he’d thrown to Graves. One glance and the rest of the dance house patrons knew better than to attempt to stop him. Graves flopped on his back, still, and Jeremiah hurried toward the Dutch door, knowing the patrons were all too shocked and terrified to move very quickly. But the moment he was outside, he sprinted. They’d recover soon enough.

The café owner appeared against his smudgy yellow window, calling questions into the wind. Jeremiah reached Nat with no difficulty, swung up from the right, Indian fashion, and galloped out of Ellsworth.
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He rode northwest for seven or eight miles until he located a suitable clump of trees on a hillside well away from the dairy farms he’d glimpsed in the neighborhood. Under the white of the April moon, he used his hands and his knife to break and cut branches and build a platform in a high fork of a tree. Even though pursuers were surely abroad by now—even though he might be caught there was simply no question about taking the time needed to prepare Kola properly.

As he worked, the cold joy he’d experienced when he shot the two men drained away. He had tried to change, but he’d been an idiot to make the effort. There would always be some dishonorable son of a bitch to send him back to the guns.

His tally now stood at eleven. Fewer than the tally of that army scout, Hickok, who’d become the darling of the Eastern press. But Hickok was a Yank, and most of his victims had been former Rebs, which helped him kill with impunity. Jeremiah wasn’t so fortunate.

The cynical thought did little to relieve the sadness sweeping over him. Puffing and struggling, he carried his friend up into the tree and gently laid him on the platform. He folded the Sioux’s hands on his breast. Then he descended, fetched a buffalo robe from his gear, climbed again and carefully covered the Indian. He tucked the robe beneath the stiffening legs and around the shoulders.

Soon the birds would peck at the dead thing in the tree. They’d tear the robe, the garments, and finally the flesh. The seasons would batter and destroy the body. But all of that was proper. Kola was resting exactly where tribal custom said he should—close to the sky so the ascension of his spirit would be easier, and in the open air so his physical remains would fall back to earth. His body would be reborn in the new buffalo grass that would feed the herds. When his own tribe or another killed and ate the buffalo, his substance would complete the great cycle of the universe and return to his people while his spirit rejoiced in heaven.

Jeremiah wept over his friend’s remains. Then he got himself under control, climbed down and searched and listened for indications of pursuit. There were none.

He galloped north, pushing the already exhausted calico much harder than he should. By morning he intended to be far away. Relatively safe and able to stop, sort his thoughts and decide where he should go for sanctuary. East? West? Kansas City? San Francisco? He had two hundred dollars’ worth of shinplasters in the saddlebag. Money wasn’t a worry.

A memory shook him all at once. For the first time in hours, he recalled Kola’s dream.

He tried to laugh the prophecy away but he couldn’t. The first part had already become a reality.

Riding fast on the lathering calico beneath the vast, moon-whitened Kansas sky, he couldn’t quell a rising fear of the prophecy, or shake a conviction that somehow, in ways he couldn’t begin to foresee, the rest of it would come true, including the very last part.

But who among the Kents would want to strike him down? His father who preached the Christian gospel? The idea was ludicrous.

Gideon, then? His oldest brother who had moved his family to the North after the war? According to the Irishman Boyle, three years ago Gideon had still been struggling to make a place for himself in New York City. Was he still there?

Or could it be Matt, the middle brother, who had served on a Confederate blockade runner and then, after Appomattox, traveled to Europe to study painting?

Fiercely he shook his head. Such thoughts were not only morbid, they were foolish. He would never see any of them again. Unless the vision also meant to say the future was decided, no matter what he did.

He couldn’t get the prophecy out of his mind.

There will be no end to the killing.

For a while the guns will bring great luster to your name.

Finally the power will fade and you will be killed—

The words sang on the wind whistling past his ears and muttered up from the calico’s rhythmic hoofbeats.

Killed by one of your own.

One of your own.



Book One

MATTHEW’S MISTRESS



Chapter I

“A Dog’s Profession”
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LA VILLE LUMIERE never glowed more brightly than in that last spring of the Second Empire.

It was almost twenty years since Louis-Napoléon, nephew of the original Bonaparte, had elevated himself from President to Emperor in the December coup, and begun to re-create the grandeur of half a century earlier. For nearly two decades now, he had succeeded. For nearly two decades Paris had been the most glamorous capital in the civilized world.

There were treasures on view in the remodeled and expanded Louvre. There were delightful public concerts in the garden of the Tuileries palace. There were thousands of lanterns and gas jets to bedazzle the eye on the night of the Emperor’s birthday, and the greatest courtesans of Europe stopping at the Meurice and the other fine hotels. There was a wink at financial chicanery, and a forgiving shrug for sexual excess or deviation—and there was plenty of each to be found.

There was an opulent court that moved annually from Paris to Saint-Cloud to Fontainbleau to Compiègne to Biarritz and back to Paris. There was a splendid new look to the central city, which had literally been ripped apart under the supervision of the Prefect of the Seine, Haussmann. At the Emperor’s behest, he envisioned and created new plazas and broad new boulevards and installed a much needed new sewer system. He turned a dark, tangled forest into the Bois de Boulogne. Medieval Paris vanished and what replaced it was much finer—never mind the carping of those who said Napoléon III was the worst of dictators, and essential freedoms were gone, and Haussmann had only made the new avenues broad and straight so that Imperial troops could easily rush down them to crush a radical rebellion of the kind which had terrified the bourgeoisie in 1848 and put it in a mood to eagerly accept Louis-Napoléon’s discipline. Those on the left used the term repression, but seldom in public.

For those totally uninterested in politics—and Matthew Kent was one—Paris offered a different sort of ferment. The art world was in a continual uproar. Each year’s government-sponsored exhibition, the Salon, brought new assaults on the accepted and the conventional. The bemused public didn’t know whether to be appreciative of all the new forms of art being displayed, or outraged by them, and so held several contradictory attitudes at once. Thus the shockingly realistic paintings of Mart’s friend Edouard Manet could be denounced as “the art of democrats who don’t change their linen,” or it could be dismissed simply as “nasty,” while Edouard himself was treated almost as a celebrity. There were a dozen practicing painters who were intimates in Manet’s circle, or on the fringes of it. Matt was privileged to be one of them and to join their gatherings around the marble-topped tables of their favorite café several times a week.

Of these men, some were dignified and some were just the opposite—like Mart’s good friend Paul Cézanne, who the critics said “painted with a pistol.” Collectively they were rocking and destroying the foundations of established art. They were throwing safe historical and religious and allegorical subjects into the dustbin and painting what they saw in the contemporary world. Peasants tilling a field. An audience awaiting a Tuileries concert. Or just the artist’s impression of a light-splashed dirt road in the country. Content was radical, technique was radical, and Matt thought it was the most perfect time in all of history to be in Paris learning to be an artist.

Never mind that Bismarck’s ambition lay like a dark cloud over Europe, and that the Prussian generals were perfecting a new, lightning-swift style of warfare based on use of the railroads and the telegraph, two innovations employed for the first time in the American civil war. Never mind that behind the brilliantly lit façades of the public buildings lay seething slums where rats crawled over the cribs of infants. Never mind that angry proletarians held endless meetings in Belleville and quoted the first volume of Das Kapital by the journalist and social thinker Marx, or the older but not much less radical pamphlets of Proudhon attacking the concept of private property. The poverty, the fear, the rage went all but unseen in the festive glare of the lanterns and the shimmering gaslights. Napoléon III and his empress, Eugénie, had created a gaudy show to divert the attention of both the French and the world.

But what was unknown to a majority in that last, lovely spring was the fact that the Second Empire had been created fifty years too late. It was obsolete the moment it came into being, and that it had survived for almost two decades was a remarkable piece of luck. Now, in Berlin and Belleville and across the world, forces were moving which would bring it down. Those forces would touch even the Americans who thought themselves safely isolated behind an ocean. They would touch even Matt Kent, who thought nothing could touch him except his two loves—his chosen profession and a young woman named Dolly Stubbs.

Like the Empire itself, one of those loves would be blown away before the winter came.
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Out in the stubbled field, the brewer’s boy scowled. The stoop-shouldered man crouching on the bare patch of ground glared right back. He gripped the piece of tree limb so hard, his knuckles turned white.

The man’s sagging trousers were shiny with grease and daubed with paint. The sun lit a bald spot at the back of his head and the warm wind played with his jutting beard. Some four feet behind him, Matthew Kent knelt in the dirt. He was supposed to be catching for the game, but right now he was hurrying to finish his sketch. Asking his friend to come along on the regular Saturday excursion had been a disastrous idea. Paul was just not the sort who could function as a member of a team. The game was liable to end in a riot.

“Come on, throw it, you piece of moldering bird shit!” the batter cried, thumping the tree limb on home base and raising dust. The brewer’s boy who was pitching bent over and spat on the ground with studied contempt.

“We know you can curse, Paul,” he called. “We know you have a large vocabulary of filthy words, and are passionately fond of every one. You don’t need to spout them to make me dislike you, though. I already dislike you as much as I could possibly dislike anyone.”

Ignoring the scarlet that rushed into Paul’s cheeks, the brewer’s boy turned his back on him and began tossing the ball up and catching it. One by one, he surveyed his four teammates. Two were in the outer field. One stood close to the rock serving as first base. The other had his pants open and was urinating on third. The three players on Paul’s team had returned to their watercolor easels and wine bottles. They had no interest in encouraging the bearded man, even though he was on their side.

Frowning, Matt pushed a strand of sun-bleached brown hair away from his pale forehead. Dolly was returning from her holiday late this afternoon, and before meeting her, Matt wanted some advice from his friend. Paul was certainly the last man on earth to ask about personal relationships, but Matt did respect his opinion of artistic talent, bizarre though Paul’s own work sometimes was.

