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Introduction:
The Author as (Bad?) Actor

TOWARD THE END OF this, the third novel of The Kent Family Chronicles, you’ll encounter an amoral character named Elphinstone, attorney for the wicked Hamilton Stovall. When the novel went before the camera as a miniseries at Universal Studios, I visited the set for a few days. The producer, Bob Cinader, knew of my intermittent interest in acting, and one Thursday afternoon he suggested I play Elphinstone in a scene to be shot the following Monday.

One scene—seven short speeches—a chance to appear with two famous actors, George Hamilton, playing Stovall, and the late Ross Martin, playing the shop foreman of the family printing house, Kent and Son—how much persuasion did it require? Just about none.

On Friday, I met with a person in the Universal casting department in the Black Tower. He went over my “deal”—the financial arrangements. I hardly remember what was said; I could only think about the scene, in which I had to fall to the floor after Stovall shot me, for his own nefarious reasons. I didn’t know how to take a dive, at least not gracefully. I spent most of the weekend in a suite at the Beverly Wilshire, practicing that fall while my wife, Rachel, critiqued my efforts. Memorizing the lines was the least of it.

Monday dawned. I reported early for makeup and costume, as the call sheet demanded. I paced up and down on the back lot all day—the scene was delayed until Tuesday morning. When it was finally ready to go, the director, an elegant Englishman named Sidney Hayers, stood back with arms folded, looking more than a little dubious.

Sidney gave me not one word of direction. Consequently I overacted, punching the lines much too hard, as though I were in a stage play in a 1200-seat house with two balconies. The fall didn’t go badly—I eased into it by grasping and sliding down a handy pillar. Hamilton/Stovall discovered I was still alive, smothered me with his handkerchief, and I finally died.

Afterward, both George Hamilton and Ross Martin were generous with their compliments. I particularly remember Ross Martin smiling and saying, “Good job. You stay out of my business, I’ll stay out of yours.”

When I saw my scene in the finished picture, I cringed. I’ve since run the show a few times and graded the performance slightly better. You can judge for yourself if you wish: the Universal home-video version is still available.

It was a giddy experience, growing out of the enormous success the Kent novels were already experiencing. But it convinced me that my place was in front of the typewriter, not in front of the camera, and there I’ve stayed ever since.

I thank all my good friends at Penguin Group (USA) Inc. for sprucing up the Kent Family for public view—and, I hope, your approval—in these new editions. Thank heavens I don’t have to solicit a vote of approval for my acting.


	—John Jakes

	Hilton Head Island,

	South Carolina





“Ask these Pilgrims what they expect when they git to Kentuckey the answer is Land, have you any. No, but I expect I can git it. have you any thing to pay for land, No. did you ever see the Country. No but Every Body says its good land…

“Here is hundreds Travelling hundreds Of Miles, they Know not for what Nor Whither, except its to Kentuckey, passing land almost as good and easy obtained, the Proprietors of which would gladly give on any terms but it will not do…its not the Promised Land its not the goodly inheratence the Land of Milk and Honey.”


	1796:

	Moses Austin,

	founder of Texas,

	writing of a journey

	from Wythe County, Virginia,

	to Louisiana Territory.



“I of course expected to find beaver, which with us hunters is a primary object, but I was also led on by the love of novelty common to all, which is much increased by the pursuit of its gratification…”


	1827:

	the journal of

	Jedediah Smith,

	mountain man.
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* Book One *
Kent and Son



Chapter I
Battle Morning

i

ABOUT FOUR O’CLOCK ABRAHAM KENT woke from a fitful sleep and realized he couldn’t rest again until the day’s action was concluded, in the Legion’s favor or otherwise.

His heart beat rapidly as he lay sweating in the tiny tent. He heard muted voices outside, saw a play of flame and shadow on the tent wall. Campfires, burning brightly in the sweltering dark. No attempt had been made to conceal the presence of three thousand men on the north bank of the Maumee River. The Indians already knew that the general who commanded the army of the Fifteen Fires had arrived, and meant to fight. The only question was when.

Abraham had learned the answer to that the preceding evening. Sitting his mare in formation, he’d listened to the reading of the general order that announced a march at daybreak. Men cheered—principally some of the less disciplined Kentucky mounted militia, whose ranks numbered close to fifteen hundred.

On hearing the order, Abraham Kent felt both relief and sharp fear. Relief came from knowing that nearly two years of preparation, marching, fort-building in the wilderness of the Northwest Territory was finally reaching a climax. The general had repeatedly sent messages to the tribes, urging peace and conciliation even as he drove his Legion of the United States deeper into the lands north of the Ohio, constructing stockade after stockade en route. The reply of the tribes to the last message had been equivocal. So the general had let it be known he meant to attack.

Abraham Kent experienced fear on hearing the order because he’d never taken part in an actual engagement; not in all the twenty-four months since he’d arrived in Pittsburgh in response to the recruiting notices in Boston. Those notices declared that the United States was raising a formal army for the first time since the Revolution.

There had been engagements as the American army twisted back and forth across the hostile country, earning the general the name Blacksnake from the Indian spies who watched the army’s progress. Earlier in the summer, for example, a Shawnee war party had launched a ferocious attack on newly built Fort Recovery. When it happened Abraham was on duty at the general’s base, Fort Greenville, a day’s ride south. So he had yet to be blooded.

Today, the twentieth of August 1794, that situation was likely to change.

He crawled out of the tent, his linen shirt and trousers already plastered to his body. For a moment he wondered whether he would see the dawn of the twenty-first.

Scouts had brought reports into the camp beside the river that upwards of two thousand Indians had gathered some seven to ten miles northeast, near the rapids of the Maumee where the British had brazenly erected a fort close to McKee’s trading station. Warriors from all the major tribes had come: Blue Jacket’s Shawnee, including the young warrior with the fierce reputation, Tecumseh, who had led the unsuccessful attack on Fort Recovery. Little Turtle’s Miamis were there. The Wyandots under Tarhe the Crane. Captain Pipe’s Delawares. All united to resist the Americans who were bent on taking the Indians’ land—

Not a man in the Legion of the United States considered it anything but American land, of course. The vast expanse west of Pennsylvania, east of the Mississippi, north of the Ohio and south of the Lakes had been ceded to the new nation by Britain as part of the peace treaty of 1783. Yet in the following decade, the British continued to maintain their posts in the surrendered territory; kept urging the Indians to demand that the northern border of American expansion remain the Ohio River.

Small expeditionary forces had marched into the Northwest before, to try to settle matters. One, St. Clair’s, had met death along the bend of the Wabash tributary where Abraham’s commanding general had built Fort Recovery the preceding winter. Yawning and stretching as he walked past the men talking around the campfires, Abraham vividly recalled the stone gray winter’s day he had ridden as one of the eight hundred pressing forward to the site of St. Clair’s defeat—

In the first drifting snowflakes, he had seen skulls and bones protruding from the frozen ground. As the new fort rose on the site during the early months of 1794, men working the earth dug up and counted the human skulls. Over six hundred of them. Six hundred of General Dicky Butler’s soldiers, slaughtered—

Abraham ambled on through the steamy darkness, breathing the acrid wood smoke, listening to the strained, subdued conversations, seeing here and there a surreptitious jug passed, in violation of the general’s edict forbidding use of alcohol in camp or on the march. Nineteen years old, the young soldier had wide shoulders and a stocky build; heavy brows and the dark eyes of his parents. He’d also inherited their dark hair, which he never bothered to dress since dashing about on horseback loosened all the powder. He stood five feet ten inches, taller than his father.

Abraham passed the end of an earthwork. Behind it, the general had deposited the army’s baggage and wagons, in case they needed to be defended during a retreat. Outside a command tent Abraham saw aides conferring with Captain Zebulon Pike, who’d been put in charge of the rear position. He strode by the circle of lantern light, swatting mosquitoes that deviled his neck, and soon reached the picket lines where the dragoon horses fretted and stamped in the predawn heat.

A sentry thrust out his musket. “Who goes?”

“Cornet Kent. I want to see to my mount.”

The sentry saluted the junior officer, stood aside. Abraham ducked between two nervous stallions, found his mare at her tether, ran his hand down her neck, soothing her as if she were human.

“I hope they fed and watered you well, Sprite. You’ll need to be lively when the sun’s up. They say the Indians have taken positions among some fallen trees destroyed by a storm a long time ago. That’ll be hard ground for galloping and jumping, my girl—”

The mare nipped at his caressing hand, but not viciously. Abraham smiled. In two years, he and the mare assigned him at Cincinnati had established a bond between them; the kind of bond infantrymen and other, lesser orders of human beings could never comprehend. Like the other dragoon officers, Abraham talked to his horse frequently. He knew Sprite recognized his voice if not the sense of his words. Now he almost spoke his fear aloud to the animal, almost launched into a monologue concerning the special reason he was apprehensive about the coming battle. He had admitted the reason to few other human beings; he admitted it to himself only with some shame—

Oh, he was a good enough soldier, he supposed. But his motive for enlisting—for making the difficult overland journey to Pittsburgh—had not been purely patriotic. He had no desire for glory in battle, and hence feared combat perhaps more than some officers did—

Noticing the sentry watching him, Abraham kept it all to himself. After one more stroke of Sprite’s sweating neck, he turned and made for the river, feeling a steady pressure in his loins.

He was again thankful that his father’s business had prospered sufficiently to permit him to go riding on the Common on a fine hired mount when he was growing up. Abraham was likewise thankful that his stepmother had encouraged the lessons in horsemanship. Except for that, he would never have been accepted for the dragoons.

But astride Sprite, and commanded by an excellent officer—a captain with the peculiar name Robert MisCampbell—Abraham knew that in the coming battle, he would be less of a target than those in the four sublegions who advanced on foot with bayonet-tipped muskets. Whether the general’s combined infantry and cavalry stood a chance against the untrained but elusively swift tribesmen waiting somewhere up the Maumee, he couldn’t say. That made him even more glad that he was going into danger on an animal he loved and trusted.

A trampled patch of corn and the charred smell of a burned Indian lean-to told him he was nearing the shore. He smelled the wet loam of the bottoms, heard night birds crying among the rushes. The stars were lost in a humid haze. He unfastened the buttons of his trousers and started to urinate in the river.

While in this prosaic but somewhat restrictive position, he heard slow footsteps along the bank.

He turned his head, choked back an exclamation as he recognized the man limping out of the darkness, a rangy silhouette against the distant fires.

Faced with the choice of saluting or closing up his trousers, he decided on the latter. Only afterward did he whip up his right hand in the respectful gesture due the tall, somewhat rotund officer whose left boot and pants leg were almost entirely swathed in strips of flannel.

