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PREFACE


RYLAND NORCROSS KNEW THAT IF HE WAS LATE AGAIN FOR the midday meal, his father would have his hide.


The week before, he had been tardy due to a post-school game of mumblety-peg and Daddy had taken a stick to him. It was a halfhearted beating; performed mostly for the benefit of his mother, who held all family gatherings to be sacred, particularly the noon meal. “A chicken,” she always said, “is an impatient bird. She gets angry if you keep her waiting, especially if I’ve dressed her up.”


As Ryland flew through Hanscom Park he calculated the interval between the first toll of the bell at the Third Congregationalist Church and the sound of his initial footstep on his front steps. He shuddered at the sum.


The boy poured it on. He jumped to the seat of a bench, clambered over the top of its backrest and landed hard on the park’s cinder path. He cut across lawns and swung around trees and raced through the central gazebo where, a mere ten days before, he had heard the great Sousa band. Through a stand of dogwood only just begun to bud, he could see the twin gables of Jimmy Withers’s house and his own chimney well beyond it. His only hope now was that the oven had been slow on the biscuits, or his father’s late arrival due to a transaction at the feed store or a chance encounter with a crony.


The Third Congregationalist had reached its fifth peal as Ryland’s right foot caught something too soft for stone, but too hard for earth. He fell to the ground midway between where the ashes of the path met the scissored edge of the greensward. His shoulder hit first, then his left hand. The impact knocked out most of his wind.


The sight of a staring brown eye, open and dead level with his own, took the rest.


Ryland scrambled to his feet and doubled over, fighting for breath. He knew this eye and the body to which it belonged. He had seen them nearly every day of his twelve years.


In life, they had belonged to a man who sold his family their piano and had seen to its safe delivery; a kind man who would playfully pull Rylands’ hat down over his eyes and give him penny candy for free; a storyteller who had regaled him with tales of Sitting Bull and Spotted Tail from back in the days when such men were still nightmares on horseback.


Ryland crouched down and shook the man twice.


“Mr. Julius? Mr. Julius, wake up!”


Mr. Julius remained still. Standing again, the boy began to stagger toward home. As the wind returned to his lungs, he ran even faster than before.


His father would know what to do. Daddy had known the dead man ever since he was eight and Julius not more than thirteen; he had always referred to him respectfully as a “white Jew,” someone who could be trusted around your money or your wife without cheating you out of either. He loved to recount how Mr. Julius cheerfully put up with his boyhood shenanigans—letting him browse the dime novels even when he was certain he hadn’t so much as a penny. After he married, wasn’t it Julius who extended him credit even though his brother had refused? And when it was discovered that the “guaranteed” fireback he had received from Boston was of inferior iron, hadn’t he refunded every cent to Daddy? Mr. Julius wasn’t old; he had never seemed sick. In fact, he was known for an electric energy that ran from morning until night. How could he be dead in the middle of the day?


When the boy reached home, he bounded up the steps two at a time. His father listened carefully as he explained the cause of his lateness.


“All right, son,” Lemuel Norcross said, “you’ve had a fright, for sure. Lie down on the daybed here until you get your breath back. I’ll fetch the proper authority.”


Lemuel mounted his horse and went in search of Constable E. Seymour Palmer. At the police station, the deputy informed him that the boss was across the street at Gaita’s in the process of a haircut. Lemuel walked to the shop and repeated the grisly tale between strokes of Gaita’s straight razor.


“Well, then,” the constable said, as the barber dusted his fat neck, “we’ll go have a look-see. But this better not be another prank. I still got glue in my gun from the last one.”


Lemuel and Palmer left the shop and crossed the square into the park. As they rounded one of the new street lamps, they could clearly see both the body and Ryland, who had returned, as he said, “to guard the remains.” Soon they were all standing over what had been in life Mr. Julius Meyer: late of the Indian Wigwam Trading Post and the Meyer furniture and cigar stores, agent for the Provident Life Assurance Company, founding member of the Standard Club and Temple Beth Israel, and friend to red and white, Jew and Gentile, Negro and Chinaman.


Palmer squatted down beside the body.


It had fallen on its left side, the arm tucked under the torso. Beneath the head lay a circle of crimson that had soaked into the path cinders, forming a sort of halo. Even in such an unusual posture, the clothing looked amazingly unrumpled, but this was typical of the spirit now departed. Nobody knew Mr. Julius Meyer to ever have a crease where he didn’t want one; at least not when he was dressed as a white man.


“Looks like he’s been shot,” Lemuel said.


“I reckon,” said the constable.


Palmer pulled at the curly hair. The side of the head closest to the ground now lay exposed for detective work.


“Bullet in the temple. Shirt’s red, too. Help me turn him over.”