Paul had come up from Aix-en-Provence in preparation for the wedding of his good friend Zola, a pugnacious little journalist who wrote everything from art criticism to melodramatic novels. On the spur of the moment, Matt had invited Paul to join the group of students, practicing artists and working-class boys who tramped out from Montmartre every Saturday for an American-style baseball game. He’d been surprised when Paul accepted the invitation. But then Paul was moody and given to impulses. Matt definitely felt his own impulse had been ill-advised. Paul was at bat for only the second time, and the other team was baiting him unmercifully. Of course Paul’s bad manners and utterly foul language begged for it.

“Come on, come on!” he screamed.

The brewer’s boy glanced over his shoulder. “When I’m good and ready.”

Paul gritted his teeth, plainly wanting to rush out to the pitcher and throttle him.

While the deliberate delay continued, Matt’s right hand kept moving, making slashing strokes with the lump of charcoal. At least the antagonism of the other team gave him a chance to finish his sketch. It was a recognizable likeness of the batter, but no one would have called it a faithful portrait. It was done in Matt’s usual style—a blend of a few graceful, flowing lines and sudden, interrupting angles which perfectly abstracted the essence of the subject and conveyed Matt’s highly personal impression of it.

He had put Paul in profile, facing an invisible pitcher. He’d exaggerated the jutting beard so that it resembled a cluster of stiff horizontal wires. Shading heightened the dark quality of Paul’s face, and a highlight in the pupil of the eye glowed like a tiny fireball, suggestive of hostility or madness. As drawn, Paul resembled a furious Italian peasant more than what he actually was—an unsuccessful thirty-year-old painter whose father was an altogether proper banker and landowner.

Quickly he put a last shadow on the temple and, at the lower margin, jotted l’écorché, wondering if he’d spelled the word properly. He was usually too busy to worry about correct spelling. But he wanted Paul’s nickname on the picture. Man without any skin was an apt description of his highly sensitive friend.

He added Paul—June 1870, and then M. Kent, just as Paul bellowed, “If you don’t throw that thing, I’ll come out there and shove this piece of wood straight up your backside!”

With his left hand, the brewer’s boy made a contemptuous gesture. “Your mother is an old whore so ugly the moths nest between her legs!”

Paul screamed another obscenity and started to charge into the field, brandishing the bat. He’d taken two steps when the pitcher threw the ball.

It whizzed past the astonished artist. He stopped and goggled. Matt dropped his charcoal and shot his right hand over his head. The pad slid off his knee as he caught the ball in long, thin fingers.

“Out! Paul? You’re out.”

Paul spun around. “What does that mean, out?”

“I told you the last time you were up and the same thing happened. He struck you out—your turn’s over.” Matt stood up. The sleeves of his loose white silk blouse flapped in the wind. He waved at the team in the field, all of them clustering around the pitcher as if ready for a fight. “You were the last batter, so that ends the inning and begins a new one with the other team at bat.”

One of Paul’s own teammates called from his easel, “Ah, he’s too stupid to ever understand it.”

Matt’s friend looked increasingly furious. “I demand to know how my turn can be over. I didn’t hit the ball! That turd-eating, lice-ridden little nitwit was distracting me!”

The brewer’s boy took a step in toward home base. Matt held up a hand and he stopped reluctantly. “You can be put out on strikes, Paul. We go into the next inning now. They’re ahead, two aces to none.”

Paul looked at Matt as if he wanted to assault him. Sometimes Matt thought his friend was quite mad. The very names of his dark, troubled pictures suggested it. The Orgy. The Autopsy. The Strangled Woman. Even in the circle of friends and acquaintances who’d been christened the Batignolles group, Paul was only marginally accepted—and the group wasn’t exactly made up of what could be called conservative men. Still, Matt was absolutely convinced the bad-tempered Frenchman possessed a gigantic talent. He saw it particularly in Paul’s paintings of his uncle Dominique.

“You absolutely mean to say I’m finished?”

Matt nodded. He was a slender young man of twenty-six with an oval face said to resemble his late mother’s. He had large brown eyes and a scraggly mustache as sun-streaked as his hair. Wide, solid shoulders offset the slimness of the rest of his body and saved him from any hint of effeminacy.

“Yes, Paul, I’m sorry.” He started to clap a hand on his friend’s shoulder, then remembered Paul despised having anyone touch him.

At the pitcher’s mound, one of the other team shouted, “Hey, let’s play, uh?”

“A bloody wasted day,” Paul grumbled, shuffling away.

The brewer’s boy heard. “Come on, thin skin. You had nothing better to do. Certainly your work’s just as much of a waste of time.”

His teammates laughed and applauded. Paul went rigid. He shoved a hand into the pocket of his soiled trousers.

“You whoresons!” Paul cried, and jerked out a clasp knife. He opened it with his teeth and walked rapidly toward the members of the other team, the blade flashing in the sun.
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Panicked, Matt flung himself against Paul and held him back. “Look, it’s only a game. I’m sorry I got you involved!”

“Let me pass!” Paul pushed, strong and wild-eyed. “I’ve had enough of their insults.” Which Paul himself provoked, Matt thought sadly. It was almost as if the artist wanted people to despise him, so that he would have proof that he was rejected, isolated, special.

No one on Paul’s own team made any move to help him. They clearly wanted him to fight with the five players huddled at the pitcher’s position. Two had picked up rocks. Matt shoved at Paul with all his strength, aware of the brandished knife just a few inches from his arm. The members of the other team didn’t help matters.

“What’s that you’re brandishing, sweetheart, one of the tools you use for painting?”

“Oh no”—came another jibe—“he uses brooms and trowels, that’s what all the critics say—”

“Everyone, calm down!” Matt shouted. “This has gone too far.”

The brewer’s boy shrugged. “Tell that to your crazy friend. If he wants to end an inglorious career right here, we’ll accommodate him.”

Paul let out another enraged growl and shoved Matt’s shoulder. As the younger man staggered back, Paul bolted around him. The knife glinted and flashed. Desperate to prevent a brawl, Matt lunged and caught Paul’s free hand. He hung on with all his strength, braced his boots in the stubble and yanked.

Paul swung around to curse Matt, flailing wildly. Suddenly he stumbled. He started to fall forward, the knife inadvertently aimed at Matt’s midsection.

Only Matt’s clumsy leap backward kept the blade from ripping his belly. As it was, Paul gashed Matt’s blouse, then toppled to the ground, nearly impaling himself as the knife slipped from his fingers.

In a sudden burst of temper, Matt grabbed the knife and flung it away. Paul seemed to come to his senses and realize what he’d done. Matt glared at him, then at the other team. “I’m the umpire and I say the game’s over.”

“Splendid!” the pitcher responded. “It’s ruined anyway.”

“You won, for God’s sake,” Matt exploded. Then he too began to calm down.

“We’ll play again next Saturday, as usual,” Matt said.

“All right,” the brewer’s boy agreed. The thought of the victory seemed to mollify the rival team. “But not if you invite him.”

Cursing under his breath, Paul climbed to his feet and stormed off to collect his easel.
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For the next few minutes Matt moved among the players, quietly apologizing on Paul’s behalf—his friend would never do it himself—and restoring the atmosphere of friendliness that usually characterized the Saturday outings. Soon the players started back across the fields toward Paris, chattering amiably again and leaving a cloud of sunlit dust behind them. Matt’s anger with his friend was passing. He knew better than to expect any admission of bad behavior from Paul, even in private.

Ah, well. He’d invited Paul to join the Saturday expedition for a more important purpose than learning baseball or practicing salon courtesies. He needed advice—before Dolly’s train arrived.

He walked to where his friend stood motionless in front of his easel. Before the game, the artists in the group had spent an hour working. Paul had begun a study of a clump of alders in the middle distance. Just as Matt approached, he ripped the linen off the frame and flung it out of sight behind him.

“Wretched. Wretched!”

Then he kicked the easel, knocking it over. “Why in Christ’s name do I even trouble myself? Camille tries to encourage me to get out of the studio and master this painting in the open air, but I can’t get the hang of it. I make botch after botch. This is a dog’s profession!”

Matt had an uneasy feeling Dolly was beginning to feel the same way. In the past few months her remarks about the casual, raffish life they lived had grown more and more frequent—and more pointed.

“Here, that wasn’t so bad,” Matt said as he bent to retrieve the unfinished landscape. “I’ll bet your friend Pissarro would agree with me—”

“Leave it alone. “

Paul’s eyes had that dangerous glint Matt had come to recognize and respect. With a slight lift of one shoulder, he drew his fingers back from the discarded work. Paul shot out his hand.

“Let me see what you did!”

Paul studied the sketch Matt showed him without expression, then handed it back. “I look like Satan.” He sounded proud.

Matt helped his friend pack up his pots of pigment, brushes and bottles of diluent. Then he put his own sketch in a lacquered case and fell in step beside the older man. They walked southward, toward the looming butte of Montmartre dominated by the lazily revolving vanes of the oldest of its several windmills, the Moulin de la Galette. The roofs of Paris were largely hidden by the hill on which a drowsy little working-class suburb had grown up in recent years.

Matt wondered what time it was. Early afternoon, to judge from the light. He owned neither calendar nor pocket watch. He was about to raise the question on which he wanted Paul’s advice when the latter blurted, “Do you like that silly game you tried to teach us?”

“Yes, a lot of Americans like it. If my country sank into the sea tomorrow, just about the only real loss would be our baseball teams.”

“Why don’t you ever take part?”

“I used to, but now I’d rather watch. The only way I can draw is to stay out of the game. Paul—did you mean what you said a few minutes ago about painting being a dog’s profession?”

“Absolutely! It’s insecure, it’s scorned by the masses, it’s degrading because you live in poverty and it destroys the soul because illiterate critics are constantly showering verbal piss on whatever they don’t understand. A dog’s profession! I’d give it up instantly, except that every other profession is so much worse.” Suddenly Paul’s voice grew more temperate, showing an unexpected concern with his friend’s state of mind. “Why do you ask? Are you feeling the same way about it?”

“Sometimes,” Matt admitted. He couldn’t get used to his friend’s abrupt swings of mood. But as long as Paul had calmed down, he might as well take advantage of it. “Dolly seems pretty damn unhappy lately.”

