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  For Roger Lane


  Prologue: Armstrong
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  THE CUSTER LUCK, HE SAID, COINING IT IN HIS LETTERS TO LIBBIE in the last year of the Rebellion. It had fallen on him at the outset like a blessing; God had touched his shoulder, had whispered in his ear. A promise.

  He’d reported to the Adjutant’s Office three days before Bull Run, coming straight from West Point, and inside of twenty-four hours had been chosen by General Scott himself to carry dispatches to General McDowell down at Centreville.

  “You’re not afraid of a night ride, are you?” said General Scott.

  “I’m not afraid of anything, sir.”

  “Then I guess you’ll do,” said the fat old general.

  He crossed Long Bridge at candle lighting under a rising moon. He found the Fairfax Road as ordered and cantered on into the warm, sweet Virginia night, happier than he’d ever been. The road was hoof-dug and rutted and milky-gray in the moonlight. Dark woods pressed in on either side. The horse was named Wellington; Custer had ridden him in cavalry exercises at the Point. He was jet-black with white socks and a forehead blaze. He had high withers and a deep chest, a good strong mount, and Custer cantered him along in a kind of ecstasy, as if the scented air and moonlight were intoxicants, drunk rather than breathed. Owls and night birds called in the blackness of the woods. Wellington’s hooves thudded rhythmically.

  Here and there, in small clearings, stood cabins of notched chinked logs with stone chimneys, and a few ramshackle plank outbuildings. The cabins were dark but inhabited, he knew, by the lingering smell of woodsmoke. He passed an abandoned plantation, its windows broken and a couple of outbuildings burned to the ground, and he wondered where the residents had gone, and where the Negroes had. He’d been told to keep an eye out for partisans, to get off the road if he heard horses approaching, but he knew that none would, as he would know, in the coming years, that he would not die in battle.

  Here it was, the Custer Luck, and it held true and inviolate all the way to Appomattox: Brandy Station, Aldie, Gettysburg, Falling Waters, Yellow Tavern, Trevilian Station, Winchester. He was the Boy General, always at the front of the charge, always in the thick of moiling horses, slashing sabers, men shooting each other point-blank. He went straight at batteries firing canister, scattering the artillerists, shooting them down as they ran. The ecstasy of that first night ride would sweep him up, carry him into fights at the front of his men, who loved him for it. His hair rippled to his shoulders, and he wore a jacket of black velvet, gold-embroidered, a blue sailor’s shirt, a scarlet cravat. He wore gilt spurs. Horses were killed under him, but no ball or shell fragment so much as grazed him. He never questioned this, never wondered why not. Because he knew.

  General McClellan loved him. General Pleasonton did. General Sheridan. At Appomattox it was George Armstrong Custer who rode out to receive the flag of truce that ended the war. General Sheridan gave him the writing table—sent it to Libbie, with a courtly note of thanks—on which Lee and Grant had signed the surrender. He had, in the final days, captured four trains carrying food and ordnance, and when Confederate artillery tried to drive him away from the depot, he’d charged the guns and taken them too.

  Then came the Grand Review. The day was perfect, a brilliant blue sky, not too hot, spectators clotted along both sides of Pennsylvania Avenue, patriotic bunting adorning the brick row houses and big hotels, which only a few days ago had been hung with black crepe for Lincoln. A two-day parade, upward of two hundred thousand fighting men, from the Capitol to the President’s House. Custer wore his velvet jacket, the red cravat, a black hat with a gold cord and silver star. His hair, he well knew, was golden in the sunshine. Curls cascading down. On the first day there were seven miles of cavalry, it was said, and Merritt and Custer led them, moving at a stately walk, raising slow roils of dust. The spectators were in holiday spirits and well turned out, the men in frock coats, the women and girls in dresses in bright summer colors. Women fluttered handkerchiefs; girls threw nosegays and single roses. He could feel the women and girls watching him, the adhesion of their gazes. He could hear the men call out to him.

  “Go it, General!”

  “Looking splendid, General!”

  “Here’s to you, General. The Union forever!”

  Then, where the Avenue bent at Fifteenth Street just short of the President’s House, a girl darted into the roadway before anyone could stop her. She had golden hair like Custer’s and wore an indigo dress, and she came running at him with ardor in her eyes, holding her skirt to keep it from dragging and in the other hand raising a nosegay of red roses. Custer checked his horse. The girl thrust the bouquet up at him, smiling, and as Custer leaned to take it, his mount—his name, providentially, was Don Juan—reared, nearly throwing him, and bolted.

  He was past the reviewing stand—Johnson, Grant, Seward, all of them—by the time he stopped Don Juan. He’d lost his hat. Don Juan now was dancing sideways, nodding frantically, still aquiver with the fright the girl had given him. Custer held him, then reined him around and spurred him back to his place at the front of the column, checked him again, hard, and wheeled about to resume the parade, neat as you please. Applause, hurrahs, rose on either side of the Avenue, and afterward people said it was the rip-staver of the entire Review, both days, and some that he’d done it on purpose, but he had not. He had wanted to have the roses and speak to the girl.

  “George Armstrong Custer,” he’d have said, leaning to take the flowers, “at your service.”

  But Don Juan had reared and run, and in that exhilarating minute or two when he’d checked the horse and calmed him and brought him back, the girl had vanished forever. He had never even known her name.


  PART ONE

  The Girl I Left Behind Me
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  One
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  THE DOORMAN AT THE WILLARD ADMITTED HIM WORDLESSLY, AND Allen thanked him and crossed the columned rotunda with his valise and topcoat, his footsteps ringing hollowly on the tessellated floor. Two men on a leather sofa stopped talking and watched him pass. One of them leaned forward and tapped cigar ash into a cuspidor. The concierge straightened, brightened, and set his hands on the desktop.

  “You’ll be young Winslow,” he said.

  Allen nodded and put down his valise, his topcoat. The two men on the sofa resumed talking.

  “Miss Deschenes is in the dining room,” the concierge said. “You’re to go right on in.” He glanced at the two men on the sofa and leaned closer and lowered his voice. “She’s in there with General Custer.”

  Allen looked at him. “Say again?”

  “Think I’m joking you,” the concierge said.