Palmer and Lemuel took hold of Julius’s striped gabardine jacket and pulled. It struck the constable that he had never felt a fabric so smooth or fine. Not on a man, anyway. As the body rolled to the right, they saw the Colt revolver gripped in its left hand.


“Yep. He’s been blasted here, too: one to the chest. You ever know Julius to go armed?”


“Not since the Wigwam days. I don’t understand it. Sure, there’s kike-haters here, but most of them is cowards, inbred to a double row of teeth. If any of them have the gumption to kill Julius, they don’t have enough to do it in broad daylight. And I don’t care if he had his Sunday clothes on. He’d have fought. Ask any old Indian.”


Palmer rose from his crouch and spat away from the corpse and the wind.


“Well, we better work fast,” Palmer said. “Jews’ll want him planted by tomorrow—day after, latest. Ryland!”


The boy jumped.


“Ryland, I want you to run like hell for Doctor Ball. If he’s not there, look for him. Check Marty’s or The Smiling Irishman. Don’t get Watkins. Last time we had a case like this he charged the county a hundred dollars and I caught hell. Just find Doc Ball and tell him we got a situation here.” Ryland nodded quickly and took off.


When the Evening World-Herald reported on the incident two days later, many of Omaha’s citizens concluded that Ball must have been even more drunk than usual at the time of his investigation. The headline read:


JULIUS MEYER ENDS HIS OWN LIFE BY PISTOL ROUTE Lying beside a bench in Hanscom Park, a bullet hole in his left temple and another in his left breast, a revolver clenched in his left hand, the body of Julius Meyer, president of the Metropolitan Club and a resident of Omaha for over forty years, was found at 11:58 Monday forenoon.


The story went on to detail Julius’s recent bout of depression, brought on by a battle with ptomaine poisoning. It speculated on the state of his finances now that he had closed the various businesses he had run with his older brother, Max. It even hypothesized that perhaps his lifelong bachelorhood had left him with the kind of emptiness reserved only for those unblessed by children.


Still, years went by before the chatter finally abated. Why would the man whom the children of the city called “Uncle” want for the attentions of the young? How ill could he have been, having just taken a brisk walk that ended two miles from his door?


And considering that the report stated that either wound could have been fatal, how could Julius Meyer have killed himself twice: a mean feat for any man, even if one accepted as gospel the witchcraft of the Jews.
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FROM THE COLD FOREDECK OF THE Balaclava, ALEXANDER Herrmann observed that it would take a magician of stellar reputation to escape the humanity strangling the Philadelphia Lazaretto.


He had been told there were such crowds at the processing station at Castle Garden. But that was in New York; anywhere one went, the landscape was choked with people. They packed the theatres, filled the parks, and lived eight and ten to a room. At the old fort where the immigrants were processed, queues were so long and quarters so close that fisticuffs would originate among husbands and fathers angered at the proximity of strange men to their wives and daughters.


He had expected Philadelphia’s immigrant entry point to be different than this, and in some ways it was. Rather than a forbidding old military installation, the Lazaretto was bucolic—a series of structures in the colonial style set in hundreds of acres of farmland and decorated with manicured lawns. Its site on the Delaware River spoke more of a country estate than a quarantine station; its weathervanes and cupolas would not have been out of place at a university in the Old Dominion.


Alexander began counting the ships. There were two in front of the Balaclava and eight behind, each one dutifully waiting its turn for a chance at a rickety berth. At the starboard dock, a giant iron-hulled barquentine disgorged hundreds of steerage passengers chattering in a dozen languages. The varieties of speech aside, Alexander was amazed at how much each immigrant resembled another: the same frayed dark suits and bowler hats, the same wrinkled notes pinned to each coat, scrawled with the name of a relative or local committeeman. The women and children came wrapped in whatever would serve against the late November chill, their long skirts and trousers encircled at the hems with filth from below decks. Even the dead were indistinguishable. From a hatch on the far port side, he could see men in stained white coats removing linen-wrapped bodies from the hold; the freedom they had sought in America would now have to be provided by God, not Lincoln.


Alexander had just turned from the sights of the shoreline when the arguing began.


He didn’t understand the words, but he knew they were in Russian. At first, two voices seemed involved, then three, then the shouting blended with the general cacophony of the Lazaretto—a few more foreign souls attempting to make a point at the tops of their lungs. As he rushed toward the din, Alexander began to recognize one of the voices. It was thin and young, but with a fierce tone and a sarcastic edge that he could well discern through the chatter. Gaining the quarterdeck, Alexander pushed his way through a small crowd that had gathered around three quarrelling boys. Two of them were steerage rats from Moscow or Rostov or Odessa.


The third was his younger cousin.


He was smaller than his two antagonists and as dark as they were fair; but to listen to their raised cries was to believe that they had all grown up in the same town, perhaps even in the same street. His vowels were their vowels, his consonants identical. He was guttural where they were; and when they squeezed the letter “y” in the manner of the steppes, he choked it harder, bringing an arrogance to the dispute that required no translation.