Paul’s face softened even more. “A lovely young woman, Miss Dolly. Is she still in England visiting her parents?”

“She’ll be back tonight.”

“And she’s dissatisfied with the way you’re living?”

“I think so. She hasn’t said it straight out, but I’m beginning to suspect she’d like me to take up a steady occupation. Maybe I should. I haven’t made much progress lately. I’ve been working on one painting for almost three months but nothing’s come of it.”

“A painting of what?”

“The woods at Barbizon.”

“Why did you choose that subject?”

“Because so many good French painters have done fine landscape work down there.”

“Yes, but you’re an American, not a Frenchman. Does Barbizon have any special meaning for you? Does it generate any feeling within you?”

“No, but—”

“That’s the trouble, then! Paint what you are. Paint what you know! Paint what stirs your heart and excites your eye. Unless you do that, there’ll be no passion in your work. No juice of life—”

“Are you saying I should paint something American?”

Paul shrugged. “Perhaps, if nothing else will satisfy the requirements I just set forth.”

“Spoke like a teacher!” Matt said with a trace of pique.

Paul didn’t take offense. “How is old Fochet, by the way?”

“Just as confused as I am about what’s wrong with my work.”

“Fochet is good.” It was a pronouncement. “An intolerable man as regards his disposition—he’s crankier than I am—but he only hectors a pupil to get the best out of him. Tell me, Matthew—why do you hate America so much?”

Matt was unprepared for the sudden change of subject. But he didn’t have to ponder his answer. “Because it’s become a country of parvenus and social climbers. Because money is all that’s important over there. And because of that damn war!” There was a rising fervency in his voice that held his friend’s full attention.

“I saw too much of it, Paul. There should have been another way to end slavery, but the leaders on both sides were too stupid and arrogant and self-serving to find it—just like politicians everywhere. So five hundred thousand boys lost their lives while a few profiteers got rich. Half a million boys, Paul! One of them was my youngest brother.”

“Ah,” Paul murmured. “I never knew that. It explains a great deal.”

They walked on in silence, Matt thinking over what Paul had said. As a matter of fact, he had grown tired of French subjects—landscapes and the figure models engaged by Fochet, the teacher in whose studio he took instructions and rented space. Fochet sensed his dissatisfaction, but was at a loss to offer a remedy.

Paul’s suggestion struck a chord because Matt had been thinking of trying a picture with a subject rooted in his own experience. He’d abandoned the idea because he was contemptuous of virtually everything American, and because such a picture would be too close to lowly genre painting—works depicting everyday life.

Was Paul right? Was he making a mistake by rejecting subjects from his own past? He’d even been having trouble with a small portrait of Dolly. Perhaps there too he was striving for a final effect that was overly refined. Squeezing the juice of life out of the subject, to use his friend’s phrase.

Of course that still left the essential question to be answered. He stated it tentatively.

“I guess what worries me most is wasting my time and Dolly’s. Wasting good years in a worthless effort. Sometimes I wonder whether I have the ability to justify going on.”

“Do you feel you do?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I share your opinion. You have a genuine and formidable talent.”

Matt felt a knot loosen within him. At least he’d gotten the reassurance he sought, and could face Dolly’s occasional jibes with a little less self-doubt. He felt better—but only for a moment. Paul’s face grew dour.

“Don’t preen and congratulate yourself on having talent, my friend. If you haven’t learned it by now, talent’s a cruel mistress. She’ll bring you just a few very brief moments of supreme happiness, and all the grief you’ll need for ten lifetimes. She’ll be very demanding, too. If your young lady ever decides to test whether she or your other love is the more important to you, you’ll discover how cruel a mistress painting can be.”

“Oh, Dolly would never push me to that kind of choice,” Matt said, though without great conviction. It seemed to him that over the past few months, she had been tending just that way.

Hoisting his easel to rest it more comfortably on his shoulder, Paul trudged on with his melancholy gaze lost in the golden stubble ahead. Matt followed in silence, grateful that his friend had been willing to offer encouragement. It was just what he needed with Dolly returning this evening. He did love her, and only hoped that after a good holiday with her parents, she’d be her old tolerant self again.

But he found Paul’s ideas about what was wrong with his work difficult if not impossible to accept. America meant nothing to him any longer. It was just the accidental place of his birth and the benighted address to which he sent mail for his brother and his father. He would never have any desire to paint American subjects, nor any compelling reason to go home again.

Ever.



Chapter II

The Prussian
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PAUL AND MATT climbed the butte and parted company near the summit, Matt turning off toward his quarters while Paul kept on toward the church of Saint-Pierre and the nearby Place du Tertre, where he was to meet his mistress at a café. How the young and pretty model Hortense Piquet could stand Paul’s abrasive disposition, Matt didn’t know. But he was glad his friend had found at least one person to share his life.

Matt washed, took off the ripped shirt and donned a fresh one, wholly oblivious to the littered state of the two rooms he shared with Dolly. He napped for a bit, then asked his landlady Madame Rochambeau what time it was. Four thirty, she said. He set off down the south slope of the butte, intending to walk all the way to the Gare du Nord. Dolly’s train, which had met a channel steamer at Calais, was due at quarter to six.

A lovely panorama of Paris spread before him as he descended the hill. The late afternoon sun bathed the right bank in a mellow light, while in the west, dark clouds sped toward the city, white streaks flickering in their centers. Matt was unaware of all of it. He was thinking about his work again.

Matt had been sketching for as long as he could remember. Where he had come by the ability, he couldn’t say. Certainly he hadn’t gotten it from his father or mother.

Looking back, he recalled that his earliest experiments with drawing had been a means of retreating from the turmoil in the Kent household in Lexington, Virginia. That was before the war, when his mother Fan and his father Jephtha, a Methodist minister, had differed strongly on slavery and secession. Their differences finally sundered the family. After a period of involvement with the Underground Railroad, Jephtha fled for the North.

Matt remained with his mother and his brothers, Gideon and Jeremiah, in the valley of the Shenandoah. And gradually the sketching became more than a method of escape from painful reality. It became an end in itself—something that challenged his mind and hand and prodded him to search for the essential nature of a subject, then discover the few lines which would re-create the subject and comment on it at the same time.

In 1859, at age fifteen, he left home. He had his mother’s permission and that of his new stepfather, an actor named Edward Lamont whom he didn’t like very much. He was poor in school so Fan had agreed to let him go to sea on a cotton packet operating out of Charleston. He’d taken to the life at once, and to the vessel’s captain, Barton McGill, a man who seemed to know a good deal about Matt’s family but never explained how.

Of course he’d taken his drawing materials along. When war broke out, McGill shifted to blockade running. Matt stayed with him. After a dangerous run, Matt was always grateful for the release he found in doing sketches of West Indian blacks or stevedores and soldiers in wartime Wilmington. McGill was generous with his praise of the work.

Captain McGill had drowned in a storm in the Gulf in the last days of the war. The incident shook Matt profoundly and affected his life on two counts.

When the schooner broke apart and went down, Matt spent several minutes floundering in the black water. He’d never been a strong swimmer, and for that brief time he could find no timbers to which he could cling. The storm growled and screamed and the raging sea was as black as the sky. He realized he was going to die.

Finally he caught a floating spar and clung to it until he was washed ashore. But that time in the water had given him a harrowing sense of his own mortality and made him realize that the only way to beat the game was to create something death couldn’t destroy. Most men sought immortality in their children, but he wanted more than that. He decided he could find it in his art.

The second effect of the storm was a radical deepening of his dislike of his native land. The cause was McGill’s death.

Despite a pose of cynicism, Barton McGill had impressed Matt as a wise and honorable man. Even though he had believed that the Southern cause was hopeless, and the war itself a grand lunacy, to the very end he’d persisted in making runs under sail from Havana to Matamoras. The more prudent Confederate captains had put their feet up on tables in Cuban cafés and waited for an armistice. As a result, they were alive today—and rich—and McGill was dead. That was the way it went in America, Matt came to believe. The selfish prospered while the virtuous perished, forgotten. The politicians stayed safe and grew fat behind the lines while the young men they sent off to carry out their deranged policies died—just as Matt’s younger brother had perished. By the time Grant and Lee met at Appomattox Court House, he was convinced Europe was the only worthwhile place on the globe. And since that was the center of the art world, that was where he would go to learn the techniques of the profession he meant to follow.

Besides, Dolly was in Europe.

It took a while for him to achieve his goal. He spent months on the Texas coast in ’65, recuperating from the injuries he’d suffered in the sea. Several bones had been broken.

From Texas he traveled overland to New York, and a surprisingly warm reunion with his father, who had abandoned a temporary career as a journalist and returned to the ministry. Matt’s mother was dead. Jephtha had remarried. And while Molly Kent would never generate the special affection he felt for Fan, Matt genuinely liked her.

He found he no longer had any serious differences with Jephtha on the subject of the war. Dolly, whom he’d met in Liverpool while McGill was having a ship built there, had persuaded him the South was wrong on the matter of black slavery. His mounting contempt for the raw, amoral country of his birth had made him an easy convert. Unfortunately Jephtha still believed America had a solid if difficult future. Matt tactfully refrained from identifying that belief for what it was—an illusion.

Jephtha had readily agreed to let his second son have a portion of the California inheritance that would one day be his in full. Matt meant to use the funds to pay for his study. He set out for Liverpool, and Dolly, in a fever of enthusiasm.

Together they laid plans for going to the Continent. For a short time they considered Rome or Munich. Each had a flourishing art colony. Both cities finally lost out to the preeminence of Paris.

They’d convinced Dolly’s nervous and proper parents that they would be married before they left England. But they said they couldn’t linger long enough to arrange a full-scale ceremony in Liverpool because Matt was expected to report practically overnight to the École des Beaux-Arts. The truth was, Matt hadn’t even tried to meet the entrance requirements of the renowned state-sponsored school of the French Academy of Fine Arts. He’d made inquiries and found out that the institution’s techniques were formal and old-fashioned. Students spent months just copying from paper silhouettes or plaster casts representing parts of the human body. The true adventurer in the field of art studied independently in the atelier of a good private tutor.

