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      The series Ambitions is dedicated to Francis Joseph Baillargeon, Sr. (1920-2004). My father was devoted, for decades, to researching and sharing the extraordinary life of John Morrissey. For years he would gather and mail new bundles of research he’d pull from newspaper and library archives and forward them to me wherever I was living at the time. The most touching gesture was the box of twenty-four audiotapes of him reading Jack Kofoed’s 1938 bio of Morrissey, Brandy for Heroes.

      

      The gift of your voice, Dad, will live with our family forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Susannah’s Pledge

          

        

      

    

    
      "When alone again, she leaned close, whispered words of love, recited poems, and spoke of a world of shared happiness and success that awaited them. It was her declaration of devotion to her chosen partner and her new self. He would no longer need to rely on his fists in the life she imagined. He would become a great man, and she would be his muse. She released his hand and rested hers over his heart. She closed her eyes and felt the steady beat and whispered forever.”
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      On October 13, 1853, supporters hoisted John Morrissey on their shoulders after his victory against Yankee Sullivan. He clutched the American boxing championship belt in his swollen and bloodied hands and held it aloft. His face was unrecognizable, and his attempt to smile through the damage was hideous.

      Results of the long-expected fight sped across the country via thousands of miles of new telegraphy lines. Within a day, newspapers everywhere reported details of the fight. Morrissey became famous overnight and a hero to hundreds of thousands of Irish refugees who’d fled starvation and British oppression to settle in a hostile America.

      Four years earlier, while serving as a deckhand on the Hudson River steamboat Empire of Troy, Morrissey had met Captain Levi Smith’s precocious thirteen-year-old daughter, Susannah. Though instantly and mutually attracted, romance would wait. Fighting for America’s boxing championship consumed John. A prestigious boarding school awaited Susannah.

      The current American champion, Tom Hyer, had joined the rush to California after the discovery of gold in 1849. Morrissey and his close friend, Daniel “Dad” Cunningham, gave chase.

      Hyer found nothing appealing about 1850 San Francisco. He boarded a clipper to New York before Morrissey and Cunningham reached San Francisco. The young men were penniless, and the object of their quest was no longer there. After two eventful years, they returned to New York with small fortunes and the California boxing championship belt around John’s waist. He was ready to continue chasing Tom Hyer and to pursue Susannah Morrissey.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Smith and his wife, Aldine, enrolled Susannah nearby at Emma Willard’s Troy Female Seminary for the 1849 fall semester. She graduated in 1853 with an exceptional education but had no desire to teach. Her ambition, instead, was to enjoy the benefits of wealth and social status that many of her seminary classmates enjoyed.

      At Troy Female Seminary, Emma Willard educated women to the same standards as those of America’s leading colleges. Some graduates, like Elizabeth Cady Stanton, joined the push for women’s rights. Others taught at and led private and public common schools or served effectively in their homes, churches, and volunteer organizations. Susannah’s ambitions sent her on a different path.

      When Morrissey returned from California in the fall of 1852, he carried the California boxing championship belt and enough money to invest in a saloon and gambling hall in New York City. He also carried a letter to the Smith family from Levi Smith, Jr., who was serving on steamboats on the Sacramento River. The letter supplied a proper excuse to visit the Smith family home in Troy. The attraction John felt for the feisty Susannah on the deck of the Empire of Troy four years earlier was undiminished, and it would quickly blossom into a fiery romance.

      Doors flew open for John Morrissey after he secured the American boxing championship. With revenues at his gambling hall exploding, Morrissey approached Captain Smith for approval to marry his daughter. Susannah’s parents relented despite serious reservations about the notorious Irish Catholic pugilist. John Morrissey would gain a partner and muse with talents and ambitions as great as his.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s Morrissey!” a man shouted from a line gathered outside the Belle of the Union saloon and gambling hall at Twelve Ann Street. Most in the crowd were Irishmen, often accompanied by excited sons who saw their champion.

      John Morrissey and Dad Cunningham were partners in the popular New York saloon and gambling hall near the city hall. Morrissey tried accommodating everyone before heading inside to take his place at the poker table at eight o’clock. He had important news for his longtime friend and Belle of the Union partner and manager.

      Dad stood behind the forty-foot-long polished mahogany bar, restocking liquor for the night ahead. He didn’t see or hear his partner until he jammed a finger into his lower back. Dad dropped a bottle of brandy that shattered on the floor, spun around, ready to strike, and saw Morrissey grinning.