  “No,” Allen said. He looked off over the rotunda. Potted plants, the imperious leather furniture. It didn’t surprise him. Nothing would. Buffalo Bill Cody. The King of England. “What’s General Custer doing in Washington?”

  “Testifying in front of Congress. I’m surprised you ain’t heard. There’s been a big stir about it. The general’s been spilling some beans. There’s crooks getting rich off the Indians and army both. Post traders and Indian agents and such. Cheating them. Paying big bribes in Washington for the chance. People’ll go to jail before this is over. Friends of the president, I’m talking about.”

  “Good for General Custer,” Allen said.

  “Maybe not. The president’s right huffed about it.”

  The concierge rotated the leather-bound register, dipped a pen, and passed it to Allen. Allen bent and wrote his name, wrote Phillips Academy, Andover, Mass., and returned the pen. The concierge turned, hunted around on the wall till he found the room key in its cubbyhole.

  “Come to see the play at the National, did you?” he said.

  “If I’m here long enough.”

  “Miss Deschenes said two nights.”

  “Then I guess I’ll see it.”

  “Your own mother in it, I guess you better. Room number four-thirty-seven, but you best go on in to supper. The bellboy’ll take your valise up.”

  “I was hoping to bathe,” Allen said.

  “Miss Deschenes and the general have been at table over an hour,” the concierge said. “You best go on in.”

  “Is there a washroom about?”

  “Down the corridor, just past the barbershop. I wouldn’t be long, I was you.”
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  He was dressed in his uniform, Union-blue jacket with gold braid on the shoulders and gold tassels on gold cords dangling on his chest, light-blue trousers with the yellow cavalry stripe. His hair was neither long nor golden, as Allen had always heard, but reddish-blond and cut short and carelessly, as if he’d done it himself with a pair of dull scissors. The hairline had moved well back. He wore a bushy, untended-looking mustache. A slender unremarkable man but for the bladelike nose and deep-set agate-blue eyes. He had risen, smiling, as Allen approached the table, the smile implicit under the tuft of his mustache.

  “I’m sorry,” Allen said. “The train was late out of Boston and then . . .”

  “We know,” his mother said. “We sent a man around to the station.” She pushed her chair back and rose. “Hello, darling.”

  Allen stepped into the tentacles of her embrace, her blossom-smell of powder and perfume. There was a sour-sweet tang of wine on her breath. Her shoulders were bare, and she wore a pale green dress of taffeta or satin, with white satin gloves to her elbows. The dress matched her eyes. She brushed Allen’s cheek with hers and kissed the air.

  “And now,” she said, stepping back, “may I present the great Indian fighter . . .”

  “Lieutenant Colonel Custer,” Custer said.

  “General Custer,” Allen’s mother said.

  “My brevet rank during the Rebellion,” Custer said. “I’m only a poor colonel now.”

  His hand was as small as a woman’s and his grip easy, not insistent, something you could decline or accept, as you chose.

  “Call him General, Allen,” his mother said. “He loves it.”

  “It’s a pleasure, sir,” Allen said.

  “Let’s do sit down,” said Mary Deschenes.

  The dining room was oak-paneled, with maroon curtains and red and gold carpeting that deadened sound. Gas chandeliers and wall lamps gave down a muted, churchy light. There were four or five other parties still at table, and Allen knew by their silence that they were watching Custer and the beautiful bare-shouldered woman, whom they may have recognized but would have looked at, anyway. Now they’d be wondering who Allen was.

  “Have some wine, darling.” She reached for the bottle.

  “No, Mother.”

  “Oh Christ,” she said.

  “Quite right, Allen,” Custer said.

  She turned to him, still gripping the bottle, and their gazes met and they smiled. Allen wondered how long this had been going on.

  “Armstrong doesn’t approve of drinking,” she said and lifted the bottle and refilled her own glass. Her hand was steady. The jade-green eyes were wine-lit but clear. “He won’t even pour it for me,” she said. She smiled at Allen, raised her glass, and toasted him wordlessly. Her shoulders were finely sculpted and very white. Her black hair was gathered above her neck in a chignon.

  “Mother,” he said, “what’s this about?”

  But the waiter had come. He handed Allen a menu bound in calfskin. Talk had resumed at the other tables, muffled and confidential-sounding.

  “Try the oysters, Allen,” Custer said.

  “Allen doesn’t like oysters,” his mother said. “Tell Allen why you don’t drink, Armstrong.”

  Custer eyed her mildly. He turned, winked at Allen. “The spring lamb, then,” he said.

  The waiter stood gravely by, and Allen wondered what he made of this and if he was accustomed to witnessing such illicit and blatant goings-on. He read the menu. He wondered if Custer was married and thought he must be.

  “Chicken gumbo,” he said. “Spring lamb.”

  The waiter scribbled it on his pad.

  “Mashed potatoes. Lima beans. Maybe some stewed tomatoes.”

  “Did you not eat on the train?” his mother said.

  “I bought a sandwich,” Allen said.

  “Try the sweetbreads,” Custer said.

  “Why not save time and order the whole menu?” his mother said.

  “Bring him some sweetbreads,” Custer said.

  The waiter wrote it, then took Allen’s menu and disappeared.

  “You didn’t tell Allen why you don’t drink,” Mary said.

  “Maybe Allen doesn’t care to hear it,” Custer said.

  “It’s his high opinion of himself, Allen. He thinks drinking is beneath him.”

  “I think it’s unnecessary,” Custer said.

  “Mother.”

  “What.”

  “Why am I here?”

  She looked at him, her gaze canny, speculative. She’d been Mary Hennessy, then Mary Winslow. She’d come back from England, where she’d studied under Emma Brougham, with her third name. Allen’s father had been alive then. Winslow, she said, sounds like a skinny virgin off the Mayflower. His father had smiled and made no objection, but Allen had never forgiven her. Winslow was her name. It was his. Theirs.

  “Well,” she said, “I’ve some good news for you. Marvelous news. Armstrong?”

  “I hear you can ride a horse,” Custer said.

  “Well enough, I guess,” he said.

  “Darling, you ride excellently, and you know it.”

  “A farm horse,” Allen said. “Just larking around.”

  “He has an affinity for horses, Armstrong, and he’s strong and fit, as you can see. He disappears on the horse for hours. His uncle gets quite vexed. He talks to the creature.”