Major General Wayne—admiringly called Mad Anthony ever since his daring seizure of the British fort at Stony Point during the Revolution—rested a hand on the butt of one of the two pistols thrust into his belt and stared at Abraham Kent, whose face all at once felt hotter than ever.
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The general, appearing rather bedraggled in his old blue coat, leather sword belt and leg-bandages, smiled at last.

“Cornet Kent. Good evening to you. Good morning, rather.”

“Good morning, sir,” Abraham managed to say in a reasonably calm voice.

Wayne hobbled toward him; Abraham guessed the general must be close to fifty now. Supposedly his left leg still contained a piece of ball lodged there during the Virginia campaign at the close of the War for Independence. He had been called out of retirement to head the army sent west by President Washington to quell the Indian threat in the Northwest Territory once and for all.

Wayne’s men loved him; Abraham was no exception. The Indians dreaded him because it seemed that he was never off guard, never slept, knew everything that transpired for miles around whatever position he happened to be occupying.

In gentle reproof, Wayne said, “I urged my men to get as much sleep as possible, Cornet. All my men.”

“Yes, sir, but—well, sir, that’s hard, facing an engagement as we are—”

To Abraham’s relief, Wayne nodded. “As you can tell from my presence here, I understand perfectly. I hope our red adversaries aren’t resting. I know they’re not eating,” he added with a thin smile.

Abraham knew the meaning of Wayne’s last words, of course. The general’s stratagem had been the talk of the camp for two days.

Via his scouts, Wayne had let slip word that he intended to fight, knowing full well that, by custom, the Indians would never eat on the morning of a battle. For that reason Wayne had carefully refrained from mentioning exactly when he intended to engage. Thus the enemy had probably taken little or no nourishment for almost forty-eight hours.

Wayne stumped closer. As always, the general’s limp reminded Abraham of his father’s, the result of a hit by a musket ball at the battle of Monmouth Court House. The general asked, “Did the last pouches of mail from Cincinnati bring any word of your father, Cornet?”

“Yes, sir, I had a letter. He’s recovered from the grippe that kept him in bed for a time. His business continues to do well.”

“Success evidently runs in the family. Captain MisCampbell informs me you’re an exemplary junior officer.”

“That’s good to hear, sir—thank you for telling me.”

Wayne had acknowledged his acquaintance with Abraham’s father when Abraham first reached the training camp at Legionville, down the Ohio from Pittsburgh. Part of Abraham’s reverence for the general was due to his father having fought beside Mad Anthony in the Revolution. During the retreat after the American defeat at Brandywine Creek, Philip Kent had joined the reckless young officer in a charge against some Hessians harrying the retreat route. And Philip often referred with pride to standing with Wayne a second time at Monmouth Court House.

Wayne stared at the dark-flowing river. “May I ask you a personal question, Cornet?”

“Of course, sir.”

“It comes to mind because you are an excellent officer, and because I remember your father so well. Do you intend to make the army a career?”

Abraham hesitated a moment, then decided to answer truthfully. “No, sir. I imagine I’ll go back to Boston when the campaign’s over.”

“Perhaps that will be accomplished by this time tomorrow. There is a very great deal at stake in the next few hours—”

“I’m aware of that, sir.”

So was virtually every man in the Legion. The Northwest Ordinance, passed by the Congress in 1787, had wisely promised the creation of new states—no less than three, no more than five—once the territory was pacified and settled. Each new state would be fully equal with those fifteen already established under the country’s federal Constitution, which had become law when the ninth of the thirteen original states, New Hampshire, ratified it in 1788. Abraham knew that thousands of settlers were waiting along the eastern seaboard for the chance to start new lives in the western territory. But they were held back by fear of the Indian menace.

Just as important, President Washington had recently sent Chief Justice John Jay to England to attempt to negotiate a new treaty with the King’s ministers. The status of the Northwest was one of the points at issue.

Under the peace settlement, the territory unquestionably belonged to America. But if Britain could in effect hold it illegally—hold it by means of Crown agents inciting the tribes in order to prevent an inrush of settlers—Jay could never hope to gain a reconfirmation on paper of America’s claim to the land.

Picking up the conversation, Wayne said, “I’m sorry to hear the military will eventually lose your services, Cornet. Still, I’m not entirely surprised. Ever since you enlisted, I have frankly wondered why a young man of your background—your prospects for the future—would risk himself in an enterprise of this sort.”

Caught off guard, Abraham replied haltingly, “Someone must if the territory’s to be secured—”

“Oh, I’m not questioning your patriotism. But I’ve found that in the Legion, most of the men have at least one other motive for joining our hazardous venture. Wives they regret marrying, for example—”

“I’m single, General.”

“Debts, then.”

“No, I haven’t that problem.”

“I should imagine not.” Bleak, tired eyes ranged the murmuring river where a heat mist was beginning to form. “Sometimes the motive for a man staying in the army is simply an inability to endure other, comparatively tame endeavors once the man has tasted battle—” That, Wayne’s officers well knew, was the general’s own spur.

Wayne turned slightly, his eyes reflecting the distant fires. Those glowing eyes prodded Abraham to another honest reply. “Well, sir, in my case that doesn’t apply either. I left home because my father and I were having our differences.”

“Over what, may I ask?”

“My future. Specifically, my future with the family printing house. My father wanted me to study at Harvard a year or so, then join him in the business. I honestly couldn’t decide whether I wanted that. With so much happening in the country—all this new land opening—it seemed, to use your word, a tame alternative.”

“So you chose a period in the army to think things over?”

“Exactly, sir. I’m afraid my father and I had quite a few loud and lengthy arguments on the subject. On many other subjects, too. We don’t see eye to eye on politics, for instance.”

Wayne nodded. “I’m familiar with Kent and Son publishing tracts in support of Mr. Hamilton’s Federalist views.”

“Quite right, sir. And if you’ll forgive my saying so, it’s always struck me as damned odd that men who were so violently anti-British twenty years ago are now anxious to establish strong commercial and political ties with that country.”

“A matter of economics.” Wayne shrugged. “Think of the market in England for ships’ timbers, for instance. Good northeastern oak and pine to build men-o’-war for the most powerful navy in the world—who wants to lose trade like that? No wonder nearly all of New England’s gone Federalist—”

“I’m a New Englander and I haven’t, sir. I personally see nothing wrong with Mr. Jefferson’s support of the revolution in France.”

“You’ll have to agree it’s fallen into bloody excess.”

“Yes, but—”

“And still Mr. Jefferson and many of the others in the Virginia junto continue to champion its democratic principles. If they exist any longer, which I doubt. Ah, but let’s not debate that. We have a more immediate enemy—”

Abraham wasn’t quite ready to drop the subject, though. “Part of the trouble at home comes from the fact that my father’s grown wealthy. Achieved a status that encourages him to think like an aristocrat—”

“The father’s a Federalist, the son isn’t—and under those circumstances, a term of service in the army seemed prudent in order to maintain the domestic peace?” Wayne’s voice had a wry sound.

But Abraham’s answer was straightforward. “Exactly.”

And that one word concealed much: the turmoil, the rancor that had shaken the Kent household until Philip had finally given grudging permission for his son to enlist under Wayne’s command. Something compelled Abraham to add, “The solution’s only temporary anyway. I’m sure that when I go home, the arguments will start all over again.”

Wayne didn’t comment immediately. With a touch of chagrin, Abraham realized he had already poured out a good deal of what ought to be considered private information. But as long as the general was willing to listen, Abraham supposed the talk didn’t hurt. In a way the confession relieved him. He seldom had a chance to air the problem that continually nagged at his mind. As he’d intimated, it was a problem for which a permanent solution would have to be found eventually.

Wayne brushed a hand absently over one cheek, squashing an insect. He smiled that weary smile again. “Fathers and sons at loggerheads—that was the central issue of the war for independence, you know. The right of the new blood to run its own course—freely. Well, Cornet, if the army doesn’t suit you as a career, and if you’ve no heart to spend your days in a prosperous Federalist printing firm—”

“I just haven’t decided, sir,” Abraham broke in. “My father wished for me to do so immediately. That’s why I had to strike out on my own for a time.”

Once more the relatively glib explanation hid other meanings. Abraham felt a momentary sense of his own shameful, innate weakness—

No, no, that was the wrong term. Unbearably demeaning. Call it not weakness but indecision born of family loyalty. He loved his father even though he resented Philip’s strong opinions. And, deep down, Abraham supposed he’d eventually succumb to his father’s wish that he join Kent and Son. But at his young age, he didn’t want that decision forced on him by fiat—

So he’d run away. No other description would do. Again he was face to face with a suspected failure of character that troubled him often; a failure he struggled to rationalize away by convoluted explanations involving family love and devotion—

Listening to the night insects, he recalled abruptly where he was, and why. A coldness filled his belly. The question of his future might soon become entirely academic. There was a battle to be fought. Men died in battle.

As if hunting for stars behind the sky’s haze, Wayne tilted his graying head back. “I can suggest an alternative to commerce or the army, Cornet. You could settle out here.”

Mildly astonished, Abraham replied, “Why, yes, sir, I suppose I could. Truthfully, that’s never occurred to me before.”

“When we raised the stockade at the confluence of this river and the Aux Glaize”—the general was referring to the fort he’d christened Defiance—“I was struck by the remarkable beauty and fertility of the land. Nature’s dealt bountifully with it. A man could hew his house from these forests. Fill his table from the trails and streams”—a boot scraped a furrow in the loam of the bank—“raise enough crops in this soil to provide for his household and have ample corn meal or flour left to transship across the Great Lakes, or back up the Ohio in exchange for the manufactured goods he needs. You know what they call me these days. One of the old Revolutionary warhorses. I suppose I’ll never shed the label—nor lose the urge to lead men. But I’ve found that life on the land can be very good. Very good. I own a rice plantation in the south—Hazzard’s Cowpen, it’s called. A gift of the people of the state of Georgia for my services during the rebellion—” His voice had grown dreamy, remote. “Yes, a man could do far worse than to stay here when the battle’s done—”

Abraham had to admit the idea was intriguing. Escape to a homestead in the Northwest Territory would solve his problem with his father. As Wayne said, a man could live well. If the Indian threat were gone—

Abraham’s brief enthusiasm faded as footsteps approached. Northward along the Maumee, his whole life could be decided in an instant. It could end in an instant. The recollection of that set his palms itching and started rivulets of sweat trickling down his neck to his linen collar.