Matt and Dolly had arrived in Paris in ’66, deeply in love with each other, wickedly in love with the notion of living without benefit of wedlock, and instantly in love with the city of light. Matt found a fine teacher, Étienne Fochet. Dolly soon located a good job which she enjoyed and which gave her the satisfaction of helping with their expenses. Down in the city at a private academy called the École Anglais, she taught English to the children of businessmen and diplomats planning to spend a year or so in England or America.

It had been a wonderful, ideal life for three years. There were quarrels, yes. But they were quickly settled, usually by Matt’s ability to bring Dolly to an almost frenzied state of physical arousal. His work progressed reasonably well under Fochet’s abusive guidance. “Do it over, do it over! My God, you won’t even be a tenth-rate colorist unless you develop a better palette! Go study Delacroix! And if you can’t improve, go home to America!”

Fochet used it as a threat because he knew Matt was temperamentally unable to go home. Matt’s dislike of America had been strengthened by his acquaintance with another American artist, some years older, who visited Paris occasionally.

Jim Whistler was a pugnacious little dandy, just five feet four, and the grandest raconteur Matt had ever met. A failed West Point cadet, Whistler was fond of telling how his military career had come to a sudden end. He’d been asked to step to the blackboard and discuss the properties of silicon. “I began by saying, ‘Silicon is a gas.’ If it were, I’d probably be a major general.”

Whistler claimed he couldn’t function in the stultifying, tasteless environment of his homeland. He was a brilliant artist, Matt thought, even if he did bestow curious titles on his paintings—almost as if he wanted to deny that they had subjects. Studies of fireworks exploding in a night sky were “nocturnes.” A portrait of his mother Mathilda who lived with him and his mistress in London—a picture he’d been struggling with since ’66, he complained—was an “arrangement in grey and black.”

Matt now shared Whistler’s contempt for the United States. For that reason he rejected appealing subjects from his past whenever they came to mind. Now Paul had suggested that might be a mistake. But he didn’t see how he could find good art in bad memories.

He had to do something about his work, though. Even a simple portrait of Dolly was foundering. Was it because there were problems with Dolly?

The change in their relationship had been gradual. He couldn’t recall a specific time when it had started. Perhaps, after three years, the novelty of a Bohemian existence had worn off, and Dolly had started to think about the future. He never did that. He seldom even thought seriously about the present. In fact, when he was working, the real world was little more than a peripheral haze. Dolly had begun to let him know that although she understood that, she didn’t like it.

Today he was no better prepared to meet her objections than he had been when she left on the holiday. Well, maybe a visit with her parents had relaxed her a little, he thought anxiously as he made his way through the neighborhood near the Gare du Nord.
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The storm clouds had moved in, bringing a sudden shower. He wove his way through crowds near the station entrance, first avoiding a couple of street musicians playing a flute and a curious new instrument called a saxophone, then an open-air dentist who was striking his portable chair and umbrella. He jumped off the curb and across the gurgling water in the gutter so as not to interfere with a couple of the Sûreté specials who were becoming more and more visible as street crime increased. The specials were trussing up a howling, kicking man in rags. A purse grabber, probably.

A flower girl who would have been pretty except for the sores around her lips interrupted her chant of “May your love life flourish!” long enough to sell Matt a bedraggled bunch of violets. She glanced into his eyes, then down at his trousers in case he was interested in an additional transaction. He smiled and shook his head but felt an embarrassing physical reaction to the girl’s invitation. Problems or not, three weeks was a devil of a long time to be without the woman he loved.

He darted out of the rain into the tumult of the station. In an atmosphere of smoke and noise, people rushed to and fro, knocking against one another like balls striking tenpins. Parisians were constitutional hurriers, he’d discovered. Even a pair of sweet-faced nuns almost bowled him over.

A local train arrived with a scream of iron wheels and an eruption of steam. There were several trains standing on the tracks which ran right up to barricades within the central area of the station. He didn’t know which track would receive the Calais express, so he sought the schedule board hanging from iron rafters at one end of the hall.

He found the Calais train and its designated track. As he gazed upward, he became aware of a man standing just to his left, rattling off the numbers of all the listed trains, as well as their arrival or departure times. The man was speaking accented French and had his back to Matt. But there was something familiar about his sleek yellow-brown hair.

A second, gnomelike fellow was copying down the information the first man rattled off. Paris was tolerant of the eccentric, so no one paid any attention except Matt, who thought the man might be carrying a watch.

“I beg your pardon—” Matt began. The man pivoted smartly. Matt recognized him at once, even though this afternoon he was turned out in expensive civilian clothes, including a tan sack coat with dark brown edging, fawn spats on his dark brown pumps and, tucked under his arm, a tan felt hat with a round-blocked crown and wide brown ribbon.

The man had twice been at the café where Matt and his friends congregated. The first time he’d evidently come in by accident. He’d gotten interested in the barmaid, Lisa, and had come back to see her again. On both occasions he’d been wearing a uniform of dark blue with polished jackboots, a sabre and sabretache and a pickelhaube with an ornate Prussian eagle plate on the front and a wicked-looking vertical spike on top.

Lisa hadn’t been impressed or even slightly interested in the man’s heavy humor, his heavy palm slapping her bottom or his heavy-handed announcements that he was attached to the Prussian diplomatic mission in Paris and, therefore, important. Both times, the Prussian had left the café in very bad humor.

Damn funny crowd, the Prussians, Matt thought as the fellow removed a monocle from his eye. They’d whipped the Austrians in ’66 by utilizing the railroads effectively. And here the officer was, boldly copying French railroad schedules in one of Paris’ major depots.

“Well, hello, my friend!” the Prussian said with a lingering look at Matt’s mouth. Uneasily, Matt wondered whether the officer was one of those types who found pleasure with persons of either sex.

The Prussian was just a few years older. He had healthy pink cheeks, bright pale eyes and a dazzling grin. “It was the Café Guerbois, wasn’t it? You’re one of that Batignolles crowd—”

“Good memory, Herr Lepp.” Matt nodded, trying to be cordial despite his dislike of the man’s mixture of arrogance and smarmy charm. The officer stood with one knee turned out and slightly bent.

“Colonel Lepp.” he corrected. “To be quite precise about it, von Lepp. May I ask what you want? I’m rather busy.”

Matt burst out laughing. “Doing what? Fixing up an invasion timetable?”

It was meant as a joke, but Lepp lacked a sense of humor. He stiffened, turned red in the face. The gnomish older man hovering near him scowled.

Abruptly, Lepp realized he’d reacted too strongly. He tried to smile. “Oh, no. I’m merely putting together some information for a commercial study.”

Matt didn’t believe it for a minute. Prussian officers didn’t study rail schedules in order to facilitate freight shipments.

“Believe me,” Lepp went on, “if there is ever any—difficulty between France and the new, unified Germany, it shall not be Prussia who is the aggressor. But it shall not be Prussia who is the loser, either.”

“Look—” Matt raised a placating hand. He forgot he was carrying violets. Lepp snickered. Matt fought to hold his temper. “All I wanted was the correct time. I’ll ask someone el—”

Lepp interrupted with a snap of his fingers. The gnome took out a cheap plated watch and showed Matt the dial: twenty-five until six. He was in time.

He murmured a thank-you and started away. Lepp caught his arm, closing his fingers on Matt’s sleeve in a way Matt found repellant. Lepp’s anise-scented breath washed over him.

“Wait one moment, please. Tell that charming if slightly grubby young woman at the café that I still think of her. Twice refused, I do not consider myself refused permanently.”

A chuckle, a squeeze, and then he let go.

“You must remember Prussia and the Prussian people are accustomed to getting what they want these days. Remind her of that, if you please!” Though he was still smiling, the words had a marked undertone of command.

Matt resented the officer’s tone and manner. “Tell her yourself, Herr Lepp. I don’t pimp for anyone, Prussians included. Good evening.”

Lepp snarled something in his native tongue as Matt walked away. Damn fool to indulge your temper that way! he said to himself. But he’d disliked the Prussian from the moment the man had walked into the café, acting as if he owned it.

He turned and saw Lepp studying him, his monocle back in his eye. The officer’s expression was not at all friendly.

The Prussian pivoted sharply again and returned to charting the train schedules. Matt hoped he’d seen the last of the fellow, but in view of Lepp’s remarks about Lisa, he doubted it.

The Calais train came chugging in at five forty-five on the dot. By then the prospect of seeing Dolly had Matt in a state of physical and emotional excitement. But it was a state tinged with a good deal of tension.
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DOLLY WASN’T AMONG the first passengers who came streaming up the platform. Matt went through an agonizing five minutes as he stared into Gallic eyes and Gallic faces. Had she missed the steamer or thought about their life together and decided she wasn’t coming back?

His spirit began to feel as wilted as the violets. Then, suddenly, he glimpsed a round English face and pink cheeks, and large, lovely eyes of a blue that looked lavender in a certain light. He recognized the neat but out-of-date clothing she was wearing: the plush pelisse, the little Windsor cap of straw with its ostrich-tip ornament perched on her yellow curls. She spied him at almost the same moment, dropped her portmanteau, rose on tiptoe and waved.

He started running against the tide of passengers. He had to travel three car lengths to reach her. What he felt as he rushed along—a powerful, soaring emotion that quite eradicated his apprehension—told him how much he truly loved her.

“Oh Matt, Matt love!” she exclaimed, reaching up for him. Her little gray gloves clasped at the back of his neck. Her cheek, smooth as heavy cream, pressed his darker, sunburned one. Dolly Stubbs was a head shorter than he. She tended to plumpness, but he liked her plump.

He could feel the swell of her corseted breasts against his shirt. Only a couple of passengers paid any attention as they kissed. He wouldn’t have cared if they had an audience of ten thousand. All he wanted to do was savor the sweetness of her parted lips.