  “What are you two trying to put over on me?” Allen said.

  “Don’t you take that tone,” his mother said.

  “Be quiet, Mary.” Custer set his elbows on the table, laced his fingers, and laid his chin on the top hand. “I have a proposition for you,” he said.

  “An offer,” his mother said. “Do get to it, Armstrong.”

  And Custer told him of the summer campaign against the Sioux and Cheyenne in the Dakota and Montana Territories. Of the hostiles led by Sitting Bull and the three columns converging on them, General Crook’s and General Gibbon’s and his own Seventh Cavalry out of Fort Abraham Lincoln. He hoped to leave within the month, he said.

  The waiter arrived with Allen’s soup and Custer stopped talking. Allen shook out his napkin and tucked it under his collar and dug into the thick gumbo. Custer said it would be his last campaign. That he would come East then and write about it. Give lectures, maybe. He said that it would be a man’s last chance to see the territories before the railroad went through and civilized them. He said it was beautiful country, vast and empty and unpredictable in its terrain and weather, a land of exhilarating extremes. The days are hot but bearable, he said. The nights are gloriously cool.

  “Tell him about the beautiful Indian girls,” said Mary Deschenes.

  “They can be quite handsome,” Custer said.

  “Armstrong’s a bigamist, Allen. He married an Indian.”

  Custer smiled. “One of those wild stories that go around. She was my interpreter. A Cheyenne. A captive at the Washita.”

  “She was your interpreter, all right. Why don’t we get to your offer?”

  “I think Allen knows what it is.”

  “Go with you,” Allen said. “Fight Indians.”

  “Not fight them,” his mother said. “Just watch. Think of yourself as the audience.”

  “You’ll go as my secretary,” Custer said.

  Allen tilted his bowl, spooned up the last of the soup.

  “My nephew’s coming,” Custer said. “Autie Reed. He’s eighteen, as I understand you are. And my youngest brother, who’s twenty-seven but more like eighteen. You’ll fit right in with them.”

  “You’ll be paid, darling.”

  “A hundred dollars a month,” Custer said.

  Allen looked at him. “To do what?”

  “Nothing,” Custer said. “My brother’s going as a guide. My nephew’s going as a herder. Boston couldn’t guide you to your hotel room. Autie couldn’t herd a litter of puppies.”

  “Is that ethical?” Allen said.

  “Allen, do stop being sanctimonious,” his mother said.

  The waiter was back, one-handing a silver tray above his shoulder. He dragged a trolley up with his other hand and deftly swept the laden tray down onto it. He took away Allen’s soup bowl and began setting out the dishes of meat and vegetables. His mother poured herself some wine.

  “Another bottle, madam?”

  “No,” Custer said.

  Mary Deschenes looked at him. Smiled. The waiter bowed and left them.

  “What does the secretary do when the Indians show up?” Allen said.

  “Darling, you’ll be perfectly safe. Armstrong’s promised me.”

  Allen took up his knife and fork and cut into the moist slab of lamb. “I can’t go till after graduation,” he said.

  “You’ll just have to miss it, darling.”

  Allen put his fork down. “Wait a minute,” he said.

  “You’ll get your diploma. I’ll write to Dr. Bancroft, and, believe me, you’ll get your diploma.”

  “Not if I don’t take final exams.”

  “Really, Allen, you’ve the chance of a lifetime. This is General Custer, for God’s sake.”

  “What about Harvard?”

  “You leave that to me and Armstrong.”

  “The entrance exam is in July.”

  “I told you: we’ll get around that.”

  Maybe she would, at that. Go up there and fuck the president of Harvard. Fuck the dean.

  “Supposing you do rig it some way, I don’t believe in putting down the Indians,” Allen said.

  “Oh for Christ sake,” his mother said.

  “It’s their land,” Allen said.

  “They live on it, but they don’t own it,” Custer said. “Like the antelope. The buffalo.”

  “It isn’t ours, either,” Allen said.

  “Do stop that nonsense,” his mother said. “It’s all been settled. I’ve given up the house on Washington Square. I’ve taken one on Gramercy Park, but the lease isn’t until the middle of August. I’ll be here doing the play till then. There’s no place for you, you see.”

  “Why not the farm?”

  “It won’t do. You know Nettie was married and is living with them now. And then your Aunt Samantha’s illness.”

  “Suppose I refuse to go?” Allen said.

  “Where would you live, darling?”

  “I’ll figure it out.”

  “The figuring out has been done, and now stop whining and eat your supper. Armstrong, will you see me to my room? I’m suddenly all in.”

  She stood up, and Custer with her. There was a lax grace about the man, a lithe athleticism. Again a cessation of talk in the room, a turning of heads.

  “Wait for me in the drawing room,” Custer said.

  “Ah yes,” she said. “A little man to man. Talk some sense into him, Armstrong.”

  She leaned, shielding her décolletage with her arm, and kissed the top of Allen’s head.

  “Good night, darling. We’ll breakfast together.”

  “Good night, Mother,” he said.

  Custer sat down and watched her go. Allen picked up his fork. He took some mashed potato. The supper had gotten cold.

  “This wasn’t my idea,” Custer said.

  “She wants to get rid of me.”

  “I know.”

  “Why are you helping her?”

  “I thought I was helping you. I couldn’t imagine a boy not wanting to ride with the Seventh.”

  “I’m set on Harvard, sir.”

  “Rather than go with me.”

  “I hate New York City. I hate the theater. Harvard’s my chance to make a different life for myself. I’ll be a writer. A teacher. It’s what my father wanted for me.”

  Custer had folded his hands on the table and considered them now, and the blue eyes softened. “You’ll go to Harvard,” he said. “Don’t underestimate her.”

  Allen only shrugged, done talking about it. He ate his cold supper. Custer turned in his chair and looked into the drawing room, where Mary Deschenes was appraising herself in a mirror. A man and woman on a sofa, in evening clothes, were watching her.

  “There’s one other thing,” Custer said. “One of my regimental surgeons has got a sister who wants to come to Fort Lincoln, see him before we go out. An orphan girl. She’s quite a bit younger than George, and he doesn’t want her traveling all that way alone. I thought you might come out with her. Watch out for her.”