      “By God, you ought not to startle a man like that, Johnny!” he shouted before he threw his arms around his friend. “Let’s go to the office and catch up.”

      They laughed and beat each other’s backs as they left the bar and walked toward the office.

      Cunningham shouted to Nathan Parker, who was busy cleaning the Ann Street windows, “Can you clean the mess Morrissey made behind the bar?”

      Hearing Dad shout to his former Eastern Hotel coworker, John rushed to Parker and shook his hand. “Nate, good to see you’ve joined us. Did you and your family find a place?”

      Parker smiled. “We have, sir. I bought a place at Seneca Village with my savings. It’s all black folk there, even the business owners, so we feel welcome and safe.”

      John said, “Seneca Village. That’s miles north, yeah?”

      Nate nodded. “It is, sir. A neighbor comes this way every morning and gives me a ride. I enjoy walkin’ home after work.”

      “I’m glad you joined us, Nate.” John looked at the pleasant face of the small, gentle husband and father of two boys. “If there’s somethin’ you need, ask. And no need callin’ me, sir.”

      Once Morrissey and Cunningham were in their office, Dad asked, “Did Susannah say yes?”

      John hung his head for a cruel minute before turning and smiling. “Indeed, and with her parents’ blessing! We’ll marry when Levi, Jr. returns from California in the summer.”

      “Calls for a drink,” Dad said as he rushed to the corner bar, filled two tumblers with whiskey, and returned. When John had his tumbler in hand, Dad recited an Irish toast: “May your troubles be less, your blessings be more, and nothing but happiness come through your door.”

      John was glad to be back at the poker table. Every chair was full. He knew the players, and none were pikers. It was one of those nights when sizable sums would change hands. The games would continue until early morning. Morrissey looked forward to nights like this. Win or lose, he enjoyed the challenge and camaraderie.

      When John carried the bank to the office at two-thirty on Tuesday morning, Cunningham counted the money and said, “Well, Johnny, your table brought in over a thousand tonight. Good to have you back!”

      John smiled and said, “Good thing we didn’t stop the game at midnight, Dad!”

      Dad was rifling through papers on his desk. When he found what he’d misplaced, he said, “Your friend, Shang Allen, left this note. Should I read it?”

      John nodded.

      “Says, ‘We need to meet at Belson’s soon as you get this, John.’”

      John had important business with Isaiah Rynders and Tammany’s grand sachem, Fernando Wood, at ten the next morning. He needed sleep. Rynders owned the Empire Club, nearby on Park Row. He’d saved Morrissey’s life the first time John had set foot in New York City and tangled with Irish-hating patrons at his club. He’d also introduced John to Tammany before the ’54 elections. Rynders was the chief ward healer for Tammany and the Democrats in lower Manhattan. Nobody could organize and control election-day votes better.

      Rynders was determined to corral John and the champion’s influence among Irish voters. Morrissey was equally determined to stake his independence. As the Democratic candidate for mayor, Fernando Wood’s prospects depended on securing the Irish vote.
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        * * *

      

      On Tuesday morning, Morrissey woke with barely enough time to dress, eat a light breakfast, and arrive at Tammany Hall by ten o’clock. The one-eyed giant who’d answered the door on John’s earlier visit stood at the threshold. “Mr. Morrissey, can I take your coat and hat? Mr. Wood and Mr. Rynders are waiting down the hall.” John surrendered his coat and hat and followed the doorman to an atrium at the rear of the ground floor.

      “Why, Mr. Morrissey, right on time.” Fernando Wood stood and greeted John, offering his hand.

      Morrissey felt the firm, practiced handshake and squeezed, satisfied to see a slight grimace. “Good of you to meet me, sir,” he said. Over Wood’s shoulder, John saw Captain Rynders anxiously watching. John smiled, nodded, and said, “Good day to you, Captain.”

      Wood shifted his piercing eyes at Rynders. “Well, I’ve already thanked Mr. Rynders, Morrissey. We always count on him. Isn’t that so, sir?”

      “Yes, Fernando, just like I can always count on Tammany.” Rynders glared.

      Wood invited Morrissey to join them by a window overlooking a private garden. Wood sat, leaned forward, palms resting on his knees, and addressed John. “So, Rynders says you expect certain considerations for supporting my campaign. Young man, that surprises me. I thought I was unambiguous when I told you Tammany takes care of our friends. I blame Isaiah for not convincing you how important Tammany’s friendship is.”