“Oh!” she said again, out of breath when they broke the embrace. “Oh, I’ve missed you so terribly!”

“So have I. My God, Doll, three weeks is longer than I ever imagined.”

She understood, laughed and whispered, “Far too long for me. As you’ll discover when I get you alone.”

He raised his hand, offering the violets. “Not as pretty as your eyes, but the best I could do on short notice.” That was said in French. It seemed a more appropriate language in which to frame such a high-flown if heartfelt sentiment.

She inhaled the scent of the flowers, slipped her arm through his and squeezed against him. “Thank you, my darling.”

He picked up her luggage. They walked to the clamorous central area of the station. Lepp was nowhere to be seen now, Matt noted with some relief.

“Have you taken care of yourself?” she asked as they started outside.

With a vaguely surprised expression and perfect sincerity, he said, “I don’t know. I suppose.”

She frowned. “Still having trouble with your work?”

“More than ever.”

“Well, we shall have to talk about that. And some other things, too. The holiday was good for me, Matt. It helped me get some of my thoughts in order.” It was all said in a very light way. Yet he was disturbed, somehow.

As they left the station, the shower stopped. In the west over a long row of chimney pots, a blue sky worthy of a Constable began to appear between racing clouds.

They walked arm in arm in the newly washed spring evening. An old man selling mussels broke his chant, leaned on the handle of his cart and smiled at them.

“We’ll catch an omnibus up to the butte—” he began.

“Nonsense, we’ll walk. We’re both in good health, and we don’t need to squander our money—even if you will be a California Midas one day.”

He chuckled. He seldom thought about the huge sum he would inherit when his father died. He had no appreciation of the value of money, and placed little importance on having more than a few sous in his pocket.

“We’ve been having unsettled weather, Dolly. Was the channel rough?”

“A bloody tempest!” she declared with uncharacteristic vulgarity. “I couldn’t so much as nibble a biscuit till we docked.”

“How did you find Liverpool?”

She wrinkled her nose. “Grimy as ever.”

“How’s your pa?”

“Still at the Birkenhead.” Her father was a steamfitter at the famous Liverpool shipyard of the Laird brothers. McGill’s last steam-driven blockade runner had been built there, as well as the great Confederate raider Alabama.

“Is the rest of your family well?”

“Yes, fine—though of course they think we’ll be celebrating our wedding anniversary again this year.” She turned to look into his eyes. “Speaking of that, Peg’s found a fellow.”

“What? Is it serious?”

“The wedding’s planned for October. I told them we’d be there if we could.”

He felt a flare of resentment. He hated even having to think about taking time from his work to attend such a meaningless social event. He tried to tell himself it was important to her, but he wasn’t wholly successful in over-coming his irritation.

“Certainly, we’ll try.” His voice sounded strained. “Your father had been worrying about your sister’s prospects, hadn’t he?”

“Yes, Peg’s thirty-three. Well, she’s taken care of now. That leaves only me.”

He bent to kiss her cheek. “A poor, benighted twenty-four.”

“Practically an old granny!” Her smile seemed forced.

“As long as your family believes we’re married, they won’t fret about—”

“Matthew Kent,” she interrupted, stopping by a news kiosk. “Let us not debate that again. You know we don’t agree. I came with you to Paris of my own free will, but that does not change certain facts about our situation. My parents believing we’re married and the two of us actually being married is not the same thing and never will be. Really”—she gave a little shake of her head—“sometimes you’re terribly stubborn. We really must sit down for a serious discussion about this whole situation—and soon.”

Right then he would cheerfully have bashed her sister Peg square in the face. The holiday hadn’t helped their relationship at all. It had only exacerbated the unhappiness developing in her. His worst fears were coming true—though he was puzzled about one thing. It didn’t seem like her to be upset by her older sister finally catching a man and scheduling a wedding. Was there anything else behind her quietly determined statement of a moment ago?
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They lived in two rooms in a house on the Rue Saint-Vincent, a pleasant, winding street. The house belonged to Madame Rochambeau, a widow whose husband had been the well-paid manager of one of the gypsum quarries on the Butte de Montmartre. She spoke of the departed gentleman fondly. A lusty spouse, she said, though always with gypsum dust in his pores—the “plaster of Paris” known the world over.

Madame Rochambeau had been left in reasonably comfortable circumstances. She owned the house without debt. But it was still necessary for her to supplement her income by taking in boarders. She fulfilled the duties of concierge herself, thus realizing an economy. She liked Matt and Dolly, but was less enthusiastic about their friends the Strelniks who occupied the other two rented rooms with their infant son Anton.

“Ah, Madame Kent!”

The landlady jumped up from the flowerbed she’d been cultivating and rushed to embrace Dolly. She was a huge breadloaf of a woman with a cheery, mole-dotted face. Matt closed the door to the street and leaned against the wall.

Madame Rochambeau was a militant Catholic, and didn’t like a great many modern things, including the land speculators who were invading her little suburb, and the Bohemians who practiced “free love.” He and Dolly had felt it prudent to fib about their marital status to her as well. To reinforce the fib, Dolly wore a cheaply plated gold ring on her left hand. Matt had bought the ring from a junk dealer.

“I am delighted to see you home.” Madame Rochambeau pinched Dolly’s cheek. “Your mama and papa fed you well. There is a little extra under the chin, eh?”

Old meddler, Matt thought, smiling. Always saying what she thinks!

“Oh, maybe just a little, just a little—” Dolly acted quite flustered about having a weight gain pointed out. Matt hadn’t even noticed.

“There is a piece of mail for your husband,” Madame Rochambeau said with an admiring glance at Matt’s wide shoulders. “The late post brought it. The quarters have been swept and all the dirty laundry put in a pile.”

Ruefully, Dolly looked at him. He was supposed to have maintained the rooms in reasonable order while she was gone but of course had completely forgotten, being occupied with the problems of his work.

“Well, I’m home,” she said softly with a wry little smile. “And nothing’s changed.” She started inside.

Matt swung the portmanteau onto his shoulder and squeezed Madame’s arm affectionately as he passed beneath the branches of the old plane tree. The landlady turned scarlet and covered a giggle with her hand. Above the garden, the vanes of one of Montmartre’s windmills turned lazily in the fading light.

Their rooms were in the south wing, which they entered from a door directly off the garden. Pattering footsteps ahead of Dolly told Matt the Strelniks’ child was romping in the corridor.

“Ah, Anton, you imp!” she exclaimed, bending to pick up the year-old toddler. She laughed and patted the gurgling child. His face curved into an immense, snaggle-toothed smile. She kissed him and rumpled his thick russet hair.

From the doorway across from theirs drifted the odor of boiling cabbage. A woman in her late twenties appeared. She was slender, drably dressed. Her delicately pretty face resembled that of an Italian Madonna, though in fact she was Russian.

“Dolly! Matt said you would be home today!” she cried in halting English.

“And you’ve been practicing, Leah. That was very good.”

The young woman blushed. Because Leah’s husband talked about emigrating to America someday, Dolly had volunteered to teach her the language.

Leah dabbed her sweaty cheek with an apron. “But while I was practicing, it seems my son was scampering about naked again.”

Dolly handed the little boy to his mother with a particularly fond and lingering look, Matt thought.

Tartly, the English girl said, “Whatever you’re doing, you should make Sime tend the baby once in a while.”

“Here, don’t pick on the poor man when he can’t defend himself!” Matt laughed, slipping past her to open their door. He slid the portmanteau in. Bless Madame Rochambeau for straightening up after he left for the station!

A gruff, amiable voice said, “But he is able to defend himself. Welcome back, Dolly.”

In French more correctly pronounced than his, she said, “Thank you, Sime.”

Matt waved. “Hello, Sime. Figured out how to overthrow the Emperor yet?”

Leah hung Anton from the crook of her arm and put her other hand to her lips. “Sssh! That sort of thing isn’t safe to say, even in jest.”

Sime Strelnik scratched the front of his wine-spotted shirt. He was a short, overweight man in his mid-thirties. He had round, innocent-looking dark eyes and a beard and hair the color of fire. Strelnik had been born in Russian Georgia and had come to Paris via Berlin, the home of his only living relative, an older brother. Both of them were active in the workingman’s movement. Strelnik carried a card in the First International founded in London in 1864. He spent half the day sleeping, the other half reading or writing pamphlets, and most of the night attending meetings with people Madame Rochambeau characterized as “atheistic, unwashed and sinister.”

For Matt’s benefit, Strelnik had several times tried to differentiate between the various hues and tints of radicalism found in those with whom he associated. There were Jacobins, Proudhonists, Internationalists, Blanquists and several other variations. It was all a meaningless and uninteresting hodgepodge to Matt. But not to his landlady.

“One doesn’t need labels to know what they are. It’s simple. They’re rapists and criminals. Lawless anarchists bent on stealing the wealth of hardworking men and the virtue of decent women. I admit Mr. Strelnik doesn’t look like that, which is somewhat confusing, but I know he’ll show his true colors if the Reds ever stage another insurrection such as the one in forty-eight. I suppose he wants to bring that mad revolutionary Blanqui back from exile in Brussels, too. And where do you suppose he gets the money to send all those thick letters to Berlin and St. Petersburg? The authorities will inquire into that mysterious correspondence one of these days, you mark my word!”

Leah passed the child to her husband. “Kindly see that he gets a diaper before he catches cold. I’ve supper to fix, you know. Dolly, it really is wonderful to have you home again.”

She disappeared. Strelnik dangled the child from one forearm and wedged a cigar stub into his mouth with his other hand. He lit the cigar. The smoke set Anton to coughing. Dolly’s eyes narrowed with disapproval.

The paunchy man hoisted the baby over his shoulder and patted the bare rump. “I don’t know why you make snide jokes about the Empire, Matt,” he said in a rather prickly way. “Of all people, Americans should understand the evils of a repressive government. You fought your way out from under one a hundred years ago.”

