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INTRODUCTION:

… AND THE CURTAIN FALLS

PUBLICATION OF THE AMERICANS brings this, the last of eight special introductions I’ve written for New American Library’s handsome reprints of the Kent Family Chronicles. The experience has been enjoyable and, when memory pops up with some detail I’d forgotten, enlightening.

At the time the series concluded, there was furious conversation and negotiation about continuing the adventures of Philip Kent’s descendants into the twentieth century. Followers of the series will know that by the end of the eighth volume, I should have reached 1976, but managed to reach only the early 1890s because of my fascination with various historical episodes along the way (not that the readers or the publisher seemed to mind). Some overoptimistic souls connected with the project, therefore, felt I could string out the series to fifteen or sixteen volumes!

Certainly there’s material aplenty for a continuation of the Kent story. But all the conversation and negotiation went for naught. I was plain worn-out from eight years of constant, relentless research and writing. Further, when a new contract was discussed, more than one company was involved, and there were additional complications including penalties for delays in delivery of future Kent books.

The publisher ultimately backed away from the new contract, as did I. The complicating factors played a part, but my decision sprang mostly from my longtime affection for live theater, which I’ve mentioned elsewhere many times. It struck me that the Kent saga should end as a good stage performance does, with the curtain down and the audience satisfied, though wishing there were more. I turned away from the sad model of a TV show that stretches into an eighth or ninth year, only to die slowly, on its feet, like an old horse driven too far. Thus I went on to the North and South Trilogy.

Yet interest in further adventures of the Kent descendants continues to this day. Many readers write me at my Web site, asking for another Kent novel or two. I always reply that there are no immediate plans, but I learned long ago never to say “never.”

It’s time for me to express my thanks to all of the people responsible for returning the Kent Family Chronicles to the world in these new editions. Let me begin with those who really got it off the ground: my excellent editor, Doug Grad, working in tandem with my attorney, Frank R. Curtis. Louise Burke, who at the time held the post of publisher at New American Library, shared their enthusiasm.

Then Leslie Gelbman, president of mass market books at Penguin Group (USA) Inc., and Kara Welsh, Louise’s successor as NAL publisher, endorsed the project. I am grateful to both of them.

Anthony Ramondo designed the bold but tasteful new covers. Earlier editions had the books looking rather like romance novels: a hot male-female embrace on every one. Anthony rescued me.

Ken May in production saw the new printings through from start to finish. I am grateful.

And to you, one of the millions and millions who adopted the Kents as a sort of second family, I tender the most important thanks of all. Readers around the world created the astonishing success the Kents have enjoyed for three decades. I can never repay that enormous debt.


	—John Jakes

	Hilton Head Island,

	South Carolina





“But as you already know your rights and privileges so well, I am going to ask you to excuse me if I say a few words to you about your duties. Much has been given to us … and we must take heed to use aright the gifts entrusted to our care. It is not what we have that will make us a great nation; it is the way in which we use it. I do not undervalue for a moment our material prosperity; like all Americans, I like big things; big prairies, big forests and mountains, big wheat fields, railroads … big factories, steamboats, and everything else. But we must keep steadfastly in mind that no people were ever yet benefited by riches if their prosperity corrupted their virtue.”


	July 4, 1886:

	Hon. Theodore Roosevelt,

	addressing the first

	Independence Day celebration

	in Dickinson,

	Dakota Territory
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Prologue

Lost

FORTY, GIDEON KENT THOUGHT. Before the year’s over, I’ll be that old. The country—and the Kents—have survived a great many disasters in that time. So have I, for that matter. But what about the next forty years? Will I live that long?

Of late he’d begun to wonder. He’d been experiencing some pains that alarmed him—pains about which he said nothing to anyone else. His father had died at a relatively young age. And he was already edging close to the limit of an average man’s life expectancy—forty-seven years and a few months. The approach of his fortieth birthday merely emphasized that fact.

I may have only a few years left to set things in order. And once I’m gone, who will bear the burden of leading this family?

Above all other worries, that one beset him almost constantly. During the day it ruined his concentration, and during the night it ruined his sleep. Again this evening—the close of the first day of January 1883—it made him uneasy and restless.

A half hour after the evening meal was over, he looked in at the door of the sitting room belonging to his wife, Julia. He told her he needed a bit of air. Her concerned expression and wordless nod said she understood some of the turmoil he was going through.

Downstairs again, he flung a long muffler around his neck and set an old top hat on his head. In recent years he’d taken to wearing a full beard. Along with the leather patch on his blind left eye and the gray streaks in his tawny hair, the beard lent him a piratical air. He looked as if he belonged in some deadfall near the docks rather than in the splendid, brick-fronted residence on Beacon Street from which he emerged into swirling fog.

The night was damp but exceptionally warm for January. He turned eastward without a conscious thought. His solitary walks always took him to the same destination—a place that usually brought solace, and the answers to whatever questions had driven him to walk in the first place.

Lately, there seemed to be no answers anywhere. He was upset about the country’s drift toward materialism and sharp dealing. The worst excesses of the Grant years were growing pale by comparison. Only success mattered, not the means by which a man achieved it. Appearances counted for more than substance, which seemed not to count at all. Newspapers, including his, were guilty of paying more attention to the guest lists for opulent dinner parties than to the plight of the poor starving in urban slums. It seemed that in America, a man’s highest ambition was no longer to live in liberty, at peace with his conscience, but rather to be accepted by, and live in the thrall of, a few elderly women who ruled what everyone called Society.

Gideon realized he might be cynical about Society because he would never be admitted to it no matter how long he lived. It was human to dislike what was denied you. But even if Mrs. Astor had kissed his foot and begged him to attend one of her fancy balls, he still would have loathed Society and all it represented. He might have gone to the ball, though. Just to smoke a few cigars, sing a few old cavalry songs, and ruffle the hostess.

But his most pressing concern these days was a drift he saw in the family. A drift that might well presage the decline of the Kents.

He was far from young. The pains were a telling reminder of that. He was beginning to fear that when his mortality finally caught up with him, no one would be ready to take over the leadership of the family. And he feared no one had the desire.

He strode up the sloping street toward Charles Bulfinch’s magnificent State House. Its great dome dominated Beacon Hill and the city’s skyline. The building was one of those which led people to call Boston the Athens of America. But tonight Gideon was oblivious to the attractions of the local architecture and all but unaware of the emptiness of the streets. Last night, they’d been thronged with noisy revelers welcoming the new year.

As he approached a hack standing at the curb, he reached into his coat for a cigar. The hack driver sat motionless on the high seat, an indistinct figure in the fog. Gideon struck a match. By its light, the cabman recognized him.

“Why, hello, Mr. Kent. Foul evening for a stroll.”

“Oh, it isn’t too bad, Sandy. Looks like business is slow.”

The driver surveyed the empty sidewalk and chuckled. “You might say. But last night I did double my usual, so it all works out. Thank the Lord I didn’t forget my best friend when I left home in Roxbury.”

From his lap robe he pulled a pottery bottle shaped like a coachman complete with whip, greatcoat, and top hat. When he tugged on the hat, it came away from the neck of the bottle with a pop. The cabman tilted the bottle and swigged. Then he held it out to Gideon.

“Care for a tot, Mr. Kent? I short myself on a lot of things, but never on bourbon.”

“Don’t mind if I do.”

He reached up for the bottle. The picture he must have presented—a Beacon Street Bostonian tippling on the curbstone—amused him. Such behavior was one reason the Kents would never be welcome in Society. One reason, but not the main reason, he thought as fragments of the McAllister Incident of two years ago flickered in his mind.

The whiskey slid down smoothly, but was still powerful enough to make him blink and catch his breath. “Very fine stuff, Sandy.”

“It’s Kentucky, Mr. Kent. The best.”

“Easy to tell that. Thanks for sharing it.”

“Don’t mention it, sir. Just send me a fare if you come across one.”

Gideon waved and walked on. The bourbon made him feel a bit better, and a bit ashamed of his own pessimism. Why couldn’t he be content? he wondered as he continued eastward. He had a wife he loved deeply, and who loved him. He had a thriving publishing house, a successful newspaper, a very large fortune which continued to increase thanks to rising profits and prudent investment. And he was lucky enough to live in what he considered to be one of the world’s finest cities—the first American city his ancestor Philip Kent had seen when he stepped off the ship from Bristol.

The Kents had been back in Boston since 1878. Gideon loved the place as much or more than he loved New York. From the Common and the adjacent Public Garden to the new neighborhoods of the expanding South End, it was a bustling blend of the traditional and the modern. The city had a healthy economy produced by foundries, rubber and shoe factories, and the commerce of a harbor always filled with ocean vessels, coastal packets, ferries, barges, and the new steam tugs. In such a prosperous setting, culture flourished.

Boston was a fine book town, for example. One bit of evidence was just ahead, at the intersection of School and Washington Streets. William Ticknor’s famous Old Corner Book Store. Gideon paused to look at several titles from Kent and Son displayed in a window. One of the volumes was an expensive fifteenth anniversary edition of Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women, a favorite ever since its publication. Miss Alcott wrote fiction appropriate for the whole family under her own name, and more lurid material under pseudonyms. She was one of Gideon’s neighbors on Beacon Hill. Others included elderly Mr. Whittier, the Quaker poet; Dr. Holmes, the physician and author of popular light verse; and Mr. Howells, the editor, critic, and novelist.

Boston was a good theater town, too. Top touring companies regularly played the Tremont, where Dickens had lectured on his second American tour in ’67, and the Boston, said to be New England’s largest playhouse. There was vaudeville to be seen at the Howard Athenaeum, and fine music to be heard at the Music Hall opposite Park Street Church.

Gideon loved music—all sorts of music, familiar or new. Just a little over a year ago he and Julia had been among those at the Music Hall when George Henschel conducted the Boston Symphony in a performance of the Symphony Number Two by Henschel’s friend, Johannes Brahms.

Gideon thought it a splendid, stirring work. Yet many people had walked out during and immediately after the allegro non troppo. The Kents had stayed through the remaining three movements, and later some of their friends had teased them about their taste for modern music, had jokingly called them “brahmins” because they’d liked the symphony.

Gideon also shared the city’s affinity for sports. He liked nothing better than to stroll along the shore of the Charles at twilight and watch the Harvard rowing team working out in swift-moving sculls. He’d become a strong partisan of the college football team, especially in its intense rivalry with Yale. The first game between the schools had been played in ’75, Harvard emerging the winner. Since then, Yale had won every game. But hope still drew Gideon to Holmes Field on Saturday afternoons in the autumn.

Though he seldom brought up the subject with Julia, he enjoyed less respectable forms of athletics as well. Like most Bostonians, he’d become a bare-knuckle prizefight addict in the past year or so; the country’s reigning champion, twenty-three-year-old John Lawrence Sullivan, had been born in nearby Roxbury, and had knocked out his first opponent on the stage of a Boston variety theater when he was nineteen. The preceding February, Gideon had ridden a succession of trains to reach Mississippi City, Mississippi, to see Sullivan take the crown from Paddy Ryan in nine rounds. Gideon didn’t think much of Sullivan’s often-stated contempt for foreign fighters. But there was no doubt that the handsome, hazel-eyed Irishman could indeed punch hard enough to fell a horse—even when he was half drunk or hungover, which was often. The Boston Strong Boy had a notorious passion for spiritous liquors and barroom brawling.

At the intersection, Gideon crossed brick-paved Washington Street and walked north. At State he turned east again. He could smell the waterfront now, the salt of the sea penetrating the fog. How he’d miss Boston if he were ever forced to leave!

He could hardly count all the things he’d long for. The great metal tea kettle, big enough to hold over two hundred gallons of water, that hung in front of the Oriental Tea Company on Court Street. The convivial meetings of his two literary clubs, the Saturday Club and St. Botolph’s. The animated conversation of the members of the Ladies’ Visiting Committee who frequently met at the Kent house; Julia was on the charitable society’s board of managers.

He’d miss the equestrian statue of Washington at the entrance to the Public Garden. The tower clock, and the noise of trains shuttling in and out of Providence Station. The sight of the glowing beacon atop the Custom House; the smells of the flower and vegetable shows at Horticultural Hall; the taste of the hot rolls at the Parker House hotel—

Of course he’d have to give it all up one of these days. The months kept racing by. Much faster than they had when he was young, it seemed. There would come a moment—perhaps sooner than expected—when he would have no more time.

And who would lead the family?

Gideon Kent loved his daughter, his son, and his stepson. That didn’t prevent him from recognizing the problems each one faced. Problems which might well prevent them from carrying on the family’s tradition.

Eleanor, for example, was preoccupied by the demands of her profession. She was an actress—which automatically barred her from full respectability for the rest of her life. She was currently being courted by a member of her troupe, a young Jewish actor whom she’d known for some years. If she wanted to fall in love with a Jew, that was her business. But Gideon understood the temperament of a good number of Americans. Should Eleanor’s liaison become a permanent one, it could lead to difficulties. Perhaps heartbreaking ones.

There was something else about Eleanor that disturbed Gideon. A secret hurt he believed she’d suffered on the night in 1877 when his New York mansion had been invaded by a mob of roughnecks. His first wife, Margaret, had died that night. And something had happened to his daughter. Something about which she never spoke. But it had scarred her, of that he was positive.

Then there was his younger child, Will. A vigorous boy, Will would be fourteen this year. He had an innate decency and a trusting nature, but he thought poorly of himself. Gideon saw evidence of that almost every day.

Will’s lack of confidence left Gideon feeling inadequate as a father. Inadequate and guilty. The guilt was heightened every time he tried to bolster his son’s faith in himself. He never succeeded. Gideon feared that, left uncorrected, Will’s feeling of inferiority could blight his life.

Will’s relationship with Julia’s son, Carter, bothered Gideon, too. Carter had been a companion for Will at a time when Will most needed one. But now the younger boy had become dependent on the older. And Carter wasn’t exactly an ideal model for anyone’s character.

Oh, he had good qualities. He was intelligent, and certainly not without courage. But he tended to glibness, he was headstrong, and he had a calculating streak. His father, Louis Kent, had been a Civil War profiteer, an unashamed opportunist all his life. Gideon detected signs of a similar disposition in Louis’s son.

Furthermore, Carter’s tendency to resist authority made his school career a disaster. Only repeated intervention on Gideon’s part had prevented his dismissal from preparatory school, the exclusive Adams Academy out in Quincy. Now Carter was barely hanging on at Harvard. He hadn’t survived the social winnowing which traditionally took place during the sophomore year; he hadn’t been chosen for the first of the clubs by means of which a student made his way up the school’s invisible social ladder. Of course the fault was in part Gideon’s; all the prominent families that sent sons to Harvard knew of what Gideon mentally referred to as the McAllister Incident.

Academically, things were even worse for Carter. He was having particular trouble with a professor of German, a bad-tempered fellow whose dictatorial manner clashed with Carter’s dislike of any and all rules. The professor was determined to see him dismissed from the college—or so Carter claimed.

In his own way, Gideon loved Eleanor, and Will, and Carter. But that love hadn’t prevented him from losing faith in the ability of the three young people to hold the family together in the years ahead. None of the three showed the slightest interest in the ideals by which several generations of Kents had tried to live. Eleanor was too busy. Carter was too reckless and irresponsible. And Will— the one among them who might offer the best hope of leadership—Will’s character was being warped by his low self-esteem, and his worship of his stepbrother.

How shameful of me to think so poorly of them.

Yet Gideon was powerless to do anything else. And he couldn’t explain away his loss of faith by reminding himself that as people grew older, they always developed a skepticism of the young, thus acting out one of the eternally recurring patterns of human life.

With a start, he realized he’d reached the waterfront. Down a dark lane, a concertina squeaked faintly. To his right, he heard petticoats rustling but couldn’t see the whore because of the fog. Ahead, men bellowed a chantey behind sulfurous-looking windows of bottle glass. The singing came from a notorious dive called the Red Cod. Every week or so, someone got knifed or beaten there.

He walked slowly out along a pier. There were at least two hundred such piers in Boston now. But many of the oldest ones were gone, including Griffin’s Wharf where Philip Kent had gathered the tea which was kept in the small green bottle that stood on a mantel at home. Griffin’s had been buried by the landfill that had expanded the city along the waterfront and the Back Bay.

A steam tug chugged out on the water, its engines at dead slow and its bell ringing a constant warning. Its running lights were barely visible in the heavy fog. Amid the reek of fish and cordage, Gideon stood shivering in the dank air. Europe, the family’s homeland, lay out there somewhere. But it was hidden.

Just like the tug—

Just like the future.

Fear surged through him. Fear that the family traditions would wither, the family’s dedication to principle evaporate in the climate of materialism settling over America—

He shivered again. Despite the mildness of the evening, his hands and legs had grown cold and stiff. He rubbed his upper arms and stamped his feet. The pilings of the pier creaked.

Could he somehow change things? He wasn’t sure. He feared there were already forces at work too powerful for him to overcome.

But he had to overcome them, struggle against them until he set each of the younger Kents on the right road—.

Tonight, it was hard for him to feel any confidence in his ability to do that. In this cold, forlorn place, his spirits had sunk to their lowest point in a long time.