  “I’m to be her nanny,” Allen said.

  “She’s about your age. She might be a looker.”

  “I don’t care if she’s Sarah Bernhardt.”

  Again Custer smiled under the mustache. “You’ll be getting a wire about her,” he said. “Her name’s Lord. Goes to some fancy boarding school on Manhattan Island. You’ll hook up with her in New York. She’s from up in Massachusetts somewhere, so you’ll have that to talk about.”

  “You already told them I’d do it, didn’t you,” Allen said.

  Custer looked again into the drawing room. Mary Deschenes was moving toward the elevator. He stood up, placed a hand on Allen’s shoulder.

  “A new destiny, Allen. It won’t ever come ‘round again.”

  And he headed upstairs, watched closely by the couple on the parlor sofa, to bed Allen’s mother.


  Two
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  SHE THREW THE COVERS BACK AND GOT UP AND CROSSED THE room, gloriously white in the darkness, her hair awry and thick on her shoulders. He turned his head on the woman-smelling pillow to watch her. Yes: crinolines, bustles, corsets concealed the truth of a woman. There was a decanter of whiskey on the vanity, and she poured some into a tumbler and drank it off. She poured again and brought the tumbler and sat on the edge of the bed with her legs crossed.

  He’d met her backstage at the National two weeks ago. The Lady of Lyons was all the rage, a full house every night, bookings into August. Lawrence Barrett, down from New York, had introduced them. Lawrence had played opposite her in The Seven Sisters and The Marble Heart and might have given her a go himself.

  “Why do you drink?” he said.

  “Because I like it,” she said, “why else?”

  He placed a hand on her thigh. It was warm. Firm. “To annoy me,” he said. “To get my goat.”

  “God you’re vain,” she said.

  “I know.”

  She drank. He could smell the whiskey. A window was open to the balmy night, and a carriage rattled by below, a distant clop of hooves.

  “You’ll ruin your health,” he said. “Your beauty.”

  “Risk is what makes life sweet,” she said. “Where did I hear that?”

  “I don’t mean that kind of risk, and you know it.”

  “Risk is risk,” she said and emptied the tumbler. He’d never known anyone who held their liquor as well as she did, and he’d seen plenty of drunkenness, including his own, once upon a time. She leaned forward to set the tumbler on the bedside table and looked at him and smiled.

  Then she was in bed again. He was ready for her, and she sat astraddle of him, leaning to pin his shoulders. He smiled up at her. The covers had slipped down her back, and she loomed over him, shadowy under the canopy. Her hair fell like softest rain on his chest. Breasts white in the darkness. Whiskey on her breath. She held him down.

  “Maybe it’s because I don’t want to grow old,” she said.

  “No one wants to grow old,” Custer said.

  “Then we won’t.”

  He was going to disabuse her of this childish notion, but now she released him and rolled down beside him, yielding the initiative. He took it, had her till she cried out, and after a time he withdrew and curled himself against her and fell asleep.

  She woke him some fifteen minutes later. She was sitting on the edge of the bed again, still naked.

  “What time is it?” he said.

  “Something past one. You’ll be exhausted tomorrow.”

  “I can testify exhausted.”

  “This is what worries me, Armstrong. Your cavalier attitude. What’ll I do with Allen if you can’t go?”

  “Of course I’ll go.”

  “Stop riling your president, then. You needn’t be quite so cooperative with the committee. Everyone else here lies, why shouldn’t you?”

  “I’m under oath,” he said.

  “So what?”

  “The post traders and Indian agents are gougers, Mary. Cheats. Crooks. The whole business is rotten.”

  “I’d have to get Allen a room here at the Willard. Do you know what that would cost?”

  “Allen’s going to be with me. Does he like girls?”

  “I suppose.”

  “A young sister of one of my surgeons wants to come out before we go. I’m going to have Allen travel with her.”

  “Is she pretty?”

  “I’ve a feeling she is.”

  “If she harries him off the train, I’ll have your hide, Armstrong.”

  Custer smiled and looked at her in the thin darkness. The curve of her back, the fleshy inner thigh where it was slung across her knee. The fruitlike profile of a breast.

  “Get back in bed,” he said.

  Only Monahseetah was this beautiful, this ardent in bed. Monahseetah, daughter of the Cheyenne chief Little Rock. Her hair was blacker even than Mary’s, a luminous silken crow-black, tumbling below her waist when she let it down. There was no troublesome bustle or corset to unwrap, only a simple dress of gingham or calico, shed in an instant. She had tawny, almost clay-red skin. Eyes of black fire. She’d shot her husband in the knee with a revolver, crippling him, but no woman he knew—even including Libbie—was as tractable in bed, as eager to please. As if she knew what he wanted before he knew it himself. The Custer Luck again, waiting for him in Black Kettle’s sleeping village on the frozen Washita.


  Three
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  THE GIRL GOT ON THE TRAIN A FEW MINUTES BEFORE IT ROLLED OUT of the great glass and cast-iron shed of Grand Central Depot. She was carrying a Gladstone bag in a white-gloved hand and holding a beribboned straw sailor hat to her head, as if she worried a gust of wind might take it. Six o’clock of a May morning, the day coach not half full. She came down the aisle with her gaze shifting back and forth, looking at the riders, and about halfway she saw him and stopped.

  He did not avert his eyes, nor did she. She brought her hand down from the crown of her hat and stood looking at him. Assessing him. She was thin and stood very straight. Something prissy about the thin mouth and face. Her hair was a pale honey-brown and fell straight down her back. Her eyes were the gray of the sea on a sunless day. She wore a green tartan cape. Navy skirt with a flounce in back, no bustle. A cloth purse hung from her wrist. She came on down the aisle and stopped at his seat.

  “Mr. Winslow?” she said.

  She stood holding the Gladstone in front of her with both hands.

  “You would be Miss Lord,” Allen said.

  “Addie Grace Lord. I’ve looked for you everywhere.”

  “Looks like you found me,” Allen said.

  “Perhaps you’d put this bag up for me,” she said.

  He stood up quite slowly and took the Gladstone from her and swung it up onto the brass rack beside his own valise.

  “Thank you,” said Addie Grace Lord. “You may have the window.”

  “You take it.”

