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The Mad Monk and the Christmas Pie

A Brother Sebastian Mystery, Book One

Mark Lesney


To my brother, Michael Lesney, always my cheerleader and the stalwart protector of my youth.


Chapter One

AUGUST 1897

New York City

 

If I had known Stephen was going to try to kill me, I might have practiced my fencing more often.

For some reason, my nemesis was now darting at me like a fiend, his sword slashing. These weren’t our choreographed moves—he was out for blood.

He’d warned me he was going to kill me if I didn’t stop smiling at his wife or talking to her beyond the confines of rehearsals and the stage. But how could I take him seriously? I knew he never loved her, not really in the manner of husband and wife, for the very same reason I was not a credible threat to what passed for their wedded bliss.

I liked Sarah, and she appreciated me. She was one of the few people with wit in the company, so why would I listen to her fool of a husband and break off our budding friendship? But my nonchalance in the face of his threats was finally going to get me killed—or at least would wind up killing my career.

I dodged and parried across the stage, nearly slipping on the smooth wooden planking in front of the floor lamps; it was too soon for me to die, both in real life and the play. Stephen’s face was wild, his eyes wide with fury, though the stark menace in his gaze was somewhat spoiled by the almost comic beard, spirit-glued beneath his real mustache. 

As he thrust at me with his sword, I froze for a moment in panic, then barely dodged away. The blade was conspicuously missing the guard on its tip—the nubbed cover that was supposed to keep me from getting skewered. My blade, of course, was useless as a weapon, except for parrying. I had intended no mayhem, so I hadn’t even dreamed of removing the protective sheath. 

I did my best to try to disarm him, even though he was so much better than me at swordplay, having practiced it incessantly like a little boy with a new hobby. I’d watched him in mild disdain at how seriously he took it up with our trainer. Though more likely, he wanted to gain proficiency for the chance to engage in another sort of swordplay with our German fencing teacher. Herr Heimrich admittedly had excellent form—especially in white tights. 

I’d admired them both as they leaped about in the gymnasium, not realizing that all the while Stephen was practicing how to kill me.

★

“God, look at them. I’d almost give Karl a tumble myself,” Sarah had breathed out softly, watching her husband and the fencing instructor in action just two short days ago before our opening.

She’d held one hand to her eyes, squinting beneath her chestnut-colored bangs at their quite impressive dance. Both of us were half blinded by the rays of the early morning sun pouring through the arched windows of the fancy gymnasium. The theater management had rented it to hold both our fencing and our dancing lessons.

Sarah pursed her small, delicately pink, and slightly greasy lips. She was nibbling on a buttered crusted roll.

Karl had a nice behind. A perfectly normal, nice, masculine backside, well complemented by the muscular torso above it, the square-jawed manliness of his face, and the dark black of his close-cropped hair. 

But Stephen? Greek sculptors might have been at a loss carving such a perfect set of nether quarters out of marble. And Stephen knew it, always choosing pants a size too small, consciously outlining those firm and perfectly formed buttocks. They were not too big to make them feminine, and unlike too many men, they were not so flat as to seem not there at all. He was modestly endowed from the front, as outlined by the slightly noticeable bulge. But then again, his was the perfect Greek mean in all his physical aspects. And though Greeks had gods, not angels, Stephen would have been an ideal naked subject for a Michelangelo to have brought worshipful religious beauty into light. 

His golden hair in the sun’s rays through the window was a halo that put my yellow hair to straw in comparison. Had he been a slightly less flamboyant actor, there would have been no one who could have kept him from the highest temples of the stage. 

But sadly for the world, and more so for his wife, that perfect ass of Stephen’s was also mounted on the perfect ass. A man whose wit was brilliant, but pointed like a surgeon’s knife, one who operated on the psyches of the people around him without the benefit of chloroform. Or perhaps he was more like a fishmonger, filleting the souls of his victims, like poor Sarah, one right after the other.

But damned that grace and beauty as he slashed and danced in whirling swordsmanship like a master. Or the lead male in a perfectly choreographed ballet, which in truth was what this was, a set of moves destined to awe and captivate an audience far more significant than his poor wife and me.

“It is a marvelous rear end, I must admit,” said Sarah. And I had the grace to blush. She must have been following my thoughts…and gaze.

“But I truly fell in love with him because of his eyes. And I still melt when he looks at me in a certain way. And I tell myself he always comes home, eventually, no matter how far he strays. To me.”

“He’d be a fool not to,” I said chivalrously. 

“Yes. Especially since Stephen’s such an utter idiot with money. I hold the purse strings, after all. It’s so hard to keep up paying for his clothes, though, his port, his cigars, and his expensive gifts to agonizingly winsome younger men.”

“Men throw themselves at you all the time. Or try to,” I countered. 

“And sadly, no one interests me but Stephen. The one I can’t have.” 

I was slightly embarrassed and looked back down at the men in their dance below us.

It was hard not to admire the lunge and thrust between the two of them, both shining in the sunlight in their fencing uniforms. I sighed, knowing my practice bout was next. I was more sturdily built than either of them and much too tall to manage such elegance with a blade. And frankly, I was not at all motivated to exert myself to such tremendous efforts just to look good in a play. Acting was a necessity for me, not a grand ambition as it was for Stephen.

Sarah sighed. “Part of me would almost take Karl to bed for the fun of showing Stephen he couldn’t have just any handsome man he blinked his lashes at. There are still men who prefer women in this world,” she said, popping the last bite of the roll into her mouth. “Though I never seem to meet them,” she finished after a moment’s chewing. “And sometimes I wish I’d married one.” 

She was staring directly into my eyes, and I had to look away. She knew full well what I was about, and this was just uncomfortable. The whole conversation was.

“It’s a wonder Stephen never took a fancy to you, Alex. Though I suppose it’s understandable. You’re too threatening to him.”