Suddenly a dart of pain pierced the center of his chest. Pierced and spread outward, toward the edges of his breastbone. The pain quickly became a tight constriction, a heavy weight pushing against him. He had trouble getting his breath. For the ten or fifteen seconds in which the pain persisted he was terrified.

When it passed, his cheeks were bathed with sweat. What was the cause of the pain? Was he going to be struck down by the same kind of heart seizure that had killed his father, Jephtha Kent, at a relatively young age?

He couldn’t permit that to happen. Not with the family in its present state of disarray. Upset and anxious, he gazed to the east. What would Philip have done? Old Philip, that self-assured, faintly truculent man who stared out from the ornate picture frame in Gideon’s study.

From the dark and the fog hiding the Atlantic, no answer came.

God forgive him for having lost faith in the younger Kents and their ability to take command of the future, instead of letting it take command of them. The hopelessness was growing in him like a disease: He knew the real reason for it. The children weren’t to blame; he was. He had lost faith in himself. He had lost faith in his own ability to stop or redirect forces already in motion—

Sudden footsteps. He turned and saw an old seaman outlined against the light of a tavern door: the Red Cod again. The door had been opened so that two men could throw a third out into the fog. His chin struck the cobbles and Gideon heard the snap of a bone breaking. The men inside shut the door with a muffled bang. The darkness hid the man lying motionless, and the old seaman too. But Gideon heard the latter’s drink-slurred voice address him.

“Ye don’t look like ye belong in this part of town, mate. Are ye lost?”

Gideon chuckled, a hard, humorless sound. “Completely.”

“Can I help ye out?”

“By God I wish you could. Thank you anyway.”

Gideon walked by the old man and headed back in the direction of the city. His words, spoken quietly but with the fervor of desperation, made the old seaman scratch his head and stare after him long after Gideon’s form was lost in the fog.



Book One
THE CHAINS OF THE PAST



CHAPTER I

AT THE RED COD

i

OF ALL THE WATERFRONT dives in Boston, none looked meaner or dingier inside than the Red Cod—and none was more dangerous.

The place catered to the rough men who worked the fishing boats, and to others who cleaned, cut up, and packed ice around the fish the boats brought back. There was also a smaller group of patrons even more reckless and amoral than the first two. These were the men and women who lived off the fishermen and the packing house workers.

It was a female in this smaller group whom Carter Kent had decided to visit tonight. The visit was possible only because Carter had hoarded his allowance for several weeks. Like many parents of young men at Harvard, Gideon was generous with his stepson—perhaps overly generous. Carter often thought with great amusement that if his stepfather knew how the so-called pocket money was being spent, there would be no more of it.

Unlike Gideon, Carter did not go to the docks for peace and contemplation, but for excitement and physical gratification. He liked the Red Cod because it was so distinctly different from his college surroundings. There was an air of casual disregard of the law, a refreshing contrast to the discipline under which he suffered as a student. He found the atmosphere of barely suppressed violence exciting, though he was well aware that it was risky for Harvard men to set foot in the tavern. Few did. Even his friend Willie Hearst, who also had a liking for excitement, didn’t come down to this part of the city.

Tonight—Washington’s birthday, 1883—the Red Cod seemed unusually crowded. The stench of sweat, beer, gin, and fish hit Carter like a bludgeon as he stepped inside, feeling, as always, the quickening of his pulse that accompanied a visit here.

The tavern was noisy and the constant calls for service almost uniformly profane. The landlord, a graying runt named Phipps, looked annoyed by the commotion. When he recognized Carter, his gaze grew even more sullen.

Carter slid past a table of rowdies to an old deacon’s bench that had just been vacated near the smoky fireplace. At a table behind the bench and close to a little-used side door sat Tillman, an obese fisherman who worked for Carter’s sometime drinking companion, Captain Eben Royce. Tillman waved his battered pewter mug. Carter grinned and returned the greeting. Phipps, meantime, came out from behind his serving counter with three tankards in each hand. “One side, one side, you damned lazy louts.”

Carter spied the serving girl he hoped to engage for a few minutes later on to relieve the tension that had built up recently. Josie was illiterate, and rather stout, but still in her twenties, and good-natured. She had breasts of positively amazing dimensions. She was displaying them by leaning over while she served a table in back. Carter saw the redness of a nipple showing above the line of her none too clean blouse.

She in turn saw Carter watching, and smiled. Phipps gave his girls time to make a quick dollar or two, and in return for his generosity he collected a portion of their earnings.

A number of patrons gave Carter surly, even hostile looks. At twenty-one, he was a broad-shouldered, handsome young man with jet black hair and eyes. His skin had a swarthy cast—a heritage from his paternal grandfather, an officer in the Mexican army. His coloring might have induced some to take him for one of the Portuguese fishermen who frequented the tavern, except that he didn’t move or speak like a sailor; his upbringing in a wealthy household gave him a certain polish and grace he couldn’t entirely disguise. And although he always wore old clothes to the Red Cod, they were cleaner and neater than those of the other patrons.

He reached the high-backed bench and dragged it across the dirty floor to a place immediately next to the fire. He was chilled. It had been a long walk down from Beacon Street, through streets wet with the melting of last night’s heavy snow. Phipps, on his way back to the serving area, passed close to Carter just as he moved the bench. The landlord reacted with a loud exclamation.

“Leave the damn furniture where I put it, boy.”

Carter’s face darkened. He knew Phipps wouldn’t have picked on him if he were one of the regulars. Phipps despised Harvard students. Last fall, several of them had come in, ostensibly for ale, and had uncorked bottles of bugs especially collected for the occasion. Even the patrons of the Cod, who were familiar with vermin of all sorts, still talked of the prank. The bugs had numbered in the hundreds—the count depended on the source—and Phipps had been violently antagonistic toward the college crowd ever since.

Still, Carter automatically resented the order. Then he remembered what sort of place he was in, and smiled the bright, charming smile that was one of his few assets.

“Mr. Phipps, I’m damn near numb from the trip down here. Can’t hurt to let me sit by your fire a min—”

“Leave it where I put it!” Phipps shoved him aside and then pushed the bench back to its original position. Chairs scraped, heads turned, and men snickered at Carter’s expense.

Anger consumed him then. But instead of giving in to it, as he wanted to do, he had the good sense to call on his only real talent, one he’d discovered years before. He had a certain quickness of mind and facility with words which made it easy for him to speak persuasively. And he had that charming smile, which somehow gave credibility to even his most outrageous statements.

“What a thing to do to a frozen patron—especially in this city and on this day!” he said with a grin, quite aware of the splintered bung starter Phipps kept in his belt. The landlord was resting his hand on it, as if hoping to find an excuse to use it on his young customer. But Carter’s remark confused him.

“This day?” Phipps repeated, blinking.

“The first president’s birthday! Old George fought for freedom, and on his birthday, in the town that was the very cradle of liberty, I should think a man would be free to move a bench a few inches when he’s frozen his ass to come here and give you his money. Seems to me you’re not a very proper, liberty-loving American, Mr. Phipps.”

The glibness of the words caught the fancy of some of the previously hostile patrons, who laughed and applauded.

“He’s got you there, Phippsy!”

“Let Harvard put his bench where he wants it.”

Phipps eyed the crowd, and Carter, with disgust.

“Ah, do it, then.” He pivoted away.

Carter kept that glowing smile in place and executed a mock bow to the man. “President Washington thanks you, and so do I”—he was bent over at the bottom of the bow, and thus his face was hidden from the landlord as he added in a whisper—“you ignorant jackass.”

Suddenly he blinked. That was it. The solution he’d been seeking for weeks—ever since it had become clear that his nemesis, Eisler, would give him failing marks this year, too. In this distinctly unlikely setting, old Phipps had inadvertently triggered the answer to Carter’s problem.

Royce’s fat cohort, Tillman, congratulated him on winning the battle of the bench. Carter grinned again, thanked him and sat down, barely able to contain a new kind of excitement. The scheme for revenge had jumped full-blown into his mind. His friend Willie, one year his junior but already a connoisseur of pranks, would love it. The only question was— did Carter have the money and the nerve to carry it off?

ii

He’d completely forgotten Josie. He realized it when he felt her big breast pressing against his right shoulder; she had come up beside him at the end of the bench, feigning a pout.

“Hello, Carter my sweet. I thought you’d come to see me, an’ then all at once, you looked a hundred miles off.”

He grinned and pulled her down on his knee. He ran his hand up beneath her skirt—she never wore drawers—and fondled her.

“Ah, that feels lovely,” she laughed, wiggling. “But you know Phippsy don’t allow samplin’ of the goods.”

“He doesn’t allow much of anything,” Carter grumbled, withdrawing his hand.

She giggled again. “You showed him up good. That tongue of yours is a wicked instrument.”

“Of course you speak from experience—”

She batted at his nose in feigned anger. In an age in which the stern and upright British queen set the moral tone for the entire Western world, tavern sluts liked to mock their upper-class counterparts; this Josie proceeded to do with elaborate gestures, sniffs, and grimaces. But she hadn’t the talent to carry it off more than a few seconds, and Carter soon grew bored.

“I mustn’t be too annoyed with Phippsy. He gave me a splendid idea for getting back at Eisler.”

“That German still giving you fits, is he?”

“He’s out for my balls—academically speaking, of course.”

Again she laughed. “Trouble with you, sweet—you can’t stand to have anybody tell you what to do.”

“You’ve discovered that, eh?” He bussed her cheek. “Well, that may be. On the other hand, Eisler can’t do anything but tell people what to do—” Suddenly dejection overcame him. “I really don’t belong in that damn college, Josie. I don’t know whether I’m more inept scholastically or socially.”

“My, my,” she sighed, “what a lot of big words. You act like they’re all mighty important. You’ll feel a lot better as soon as you decide they aren’t.”

He gave her a long, thoughtful look. “I think you may be right. There’s one thing I’m going to do well at Harvard, at least. I’m talking about paying that bastard back.”

“I know something you do very well,” she said, leaning over to kiss his ear. His cheek itched from contact with a piece of her false hair. The hair was made of tow, he suspected. On occasion his mother wore expensive natural hair imported from France, but tavern harlots couldn’t spend that kind of money just to enhance a hairdo.”

Phipps banged his palm on the counter. “Josie! Get back to work. He don’t get to feel till he pays up.”

“Told you,” Josie whispered with a resentful glare at her employer. She slid off Carter’s lap, causing him to lose the pleasurable stiffness he’d been enjoying ever since she plumped her hefty buttocks onto his lap. What a pity that stiffness was all he’d enjoy this evening. He had decided to dispense with Josie’s services. He’d need every cent to rent the equipment necessary for carrying out his splendid scheme.

“Be ready for me soon?” Josie asked as she started off.

“I imagine,” he replied in a vague way. “Right now bring me a pot of beer, will you? And tell Phippsy to go to hell.”

While another patron grabbed Josie’s wrist and engaged her in conversation, Carter noticed the leather-faced Phipps watching him through the slow-moving smoke. Carter would have liked to smash the landlord’s face for him, but he was determined to avoid trouble tonight. He wanted to concentrate on planning his revenge against the man he loathed above all others.
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Associate Professor Edmund Eisler taught German. He had given Carter failing marks twice the preceding year, had failed him again at the end of the first term this year, and had made it clear that he intended to fail him a fourth time in the spring. Carter had asked university officials why, when he was required to repeat the introductory German course, he was put back into Eisler’s section. The answer was blunt: Eisler had requested it.

In Carter’s opinion the man belonged in the Prussian army, not in a classroom. His curly blond hair lay over his forehead in damp, effeminate ringlets. He had protruding blue eyes, and a superior manner, and loved to strut in front of his classes with a gold-knobbed cane in hand. He issued study instructions as if they were military orders, emphasizing them by whacking the cane on the desk.

What had really precipitated the trouble between them was a tea Eisler and his dumpy wife had given for the professor’s students during Carter’s first term at Harvard. There Carter had met the Eislers’ daughter, a yellow-haired, dumpling-shaped girl whom some of Carter’s fellow students said would take on any boy who asked. Over hot tea and lemon snaps, Carter asked—but not softly enough; the professor was standing just a step behind him.

Eisler’s daughter protected herself by pretending moral outrage. And from then on, Eisler was the foe.

He missed no chance to demean Carter. It was widely known in Cambridge that Eisler’s wife had social pretensions, and curried the favor of women considered to be leaders of Boston society.

Once, after a particularly heated exchange, Eisler had sneered, “Why should I expect anything but boorishness from you, Herr Kent? I know, after all, what your stepfather did to McAllister.”

The more Eisler bore down on Carter’s deficiencies as a student of language—“You speak German as if you were an immigrant from the moon—and a rather dim-witted immigrant, at that”—the more Carter resisted. When Eisler assigned homework due the next day, Carter finished a day late. When Eisler doubled the assigned work as a means of reprisal, Carter handed the assignment in a week late—or not at all.

In class, they argued over everything; Carter had a talent for that. They went round and round on subjects as diverse as the pronunciation of the umlaut and the worth of the campus humor magazine, the Lampoon, the efficiency of Boston’s Metropolitan Horse Railroad and, not many weeks earlier, the music of Richard Wagner, which Eisler adored. Knowing absolutely nothing about it, Carter classified Wagner’s work as turgid and bizarre, two words he’d read in a newspaper article about the composer. This last, supreme insult had provoked an outburst from Eisler which reminded Carter of where he stood.

“You are an idiot, Herr Kent.” He always said Herr Kent—the pompous ass. “You speak with the experience of an infant and the intelligence of a flea. You don’t care what you say so long as you can bully and wheedle others into believing it”—that was true enough—“and you are not fit to be a Harvard student. I shall not rest until I see your repulsive presence removed from this campus.”

So there they stood, clear enemies. For weeks, Carter had been hunting for a way to avenge himself against the unremitting abuse. The encounter with old Phippsy had done the trick.

“Jackass,” he whispered again, savoring the word as much as he savored the beer Josie brought him a moment later—just before the real trouble began.



CHAPTER II

BRAWL
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BY THE TIME CARTER finished a second pot of beer, the chill had left him. Josie was sending questioning looks his way, as if to ask whether he’d forgotten about going upstairs. He was spared the need to invent an excuse by a flurry of cheerful greetings at the front door. When he saw who had come in, he smiled too.

Captain Eben Royce was a small, trim man who made his living with his own fishing smack. Boston-born and raised, he was fifty or more, but only his lined face and graying hair gave away that fact; he had the energy of someone half his age.

Royce and Carter had struck up a conversation the first time Carter had visited the Cod. They’d gotten along well, becoming occasional drinking companions. Royce was a tolerant man.

Hearing that Carter attended Harvard, he’d smiled and shrugged. “If you prove yourself worthy in other ways, we’ll not hold that against you.”

Royce had a good many friends in the tavern, and each wanted a bit of his time. This proved a little awkward for his companion—a stunning dark-haired woman about ten years Carter’s senior, and four inches taller than Royce.

The woman had high cheekbones, a full mouth, smooth skin, and shining dark hair that fell across the shoulders of her threadbare cloak. The cloak emphasized rather than concealed the lines of the large breasts which heightened her aura of robust sexuality.

Carter had never seen the woman before. But he knew her name was Helen Stavros, and that she was Greek. Royce had formed a liaison with her about six months before. He bragged about her constantly. “A beautiful, angelic face—and a disposition to match.” From a man toughened to the ways of the world and the disappointing weaknesses found in most human beings, it was a compliment indeed. Gazing at the woman now, Carter understood what his friend meant. He envied Royce.

Royce socialized with acquaintances a moment longer, then took the woman’s arm and guided her to a table at the very back of the tavern. He ordered bowls of chowder and pots of beer, then began to circulate again. Soon he reached the fireplace. He shook Carter’s hand with great warmth.

“Didn’t expect you here. Thought you’d be celebrating Georgie’s birthday up at Harvard Square.”

“The girls up there aren’t my kind.” Carter shrugged. “I must say, Eben, your lady is all you said she was.”

Royce beamed. “Aye, she’s a beauty, ain’t she? Never thought a female could persuade me to think about changin’ my bachelor status.”

“I wouldn’t expect a woman that handsome to be unmarried.”

“She wasn’t till her husband died. Two years ago, it was. She and Stavros came from a little village called Poros, on an island near Athens. Her husband sickened in our climate and died pretty quick. But their town was a fishing town— which is why she don’t mind the way I smell.”

He cast an almost worshipful look toward the woman, who sat calmly surveying the rafters of the room. Carter surmised she was intentionally avoiding the gaze of the other men. Many were watching her closely.

“She says she’s right fond of me, Carter. Right fond— and I guess that makes me the luckiest man in Boston.”

“I agree with you that she’s beautiful,” Carter told him, meaning it.

“G’wan, now—she’s taken,” the fisherman laughed, knuckling Carter’s shoulder in a good-natured way. “How you getting along with all those perfessers?”

“Worse than ever.”

“Well, my offer stands. If that stuff gets too disagreeable, I’ll put you to work on the Atlantic Anne. Hard work keeps a man out o’ trouble.”

“I can find other ways to stay out of trouble, Eben.” Carter said it with a smile, but he wasn’t entirely joking.