      John could feel Rynders glaring as he answered Wood. “Sir, Captain Rynders tried talking me out of this meeting. It’s not that I don’t trust him. The man saved my life and put me to work when I was down and out. But I’m a gambler and know the stakes are high this fall. If you lose to that American Party, my business could get ruined. Worse, sir, every Irish Catholic in the city will suffer. I’ll be standing shoulder to shoulder with the Irish voters until we march to the polls in November; I will.”

      Wood’s black eyes bore into Morrissey. “So, I take it the gambler doesn’t like my odds without his help?”

      “I think,” said John, “the odds are near even. The Whig and American parties smell blood and will work together to keep us away from the polls and steal our ballots.” John nodded toward Rynders. “Captain Rynders can protect the ballots with the help of us Irish. I can light a fire in the Irish hearts of my brothers and get more to the polls. I s’pose that’s why we’re all here.”

      Wood sat back and smiled. “What do you want?”

      “Three more saloon licenses for my partners and me, five more Irish precinct officers, and twenty more Irish patrolmen—during your first year as mayor, sir.”

      Wood looked at Rynders and shrugged. “That’s all?”

      “Yes, sir,” answered Morrissey.

      Fernando Wood rose, grinning. “I like you, Morrissey. You have as much courage in this arena as you do between the ropes. Your requests are fair. You have my word.” Before rushing to his next meeting, he crossed to shake John Morrissey’s hand, then Isaiah Rynders’s.

      Rynders asked Morrissey to join him upstairs for a drink. The bar was empty. They chose a small table near a window overlooking Nassau Street, and Rynders ordered brandy. “Are you satisfied, Morrissey?” It was hard to tell if the man was angry or curious.

      “Aye, sir.”

      “And you think the answers would have been different if I’d asked on your behalf?”

      “No, Captain, it was easy for him to say yes. It wasn’t terms that mattered. Wood needs to know John Morrissey is important, just like you.”

      Rynders lifted his glass and touched Morrissey’s. He nodded, grinned, and said, “I’ll not underestimate you again, young man.”
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        * * *

      

      After meeting with Rynders and Wood, John rushed to Belson’s. The message from Shang sounded urgent. It was already midday when he rushed up Broadway. When he arrived, Allen was hammering away in the blacksmith’s shop at the rear of the huge livery. A coworker tapped him on the shoulder. He turned, dropped a horseshoe hissing into a bucket of water, and approached his friend.

      “Let’s go outside for air, John.” He wiped his hands on his apron and led them to the back of the livery. Certain nobody was in earshot, Shang muttered, “Those bastard nativists will march through the sixth ward on Saturday. The American Party’s behind it, aiming to scare us from the polls. Threatened to attack Saint Patrick’s and burn it to the ground. Will you help defend the church, John?”

      “Indeed. Where do you want me and when?”

      “Ten at the church. You’ll inspire our lads, John. Thank you.”

      “Will they be assaulting women and children along their parade, Shang?” Morrissey asked, foreseeing the development of another riot, like the Astor Place troubles of forty-nine.

      Shang shook his head. “We’re spreadin’ the word to stay inside. We won’t be carryin’ the fight to the marchers. The police promise to keep order. Commissioner Matsell sent us the warning. We don’t want the army called in, do we? We’d get all the blame and punishment, like last time. We’ll protect the church property with our lives if they come after it.”

      John grabbed Shang by the shoulder. “See you at ten. Please tell Mary Louise I send my best.” Morrissey beamed. “And tell her John Morrissey will be married in August.”

      Allen ignored his filthy apron, wrapping his friend in a mighty hug. “Congratulations, John. Your bride is a lucky lady; she is. I’ll tell Mary Louise. She’ll be happy, indeed.”

      On his return to his Irving Place apartment, Morrissey went via Mott Street to walk around the cathedral. He was pleased that a ten-foot brick wall encircled the property, making it easier to defend.

      He watched men pushing carts of bricks inside as he approached the gated entrance. John kept thinking about Allen’s comment that Police Commissioner Matsell had sent the warning. Matsell might have saved the Roman Catholic Church’s most important property in America and prevented another major riot.
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      A series of loud knocks stirred Morrissey.