“Threatening! I’m nothing but a bit player, and he’s one of the twin lights of the modern theater. A younger Jack Gilman…”

“Don’t let Jack hear you say that or Stephen either.” She laughed. “No, you threaten him in so many ways. You’re almost as handsome as Stephen in your way. Even though your nose is a little crooked, no one can see that from the stage. And you’re a bit less pretty. But then, you don’t try to be good-looking as hard as Stephen does. Don’t you hate what he does with his mustache? That wax!

“You’ve lived a real life. A hard life. Not cushioned in a world of make-believe like Stephen. You’ve been out West. You’re an ex-Pinkerton, a former jailbird, a salesman, and everything in-between. You’ve experienced twice the life Stephen has if even half your stories are true, and it shows in everything about you. There’s no pretense. Stephen is all pretense. He’s just an actor. That’s why he hates you. Why he’s jealous.”

“Well, my stories as you call them are all true, though perhaps a tad less glamorous than I make them out to be when I’m drunk. But I’m certainly trying my damnedest to be an actor now. And surely even he can see how little a threat I am in that department!”

“Language, Alexander,” she corrected me automatically. “I love Stephen with my whole heart and soul, but at his worst, he’s a vain little coward and a bit of a bully. And sometimes a spoiled brat! And you show him up by not paying the slightest bit of attention to his boundless wealth of charm.”

I wisely laughed at what she said as if it were a joke. 

I was too curious for my own good then. I asked, “Have you and Stephen ever managed to fulfill your marriage vows?” The idea was so foreign to my nature I couldn’t imagine someone like Stephen, someone like me…

“Oh yes, and that’s the terrible thing. It’s the endless chain binding me, giving me belief. And hope. 

“Because I am the only woman Stephen ever managed to make love to, however rarely he manages it, and however drunk he has to be. I don’t know what makes me special in his eyes. I only know that I long for those nights when he embraces me with wild passion and then falls into misery like a frightened child clinging to me when we are through. I can’t break free. Because, I guess, at heart, I don’t really want to.”

I shuddered and wondered why she was telling me all this. I had asked without really expecting an answer, but a joking dismissal. It was a horribly private thing to bring up. But then I often wondered what it was about me that made people pour out their confidences. They’d air their dirty laundry as if I were some papist clergyman in a confessional. Perhaps it was my sympathetic face. Or maybe it was because one thing I had learned in life was one should never judge. At least not out loud.

“I’m such a fool, Alexander, a terrible fool. Because I do love him. I love him so much I—” She turned to me, smiled sadly, and reached out to squeeze my hand for comfort. I put my other hand on hers and pressed gently. Then I turned to look down and saw the fencers had paused, separated for a moment from their dance, resting and drinking water scooped up in ladles from a bucket. 

Stephen was staring at me now while elegantly dabbing delicate beads of sweat from his perfect forehead with a small white towel. And if he were indeed the living sculpture of a god, I knew right then I would be dead, a lightning bolt tearing through my brain from the hatred he was beaming at me. 

I quickly released Sarah’s hand, and the hatred in his gaze spread to a nasty smirk upon his lips and whispered words I couldn’t hear from where I sat, but ones I knew didn’t bode me any good. 

And yet, the man was beautiful, even in his mask of jealousy and hatred as Lucifer must have been, still angelic as he fell from heaven’s heights while cursing God.

I should have heeded the warning then.

★

Little did I know my lackadaisical attitude to practicing swordplay on those sunny mornings in the gym would render me almost helpless now before Stephen’s wild attack upon the stage. I should have taken Sarah’s words about Stephen’s jealous nature to heart. But who could have expected the pompous, harmless Stephen to go entirely off the rails?

It was almost as if he’d become possessed by his character in the play. Why was he so jealous of me, compared to any other man who’d made overtures to Sarah? So many had, before my mild attempts at friendship, because she was such a beauty. And because her talent on stage, far less flashy than Stephen’s and far more natural, drew admirers to hover around her like bees to nectar-laden flowers.

Could Stephen possibly think I was going to supplant him as another loveless husband in her affections? That their admittedly unique and special relationship would be broken by her affinity toward me? He knew damned well I was an admirer of men. One early knowing glance between us at a stagehand stripping off his paint-smeared shirt had let us each know where the other came from. Was Sarah only attracted to men who loved other men?

But I could hardly worry about such things now. As if he wielded a broadsword and not a rapier, Stephen swatted the edge of steel hard against my cheek. I felt like I’d been hit by the lash of a mishandled buggy whip and stumbled back. Happily, only the blade’s point was sharpened, and it didn’t break the skin, but it stung like hellfire.

I was determined not to make a scene or, rather, determined not to interrupt one. So, I clung valiantly to my assigned part in the play—a thwarted lover destined to lose. Otherwise, I would have just rushed Stephen, knocked him down, and punched him in the face, sword in his hands or no. His slim form and lack of actual fighting skill would have been no match for me. 

I’d battled wharf rats and thugs and fellow prison inmates in my time, so Stephen would have been nothing to subdue. But we had an audience and producers and theater critics gathered to witness. And I didn’t want my first real job on the stage to be my last by knocking out the lead actor of the play when my role didn’t even carry me to the second act.

At least for now, my longer reach and height and the little bit I’d garnered from my fencing lessons kept Stephen from coming too close to really hurt me. Still, the ungraceful flailing of my own sword against his wild attacks had to look embarrassing. And this was going on too long.

Luckily, Stephen’s anger and fatigue made him sloppy. He was so much better at this than me, but he didn’t have much stamina and couldn’t get in a real thrust. Also, once Sarah realized what was going on, she kept throwing herself at his arms, grabbing hold of him at risk to her own life and limb. Her efforts and my gyrations across the stage had kept me whole. So far.

I ducked as Sarah shouted at him, trying as best she could to stay in character. “Oh, no! Adolphus! No!” and “Spare him, please!” She improvised, giving me just enough time to dodge the most threatening of his thrusts.

But the narrowness of the stage area for our fight, and the damned velvet slippers I had to wear, finally tripped me up. I stumbled backward and fell between the footlights, spaced evenly three feet apart all across the front of the stage, whacking my head hard against the floor just near the edge. 