He’d been foolishly carried away by Wayne’s remarks. Even if he survived his first test in battle, the chance of pulling away from his father was a slim one. Philip Kent would not easily loose his hold on his son—

Abraham put the whole vexing question out of mind, turning along with Wayne as a wiry young officer approached. The officer carried his cockaded bicorn hat under his arm. Despite the semidarkness, Abraham recognized one of the general’s aides, William Henry Harrison.

Harrison saluted. Wayne returned it smartly. “What is it, Lieutenant?”

“The barber has arrived at the headquarters tent, sir.”

“Ah, yes—” Wayne smiled again. “I don’t want to lead the Legion with my hair unpowdered and disarrayed.” The general’s vanity, like his courage, was familiar to the men he commanded. But on the wilderness march, he’d had few chances to indulge his penchant for elegance. Care of his hair was one of the rare exceptions.

Stifling a groan and clamping a hand around his bandaged left leg, Wayne started to hobble off. The mist hanging over the Maumee had begun to turn a pearly color. A few drooping willow branches were discernible in the murk now. Dawn—

Wayne stopped, glanced back.

“Whenever I’ve had the opportunity to speak privately with one or more of my officers, I have acquainted them with a letter I recently received from the secretary of war—”

“General Knox is a friend of my father’s, sir.”

“Then your father is fortunate. Henry Knox is a sagacious man. He wrote to say that the nation has waited two years for this morning. So have the hundreds of thousands seeking to leave the seacoast. And those six hundred brave men whose remains will stay forever along the Wabash—they’re waiting too. I trust each officer will carry that thought in his heart today.”

Abraham could only give a quick nod as Mad Anthony leaned on William Henry Harrison’s offered arm and labored back toward the camp where men were rousing around the fires. In the gray light Abraham heard the first drums beating.
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On the way back to his tent for his sword and pistols, Abraham Kent was hailed from an officer’s tent belonging to the Third sublegion. He angled through the noisy press of men turning out with their muskets and approached a handsome twenty-year-old. The officer held his spontoon in one hand while he crooked the index finger of the other.

On his blond head the young man wore one of the shaggy fur caps designed at Wayne’s request by the tailors at Legionville. The cap in this case was decorated with a plume of the Third sublegion’s particular color—yellow.

The lieutenant kept beckoning with his finger. “Come here, dragoon. We’ve a present for you.”

“Not now, Meriwether—they’re beating assembly.”

But Lieutenant Meriwether Lewis, whom Abraham had frequently engaged at cards in winter quarters back at Greenville, set his spontoon aside and practically dragged the junior officer to the tent entrance.

“I hear. But you’re outranked, Cornet. You’re not permitted to reject a gift from a couple of Virginians who’ve taken so much of your pay.”

“Stolen would be a better word,” Abraham said with a grin not completely genuine.

Lewis spoke to someone inside the tent. “This horse soldier’s questioning our integrity, William. Suggesting we deal with sharp’s cards—”

“Didn’t know New Englanders were that astute,” came the laconic reply of another lieutenant, a tall, red-haired fellow some four or five years older than the other two. Abraham was pushed bodily into the tent.

“Shut the damn flap before we’re all cashiered!” the red-haired officer whispered. As he rummaged through the folds of his blankets, he added, “Don’t tell me you’re going to refuse a tot of prime Kaintuck whiskey.” Abraham’s grin looked less forced. “I didn’t realize that was the gift you had in mind, William.”

Lieutenant William Clark, youngest brother of the famous frontiersman George Rogers Clark, displayed his jug. “Most carefully smuggled in—at a cost of five new dollars per gallon.”

Clark walked toward Abraham, stepping over the pile of sketch pads he was using to develop his natural aptitude for drawing and map-making. Clark’s intelligence reports, illustrated with small charcoal scenes, were well known in the Legion—and reputedly brought General Wayne diversion while increasing his regard for the junior officer.

Clark propped a boot on one of two brass-latched wooden cases in which his friend Lewis, almost his match in height, collected mineral and botanical samples. Clark waggled the jug at Abraham again, his eyes losing a little of their mirth.

“If you can’t use a couple of swallows on a morning like this,” he said, “I’ll be happy to down your share.”

“Or I,” Meriwether Lewis said.

Touched by the gesture of friendship on the eve of battle, Abraham looked at the two officers from Virginia—men with whom he’d spent many an enjoyable, if unprofitable, hour over the past twelve months. A shiver chased down his backbone as he thought of the massed might of the tribes awaiting the Legion to the northeast. He grabbed the jug.

“Yes, I can use it—on a morning like this,” he said.

Somber-eyed, he drank while the Legionary drums beat steadily louder in the dawn heat.



Chapter II
The Charge

i

SHORTLY AFTER SEVEN, WITH the sun spearing oblique shafts of light through the mist on the Maumee, the Legion of the United States assembled for the attack.

The Legion itself, four sublegions of foot preceded by a small mounted patrol, formed in columns of fours on the right flank, close by the shore of the river. Scott’s Kentucky mounted militia would advance along a parallel route on the left flank, through the cornfields that stretched northeast between the river on one side and thick woods on the other.

Mounted on Sprite, whose restlessness seemed to match his own, Abraham gathered with the rest of MisCampbell’s dragoon officers at the rear of the Legion columns. The commanding officer explained their orders in a few words.

“We’ll be held in reserve, behind the fines, and ordered forward if they need us.”

On hearing that, Abraham gave voice to the annoyance most of the officers expressed with scowls and grumbles. “Sir, if the Indians are really waiting for us upriver—”

MisCampbell swiped at his perspiring cheek. “We believe so, Kent. But we’re not positive. They were seen there on the eighteenth. They may have pulled back to the British fort.”

“Even so, shouldn’t the horse be going in first? If the terrain’s as rough as I hear it is, columns of foot can hardly maneuver there.”

“To the contrary, Cornet. Only columns of foot can maneuver well on such ground. A head-on cavalry charge with all those fallen trees lying every which way would be impossible. Perhaps General Wayne will utilize us for an assault on the flank—”

The captain’s stern eyes softened, cynically amused. “Don’t be so anxious to shed blood. I’ve done it, and it’s far from pleasant.”

Abraham saw some of his fellow officers grinning and turned red. He was the greenest of the lot, and he’d unwittingly demonstrated it. Fortunately discussion was cut short.

MisCampbell shouted: “Prepare your troops to advance and await the command!”

Tugging Sprite’s rein, Abraham turned the mare back toward his men. All were dressed much as he was: shirt, trousers, boots. Sabers hung from leather belts. Pairs of primed and loaded pistols were snugged in saddle holsters. At least the Americans had learned something from the agonizing years of the Revolution. Wayne suited the army’s clothing and equipment to the country and the temperature; there was no laboring under monstrously heavy packs and blanket-rolls, as Abraham’s father said the British infantry had always done during the Rebellion.

The foot too were lightly dressed this morning, carrying only canteens and weapons. The trappings of rank—waistcoats, epauletted outer coats—had been left in heaps behind Captain Pike’s earthwork.

The Indians fought with even less equipment, Abraham knew. They wore only hide trousers or waist clouts, and moccasins.

And paint.

He’d listened to descriptions of those ugly slashes of color with which the braves decorated their faces, arms and torsos. This morning, he’d probably see war paint with his own eyes—

Head aching from the heat and the whiskey he’d drunk with Lieutenants Lewis and Clark, he swung Sprite into line behind his troop’s senior officer, Lieutenant Stovall. Abraham didn’t care much for the chubby Marylander, reputed to be a sodomite. Stovall had made one advance, months ago, but Abraham’s gruff reply and clenched fists quickly persuaded the young officer from Baltimore to seek his pleasure elsewhere.

Stovall occasionally bragged that his parents had hustled him out of his home city and into the army because of a scandal whose enormity remained a source of amusement to him. Abraham never learned the full nature of the scandal, but an incident a few weeks prior to the abortive seduction gave him a clue.

One of Stovall’s treasured possessions was an expensive, rather large oval locket on a chain. A woman’s locket; a curiously effeminate souvenir for a man in the army. In a rare hour of drunken camaraderie, Stovall had opened the locket and shown Abraham a miniature which even the young Bostonian, no prude, found shocking because it represented something he had never seen before: a full-figure miniature of a dark-haired young woman reclining on a drapery, nude.

One coy hand partially concealed a dusky triangle, which the anonymous artist had detailed with the same attention to eroticism he’d given to the young woman’s somewhat sleepy eyes, her wide mouth and her large breasts, carefully reddened at the tips.

The young woman in the portrait:—she could be no more than sixteen or seventeen—had a voluptuous, puffy decadence that disgusted Abraham even while it aroused him. As Stovall snapped the locket shut, Abraham offered the expected ribald compliment, then asked, “Is that your mistress, Lieutenant?”

Stovall chuckled, using his amusement as a pretext to touch the back of Abraham’s hand. “A gentleman never compromises a lady by answering such a question, dear boy. It’s sufficient to say the locket was given to me by a charming creature who loves me deeply, and whose love is reciprocated.”

Days later, Abraham brought up the locket in conversation with another officer. His scalp crawled when the officer identified the girl in the painting. “His mistress? Yes, he intimates she is. She’s also his sister, Lucy Stovall.”

“Good Christ! I thought his remarks about a scandal in Baltimore were only boasts.”

“To the best of my knowledge, I’m right in the identity of that pretty whore he carries around in his breeches. There was a scandal, and a juicy one. The girl’s married now, to some chap named Freemantle—Stovall fairly seethes whenever he mentions him. In case it’s not clear, Cornet, Stovall is a libertine of the worst sort. Don’t let him catch you alone! I understand his family’s damned rich, by the way. That probably helps buy official silence about his little escapades—”

“And helps bribe recruiting officers to look in the other direction?”

“And sign his papers in haste—yes.”

After that, Abraham avoided the lieutenant, save for the one time he was unavoidably alone with him, and slyly propositioned.

Stovall’s unpopularity was heightened by a condescending manner he displayed even to superiors—and to Abraham this morning. “Damned silly of you to run about pretending to be a bloody firebrand, Kent.” Stovall sometimes affected diction he imagined to be British; Abraham considered it a sign of Federalist leanings. “I’ve no desire to be potted by a bloody lot of howling heathen. Riding in the rear suits me admirably—”

Abraham couldn’t resist a jab at the soft-featured officer. “Off the field as well as on, eh, sir?”

Stovall colored, started to retort. MisCampbell’s shouted command distracted him. Stovall reined his horse around and repeated the order loudly, “For-aaard!”