Matt shrugged. “That spirit’s long gone in my country. Now all the people care about is money.”

The other man smiled. “Perhaps you’ll let me take your place as a citizen, then. I’d love to expropriate and share the wealth of some of those American capitalists.”

“Such as my father?” Matt grinned. He genuinely liked the little Russian, but teased him because he found his pronouncements so pretentious. “Sime, I don’t think you have the nerve to strip so much as a sou from anyone. You’re a man with a conscience.”

“Exactly!” Strelnik retorted. “And because I have a conscience, I can’t tolerate what I see around me. A worker receiving only two or three francs for a twelve-hour day while that harlot the Countess de Castiglione gets a million francs for giving herself to some English milord for sixty minutes. The only way to redress such injustice is by force! By—” Anton shrieked. The smoldering cigar stub clenched in the corner of Strelnik’s mouth had briefly touched the wiggling infant’s bare leg.

“Oh my God,” Strelnik gasped. Anton howled. The bearded man’s eyes filled with tears. “Leah? Leah, help me! I’ve hurt the baby—”

Strelnik rushed into his quarters. Matt shook his head, his smile growing cynical.

“Well, Dolly, there’s the marital bliss your sister’s leaping into. I’m glad you’re not interested in that kind of clerically approved misery.”

It was quite the wrong thing to say, nearly as bad, in its way, as his remark to Lepp about an invasion. And it produced the same sort of angry reply.

“I know you and your friends sneer at any kind of convention. But the truth is, I’ve changed my mind. I am interested in marriage. That’s another subject we must talk about. Perhaps it’s the most important subject of all.”

With an intense glance from those lovely eyes, she hurried into their rooms. Stunned and shaken, he stood staring at the open door. This was worse than anything he’d anticipated. Far worse. Something drastic had changed her while she was away.



Chapter IV

Dolly’s Secret

i

POOR STRELNIK WAS still wailing for Leah to come to his rescue—which she always did. While he scurried from meeting to meeting, agonizing over political schemes and Utopian programs, she provided the family’s income by working six hours a day in a laundry which serviced the fine hotels down near the Rue de Rivoli. The moment Leah closed the hall door and took charge of Anton, the little boy stopped crying.

Matt walked into the quarters he shared with Dolly. He’d wanted rooms with northern light but hadn’t been able to find any. The large outer room had a slanted skylight facing the southwest. The spring sun cast elongated, slow-moving shadows of windmill vanes on the whitewashed wall at the skylight’s east end.

Directly under the glass stood Matt’s easel and two small cabinets of equipment. On the easel rested the unfinished portrait. The subject of the portrait had already retired to the bedroom with her portmanteau. He could hear her unpacking.

He walked around several tall stacks of books to the one decent armchair in which Madame Rochambeau had piled the dirty laundry. He flung the laundry on the floor, sat down and glumly stared at the work on the easel.

The painting was done on a linen support he’d prepared with a coarse textured ground. He’d posed Dolly in her best dress—the new realism forbade classical drapery—but the picture still looked stiff and unnatural. So far he hadn’t progressed beyond endless repairs on the underpainting.

Dolly returned to the outer room, having put her pelisse and hat aside. She seemed more composed. A scattering of light from overhead created a kind of nimbus around the top of her head. Her face, by contrast, was darker, in shadow. The result was a softening effect that made her features indescribably lovely, and seemed to enlarge and diffuse her eyes, as though Matt were gazing at her under water.

He glanced at the portrait. He’d completely missed the living, breathing reality of his subject.

Her eyes seemed touched with sadness as she sank onto a rickety stool and uttered a little sigh. “Oh, my. The trip was more thing than I thought.” She brushed back a stray yellow curl. “I owe you an explanation for what I said outside.”

“I’d just as soon wait—or dispense with it entirely.”

Firmly, she said, “We can’t, Matt. You see what the post brought while I pour some wine. Then we’ll talk. It won’t become any easier if we wait.”

She patted his hand as she walked by. Somehow he felt as if she’d announced an execution.
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Dolly rummaged in the little alcove that served as a combination kitchen and dining area. “I can’t find the wine. I can’t find anything in the middle of these mountains of dirty dishes. Didn’t you wash anything while I was gone?”

“My face.”

She wasn’t amused.

“I forgot about the wine,” he said. “Madame Rochambeau borrowed the last bottle yesterday. She had company unexpectedly.”

“I’ll be right back.”

The outer door closed. He was gripped by a feeling of panic. He didn’t want to sit down for a talk of the sort she had in mind. What she wanted to discuss was obvious from her remarks about her sister.

He loved Dolly, but he resented this new and unexplained thrust toward domesticity. He was frightened by it, too. He felt as if a trap were closing. He didn’t want to be pushed into choosing between mistresses, as Paul put it.

Well, then, he had to get her off the subject. At least for this evening. He decided to try a not unpleasant strategy that had worked before and surely would again.

Nervous, he paced to and fro in front of the easel. He spied the letter lying on a flimsy taboret. The handwriting and the franking registered slowly. From Gideon!

He ripped the letter open, scanned the paragraphs of family news. Gideon’s wife, Margaret, was well, and so were the children, eight-year-old Eleanor and the baby, Will, born in 1869. Jephtha and Molly were in good health too, though Jephtha occasionally complained of pains in his chest. He was too busy to see a doctor, Gideon said.

The real purpose of the letter was to convey some exciting personal news. Rather than take a position with the New York Union, the highly successful daily newspaper that had come back into the fold after Louis Kent’s death in late 1868, Gideon had decided to use a portion of his inheritance and start a small journal of his own. A journal devoted primarily to the cause of the workingman, in which Gideon was vitally interested.

“Oh God,” Matt said aloud in disappointment. “Not a Strelnik in the family.”

But it was true. The paper would be called Labor’s Beacon. Gideon planned to buy typesetting and printing on a bid basis, but do the editorial work. His office was to be a small rented loft in lower Manhattan. The family had moved to the island from New Jersey a few weeks ago. Another surprise!

Gideon claimed the times demanded a militant response on behalf of the common man who worked for a living. All such men were exploited by those for whom they worked, Gideon believed. Matt was sorry to hear about his new crusade for two reasons. He considered it wasted effort; Gideon could not hope to pit his opinions against powerful business interests and win. More important, he considered it reckless. Gideon could be hurt—physically hurt—if he offended the wrong people. And he had an established family to think about.

Matt wasn’t the only one with that reservation, as it turned out. Just at the end of the letter, Gideon wrote:


	—and I might note, in confidence, that Margaret’s reaction to the decision has been odd and not a little upsetting.

	As I have so often said before, it was she who brought me to the threshold of the world of ideas, and taught me not to be afraid to enter. It was she who read to me hour after hour in the evening, neither smiling at my inability to understand unfamiliar concepts nor at my clumsiness when I first attempted to pronounce difficult new words which I learned from those readings. It was she who gave me a thirst for knowledge—which in turn generates a thirst to employ that knowledge to some useful end. To accomplish something. Bring about change!

	Nowhere is change needed more than in the affairs of the average laboring man. I began to realize that when I worked as an Erie railroad switchman. Margaret used to agree with me—if not outwardly, then tacitly. Now she has begun to exhibit a different attitude. She expresses fear about my establishing the little paper—

	Not fear for my safety, though some of that does seem to exist. But her chief fear seems to be that I will become too fond of my endeavor—



Matt was struck by an unexpected feeling of kinship with his older brother. Margaret’s reaction to the labor journal sounded much like Dolly’s reaction to his painting. Women were not so different after all.


	—too embroiled in producing the Beacon, and thus too inattentive to her, and to the needs of the family.

	The fear is unfounded, Matt. I must do my best to convince her.



He started as a shadow fell across his legs. He hadn’t heard Dolly come in. She was carrying two goblets of white vin ordinaire. She saw his strained expression.

“Not bad news, is it?”

He folded the letter. “It may be. You can decide for yourself”—he rose and gently lifted the goblets from her fingers—“after we have a proper welcome home.”

He bent to kiss her cheek, slipped his left arm around her. She struggled away.

“Matt, we must talk!”

“Plenty of time for that later.” He pressed her face with his free hand. A shade too roughly, perhaps, but he was desperate.

“Matthew Kent, I bloody well won’t have you trying to get round me this wa—”

He put his mouth on hers. The kiss was long and intense. Her skin smelled sweetly of the lilac water she wore. He ran his fingers up into her blond hair, ruining the carefully created curls.

Her mouth felt cool, unresponsive. He didn’t break the embrace. She breathed in—an angry little sound—then pulled back abruptly. Tears shone as she exclaimed, “Oh, you’re not fair. Not fair at all.”

He kissed her again, ferociously. He worked his right hand behind her, stroking her back-while the pressure of his lips bore her head back. She uttered that angry little gasp again, then suddenly went limp against him. With a moan, she flung one arm around his neck. Her mouth opened, eager.

Dolly Stubbs was far from being as starched and proper as all the daughters of Victoria were supposed to be. That was a bounty which had brought him great happiness. Once warmed, her passion was boundless—and this evening was no exception. Her corseted breasts crushed against his shirt as she moved in his arms. When she felt how huge and stiff he was, felt him prodding her through layers of clothing, she moaned again.

He spread his legs, lifting her off the floor and kissing her eyelids. She moaned louder. Surrendering.

He carried her to the other room, and the bed. The room was tiny and without windows. The only illumination came from the fading skylight glow. In moments, he had her outer clothes off, then her corset and undergarments. As he bent to hold and kiss one of her soft white breasts, he knew again that his strategy wasn’t mere expediency. He cared for her, deeply.

“Oh, oh,” Dolly was exclaiming, arching her bare back. “Oh, you’re so damned unfair, Matt Kent. You know how I melt when you do that—”

“I do it because I love you,” he whispered, mouth against the warmth of her ear. Her unbound hair tickled his nose.

“You’re—a terrible man,” she laughed as he spread himself over her, the softness and the roughness of her at once familiar and wondrously new. “A terrible man to make me—so addled—I can’t think about what we must—must—oh. Oh!”