When I looked up, half dazed, Stephen, alias Adolphus, loomed over me with a demonic grin. He shoved Sarah violently aside as she made one last attempt to stop him, and he raised his sword to take the killing blow. I was paralyzed, not with fear but with disbelief, and from the near swoon at having cracked my skull so hard.

Luckily, the lights were the new electrics and not limelight, so my long hair did not burst into flame when I’d rolled too close. But the one I was nearest to was hot as Hades, even several inches from my face.

A woman in the audience was so caught up in the action she shrieked out “No!” in concert with poor Sarah, who was still steadfast in her role. I was doomed. But then Stephen’s sword slipped quickly between my chest and arm. 

Exactly as we’d rehearsed it. 

Except for one minor thing: he lunged deliberately too close to my inner arm. I felt the sharp pain as the unsheathed tip of his sword scored a quarter inch of my flesh and thudded into the wood beneath my silken shirt. The bastard!

It wasn’t about killing me after all, but about terrifying me, making me the fool upon the stage, and getting in a nasty cut as denouement. It was something of a relief though it hurt like hell.

“Let him die, as all traitors and false friends die! Behold your lover, wench, unmanned and killed before you!” Stephen shouted out his lines with more glee than he had shown all week throughout rehearsals.

I lay there motionless, trying to retain my part. But my arm burned like the devil’s flaming tongue was licking it, and there was blood seeping slowly through my shirtsleeve. And my face was frying so near the light. I fought off a shriek of my own as Stephen pulled free his sword from where it stood upright in the wood beneath me, for it scraped against my wounded arm again as it came free.

But I dared not move because I had to keep in character. If a corpse had any character to speak of.

I was furious and impotent. I’d fallen not where I was supposed to, but much too close to the edge of the stage. I was lucky I hadn’t tumbled over the lights and plunged headfirst into the orchestra pit some ten feet below.

From the corner of my eye, I could see grinning members of the orchestra and the front row of seated patrons beyond. I was strangely gratified by the audience’s rapt and open-mouthed attention—a much better reception than I’d imagined for our opening night in this somewhat silly play. 

Their reaction almost made the pain in my side worth it, though I’d be unable to appreciate their attention much longer. The play was less than halfway through, and my part was over, at least once my body was carried off the stage. It was the only hope I had of safe escape.

Sarah looked wide-eyed at the blood now staining my puffy white shirt. She struggled to kneel between the footlights and my body, as her part demanded, and wailed against the heavens and her looming husband, Adolphus. 

She pounded my chest, and I nearly joined her wailing as she hit once too close to my wounded arm. She was wildly distraught at my cruel and sudden death, at least in the part she played. But my close-up glance saw only fury and disgust in her eyes as she looked back and forth between my wound and her husband. Stephen stalked triumphantly about the stage, swinging his sword as if beckoning for applause.

As she struggled to get up then and to rave at her Adolphus, her too-well-upholstered pseudo-Renaissance gown caught on the nearest footlight, and she lost her balance.

Sarah cried out as she stumbled at the edge of the wooden stage, tilting to the pit below. I threw off my demise, and despite the agony of my side when the muscles strained, I managed to grab the bodice of her dress with one hand and held on tight to stop her fall. 

It was a transitory effort at best, for I saw the relief in her eyes turn to terror as the cheap seams of her flashy costume began to rip. The front piece pulled away in a spray of cheap costume jewels and tearing threads. I scrambled and spit a fake pearl from my mouth before it choked me, but couldn’t make a better grab as, to my dismay, she fell from the stage.

Luckily, the pause in her tumble caused by my seizing her front piece allowed the nearest orchestra members to react. They created a human net, catching her awkwardly but safely before she hit the hard oak floor below. 

Not knowing what else to do, six hefty musicians shoved her up by her amply padded bottom, and she scrambled back on stage. The show must go on, as they say. 

Unfortunately, the play was not intended to go on with the lead actress fully exposing her bosoms to the audience at large. There was laughter and frantic applause that all but drowned out any outrage as the first rows of spectators realized here was an extraordinary show they hadn’t paid for. I’m sure most of the audience was too far away to comprehend what all the pinkish-whiteness was. Sarah herself only realized a moment too late and valiantly crossed her arms. 

I was sure the gentlemen and perhaps a lady or two in the frontmost rows were disappointed at how short the incident really was. 

In any event, Sarah had nothing to be ashamed of. It was an accident. And her breasts were appropriate in size and shape so as to please the eye of those who cared for such things. 

Stephen rushed to her side and slapped her hard across the mouth—or at least it seemed that way to the audience. Sarah responded gratefully, slipping back into her role as well as into the extra fabric from the shoulders of her dress, which she pulled tightly closed around her. 

I still had a problem, though. As a corpse, it was a bit awkward for me to be sitting up, too obviously alive, staring at my murderer and my grieving lover.

So I did the only thing I could. I reached out helplessly to Sarah and improvised. “My love, goodbye! I die!” and fell back once again, shifting away from the edge of the stage and the orchestra pit as best I could, clutching my bloody arm with a wretched groan that was only part pretending.

This time I remembered to turn my face away from the audience and the lamplights; I tried to minimize my breathing as best I could despite my pain.

I lay there wondering about our coming reviews in tomorrow’s newspapers. Several reviewers were sitting out there, I knew, including those from the Tribune and the Sun. They were likely scribbling their hearts out in tiny notebooks for the early morning editions.

I could hardly wait.

★

The stage doctor tsk-tsked when he saw my wound. He poured some rubbing alcohol over it—no need to waste good gin—and uttered a tsk again at my startled hiss. Then he slapped a big piece of gauze and tape across the cut and sent me on my way without a word of either condolence or encouragement. 