Royce shrugged, and walked behind the bench to speak to his employee, Tillman. Helen Stavros was spooning chowder from a cracked bowl. The Cod wasn’t the sort of place a decent woman would dare enter alone. But with Eben present, no one molested her—and Carter’s estimate of the woman’s character increased even more when he saw that she did absolutely nothing to give the captain cause for jealousy.

Carter frowned suddenly. The noise level had dropped all at once. Heads again turned toward the front door. Carter looked that way and saw a man enter. He had never seen him before, but obviously many of the other patrons had.
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The man was stouter than Eben Royce, thicker of waist and arm. Carter reckoned him to be about forty. His clothes were old, drab, and dirty. A small gold ring, badly tarnished, pierced the lobe of his left ear. Shiny black hair curled out from under a woolen cap. He had a curving nose and a petulant mouth. From the stranger’s clothes as well as from his expression, Carter formed an immediate impression. This was a man who cared about neither his appearance nor the feelings of anyone else.

Never had Carter seen a crowd so instantly divided as when the man swaggered toward the bar. Phipps and many others sent dark looks at the new arrival. But friends greeted him, and Carter heard one call, “Hello, Ortega. Where’s your brother tonight?”

“Stoking a boiler somewhere between here and Liverpool,” the man answered, in heavily accented English. “Be back in a month or so.”

Ortega, eh. Spanish, Carter guessed. Later he discovered his guess was wrong, and that Ortega was the Portuguese version of the name; in Spain it would have been Ortegas.

The man stepped up to the serving counter. Carter saw no sign of a weapon, but the patrons on either side of the stranger made room—clear indication that they feared him. The new arrival smiled at Phipps in an insincere way.

“A mug of your usual. É una porcaria.”

When Phipps shook his head to show he didn’t understand, the swarthy man grinned all the wider. “Your usual. Swill. Pig slop. That’s all you serve in this place. I wouldn’t come here except that some of the company is interesting.”

He pivoted, leaned on his elbow and let his eyes rest on the Greek woman. Evidently he’d spotted her as he was coming in. There was no mistaking his interest. Above him a sperm-oil lantern hanging from a beam cast the sharp shadow of his nose across the upper part of his cheek. Just below the shadow line, Carter noticed what he hadn’t noticed before—a small white scar in the shape of a fishhook.

The man’s eyes raked the Greek woman’s face and torso. He paid no attention to the pewter mug Phipps slid to him, calling out, “Eh, puta, trabalhas aqui?”

She avoided his eyes and kept silent.

“Can’t speak Portugee? I asked if you work here.”

“Leave her be, Ortega,” Phipps said, though his voice was none too strong. “She come here with Eben Royce.”

Phipps turned, as if to point out the fisherman. The startled expression that appeared on his face made Carter lean out past the end of the deacon’s bench and look behind him, where he expected to find Royce talking to a crony.

The fisherman was nowhere in sight. For the first time, the Greek woman saw that too.
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“Where the hell’d he go?” Carter whispered to the man at the table nearest the bench.

The man hooked a thumb at the side door. “Slipped out a couple of minutes ago. Tillman had some’pin to show him.”

Carter turned back, saw Ortega scrutinizing the area around and behind the bench. Seeing no one he recognized, the Portugee smiled in a smug way and walked toward the table where the Greek woman sat rigid with tension. Carter decided Ortega wasn’t a sailor like the brother someone had mentioned; he didn’t have the recognizable gait of a man accustomed to tilting decks.

The woman looked past the Portugee and searched the room, fear showing clearly on her face now. Her eyes touched Carter’s. Oh, no, he thought. I’ll have no part in this quarrel.

But those eyes held him—begged him—and he knew that if he looked away, she’d think him a coward. Besides, Royce was a friend, she was Royce’s woman, and she was in trouble. If he could just delay any trouble for a few moments, surely Royce would return.

He waited another few seconds to see whether anyone else would get up. No one did. He swallowed hard, tried to ignore his suddenly tight stomach and stood.
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Phipps’ eyes warned him not to interfere. So did a patron who plucked at his sleeve as he passed and whispered, “Leave him alone, lad. He’s half crazy.”

Carter heard, but he was committed. Ortega reached the Greek woman’s table and stopped there. Behind him, Carter walked past goggle-eyed men at the serving counter. The Portugee heard Carter’s footsteps. He turned and gave him a quizzical smile, as if he couldn’t believe anyone could be so stupid as to challenge him.

With contemptuous politeness, the Portugee asked, “Do you want to get through here? Do you want me to step aside so you can reach the place you obviously belong? The outhouse, I mean.”

Someone snickered. Carter tried to keep his voice steady. “I just want you to leave that woman alone.”

Again that raking scrutiny. The man scratched the fishhook scar with one grime-crusted fingernail. “Your name Royce?”

Desperate, Carter called on the talent that had sometimes served him well before. “I’m Eben Royce’s cousin.” He heard murmurs of surprise, hoped the reaction of the crowd wouldn’t give him away immediately. The Greek woman was staring at him. He hurried on. “There are a lot of Eben’s first and second cousins in the neighborhood, so if you bother his woman, you’ll have a lot of people down on your—”

“Mentiroso,” Ortega interrupted, his crooked white teeth shining when he grinned. “In case you don’t understand Portugee, I said you’re a damn fucking liar. Captain Royce is a man with no relatives, that much I know.”

He leaned forward, resting his hands on the back of a heavy chair. “But I don’t know who you are—except a very stupid young man.”

Still grinning, he whipped the chair up so fast Carter had no time to react before the Portugee smashed it against the side of his head.

Carter crashed backward, and would have cracked his skull on the serving counter except for the men standing close by, who pushed him away. He struggled upright, rage and fright warring within him as Ortega’s hand slid under his tattered coat. Someone gasped when the Portugee’s hand flashed into sight again, a short length of metal glinting in it.

Ortega’s face looked unhealthy in the lantern light. He licked his lips, anticipating his pleasure as he began to move the knife blade in a small, provocative circle.

“Come on, meu amigo. Let’s show the lady what you’re made of, eh? I’ll cut your insides out and strew them all over this floor.”

Ortega lunged then, and Carter heard shouting—most of it directed against the Portugee, but some in support of him. Carter dived to the floor to avoid the slashing blade. He landed on his belly and Ortega checked his lunge. The Portugee raised his right heel and brought it driving down toward Carter’s neck.

At the last instant, Carter rolled, escaping the blow that might have crushed his neck. It glanced off his collarbone; “Bastardo!” Ortega yelled, and raised the knife in preparation for a downward slash at Carter’s exposed throat. Carter was trying to roll again when he saw a chair sail into sight, smash a hanging lantern, then strike the Portugee on the side of the head.

The impact staggered Ortega. He would have fallen on top of Carter—impaling him with the knife—if Carter hadn’t twisted onto his back and rammed his boot hard into Ortega’s groin. The Portugee let out an involuntary cry. Men laughed. One or two clapped. Ortega turned red from humiliation as he lurched away. Carter saw blood oozing in the man’s curly black hair. The chair had struck harder than Carter had thought.

The Portugee was still off balance. He fell, and Carter rolled wildly to avoid the knife. He got out of the way just as the other man crashed to the floor, the point of his blade penetrating the pegged boards where Carter’s head had been a moment earlier.

Above him, vengeful and powerful-looking despite his small frame, Eben Royce—who had evidently flung the chair—attacked Ortega from behind with an ash-blackened poker. Ortega was groggy but he saw the weapon, and frantically crawled under a nearby table. Down came the poker, so hard that the flimsy table broke in the center. Ortega covered his head as wood rained down.

Carter struggled to his feet. Fights had broken out all over the tavern. Pro-Ortega patrons were punching and kicking those who were against him; Carter saw paunchy Tillman grab two men by their collars and ram them headfirst into the fireplace. Only when they screamed did he let go and seek someone else to punch.

Phipps rushed back and forth, vainly trying to break up the fights. He protested once too often, and someone broke an oak trencher over his head. Wailing obscenities, he folded and hit the floor.

Royce turned his attention to Carter. “I shouldn’t have gone outside with Tillman an’ left her alone. ’Preciate your steppin’ in when you did. I owe you for that. Now get out of here ’fore the coppers show up.”

Queasy all at once, Carter nodded. He was beginning to realize what had almost happened to him.

Under the broken table, Ortega was floundering as he tried to raise himself. Suddenly his bleary eyes fixed on Carter.

“Cagão!” he said through clenched teeth. “I’ll see you again, that I swear.”

A tankard came flying from the back of the room, where the Greek woman had pressed herself against the wall. Royce raised the poker and batted the tankard aside like a ball player. In the distance Carter heard clattering hoofs and shrill whistles—a police wagon on the way.

“Get out of here and don’t come back for a while,” Royce urged. Carter needed no more prodding. He turned—and in dismay saw half a dozen men fighting between him and the door. He turned sideways, slipped between two of the men, absorbed a glancing blow from a third, gut-punched a fourth, and finally made it into the damp darkness as the police wagon came charging toward the head of the pier, the manes of its two heavy horses standing out behind them.

Carter ran the other way, miscalculated, and plunged off the edge of the pier.

He dropped into the icy water with a great splash, went numb as the water closed over him, and in panic, fought his way to the surface.

He broke into the air, sputtering and splashing loudly until he realized how much noise he was making and strove to keep quiet. Fortunately the commotion up at the Cod— cursing, shouting, whistles blasting—smothered his own sounds. He paddled to a slimy piling directly under the edge of the pier and clung there, out of breath. He shut his eyes and shuddered. He’d almost lost his life in that damn place. How in God’s name did I get into this?

He knew very well. He’d gotten into it by being a failure at Harvard, and by coming to a dive like the Red Cod. Before, he had always enjoyed observing the sometimes violent doings at the tavern. Tonight he’d involved himself in them to help a friend—and quite suddenly, the Red Cod’s atmosphere of violence was not titillating, but terrifying. He’d never go back to the place. Especially not after the Portugee’s warning.

Carter pulled himself up out of the water and slipped away, shivering. He was too soaked to go home to Beacon Street. Trying to put the frightening memory of Ortega out of his mind, he headed instead for the dormitory room of his best friend, Willie Hearst. He could get a drink there. And Willie was always happy to hear about his escapades. And Carter was sure that when he described the scheme for vengeance which he’d conceived, Willie would be delighted by it.

Of course, the prank was risky. But Carter hated Eisler so much, he no longer gave a damn.



CHAPTER III

CAUGHT
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CARTER WAS RIGHT. WILLIE Hearst had loved the scheme. But he’d bet his friend twenty-five dollars that he would never go through with it.

Now, sixty days later, Carter, was finally ready to undertake his revenge against Eisler. By this time Willie was accusing him of cowardice, and demanding his twenty-five dollars. Carter assured him he had no intention of paying. Eisler would get his comeuppance, and precisely according to plan.

All the elements had to be right, though. That took time. First he had to hire equipment for a particular night. A bakery was willing to rent its delivery wagon and the horse that pulled it, but because Carter was a student, and told the bakery owner he wanted the wagon so his social club could take an excursion in the country, the price was double what the bakery man first quoted him. Harvard students were not famous for respecting property—their own or others.

Carter found it a bitter experience to have to pretend he was a member of a Harvard club. He hadn’t been chosen for the Institute, the quasiliterary organization which dated from 1770, and which inducted about thirty-five percent of the sophomore class every year. The chosen ones were grouped into tens, and the tens were ranked. This ranking was posted at the college, and also published in the Boston papers. The social elite at Harvard were not destined to remain anonymous.

Rejection by the Institute meant there was no chance for Carter to be taken into D.K.E., the secret society that represented the next step up the social ladder; all the members of Deeks, as it was sometimes called, came from the Institute list.

Willie was a member of D.K.E., of course. He would advance from there to one of the waiting clubs—most of which were chapters of national fraternities—and then to the pinnacle: one of the two final clubs, A.D. or Porcellian. Willie wanted Porcellian. And here Carter was only able to pretend that he was a member of that elite. He played the role well enough to convince the bakery man, which only enhanced his bitter feelings of isolation. But those feelings made him more determined than ever to pull off his prank.

Obtaining the animal to be hidden away inside the wagon was more difficult. Carter canvassed the stables in the area and thus learned of a drayage firm that used mules for some of its wagons. He was eventually able to buy an old, spiritless donkey that had almost outlived his usefulness. Cost of the donkey and a stable stall for him—$22.

Carter’s financial reserves were at this point exhausted. He was forced to ask Willie for a loan. Again complaining about stalling tactics, Willie nevertheless gave him the money.

The final necessary element was a faculty meeting which would keep Eisler away from home most of the evening. After Carter had made all his other arrangements, he waited for such a meeting. Finally one was scheduled for late April.

The morning of the meeting Carter left home in a state of excitement, having told Gideon and Julia that he’d probably be playing cards with Willie and some other students until very late.

He skipped all his classes that day except Eisler’s. His hopes plummeted when the professor was even more ill-tempered than usual thanks to an aching tooth. Carter asked him about it. The teacher was instantly suspicious.

“What’s this, Herr Kent? Sympathy? For me? How unusual. You’ll pardon me if I don’t take you seriously. Are you trying to delay class recitation because you’re unprepared again?”

The professor threw his shoulders back and sniffed. “Be assured, Herr Kent, a little thing like a toothache will not incapacitate me in the least. Nor prevent me from asking to see the exercises you were to prepare for today—”

Without warning, he whipped his cane down on the desk, inches from Carter’s hand. “I’ll see them now, if you please.”

Hate in his eyes, Carter growled, “I don’t have them.”

Eisler’s smile was more of a sneer. “I thought not.” He pivoted away. Silently, Carter cursed him. But he had the answer he wanted. Eisler was well enough to attend the faculty meeting. So tonight was the night.
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At a few minutes past nine, tense and perspiring, Carter turned the hired wagon into the mouth of the alley which ran behind Eisler’s modest residence on Berkeley Street, in Cambridge. The horse was docile, easy to control. The donkey inside the wagon was another matter. From time to time Carter heard hoofs slam against the rear doors. Old as the donkey was, he resented confinement.

Slowly, making as little noise as possible, Carter drove the wagon down the alley, which was quite dark. The only illumination in the vicinity came from gas lamps burning in the back rooms of houses.

The balmy spring night smelled of earth still wet from an earlier shower. Through a break in the trees, Carter discerned Eisler’s house not far ahead. Lamps glowed in the kitchen, front parlor, and two rooms upstairs. Of course the professor’s wife would be home—and his bitch of a daughter, too. Carter knew the latter for a certainty when badly played pianoforte music drifted from an open parlor window. The wretched music was a blessing of sorts. If he were careful, and the donkey gave him no trouble, no one in Eisler’s house would hear him.

He held his breath as he approached the small outbuilding at the rear of Eisler’s large lot. Carter had surreptitiously inspected the building by daylight some weeks earlier. He knew the professor kept his horse and ancient buggy inside, and that the main doors opened onto the alley.

Just as Carter was reining the horse to a walk, the donkey kicked again, harder than before. The noise seemed to resound through the spring darkness like a gunshot.

“Sssh, damn it!” he whispered. As if the donkey could actually understand him, the animal kicked the inside of the wagon again. Carter winced and begged whatever unseen forces controlled the universe to stop the donkey from being so cantankerous. Carter had accomplished nothing worthwhile in nearly two years at Harvard. He felt that if he didn’t succeed tonight, his presence at the school would have left no mark at all.

When he was honest with himself, he had to admit that his whole life up until this moment was eminently forgettable. He had been living in Boston since 1878 with his mother, his stepfather, and his stepbrother, Will—the only human being besides his mother that he truly cared about. His stepfather was a rich and successful businessman. He operated a local book publishing house as well as a daily newspaper in New York, the Union. Carter’s mother also had a career. The name Julia Sedgwick Kent was well known in the nation’s lecture halls. She spoke and wrote on behalf of the American Woman Suffrage Association.

Thus Carter had grown up among people who amounted to something. True, the Kents would never be admitted to so-called Society. But they were accomplished and successful in their own way. Carter’s repeated failures were a galling contrast—and one of which he was very aware.

As far as he could tell, he had only one talent: his facility for persuading others. He thought part of that talent was inherited, and part acquired from his surroundings. Gideon enjoyed his ability to sway opinion by means of the Union, and of the books he published. Julia did the same thing from the platform; several times, Carter had watched admiringly as his mother converted a hostile audience to an attentive one, and then to one which was noisily enthusiastic about female, suffrage—and about her.

Equally important, Carter knew he was descended from a woman who had always gotten her way. His paternal grandmother, Amanda Kent, was revered in the family as driving and dominant—someone who didn’t know the meaning of failure. So perhaps he came by his talent naturally.

He often daydreamed about finding a career in which he could wield power and influence as the elder Kents did. Realistically, he knew it to be a hopeless ambition. He couldn’t stand discipline, and his Harvard experience had taught him that he didn’t have a very good mind, at least in the formal sense. He could work hard if necessary, but he hated doing that. All he had was a certain canny understanding of what motivated people, and an instinctive, though as yet undeveloped sense of how best to play on those motivations with a word, a look, a smile—

So success tonight was crucially important. If he couldn’t succeed in the classrooms of Cambridge, he could at least create a legend Harvard students might talk about for years to come.