      “It’s eight o’clock, Mr. Morrissey,” a voice insisted.

      John sat up, rubbed his eyes, and shouted, “Thanks.”

      He rose and began preparing for the day. He chose a dark-green shirt, black leather vest, cotton trousers with deep pockets, and a worn pair of steel-tipped boots. A black waistcoat and a bowler hat were the last items he chose. John stood before his dressing mirror, tilted his hat, folded his arms, and liked what he saw.

      Into the left pocket of his trousers, John dropped brass knuckles. Into the right pocket went his slungshot. As he walked past the city jail, known as the Tombs, Morrissey thought about his night there and the warning from Commissioner Matsell. He had taken a calculated risk by joining the efforts to protect the church property. His soon-to-be father-in-law, Levi Smith, kept a leased residence nearby on Hudson Street and was certain to read or hear about any arrest.

      John hoped the day’s violence wouldn’t escalate. The troops of the Seventh Army assembled at the nearby armory. Approaching the church’s main gate, he saw dozens of men standing guard. They gathered at the gate and cheered as the famous Irish boxing champion joined them. Shang came rushing out of the church, followed by Father Finnegan and an older priest wearing an archbishop’s red cap and sash.

      Allen shook Morrissey’s hand and said, “Welcome, John. See how the backs of our boyos are straight? Father Finnegan just sang Mass for us. God is with us this day, for sure.” Shang turned to the approaching priests. “You know Father Finnegan, of course.”

      Finnegan bowed toward the older priest and said, “This is our archbishop, John Hughes.”

      Archbishop Hughes, a tall, severe man, watched Morrissey.

      Shang whispered to John, “Go to the great man, John. Kiss the ring, mind you.”

      Morrissey frowned but understood the custom required the gesture of respect. He approached the priest, bent, and kissed the large red stone on the ring.

      Archbishop Hughes studied the young man. “I hear stories about the Irish champion from Troy, John Morrissey. You’re a hero to our beleaguered people. I know you’ve arrived to help protect our holy cathedral. I pray your presence with these brave Catholic men will discourage those who seek to destroy.” Archbishop Hughes’s gaze shifted between Morrissey and Allen. “I know, Mr. Morrissey, you were baptized at Sacred Heart Church in our Anacarty and Donohill diocese in Ireland. You took First Communion at Father Shanahan’s hand at Saint Peter’s in Troy. Men sometimes walk away from the bosom of our Church, but she always awaits their return with joy. Please visit me after this threat passes. We have common goals to discuss.” Archbishop Hughes nodded to Morrissey, turned, and retreated into the cathedral with Father Finnegan close behind.

      John joined Shang as he inspected the defensive preparations. Men stationed every six feet along the protective wall watched the street through narrow slots chiseled for that purpose. Each of these guardians stood beside a pile of bricks. Gaining entry to the cathedral would be unlikely and costly. When the defenders recognized Morrissey, they shouted a greeting or doffed their hats or caps.

      Shang and John rushed to the cathedral’s front gate, where they heard the parade clamoring down Mott Street. Chains and padlocks secured the gate. A mountain of bricks stood nearby, while a dozen men stood armed with shields and pikes. It was here that Allen and Morrissey would serve.

      A young man raced ahead of the parade and shouted through the gate, “They just crossed Houston. They’ll be here soon—at least a hundred with torches.” The messenger continued down Mott, sounding the warning. The drums and singing grew louder as the first lines of nativists approached Prince Street. Dozens of American flags flew over the men. They were singing “My Country ’tis of Thee”—they meant white Protestants.

      When they passed Prince Street, the mob shouted epithets at the seat of the hated Catholic Church.

      “Down with papists!”

      “Come out and fight, Irish dogs!”

      “Either go back to Ireland or to hell!”

      “America for Americans!”

      They carried banners offering those and other anti-Irish, anti-Catholic sentiments.

      Marchers arrived armed for battle, though no firearms were visible. A small municipal police contingent walked casually down the sidewalks. The parade halted when the front lines reached the cathedral’s gate. The singing stopped as the marchers pressed as close as possible to the guarded entry.

      When Morrissey and Allen stepped to the front, a booming voice shouted, “Why, if it ain’t that black-muzzled coward John Morrissey!” Bill Poole shoved his way to the barred gate and raised his arms to the sky, laughing and shouting. “If this is what protects the pope’s property, let’s go, boyos. I’ll carve the heart from that one myself!”