I thought I would get some sympathy from the rest of the company and homage for having saved the day and possibly Sarah’s life. Instead, I was met with universal glares and mutterings by the other players and the stagehands. I went back to my cupboard of a dressing room. I brooded over both my insult and my injury, waiting until I heard the thunderous applause indicating the play was finally over. Two more rounds told me curtain calls were taken. I hoped it meant the play was a success, despite the minor mishap of my departure.

I left my tiny closet to go see what repercussions, if any, would result. And to give Stephen a piece of my mind and possibly my fist—to his stomach, of course, not that box-office-filling face—now he and I were both out of character and equally unarmed.

But when I got to the stage manager’s office, I saw a white-faced Sarah, a red-faced Stephen, and our esteemed producers all in a heated argument. Ominously, they were being watched by a pair of uniformed police officers, one of whom was taking notes.

“Someone sent for the cops about the obscenity in the play! They’re threatening to shut us down!” A pimple-faced chorus lad who played a pageboy in our script grabbed my arm and hissed at me sotto voce before I could approach the others. Whether he was warning me or threatening me or simply gloating over my discomfort was a toss-up. He was another of the company who had it in for me, as I’d rejected his advances just the other day. He was much too young for me.

“Just imagine what the papers are going to say—with all them critics sitting right up front and getting an eyeful! Mrs. Sarah’s career is probably ruined!”

I hadn’t thought of that. New York was on one of its proverbial anti-vice crusades, led by another Reverend Somebody-or-Other. And ours was a supposedly legitimate house of entertainment. Not a side-street bordello where such things might be acceptable on a tiny tableau stage. And for a private audience of refined older gentlemen of means. 

I waited until the policemen finally left and made my unwanted entrance. The arguments between the lovebirds and the management still raged on.

“He’s been bothering her for weeks. That’s why I tried to teach him a lesson,” Stephen sputtered, angrily pulling at his false beard as parts of it were already falling off. He was still mostly in costume but with the heavy waistcoat removed. “But then right on stage—he assaults her!” 

He saw me then. “Look at him! Pretending it was an accident. It was a deliberate attempt to humiliate and shame her for rejecting him. And for him to get his eyes on the loveliness he so much desired but was denied him!” It sounded like he was still playing Adolphus and not even realizing it.

“Stephen! Shut up, and don’t make things worse! It’s bad enough you told the police nonsense; don’t start believing it yourself. I’m mad enough at you as it is!” Sarah was still in her final costume, a voluminous nightdress—the clothes she wore when Adolphus strangled her at the end of the play and in which she took her curtain call. She had a woolen shawl, not part of the play, wrapped around her shoulders as if she was cold or still remembering her earlier exposure to the world. 

“He tried to rape you! There onstage!”

“That’s ridiculous!” I shouted at the blithering fool as I came forward to join the conversation, one hand pressed against my side.

“Of course it is,” said Arnie Johansson, the producer. Then his eyes widened. “But then it’s not! It’s the perfect solution. There’s still time to send notes to all the papers. How it was an attack on Sarah’s virtue by a scorned suitor. An attempt to destroy her, her husband, and the play all in one go. An attack fended off only by Stephen’s brilliant swordsmanship!”

“What?” I squeaked out in disbelief, my voice a full octave higher than usual. 

“I’ll go to the World myself. Willie, their theater critic, is a friend of mine, and he’ll write up the story the way we want it. He’ll be so angry he didn’t come himself to get an eyeful, he’ll be delighted to get the ‘true’ story before the other papers do. Especially since it’s so much more a juicy tale than we simply had a tawdry accident—we might even make the front page if we play our cards right. Sarah will be the pitiful victim and Stephen the hero. It will be perfect—and keep the police off our backs. And maybe invigorate the idea of the ‘lovers of the century’ in the public’s mind.”

“But what about me? I’ll be arrested.” I felt it necessary to point out.

“Oh, don’t worry. We won’t press charges. Just fire you. That should be enough to satisfy everyone. If they arrest you, it will just be for a minor indecency charge. You’ll hardly be in jail any time at all, and I’m sure we can do something about helping with any fine—”

“No company will hire me again!”

“Oh, well, dear boy, these things happen. Best to take it like a man. Good of the whole and all. We’ll give you some severance. Despite your looks, you aren’t God’s gift to the theater anyway, are you? I mean, you can manage the part of the handsome young swain well enough. But your acting and the sloppy swordplay at the end there. I was taking notes backstage and was going to talk to you about it afterward. So it hardly matters. I would have probably recast your part in a week or two anyway.

“At least, this way, you’ll do the play some good.”

And so, they threw me out into the streets. More or less. They did let me pack up my few belongings from my makeup stand in the narrow-mirrored cupboard room I shared with two other bit players, neither of whom cared enough to say goodbye. Though one of them kindly held the stage door open as I left.

One or two theater groupies were still lingering on, hoping to get a glimpse of the famous lovers. They were gravely disappointed as I scuttled away, disappearing with my arms clutched around my suitcase into the dark, still nursing my painful side.


Chapter Two

True to his word, Johansson had given me a handful of bills and some coins from his pocket—the quickest way to be rid of me without creating a burden on his conscience. I spent a whole dollar of the money on a significant bout of overnight drinking. Happily, I could feast on the free half sandwich of grisly ham and a thick swab of mustard provided with every beer and whiskey shot. 

Blinking disgustedly at the morning sun, which I was sure found me equally disgusting, I surrendered one of my smaller coins to a young newsie. I grabbed a copy of the morning’s World from his grubby hands and proceeded from the corner of Sixth and West Twenty-Third Street on my long walk back to my rooming house. I was no longer affluent enough to waste money on a cab. And besides, the cabbie’s horse might spit in my eye for the way I reeked of booze. 

Clumsily folding the paper and reading it as I walked, I found the play’s review was just as our producer had predicted–or ghostwritten for his critic friend, more likely. 

Mr. William Winter’s chronicle of the night’s events discreetly referred to Mrs. Sarah Knowles’s unfortunately displayed breasts as an unintended revelation of her delicate and shapely throat by the clumsiness or perfidy of her co-player, Alexander Collier—we cannot elevate him to the level of costar—whose lackluster performance as her doomed suitor nearly doomed the play itself as much as almost killed the heroine.