In a moment they were moving with a jingle of metal, a slap of leather, a plop of hoofs in the black earth leading to the slope that angled down into the cornfields. Abraham still felt foolish because of his comments to MisCampbell. Perhaps that was the reason he’d dared to jape at a senior officer.

Why had he made those idiotic remarks about wanting to be first to charge the enemy? Was he secretly afraid he lacked courage? Yes, that might be the reason—

But admitting it didn’t help his spirits one whit. A heavy lump had formed in his throat. Sweat continually blurred his eyes. Off to the far right, the Legion columns shimmered in the heat, their fur caps with different-colored plumes the only concession to military dress. Abraham felt heavy sweat on his chest and under his arms as MisCampbell led the dragoons down into the tasseled corn planted by the Indians.

As he rode, Abraham’s thoughts turned inward again. He knew why he hoped to do well in the engagement. He wanted some record of accomplishment, however slight, from which to draw the strength of experience if and when he confronted his father in a much different sort of conflict.

Once he acknowledged this in the silence of his mind, he felt a little better—though no less nervous. Guiding Sprite over the edge of the gentle slope, he noticed activity in a grove to the left. He saw General Wayne trying to lift his foot to his stirrup. Bending the flannel-swathed leg brought a grimace to Wayne’s face, then tears. Two servants rushed forward to boost him up. Abraham distinctly heard Wayne’s gasp of pain as he mounted.

But once in the saddle, the general looked fierce and formidable. No trace of the tears remained. The hilt of his sword and the metal-capped butts of his pistols twinkled in the dappled sunlight of the grove.

Abraham coughed in the dust raised by Stovall’s gray just ahead. He felt a sudden pride in serving with Anthony Wayne. If he were to die this morning, at least he wouldn’t be dying for a coward or an incompetent—

Or a sodomite, he thought, making a disgusted face as Stovall wiggled his fat rump in his saddle and complained loudly about the heat.
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The sun climbed higher as they advanced. Stovall owned a precious wilderness rarity, a pocket watch with a cheerfully painted sun face on its dial. He kept close track of the time.

Eight o’clock.

Nine o’clock.

Nine-thirty—

Lulled by the rhythm of posting, Abraham grew drowsy in the heat. Sprite’s flanks glistened with lather. He and the mare—in fact all of the dragoons and their horses—exuded a stench that grew riper with every passing moment.

Ahead and to the right, half the Legion had already vanished into a line of trees running at a right angle between the woods on the far left and the river. The trees, a living wall that hid all the terrain beyond, marked the end of the corn bottoms. As the Legion foot disappeared into the dark green gloom, MisCampbell called a halt.

The dragoons reined their horses. General Wayne and his command staff cantered past on their left, soon gone into the trees after the others. Lieutenant Stovall tugged out his pocket watch again.

“Ten o’ the clock. The hostiles must have turned tail. Suits me perfectl—”

Abraham stood up straight in his stirrups as Stovall’s sentence was punctuated by a rolling thunderclap of sound from the other side of the line of trees. Frantic orders rang along the end of the column of foot. The last of the infantrymen plunged into the woods at quickstep. Abraham saw smoke rising above the trees, but those same trees barred the dragoons from seeing the source of the firing.

“Turned tail?” a dragoon jeered at Stovall. “Doesn’t sound like it!”

“No, I don’t imagine Mad Anthony ordered musket practice just to while away the time,” said another. Stovall jammed his watch back in his trousers pocket, looking petulant.

That muskets by the hundreds were exploding beyond the trees was not in question. But suddenly a new sound was added to the din: massed voices—yells—of infantrymen charging.

A third sound made Abraham’s scalp prickle. Wild, ululating yells that could only come from the savages entrenched in the fallen timbers. The battle had been joined—

A horseman burst from the trees, galloping straight toward MisCampbell. Bringing orders? So it appeared. Abraham’s belly knotted. His palms turned cold despite the heat.

MisCampbell conferred with the arriving officer, then stood in his stirrups and drew his saber.

“Listen to me!” he shouted, pointing his blade at the river. It shone like a brass mirror now that the mist had burned away. “There’s another cornfield along the bank beyond those trees. We’re to advance, drive into the enemy’s left flank and turn it that way—” In a shimmering arc, the saber flashed toward the forest on Abraham’s left. Smoke rose from its depths too. More muskets crashed. The Kentuckians had engaged.

MisCampbell bent to listen to the courier again. Then: “The foot’s already in trouble among the fallen trees. So once we’re in there, formations be damned. Just kill the red whoresons.” Up went his saber, then down. “For-aaard—!”

The dragoons thundered toward the trees nearest the river. Abraham breathed loudly through his mouth as his rump bounced up and down in the saddle. Sprite’s plaited mane stood out in the wind. She seemed eager to run—

MisCampbell plunged into the trees, a gloomy place made gloomier by drifting smoke. Above the drumming of hoofs Abraham once more heard sounds on his left. Muskets. Men shouting and cursing in English. Other voices screaming in tongues he didn’t understand—

The line of trees was not deep. MisCampbell’s men rode through in a matter of a minute or so, bursting onto level ground thick with ripe corn that grew nearly to the water’s edge. The world seemed to race by as Abraham’s mare carried him from semidarkness to blinding sunlight. He gasped at the incredible scene of confusion and carnage on his left.

A vast area of the bottom was covered by the immense trunks of uprooted trees, some nearly rotted away. Here and there, two or three of the storm-blasted trunks lay across one another, creating natural barricades six to eight feet high. Among this titanic natural wreckage, men struggled; men with white skins, and others much darker—

Abraham saw bayonets flashing as whole squads clambered over the huge horizontal trees, saw red faces contorted in rage, red hands swinging war clubs and tomahawks and even firing muskets. The Legion and the Indians fought hand to hand in near-total disorder—

At least a thousand to fifteen hundred men were battling, Abraham guessed. He was barely able to hear MisCampbell’s bawled orders in the din. Past the fallen timbers, the smoke thickened above the woods where the Kentuckians fought.

Screaming commands, MisCampbell turned the column’s head, charging the dragoons left toward the nearest uprooted trees. As Abraham pulled his saber, Stovall swung left in turn. Abraham followed—and got a horrifying view of hard-planed, reddish-brown faces waiting behind the natural fortifications; faces marked with slashes of yellow and vermilion.

Heads shaved save for single oiled scalplocks trailing down their necks, the Indian defenders—of what tribe, Abraham didn’t know—raised muskets and aimed at the attacking cavalry.

Abraham bent low over Sprite’s neck. He realized the dragoon formation would disintegrate the moment MisCampbell reached the first great trunks. So he chose a route for himself: a natural lane between two destroyed trees. The lane angled away to his left. Riding hard, he turned Sprite in that direction.

The smell of powder was chokingly strong. He heard the Indian muskets erupt, raised his head just a little as a sheet of flame leaped out directly in front of the first dragoons. MisCampbell’s chest seemed to cave in, the white of his linen shirt stained with red blotches as several balls struck him at once. He pitched from his saddle, trampled by his men galloping behind him—

Then the first riders were into the trees, each man charging in a different direction, choosing his own enemy. Never before had Abraham heard such noise: the muskets blasting; the American foot soldiers grunting and cursing as they clambered over the tree trunks; the earth-shaking hoofbeats; the war cries of the Indians—and the shrieks of men on both sides dying of a ball or a bayonet or the blade of a scalp knife—

Abraham’s mare dashed into the head of the lane he’d picked out. Stovall was racing down the same lane directly ahead. Sprite’s flank scraped one of the tumbled trees. She almost fell. On the far side of the tree, two clouted Indians struggled with an officer of the Fourth sublegion. The man was fending off the savages with thrusts of his spontoon.

Abraham reined in, reached across the trunk, hacked down and sideways with his saber. The blade struck flesh. With a kind of hypnotic fascination, he watched the brave’s neck spout blood over the beleaguered officer. The American took the hideous drenching—and grinned.

The other Indian tried to scramble away over the next tree. The officer ran him through the back with the long spontoon. Abraham’s bowels felt watery as he nudged Sprite ahead, the dying Indian’s cries of agony loud in his ears.

Abruptly, on his right a brave leaped to the top of another fallen tree. Abraham realized the warrior must have been crouching down—awaiting a victim. The Indian was tall, in his late twenties, with a distinctively handsome face and baleful eyes. He swung his spiked war club straight at Sprite’s neck.

Abraham jerked the rein savagely. The mare reared, front hoofs tearing at the sky. The spike missed her by a fraction.

Sprite came back to earth with a terrific jolt. The Indian found a new, more convenient target: Lieutenant Stovall. A few yards ahead, his gray’s front hoof had caught in a tangle of exposed roots. The Indian ran gracefully along the tree trunk, leaped as Abraham shouted:

“Stovall! Behind y—”

Stovall took the spike of the war club in the nape of his neck. He screamed a name—Lucy, Abraham thought it was—as he slumped over. His corpse bounced in the saddle.

Abraham kicked Sprite ahead, hatred dizzying his mind. Stovall was a despicable young man. But he was also a United States soldier, and he had been foully murdered. Holding his seat by clenching his knees against Sprite’s heaving sides, Abraham jerked out one of the dragoon pistols and fired.

When the smoke cleared, Abraham saw the Indian laughing at him from the other side of Stovall’s horse. Fresh blood stained Stovall’s shirt where the pistol ball had struck. The Indian had maneuvered Stovall’s corpse as a shield.

Eyes guttering with hateful mirth, the Indian reached up as Stovall’s boots came loose from the stirrups. He tangled his fingers in Stovall’s blood-slimed hair, jerked, flung the body on the ground. In a moment the Indian was mounted and riding away, bent close to the animal’s neck as he beat the gray’s ribs with moccasined feet. Abraham pulled his other pistol, shot—but the fleeing savage was already out of range.

Soon the Indian was gone in the smoke. Abraham rode past Stovall’s corpse, unable to look at it. Vomit filled his throat. He swallowed several times and that way kept from getting sick. But nausea still churned his middle.

Pistols empty, he had only his bloodied saber for a weapon—and precious few enemies to use it on, he discovered. The Indians had withdrawn from the immediate area. In fact, as he reined in again, he saw scores of them retreating in a frantic scramble through the timbers at the far side of the battleground. Legion soldiers with bayonets gave chase, stabbing the fugitives in the back or shooting them.

Abraham began to shake. He controlled the violent trembling only with great effort. He’d been in combat five minutes or a little less, and already the field was clearing. As he scanned the tumbled trees, he realized that the cavalry charge against the Indian flank had been largely responsible for the sudden retreat. Wayne’s strategy had been sound after all.