      The bad blood between Morrissey and Poole had begun at the Sullivan fight, where Poole had served in Yankee Sullivan’s corner. He was the one who rushed to save Sullivan when John was choking Sullivan on the ropes. That started a general melee. When Sullivan failed to answer the referee’s call to scratch, John was declared the victor. Poole had continued to be the loudest voice, insisting Morrissey didn’t deserve the championship belt. He was also a member of the Order of the United Americans, America’s most militant anti-Catholic organization.

      Poole was dancing before the gate, inciting the hostile crowd. He pointed at Morrissey. “Come out, you Irish coward. I’ll carve you up right here, then take your championship belt and march it through the city around the waist of a true American.”

      Men pressed around Poole, slapping him on the back and encouraging him. He tilted his head back and roared, “There’s no Irishman alive I can’t beat. I’ve chewed noses off a dozen, cut ears off hundreds, and gouged the eyes of more than I can count! Let’s burn this papist temple to the ground. Nobody here can stop us!” Poole and his supporters stormed the gate as others split off to find weak spots along the imposing walls.

      A hail of bricks sailed over the walls at every point of attack. The attackers were unprepared for the quick and deadly response from the hidden defenders, and many went down, bleeding from injuries. Those crowded by the front gate fared worst. Packed too tightly, they couldn’t run or evade hundreds of well-aimed bricks. Poole was pulled to safety as he continued to scream for Morrissey to come out to fight.

      The assault on Saint Patrick’s Cathedral was over in minutes. There were no casualties among the defenders. As the attackers collected their injured and moved away, a cheer arose and grew as the reality of victory set in.
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      While Morrissey shared dreams of prosperity and marital happiness with his fiancé, he had to deal with the harsh realities of New York City in 1854. Many hated him because he was Irish-born, baptized a Catholic and claimed the American boxing championship. He was about to face the rising American Party by agreeing to support Fernando Wood.

      John had powerful personal enemies who would not rest until they saw him driven from the scene. Chief among his enemies was the former champion and hero among the Whig and American Parties, Tom Hyer, along with Hyer’s closest friend, Bill Poole.

      William Poole was ten years older than Morrissey. His family owned a butcher shop in the Washington Market. Poole learned the trade and eventually took over the business. He despised the flood of immigrants and escaped slaves who poured into the old neighborhoods. He organized gangs of nativists. Armed with the tools of his butcher trade, a lust for violence, and fueled by hatred, “Bill the Butcher” was the most feared fighter in one of the most violent neighborhoods in the world.

      Poole had proven his worth as a major asset during elections. They were already hard at work in 1854, supporting the nativist American Party and its candidates. Morrissey’s recent role in the setback at Saint Patrick’s Cathedral and his claim to the American boxing championship were unforgivable affronts. Even as Morrissey planned his upcoming marriage, he and Poole edged closer to violent conflict.
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        * * *

      

      Isaiah Rynders had built a powerful coalition of support among the rough elements of the lower voting districts of New York. He could deliver the needed votes to turn elections, and he did—for a price. As a chieftain at Tammany Hall, he’d helped secure the recent local, state, and national elections for Democratic candidates. Tammany and the Democrats were counting on Rynders in this year’s elections.

      Fifty-year-old Isaiah Rynders’s first wife had died a year earlier. Soon after her death, he fell desperately in love with and married twenty-year-old Phoebe Shotwell. She was a fervent nativist and the sole-surviving heir to a real estate fortune.

      Rynders returned from his wedding in Washington, severed his ties with Tammany, renamed his saloon and headquarters “Americus Club,” and surrounded himself with nativist thugs, including Hyer and Poole. Suddenly, the principal sixth-ward field general for Tammany Hall and the Democratic Party had switched sides months before the November elections.

      Fernando Wood called an emergency council meeting. After an hour of verbal handwringing, he pounded the table and shouted, “Get Morrissey here! If we lose the sixth, we’ll lose the mayor’s office!”

      That evening, while Morrissey enjoyed a run of luck at his poker table, two well-dressed gentlemen approached, holding their tall hats, waiting for Morrissey to notice them.

      John studied them through a cloud of cigar smoke. “Can I help you?”

      The shorter and stockier of the two answered. “We’ve come from Fernando Wood and need a few private moments, sir.”