At least they spelled my name right.

Once the unfortunate Mr. Collier’s happily thereafter silent corpse was carried from the stage, the beautiful actress was able to adjust her costume and regain her aplomb after her harrowing bout with near death and nearer scandal to give a nuanced and rousing performance right up to the moment of her own brutal demise at the hands of her vile husband, played to fine form and villainy by her real-life spouse, Stephen Knowles. Their collective performance shows they are still the perfect husband and wife team whose future exploits might rival those of any we have seen. Though as for Mrs. Knowles, her star shines perhaps a bit brighter, if only for her matchless charm and beauty both on and off the stage.

This chronicler learned from the manager of Abbey’s Theater, where the misadventure took place, that the New York Police Department became briefly involved in this affair d’ decolletage as a scandalized attendee in one of the rows closest to the stage reported the incident to them as one of an obscene nature. 

By then, Mr. Collier had eluded questioning–having rightfully been fired on the spot by the producer of the play the moment he was carried off the stage–and disappeared to whatever anonymity he so rightly deserves. My contacts in the department assure me he will be found and put to question to determine if he had any ulterior motive for his suspicious actions. However, the police have determined to their satisfaction that, as far as the theater management and the other actors, especially Mrs. Knowles, were concerned, they were all the victims of Mr. Collier’s actions. And, as for the sensibilities of the more tender members of the audience, they should perhaps not have attended a play noted for its violence and its otherwise tasteful depiction of the excesses resulting from human decadence and female frailty, which formed the necessary basis for the final moral of the play.

I threw the paper angrily into the nearest Sanitary Commission waste container. It was the first time I had used one of the convenient receptacles newly placed on several street corners. They were part of Colonel Waring’s effort to clean up the city. The minute I did so, I saw another nearby young newsie dash to the bin, fish out the crumpled World, and smooth its pages in preparation for reselling. He couldn’t have been more than ten years old, so more power to his industry at such an early age.

I stalked away down the street, seething with righteous anger. And a goodly bit of fear tightening my stomach, or perhaps it was just dyspepsia. It was hard to tell between them, as the ham in the sandwich I ate might not have been the best.

I honestly didn’t know what infuriated me more–the review of my acting, the treachery of my former employers for throwing me to the wolves of public opinion, or the fact the police were looking for me.

I could do nothing about the first two, but I had some clear choices as to the last. I could either flee the city, following Horace Greeley’s command to “Go West, young man,” or I could turn myself in and try to explain to the police what really happened.

Unfortunately, I had insufficient funds to make the journey back to Chicago, or the wilderness beyond, a plausible escape. Johansson’s so-called generosity in paying me off might keep me eating for a week or two, but that was it. 

And I was not stupid enough to believe going voluntarily to the police was a good idea. It would get me nothing other than several weeks in Blackwell Prison for public mischief or possibly even gross indecency. And suppose they tied me to my previous criminal record and my prior time in jail for the incident that made me leave the Pinkertons? In that case, I might be sent away for a year or more on general principles of public safety, depending on the judge.

I knew I should have changed my name after I got out of prison. I was not so bad off as an American version of Hugo’s Jean Valjean, but it was close. My only hope was to lie low until the cause célèbre went from being a two-day wonder to just a dim memory. Soon enough, the readers of the endless cycle of newspaper headlines would get bored, and the police would lose interest. I feared that would take at least a week or two. 

And in the meantime, my desperate need was to find a job.

Because after several days of searching, it rapidly became apparent no one would hire me. Certainly not as an actor. And other than my looks and my health, I had nothing to offer more than the thousands of other job seekers haplessly seeking hope in the lingering aftermath of the Panic of ’93. 

I could prove I could read and write. I looked presentable. But nobody was going to hire me as a common laborer when a hundred muscular Poles or husky Slavs straight off a European farm would do. And for any more desirable job, I needed references. And a past. Or at least something I could feel safe talking about.

Two weeks slid by without employment. But at least I was done dodging the police. True to their word, the theater company did not press charges, and the cops were too lazy to keep looking on their own with no promise of reward from a wealthy victim. But by then, my money was gone, and only a deft avoidance of the day manager kept me from being thrown out of my rooming house for not paying rent. A prison cell might ultimately be a better choice than sleeping on the streets.

I admit I was somewhat discouraged as I snuck back into my tiny room after a long and all too typical day of futile job seeking. I had been turned down for sales positions by two tobacconists, a parfumier, and a pompous notions counter matron who sneered at me as if I were some Bohemian wretch crawled in from the gutter to ruin her morning coffee break.

I was too depressed, barely had enough money to eat, and had to spend what I did have on clean cardboard dickeys for the job search. I couldn’t afford to launder my shirts—which might have fallen apart at the seams for the effort—much less buy new ones. So, there was nothing to it but for me to abandon all hope that evening and head off to one of the more discreet fairy bars nearby. To drown my sorrows in drink. Which was cheaper than eating at a restaurant because you could take a free stale pretzel and a brined pickle or two from the bar as you ordered your gin or beer.

And of course, the moment I entered, who should I see but the last person in the world I desired to meet again? There, surrounded by vapid and handsome young men, giggling and fawning over him as if they were starstruck young ladies, the imperial Stephen Knowles held court. 

He must have just come from the theater, for I could see a touch of unremoved makeup on his left cheek. He was slipping in his toilette, and it gave me a moment’s comfort. Until I realized this minor bit of dishabille was more likely a studied gesture designed to make him seem more gloriously human—for a tin-plated Greek god. 

I turned to leave in disgust, when who should I stumble into but the vibrant Sarah? She came bursting into the bar with her own entourage of rowdy young men. From the looks of them, I surmised the clear majority would rather be her than bed her. They worshipped her as Stephen’s wife and as a famous actress gowned in the most delicate satin and silk rather than as a woman. 