He heard a lieutenant calling for the dragoons to assemble in a relatively open area a short distance away.

He spoke to Sprite to send her forward. The firing was diminishing quickly, but great blue layers of smoke still lay over the blasted trees. The grotesque and gory bodies of Americans and Indians were hideous to look upon.

As Abraham rounded the split end of a rotting tree, he heard a muffled groan, glanced down—

He saw an Indian, hardly older than he was.

Hunched over in pain—gut-shot—the young brave stared up at Abraham’s bloodied sword, expecting death. Abraham’s eyes locked with the brave’s. Agony and humiliation filled those eyes, but no hatred. The Indian was dying.

Abraham had no stomach for administering a final stroke, merciful or otherwise. He rode on. The young warrior began to chant, a mournful, singsong melody. A death-litany—?

The sight of the dying warrior lingered in Abraham’s mind, sad and ugly. He felt ashamed as he remembered his foolish bravado earlier in the morning. To take pleasure in the death and suffering of battle struck him as inhuman, no matter how important or righteous the cause of either side seemed. He was oddly proud of having survived the short but fierce engagement. Yet at the same time he was sickened and shaken by everything he had seen and done.
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The battle along the Maumee was won in under half an hour. It was won by superior numbers and, specifically, as Abraham had suspected, by the dragoon charge against the Indian flank. When Abraham rejoined his troop, he found that seven or eight men he knew well had died somewhere in the fallen timbers.

Not long afterward, he and the other dragoons found themselves in high grass overlooking a stockade beside the river. Above the fort, a British flag flew.

Closer to the hilltop position, McKee’s trading station stood among a collection of deserted Indian huts and lean-tos. One of the men in Abraham’s troop pointed in surprise. “Stripe me if the yellow British ain’t going to keep the damn gate shut.”

He moved forward for a better look. About two dozen Indians, most of them wounded, were howling and beating on the entrance to the log fort. Red-coated sentries on the ramparts motioned for them to go away. That set the Indians to howling all the louder. Abraham recognized one of the angriest fugitives.

“See that one who’s bloodied his hands hammering the gate?” he asked the officer beside him. “Unless my eyes are tricking me, I came close to killing him back in the timbers.”

The bedraggled officer answered, “Don’t you know who that is?”

Abraham shook his head.

“A scout pointed him out to me. He was fleeing like the very devil. On horseback.”

“But who is he?”

“The Shawanese, Tecumseh. One of Blue Jacket’s hottest bloods.”

“I’m sure he’s the one I shot at—”

“And missed, obviously.”

“Yes;”

“Too bad. A ball in his brain would have saved every white man on the frontier a mighty lot of grief.”

Hardly hearing, Abraham continued to stare at the appalling sight of the allies of the Indians refusing them sanctuary in the fort. Presently the enraged braves slipped out of sight in the woods beyond the log stockade. Wayne had passed an order that they were not to be fired on.

That angered a great many of the Americans. Abraham felt only a profound sense of sorrow. The tribes of the Ohio country might be enemies, but you could only pity men whose pretended friends abandoned them in such fashion.
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Boldly, General Anthony Wayne remained camped in the meadows half a mile from Fort Miami. Although the British commandant refused Wayne’s demand for surrender, the redcoats stayed safely behind their palisade and didn’t fire even a single shot when Wayne ordered McKee’s station burned.

Next the Americans burned the huts around the trading post. Finally they set fire to the gardens and cornfields where the Indians raised their food for the winter.

On the way south again in the rain, the army still managed to light enough firebrands to start the cornfields along the Maumee blazing. While the wagons carrying wounded creaked and oozed through the muddy bottoms, pillars of black smoke climbed to the drizzly sky. Wayne had not only vowed to defeat the federated tribes—which he had done in thirty minutes—but also to leave them no means of survival.

Abraham rode Sprite through the rows of ripened corn, setting the tall stalks alight with a sputtering torch. His emotions were in turmoil. He knew that destroying the corn was a military necessity. Yet doing it somehow made him miserable.

He felt that during the brief battle, he had come a little closer to full manhood. But the experience was not nearly as glorious and gratifying as he’d imagined it would be. He found himself thinking frequently of his family. Found himself calling on Lieutenants Clark and Lewis whenever he had a free moment, helping himself to quantities of their whiskey.

And he always avoided looking back at the smoky horizon as the triumphant army marched south in the waning summer.
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A commotion brought Abraham running from his barracks at Fort Greenville one brittle gray afternoon late in January. Dull silver fight tinged the western horizon. Lamps had already been lit in General Wayne’s neat house with its border of white picket fencing. On the ramparts, sentries were hallooing while other men lifted the great log bar that held Greenville’s gates shut from the inside.

Crowds of soldiers had already gathered. In one of them, Abraham found red-haired Lieutenant Clark.

“Why all the excitement, William?” Abraham asked, shivering in his all-too-thin dark blue winter coat. He blinked as a couple of snowflakes tickled his eyelids.

“Party of red men coming in,” Clark answered in his soft Virginia speech. Several officers dashed to the porch of Wayne’s house. One pounded on the door.

The fort gates swung inward. A strange silence fell, broken only by the wind’s whine. A file of about three dozen Indians straggled into the fort, looking considerably less prideful than their peers at Fallen Timbers. In fact Abraham had seldom seen so pathetic a sight as the half-dozen hunched old men who led the procession on horseback.

The protruding ribs of the horses testified to their near-starvation. The men wore ragged blankets, or filthy cast-off British army coats. They huddled together while an American interpreter in buckskin spoke to the leaders with words and signs. Among the soldiers gathered on the perimeter of the parade area, there were brief outbursts of contemptuous laughter, and a few obscene jests. The laughter soon died. The jokes drew little response.

How different from the day in late December, Abraham thought. Wayne had assembled the Legion and the Kentuckians in the post-Christmas cold to hear a reading of a proclamation from Philip Kent’s old friend Knox, head of the Department of War. The proclamation said President Washington and the Congress joined in commending Major General Wayne’s men for the good conduct and bravery displayed by them in the action of the twentieth August last, with the Indians—

Afterward, the cheering was long and loud.

Now some of those same Indians, hollow-cheeked and shivering, stood helplessly in the midst of their enemies under the lowering winter sky. They awaited the emergence of the White Captain from his cozy house. Abraham remembered the dreadful harvest of skulls on the Wabash; reminded himself that perhaps some of these very chiefs had caused that slaughter—

Yet he understood their reasons. Pitied them again as he recalled the way their erstwhile friends had denied them sanctuary after the battle. Ever since that simmering morning in August, he’d scorned himself for ever thinking that war, in whatever cause, could be ennobling.

Necessary, perhaps. But ennobling? Never.

Men drifted from group to group, identifying members of the Indian party.

“That’s Half King’s son, the Wyandot.”

“And the Delaware, Moses. The only English letter he can write is M, they say—”

“Well,” remarked Lieutenant William Clark, “this is what the general wanted. Beating them in the field wasn’t enough. They had to be beaten in their bellies and their hearts and their minds before this country could be pacified. I’ll venture this is only the start, Abraham—the first trickle.”

“You mean more of the chiefs will come?”

Clark nodded. “Wayne will have a treaty with all the tribes before the year’s out, mark my word.”

“That’ll mean furloughs!” a soldier behind them exclaimed. “Damme, I can’t wait to fuck one of those Cincinnati whores, never mind how bad they smell—”

Someone else snickered. But only for a moment.

Abraham was thinking of something other than women. He was thinking that if the Northwest had indeed been secured, he could return home when his enlistment ran out at midyear. The realization triggered a memory of Wayne’s remarks about the opportunity in the new land.

But Abraham knew himself reasonably well now. He couldn’t simply defy his father and never go home. He’d have to return to Boston at least for a short time.

The thought of the homecoming filled him with conflicting emotions. On one hand he longed to be among familiar comforts and familiar people again; on the other, he dreaded facing the owner of Kent and Son.

He dug his hands deeply into the pockets of his thin coat. The more he thought about Wayne’s words that stifling morning beside the river, the more he questioned them. At the moment he could see very little in this western frontier that was attractive. Memories of shimmering meadows, abundant forests, white-water brooks and plentiful wildlife all seemed lusterless here in the dull silver light of a January afternoon—

The front door of Wayne’s small house opened, spilling lamplight in which a shadow loomed. The general hobbled out, tall and somehow awesome in spite of his infirmity. The Indians drew closer together.

“Yes, it’s the end,” William Clark said. He sounded relieved. A moment later he clapped a hand on Abraham’s shoulder. “Care for some whiskey by way of celebration?”

“Very much so,” Abraham answered, with more feeling than his friend understood.
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Some thirteen months after the defeat of the federated tribes, with the great treaty signed in Greenville’s council house, men began to be released from Wayne’s command. Abraham Kent was one.

Turning Sprite over to the new cornet whose mount she would become, he spoke with the unconsciously condescending air of the veteran addressing the green replacement.

“Take care of her. She’s a splendid campaigner”—his natural manner broke through the feigned superiority; he smiled in a rueful way—“better than I am, in fact. There’s a great deal to recommend this western country, Cornet. But I don’t have much fondness for the human price paid for settling the question of its ownership. I mean the price on both sides.”

The new junior officer merely looked puzzled.

“One final word of advice,” Abraham added, with a broad wink. “It’s in reference to the whiskey they freight up from Kentucky. Or Kaintuck, if you prefer. If you can survive the first few sips—and develop a fondness for it—you can face the worst life has to offer out here. The Kentucky brew, in case I don’t make myself clear, is potent as hell. It’s also necessary as hell.”

He was only partially joking.



Chapter III
Clouds at Homecoming

i

AFTER THE MAGNIFICENT DINNER, Abraham held forth for a quarter of an hour.

He described how more than eleven hundred braves and sachems of the northwestern tribes had come to Greenville the preceding August to listen to Wayne’s passionate, if lengthy, speeches of persuasion. Dressed in a fine suit of brown New England broadcloth, he jumped to his feet as he launched into the closing of the general’s last speech, which he’d memorized.

“—I now take the hatchet out of your hands—”

Abraham added gestures to the recitation, aware that four pairs of eyes were focused on him with varying degrees of attentiveness. One pair particularly—eyes at which he dared not glance—stirred him in a strange and surprising way. His voice strengthened.

“—and with a strong arm throw it into the center of the great ocean, where no mortal can ever find it!” A mimed throw dramatized the line. “And I now deliver to you the wide and straight path to the Fifteen Fires, to be used by you and your posterity forever. So long as you continue to follow this road, so long will you continue to be a happy people. You see it is straight and wide—and they will be blind indeed who deviate from it!”