  She eyed him coolly, then slid past him and sat down by the arch of the window. She set her purse between them. She took her hat off, lifting it gingerly with both hands, and placed it in her lap.

  “You might have waited for me,” she said.

  “I did wait for you.”

  “On the platform, I mean.”

  “I didn’t want to miss the train.”

  “You wouldn’t have.”

  “As it turns out.”

  A baggage carrier had come in lugging a large leather valise and carrying a gray wool blanket. He was looking for the girl.

  “You led me a chase,” he said. “I thought you maybe got off the train.”

  “I was looking for somebody,” she said.

  “Done found him, it looks like.”

  “No thanks to him,” she said.

  The baggage carrier heaved her valise onto the rack. He stashed the blanket on top of it.

  “Put your hat up, miss?” he said.

  “Yes please,” she said.

  The baggage carrier took it from her, tucked it on top of the Gladstone. Addie Grace had opened her purse. She found a nickel and handed it up to him, and he thanked her and headed quickly for the nearer door.

  “I might have stood waiting for you and the train left without me,” Addie Grace said.

  “How old are you?” he said.

  “If you don’t want to travel with me, say so.”

  “All right.”

  “All right what?”

  “If I don’t want to travel with you, I’ll say so.”

  “You aren’t funny.”

  “It wasn’t supposed to be. How old are you?”

  They’d unbraked the coaches, and they began to creep down the grade, out of the giant shed into the morning brightness of the switching yard, where their locomotive would be waiting. A few tracks over, another train was waiting under steam. Red drive wheels on the locomotive, fittings of polished brass. The coaches were painted in soft hues of olive green, plum red, mocha, with gold scrollwork on their side panels and NEW YORK CENTRAL in gold under the clerestories.

  “If you must know, I’m sixteen,” she said. “And how old are you, then?”

  “A wise and enlightened eighteen.”

  “That’s not as old as you think.”

  “I think it’s older than sixteen.”

  They were coupling the locomotive. The impact traveled back, a shudder echoing from coach to coach. A moment, some shouting from down the platform, and the train lurched and was moving, couplings straining, holding. The switching yard narrowed, tracks converging, and they entered a brick-walled cut. The wheels rumbled beneath them. The coach swayed.

  “This was my brother’s idea, I hope you know,” the girl said. “He wouldn’t allow me to travel alone, or I would have, willingly.”

  “You’d have willingly gotten yourself in a fix or two.”

  “So you say.”

  They entered the Park Avenue Tunnel and were lost to each other. They were moving faster now, rumble and clatter, and the tunnel walls threw the racket back at them. A red lantern winked past in the blackness, a green one. They came out of the gloom into another sun-washed cut.

  “I know who your mother is,” said Addie Grace.

  “Everybody does.”

  “They say she’s very beautiful. America’s most coveted widow. I read that in Godey’s Lady’s Book. I wonder she doesn’t remarry.”

  “She found someone rich she might,” Allen said.

  “Is she so venal?”

  “With a capital V, ” Allen said.

  They came out of the cut and climbed the Harlem Flats Viaduct. The land on either side below was crisscrossed with rutted dirt roads with brick buildings set at irregular intervals along them; breweries, coal yards, a slaughterhouse with its empty pens. There were fields, too, with four-story brownstones set randomly along their edges, misplaced-looking, as if they’d been transposed here from the cities where they belonged. They crossed the Harlem River on the steel bridge. Along its banks a hodgepodge of mills and shanty towns that looked to be spilling downhill on their way to tumbling into the river. They went west along the river.

  “You’re from Salem,” the girl said.

  “I used to be,” Allen said.

  “I’ve been to Salem. Saw the House of Seven Gables and where they burned the witches. They burned them in Boston, did you know that?”

  “Can’t say I did.”

  “On Boston Common. Witches, pirates, and Quakers.”

  “Quakers?”

  “There’s a sign that says so.”

  “Sounds like bull to me.”

  Addie Grace looked at him. “I don’t care for that expression.”

  “You’re going to hear worse.”

  “Not from you, I hope.”

  “I’ll work on that. You’re an orphan, Custer said.”

  “My father died in the Rebellion. At Ball’s Bluff. I was a year old. My mother passed a year later. My aunt and uncle raised me. They’re my guardians.”

  “In Boston, where they burned the Quakers.”

  “Cambridge. Where all the poets live. Mr. Lowell. Mr. Longfellow.”

  “Cullen Bryant. Holmes. I know all about it.”

  The two rivers met and they were climbing north now along the Hudson. The coach swayed side to side in quick, short jerks, racketing along, click-clack, click-clack. On the far side of the great river the Palisades rose sheer and black with the greening brush and scrub trees clinging to its cliffside crevices and ledges. The clerestory windows were open, and the air moved through overhead, pulling in an acrid breath of coal smoke.

  “My aunt and uncle sent me to school in New York when I was thirteen,” Addie Grace said. “Chartwell. It’s on Forty-Eighth Street.”

  “They turn you loose early?”

  She turned and spoke to the window. “I left,” she said.

  “Before finals?”

  “What of it?”

  “They won’t pass you,” Allen said.

  “I’m quite aware of that.”

  The conductor came by lifting tickets. Addie Grace fished hers out of her purse. Allen pulled his pocketbook from inside his coat. He was wearing a cutaway and a four-in-hand tie. The conductor took her ticket in a yellow kid-gloved hand, punched it, and gave it back to her. He took Allen’s and read it.

  “You folks traveling together?” he said.

  “Yes we are,” Addie Grace said. “We’re on our way to Chicago.”

  Allen looked at her. Her gray gaze shifted, avoiding him. An overdone nonchalance smoothed her face. The conductor punched Allen’s ticket and returned it to him and shuffled on.

  “Chicago?” Allen said.

  “There’s something I haven’t told you, Mr. Winslow.”

  “You’re stopping in Chicago.”

  “Of course not. But our tickets say Chicago, and that’s what I’m giving out.”

  “And why is that, if I might ask?”

  Addie Grace glanced around, then dropped her voice, though there was little need in the rumbling clamor of the moving train.

  “I’ve run away,” she said.

  “From Chartwell.”

  “Didn’t I say so?”

  “You said you left.”