Sarah tried to push by me, annoyed as I blocked her way, until I grabbed her arm gently, and she saw in an instant who I was.

“Alexander! It’s you. I’ve been looking everywhere, and suddenly, here you are! I kept sending my maid to find you at your rooms, but you were never around. And I didn’t trust having her leave a note.”

She laughed, her smile as bright as her daffodil-colored gown. “I should have known to look for you here. And him,” her glance toward her husband was simultaneously sad and angry and far less affectionate, now, than the look she had given me.

“Boys, get us some drinks,” she addressed no one in particular in her crowd of followers. “Alexander and I are going to find a table. Preferably one as far away from the bar as we can get.” She pulled me toward one corner of the crowded ballroom saloon the farthest away from Stephen. We sidled through various men in suits and men dressed as women, and women dressed as men, and those who knew who they were and dressed the way they felt. 

Several pairs and triplets in various couplings danced together, moving between the scattered tables to the pounding rhythms of the mostly Negro orchestra. A dark and handsome piano player banged on the keys with gusto, backed by two banjos, a harmonica, and a skinny white boy pulling on a shiny brass trombone. 

“I feel terrible about what happened!” Sarah shouted in my ear after various quieter attempts at conversation failed. The noise of music and laughter in the dance hall was overwhelming. “I found a possible job for you, with an occasional employer of mine who needs unique people to help him sometimes. He’s an eccentric. Quite bizarre, in truth. You will love him or hate him, but he’s always on the up and up with those who work for him.”

She pressed a thick, embossed business card into my hand with the simple word “Consultations” on the front and a posh upscale address on the back. 

“I told him all about you, and he’s quite eager to meet you. He’s expecting you at any time. Don’t stand on ceremony. Just go. There’s not a lot of time for what he’s planned. So, I would suggest seeing him tomorrow. Or no later than Thursday. If you’re lucky, he’ll take a shine to you, and you’ll be in clover again. I promise. Trust me, Alexander. This is the least I can do after what Stephen…after what Stephen and I put you through.”

“I’m just grateful you cleared up everything with the police for me,” I shouted back in her ear. “I don’t need you feeling guilty. This wasn’t your fault. It’s your damned husband.”

She put her hand on mine and shook her head. I realized I would not win any favors by attacking the man she still hopelessly loved, despite everything. She knew him for exactly what he was—both in his sexual peccadilloes and his total lack of moral fiber. It didn’t matter.

“All right,” I said. “I’ll see this mysterious employer of yours. And thank you. But nobody’s going to want me acting for them anymore. If he casts me in a production, the critics will tear it apart. My infamy on stage precedes me.”

She grinned. “It’s not that sort of job,” she said. “Though I suppose it is acting of a sort. You’ll see. Just talk to him. Brother Sebastian is quite something—”

“Brother Sebastian?”

“Brother Sebastian. Sebastian Fellows. Friend and consultant to all the finest, richest people of New York.”

“You don’t mean the Mad Monk!” I said, too loudly, even in this din. I knew the name from all the newspapers. Who didn’t? He was the toast of high society and yet the bane of many a righteous citizen of New York. A defrocked mountebank, a charlatan, a teller of fortunes, robber of widows, and father of lies to hear them tell it in countless letters to the editor. “You work for him?”

“Sometimes. You’ll see.” Then her eyes widened.

“Damn. Stephen is getting restless. I can see it from here. If I don’t grab him up now, he’ll leave with one of those doe-eyed gentlemen, and I won’t see him for another week except on stage. He’s in that sort of mood lately. I’ve got to go.” She touched my shoulder with a passing goodbye and rushed away to try and capture her man from being trapped in a spider’s web of his own weaving. 

I sighed, as much for myself as for Sarah and her strange marriage, and I looked at the card again.

The Mad Monk! What was I getting myself into? Or rather, what was Sarah getting me into? How in heaven’s name had their two paths ever crossed?

But beggars couldn’t be choosers. And I needed a job, any job at present, or soon enough, I’d be begging for money or selling my shopworn favors out on the streets.

So, I found myself just before noon on August 20, upon the opulent doorstep of the East Fifteenth Street mansion, near Gramercy Park, with cap on head and the now-grubby business card in my hand. I had spent half the night playing with it in my fingers, deciding whether to go or not.

Two small stone griffins flanked me on the stoop as if on guard against my sorry state. The mansion’s front was covered with white marble, mimicking its Fifth Avenue betters’ more studied opulence. But it was a veneer over the brownstone underneath, as I could tell by the building’s sides that had yet to be recast in the latest style.

The mansion was surrounded by a narrow band of trees and gardens except on the street front. I noticed a small stable stood in the back. Such a large plot of landscaped property for a single dwelling was an oddity in the center of New York, almost as peculiar a conceit as Central Park. 

I finally drummed up the courage to mount the ten concrete steps to the ornate double door. The Mad Monk’s young factotum, who introduced himself as Wilfred Doherty, stepped out of the five-story mansion to greet me as if he had been waiting for some time. I thought it odd the servant who answered the door would tell me his name, but that was the least peculiar thing I’d encounter in this household.

The young man was shorter than me by a good eight inches. He was thin and freckled and yet good-looking in an awkward, elfin sort of way. Still, he wore his expensive butler’s suit to perfection, and his patent leather shoes were shined to a mirror. His hair was just as black and slicked down like a window mannequin’s in a department store. If I ever had the pleasure to play a household minion on the stage, I knew I would try to mimic this Wilfred—a true example of the breed.

He took my cap with barely a glance of pity at its sorry charms.

“Brother Sebastian is waiting,” he commented and led me in.

I refused to respond to the deliberate annoyance he somehow placed in those few words—as if keeping his master waiting was an insult to all the royalty of the world. I was just, well, an out-of-work ex-convict. 

How could they even have known I would be coming anyway? Sarah had only suggested it last night. Were they all so sure of my desperation? 