Alexander stepped forward and stood beside his cousin. He raised his walking stick.


“What are they on about?” he asked in their native German.


“They saw my curly hair and the pretty clothes you bought me and called me a Jew. They threatened to pull down my britches to prove it.”


“They’re putting the gangway down, Julius. Let’s just get out of here.”


“No! No, leave me alone, Alex. You’ll ruin everything. I’ve got them confused. I’ve told them I’m Russian, too.”


“I don’t care. Your brother told me to bring you to this country alive.”


Perhaps it was the hurried Deutsch, or the sweat on Alexander’s brow, but the larger Russian, the one with red eyes, smiled and called out to Julius. He reached into a drooping pocket and produced a short fish blade, tossing it from hand to hand.


“What is he saying?” Alex asked.


“He says if I’m not circumcised now, I soon will be.”


Laughing, the Russian waved the blade in the direction of the smaller boy’s groin as his companion circled toward Alexander’s back.


“Julius,” cried Alexander, “tell them they are right. Tell them we are Jews.”


Julius opened his mouth to protest but his cousin cuffed him on the ear.


“Tell them!”


The curly-headed boy did as ordered. To Alexander’s ears, his Russian seemed even more perfect than before.


“Now tell them what they’ve always heard is true. That we are all of us demons, and if they don’t leave us alone, we will bring hell down upon them.”


“What?”


“God damn you, tell them!”


The boy obeyed, which enraged Red Eyes even more. His lieutenant, whose grin revealed teeth more green than the river, moved to grasp Alexander from behind. Julius leaped up on a barrel, sidestepping the knife and taunting the Russian about the uncertainty of his origins.


Alexander feinted in time to avoid Green Teeth’s arms and grabbed the boy by his wretched coat. Spinning around twice, he flung him to the deck. With a bellow of rage, the Russian jumped to his feet in time to see Alexander reach into his breast pocket as if to retrieve a weapon.


As Green Teeth charged him, Alexander crossed his elbows to form an inverted “V,” and knit his fingers together. Then he spread them apart, fanning them wide like a deck of cards.


His hands burst into flame.


The fire was blue at its base and smelled of lamp oil. The light March wind bent the fire forward over Alexander’s fingers and into the face of Green Teeth. The boy recoiled with an oath and ran for the nearest hatch. Alexander turned, whirling on one foot toward his enemy’s companion. Red Eyes collapsed to the deck in terror, begging mercy from the demon in the fine suit. With a sleek flourish, Alexander raised both arms above his head as if to administer the coup de grace, but instead rotated each wrist with a snap, instantly extinguishing the flames.


Through his smoking hands, Alexander stared down at the frightened Russian and pointed toward the gangway. He uttered a single word in English. He had learned it from cowboy novels.


“Git.”


The boy ran for the quarterdeck, hot on the heels of Green Teeth, who now stood remonstrating with a Lazaretto official. The Russian pantomimed fire and put his fingers to his forehead to indicate the horns of Lucifer. By the time his friend reached him, two large sailors had taken Red Eyes into custody. As if he were on fire, Green Teeth made for the Balaclava’s starboard bulwark and hurled himself over her side. He bounced off one of the ship’s newly tied lines, nearly crushing a rat using it as his road ashore. He plunged beneath the river’s surface and bobbed back up with a repeated cry that sounded to Alexander like “choff.”


“Russian for ‘devil,’” Julius said.


He snorted into his nose and made for the foredeck. With a sigh, Alexander followed him through a forward hatch, around a course of deck chairs and past a line of customs inspectors holding pencils and tablets. He turned right at the Captain’s Mess and bowed his head to avoid scraping it on the ceiling of the dank passageway. When he arrived at the small stateroom they had shared, he grabbed his cousin by the shoulders.


“This is madness,” Alexander said, slamming the door behind them with his foot. “Just because you can speak like they do is no reason to goad them. The next time I might not be close by—and then some other pigs will slice your throat and count you as another victory for Jesus and the Czar.”


Julius glared at his cousin. He shook off Alexander’s hands and walked toward his narrow, unmade bunk.


“But you are always close by, Alex—ever-present, like God. Guttenu, the way you hover about me, He’s your only competition. Except God doesn’t get his miracles by mail order, does he? ‘The Hands of Mephistopheles,’ I believe the trick is called. Two pounds, ten plus post from Mr. Cantor’s in London.”


Alexander grabbed a brush and comb from the overhead cupboard and angrily stuffed them into his suitcase.


“If it weren’t for that two pounds, ten, they would be picking a fish blade out of your ribcage. It’s bad enough I’ve spent the past ten days watching you argue with Russians in Russian, Serbs in Serbian and with every German on board. Believe it or not, dear cousin, babysitting you isn’t my primary mission in life.”