  “I walked out this morning, before anyone was about. Left a note. My aunt and uncle will wake snakes when they hear. They’d forbidden my going to see George, you see.”

  “What does your brother think about this?”

  “George doesn’t know. I didn’t want to bother him with that part of it.”

  “The running away part.”

  “It would only worry him.”

  “And I don’t suppose Custer knows.”

  “Of course not.”

  “So not one person here in the East knows you’re on your way to Dakota Territory.”

  “Except you.”

  “And no one in the world but me knows you’re a fugitive.”

  “I’m not a fugitive.”

  “You will be soon enough,” Allen said.

  He looked out past her at the broad sun-glinting river. The telegraph ran alongside the tracks, the poles shuttling past the window in quick rhythmic succession, the wires looping threadlike from pole to pole to pole.

  “I’m worried my uncle will wire ahead and have me put off the train,” said Addie Grace. “That’s why I said Chicago. To throw them off the scent.”

  “I don’t think it’s going to work,” Allen said.

  “I know something that might.” She met his gaze, held it. “You could pretend you’re my brother. It would make a kind of disguise.”

  “Your brother.”

  “Where’s the harm?”

  “I’ll tell you where. They figure out this so-called disguise, I’d go to jail. What do you think they’d make of it, you running away with me, and me telling some lie about you being my sister?”

  “I must see George. I think something terrible’s going to happen out there.”

  “It isn’t,” Allen said.

  “It’s not like the Rebellion,” she said. “The Indians will kill a doctor quick as they will a soldier. Do you believe dreams can foretell things?”

  “No.”

  “I do. And I had one about George. It was right after he wrote that he was going out against the Indians, and how this was going to be the last big fight.”

  She looked at Allen. Something of age and sadness in the sea-gray eyes.

  “Go on,” he said.

  “He’d come to see me in New York, as he does. He sent me a note to meet him at the Fifth Avenue Hotel, and when I got there it was on fire. It was nighttime. The fire brigade had arrived, but there was nothing they could do. I started to cry, and then I saw George leaning out of a window. High up, you know. He was smiling. He told me to go find General Custer. General Custer would fix everything. ‘Go get him, Gracie, and I’ll wait here.’ I ran off looking for him. The streets were strange to me. I was lost. The buildings were all locked up and dark. I never found General Custer. I never found anybody.”

  “It was a dream,” Allen said.

  “I know it was a dream.”

  She stared out the window. Rugged tree-clad hills. The wide river twisted lazily, and where you could see ahead to the north the hills were smoky blue.

  “Listen to me,” Allen said. “There are going to be three armies out there, something like three thousand men. The Indians aren’t going to have a show.”

  “You’re not frightened?”

  “Just angry.”

  “At whom?”

  “Mother, mainly. She didn’t know what to do with me this summer. This is Custer’s favor to her. They cooked it up together. They’re good friends, if you know what I mean.”

  “I do not.”

  “Think hard.”

  Addie Grace looked at him. “How would you know such a thing?”

  “It’d be pretty hard to miss.”

  “Why, General Custer’s married. Elizabeth Custer. She’s said to be quite beautiful herself.”

  “Married doesn’t bother Mother,” Allen said.

  “It should bother him.”

  “It doesn’t seem to.”

  They rode awhile, looking out at the hills and the river, where here and there a white sail drifted.

  “Was your father no better?” Addie Grace said.

  “He was everything she isn’t. I still dream about him. Dream he’s alive.”

  “Killed in the Rebellion?”

  “In a way. He lost a leg in the Wilderness. He died in seventy. An infection or something. Mother said he didn’t want to live a cripple, and for once she may have been right.”

  “You’ve had your troubles too, haven’t you, Mr. Winslow.”

  “Why don’t you stop calling me Mr. Winslow.”

  It grew cooler, and the brakeman came through and closed the clerestory windows. Addie Grace opened her purse and brought out a clothbound edition of Eight Cousins and began to read. Allen sat, looking out, listening to the iron grinding of the wheels, the lurch and groan of the coach. He’d brought a couple of books, and he got up and opened his valise and dug out Great Expectations. They read awhile, until Allen felt the girl’s eyes on him.

  “Do you like Mr. Dickens?” she said.

  “Most of it. What do you read that junk for?”

  “Miss Alcott is not junk. She’s wholesome. Are you going to help me or aren’t you?”

  “I don’t know,” he said.

  “I don’t know what I’ll do if they put me off the train.”

  “You’ll go back to school where you belong.”

  “I have to see my brother. Can you not understand that?”
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  A little before one o’clock the conductor opened the door and announced that they were coming into Albany and that there would be a half-hour stop for refreshments at the Delavan House. There’d been stops—Poughkeepsie, Hudson—and the train had filled up, and as they crossed the steel girder bridge over the Hudson and came into the city, the passengers got up and moved to the doors, crowding up against one another.

  “Stay close to me,” Allen told the girl.

  She pulled on her gloves and took up her purse, and she and Allen stood up and moved into the aisle. The train came in alongside the granite, cathedral-like station and jerked to a stop. The passengers poured out onto the platform and moved like a mob through the high archways and on toward the street on the other side. Allen told Addie Grace to take his arm, and she glanced at him and then obeyed, and they followed along through the vast, echoing station and out again onto a wide city street bustling with carriages and pedestrians.

  The Delavan House was a white-brick hotel. They climbed the steps and went in past the desk down a hallway to a big room labeled LUNCH ROOM, where a man behind a bare pinewood table was selling tickets, tearing them off a roll as the people pressed in on him. The tickets cost twenty-five cents. A pasteboard sign was propped against the wall by the door: SCOOT FOR THE TRAIN WHEN THE GONG SOUNDS.

  Addie Grace let go of Allen’s arm.

  The first people to arrive had begun eating. White-clad waiters were taking their tickets and setting down plates of food. The tables had been placed end to end in long rows. There was a strong smell of coffee. In front of Allen and Addie Grace a broad-shouldered young man in a tailored suit wrapped an arm around his pretty wife and pushed his way forward, sheltering her against him.

  “Wait your turn,” a man said, and the younger man stopped and swung around to face him.

  “Look at her, you son of a bitch,” he said.

  The man did. She was pregnant. The crowd stood back and let the couple through, then closed in again. Allen pushed forward and stepped on a man’s heel.