Sweating again, he braked the wagon, then tied the reins and climbed down. He crept toward the double doors of the stable. They were closed. Did that mean Eisler hadn’t gone to the faculty meeting? Carter’s heart pounded as he slid one of the doors aside. He winced when its rollers squeaked.

He held his breath and looked into the dark interior. Finally his eyes adjusted. He grinned—

Empty! The horse and buggy were gone. With his passion for order, Eisler had shut the doors after driving out, that was all.

Carter allowed himself a moment of congratulation, then started around toward the rear of the wagon, and the hard part of the night’s work.
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Before opening the wagon doors he listened to be sure Eisler’s daughter was still assaulting the pianoforte. She was. If he made no unusual noise, he could pull it off. Suddenly soaring confidence told him that.

When he opened one of the wagon doors, the donkey stamped and brayed. Not loudly, thank God. Murmuring soothing words, Carter reached in and removed the planks down which the donkey would have to walk. Then he lifted out the cardboard sign. With that in hand, he shut the wagon doors again.

He carried the sign into the stable, whose interior he could discern now that his eyes were accustomed to the darkness. The place was far too tidy for its function— Eisler’s German temperament again. There was a single stall. The only light was a weak glow from under the narrow door leading to Eisler’s back lawn.

He was surprised that he didn’t have to struggle to get the donkey out of the wagon. The animal didn’t balk or even bray. Perhaps he was glad to escape his confinement. Carter led him down the planks to the stable door and got him inside with so little fuss and noise that he began to think the gods were smiling on him at long last.

He left one of the alley doors standing open. Carefully he tied the donkey’s rope to a post at the end of the stall. He felt sure this would precipitate more kicking and braying, and when it didn’t, he was almost beside himself with jubilation. All he had to do was hang the sign over the donkey’s neck and get away, and the thing was done.

“Gently. Gently, now,” Carter whispered as he lifted the rope over the donkey’s head and long, floppy ears, admiring the Gothic lettering it had taken him so long to ink on the cardboard. But the final effect—the size and clarity of the message—was well worth it. Wait till Eisler opened the stable door and read it.


	Ich bin ein deutscher Esel.

	Jetzt gibt’s zwei unseresgleichen.



“You certainly are a German jackass, my friend,” Carter whispered. “And now there are indeed two of you—here, hold still,” he grumbled as the rope slipped down over the donkey’s neck and the sign swayed under his muzzle. Unexpectedly, it was the touch of the rope—the feel of the sign—that ruined everything.

The donkey began to shy and pull against the rope. Carter tried to calm him, to no avail. Within seconds, the donkey was braying. Then he turned and kicked out against the side of the stall—bang! It sounded like a mortar going off.

“Don’t do that,” Carter pleaded, his euphoria gone, replaced by desperation. The donkey replied with three more swift kicks—bang, bang, bang.

“Oh, God,” Carter groaned.

He heard another, more distant bang—a door—then someone’s voice. “Who is there? What is that noise?”

Eisler! Surely that couldn’t be. Carter inched the backyard door open and then his heart seemed to hit the bottom of his stomach. The familiar haughty figure was silhouetted against the lamplit windows of the house. Eisler was storming toward the stable with his gold-knobbed cane in one hand and an ice bag in the other. He was holding the bag against his swollen jaw, and instantly, Carter knew that a foolish assumption had undone him. It was Eisler’s wife who was using the buggy—and contrary to the professor’s assertion, the bad tooth had kept him home.

He turned to run to the alley. The donkey lunged forward so hard his rope broke. Carter stumbled against the frantic animal. Without thinking, he shouted, “Get out of my way!”

Eisler, coming fast, heard him. “I recognize that voice. What are you doing on my property, Kent? What are you—?”

The thunderous question broke off as Eisler yanked the door open. He loomed in the opening, a huge, frightening figure, somehow. Carter, frozen in place by fright, darted a look over his shoulder. Eisler’s pop eyes popped even more. He saw the donkey. He saw and instantly understood the sign—a moment before the donkey brayed one last time and ran away into the alley and the darkness beyond.

“You damned arrogant whelp!” Eisler shouted, dropping the ice bag as he leaped inside. Holding his cane by the ferrule end, he whipped it into a hissing arc. The huge gold knob would have struck Carter’s temple if he hadn’t broken his terrible paralysis and stumbled backward. The knob hit the side of the stall and wood splintered.

He’s crazy, Carter thought. He’s liable to kill me if I let him. The cane was swinging in another murderous arc. Carter ducked away, and out the door. He was halfway to the bakery wagon when Eisler emerged from the building and, with his long arm helping to extend his reach, smashed the knob of the cane against the back of Carter’s right leg.

Carter cried out, falling against the bakery horse. The frightened animal leaped forward. Carter slid to the ground and the horse’s right front hoof nicked his forehead. He covered his head to prevent further injury as the horse tore away down the alley. Panting, Eisler reached for Carter’s shirt to drag him up—

He was trapped—caught—an unbearable feeling. Like a man escaping a jailor, Carter pushed Eisler violently, and thus sent him spilling into a hedge bordering the alley. Eisler ranted and cursed—in German now.

Carter struggled to his feet. He saw a sickening sight at the far end of the alley. The bolting horse turned left into the street but now there was no guiding hand to control the wagon. The traces broke. The wagon tilted on its side, crashing over and splintering apart as the horse ran away.

Carter fled toward the wrecked wagon while Eisler’s bellowed threats filled the dark behind him. In nearby houses, windows were raised and people called out anxious questions.

Carter’s chest began to hurt as he passed the wagon. It was in ruins. Everything was in ruins now. What the consequences of this night’s disaster would be, he didn’t dare contemplate.



CHAPTER IV

HEARST

i

CARTER RAN TO THE left along the darkened street connecting Berkeley and Garden. At Garden he turned right, dashing across to Cambridge Common. Ahead, old redbrick buildings rose in the darkness, most of them partially concealed by the huge trees of the College Yard. A mongrel yapped in the April night.

Clouds were scurrying across the moon. A hack hurtled by, crowded with noisy undergraduates who had no doubt been over in Boston, gorging themselves on wine and lobster; Willie Hearst did that often. In the north, there was a brief peal of thunder.

Disheveled and badly shaken, Carter paused at the east side of the Common, listening. He heard no sounds of pursuit—no outcries from that hateful voice, either in English or German. For a moment he experienced a delicious relief.

Then he grimaced. He was not only a bungler; he was a fool. Of course Eisler wouldn’t come rampaging after him. The professor would collect his wits and realize he had other, more effective and certain means of punishment at his disposal.

Carter wiped his sweaty forehead with his sleeve. The night was a failure. The whole scheme, planned for so long, was a failure. He didn’t want to face that, and he didn’t want to go home to face the family—particularly Will, who looked up to him. He knew he had to start thinking about the defense he must mount against Eisler, but before that he wanted a drink.

Where to get it? The Red Cod? Too far—and too risky. Heeding Captain Eben Royce’s warning, he hadn’t been back since the night of the trouble.

He glanced at the trees rustling in the Yard. Maybe Willie was in his room, instead of taking supper with some little shop girl over in the city or sitting with cronies in a box at the Howard, awaiting the right moment to begin pitching custard pies at the actors. He’d welcome Willie’s company right about now, even though he would be forced to tell his friend that he’d failed.

Carter limped across the brick avenue, through the gates, and turned right after he passed the end of Massachusetts Hall, the oldest building on the campus. He fervently wished he were anywhere in creation except Boston.
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Light showed beneath the door of Willie’s dormitory room. Willie still lived in Matthews, in the Yard, but he was talking about moving next term to one of the more fashionable dormitories on Mount Auburn Street— Dunster, Fairfax, Apley, or one of the others that were starting to constitute a so-called Gold Coast that attracted the elite of the student body.

To judge from the tangy smell of cheese in the hall, Carter’s friend was cooking an evening snack. He knocked. A high-pitched, almost girlish voice invited him in.

Willie was stirring a pot on a gas ring. He waved and grinned at his visitor in that ingenuous way Carter liked so much. There were some things about Willie which the older boy didn’t like at all. His pranks that took innocent and unsuspecting people as their victims, for example. Still, Willie was always diverting, and a stout comrade once you breached his initial shyness.

William Randolph Hearst hailed from California. He had spent almost a full academic year in Cambridge, yet he didn’t have many close friends. Carter suspected one reason was his peculiar appearance. Quite tall and skinny, he had unusually large hands and feet and a startling baby pink complexion. He parted his long yellow hair in the middle and sported a silky mustache. Neither feature could offset his awkward-looking physique, or the oddness of his eyes. Blue-gray irises were all but lost in immense whites.

“You’re just in time, Carter. The Welsh rabbit’s almost done.” Willie pointed a dripping spoon at an armoire. “The beer’s in there.”

Carter slumped in a brocaded armchair. All the furnishings including the books on the shelves had been chosen by Willie’s mother, Phoebe Hearst. She’d accompanied him to Cambridge for the opening of the school year. Willie liked his mother, yet he’d once spoken unenthusiastically to Carter about being an only child.

“As a sprout, I was dragged all over Europe with a tutor and my friend Gene Lent. I wouldn’t be so stinking spoiled if my parents had produced more than one youngster. Mother wanted more but somehow it never worked out. There are times when I wish it had.”

Now Willie took two mugs from behind a stack of textbooks. He handed one to his friend.

“What’s wrong, Carter? I thought you’d be buoyant after your triumph. And impatient to collect twenty-five dollars.”

Carter glanced up. His black eyes caught and held tiny reflections of the room’s gaslights. With sarcasm, he said, “The triumph, Willie, ended in a rout. Mine.”

Twenty-year-old Willie Hearst blinked, his delicate lashes momentarily hiding those peculiar yet curiously compelling eyes. Then he sprawled in another chair and draped a storklike leg over the arm. He looked totally relaxed, as if he worried about nothing and wanted for nothing—which, in fact, he did not.

When he’d arrived at Harvard, Willie’s reputation—and especially the names of his father’s various mines—had preceded him. George Hearst had started life as a Missouri dirt farmer. But in the last two decades, he and an assortment of partners had wrested several fortunes from the American earth, just as Amanda Kent had taken the bulk of the Kent family fortune from the California gold fields. Hearst hadn’t struck it rich until he was forty. After that, bonanza had followed bonanza. He owned the Ophir in Virginia City, a silver mine that was part of the fabulous Comstock Lode. He owned the Homestake in the Dakota Territory—gold. He owned a small Montana silver mine, the Anaconda, which had ultimately revealed its true riches—an incredible vein of copper.

“Have a cigar and tell me what happened,” Willie said in a sympathetic way. This evening he was, as always, well dressed: checked trousers, a plain but obviously expensive linen shirt, and one of the large, garish cravats he fancied.

Carter reached for a costly rosewood cigar box. He lit up and said through a blue haze, “Things went fine at first. I got the jackass into the stable with no trouble. But then there was some noise, and Eisler came storming out to see about it.”

“You mean he was still at home?”

“That’s right. He had a toothache and didn’t go to the faculty meeting.”

“Did he see the sign?”

“Yes, right before the donkey ran off.”

“Then technically you won the bet,” Willie said with a delighted expression. “By God, I’d have loved to have seen that Dutchman’s face.”

“No, you wouldn’t. He recognized me before I got away.”

Willie’s smile vanished. “My stars. No wonder you look so glum.”

“He’ll have me hung up by the balls,” Carter said. The words made Willie look uncomfortable; he never swore or used offensive language.

Carter carried his mug toward the armoire, speaking around the cigar in his teeth. “At the very least I’ll be in trouble with the college. At worst Eisler will haul me into court on some charge or other. If he doesn’t, the bakery owner will. I wrecked the wagon I hired for the night. And the horse ran off—God knows where.”

Willie whistled softly. Carter went on. “I’ll have to deal with my mother and stepfather, too. And I don’t make a habit of lying to them. It bothered me a lot when I had to tell them I’d be playing cards tonight. I don’t know what the hell I can tell them about Eisler, except the truth.”

He paused, a hand on one of the armoire door handles. The gaslight accentuated the olive cast of his skin. Even bedraggled, he was a handsome young man. Thick arms and a slim waist testified to his fine physical condition.

“I’ll take my winnings whenever you care to pay me,” Carter added. “That wagon will cost a small fortune—and while I get a pretty decent allowance, it isn’t the same as getting a nugget as big as a baseball shipped from California once a month.”

Willie smiled an obligatory smile, although the campus joke which had been invented to explain his large and constant supply of money was growing stale. Carter jerked open the door of the armoire. He leaned down toward the zinc tub containing a pail of beer sitting on a block of ice. He was too preoccupied to really see the tub until something beside it stirred.

“Jesus Christ!” he cried as a three-foot-long alligator roused and opened its tooth-studded jaws not six inches from his hand.
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That brought another laugh from Willie. “Oh, the devil. I forgot Charlie was asleep in there.” Carter quickly stepped away. “Like hell you did.”

Willie walked back to the gas ring. “Go ahead, get your beer. Charlie won’t bother you. I got him drunk again tonight.”

Warily, Carter leaned down and dipped his mug in the pail. Champagne Charlie, as Hearst’s pet alligator was officially named, regarded Carter with a sinister eye for a moment. Then he lowered his head lethargically. Carter slammed the door.

He sat down and sipped the beer. It didn’t do much to raise his spirits. Nor did the hot, zesty cheese dish Willie served. The young Californian folded himself into a chair again. He spooned up some of the rabbit, tapped a napkin against his lips, then said, “I don’t blame you for feeling rotten. I knew right after we met that we were peas from the same pod. Must be why we get along so well. We both hate the unexpected—unless, of course, we engineer it to surprise somebody else. And we like to hold the reins. Can’t stand to let another person control things, am I right?”

An emphatic nod from Carter. Willie continued. “I’ll tell you something else. Personally, I can’t take much more of the regimentation around here. Chapel. Roll calls. Lesson recitation—I doubt I’ll ever get my degree. I wanted to go into the theater like your stepsister, Eleanor. Mother wouldn’t hear of it. But it’s the theater’s loss—”

To cheer his friend, he jumped up, threw his head back and yodeled. Then he executed one of the quick, deft minstrel show dance steps he admired. With his beer mug raised and his other fist cocked on his hip, Willie grinned at Carter. “It’s the theater’s loss. I’m pretty good, don’t you think?”

“Wonderful.”

“Don’t strain yourself with enthusiasm.” Willie faced the wall, as if an audience sat there. He bowed from the waist several times. “I love applause—”

“It isn’t the applause you like, Willie—it’s being around actresses.”

“Well, that too,” Willie admitted, smiling again. He flopped back into the chair. “You know, maybe we’re both simpletons for wasting our time here. I know Harvard’s the finest school in America. But I’ve already dropped more courses than I’ll finish this year, and there isn’t a blasted thing in the curriculum I give two hoots about.”

He hunched forward. “The only thing that interests me is a problem Gene’s going to inherit next year.” Eugene Lent was the son of one of George Hearst’s business associates. He was the friend with whom Willie had traveled in Europe when both were younger.

“What problem?”

“The poor chump has agreed to be business manager of the Lampoon. Thankless job! Humor doesn’t sell very well at this pious institution. And the business manager has to make up any operating losses out of his own pocket.”

Carter whistled. “I didn’t know that.”

“It’s true. I’d like to help Gene. I don’t mean with loans. I mean by thinking up schemes to get people to read the magazine. Stunts, contests, maybe a parade—I’d enjoy that.”

“Because you’d be controlling things.”

“Things and people.” Willie grinned. “Without letting ’em know I was doing it. That’s part of the game, too.”

He ambled to the armoire. Helped himself to beer. Champagne Charlie again raised his deadly-looking head and scrutinized his owner for a few seconds before returning to sleep.

Willie knocked foam from his mustache after he drank. “That’s the real charm in life, Carter. Holding the reins. That and a good joke. Pa isn’t much for joking, but he surely likes the other. I expect that’s why he’s so eager to go to the Senate.”

Carter had heard a good deal about George Hearst’s political ambitions. A loyal Democrat, Hearst had bought the foundering San Francisco Examiner, the unofficial newspaper of the local party organization. He’d pumped money into it in the hope of furthering his political career. But the effort hadn’t been enough to earn him the 1882 Democratic endorsement as the candidate for governor. He’d lost the primary by a narrow margin. Undiscouraged, he was searching for a stepping-stone to Washington.

All at once, Willie fixed his friend with one of his disconcerting stares. “Pa’s going to make it someday. Then he’ll handle the reins smartly. That’s what politics is all about. Maybe you should try it. You could start by passing out handbills, or running errands for a boss. You might enjoy it, and that silver tongue of yours would take you a long way, I think.”

Carter momentarily forgot Professor Eisler. “In which party?” he asked.

“Why, the Democracy, I suppose.”

“The Kents are Republicans.”

Willie waved his mug. “A sinner can always reform. I tell you, for a fellow who likes to be in charge, politics is a natural.”

“Then why don’t you try it?”

“With this voice?” Willie let out a loud yodel. “I’d be laughed off the platform. Even my looks are against me.”

He swigged beer, then finished with what sounded like perfect confidence, “I’ll find some other way. But I’ll pull the reins, too. You can count on that.”