Flushed, Abraham paused. He’d jumped up almost unconsciously, carried away with excitement. He sat down before going on.

“That was virtually the end of it. Wayne had won them—every important chief and brave in the Northwest Territory except one. A Shawnee named Tecumseh. He refused to come to Greenville because his father was shot to death by white hunters when he was a boy—and he saw his village burned on orders of George Rogers Clark just a couple of years later. The day after Wayne’s speech, the chiefs began signing. They’re to receive twenty thousand dollars this first year, half that in succeeding years in return for the land they’ve given up. I’ve heard the area amounts to as much as twenty-five thousand square miles. The treaty line runs roughly east to west, from a river called the Cuyahoga to Fort Recovery. There, it angles down toward the Ohio. Everything south and east of the line is reserved for white settlement. The Indians must stay to the north and west—but Wayne very cannily granted the tribes the right to hunt and fish all the way to the Ohio so long as they conduct themselves peacefully. At the same time, he negotiated U.S. possession of sixteen choice parcels within the Indian territory. Altogether, the terms were complex to explain to the sachems. But they were eager to sign when the general finished speaking. I was listening outside the council house a good part of the time, and I’ve never heard such eloquent delivery.”

“Nor I,” said Elizabeth, seated on Abraham’s right. He couldn’t help turning red again.

He wanted to look into the girl’s pale blue eyes; wanted to savor the sight of her fair, perfectly coiffed hair and the fetchingly rounded breasts that had barely been visible on her slim body when he left for Pittsburgh three years earlier.

But Abraham Kent had served in the army. He could discipline himself. Instead of making a show over Elizabeth’s admiration, he acknowledged his stepmother’s smile from the lower end of the table, and kept his eyes on her as she spoke.

“I agree, Elizabeth. We may have raised an orator as well as a soldier.”

Peggy Ashford McLean Kent’s smooth white hands rested, on the polished surface of the great dining table imported from Mr. Phyfe’s increasingly popular—and immensely expensive—New York shop. When Abraham departed for the west, the family had only been settled six months in the new home on Beacon Street overlooking the Common. Since his return a week ago, he had been dazzled by the opulence of the furnishings added in his absence.

“A soldier I’ll never be, Mother,” he said now. Out of politeness, he always referred to the dark-haired, graceful woman from Virginia as Mother, even though she was his father’s second wife.

Peggy Kent had a gentle, lovely face, and eyes that occasionally revealed some private sorrow Abraham had never fully understood. She was taller than his father, but that hadn’t proved an impediment to a happy marriage. Philip, the head of the household who was sitting silently at the other end of the table, more than made up in strength of personality what he lacked in height. Abraham fidgeted, aware of Philip’s unblinking gaze.

Across the table from Abraham, thin and sallow little Gilbert, going on twelve, leaned forward and exclaimed, “Tell us again about the fight at Fallen Timbers, Abraham.”

“Come, I must have recited that four times already this week.” Abraham grinned.

Gilbert was Abraham’s half brother, the only child of Philip Kent’s second marriage. He had a fragility to his bones and a luminosity in his eyes that showed him to be his mother’s child. The brightness of his mind somewhat compensated for his lack of size and stamina.

He answered Abraham with a gay smile. “Actually it’s five. But I don’t tire of it.”

“Let’s spare the family, then, shall we? I’ll repeat the story in private.”

“A promise?” asked the boy. He’d been named for his father’s lifelong friend Lafayette, the French nobleman who had fought valiantly for the American cause during the Revolution.

“A promise,” Abraham replied.

“Abraham.”

The voice from the head of the table was quiet yet commanding. Abraham turned, almost dreading to meet his father’s eyes.

At forty-two, Philip Kent’s strong features had acquired some of the lines of age. His neatly tied hair showed gray streaks. Abraham could never remember Philip using powder, or covering his hair with one of the wigs now rapidly passing out of fashion. This evening Philip wore an expensive suit of deep emerald velvet, a fawn waistcoat and snowy linen. He’d returned late from his business establishment—it occupied three floors in an old building near Long Wharf, and was already outgrowing the space—and hadn’t bothered to remove traces of ink from beneath his blunt fingernails. Owner of the highly successful printing and book publishing firm of Kent and Son, Philip was by no means an absentee manager.

“Yes, Papa?” Abraham said.

Philip continued to scrutinize his older son. There was something a bit forbidding in that stare, Abraham thought.

Or was that only his imagination? His guilt? In the short time he’d been back in Boston, he had seen Philip but briefly; the inevitable subject of Abraham’s future hadn’t yet arisen.

At last Philip spoke. “You favored us with some interesting accounts of your time in the west. But you’ll forgive me if I observe that very little of what you’ve said is anything more than superficial.”

Abraham frowned. “I don’t understand, sir.”

“Well, for instance—during the charge, were you frightened?”

Peggy clasped her hands together. “Oh dear, Philip, must he answer? You’ve a way of tossing people straight onto the griddle with your, questions.”

“My thought exactly!” Elizabeth agreed.

Her words drew a frown from Philip. But that wasn’t all. “Young woman, I believe I’ve made it abundantly clear that you have a great many thoughts of which I don’t approve.” His glance leaped to his wife. “Have you seen to the disposal of that trashy novel Elizabeth brought into the house?”

“Yes, she did,” Elizabeth said, angry. With a slight turn of his head, Abraham saw the fire in the girl’s blue eyes. Almost reckless, those eyes. An inheritance from her father, the family had long ago concluded—

Elizabeth’s father had been a Virginia gentleman of good background but poor character. On the rare occasions when he was discussed in the Kent house, it was said that he’d been given to heavy drinking, and furious rages. Now Elizabeth showed more of that inheritance. She pouted, struck the table with one dainty fist.

“I should think, at seventeen, I might read what I please.”

“Not Mrs. Rowson’s sinful novel,” Philip declared. “Charlotte Temple is sentimental tripe. It dwells excessively on seduction, and is therefore unfit for young women of breeding. The book may have enjoyed a vogue in England. But I refused the opportunity—if you care to call it that—to bring it out in America under the Kent imprint. That summarizes my opinion, I believe.” He addressed his wife again. “Is it gone?”

Peggy smiled a tolerant smile. “Yes, what Elizabeth told you is correct—I’ve seen to it.”

“Good.”

Abraham kept a straight face. The little dialogue just concluded only demonstrated again the thickness of the shell of conservatism that had hardened around his father in the latter’s advancing years.

Philip said, “Now, Abraham, back to the question—which I didn’t mean unkindly, by the way.”

“I realize, sir.”

“A man who goes into battle without fear is the worst sort of fool.”

“Then, happily, I guess I’ll escape that label. I was terrified.”

Gilbert’s worshipful expression vanished. “You were?”

“Of course. At the same time, I still wanted to do well—wanted to acquit myself honorably.” That pleased Philip. “But after ten minutes in the thick of the fighting, I’d frankly had enough to last me the rest of my life. I discovered there’s nothing pleasant or uplifting about killing another human being.”

“Yes, I discovered the same thing. On several occasions,” Philip added, letting it go at that.

Abraham naturally knew most of the details of his father’s history. Philip Kent had emigrated from England before the Revolution, as a result of trouble over an inheritance from his father—an English peer dead almost six years now. The duke had never married Philip’s mother, a French woman of great beauty but low birth who had been an actress in Paris for a time. Philip frequently intimated that he’d had to defend his own life more than once in the uncertain years before he gave his wholehearted support to the cause of the Boston patriots. Philip’s struggle for survival as a young man—and perhaps his bastardy—explained to Abraham why his father had acquired an aura of confidence, power, even arrogance that often intimidated others of his sex—his sons included.

Not that Philip was overtly truculent. The quiet air of absolute authority was simply part of his makeup. It showed in the challenging quality of his next remark. “You’ve decided that soldiering is not a career you’d want to pursue, then?”

Abraham nodded. “Very definitely.”

“So that leaves your future open to discussion. Excellent.”

Abraham tried not to show how great an impact those words had on him. He felt as if a huge weight, long suspended over his head, had crushed down on him at last. He’d known he couldn’t indefinitely postpone talking about what he intended to do now that he was home. Philip had just made that doubly clear.

But Gilbert didn’t want to abandon war stories quite so quickly. The adoring look stole back into his eyes as he said to his half brother, “How many of the red men did you kill, Abraham?”

“I don’t know.”

“Didn’t you count?”

“No,” Abraham answered, curtly. He saw agonized faces, heard screams—

Elizabeth tossed her fair hair. “I’d like to know which is more immoral—Mrs. Rowson’s novel of seduction or all this gory talk of slaughtering Indians!”

Philip shot the girl another irritated glance. Peggy, always the mistress of tact and diplomacy, rose from her chair before he could speak.

“Neither is appropriate at the moment, my dears. I’m sure the servants are anxious to clear away. Shall we take tea in the music room? Abraham, you haven’t heard Gilbert play the harpsichord—”

Gilbert made a disgusted face.

“I’m looking forward to it,” Abraham said.

“You’ll be delightfully surprised. Gilbert can perform most of the hymns and fugues in Mr. Belcher’s Harmony of Maine. Or any of Mr. Kimball’s popular songs from The Rural Harmony—he’s really quite accomplished.”

Philip stood up. “I prefer that Gilbert concentrate on his study of mathematics. If he continues to show the aptitude he’s demonstrated so far, our business will never lack for managerial talent. In fact I’ve given some thought to having the sign repainted.”

Peggy looked startled. “In what fashion?”

“So that it reads Kent and Sons—plural.” With affection, Philip reached out to tousle Gilbert’s curly hair. For a moment his stern countenance softened noticeably.

Gilbert smiled in a forced way. He appeared to accept the channeling of his life into a predetermined course with almost complete resignation. But he grew a little more cheerful when Philip said to him: “Let us postpone the concert, shall we?”

“Anything you say, Father!”

“Why can’t Gilbert play?” Peggy asked.

“Because I want a word with Abraham alone—over a glass of port in the sitting room.”

Again it was more of a command than a statement, and it didn’t sit well with Abraham, rankled as he was by Philip’s remark about renaming the firm. Elizabeth rebelled too, though against something else.

“I despise this ridiculous tradition of the gentlemen retiring behind closed doors!” She rose, flinging her linen napkin on the table. “Mama and I are expected to be docile slaves simply because of our sex—”

“Elizabeth!” Peggy warned. “You will refrain from the use of that word in conversation.”

“Oh, Mama, stop!”