I stared at the back of Wilfred’s head as we walked, sensible of how his brightly starched collar wasn’t frayed and graying as was mine. I resented the fact I couldn’t face down the look of superiority in his dark-brown eyes. They looked at me from beneath prominent black brows that seemed out of place on his slightly heart-shaped face. 

He had effectively put me in my place, as I imagined any good butler had the ability to do, despite his comparatively diminutive height. So, I amused myself thinking his ears, which splayed outward slightly from his head, were unnecessarily large for proper hearing. Though they were well-formed and attractive in their way. 

Moments later, I walked into the Mad Monk’s study. Or should I say Brother Sebastian’s study? I was still unsure how much of everything about the man was real and what must be affectation—part of the charlatan spiritualist game at which he played. For what would a cassocked monk be doing in the heart of New York City in an expensive mansion with servants at his beck and call?

“Mr. Alexander Collier,” Wilfred announced me to the supposedly great man, suddenly without a hint of peevishness in his now deep, butler tones.

And the overture to my new life began.


Chapter Three

Brother Sebastian, a vast, gray-bearded man, sat in his study in a massive red leather chair, so dark it was almost black. If I’d sat in that big and deep a chair, I would have almost disappeared in it, and I was not a small man. But he was huge in height as well as girth. I could tell from the length of his legs, though, of course, he was not standing. For most strikingly, he had one foot stretched out before him, wrapped in voluminous bandages and resting on a plush upholstered stool, dyed red-black to match the chair. He reached out his hand as I approached but did not rise. It thrust from the voluminous folds of his white-bleached monk’s cassock and shook mine vigorously.

“Forgive me for not standing, Mr. Collier. Gout is the bane of my existence. And the doctors have imprisoned me this way. Or some might say my appetites have done so, and God is prematurely punishing me for my sins of gluttony in this life, without waiting for the next.”

I smiled at his little joke, but I didn’t know otherwise how to answer. He was obviously in pain when he stretched out his arm to greet me. 

I sat as he bade me into another deep leather chair, not quite so large, that faced his, and I almost knocked my knee into the broad desk beside him. He rested one elbow on the desk, where lay a newspaper, the Sun, and a green porcelain cup with the dregs of tea or coffee in it. The oak top of the desk was stained a deep brown, its pattern of wood swirls almost invisible in the room’s dim lighting. 

The erstwhile monk leaned back and folded his powerful hands with thick, fat fingers upon the great expanse of his belly like a statue of the Buddha and beamed at me with a benevolent smile. As if I were a lost sheep come back to the fold. Off and on, he played with the carved wooden cross with its ivory victim hanging on a long chain about his neck, as if he were about to lift it and bless me.

It was an almost theatrical experience, confronting the massive, still-tonsured monk in his ill-lit study. The room smacked of English Victorian rather than simple American mores in its overly furnished state, which favored a combination of grotesque opulence and studied refinement. Book-lined shelves covered two walls from floor to ceiling. There were too many small tables, crowded with flower-filled vases and artful figurines. 

Several bulky chairs stood throughout the room. All were leather and dyed the same dark-russet hue and had thick, matching wooden legs carved with curlicues the same as the one I sat on. (I suppose given the monk’s massive physicality, bulky chairs were as much a practical matter as one of taste.) 

Still, there was a comfortable feeling to it all that made one want to curl up on the small, overstuffed sofa by the fireplace, unlit in the summer heat, and read the newspaper. And perhaps snort a snifter of brandy—to be brought grudgingly by a subservient Wilfred, of course—and fall asleep. I hadn’t slept well these past several days, though not so much from worry about my future. I was more afraid the landlady might burst into the apartment in the middle of the night with hired thugs and throw me out.

For the most part, modernity had not made its mark in the old-fashioned room. The gas-lamp fixtures were not yet retooled with the new electric bulbs as I’d have expected with such wealth as his. Instead, small flames danced within the sintered globes, providing a comfortable, pale glow. Brother Sebastian did have some concessions to technology. Instead of yanking a rope pull to summon Wilfred to bring coffee for himself and beer for me, the monk calmly popped a corklike top from a long copper tube jutting from behind his desk to beside his chair and whistled down his order to the kitchen.

Even stranger in these surroundings, an Edison Universal Stock Printer graced one corner of the room. The machine occasionally spit forth some arcane message from Wall Street while we sat and talked. Its ticker-tape paper slithered to the deep-red carpet covering the floor of the monk’s study in a pattern of faded roses and twining leaves.

I caught Wilfred staring at me beneath dark lashes as he placed a bottle of beer and a glass on a small table of deepest mahogany beside my chair. Before I could even reach to pour it myself, he quickly did the honors. He placed the cut-crystal goblet filled with foaming liquid upon a wooden coaster bearing a coat-of-arms featuring two griffins upholding a golden shield. The beasts were painted versions of the stone creatures poised outside upon the stoop. 

To the master of the house, Wilfred presented another small, green-lacquered porcelain cup of steaming coffee bolstered with clotted cream till it was almost white. I thought of asking for coffee myself, given the time of day, but I didn’t want to offend their hospitality. I suppose I should have been touched they knew beer was generally my drink of choice. Sarah must have told them. But I was more annoyed. I was having trouble staying awake as it was. Though the beer, admittedly, was wonderfully chilled and very smooth.

Before I could even thank him, Wilfred scooped up the empty beer bottle in one hand with the silver serving tray under his arm and the empty cup from the desk in the other. Then he disappeared from the room with silent efficiency, leaving us alone. I pulled my eyes from his elegant and nicely slim form and turned them back to Brother Sebastian.

The monk and I then sipped our drinks in companionable silence, punctuated by an occasional remark upon the unseasonably hot weather and the antics of the Yellow Kid in yesterday’s New York Sun. Brother Sebastian blew upon his coffee and sipped it with a delicacy that belied his size. The dainty cup seemed like a tiny bird in his massive hands. I made what small replies I could to keep up the conversation but did not know what else to say. 