The more Carter thought about Willie’s suggestion, the more it intrigued him. Politicians wielded immense influence. Disbursed huge sums of patronage money and collected rewards in turn. Sometimes those rewards took the form of bank drafts or stock certificates. A great many important Americans were constantly in need of favors from Washington, which helped explain why most top-level politicians could afford large wardrobes, lavish homes, and frequent European vacations.

Of course there were risks in politics. Look at what had happened to poor Garfield two years earlier. But he could handle the risks, he decided.

The conclusion came easily because of the beer. He investigated and found there was plenty left in the armoire. This time Champagne Charlie didn’t even raise his head. Carter helped himself, anxious to let the beer ease him into forgetting he’d been unable to control anything or anyone tonight.

He lurched back to his chair, his confidence ebbing rapidly. If he couldn’t carry off a student prank, how the devil could he ever hope to maneuver his way into political office? He couldn’t buy his way, obviously. He stood to inherit only a token sum from the Kent fortune; his mother had already informed him that the bulk of Gideon’s estate would go to Eleanor and Will.

Well, he’d get around those obstacles somehow.

He and Willie finished the food and then guzzled more beer, talking nonstop between drinks. The drunker they got, the more fanciful became the careers they spun for themselves. Carter rose from dispenser of political leaflets to big-city machine boss. Willie graduated from circulation manager of a humor magazine to newspaper reporter. In a final step, he became a publisher more influential than Gideon Kent of the Union, and more ambitious than Joe Pulitzer, the St. Louis newspaperman who was in the process of buying Jay Gould’s moribund New York World. Willie was, at the end, a publisher whose impact was felt far beyond San Francisco—a publisher who shaped national opinion and influenced national policy. And knowing his friend, Carter believed that was exactly what Willie would be one of these days.

Carter lost track of time. He put Eisler, the aborted prank, and the wrecked wagon completely out of his mind. Sometime after midnight a thunderstorm broke. By then he was asleep in the armchair. When he awoke, gray light showed outside the rain-speckled window. He was brutally sober.

He sat up and groaned. Willie raised his head. He’d been asleep on the couch, a full-sized coverlet barely reaching from his neck to the midpoint of his calves. He yawned, then scrutinized his friend. “You sick?”

“Yes. I just remembered what happened last night.” His bones creaked as he pushed against the arms of the chair. “I have to go home.”

“We could send out for more beer.”

Carter grew dizzy suddenly. Speech was difficult. “I—need some air. Thanks for the hospitality, Willie. I like your idea about politics. But first I have to get by the old professor.”

“Use that silver tongue,” Willie advised in a sleepy voice. “Talk your way out.”

“Just the ticket.” Carter nodded as he stumbled to the door. “Why didn’t I think of that—?”

Then he told a lie. “It’ll be easy.”
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Carter trudged toward the Charles River in a dawn that smelled of the rain that had already moved out to sea. A pebble in his shoe bedeviled him. When he reached the Cambridge Street bridge, he took off the shoe, inverted it and held it out beyond the rail to shake the pebble loose. The shoe slipped from his grasp and fell to the water.

He bellowed an obscenity that brought a reproving shake of the finger from the driver of an early horse car just traveling into Cambridge. For a moment Carter watched the shoe go bobbing away downstream. Then he limped on toward Charles Street.

What was he going to tell his mother and stepfather? He thought of several unbelievable stories, and rejected them all because they were ludicrous, and because they were lies. He loved his mother, but he also respected her. She was too intelligent to be fooled by invented stories. And as he’d told Willie, he didn’t lie to Julia or Gideon. Not often, anyway. That was just about his only remaining point of honor.

“Just swallow the medicine,” he muttered to himself as he walked slowly and wearily eastward along Beacon Street, through a dawn awash with familiar smells of fish, cordage tar, and the lump coal smoke plumed from scores of household chimneys.

The morning was chilly. His teeth began to chatter. He clenched them, then raised his head and squared his shoulders. He could take the worst that Edmund Eisler had to offer. The very worst. Didn’t Gideon always say the Kents were, above all, survivors?

But unconsciously, he began whistling “Pop Goes the Weasel” to keep his courage up.



CHAPTER V

AT HOME ON BEACON STREET

i

MORE THAN FIFTY MILLION people inhabited the United States in 1883. Only a few hundred belonged to what was termed Society. The Kents did not. Although they were one of the richest families in the nation, wealth alone had not been enough to get them an invitation to the social event of the year—Mrs. William K. Vanderbilt’s costume ball. The ball had been held on the night of March 26. By any standard, it exceeded anything yet offered for the approval of those who constituted Society.

In prior years Mrs. Astor’s annual ball in January had always been considered the season’s paramount event. The Vanderbilt affair changed that. Conservative estimates said it cost the hostess a quarter of a million dollars to stage her little party. The opulence of the costumes of the guests was matched only by the cleverness of some of them. Another Vanderbilt, Mrs. Cornelius, had come arrayed in white satin and diamonds, representing the electric light. And although elaborately costumed and choreographed quadrilles were no novelty at formal balls, Mrs. Vanderbilt’s quadrilles— especially the Hobby Horse Quadrille featuring realistic, lifesize representations of horses which were attached to the dancers’ waists—had been talked of for days afterward.

No wonder the established leader of Society, Caroline Astor—the Mrs. Astor, as she preferred to be known—had been forced to recognize Mrs. Vanderbilt at long last. Before the ball, Mrs. Astor had discovered that her daughter was rehearsing for the Star Quadrille but had not received a card of invitation. The significance of the omission was clear. There would be no invitation unless Mrs. Astor paid her respects to Mrs. Vanderbilt, even though the latter was theoretically inferior in the social ranking.

Putting her daughter above her pride, Mrs. Astor ordered up her carriage and drove to the Vanderbilt chateau at 660 Fifth Avenue in New York. She sent one of her blue-liveried footmen inside with her card. In recognition of her eminence, it bore only the words Mrs. Astor. She didn’t personally enter the mansion, or even leave the carriage. But she had humbled herself sufficiently. The invitation was in her daughter’s hands soon afterward.

No symbolic act of reverence could have secured an invitation for Gideon and Julia. The list of reasons was an extremely long one.

Julia’s family credentials—she had been born a Sedgwick—might once have entitled her to consideration, but they no longer did. Not since she had divorced one Kent—Amanda’s son—and married another. The women who ruled New York Society did not divorce. Not even if their husbands slept with other women, which most of them did. Julia was also on the disapproved list because she had publicly espoused the cause of female suffrage.

Gideon had even more against him. First, he’d served on the Confederate side during the war. After Appomattox he’d associated himself for a time with the labor movement. His newspaper and his publishing house were considered scandalously liberal. And he was “in trade,” the contemptuous term for anyone who wasn’t a gentleman of leisure, living off a business income but doing nothing to earn it. Gideon actively involved himself in his business, and had even been known to repair a broken book press if the schedule of Kent and Son demanded it.

His recent history was cloudy, too. His first wife had died in a fall from a window of the mansion he’d formerly owned on upper Fifth Avenue. His daughter was in a disreputable profession, and his younger brother had a reputation for outrageous behavior. In Europe, Matthew Kent’s paintings were making him famous, but his escapades had long ago made him notorious in his native land. Added to this was Gideon’s murky role in the 1877 shooting death of the Chicago railroad magnate Thomas Courtleigh. All in all, the head of the Kent family had a reputation as a radical and a roughneck. Definitely not good social material.

There was one other event which absolutely assured the Kents’ ostracism. This was what Gideon privately referred to as the McAllister Incident. Two years earlier he’d had a sharp encounter with the man who served as Society’s unofficial prime minister, responsible for drawing up the guest lists for the balls which the great ladies gave, and for planning the themes and costumes of the quadrilles performed at those balls. Mentally—and sometimes openly— Gideon called that gentleman the little toad.

In Gideon’s estimation, Mr. Samuel Ward McAllister was undistinguished in intellect as well as appearance. He was remarkable only in that he managed to prosper by being no more than a parasite. It disgusted Gideon that a born Southerner would thus debase himself. Perhaps that was why, during a chance meeting at Gideon’s club in New York, things had gone badly.

After introductions, someone had happened to mention Gideon’s war record. This brought a sniff from McAllister.

“I’m from Savannah, as you may know. But at least I was never a traitor.” He eyed Gideon’s chin. “Your beard led me to briefly mistake you for a member of the Grand Army of the Republic.”

“I don’t know what led me to briefly mistake you for a man, Mr. Make-A-Lister.”

Society’s prime minister turned purple when Gideon applied the scornful name the newspapers had given him. But he had no time to utter a protest because Gideon immediately knocked him down with one punch.
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Gideon usually rose before sunup. His workday seldom ended until nine or ten at night. This evening was no exception. After a light supper, he retired to the library of the splendid three-story Federal brick house that he’d purchased when he and Julia returned to Boston in 1878. He had paid the exorbitant asking price solely because Philip and Amanda Kent had both owned the residence during their lifetimes. Gideon intended to see that the house never slipped out of the family again.

On Beacon Street below the library window, gas lamps glimmered, as they did above Gideon’s large desk. Immediately after moving in, he’d taken over the library and converted it to an office.

Wires hung from several holes in the plaster. The house would presently be electrified with some of Mr. Edison’s lamps. And Gideon planned to install a telephone as soon as long distance lines were available between Boston and New York. At present he could only phone long distance to Lowell. Who the hell wanted to call Lowell?

Puffing on a cigar, he settled down to work just about the time Carter was leading the donkey into Eisler’s stable. Gideon’s own son was upstairs in his room, studying, Gideon presumed. Will attended the excellent Boston Latin School; Carter’s wayward behavior at the Adams Academy had put the name Kent in such disfavor, Will could not possibly have gone there. Gideon reminded himself to look in on his son later.

Over the library mantel hung the sword and rifle Philip Kent had collected in the early years of the Revolution. The rifle was the kind commonly called a Kentucky; the sword, a French grenadier’s briquet. On the mantel itself stood the original green glass bottle of tea Philip had brought home from Mr. Adams’ tea party.

All the other family mementoes were displayed in the library as well. A glass case contained the medallion struck by Gilbert Kent, Philip’s second son, as well as the bracelet of tarred cordage from Old Ironsides, on which Philip’s grandson Jared—Gideon’s grandfather—had served. Nearby hung the oil portrait of Philip himself, painted when he was an affluent, middle-aged Boston printer. On the wall opposite, Gideon had put the framed Auguste Renoir cartoon depicting Matt and his wife, Dolly, dancing at a Paris cabaret before their permanent separation. Dolly was now teaching school at an army post in India, and raising her son, Tom.

Next to the cartoon hung Gideon’s contribution—a decidedly inferior one, in his opinion. Strictly speaking, he had contributed nothing, merely rediscovered a memento left by another. When he’d moved in, he had come across it in a packing crate that had evidently been abandoned in the cellar years ago. Now it was displayed as befitted a treasure—nestled in a velvet background under glass contained by a thick walnut frame. It was a splinter of wood, four inches long.

He had found the splinter wrapped in oilskin and shoved in among rotted garments in the packing case. One moldering coat bore a legible label. G. Kent. From that, Gideon knew he’d found the lost piece of the mast of Old Ironsides which Jared had brought home to Gilbert from the War of 1812. Gilbert’s correspondence had referred to the sliver of wood, but no Kent had seen it until Gideon chanced upon the crate.

For a moment he felt tired, reluctant to attack the papers piled on his desk. Very little had changed since New Year’s night. He’d made no progress in solving the problems which had sent him wandering the docks that evening and many evenings since. If anything, one of the problems had grown worse. Carter had taken to roistering more and studying even less.

Gideon hadn’t suffered a recurrence of the chest pain, though. That was the only part of the situation which had improved.

With a sigh, he picked up the first paper. It was a detailed cost estimate from the Herreshoff Company in Bristol, Rhode Island. John Herreshoff and his younger brother, Captain Nat, built steam launches for the United States and torpedo boats for other countries. Lately they’d introduced a new kind of pleasure boat—a small steam yacht noteworthy for its speed and economy. Gideon was negotiating for construction of an eighty-five-foot vessel that would incorporate one of the Herreshoffs’ innovative triple-expansion engines. He could easily have afforded one of the much larger floating palaces of the kind skippered by Astor, Gould, and Bennett. A Herreshoff yacht was more to his taste. He intended to christen it Auvergne, after the region in France where Philip had been born.

He studied the estimate for ten minutes, wrote several questions on the margin and approved the total, appending a note to the Herreshoffs asking them to proceed with all speed.

Next he read a memorandum from his banker, Joshua Rothman. It informed him that the New England Telephone and Telegraph Company could now make service available between his home and the Rothman Bank. Except for communication between cities, Gideon considered Mr. Bell’s telephones an impractical novelty. But he liked to surround himself with the latest gadgets, so he scribbled a note to the bank officer who handled details of his account. The note authorized installation of a line. To the first note he pinned a second one approving a new roof for the family home at Long Branch, New Jersey, where his father’s widow, Molly, a near-invalid now, lived the year round.

He turned to a belated letter of appreciation from the young Irishman Oscar Wilde, with whom Gideon and his Beacon Hill neighbor, William Dean Howells, had shared a delightful evening at the Kent dinner table the preceding year.

Boston had been one of the stops on Wilde’s American lecture tour. Gideon and Howells—both of whom favored the new, more realistic approach to literature which Howells practiced in his novels—had jumped at the chance to entertain the young aesthete. The country’s chief defender of old-fashioned literary virtue, Edmund Clarence Stedman of New York—“The Mrs. Astor of poesy,” Gideon called him with great sarcasm—had been outraged by some of Wilde’s earlier pronouncements, and had written the Boston newspapers in an effort to persuade the literary community to ignore him when he came to town. In response, Gideon invited Wilde to dine. He’d asked Howells to join them to make sure Stedman was properly affronted.

Oscar Wilde had turned out to be a moon-faced, brown-eyed chap. He had lank, dark hair which hung around his ears, and a manner that was languid and faintly decadent. But there was something delightful about him, too. Entering the United States, he’d told them at the dinner table, he had been questioned by customs officials. “I replied that I had nothing to declare except my genius.”

After reading Wilde’s letter, Gideon put it aside to save. Then he turned to the competitive newspapers delivered every day by special messenger from New York. He spent an hour with the papers. Buried in a back column of the Times he found an item about a new type of outdoor pageant being tried out in Omaha by Buffalo Bill Cody. Something called a Wild West show. The Times was too dignified to give it more than a paragraph, but Gideon quickly got on the telegraph transmitter which served in lieu of a telephone. The private wire linked the house with the editorial rooms of the Union down on Park Row.

Gideon had taught himself telegraphy so he wouldn’t have to rely on intermediaries to transmit confidential instructions. He clicked off his message. Five minutes later, he received confirmation that a reporter would be dispatched to Omaha to see the outdoor show and write an article about it.

The Union needed a steady supply of colorful copy. Theo Payne, the paper’s superb editor, was nearing seventy, but his judgment was as keen as ever. He constantly reminded his employer that competition among New York dailies was intensifying every day. Neither Payne nor Gideon was as smug as some newspapermen about the arrival of Joe Pulitzer, who was taking over the World. Like Gideon, Pulitzer was something of a crusader. But Pulitzer also had fewer scruples about printing items of a sensational or sordid nature. He knew how to get a newspaper read by those who counted most—ordinary people. Now Gideon proceeded to write down some thoughts for a long, long letter to Payne on the subject of trying to enliven all sections of the paper.

A last glance at the Times brought a smile to Gideon’s face. Eleanor was mentioned in the column headed Theatrical Gossip. In fact she was referred to as “one of the country’s most talented young actresses.” In the next line, her name was linked romantically with one of her fellow players, “the handsome Mr. Leo Goldman.”

Leo Goldman had pursued Eleanor ever since they were young members of an amateur theater club in New York City. Leo would marry Eleanor eventually, Gideon supposed. He admired Leo, who was talented, ambitious and bright. But he hated to think of Eleanor being forced to deal with bigotry all her life, as she surely would be if she became the wife of someone of the Jewish faith.

And of course, the more deeply she involved herself in the theater, the less interested she would be in the affairs of the Kents.

His last task was to write a special editorial for the Union. It had been stewing in his head for weeks. In three quick paragraphs, he reiterated the Union’s endorsement of the Pendleton Act, which had become law over President Arthur’s signature in January. The act removed about twelve percent of Federal jobs from the realm of patronage and made them subject to competitive examinations. It also established a commission to oversee the civil service. The snivel service, as one of the act’s disgruntled opponents, Senator Roscoe Conkling, called it.

The act had been passed as a direct result of President Garfield’s assassination in ’81. The president had been shot by a man named Charles Guiteau, who had expected a Federal patronage job and failed to get it. Gideon’s editorial lashed the Congress for waiting for a tragedy before passing needed legislation. He headed the editorial Must Someone Always Die? He feared he knew the answer to the question. Congress seldom acted swiftly or decisively until jolted by some disaster.

On a scrap of paper he scribbled a reminder about another editorial he ought to compose soon. Something had to be done to set up better machinery for presidential succession. The Constitution was vague on the procedure, and while Garfield lay dying with a bullet in him, the country had in effect been leaderless for three months.

A small clock showed Gideon the hour. Almost eleven. He hadn’t heard Carter come in yet. No wonder the young man was failing most of his courses.