  “That’s okay, I walk on them too,” the man said.

  “Excuse me,” Allen said.

  “Hello, missy.” The man smiled and tipped his hat, a bowler, to Addie Grace.

  She looked away.

  “What’s your name, sweetheart?” the man said.

  “What’s yours?” Allen said.

  The man looked at him. “What did you say?”

  “Ignore him,” Addie Grace said.

  “Leave the girl alone,” Allen said.

  “Meaning what, exactly?”

  “Meaning what I said.”

  “Fancy Dan, are you. I’ll whip your ass.”

  “Go on try it.”

  Then a woman’s voice, sudden: “Ain’t you inside yet?” She took the man’s arm. She was blond and pale-skinned, and her face was painted up with rouge and red lipstick. She turned her smile on Allen and Addie Grace, both her hands now on the man’s arm. “I’m two minutes in the little girls room, this one can’t keep hisself out of mischief.”

  “I was just passing the time, waiting on you,” the man said.

  “Was he bothering you, honey?” said the blonde.

  “He was saying hello to my sister,” Allen said.

  “I’ll bet he was,” said the blonde.

  “You got good taste in sisters, pard,” the man said.

  “You keep your eyes to yourself now,” the woman told him and pulled him around into what was left of the crowd, perhaps a half-dozen people.

  “I thank you,” Addie Grace said.

  Allen looked at her. She glanced at him, then looked quickly down, as if frightened by what she’d seen.

  “Sure,” he said.
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  The half hour had gone fifteen minutes by the time they sat down. A waiter took their tickets and put down plates stacked with buckwheat cakes. They poured molasses over them from a stoneware pitcher. There were stoneware mugs on the table and pots of coffee and bowls of overripe pears. All around them, the dull chink of cheap tableware and a collective mutter of conversation. Addie Grace sat up straight and ate with deliberate propriety, as Allen supposed the girls must do at table at the Chartwell School. Their neighbors across the table—two men in frock coats, a woman in furs—ate silently.

  “Coffee?” Allen said, reaching for the pot.

  Addie Grace shook her head. “I don’t take it,” she said.

  The woman across the table had been watching her. “Where are you from, dear?” she said.

  “Salem, Massachusetts,” Allen said.

  “They’re from Salem, Henry,” the woman said.

  “I’ve got ears,” he said.

  “We grew up on Essex Street,” Allen said.

  “Brother and sister, are you?”

  “Yes ma’am.”

  “We know Essex Street,” the woman said. “We once lived in Marblehead.”

  “And I wish we still did,” Henry said and looked glumly around at the diners bent to their food, the long tables laden with cheap thick crockery, the surly waiters, as if all of this had been instrumental in depriving him of some palmier former life.

  “Never mind,” his wife said and patted his arm.

  “Are meal stops always so rushed?” Addie Grace said.

  “No they ain’t,” said the second man, who seemed to be alone, “they’re more rushed. This one here’s what I’d call leisurely.”

  “You folks traveling far?” Henry said.

  “Chicago,” Allen said.

  “You’ll see some meaner eatin’ houses than this,” the second man said. “This here’s the lap of luxury.”

  Someone struck a gong in the hall, and there was a scraping of chairs and a general rush for the door. Addie Grace hadn’t eaten half her hotcakes. Allen took a final mouthful of his and snatched up two pears and pocketed them in his cutaway, and he and Addie Grace pushed their chairs back and rose, and again she took his arm.

  They got to their seats, half out of breath, and in another minute the train was moving. They were quiet awhile. The brakeman came in, and they watched him kneel and lay a fire in the woodstove at that end of the coach. He came down the aisle and laid a fire in the stove behind them but didn’t light either one. They passed the warehouses and factories at the city’s edge, and then they were in the country again. They’d left the Hudson behind, and soon another broad woods-bordered river appeared to their right. The Mohawk.

  “Allen,” she said.

  “What.”

  “I don’t suppose we could eat in the dining car. There is one, you know.”

  “How much money have you?”

  “Seventy-five dollars. George sent it to me.”

  “I have about a hundred. Forget about the diner.”

  “It isn’t so expensive.”

  “It’s a dollar. We’ve more tickets to buy. We’re going to have hotel bills. Chicago. Duluth.”

  The conductor stood over them, burly in his dark-blue frock coat, double row of brass buttons, gold watch chain. Albany was a division point and he’d just come on. “Tickets,” he said and lifted Allen’s. “Chicago,” he said, reading it. “I’d have bet money you two were going to the Falls.”

  “What falls?” Addie Grace said.

  “Niagara, sweetheart. Ever hear of ‘em?”

  He punched Allen’s ticket, handed it back, took Addie Grace’s. He glanced at her, then punched the ticket and returned it. He turned to the woman across the aisle, punched her ticket, and went on.

  “What was he getting at?” Addie Grace said.

  “He thinks we’re eloping,” Allen said. “That’s where they go, Niagara Falls.”

  “Maybe we should pretend we are,” she said.

  “You have no notion how much trouble I could get into, do you?”

  “I have got to see George,” she said.
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  The sun moved over, and the brakeman came in and lit the two stoves. There were more stops. Rotterdam Junction. Fultonville. Fort Plain. The locomotive took on water. The depots were of brick or fieldstone, with chimneys the same and sloping gray or red slate roofs. You might see a handcar in the yard, a water tower, and there was always a semaphore. Sometimes a postmaster would come out with a sack of mail and toss it up to the agent in the baggage car, and the agent would sling another one down to him.

  “How long do you think it’ll take your aunt and uncle to find out you’re gone?” Allen said. He’d been reading Great Expectations and now closed it and put it aside.

  “Any time now, I should say,” Addie Grace said.

  “We’ll stay on the train next meal stop,” he said.

  A news butcher had boarded, and at about four o’clock he came through calling out his wares. Newspapers, tobacco, candy, sandwiches. He was lugging a deep basket, which bumped against his knee as he walked. Allen stopped him and took a slab of brittle wrapped in stationer’s paper and three ham sandwiches on white bread. He asked the boy what he had to drink.

  “Orange soda pop, but I ain’t got but one left.”

  “We’ll take it,” Allen said.

  “You want a cigar?”

  “No.”