She brought her body up and forward, a motion urging him to hurry. Eyes closed and clinging to him, she cried, “I love you. I love you—”

The end was splendid, as always. And when they rested afterward, the light in the bedroom all but gone, he thought he’d successfully diverted her from discussing domestic matters tonight. He let himself doze off.

Yawning, he woke in response to a gentle tug of his naked shoulder. He heard her whisper, “That was absolutely lovely, Matt. And it told me all over again how much I care for you. But we must still talk.”

He’d failed! Feeling trapped again, he sat up in bed. Then came the thunderblow. Her voice affectionate and her hand caressing him again, she added, “It won’t take long. I’d just like us to agree to get married.”
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He was suddenly ashamed of his simpleminded strategy, and of his arrogant assumption that she could be so easily diverted. Sometimes the strength and single-mindedness of the female sex terrified him.

He swung his legs off the side of the bed. “I gathered that was it. You want to exchange all this for an arrangement like Sime and Leah’s.”

“‘All this?’” she repeated, then gave a short, brusque laugh. “Two rooms in Montmartre and some doubtful prospects for a career as a painter? It’s not all that magnificent, Mr. Kent! So please don’t sneer at me.”

He fought to keep the anger out of his voice. “Except for my work, it’s exactly what the Strelniks have.”

“Oh, no, my dear. For one thing, they have the legal right to give Anton their family name.”

He scrambled to his feet. “Dolly, will you kindly tell me what the hell happened to you in Liverpool? Why has a marriage certificate become so damned important all at once? I thought we agreed marriage was nothing but a legalistic fiction. I for one still don’t believe the Almighty will smite us dead just because we go to bed without benefit of clergy!”

“No, I don’t either,” she responded quietly. “On the other hand, certain—changes have put the whole question into a new perspective.”

“Your sister snaring some lout and dragging him to the altar, you mean?”

“Don’t be cruel,” she whispered. “Don’t pull that trick you and your friends are so good at—rejecting anything you’re not capable of appreciating, or anyone who doesn’t think you’re doing the most important work since the bloody Creation!”

In the darkened room, heir naked body was a pale blur. She reached for his hand. He was angry enough to pull away but he didn’t. She squeezed his fingers.

“I’m sorry, Matt.”

Silence for a moment.

“So am I.”

“I really didn’t mean for this to get so heated. We just have to do some serious thinking, that’s all. There is something new to be considered.” She drew in a breath. “I’m speaking of a legal name for our baby.”



Chapter V

Strelnik’s Flight

i

HALF AN HOUR later, they were seated on opposite sides of a glowing candle set on the taboret in the outer room.

Hundreds of stars spread above the skylight. Somewhere on the butte, a man and a woman argued loudly. The voices faded. A cat meowed in the stillness of the night.

Matt cupped his hands around the warm, fragrant cup of tea Dolly had brewed. But he had no desire for it.

He had put on a shirt and trousers, she an old quilted dressing gown several sizes too large. Her hair was disarrayed, and her cheeks pink from the lovemaking. She sipped her tea and almost fell into a fit of giggling.

“I’m sorry, darling. I really am. But you still look as if the Emperor himself had placed you under arrest.”

“That’s exactly how I feel.” The shock produced by her announcement was slow to dissipate. Certain things were coming into focus, though. The glances at little Anton. Her displeasure at a reference to her weight.

“Well, there’s nothing so unusual about a baby. It’s only by sheer luck that I haven’t gotten pregnant before this. As best I can estimate it, I’ve been carrying him—or her—for about two months. I saw a doctor in Liverpool to be sure. But I didn’t tell my family, Matt. You must believe that.”

He nodded, but avoided her eyes.

“I do want the baby to be raised properly,” she went on. “I know that may pose some problems in connection with your work. I’m sorry about it, but when a man and woman love each other, and they have a child, the responsibility changes things.”

Not for me, he thought, torn by pain. Much as he loved her, he couldn’t sacrifice his time and his concentration on the altar of parenthood. He would not give up the life he’d come to Paris to find. Wretched and fraught with problems as the profession was, to be a painter was what he wanted most of all.

And if she’d been with him in that dark, cold water of the Gulf for even one instant—choking, flailing, thinking death was only moments away—she would understand.

She reached around the tiny flame and touched his face. “I don’t think I’m asking for anything so unusual, Matt. Just what millions of men and women already share.”

Settle for! he thought angrily, but kept silent. Confusion overwhelmed him. He loved her and he loved his work. He was face-to-face with the grim dilemma Paul had talked about. Which mistress?

She saw his torment, and relieved it. “We needn’t decide tonight. But we will have to decide soon. I must tell you again—this is all my own idea. Not my mother’s. Not Peg’s. All mine. I do want my child born with a legal name. But if that’s not possible—if you don’t want the baby—there are women in Paris who can solve the problem.”

A shudder of revulsion shook him. “Christ, that’s a foul thing to propose! Murder—”

“It’s an alternative, Matt.”

“A damn vicious one.”

She bowed her head. “I know. I’m not proud of it.”

A moment later her gaze lifted and locked with his. Her voice strengthened. “But neither am I entirely ashamed of using it to get a commitment from you. A commitment isn’t just to my benefit any longer. Oh, I’ll gain something if you agree we can get married. Something wonderful—you’re a fine, talented man. Not perfect, God knows. But you’re exciting to be with, and you’re kind and attentive when you think about it. But as I say, I don’t have just myself to consider now. I know your family was founded by a bastard, old Philip, but he was an extraordinary chap to judge from all you’ve told me. Suppose our child’s a boy. He might not be as strong. And bastardy is not widely accepted nor lightly tolerated with our dear Victoria setting the world’s standard of morality—no, I will not put that burden on any child of mine. So tell me what we’re to do, Matt. Get married or—not be troubled by the baby. I want you to tell me by a month from now. July. Surely you can reach a decision by then.”

“No, goddamn it! It’s an impossible choice.”

“Yes,” she said gently, and he saw the terrifying strength in her. The strength of womankind, beside which the posings and prattlings of his artist friends seemed puerile. “Yes, it is. But my father always said there were many impossible choices in a lifetime. Being able to deal with them makes you an adult, I suppose. So does dealing with the pain they bring. A month, Matt. I think that’s time enough.” She finished her tea. “Now shall we go back to bed?”
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He left Montmartre about midmorning Sunday. Dolly was accustomed to his disappearing for hours at a time, either to Fochet’s atelier or on long walks during which he developed, sorted and rejected ideas about his work.

This morning he could barely think about painting, so full of conflicting feelings was he in the wake of Dolly’s announcement. One moment he wanted the child, but the next, he knew it would represent the start of a shackling process which would ultimately rob him of the absolutely vital freedom an artist required.

Pondering, he roamed the right bank from the great triumphal arch at the Place de l’Etoile to the esplanade south of the Louvre, where fishermen dropped their lines into the sunlit Seine. Coal barges moved slowly up the river as he strolled on toward the Île de la Cité and crossed the bridge to Notre Dame. He was not religious in the conventional sense, but he slipped into the cathedral by the door directly beneath the magnificent rose window and stood in the cool, vaulted darkness listening to a priest chant the mass far, far down in the immense nave. Something of the peace of the church stole into him, and his thinking slowly clarified.

As he walked out he dropped a few sous in the poor box. He had reached two decisions. He would not give in to Dolly’s demands that they marry, but he would not permit her to do away with the child. He would find some way to persuade her to deliver the baby out of wedlock. She really didn’t understand all the implications of her threat to go to one of those women he’d only heard about—old, frequently unclean women whose instruments helped a young girl out of a predicament, in violation of the laws of France and of the Church. He must make her understand and reject that alternative.

He sat a while in a café near Notre Dame, sipping red wine in the summer sunshine. He began to feel better, more confident. He even turned his thoughts to a new piece of work. Something along the lines Paul had talked about. Not an American subject—that would be going too far—but one from his blockade-running days. His mind focused on an image of a smoky, crowded cantina in the Mexican town of Matamoras on the Rio Grande. He recalled a dancer he’d seen perform there. A lovely, dark-eyed wench with a sinuous body. Soon the organization of a picture suggested itself. Then, excited, he began to expand the mental canvas to include a few spectators and then the whole of one side of the cantina. He had never planned anything half so ambitious.

Toward the end of the afternoon he drifted north again. Presently he reached the Café Guerbois at number eleven Grand Rue des Batignolles. Usually the group gathered late on Friday, so he didn’t expect to find anyone—not on a Sunday evening when the café had no other trade. But Edouard Manet was there.

The unofficial head of the Batignolles group was in his late thirties. He came from a bourgeois family just as Paul did. At that point the resemblance ended. Manet’s dress and deportment were impeccable. His light brown beard was always meticulously trimmed and combed. Next to his wineglass lay an expensive walking stick and a pair of yellow gloves. He hardly looked like the sort who would scandalize established authority, but since the early 1860s he had been doing just that with paintings such as Concert in the Tuileries Gardens, Olympia and Luncheon on the Grass, the provocative study of two gentlemen in conventional daytime attire enjoying a woodland picnic with two young women—one in a diaphanous drapery, the other stark naked.

Manet’s infamous picture, so realistic and yet so outrageously fantastic at the same time, had been refused by the jury of the 1863 Salon. Manet and so many other artists had protested so forcefully about the unimaginative rejection of anything the least bit new, Napoléon III had done a surprising turnabout and announced that the rejected works would be shown in a second, unofficial exhibit—the Salon des Refusés.

Ever since, Manet had come to be the acknowledged leader of everything revolutionary in French painting. The café group—Renoir, Degas, Fantin-Latour, Monet, Pissarro, Paul and others—drew inspiration from his talent and encouragement from his friendship. Some of Manet’s work was even tiptoeing around the margins of respectability. Luncheon had been hung in the ’69 Salon. But the artist himself was still not acceptable. This spring, Salon jury selection procedures had been revised so that the jury would include practicing painters. Manet’s candidacy had been rejected because of his radical views.