A frown on his face, Gideon climbed the stairs to the second floor, passed the door to his wife’s sitting room and looked in on Will, who was under the sheet devouring a paper-covered ten-cent novel about Bill Cody.
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“Time to put out the light,” Gideon said. His voice still bore traces of the soft, rhythmic speech of his native Virginia.

Will yawned. He was a stocky boy of fourteen with brown eyes, brown hair, and features that favored his late mother. When he lost the adolescent fat still showing in his cheeks, he’d be good looking—though never as handsome as Carter, of course.

“All right, Papa.”

“Did you finish your school work before you turned to great literature?” Gideon asked with a smile.

“Yes, sir. Barely. The math gets me down. I can’t do it.”

“Of course you can! A person can do anything if he puts his mind to it.”

Will looked doubtful. Gideon was sorry he’d snapped. “Did you ride today?”

“For an hour. The mare almost threw me, though.”

“Ask them to rent you a different horse next time.”

“All right.” From the boy’s expression, Gideon knew he probably wouldn’t have the nerve to make the request.

“You have the makings of a fine horseman, Will. Maybe you’d like to learn to drive four-in-hand.”

Will’s face lit up. “Yes, sir, I surely would.” Hesitancy then. “At least, I’d like to try to learn it—”

Gideon pretended he hadn’t heard the last sentence. “Good. We’ll do something about that. Coaching’s a coming sport.”

“That’s what Carter said a few days ago.”

Gideon scowled. No statement was ever true unless it bore Carter’s imprimatur.

“Is Carter back yet?” Will asked.

In spite of Gideon’s good intentions, the scowl deepened. “No. Why?”

“I need to ask him a question.”

“What about?”

“Oh, just something.”

“Could I answer it?”

“I’d rather ask him. It’s something to do with fellows our age.”

“And a graybeard like me wouldn’t understand?”

Will smiled back. “Your beard isn’t gray. Well, not very.”

“What about your question?”

Again the boy’s eyes shifted elsewhere. “It can wait until I see Carter.”

“All right. Good night.”

Gideon leaned down and squeezed his son’s arm. The boy had grown self-conscious about being kissed by his parents.

As Gideon left the bedroom, he tried not to be annoyed by Will’s blind affection for his stepbrother. Perhaps Will owed that to Carter. After all, it was Carter who had moved in with the Kents after Margaret’s death and given Will the comradeship the younger boy so desperately needed. Carter had done what no adult could. By serving as a brother and surrogate father combined, he’d restored a little of the zest for living which Margaret’s crazed behavior had driven out of her son.

But it was disturbing to Gideon that Will had become dependent on Carter for the answer to virtually every question. He ought to discuss the situation with Julia, and soon.

Will’s lack of confidence was a problem already beyond solution, Gideon feared. It was also a mystery he suspected he’d never solve; Will absolutely refused to discuss it. What on God’s earth had caused the boy to think so poorly of himself?



CHAPTER VI

MIDNIGHT VISITOR

i

THE ANSWER TO GIDEON’S question lay hidden in the past. Not all of Margaret Kent’s cruelties and deceptions had died with her on that July night in 1877 when the mansion at Fifth Avenue and Sixty-first Street, New York, had been invaded and ransacked by men sent by one of Gideon’s enemies.

Just before Margaret fled from the men and accidentally plunged through a second-floor window in a fall that took her life, her mind had cleared. For a moment or so she was blessedly free of the all but ungovernable madness which, combined with the effects of her alcoholism, had made her concoct schemes to drive a wedge between her husband and Eleanor.

In that brief period of clarity, Margaret’s long-suppressed maternal love reasserted itself. She warned Will to remain in his room with the door bolted.

Seconds later, the invaders appeared at the end of the hall. Margaret ran from them, and died—

Leaving a frightened and bewildered boy of eight crouching behind a locked door. His mother’s last lucid act had been totally unlike the behavior she’d exhibited toward him for the past several months.

It had become a game, her tormenting him. No, worse than a game, for in each of their encounters she managed to convey a loathing for her son. She reinforced that loathing with an instrument that filled Will Kent with utter terror—a rod cut from a stout hickory limb she had somehow secured from Central Park.

Margaret beat him with the rod whenever he displeased her. And she arranged situations to insure that he would displease her. On each occasion, she warned Will that the slightest mention of the rod would be punishable by even worse reprisals. Over a period of a year or so, the boy suffered beating after beating because of a misguided and desperate hope: by putting up with pain—by enduring Margaret’s abuse—he thought he could win the approval and the love he seemed unable to win merely by being her son. Will took what his mother gave, and said nothing to anyone.

There had been one final encounter with her on the afternoon of the day she died. Of all the encounters, it was the one he remembered most vividly, and with the greatest pain.

About three-fifteen, Margaret rang for a pot of tea. Everyone on the household staff knew she never drank tea, only the liquor she kept hidden in her room. But the staff members always humored her rather than risk her irrational fury.

Through the speaking tube to the butler’s pantry, Margaret said she wanted Will to bring the tea up to her. By now the boy was accustomed to the harrowing routine. But knowing what was going to happen seldom made it any easier to bear.

He walked upstairs, not like an eight-year-old going to greet his mother for the first time that day, but like a grown man shuffling stoically to his own execution. Margaret’s bedroom was dark and fetid, as always. Will could barely stand the smells of airless corners, soiled bedding, whiskey, unwashed flesh.

He set the tea tray on a small marble table, then immediately turned to leave. Margaret pointed to the teacup’s rim. “There’s a smudge on the cup, young man.”

He looked at her sadly. Her hair was unkempt. Her eyes lacked focus. “Mama—” he began.

“Do you expect me to drink out of a filthy cup?”

The cup was spotless. He was sick with despair. “Mama, there isn’t any smudge on—”

“There is. There is! Are you blind?”

Now her eyes had that irrational glint. She was starting the cruel game again. But much as he loved her—much as he feared and pitied her—today something in him rebelled.

“Mama, the cup is clean. If you’ll just look, you’ll see.”

“Don’t tell me what I see and what I don’t!” She pushed him. He fell against the table, upsetting the teapot and shattering the cup.

“Oh!” Her mouth curved down in disgust. Her gleeful eyes made him cringe. “See what you’ve done, you stupid child.”

She was sometimes quite graceful when she’d been drinking; this was such a time. With a smooth, supple motion, she bent and snatched the hickory rod from its hiding place beneath the bed. “Turn around and lean over.”

“Mama—”

“Lean over, I say!”

“Mama, don’t.” He fought back tears. She never struck him on bare skin; she didn’t want any marks to show. The worst blows weren’t delivered by the rod, in any case.

“Mama, it was an accident. And you punished me only yesterd—”

“You were clumsy yesterday,” she interrupted. “That’s why I punished you. Again today you were clumsy, so you must be punished again. Lean over.”

He bit his lower lip until he tasted blood. He couldn’t stand to cry in front of her. His eyes were dry as he bent forward at the waist. The rod rose above her right shoulder. Her forearm brushed against a spiky strand of her unwashed hair. He heard the beginning of the litany which by now had become familiar.

“Perhaps one of these days you’ll show me you can do something right, Will Kent.”

Her timing was exquisite. The rod came down as she spoke, and it struck him precisely as she uttered the word right. Then it flashed upward again.

“You’ll be a bungler all your life!”

She struck. “You’ll never”—struck—“amount to anything!”

She beat him faster then. Faster and harder, her words becoming thick and running together. Her mouth filled with saliva as she cried. “Never! Never!”

In a minute or so the orgiastic frenzy passed. She flung the rod under the bed and collapsed onto the mussed covers, weeping and moaning. He stole out.

He was still too young to understand why she behaved as she did—that it was her loathing of herself which, in her misery and delirium, she transformed into a loathing of him. As he cowered in his room, a whipped animal, he returned to a conclusion he’d reached long before. His mother might be disturbed, but she couldn’t be wholly irrational. She was his mother. In his scheme of things, that made her well-nigh omnipotent. Thus, he concluded, she must have a very good reason for everything she said and did. The reason could only be that he was, indeed, worthless.

That night, she died.
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In the aftermath of the attack on the house, Margaret’s diary was discovered. In the book she’d kept a secret account of her. deception of her husband. The disjointed, sometimes almost incoherent, narrative revealed the way she’d deliberately played father against daughter so that Eleanor came to hate Gideon for a time. Margaret’s mistreatment of her son was nowhere written down—except on the tablet of the boy’s mind.

With the finding of the diary on the day Margaret’s things were removed from her bedroom and consigned to a bonfire, Eleanor and her father were set on the road to reconciliation. But nothing could undo the damage done to Will.

Suffering silently, he concluded that the memory of his mother, already badly tarnished, could stand no further staining. He decided he must say nothing about the beatings.

Someone had certainly found the hickory rod and tossed it on that bonfire without guessing the purpose to which it had been put. There was no point in accusing his poor mother after she was gone. She’d suffered enough. And she could no longer hurt him.

Or so he thought.

You’ll be a bungler all your life.

Months later, he still heard it in nightmares, or in waking daydreams in which he watched the rise and fall of the terrible rod.

You’ll never amount to anything.

NEVER.

As the years passed, he continued to hear that voice and never let on. Sometimes the voice was faint; sometimes it was quite loud. But either way, he never misunderstood what it was saying.
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Gideon walked into Julia’s sitting room. The two of them kept separate quarters for working, but not separate beds. They were ideally matched, and found that the approach of middle age had in no way diminished their ardor. Gideon’s only regret about their marriage was that they’d been unable to have a child of their own. One had been born— a girl: a sad, blue-faced little creature who had gone to a nameless death in forty minutes. On the advice of doctors, Julia had never risked pregnancy again.

She was writing at her desk by gaslight. Notes for another lecture, he supposed.

The sitting room was jammed with furniture and all sorts of ornamentation. That was perfectly in keeping with current fashion, but Gideon had to be observant to navigate. Reaching Julia’s desk was like running a maze, in and out among the matching pieces of the rosewood set finished in gold brocade. Other areas were occupied by a tall grandfather clock, assorted whatnots, two pedestals bearing marble busts of elderly Romans, a rubber plant, two Boston ferns in expensive jardinières, and a pair of large cabinets holding Julia’s collection of cut glass.

Almost every other horizontal surface in the room was equally cluttered. A cloth-of-gold lambrequin draped the mantel of the small fireplace. Several tables were almost completely concealed by long-fringed cloths. The cloths in turn were nearly hidden by books, picture albums, vases, figurines and even a jar full of dried rose petals.

Nor did the walls escape. Julia had chosen all the decorations either because she liked them, or because they had some family significance. They included two Audubon prints, a large sketch of couples strolling in the garden of the Tuileries which Matt had done in 1879, two smaller prints based on his etchings for the Kent and Son book 100 Years, and the stuffed head of a fierce owl with yellow eyes. The owl’s head jutted from the wall near three brown-toned photographs showing the Parthenon on the Acropolis, the Colosseum in Rome, and Westminster Abbey. Photographs were becoming quite popular as household art.

A memento which the Kents especially prized had come into the family at Christmas, 1880. One of Gideon’s favorite hymns was “O Little Town of Bethlehem,” which had been written and set to music in 1868. The author of the lyric was the Kents’ friend Phillips Brooks, currently head of the Episcopal Theological School in Cambridge and former rector of Trinity Church in Copley Square. Julia had gone to Brooks and asked him to copy the first stanza of the song, then sign it. She’d presented the manuscript to her husband as a surprise gift, and he in turn had insisted she frame it and hang it in an honored place in this room.

Julia put her work aside and stood on tiptoe to greet her husband. Even so, she barely reached his shoulder. She was just five feet, with a perfectly proportioned figure, lustrous dark hair, and flawless pale skin that heightened the vivid blue of her eyes. She planted a kiss on his mouth.

“Finished?”

He pulled another cigar from the pocket of his velvet smoking jacket. “Who’s ever finished these days? The world gets busier and busier.”

“Or could it be that we get older and slower?”

They laughed. Julia was forty-three, older than her husband by three years. As she sat down, she noted his expression. “Darling, you’re worrying again.”

He perched on a brocaded footstool beside the desk. He described the little scene with Will. When he was through, she shook her head. “I don’t quite see why you’re worried. The boys have been close for a long time. That’s natural for brothers. To have secrets is natural too.”

“It’s a matter of degree. I feel Will relies entirely too much on Carter. Your son’s a strong young man— temperamentally as well as physically. Maybe Will needs—”

A gesture with the cigar. He groped for the words. “Independence. Independence and toughening. So that when he’s on his own as a man, he can think and act for himself, not run to someone else for suggestions about everything from clothes to girls.”

In silence, Julia considered that. After a moment she nodded. “Very well. If you feel there’s a problem, we must try to find some way to solve it.” She sighed. “There seem to be problems everywhere. Carter’s going to be dismissed from Harvard at the end of this term unless a miracle takes place at examination time.” Her tone said she didn’t anticipate a miracle. “I’ve failed to direct him properly, Gideon.”

He reached for her hand. “Nonsense. All boys his age assert themselves. I did.”

“Did you always try to impose your opinions and your wishes on other people?”

“Sometimes,” he said, though he couldn’t remember having been so single-minded about it.

“And did you absolutely refuse to accept authority?”

He grinned. “Unfailingly.”

“Gideon Kent, you’re just trying to make me feel better. You could never have served even one week in the cavalry if you acted the way Carter does.”

She shook her head. “Sometimes I see so much of Louis in him. Louis’ disposition. Selfish. Willful—”

“He’s a good boy, Julia. You mustn’t start believing otherwise, because he’ll feel it.” The reminder was for himself as much as for her.

“He’s also a man. Twenty-one years old, I can’t control him any longer. But it’s evident that I did a wretched job of raising him. In some ways I fear he’s still Louis’ son.”

“The past is gone. We ought to work on channeling the talents he’s got.”

“What talents?” she replied in a melancholy way. “A talent for smiling? For charming people? Shall we encourage him to be another Ward McAllister?”

Gideon frowned. Julia took her hand from his, covering her eyes. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to say unkind things about my own son. But lately I’ve been very downcast about his future.”

“That makes two of us. I’ve been downcast about Will’s.”

She nodded. “Sometimes I fear Carter hasn’t any future, unless it’s one like his poor father’s—” She patted her husband’s hand. “But it’s good we got all of this into the open. It may be that we each need the other’s objectivity. You think about Carter and I’ll think about Will. Perhaps between us—”

A knock interrupted. The Kents looked up to see their tall, rather austere butler, Crawford. “Beg pardon, madam—beg pardon, sir. I tried to discourage the visitor, but he was insistent. He demands to see both of you.”

Gideon jumped up. “He’s got a hell of a nerve demanding anything at this hour. Who is this fellow, Crawford?”

“The gentleman claims to be from the college, Mr. Kent. He says he’s driven all the way from Cambridge, and he’s in a perfect rage about something. His name,” Crawford added, “is Eisler.”



CHAPTER VII

DEFIANCE

i

EDMUND EISLER DEPARTED FORTY minutes later. But as a result of his visit, the Kents were in no mood for sleep.

The servants went to their beds down on the ground floor. Gideon and Julia had the first floor all to themselves. Around three-thirty, a heavy storm broke, drenching the house and the Common. The rain quickly slacked off, then stopped.

There was little conversation between husband and wife. Gideon could tell how upset Julia was by the way she made frequent trips to the front parlor window. The rain-glistening slope of Beacon Street remained silent, empty. Four o’clock came.

Four-thirty.

Five.

Finally, just as daylight was breaking and Julia was urging Gideon to go to the police, a soggy and tired-looking Carter hove into view. It was Gideon who spied him. He quickly dropped the drapery and stepped away from the window.

“He’s coming. Minus a shoe, but there’s no other visible damage.”

Julia murmured her relief, then smoothed her features and stood beside her husband, ready to deal with her son.

Carter let himself in with his key and came to the parlor door, where light spilled out. Gideon had to admire the young man’s brass. His smile was confident and guileless.

“Still up? Hope I didn’t worry you. The card game lasted until just a while ago.”

Julia fisted her hands at her sides. “Please don’t make matters worse by lying.”

For an instant Carter’s confidence cracked. Then the all but irresistible smile slipped back in place. “Lying? I don’t understand. I’ve been in Willie Hearst’s room all evening, playing poker—only not for ten thousand a hand, the way his father does—”

Gideon stepped forward. “Young man, you’ve caused your mother no end of anxiety tonight. As she said—don’t compound it by making up half truths. We know where you were, at least during the early part of the evening. Around midnight, we had a caller.” He paused to let that sink in, then added, “Professor Eisler.”

Carter sagged against the doorframe. “Oh, Jesus.”

“Kindly do not use that sort of language in front of me,” Julia said. “This is not a saloon or a bordello.” Then, in spite of everything, a plaintive note crept into her voice. “Why did you deliberately set out to humiliate that man?”

Jaw thrust out, Carter retorted, “He had it coming. He humiliates me every time I go to class.”

“Apparently,” Gideon said, “that is due in large part to your failure to turn in the assigned work.”

Carter refused to answer the charge, exclaiming instead, “He’s made my life miserable for almost two years!”