  “Soap?”

  “Not today.”

  “Got a tin of sardines and one of peaches. I’ll give ‘em to you and call the whole thing a dollar.”

  “What do you call it if you don’t give them to me?”

  The boy grinned. “Seventy cents.”

  Allen paid with coins from his trousers pocket. The boy went on and Addie Grace opened her purse.

  “Never mind,” Allen said.

  “I won’t be in your debt,” she said.

  “You already are,” he said.

  [image: image]

  The evening meal stop was Utica, and they took their supper in the quiet of the empty coach, watching the station platform for policemen. The brakeman had thrown more wood into the stoves, and Allen had removed his cutaway and Addie Grace her tartan cape. The sandwiches were wrapped in bakery paper, and they opened them and laid the paper on their laps like napkins. The bread was buttered. Allen unstoppered the soda pop and handed the bottle to Addie Grace, and she took it and drank. She took another drink and wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist and offered it to him. The pop was warm and sugary. He drank again and returned the bottle to Addie Grace, and she drank and handed it back. They cut the third sandwich down the middle with Allen’s pocketknife and ate the halves.

  “Is Addie for Adeline?” he said.

  “Addison. It’s a family name. A great-great-aunt or somebody.”

  They ate the hard, sweet brittle. They ate the mealy pears Allen had picked up at the eating house in Albany.

  “Maybe they’ll leave you alone,” Allen said.

  “You don’t know Aunt Ruth and Uncle Gordon. Finish the pop.”

  “You sure?”

  “Go on.”

  The train whistle blew and the passengers came scurrying back. Some carried food hastily bundled in newspaper, some pushed hunks of bread or pie into their mouths as they hurried along. They funneled aboard the coaches and had not all sat down when the train shuddered into motion.

  They went on, straight west now, chasing the sun, in an endless-seeming pale yellow spring daylight. They’d left the Mohawk River behind, and all rivers for now. They passed through deep forests, wove among forested hills, caught glimpses of random towns and farms. They stopped at Syracuse, and both sat silent until the train was moving again.

  “Three years ago,” she said, “a veterinarian went out with General Custer and was killed. He wandered off to look for fossils, and the Indians shot him full of arrows and scalped him.”

  “Don’t wander off, then. You bet I won’t.”

  “George is very insouciant. I think it makes him careless. Trusting. It’s funny, because he was twice engaged to be married, and both times the girl broke it off. You’d think that would make him wary, but it didn’t. Now he says the West is his mistress, and a lot more dependable.”

  Twilight caught up with them, and behind it the lilac spring dusk. The brakeman lit the lamps, which hung chandelier-fashion above the aisle and gave down a drab oily light that would have been hard to read by, though neither tried. The wicks were bad, and after a while they could smell the black smoke.

  “Aunt Ruth and Uncle Gordon are against fighting the Indians,” Addie Grace said. “They say we are the savages, not they.”

  “We go pretty hard on them,” Allen said.

  “Don’t they go hard on us?”

  “When we provoke them. Steal land from them.”

  “Aunt Ruth and Uncle Gordon are so preachy about it. They never shut up. They were abolitionists, and now Aunt Ruth is all for women’s suffrage. They can’t abide anyone who doesn’t agree with them.”

  “George, for instance.”

  “George doesn’t get excited about such things. He goes his merry way. It annoys them. And they certainly don’t approve of General Custer.”

  “He helped win the war against slavery,” Allen said.

  “They’ve forgotten that. Do you like General Custer?’

  Allen thought about it. A town slid by, scattered lights in the bluing dusk. “I don’t dislike him,” he said.

  “That’s all? You don’t dislike him?”

  “So far,” Allen said.
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  The washroom was lit by a smoking wall lamp that embittered the close and foul-smelling air. A public comb, brush, and towel hung from tethers. Allen had brought soap but no towel, and he washed his face and neck and hands and dried himself with the sleeve of his shirt rather than use the public towel. He brushed his teeth.

  There was a line when he came out. Men in their shirtsleeves, women jacketless, shawlless. They stood silently with their travel kits and towels, bracing themselves against the insistent rocking, and did not meet Allen’s eye as he passed. It was quiet in the coach, just the jolt and rumble and rapid click-clack of the train, and now and then the shrill cry of the whistle, flying past the coach and gone, like a wind-chased ribbon. It was getting on toward ten o’clock.

  He pulled Addie Grace’s blanket down from the overhead rack and let it fall open, and sat down beside her and covered the two of them. He reached down and pushed the iron lever that freed the seatback on its pivot, till they lay back as in barbers’ chairs. The blanket was of undyed wool. Addie Grace pulled it to her chin and drew up her knees and lay facing Allen.

  “You ought to have waited for me this morning,” she said.

  “Are you going to keep at that all the way to Dakota?”

  “You ought to have.”

  “I was in a bad mood. I didn’t want to be here. It wasn’t personal.”

  “Apology accepted.”

  “It wasn’t an apology.”

  She smiled.

  “Go to sleep,” he said.

  “Nothing will happen tonight, will it.”

  “Nothing,” he said.

  “Good night, then,” she said.

  “Good night, Addie Grace.”


  Four
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  GENERAL TERRY REGARDED HIM ACROSS HIS DESK WITH A SORT OF troubled solemnity, as a schoolmaster might look at a wayward pupil. Dark-eyed, dark-bearded. Custer moved in his chair, shifted a leg forward and the other back. He sat tensed forward, with his elbows on the chair arm and his hands clasped.

  “The president refused to see me,” he said. “He humiliated me. I sat outside his office from ten until I don’t know, three or four, and the bastard wouldn’t see me.”

  “Colonel Custer,” Terry said.

  “My patience is about used up, and so’s my vocabulary.”

  “He’s your president,” Terry said.

  “I know who he is. People are going in and out, and I’m sitting there like a nobody. Like a fool. Finally I sent a note in with General Ingalls, very humble, and his secretary steps out and looks at me like I’m some vagrant off the street and says, ‘The president will not see you, sir.’”

  The office was austere. Drab. A conference table, maplewood chairs. The flag beside the general’s desk adroop on its staff. Pinned to the wall a map of the territories comprising the Department of the Missouri, which was Phil Sheridan’s bailiwick.
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