      Morrissey addressed the gamblers. “Let’s take fifteen after this hand.” He dealt the last cards. Fred Harrington, a regular, showed jacks over nines and swept up the pot. John stood and led the gentlemen to the office. “Can I get you a drink?” he asked.

      “Brandy, if you have it,” responded the taller man.

      John handed a snifter to each man and toasted. “To your health. Now, how can I help Mr. Wood?” Morrissey sipped his brandy, enjoying the heat passing down his throat.

      “Have you heard about Rynders?” the stocky man asked.

      “Not dead, I hope?” answered Morrissey.

      The tall gentleman responded, “No. Rynders returned from Washington two days ago with a new bride. He informed Mr. Wood that he was leaving Tammany and throwing his support to the American Party, even changing the name of his club to Americus.”

      The news was shocking. Throwing support behind the nativists made no sense, at least no sense Morrissey could fathom.

      The taller man said, “Mr. Wood has sent us to request an urgent meeting, Mr. Morrissey. Would you be able to meet at Tammany Hall at noon tomorrow?”

      John stood. The visitors followed suit. “Tell Mr. Wood that John Morrissey will visit at noon tomorrow.”

      He walked the gentlemen to the office door, watching as they replaced their tall hats and headed to the exit. In John’s gut, it felt like a declaration of war against the city’s Irish. With Rynders’s support, victory for the American Party in November felt inevitable. That threatened every part of his life.

      At closing that evening, Morrissey shared the news with a shocked Dad Cunningham. “I’ll get drinks, Johnny,” he said as he crossed to the bar and half-filled two glasses with whiskey.

      “No, thanks,” whispered Morrissey. “Much to think on tonight. I’m meeting Wood at noon tomorrow. Better my head’s clear.”

      Dad Cunningham drank half of his whiskey before he sat across from his partner and friend. “Johnny, things ain’t good now. These elections will make them worse.”

      “It’ll be Irishmen, Dad, that can hold the sixth for the Democrats. Wood knows it. He’ll want me to head up the effort. Rynders’ll use the nativist gangs to scare off voters and steal their ballots. It’s what he does.” John stood and paced the office, then spoke what was foremost on his mind. “Wood wants me to lead the Irish. I can’t say no, Dad. Too much is at stake.”

      After a restless night at Irving House, John left into a downpour. With an oilskin coat held over his head, he hailed a hansom cab. It was midmorning, and his spirits needed a lift. The driver deposited him at the Saint Nicholas Hotel. After a breakfast of corned beef hash, three boiled eggs, a fresh-baked roll, and two cups of coffee, John headed to Phalen’s Barbershop. To his astonishment, news of Rynders’s treachery was already the talk of the establishment, with patrons reading aloud from the morning papers. Will this be in the Troy newspapers? Morrissey wondered, worried it would reach Susannah before they met Saturday.

      Fernando Wood was waiting in the atrium at Tammany Hall when John arrived. City Councilman John A. Kennedy sat beside him. “Come join us, John.”

      Wood approached and offered Morrissey his hand. “Thanks for joining us on short notice.” Wood pointed toward a copy of the Tribune opened on a side table. “I assume you know the news about Rynders.”

      After settling into a comfortable upholstered chair, Morrissey replied, “I hear he switched to the American Party.” John glanced at the newspaper, feeling the familiar shame of his illiteracy. “It was all the talk at Phelan’s this morning.”

      Wood shook his head. “We never saw this coming, John. My friends in Washington and Philadelphia tell me that his new child bride is the sole heiress of a considerable fortune. Her family and associates are English descendants and loyalists. So, our British-hating friend seems to have converted for love and money. Life is full of irony and betrayal.” Wood sighed, struck his thigh with his fist, and stared into the middle distance.

      Councilman Kennedy studied Morrissey.

      Mayor Wood sought John’s eyes and held them. “So, we have a problem, as I’m sure you see. We counted on Rynders. Now he’s bolted. Rynders will organize troops to intimidate voters and steal as many ballots as possible. I promise to do everything I can to fight for every vote, but it might not be enough. We need muscle to take on Rynders and his gangs. I need you to lead our efforts on the ground, John.”