“Well—Matthew!” Manet extended his hand, shook Mart’s. “How goes it?”

“Not very well,” Matt said with a shrug and a grin.

“Pity. I’ve had the same kind of day myself.” He turned and raised his voice slightly. “Lisa?” There was no response from the back, where Matt could hear the splash of wash water and the clink of dishes. “I’ve been meaning to ask you how you fared in your little experiment a few weeks ago.”

Matt pulled a face. “The cocaine made me sick for three days. I don’t see why people are convinced it frees the mind. All it did was muddle mine. I have trouble enough turning out work without trying to do it dead drunk or delirious from an injection.”

“You sound as if you’re having a good deal of trouble right now.”

“Nothing’s coming out right. I’ve been tempted to chuck the whole business.”

Manet frowned. “That would be a loss. I hope you’ll reconsider. Your work is still rough, but it shows great vitality. And unmistakable promise.”

A damp hand speared over Matt’s shoulder, taking him by surprise. The hand closed on his groin and a coarse, teasing female voice said, “I know something else that shows a lot of promise.”

She let go. Matt kissed the reddened hand that smelled of strong soap. Lisa rumpled his hair. She was ten years older than Matt—closer to Manet’s age—always disheveled, with her hair falling in her eyes.

She leaned over to set a glass and a new carafe of wine on the marble table. “Eh, Matthew, my Virginia dove”—she pronounced it Var-ghin-ya—“why can’t you and I ever be close friends?” She caught his head in the crook of her elbow and squeezed him against her blouse and her large breasts. “You know how close I mean.”

Manet coughed and examined the ceiling. She released him. “Believe me, if that English girl ever turns her back on you, I’ll snatch you away.”

“You’ll be too busy avoiding all your other suitors, Lisa. I saw one of them yesterday.”

She brightened. “You did? Who?”

“That Prussian, Lepp.”

“Oh, God. Spare me!”

He described the encounter at the Gare du Nord, including Lepp’s promise that he’d be back to see her. At that, she shivered.

“Let’s hope not. After he was in here the last time, I made a few inquiries. Some of the—ah—working girls in the neighborhood know a little about him.” She proceeded to describe some of Lepp’s aberrations. Manet grew increasingly embarrassed, but the barmaid paid no attention. She said Lepp had been heard to boast about a secret pied-à-terre somewhere on the left bank. “He reportedly pays both prostitutes and impoverished students from the Sorbonne to spend an hour satisfying his peculiar needs. I want no part of that fellow, I tell y—”

“I didn’t expect anyone to be here!” a bellowing voice interrupted. “Hortense and I have had a terrible fight!”

Matt stood up. “Hello, Paul.” His friend looked even more wild-eyed than usual. Manet sat motionless, as if wanting to be inconspicuous. He and Matt’s friend didn’t always hit it off.

“Lisa, you unwashed slut, get me some wine!” Paul yelled, grabbing a chair and sitting down.

She made a face and told him to get it himself. She flounced out. Paul didn’t move.

Manet made an effort to be cordial, extended his hand. “How are you, Cézanne?”

Paul glared. “I do not shake your hand, Mr. Manet. I have not washed for a week.”

The other man sighed. “Really, Cézanne, your rudeness is unbelievable sometimes.”

Paul fixed the other artist with a murderous eye. “I’ve nothing to say to you. I’m not intelligent enough to speak on your level. I don’t even know why I sit at this table. I don’t fit in. I don’t dress or speak like a smug provincial lawyer!”

Manet snatched up his stick and gloves. “In one of your insufferable moods, are you? I shouldn’t wonder Hortense had her claws out. She’d be happier living with a wild orangutan. Good evening!”

Manet stalked out. Matt stared after him, then sighed in an annoyed way. “Why do you insult everyone, Paul?”

Paul slammed his elbows on the table and covered his eyes with his palms. “Shut up. Just shut up and leave me alone.”

It was sensible to give in to Paul’s wishes when he was in such a state. Matt slipped away from the table. For a moment he was able to appreciate Dolly’s feeling that a normal existence was much more preferable than a career among such emotionally stunted people. It was difficult for Matt to make outsiders understand that outrageous character flaws in a man such as Paul were more than made up for by incredible talent. Indeed, the flaws had probably helped nurture the talent. They were its price.

He was halfway to the arch leading to the kitchen when the front door banged open again. Paul’s head had sunk onto his arms and he appeared to be dozing as Matt turned, saw the new arrival, and exclaimed, “Sime!”

Carrying a carpetbag in one hand, Strelnik rushed toward him. “Thank God. I left the house in such a rush, I didn’t have a chance to ask Dolly where you were. I was hoping you might be here.”

Matt had seldom seen his friend so agitated. “Sime, what’s wrong?”

“I’m afraid I may be in very serious trouble.”
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Lisa strolled up behind Matt and leaned on his shoulder, absently reaching down with her left hand to tweak his rump. Strelnik couldn’t see. He gave the barmaid a suspicious stare, then said to Matt, “I must talk to you privately.”

“All right. Excuse us, Lisa.”

She shrugged and disappeared again. Matt led the agitated little man to a table against the far wall, six or eight feet from Paul, who was snoring and making maudlin noises.

Strelnik jerked off his shabby cap and twisted it in his hands as he leaned forward. “I have to be gone for a few days, Matt. Will you look after Leah and the baby for me? See that nothing happens to them?”

Matt started to laugh. “What do you mean? What could possibly happen to them?”

“I don’t know,” Strelnik replied, nervously raking fingers through his bright red beard. “But I fear I’ve become a dangerous man to know. I want you to be aware of that before you agree to anything.”

Strelnik’s statements struck Matt as pretentious and melodramatic. Yet what he saw in the Russian’s round, dark eyes was the kind of fright that precluded laughter.

“I wish you’d explain that, Sime.”

“I’ll try. I’m still rather shaky. This afternoon certain—associates of mine sent a coded telegraph message. From Berlin.”

Matt was slow to realize the significance. Strelnik blurted, “My brother’s been arrested!”

“Your brother? I’m sorry to hear it. But how does that involve you?”

“I’m not sure. But I was advised to go into hiding. You see, Matt, my brother, Yuri, is allied with certain groups that oppose the monolithic state Otto Bismarck is attempting to build in Germany. Yuri had been trying to discover what position the Premier has taken in regard to the throne of Spain.”

Matt didn’t understand, and said so. Strelnik cast another anxious look toward the street entrance, then explained.

The throne of Spain had been left vacant after a political upheaval in 1868. It was still vacant because various claimants and candidates were maneuvering behind the scenes. Yuri Strelnik had learned that Bismarck was promoting Prince Leopold of Hohenzollern-Simaringen, a member of the ruling house of Prussia, for that kingship.

Bewildered, Matt shook his head. “Sime, forgive me. I still don’t follow.”

“No, I realize you don’t take politics very seriously, Matthew. But some men take it with deadly seriousness.”

“I know. I lost a brother because of men like that. Go on.”

“Yuri and his comrades wanted to expose the Hohenzollern candidacy. If it became a matter of public record, France would react violently, since the news would mean Prussia’s sphere of influence may soon extend to Spain.”

“I never imagined you and your crowd here in Paris were friends of the Emperor, Sime.”

“Definitely not! We’re interested solely in the people’s cause. However, any international friction that embarrasses Bismarck and blunts his drive for power works to the advantage of the German people. Bismarck wants to enthrone William, the Prussian king, as kaiser of a unified, militaristic-Germany. By hampering his plan we foster ours, which is the eventual overthrow of Bismarck’s regime.”

“And your cause is helped by exposure of a meaningless candidacy for a meaningless throne?”

“Believe me, the exposure would not be meaningless. France will not view it that way. The Emperor will consider Bismarck’s maneuver to be provocative. And doubly insulting because Bismarck kept the candidacy a secret until the Spanish parliament approved it.”

“You don’t mean France would declare war over a breach of protocol?”

“Oh, no, certainly not. That would be going too far. But severe diplomatic repercussions—those are virtually guaranteed.”

“All right, Sime, that’s reasonably clear. Just explain why you have to go into hiding.”

“Because Yuri finally obtained documentation of the Hohenzollern candidacy!”

“Have you seen it?”

“I have not. But the Prussians may think I have. Yuri and I correspond all the time. You know that. I’m sure they do too. And the Prussian eagle has talons that reach a great distance,” Strelnik declared with breathy emphasis. “A great distance.”

That much Matt was willing to grant, given the presence in Paris of men such as Lepp. Perhaps Strelnik had good cause for fear, though Matt did find if ludicrous that there could be such furor over an obsolete kingship. On the other hand, Jeremiah had been lost because of hotheaded partisanship for slavery, an outmoded and immoral institution, and for secession, a windy debating platform topic not worth one human life.

“You can count on Dolly and me to watch out for your wife and boy. Don’t worry about them.”

Strelnik put on his cap and picked up his carpetbag. “I’ll try not to, Matt.”

“Does Leah know where you’re going?”

“No one knows but the people who will be hiding me. I’ll come home as soon as I’m told that it’s safe. Meanwhile”—he pumped Matt’s hand—“thank you from the bottom of my heart. Yesterday you paid me a sort of reverse compliment. Now it’s my turn—”

One more swift look at the street door. “You are a decent man, Matthew—even if you do have no comprehension of what powers actually move the world. One of them isn’t a paintbrush. That much I’ll tell you. I fear that long after the cleansing revolutionary fire has burned out the old order you’ll still be standing in the ashes scratching your head and wondering what happened. And you’ll never understand why the old order had to die to make way for the new.”

“No, I won’t,” Matt agreed. “In case there’s an emergency, I do think I should know where to find you.”

“No, you shouldn’t!” Strelnik shot back with an alarmed look. “It will be safer that way.”

He picked up the carpetbag, paused at the door to look both ways along the avenue, then rushed off into the gathering twilight. For some reason, the little man’s last remark made Matt shiver.
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