Julia’s eyes filled with angry tears. “What kind of son have I raised?”

“Mother, don’t make such a damn to-do—”

“I should say we will make a to-do, as you call it!” Gideon roared.

“But it was just a prank!”

“And a very costly one for you,” Gideon retorted. “Eisler said you drove a wagon to his house. A wagon that was totally demolished. How in God’s name did you get hold of a wagon?”

Carter shrugged. “It was easy. I paid good money, and I told the owner a good story about needing it for my club.”

Gideon seethed. “Just another little test of your powers of persuasion? The ingenuity you’ve developed in lieu of intelligence—?”

Nervous and defensive, Carter smiled. The smile struck Gideon as utterly insolent. He could barely keep from storming across the Oriental carpet and hitting his stepson.

“You might call it that,” Carter answered finally. “Do you mind if I say good night?”

“Not until we’ve finished with you. Stand up straight!”

The younger man glared. But he stopped leaning against the doorframe. Fuming, Gideon went on. “You act as though rules are made for everyone but you. As though life consists of nothing but challenges to your cleverness. Apparently you never trouble to consider the propriety or the consequences of your behavior. What’s become of the Carter Kent who helped his stepbrother get into baseball games in Central Park? When you persuaded those slum roughnecks to let Will join in, you were doing something with a worthy purpose!”

Carter looked baffled. “I helped Will because I like him. And because I enjoyed wrapping those clods around my little finger—” A glance at Julia. “Just the way you wrap up an audience.”

“It isn’t the same!” she cried. “I’m not playing some— some intellectual game. I mean every word.”

“I wish I knew what you were getting at, Mother.”

“At being responsible, not merely successful,” Gideon broke in. “Somehow we’ve failed to make the distinction clear.”

Julia caught his arm. Red-faced, he turned away, struggling to draw another breath. Carter did his best to act nonchalant. “May I go to bed now?”

“You might as well,” Julia said. “And there’s no point in getting up for your classes. Eisler told us he’s going to the administration first thing this morning. I’m afraid you’re finished at Harvard.”

Gideon had recovered and was breathing evenly again. There was iron in his voice as he said, “Nevertheless, Julia, I shall expect Carter at the breakfast table one hour from now.” He turned an implacable eye on his stepson. “We will discuss the reparations you must and will make to the owner of the wagon.”

It was no satisfaction to Gideon that Carter finally looked stunned by the news of his dismissal from Harvard. He limped toward the staircase without another word. His wet shoe squeaked in the silence.

When he was gone, Julia leaned against her husband and held on to him. “I really have failed to teach him anything.”

“The responsibility’s mine too.”

“What can we do with him?”

Gideon told her the truth. “I don’t know.” He feared it was already too late to change Carter’s amoral approach to life. But he was obliged to try.
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Associate Professor Edmund Eisler hadn’t been uttering idle threats. The next afternoon at four o’clock, a special messenger delivered a notice from Harvard College stating that Mr. Carter Kent, Beacon Street, had been dismissed from the second-year class and could not under any circumstances be reinstated.

It came as no surprise. In fact, Gideon had already planned his stepson’s future on the basis of an impending dismissal. At breakfast he had presented Carter with a series of ultimatums. He would take a job at Kent and Son and, from his salary, repay the fair price of the wagon in weekly installments. He would pay for the horse too if it failed to turn up. Carter was required to call on the bakery owner, admit his deception, and handle all the arrangements.

On every point, Carter quickly murmured an agreement. But Gideon feared the young man was secretly unrepentant, and was only making a show to mollify his mother.

No matter. He would pay for the damage he had done. Early the next day, he was put to work carrying paper from the warehouse to the pressroom of the publishing house. The paper was heavy, the work tiring. Carter didn’t complain. At least not within Gideon’s hearing. And although Carter did face the bakery owner and work out details of the repayment, Gideon was still suspicious that the change in his stepson’s attitude was merely temporary.

He was right. It lasted just two weeks.

On Tuesday, shortly after the noon break, Gideon summoned Carter to his office on the top floor of the building. Near the desk littered with ledgers, bills, and galleys stood Mr. Verity Pleasant, the stout, gray-haired superintendent of the pressroom. Pleasant was the great-grandson of Supply Pleasant, the editor of Philip Kent’s first newspaper, the Bay State Federalist. Verity Pleasant had begun his working career as an apprentice at Kent and Son, and had quickly advanced to his present position of responsibility. He had come to Gideon with a complaint that Gideon now presented to his stepson.

“Your work isn’t satisfactory to Mr. Pleasant.”

Carter wiped an inky hand on his apron and resorted to a dazzling smile. “I’m sorry to hear that, Mr. Pleasant. I thought I’d done everything you asked.” For an instant his dark eyes flickered with resentment. “Everything you ordered.”

“Oh, yes, you’ve done everything that was asked,” Pleasant rumbled, “and quite a few things that were not.” He stabbed a thick finger at a folded sheet lying on the corner of the desk. “I have shown that petition to Mr. Kent.”

“Oh.” Carter eyed the sheet, pondered a moment, then shrugged. “I’m sorry if the petition offends you, Mr. Pleasant. Or you, sir. But I definitely feel that fifteen minutes is not long enough for a midday meal. Most of the other men share my opinion, as their signatures on that paper should prove.”

Pleasant couldn’t hide his contempt. Even Gideon’s relationship to the offender made no difference.

“They share your opinion because you’ve palavered and wheedled and talked ’em dizzy. Half of them probably signed just to shut you up.”

“No, sir, that’s not true,” Carter said. “They agree with me. In fifteen minutes there isn’t even time to step out for a growler of beer.”

Gideon laced his hands together. “Nor is it allowed. I remind you that I set the rules in this business, young man. I set them after a meeting with the craft union once a year. At that meeting, the men have an opportunity to air every complaint, whether large or small. My employees are paid and treated fairly. Better, in fact, than in most printing houses. I admit the noon meal period is short. But the men also get to leave forty-five minutes early because of it. A year ago, they agreed they wanted it that way.”

“Oh, we want to keep that early quitting time.” Carter nodded. “But we also believe the noon interval should be stretched to half an hour.”

The floor vibrated from the rhythm of the presses and binding equipment. Gideon sighed and shook his head. “Why do you do this, Carter? You don’t really care about working conditions at Kent and Son. Why do you always have to try to take charge of a situation? Is it because deep down you’re doubtful of your own ability?”

Carter glared. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about—sir.”

“Nor do I,” Pleasant declared. “All I know is, I won’t have troublemakers in my pressroom. He cares for naught but the sound of his own voice, Mr. Kent. Since he’s your adopted son”—he reached behind him to the strings of his apron—“I suppose you’ll be wanting my resignation.”

Gideon stayed Pleasant’s hand. “Absolutely not. When I brought Carter in here, his mother and I agreed he’d get no special treatment.”

Handsome as a marble statue, Carter stood motionless in a beam of sunlight falling through the grimy window. His defiant eyes seemed to be testing the older man’s determination. How much of his lack of morality is my fault? Gideon wondered. And how much comes out of the past, from Louis?

Gideon rose behind his desk. “No special treatment,” he repeated, to make sure Carter understood. “You’re discharged.”

For a moment, Carter looked hurt. Then he stiffened. “Sir—”

“You heard me. Go find a job on your own.”

“What if I don’t choose to find a job?”

“Then you can go to jail. I won’t pay a penny of what you owe for that wagon. Now get out of here.”

“With pleasure!” Carter untied his apron and flung it on the floor. Then he stomped down the stairs.

Verity Pleasant started to offer an apology for disrupting relationships in Gideon’s household. With a slashing gesture, Gideon waved him to silence. Pleasant left. Only then did Gideon raise one hand to cover his eye. He trembled with impotent fury.

And he’s to be one of the stewards of the Kent family in the next century? If that’s the best we can offer, we’re finished.



CHAPTER VIII

EBEN’S FATE

i

CARTER WAS MISERABLE ABOUT being fired from Kent and Son. But he was damned if he’d let anyone know, even though the firing created all but unbearable tension at home. It was a source of bitter amusement to him that he really loved his mother and, in his own way, admired Gideon. But neither of them suspected.

Gideon had said one thing that was completely true. Carter did have a compulsion to control things, whether it was the way Eisler conducted his classes, or the way Gideon conducted his business. He wanted to be in charge of whatever he did, whether the realities of the situation made that feasible or not. He didn’t know why he felt such a compulsion, but he’d long ago accepted it. The sooner Gideon and Julia accepted it too, the happier they’d all be.

He toyed with the idea of ignoring his stepfather’s latest warning. But if he refused to look for work, he might indeed be jailed for failure to pay a debt which he’d already agreed was his. The alternative was to run away— something he was not yet prepared to do. Still the idea had a certain appeal. If others kept trying to control his future—well, who could say what would happen?

Reluctantly he set out to find work. He had no luck. Jobs were scarce that spring, and a slight weakening of the economy was being felt most keenly among the unskilled. After being turned away from the hiring offices of several mills on the outskirts of Boston, he reluctantly returned to the one area where he thought he might be successful—the docks. He hadn’t been back since the night of the trouble, and he was still a little fearful about the possibility of encountering Ortega. The man had promised to repay him for his interference—

But necessity, and the memory of something Eben Royce had said, overcame his fear. Late one sunny afternoon, he went down to the pier where Royce would anchor when he returned with the day’s catch. Instead of an empty slip, Carter found Royce’s boat tied up, her sails furled. She looked as though she hadn’t put out into the ocean for days.

“Captain Royce? Tillman? Hello, anybody aboard?”

Gulls swooped over the bright water of the harbor, wheeling and crying. An old seaman mending nets further down the pier shouted to him, “Ain’t nobody about. Read the sign.”

He pointed to a notice board at the head of the pier. Carter had passed it, but paid no attention. Now he hurried back to it, and in seconds found the handprinted advertisement to which the old man had referred:


	To be sold at

	PUBLIC AUCTION

	at her berth on Purdy’s Wharf

	the excellent & widely known

	FISHING SLOOP

	ATLANTIC ANNE

	Sale by order of the owner,

	Capt. E. Royce



Carter stared at the notice for a long time; the date of the auction was the very next week. An ominous feeling came over him. What had forced the sale of the vessel that was Royce’s whole life? For an answer, he turned back toward the end of the pier. The old seaman, net slung over his shoulder, was just stepping over the gunwale of a ramshackle barge.

“Ahoy there,” Carter called, waving. “I see the sign— but where’s Captain Royce? Is he all right?”

“Some say he’s lucky to be alive,” the old man replied. “Others—me among ’em—think maybe he’d be better off if they done the whole job, ’stead of leavin’ him like he is.”

And with a final suspicious stare at Carter, the man disappeared into the barge’s wheelhouse.

What the old man said unexpectedly brought an image to Carter’s mind. He saw the vicious eyes of the man with the fishhook scar, and there in the bright sunshine beside the familiar, sail-dotted harbor, he shuddered.
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He walked a while before making up his mind to go to the Red Cod. After all, how much harm could come to him in the daylight? He knew from experience that there would be few if any patrons in the Cod at this hour. And he wouldn’t be forced to explain his absence to Josie; the serving girls didn’t start work until six o’clock or later.

A bell was tolling in a nearby church as Carter opened the tavern door. For a moment he could see little in the dark interior. Then an unpleasantly familiar voice hailed him.

“Well, if it isn’t Kent. Thought the rough crowd in here had scared you off.”

Carter leaned on the serving counter and thumped down one of his last coins. “I’ll have a beer, Phippsy—without the insults.”

While the wizened landlord filled the pewter pot, Carter overcame his embarrassment and forced out the next sentence. “And if anybody in the neighborhood is looking for help, I’d be glad to know that too.”

Phipps served the beer, clawed up the coin and deposited it in his grimy apron. From the rear of the tavern floated the smell of the day’s batch of chowder. Phipps bunked and licked his lips.

“You mean you’re hunting for a job?”

“Correct.”

“What happened to your fancy education?”

“I decided I had enough of Harvard.”

“Or they decided they had enough of you?”

“Look, damn it—”

“All right, all right!” Phipps broke in, obviously relishing Carter’s plight. “I’ve got nothing to offer here—”

And I wouldn’t work for you if you did.

“—but I hear the Northeast Fishery Company’s hiring. They’re always hiring. It’s dirty work.”

“Where is it?” Carter asked.

Phipps gestured. “The big building three squares north. Right at the head of the wharf. Can’t miss it.”

“I’m in your debt,” Carter said, offering a mocking salute with the pot. He drank, then added, “I’d hoped maybe Eben Royce would take me on, but I see the Atlantic Anne’s up for sale. What happened?”

Phipps frowned. “It’s too sorrowful to talk about. You better ask him.” He gestured past Carter.

Carter turned and for the first time saw Tillman. The fat fisherman was seated at the same table he’d occupied on the night of the trouble with Ortega. He regarded Carter with watering eyes. He was drunk.

Carter carried his beer toward the man, who stirred in a slow, slothful way and drained what was left in his own pewter mug. Most of it ran down his chin and dripped on the stained table. Tillman looked defeated and miserable— and Carter wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answer to the question about Royce. Something grim had happened, that much was certain.
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Tillman wasn’t too drunk to take advantage of Carter’s curiosity. Of course he’d relate the sad story of Eben Royce—if Carter refilled his mug. Carter sat down, signaled Phipps and wrinkled his nose at the fat man’s sour smell. Presently, drink in hand, Tillman unburdened himself.

“Goddamn shame, it is—fine man like Eben. Happened eight, nine days after the last time you was in here. Eben had his supper—that very table—and he was heading back to the boat when three men jumped him and dragged him up Hampshire Alley. They put a rag in his mouth to keep him quiet, then they went to work on him. They broke his legs, both wrists, and all his fingers. His hands are like this”—Tillman formed a claw—“and they’ll never be right again. Takes him two, three minutes just to pick up a spoon now.”

Dry-mouthed, Carter swallowed and managed to say, “Good God, who did it?”

“Eben says it was Ortega and his brother, who was in port a few days. Dunno the third man.”

“What’s anyone done about it?”

Tillman shrugged. “Nothin’, lad. Down here we don’t have much truck with the damn crooks on the police force. We settle things amongst ourselves. But Ortega left town right after it happened, an’ no one’s set eyes on him since. His brother shipped out again. Round the world, this time. Least that’s the story. They say Ortega is down in New York, but figures to come back when he thinks it’s safe. So you ought to be careful, too.”

Carter shivered again. “Did Eben really have to sell the boat?”

“He says he did, which amounts to the same thing. With what they did to his hands, he surely can’t handle lines or the wheel or a net anymore. And you know Eben—a working skipper, and not content to be any other kind. I’ll tell you, Kent—he only seems to care about one thing these days.”

“What’s that?”

Tillman made smacking sounds as he drank, then squinted into the empty mug. Carter said he had no more money with him. It was a lie but Tillman accepted it with a sigh, then answered the question.

“Gettin’ even. He’s just waiting for Ortega to show up. Oh, it’s bad business—” Tillman shook his head and gave Carter a melancholy look. “It put the whole crew on shore, but what’s worse, it’s did something terrible to a good man. It broke more than Eben’s bones. It broke his spirit. He’s always been sound and healthy—but since they hurt him, he’s acted queer. We asked him to stay on as the owner of the Anne, and let us do all the skippering, but he wouldn’t hear of it. He just sits in his rocker in his little room, talking wild talk about getting even with that Portugee.”

Back in the kitchen, Phipps querulously called for more potatoes in the chowder. Carter heard a scurrying along the wall on the other side of the fireplace, but refused to look to see what kind of creature was at large. The fading daylight through the bottle-glass window cast a deep yellow glow on sections of the tavern floor.

Tillman roused again. “I think Eben would be mighty glad to see you, if you’d care to drop in. He doesn’t get many visitors.”

“Sure, of course.” Carter nodded with a quick, uneasy smile. “I’ll try to get to his place first moment I can. But I’m in a tight spot, Tillman. I need money. I’m trying to find a job.”

“You take a job, you’ll have to dance to somebody else’s hornpipe,” Tillman said. “That isn’t your style, is it?”

“I’ll make it my style.” Carter quickly controlled the sarcasm, adding, “I’m certainly sorry to hear about Eben. At least he has that woman to care for him. She’s beautiful, and she loves him—that counts for something.”

Tillman gave him another strange stare.

“Not as much as you might think.”

“What do you mean?”

“Nothing.” Tillman heaved his huge body out of the chair and lumbered toward the door. Carter asked another question but the man wouldn’t elaborate on his remark. The door opened. Tillman looked like a great black balloon against the brassy light of the sky.

“Bear in mind what I told you,” he called. “They do say Ortega isn’t gone for good. And those who were around after the fracas that night said he spoke your name nigh as often as he spoke Eben’s. Have a care where you walk.”

The door closed, leaving Carter in the amber-tinged shadows, the palms of his hands suddenly much too cold for the spring day.
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He was soon on his way back to Beacon Street. He glanced over his shoulder every block or so, and walked wide of the mouths of unfamiliar alleys en route. Tomorrow was time enough to look into the job at the processing plant; tonight he was glad to be going home.

He knew Gideon and Julia would be gone by six o’clock—some civic banquet or other. He spent his last few cents for a large tin pail of beer, entered the house by the rear entrance and took the back stairs up to Will’s room.