      Morrissey sat, glancing from the Tammany grand sachem to Councilman Kennedy and back, before leaning toward Wood. “I thought hard all night, sir. I’m to be married in July to a fine lass from Troy. She’s better than I deserve; she is. The troubles will be hard for a new wife. I’ve considered leaving and setting up in Troy. I know what she’ll say. New York is where Susannah dreams of our life together. I’ll fight for that for her, and I’ll fight for the Irish. So, yes, you can count on John Morrissey.”

      Wood smiled. “I’ll leave you two to discuss details. Understand, we cannot lose the sixth on election night. Mr. Kennedy will supply the resources you need.”
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      Susannah and her mother cleared the table and wrote wedding invitations after Friday breakfast. Aldine asked, “What about Mr. Morrissey’s family?”

      “Mother, please call him John. His only family here is his father, mother, and sisters. John insists on inviting them personally.”

      Aldine sighed. “I don’t want them to think the bride’s family ignores them. It doesn’t feel right, with them being Irish and Catholic, Suzie.”

      Susannah had yet to meet any member of John’s family. He’d often spoken of them during quiet moments. His estrangement from his mother was obvious and painful, but he refused to discuss it. John’s sisters caused Susannah concern. How, she wondered, could she include them on the wedding day?

      Watching her mother address and sign invitations to friends and church members, Susannah sighed, touched her mother’s arm, and said, “Mother, we should limit our guests to immediate family.”

      Aldine looked up, exasperated. “Suzie, we’ve discussed this. There will be many injured feelings if we don’t invite certain people.”

      “Trust me, Mother, Levi agrees. So does David. You can tell those certain people it’s the expressed wish of your children that only immediate family attends.” Susannah tried to lighten the conversation. “Lord knows family alone will fill this house.”
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        * * *

      

      John took the Saturday morning train to Troy, arriving at Union Station shortly after two o’clock. He checked into the Imperial Hotel, left his bag in his room, and placed an order with the restaurant for dinner in their room at nine. Since Susannah planned to arrive at six by omnibus, John had time to kill. He walked to the Eastern Hotel to reconnect with his old boss, Aleck Hamilton.

      As soon as he entered the Eastern’s saloon, Marcel Archambeault rushed from behind the bar, wrapped his powerful arms around John, and lifted him off his feet. “Johnny,” he shouted in Morrissey’s ear, “tell old Marcel you come to fight by my side again!”

      Morrissey laughed and squirmed out of Archambeault’s grip. “You never needed my help, Marcel,” he said to the six-three French Canadian giant who tended bar and helped keep peace at the riverfront saloon and brothel.

      Dressed in a pricey new outfit, his hair and beard professionally trimmed, Morrissey bore no resemblance to the scruffy sixteen-year-old street fighter who had first walked into Hamilton’s establishment. Aleck stood behind his cluttered old desk, laid his big cigar in an ashtray, and appraised his former employee. “Lookin’ prosperous, Johnny. And no new battle wounds this time.”

      Morrissey pumped Aleck’s hand. “Business is good and will improve when Fernando Wood is in the mayor’s office. I’ll be helping to get out the Irish vote.” John grinned. “Aleck, I came here to tell you Suzie agreed to marry me in August.”

      A rare smile spread across Hamilton’s face as he approached John with a hand extended. He smirked and said, “I considered that young lady smart. Now, I gotta wonder. Let’s have a cigar, Johnny.”

      Hamilton sat behind his desk, opened a drawer, and withdrew two cigars. He clipped the ends of both and handed one to Morrissey. “Nicaraguan, best I’ve ever had.” He slid the big cigar under his nose, then struck a match, lighting his before leaning and firing Morrissey’s.

      Aleck leaned back, blew a perfect ring of smoke, and said, “I heard about my old friend Rynders—wasn’t surprised. He’s never been loyal to anything but himself. Gotta ask, Johnny, how’s your army set for the coming battles?”

      Morrissey took a satisfying drag on the cigar and answered, “You’re right, Aleck; this is the best cigar.” Hamilton stared at him while John sucked more whiskey-infused tobacco into his lungs. “My fighters are like theirs—bloodied, tested, and full of hate. The papers and preachers are siding with the nativists. It’ll come down to election day.” Morrissey thrust his chin at Hamilton. “I don’t intend to lose.”
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        * * *

      

      The streets were busy late on Saturday afternoon. Workers returning home and Trojans getting a head start on Saturday evening plans filled omnibuses and carriages or hurried on foot along the streets. Morrissey preferred walking the few blocks to the Imperial. Heading up Madison, he spied a group of approaching young men. The swagger was familiar.