Peggy glanced pointedly at Gilbert. “Please consider who is present—”

“Do you honestly suppose Gilbert hasn’t seen the dogs coupling in every alley in Boston?”

“Of course I have.” Gilbert grinned.

Already scarlet, Peggy gasped, “Young man—!”

“This pious sham of not using certain words is disgusting!” Elizabeth cried.

Philip’s eyes were thunderous—like his voice:

“Nevertheless, you will not use them in Gilbert’s presence—your mother’s presence—or mine! This is my house, and it’s my decision.”

“Yes, you make all the decisions, don’t you?”

“See here—!”

“You also make it quite apparent that I’m an outsider.”

“Oh, Elizabeth, that’s altogether unfair and unwarranted,” Peggy said in a saddened tone.

“Is it? I don’t believe so!”

The candles in the chandelier put glistening highlights in Elizabeth’s pale blue eyes. Yet Abraham had the uncanny feeling that her tears were artifice. If so, they still worked.

Philip looked taken aback. “My dear child, your mother’s quite right. You’re as much a part of this family circle as any other person at the table. But the fact remains—you’re much too forward and free-thinking.”

“I suppose next you’ll be calling me a mad, bloodthirsty Jacobin!” Elizabeth wailed, starting to rush out. As she left, she contrived to brush against Abraham. His arm tingled at the touch of her muslin-covered breast.

They all listened to Elizabeth clattering away upstairs to her room just down the hall from Abraham’s on the third floor. A door slammed distantly. Philip sighed. Then: “Peggy, will you please go to her? She continues to harbor the misguided notion that because I’m not her father, I care the less for her.”

Peggy said softly, “We both know that’s not true.”

“At the same time, I demand decent behavior. Elizabeth quite often seems totally incapable of it.”

“She just doesn’t want to grow up and be ladylike,” Gilbert said with a tentative smile.

No one responded. His large eyes lost their glow. His face fell.

Abraham knew full well that the problem was much deeper than Gilbert’s oversimplification suggested. Elizabeth bore her father’s last name, Fletcher. That she was illegitimate was no secret within the Kent family. The circumstances of her conception, however, were largely unclear to Abraham.

He did know that his stepmother had met Philip only after she had placed her infant daughter in a foster home here in Boston. Evidently Peggy hadn’t wanted to expose the child—and herself—to scandal in her native Virginia. Beyond that, Abraham had pieced together certain other information from chance remarks at the family table or hearthside:

Peggy’s first husband had been a Virginia planter named McLean. He was butchered in a short but apparently harrowing slave rebellion that swept Peggy’s home district along the Rappahannock River in 1775. Elizabeth, born in 1778, had therefore been fathered by this Fletcher fellow after Peggy became a widow.

Sometimes Abraham wondered whether that slave uprising might be the cause of the silent grief that seemed to grip his stepmother occasionally. Walking abroad in Boston, he had seen Peggy turn pale at the sight of a free black man.

Philip had once confided to Abraham that Peggy had indeed suffered physical harm in the rebellion. To what extent, he didn’t say. Abraham had speculated on the possibility of rape. That would account for Peggy’s pallor and the sudden nervous starts which automatically—and unfairly—lumped all Negroes into a single category: persons to be feared.

If Peggy Ashford McLean Kent’s past did include ravishment, how it had affected her intimate relationship with Abraham’s father remained a mystery. He knew they shared one large bed. And his stepmother hadn’t been so devastated that sexual congress was impossible for her. Gilbert was proof of that. Beyond the obvious, however, Abraham didn’t deem it his business—or, to use Philip’s word, decent—to speculate.

He did know that no children had come of Peggy’s union with the murdered McLean. Growing up, he’d asked his father questions about the whole puzzling business. Philip refused to reply to most of them, stating that he did so out of respect for his wife’s wishes. The past was buried and would remain so.

No one was forbidden from talking about Elizabeth’s real father—though no one dwelled on him especially either. Over the years, Peggy had let slip a few tantalizing details about the man. The one mentioned most often—and most proudly—was that he had been shot to death in Pittsburgh in 1778, by an Indian spy attempting to abort George Rogers Clark’s march to capture British forts in the Northwest Territory.

It seemed clear that the man had indeed possessed an unstable nature. It showed up, as it had for as long as Abraham could remember, in Elizabeth’s dislike of Philip’s discipline, and her occasional outright rebellion against it. That was one thing in the household that hadn’t changed in Abraham’s absence—even though Elizabeth’s appearance had changed remarkably. She had quite literally grown up. Filled out. Become almost beautiful.

She was no blood kin of Abraham’s. Yet he still felt vaguely guilty over the sensual thoughts she inspired. Her frank glances had stirred him often during the short time he’d been home.

Responding to Philip’s request, Peggy said in a weary tone, “Yes, I’ll go to her—though I doubt my admonitions will have much effect. They seldom do any more. Gilbert, you see to finishing your studies for the day.”

Gilbert stuck out his lower lip. “I’d rather talk to Abraham about Indians.”

“Your brother is going to talk to me,” Philip said, starting from the dining room. With each step, his right shoulder drooped a little—the result of the wound he had suffered at the battle of Monmouth Court House. The way he had limped ever since had also played a part in making him an assertive, sometimes domineering man, Abraham suspected.

Reluctantly he followed his father into the front sitting room. Servants had already lit a fire against the December darkness. Philip warmed his hands in front of the blaze. He didn’t once glance back to see whether Abraham had followed. He expected Abraham to be there, and Abraham was.
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Over the mantel hung a long, beautifully polished and oiled Kentucky rifle that Philip had acquired in the war. Above that, a focal point of the room, shone the grenadier’s sword given him by Lafayette. They had known each other as young men in the French province of Auvergne; then, Philip’s name had been Phillipe Charboneau. He had adopted his new one on the voyage to America.

Gazing at the sword, Abraham recalled what his father had recently told him about its famous donor. At first a supporter of the French Revolution, the Marquis de Lafayette had lately rebelled against the savagery of the Jacobins. He was now imprisoned somewhere in Europe—Prussia or Austria, Philip believed. It was an irony of the great political upheaval that had polarized not only Europe but the United States that Lafayette, finally rejecting the revolution, had still been clapped into irons by its enemies because of his position before he changed his mind.

Below the rifle and sword on the mantel proper stood a small green glass bottle with a quantity of dried tea leaves in the bottom. This Abraham’s father had acquired on the night of Mr. Samuel Adams’ famous tea party in Boston harbor.

The tea had accumulated in Philip’s boots during the opening and dumping of the chests. Later that same night he had put the tea in the bottle, to save as a family souvenir. Years afterward, he’d adopted the symbol of the partially filled bottle for the signboard identifying Kent and Son.

Despite the crackling fire, the sitting room was chilly. All at once Abraham noticed the tea-bottle symbol on the masthead of a single-sheet; four-page gazette lying on a small table. The title of the paper was the Bay State Federalist. That and a quick glance at its columns identified the paper’s slant; Abraham noted an unfriendly story referring to the ex-secretary of state, Mr. Jefferson, and his Jacobin cohorts.

“I’ve a great deal to catch up on,” he said while Philip poured two glasses of port. “No one’s bothered to tell me you’ve gone into the newspaper business as well.”

Philip handed a glass to his son. “It’s merely a weekly at the moment. Still, the more voices speaking out against these imbeciles who’d entangle us with the French, the better.”

Abraham laughed.

“Pray tell me what’s so amusing,” Philip snapped.

“Forgive me, Papa—it’s just that your attitude’s a bit surprising. I mean, you were born in France.”

“The people living there now have collectively lost their minds. And some of the revolution’s friends in America are in equally pathetic shape. I’ve heard educated gentlemen who should know better aping the French barbarians by addressing one another as ‘citizen.’ Proudly! Can you imagine—?”

He capped his little oration with a scornful sniff. Abraham sipped his port, then said: “So your sympathies are entirely with Mr. Hamilton and his faction?”

“Indeed they are. Alexander Hamilton is the one authentic genius in the president’s cabinet. An absolute master of financial affairs. It’s Hamilton who untangled the debt mess left at the end of the war, you know. He and he alone put this nation on a sound monetary basis. I agree wholeheartedly with his contention that we must strengthen our commercial ties with England now that we’ve settled our differences.”

“I’m not sure they’re settled.”

“You’re wrong.”

“No, Papa. For one thing, the British haven’t yet withdrawn from their forts in the northwest.”

“But they signed Mr. Jay’s treaty last year, agreeing to do so! They can’t delay forever,” Philip declared, seating himself as if the subject was closed.

Abraham still looked skeptical. “The treaty is all right as far as it goes. But as I understand it, the treaty said nothing about some vital issues still outstanding. Interference with our shipping—that absurd ploy of boarding American vessels to hunt for British seamen who’ve deserted. The real object as everyone knows is to seize Americans to fill the Royal Navy’s press gang quotas.”

“The treaty may have its weaknesses,” Philip said, somewhat huffily. “But by and large, I approved of Mr. Jay’s endeavors.”

“I heard that others didn’t. Quite a few others.”

Philip waved. “Ignorant rabble.”

“Is it true they burned Jay’s effigy in various cities?”

“Yes, and stoned Hamilton when he spoke for the treaty in New York! But I can cite you an outrage closer to home. Do you know what those filthy Francophiles painted on the wall of my own establishment—right here in Boston? Damn John Jay! Damn everyone who won’t damn John Jay—!”

Philip noticed his son smiling again. “You are easily amused, Abraham. Such outbursts against public order—deprecations of the effort of decent, patriotic men—they’re a disgrace!”

He lowered his voice until it sounded almost threatening. “I trust you haven’t acquired a different view. Haven’t fallen in with a pack of republican radicals during your army service.”

Straight-faced, but marveling anew at the way wealth and position could alter a man’s politics and tame his passion for upsetting the status quo, Abraham answered, “I don’t believe so, sir. We were a little too busy with the tribes to discuss political theory.”

“I had some doubts about permitting you to go off to military duty—as you well know. I allowed it because I suspected the outcome—that you wouldn’t find it to your liking.”

“You knew that ahead of time? How?”

Philip shrugged, as if the answer was obvious. “I never liked soldiering either.”

“I see.” Again Abraham wanted to chuckle. But he didn’t.

Philip went on. “I confess I’m not entirely happy to see the new territory secure. It only means the creation of new states. The settlers will be nothing but farmers—artisans—”

“Mr. Jefferson’s sort of people,” Abraham returned wryly.

“The fool is wrong to believe government should rest in the hands of all! Hamilton sees the issue correctly—”

“Only the rich—the well-educated—are competent to administer the affairs of the nation? Forgive me a second time, Papa, but I thought that was exactly what you fought against in the late war.”