His relationship with his stepbrother was the one bright spot left in his life. The younger boy continued to take Carter just as he was, faults and all. He never mentioned the recent troubles which were common knowledge even among the servants.

“Greetings, little brother,” Carter said as he entered Will’s room. “Look what I brought.” He displayed the pail.

Grinning, Will jumped up from his desk. “Beer?”

“Right you are. Lock the door. Some of the servants are too blasted nosy to suit me.”

Carter had given Will his first taste of beer only a couple of months earlier. The younger boy didn’t care for the stuff, but he was anxious to make Carter think he was grown up and worldly. And he was more than happy to put his geometry text aside. He liked his courses at the Boston Latin School about as much as he liked beer. Still, good marks were necessary for admission to Harvard. Carter continually encouraged him to go there, even after his own dismissal. So Will studied hard. Without being fully aware of it, he was already trying to disprove what the voice from the past said about him.

He bolted the door. Carter propped a couple of cushions against the black haircloth sofa and sat down with his back against them. He swigged from the pail, then handed it to the younger boy.

“Where have you been all day?” Will asked. “Still hunting for a job?”

Carter nodded. Then, sounding almost irritable, he said, “Go on. Drink up or let me have it back.”

Will frowned. He lifted the pail to his lips. Carter watched his stepbrother drink, wince, and stifle a cough. But he didn’t laugh. He wouldn’t have embarrassed Will for the world.

“That’s good,” Will declared without conviction. Carter reclaimed the pail and gulped as the younger boy went on. “I’m sorry you’re having a hard time finding work. I’m sorry you decided to quit the publishing house.”

“It was either that or be fired.” He’d told Will that the decision had been his. Gideon had never said anything to the contrary in Will’s presence. “I hate to say anything against your father, but he acts pretty high and mighty around that place. I got tired of him ordering me around.”

“Don’t apologize. I’m starting to feel the same way myself.”

“Well, don’t let me influence you.”

Carter took another long drink. Will observed the older boy’s every move, admiration in his eyes. “Gideon and Mother still have confidence in you,” Carter went on. “They’ve given up on me. Mother thinks I’m too much like my real father to amount to anything.”

Will looked shocked. “She doesn’t say that, does she?”

Carter’s answer was a truthful one. “No, never in so many words.”

“Then why do you feel it?”

Carter’s dark eyes seemed to search past the younger boy into some lost time or place. “I don’t really know. But I’m positive she and Gideon believe I’m a good-for-nothing—exactly like the late Mr. Louis Kent.”

“Maybe you feel that way because too many people have told you how bad your father was.”

A shrug. “Like father, like son. There must be something to an old saying like that. Else why is it a saying in the first place?” He gulped from the pail again.

Carter’s dour mood upset the younger boy. Will sat down beside his stepbrother and changed the subject. “What are you going to do now that you don’t have to go to Harvard?”

“I hear there’s a fish-processing plant looking for men. I’m going to inquire there tomorrow. What a comedown for a member of the Kent family—smelling like hake or market cod twenty-four hours a day.”

“I didn’t mean what are you going to do about working,” Will said. “I mean what are you going to do for the rest of your life?”

“It’s easy to answer that.” He smiled in a humorless way. “I’m damned if I know.”

Then he thought of Willie Hearst. The smile grew cynical. “I’ll probably wind up a politician, or go to hell by some other, equally direct route. I’ve finally realized I’m stuck with talking my way through life because I don’t know how to do anything else.” He held out the pail. “Want any more?”

Will shook his head, his expression unhappy. Carter noticed. Instantly, a smile spread over his swarthy face. “But don’t fret about me, little brother. If I’m headed for hell, I promise you I’ll have a fine time getting there.”

Will refused to smile. He continued to stare at his stepbrother for a long moment. Then he said very softly, “Well, you’d better not leave Boston.”

“What’s that? Why not?”

“Because”—avoiding Carter’s eyes, he forced out the rest—“because I couldn’t get along without you. You’re the only one I can ask for advice about important things.”

“Such as cigars and girls, eh?” Carter said. He was secretly touched by the younger boy’s words.

“I’m serious. Having you here is like having a real brother.”

“But you could get along without me. It’s nice to hear you say otherwise, though. One thing’s for sure—” He squeezed his stepbrother’s arm affectionately. “You don’t want to follow my example. You need to attend to your studies and behave yourself. If you do, you’ll get somewhere.”

Carter scrambled to his feet. There was pain showing in his eyes. Will saw it, but he didn’t know what to do.

“Back to your lessons, little brother,” Carter admonished as he left. “Mother and Gideon deserve at least one son who turns out right.”



CHAPTER IX

THE GREEK WOMAN

i

CARTER LIED TO THE man doing the hiring at the Northeast Fishery Company. He said he was experienced, and because he could say it with a show of conviction, he got the job. He was scheduled to start work the following evening, on the twelve-hour shift which began at six, after the fishing boats returned.

So that he wouldn’t be fired the very first day, he began a search through the taverns in the neighborhood as soon as he left the hiring office. Around ten that night he located a whiskey-sodden derelict who was pointed out as a former processing plant worker discharged for constant malingering. Carter approached the old man and gave him some money he’d borrowed from Will. The man called for a knife and a rancid gray scrod from the kitchen. He showed Carter how to chop off the head and tail and clean and bone the fish—all that he needed to know to keep his inexperience from being detected.

The effort—and the money—turned out to be wasted. Carter was assigned to the bottom of the chute down which the catches were dumped. The head of the chute opened onto a dock at street level. The bottom was one flight below at ground level—where the principal work area of the packing house was located. Carter was one of half a dozen men who hacked off the heads and tails of the incoming fish, then threw the fish onto a large, slimy table where four other workers sorted them onto moving belts powered by steam. By midnight of his first shift, Carter was ankle-deep in stinking fish parts.

He hated the sight of the eyes in the lifeless heads; the dead fish seemed to be watching him in an accusing way, as if he were the one who had deprived them of life. He hated the smell even more. It was so pervasive, he couldn’t eat the supper he’d brought wrapped in a piece of butcher paper. By the time he went home, spent and nauseous, right after sunrise, he was almost deliriously anxious for his first whiff of fresh air. A long hot bath somehow failed to cleanse the fish odor from his hands or hair, though. Even Will made a face when Carter saw him later that day.

He didn’t think he could stand to go back to the Northeast Fishery Company, but somehow he did. He didn’t encourage the other workers when they attempted to strike up a conversation. They were an illiterate, foulmouthed lot. But they did impart one useful piece of information. They told him he’d stay cleaner if he wore gloves, a black rubber apron, and high rubber boots, as they did. He’d have to buy them for himself, though. That was company policy.

On that subject, he had his first dispute with the foreman.

To those around him, he began arguing that boots, apron, and gloves should be provided for every worker. A man shouldn’t have to pay out part of his already low salary in order to have the proper work outfit. The men needed to stand up together and make their demand known to the owners.

He had little trouble persuading the other men to accept that viewpoint—or so he thought. Then, on the first night of his second week, the foreman, a long-jawed lout named Kimpton, marched into the work area and sarcastically called him down in front of the others, “Hear you been tellin’ everybody they should make some demands of the company.”

“How’d you find out about that?” Carter exclaimed, gesturing with his serrated knife without thinking. The foreman grabbed his wrist and shoved it aside.

“Don’t wave that damn thing at me, college boy.” Kimpton growled the words. “And listen close. You’re here to work, not think. You obey the company rules as written, or go back to Harvard.” He gave Carter’s wrist a second shove, pivoted, and left. Carter looked around and saw a couple of his fellow workers snickering as they bent their heads over the fish coming down the chute in a glistening silver avalanche.

Someone had talked behind his back, that much was certain. It gave him an eerie feeling to know there were company spies within the workforce—and that information evidently flowed both ways. He’d told no one, not even the hiring manager, that he was a former Harvard student. But Kimpton knew, and now the others did too. What else did they know?

The foreman’s harsh words made him want to quit on the spot. But he kept working—chop the head, chop the tail, throw the fish—because of the large debt he still owed for the wagon. He despised being treated like a slave, and forced to put up with it, but reluctantly decided he’d have to until he could work his way out of his present difficulties. If the company didn’t pay for the boots, apron, and gloves, then he’d have to ask his stepfather for a loan. Stifling his frustrated fury, he plied the knife with savage singlemindedness. Chop the head, chop the tail, throw the fish—

At the end of the second week, he discovered that someone knew much more about him than he liked. Each worker at the plant had an old, wooden locker in a dingy room near the employees’ entrance. None of the lockers could be secured against entry by unauthorized persons; you stored your things and took your chances. When he got off work early on a Saturday morning he opened his locker and blinked. A folded scrap of paper lay on the locker shelf.

He unfolded the paper, read it, and hastily folded it again. He leaned against the adjacent locker, sick with fright.

He looked to the right and left. Men were stripping off aprons, tugging off boots, chattering sleepily about going home to their beds or their women or a morning meal. Who had put the note in his locker? A friend of Ortega’s certainly—but who was it?

On the way to Beacon Street, he stopped and studied the scrap of paper again. The message was scrawled in pencil; the handwriting was terrible—perhaps on purpose, to disguise it.

Onega wil be glad to know wher to find you

Any anonymity he’d possessed when he started work at the processing plant was gone. Someone—perhaps more than one person—knew who he was.

Should he quit? Try to find another job in a different part of town? It was the sensible thing to do, perhaps, and yet he equated such a move with cowardice. He didn’t want to flee the docks unless it became absolutely necessary.

Which it very well might, he realized as he limped wearily on toward home, and sleep, while the city woke around him.
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At the end of a month—four weeks of hard work and constant watchfulness—Carter concluded that the note might have been nothing more than a malicious joke perpetrated by one of the clods at the packing plant: someone who knew of his trouble with Ortega, but had no personal stake in it; someone who just wanted to make him squirm because he’d gone to college.

Reassured, he started venturing into the taverns again. He even returned to the Red Cod. No one had seen Ortega or heard a word about him. Carter began to think Tillman had been wrong, and that the Portugee had left Boston for good.

Soon he no longer hesitated to go anywhere after dark. And although he was repaying the bakery owner, and working twelve hours a night, six nights a week, he had enough time and money left over so that he could occasionally enjoy a beer and the favors of a whore such as Josie.

On one of his free nights, he was ambling toward the Cod when he spied a familiar figure half a block ahead. Even at a distance, Carter could see the cruel malformation of Captain Eben Royce’s hands. The fisherman hobbled along on a heavily padded crutch braced beneath his left arm.

Carter stopped near a chandler’s side door to watch Royce. He made good progress, yet Carter couldn’t help rubbing his stubbled chin, and swallowing hard. Royce’s left foot was unmistakably twisted. It scraped the ground, useless.

Royce was coming toward him. Carter stepped out from the doorway, waved and called, “Eben? It’s me—Carter. I haven’t seen you for—”

He stopped. With a strange, almost humiliated look, Royce turned and hobbled out of sight down a passageway. Carter ran to the passage and peered into it. But it was so dark, he could see nothing, only hear the dragging of Royce’s foot.

The sound grew softer, then died. Carter shook his head and turned back on his original course. Later that week he ran into Tillman, who had a new job as mate on another fishing boat. When Carter mentioned the encounter with Royce, Tillman told him Royce had become almost a complete recluse. He lived near the Red Cod, but he no longer went there or to any other tavern. He only left his room to get food or tobacco.

“He makes do with the money he got from the sloop. All he talks about—all he lives for—is the chance of seeing Ortega again.”

Carter didn’t say so, but he fervently hoped poor Eben Royce never got his wish.
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Shortly after starting at the processing plant, he’d learned why Tillman, during their first conversation about Royce’s misfortune, had given him an odd look when Carter mentioned the Greek woman. It was Phipps who told him the woman had moved out of the quarters she shared with Royce, shortly after Royce sold his boat.

Carter supposed her action was understandable. Royce was no longer a whole man. At least she’d helped nurse him back from the worst of his injuries.

When he said as much to Phipps, the landlord replied, “Oh, yes, she’s a regular Nightingale, that one.”

Carter resented the sneering tone. He assumed the landlord had some grudge against the woman, whose beautiful dark eyes were often in Carter’s thoughts, and whose face he sometimes imagined when he was making love to a whore. The Greek woman remained an ideal, perfect—someone he wished he could see again.

Eventually he did. It happened on another Sunday evening late in June. He had left the tavern where he’d eaten supper and was bound for the Red Cod, planning to take Josie over the jumps. It had been three weeks since he’d been able to afford her—the tension in his groin testified to that.

He was just passing an old man playing his concertina while a trained monkey jigged at the end of a rope. Suddenly, on the far side of the small crowd, he saw Helen Stavros turning the corner into a dark, narrow lane. He ran to catch up.

“Mrs. Stavros—wait.” Excited about his good fortune, he ran after her in the lane. He came up beside her where she’d paused near the lamplit doorway of an oyster house. He raked a hand through his dark hair, wishing he were better dressed.

“Perhaps you don’t remember me—”

It was a warm evening. Above the scoop neckline of her blouse, her cleavage was visible, shiny with sweat. After one covert glance at it, he was rigid.

She smiled. “Of course I do. You’re the one who helped Eben that night at the Red Cod. You helped me too.”

Her voice was low and pleasant, her English smooth and only slightly accented. She gave him a smile whose unmistakable sexuality bothered him. She was too beautiful to behave that way with someone she hardly knew.

She touched his cheek then, adding, “I am grateful.”

He waved that aside awkwardly. “I haven’t seen much of Eben lately.”

A remote tone came into her voice. “But you know what happened to him.”

“Yes. I can understand why you might not want to stay with him for good. But I heard that you stayed for several weeks after he was hurt. I’d say that was very kind.”

She shrugged. “No kindness about it. I stayed until he sold the boat. He promised me part of the money and I didn’t want to leave without it.”

He blinked, uneasy. “That’s pretty cold-blooded, Mrs. Stavros.”

“Cold-blooded? What are you talking about?”

“I thought you liked Eben.”

“Hah!” Her dark eyes glinted, without warmth, and Carter began to wish he hadn’t chased her. The face in the lantern light was as lovely as ever, and yet he was beginning to notice wrinkles in it, and the cratering of the pores in her skin. He supposed those flaws had always been there. But now he saw them—just as he saw other things that surprised and upset him.

“If that’s how you feel, why did you stay with him at all?”

“Because he earned a good income before he got hurt. I want to go home to Poros. I’ve wanted to go home ever since Stavros died. Eben and I made an arrangement whereby each week he gave me what I needed—money—and I gave him what he wanted. Just ten dollars more and I’ll have enough for passage to Greece. I feel sorry for Eben, but he wasn’t an attractive man. He was old and he stank of fish. So do you—but you’re young and good-looking.”

Her words shocked and saddened him. Poor, lonely Eben had talked so proudly about her angelic disposition— assuming no one would ever discover he had willingly paid for her companionship, and that she had just as willingly sold it. A business transaction. Christ. Were all women as mercenary as she was? For the first time, he wondered.

Languorously, she relaxed against the dirty brick wall, drawing her shoulders back and pushing her belly forward so that her skirt touched his trousers. She moved her hips and laid her left arm over his right shoulder, then crooked it around his neck and pulled his head closer to hers.

“Aha, that teases you a little, doesn’t it? Feeling me excites you—”

With her right hand she reached down and touched him. He wanted to tear the hand away and run.

“I despise America, but I don’t despise American men. Not all of them, anyhow. Just the pious ones who pray on Sunday and try to put their hands up your dress the other six days of the week. I’ve met plenty of those. Tell them to stop and they call you a dirty foreigner—which is what their wives call you all of the time. But with ten more dollars—such a little bit—I can go home to the place I love. Would you give me ten dollars? For five dollars, I’ll take you to my room and let you love me any way you wish. Ten dollars—you can have me all night. I did business with old Eben. Surely I can do business with—”

Carter flung off her arm. “Get away from me before I break your damn neck.”

“What’s the matter with you?” she whispered. “What kind of self-righteous, cockless little wart are you? Maybe you’re more Greek than I. Maybe you like little boys—”

“Whore!” he shouted, and shoved her so hard she fell. Lithe as a cat, she caught herself on hands and knees and glared from under a fall of dark, gleaming hair.

Three longshoremen walked by, their box hooks hanging from their belts. One called, “What d’you think she’d be if not a whore, my lad? Ain’t any other kind of women walkin’ around here this time o’ night.”

Helen Stavros scrambled to her feet, gave Carter a withering look and poured out profanity, English and Greek, so filthy and violent it was almost like a physical blow. Then she turned and strode away, haughty and injured.

Bewildered, he watched her go. A huge, sick ache filled his middle. He’d thought she was a beautiful woman who loved poor Royce. But she wasn’t beautiful—she was a slut. She’d deceived him. There was, apparently, nothing to believe in and no one to trust, save yourself.

Carter slouched on toward the Red Cod, the mood of profound disillusionment refusing to lift. He was by turns shocked and angry the rest of the night. When he flung Josie on her pallet in her cubicle upstairs at the Cod, she complained afterward that he had never treated her so roughly— as if he were revenging himself on her rather than loving her.
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