      “Would you look at the big dandy?” demanded the tallest and brawniest.

      John tipped his hat to the boys, bowed, and stepped to the right to allow them to pass. Instead of passing, they closed in a circle around him.

      “Could you be sparin’ a dollar?” the leader asked.

      John was familiar with the ruse. They would pounce and steal whatever he had when he opened his wallet.

      Well, John thought, Suzie can’t be seeing me scuffed up.

      He stepped toward the boy while fumbling for a coin in his vest. When he dropped the dollar piece, the boy looked down. Morrissey struck him on the nose with a right that lifted him off his feet and left him hemorrhaging in the gutter. Turning to the other boys, he pointed. “Someone, pick up that coin and give it to your friend. Tell him it’s a gift from John Morrissey.”

      The young men watched as John continued up Madison Street. They’d just met the boxing champion of America and Troy’s most famous fighter.
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        * * *

      

      Morrissey anxiously paced outside the Imperial. When the crowded omnibus arrived and Susannah exited, John took her by the elbow and led her to their third-floor suite. Once inside, they embraced, passionately kissing, and gazing into each other’s eyes, erasing the pain of distance and time.

      As rough as Morrissey’s life was, his gentleness and patience as a lover surprised Susannah. Because of this, it was easy for her to gain confidence in her blossoming sexuality. Susannah’s prior experiences with boys and young men had been anxious, awkward, and unsatisfying. Now, she surrendered to unguarded passion and carnal discovery.

      The engaged couple spoke of the pain of being apart, their love, and their shared ambitions. After devouring dinner and a bottle of wine, they climbed back into bed and discussed those things that needed sharing.

      Susannah propped herself into a seated position using two large pillows while John rested his head across her thighs. She ran her fingers through his hair and said, “John, my mother is concerned about your family’s participation in our wedding.”

      Susannah saw the pain register in his eyes. He confessed, “Ma won’t accept our marriage. She’s hard and bitter. I’m dead to her.”

      “Well, can we expect your father and sisters to join us? Are there others to invite?”

      There was a pause before John answered. “It will cause a row at the Morrissey house, but my da will come, and he’ll try to bring my sisters.”

      Turning to a much happier topic, Susannah took John’s hand and smiled. “Father has offered us the upstairs of his leased house in New York while he’s outfitting the Francis Skiddy for the night line. It’s on Hudson Street, and he claims it’s a quiet property.”

      John nodded and smiled. “A great thing for Captain Smith to offer. If you’d like, I’ll speak with him.”

      “I would like that very much, John. I can decorate our space and invite Rebecca, her husband, Levi Jr., Emma, and Addie to visit. We can explore the great city together. You can be our handsome guide.”

      Though reluctant to break the mood, Morrissey needed to share recent occurrences in the city and what they were likely to mean for them. He also needed her counsel.

      “Suzie, things are bad in the city and will get more dangerous with the elections. You need to know this.” John opened the second bottle of wine and poured two glasses. “I’ve told you about Captain Rynders before.” Over the next hour, he told her about Rynders’s defection and described his meeting with Fernando Wood and how and why he had committed to lead efforts to secure the Irish votes on election day. He recounted the attack on Saint Patrick’s and his participation in its defense. The nativists, he explained, were growing bolder and attacking immigrants and their businesses. John needed Susannah to understand that a victory by the American Party in New York in November would end his business opportunities there.

      Susannah sat beside her husband-to-be, shoulder to shoulder, sipping her wine. After he finished his recital of events and future dangers, she drank the last of her wine and placed the empty glass on the bedstand.

      “John, I read the newspapers and know troubles in New York and around the country are growing more serious. Every day you’re in New York City, I worry.” She touched the back of his balled fist. “A bold young woman once predicted you would become a great man in New York City. I choose to be by your side, my husband. With Mr. Wood’s success, you will rise with him, John. It’s where we need to be.”

      “It’ll be a violent time, Suzie, and I have enemies.”

      “Are you afraid, John Morrissey?” Susannah sat up straight and looked into his eyes.

      “Afraid for you, Suzie.”

      Susannah teased again with a sparkle in her eyes and her familiar challenge: “You still don’t understand me, do you, John Morrissey?” Susannah slid down the bed, pulling on Morrissey to join her. “Well, my big Irish champion, enough talk. Let’s wrestle.”
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