Now that I was here, I had no urge to seal my fate and no idea what was wanted of me. This was all too very strange. But part of me was relieved when the monk finally got down to business as if some set period of social amenities had been honored and now could be forgotten.

Brother Sebastian Fellows was a renegade Trappist monk—or so people claimed. Trappist monks were a wretched thing of the Catholic Church—a minor order I had never heard of before our first meeting. A remarkable group—dedicated to poverty, chastity, manual labor, and amazingly enough—silence. He certainly looked the part of a monk—though more Friar Tuck than such a grim ascetic as the Trappists surely must be, with such a list of proscriptions. All this I learned later—not from the man himself, of course. His only remaining homage to the vow of silence he had once taken seemed to be to never talk about his former life. 

Now I know this sounds peculiar, but despite his religion, he certainly did not seem to me at the time to be the epitome of an evil papist. Though I didn’t know him very well at that point, I had to admit. He hardly seemed the type to exert himself to the ruination of our country. Nor was he one to join in with the machinations of a horde of Irish, Polish, and Italian immigrants, despite the hidden Irish brogue I’d heard lurking deep within Wilfred’s voice. 

“Mr. Collier. I find myself at something of a loss. I wish to hire someone of your inestimable talents; at least, that is the high praise Mrs. Sarah Knowles heaped upon you. But among the encomiums she thrust upon your person was a ridiculous penchant for honesty. Now, your prison record, I find a comforting counterpoint to this. It is gratifying to know you were thrown out of the Pinkertons and jailed for some sufficiently grievous offense. So, despite your apparent honesty, you are not above breaking the law.”

“They were the ones breaking the law!” I protested but could not bring myself to say more. It was a time I tried hard to forget. And it was nobody’s business but my own. Certainly not this nosy monk’s!

“Nevertheless, you were fired from the Pinkertons and served just over a year in one of the roughest prisons in Chicago. With all your limbs still whole and your handsome face intact. Quite a feat all around, I would say.”

He spoke about my shame as if it were something honorable, and I did not know how to react or what I should reply. Much less wonder how he had found out so much about me. However, Sarah did know some of it. And I suppose there were public records. And the telegraph, since he seemed rich enough to pay. But why all this trouble just for me? What kind of job was this supposed to be?

“So, I will be blunt. I will press upon you now for your word of honor as a gentleman. You will not divulge anything I am about to say in this office to anyone outside this house. Excepting perhaps Mrs. Knowles if you feel the need of a confidant,” he said.

“Gentleman!” I sputtered. He knew nothing of me if he thought I was a gentleman. 

“I am not talking about your birth or station, Mr. Collier, but your soul. Your soul is one of a gentleman. And if you give your word, I know I can trust you.” 

“What if you are going to try and embroil me in a papist plot against the city or the governor? Or ask me to assassinate some hated rival of yours? I can’t agree to such terms. I would go to the authorities in an instant.”

“As well you should, Mr. Collier. Or may I call you Alexander? As I hope we shall be working closely together in future, and I consider all of my compatriots a sort of extended family.” His beaming face of benevolence was starting to wear upon me as if it were too good to be true, but I nodded. 

“Good, then Alexander it is. And you, of course, may call me Brother Sebastian. 

“Well, Alexander, there is no mayhem involved. Though what I am proposing is not strictly legal, I swear no one will be harmed or feel any pain beyond a stiff blow to their ego. And perhaps some minor monetary loss, which to them will be as nothing, but to you might seem a princely sum indeed.”

“Theft?” I said, astounded, teasing out what he was saying. 

“Perhaps some would see it as such. But the theft of something the person in question has no right themselves to own. Has stolen, in a way. Morally for certain, if not perhaps criminally.”

“This sounds like hair-splitting to justify your own crimes,” I told him.

“Perhaps, and I will let you be the final judge as to whether the end justifies the means in this case. And whether you will join us.” He fingered his crucifix. 

“I will give you all the details to help you make up your mind. If you only promise not to reveal them to anyone else should you decide against joining us. Not the police. And especially not to the personage involved. Upon your honor as a gentleman. Upon the contract of the handshake we shared when you came in.”

I looked at his bright, sharp blue eyes in his vast, bearded face and wondered how the hell I had become involved in this. What could Sarah have to do with this man? Much less think I would want to be a party to such a shady business. Mad Monk, indeed! The newspapers were right!

“I see you are not convinced. I look at the hour, and it appears it is lunchtime. I must take my rest up in my room for an hour or so with my foot upraised even farther, by my doctor’s orders, and consume some foul-tasting medicine. An unappealing repast of pale soup and brown bread will go with it, and I would not dream of inflicting such a meal upon anyone not in such dire straits as I. 

“You, on the other hand, shall go to the kitchen and savor the bounty of my inestimable chefs. Whose food would be a daily benefit you would enjoy, should you join us and live here. I am sure we can provide somewhat more comfortable accommodations than those you now enjoy. And meeting Thomas and his wife should convince you we are not a monstrous den of thieves intent on ravishing the innocent of this city.” He looked behind me. 

“Ah, Wilfred, you noted the time. Please take Alexander here to the kitchen. And then return, and I shall avail myself of your strong shoulder and this doughty cane to make my way upstairs to take my nap.”

He must have seen my disbelief as I looked from his massive frame to Wilfred’s short and frail-looking form.

“Do not look so distressed, Alexander. I will not be dragging Wilfred down several flights of stairs to his doom with my unseemly weight. I have an elevator apparatus installed, and he will merely help me to it. And then into bed.

“We will talk more later this afternoon. And there will be a reading. I have a special client coming in. Perhaps she will help you make up your mind, one way or the other.”

★

“You’d be a fool not to join us,” Wilfred said, almost inaudibly as he led me down a long wood-paneled corridor. The narrow walls were filled with paintings of dainty landscapes with fantasy creatures of mythical design cavorting in them. Cupids and satyrs and unicorns and fauns and other such nonsense seemed a repeated theme.
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