“Times change! So does a man’s thinking. However, I don’t wish to discuss my views. I wish to discuss your future.”

“I’ve only been home a week—”

“And I expect to give you sufficient time to acclimate yourself to civilian life. But I do want to inform you of one fact, Abraham.”

Philip looked so serious, Abraham lost even the slightest desire to laugh. He asked: “What fact?”

“I am relying on you to join the printing house as soon as possible. I’ll give you as much responsibility as I think you can handle, and—”

Quickly, Abraham raised his glass to interrupt. “Papa, Papa—wait! I’m not certain that’s what I want to do with my life.”

“A career with Kent and Son offers you everything!” Philip exclaimed. “Why wouldn’t you want a comfortable, secure existence? Influential friends? A position of respect within the Federalist community—?”

“Perhaps because I’m not yet a Federalist.”

“You’ll change.”

“How can you be so sure?”

The dark eyes caught the hearth’s glare. “You are my son.”

Softly, but without hesitation, Abraham said, “Yes—and that’s the very reason I prefer to do exactly as you did.”

“What do you mean?”

“The story, Papa.”

“What story?”

“The one you told me so often when I was growing up. How you refused to accept what was planned for you by your mother—how you struck out on your own instead. Made your own way. Will you deny me the same opportunity? It’s a tribute to you that I want it that way—”

“I do not consider it a tribute,” Philip said. Abraham felt a sudden hurt. “I will be exceedingly disappointed if you refuse to come into Kent and Son as your half brother will surely do.”

“Gilbert’s a different case. Bright, but too frail for any kind of work except commerce. In a business he can use his true strength—his mind.”

Philip sat in stony immobility for a moment. Then: “If you don’t care to accept my suggestion, be kind enough to tell me what alternative you’ve chosen.”

“The truth is, I can’t.”

“And why not, sir?”

Silence.

“Answer me! Why not?”

“I—I just haven’t found it yet. The alternative—”

Abraham’s sentence trailed off in lame fashion. Philip’s lip showed his scorn—and perhaps concealed pain as deep as Abraham’s own. Philip turned defensive, sarcastic.

“You don’t know what you want to do, yet you already know my proposition is unsatisfactory. Odd—”

“Papa—”

“Damned odd!”

Abraham set his unfinished glass aside. “Sir, I’d like to ask that we postpone the rest of this discussion.”

“Until when?”

“Until I’ve had a chance to think things out.”

Abraham was uncomfortable in the evasion. But he couldn’t bear to continue the talk—the argument—now.

His father was growing too angry. It showed in the seethe of his next sentence.

“I do hope you haven’t entirely closed your mind against me.”

“No”—Abraham faced away quickly to conceal the he—“no, of course I haven’t. Good night, Papa.”

Philip rose and walked into the shadows near the front windows. He remained gloomily silent as his son left the room.
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“Good night, Mr. Abraham,” said the nasal-voiced octogenarian who served as footman in the Kent house. Climbing the stairs to his old room in the third story—a room only occupied for a short time before he left for Pittsburgh and Wayne’s service—Abraham called a reply over his shoulder. The reply was more grumble than anything else.

Yes, he had lied to his father. No point in denying that. On the long, arduous journey home, he had thought a good deal about the future. He wasn’t content to fit pliably into the mold prepared for him by Philip Kent.

In many ways service in the northwest had been an unsettling experience. It had shown him the world was not confined to paper and presses—all he had known as a child. His most vivid early memory of his father was sensory: the smell of ink in the first loft Philip had occupied; a loft above the chandler’s store operated by the patriarch of the powerful Rothman family, now respected Boston bankers.

Some of what Abraham had told his father was true. He didn’t yet know what he wanted to do with his life. Not in detail, that is. His central goal was much as he’d stated it: to strike out on his own. That was clearly imitative admiration of Philip—though he realized his father would always refuse to see it as such. God, how the man had changed in just three years—!

During Abraham’s first twenty-four hours in the house, he’d literally gaped at the lavish new furnishings—the obvious signs of Philip’s continuing ability to pyramid his profits from his initial business venture: an investment in shares in privateering vessels during the Rebellion. The venture had cost Abraham the mother he didn’t remember. She had been abducted by one of the privateer captains, and had perished at sea trying to escape from her kidnapper.

Abraham really hadn’t appreciated how rich Philip had become until he’d been away from Boston a while, living in altogether different and less luxurious surroundings. Following his return, however, he very quickly found the wealthy household stultifying; too formalized and proper. That spurred him to make up his mind to go his own way.

Because he didn’t want to hurt his father, he had tried to hide that truth just now. But he couldn’t hide it from himself. So there remained two obstacles for him to overcome.

The immediate one of convincing Philip that he deserved the right to shape his own destiny.

And the more difficult because less clear-cut one of determining what that destiny ought to be.

With a shake of his head, Abraham realized he’d paused on the second-floor landing. As he started up toward the third, he heard his stepmother’s voice murmuring in Gilbert’s room. He called the obligatory good night. Then, aware of Peggy hurrying to the door to speak to him, he rushed on up the steps into the relative gloom of the cramped upper story.

Peggy didn’t call out to summon him. She was a wise woman, and he admired her wisdom. She would sense from his quick passage upstairs that the interview with Philip hadn’t gone well, and he wanted to retire undisturbed.

Servants had lit a small fire in the grate in his room. He could smell the wood smoke as he touched the latch, thrust the door inward—

“My God—!”

“Sssh!” Elizabeth Fletcher put a warning hand to her lips. “Don’t be a ninny and make noise or you’ll spoil everything.”

Shaking a little, Abraham stepped into the room, closed the door.

“What the devil are you doing here, Elizabeth? Dressed like that—it—it isn’t proper.”

“Oh, don’t start talking like the others!” Elizabeth exclaimed. “I’ve already had another tedious lecture from Mama this evening.”

She was standing barefoot before the hearth. Thus Abraham could see—most disturbingly—the details of her figure through the filmy material of her nightdress. Her young woman’s breasts were clearly defined, nipples and all. And—was her pose deliberate?—he even glimpsed the area between her legs where the clearer outlines of her thighs joined, blurring into a hint of—Quickly, he looked away.

“Please do keep your voice lowered,” she whispered. “Before I crept down the hall, I shut my own door with a great show of going to bed.”

She walked slowly toward the turned-down coverlets, plumping herself on them. “Anyway, why shouldn’t I be here? We’re not brother and sister.”

“I know, but—”

“And I’m already condemned as perfectly scandalous by the rest of them”—the pale blue eyes challenged him—“excluding you, I trust.”

“Yes. Yes, certainly,” Abraham told her, dissembling desperately. He felt both awkward and terrified.

She patted the bed next to her leg.

“Then sit with me, and talk. There’s no one else I can talk to in this house, you know.”

He continued to stand motionless. She brushed back a lock of fair hair, her expression by turns defiant and devilish.

“Don’t tell me you’ve never been alone with a woman, Abraham Kent. Not after three years in the army.”

“Why, I—I’ve been with a woman several times.” The truth of it was, it had happened just once. In the village of Cincinnati, on his way home, he had paid a whore. At the time the whole business had been quick and embarrassing, though in retrospect it had a certain nostalgic charm.

“So do sit down!”

He stared at her a moment longer, seeing something strange, even wicked, shining in her blue eyes. It was a reckless unconcern for propriety that lent her lovely face an almost unholy radiance in the flicker from the grate. Was this what she’d inherited from the Fletcher fellow who had carried on so disgracefully before his death?

The thought frightened Abraham all the more. Yet he didn’t pull away, or order her out. Instead, he eased himself gently onto the bed. Elizabeth seized his cold hands in her warm ones. He felt the first hardness of arousal.

“Abraham,” she said, her face close enough so that he could smell the sweetness of her breath, “you understand what they’re trying to do to both of us, don’t you?”

“They?”

“Well, chiefly your father. I didn’t understand it myself for the longest time. Then, the older I got, the clearer it became. I’ve known the truth for—oh, almost two years.”

“The truth about what?”

“About what your father wants. It’s very simple. He wants everyone who lives under this roof—me, and now you—to bend to his notions of respectability. I admit he’s been kind to me over the years. Yet in a way, I hate him.”

“Elizabeth, that’s a damned ghastly thing to say—”

“I can’t help it—that’s how I feel. Don’t you realize he wants to trap both of us in the same trap? Neither of us must let that happen—we’re not cut out for it!”

“What do you propose we do, may I ask?”

“We must fight him, Abraham. Secretly. Together—”

Suddenly she leaned against him, letting him feel her breasts through the thin gown.

Then she took his hand and placed it over one breast and squeezed his fingers, all the while staring at him with those strange, pale eyes.
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That moment destroyed any doubts Abraham Kent might have had about Elizabeth’s purpose in coming to his room so furtively. By means of an act Philip would be sure to find reprehensible, she would defy the authority he sought to exert over her.

Abraham had felt some of the same pressure in the painful interview with his father. Thus he was quite willing to let the eager instincts of his young man’s body have their way, joining the girl in this private, ultimately pleasurable form of protest.

To his surprise, he discovered she wasn’t a virgin. Her gown tossed aside, her pale thighs spread to reveal a gilded place, she kissed and teased him as expertly as that Cincinnati whore. She drew him down, then guided him with practiced hands curled around his maleness. As the rhythm of the coupling intensified, she groaned louder and louder against his ear. Wantonly, she locked her legs around the small of his back. The ferocious outpourings shook them both almost simultaneously.

Afterward, under the coverlets, she nestled naked in the curve of his arm. When he questioned her about her experience, she only laughed brightly and said it was of no importance. She rolled against him, gripping his cheeks with both palms while those intense blue eyes probed.

“We mustn’t let them destroy us, Abraham. We mustn’t.”

Limp from their union and captivated by her presence, he found it easy to say, “We won’t.”

“Promise?”

He heard a grotesque echo of Gilbert’s voice when she spoke, another echo in his own reply.

“Yes, Elizabeth. I promise.”

She uttered a small, satisfied laugh and leaned back against his arm.

She stayed with him an hour or more, until the house was utterly still, and then stole away. In the weeks that followed, as the new year of 1796 opened, she visited him by night whenever she could. No one in the house seemed to suspect, because the lovers carefully avoided one another except at those times when normal household activities such as meals brought them together.

But not many days had passed in January before Abraham realized that his problems had taken on a new dimension.

He was no longer merely defying his father.

He was falling in love with Elizabeth Fletcher.
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