“No, Alex, your primary mission in life is to play lackey for your brother. Rabbits from hats! Sawing women in half! Artists at work, God save you.”


Alexander turned away from his cousin. He reached into a small chest of drawers and began to remove his shirts and collars. He gently placed each one in a leather suitcase plastered with travel labels: New York, Paris, Istanbul.


“Julius, this word game you play with people—it squanders your gift.”


The younger boy smiled. As if to mock Alexander, he switched from German to English: perfect, unaccented, and sufficiently sprinkled with the sort of idiomatic phrases that only one born in its homeland could know.


“Don’t lecture me about gifts, Alex. You and that charlatan brother of yours sell lies for a living. You wave your wands and scare the yokels—and they swallow it like flies eating shit.”


“That’s what they pay for,” Alexander said, closing the suitcase. “We agree to lie well and they agree to believe us. But Julius, when you deny that you’re a Jew …”


“Did anyone in your America ever grab you by your earlocks? Did anyone ever pull your prayer shawl down or throw your black hat into the gutter? In your America you looked like everyone else. In Bromberg being a Jew never got me anything but a beating. No more, Alex. No more yeshiva bocher taking the back alleys to avoid the krauts and polacks. I’m in your America now. I’ll tell them I’m a schwartze if it keeps me in one piece—and I’ll do it in any language.”


Alexander locked his case just as the deep whistle of the Balaclava sounded debarkation. He could hear sailors shouting that the time had come to go ashore.


Julius grabbed his carpetbag and flew through the stateroom door. Alexander watched him disappear down the grimy hall, running hard until he encountered the ancient British steward who had seen to their needs during the long crossing. Julius stopped to smile and pump the old man’s hand. As he had throughout the voyage, the boy greeted him as a countryman, his accent a perfect reflection of the cockney’s own. He spoke in rhyming slang, referred to the old man as “ducks,” and finally departed down the corridor with a jaunty “t’ra.”


Alexander glanced after Julius and then paused in the hall. When the steward reached him at the door, he cheerfully blocked the old man’s passage.


“Thank you for your fine service,” he said. “I shall miss it when we leave the ship.”


The steward bowed. “It was nothing, young gentleman.”


“Ah, but even nothing deserves the proper something.”


Alexander crossed his hands in the air, his fingers fluttering like the wings of a dove. Then he reached behind the steward’s ear, produced a silver dollar, and placed it in the old man’s palm.
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It was a journey of nearly two hours from the Balaclava dock to the City of Philadelphia. From the Lazaretto’s home village of Tinicum to the Belgian block streets over which their cart now jangled, the cousins had seen mostly marshland and grass, punctuated here and there by a shack or dilapidated barn. Buffeted by the hard roads, they were hungry and exhausted when at last the Walnut Street Theatre came into view.


Julius was less than impressed.


By European standards, the Walnut was hardly grand. It had been built in the old Philadelphia style—its face nearly unadorned but for six Doric columns and some ungenerous sprays of filigree—reflecting the philosophy of the old town in which it was built. The Quakers, founders of the city, had fought the commonwealth for years to ban the wickedness of public performance, relegating all such foolishness to the far side of South Street, the town’s original border. With such sentiments in mind, the architects had probably been right to choose austerity over splendor. The Walnut was, after all, not a dime museum or a tent circus but a palace of culture in which the likes of Forrest and Booth portrayed Hamlet the Dane and Othello the Black for the edification of a grateful public.


The cart stopped at the corner of Ninth and Walnut. Alexander paid the driver, and the cousins jumped from the rough seat. The man handed down their trunk and bags, made a clicking sound to his two filthy bays, and left with neither good-bye nor thanks.


Alexander straightened his jacket and began to pick up his trunk; it was then that he noticed the tall posters lined up against the Walnut’s columns.


What he saw filled him with dread.


FRIDAY EVENING, NOVEMBER 17, 1866. LAST PERFORMANCE BUT TWO! 
BENEFIT OF
PROFESSOR CARL HERRMANN
THE GREATEST MAGICIAN OF AMERICA!
HE OF THE AMAZING VANISHING SPARROW,
HOUSE OF BEWITCHED CARDS, ETC.
NOW OFFERS THE PUBLIC HIS GREATEST ILLUSION! THE ONE
AND ONLY ORIGINAL TO HIM AND SINGULAR
BULLET CATCH!
THE AMAZING TRICK, WHICH HAS CAUSED THE UNFORTUNATE
DEATH OF OVER 50 FINE PRACTIONERS OF THE MYSTIC ARTS!
FOR THIS
ONE NIGHT ONLY
THE GREAT HERRMANN WILL PERFORM THIS MOST
DEATH DEFYING OF ACTS USING, UNLIKE IMITATORS,
A GENUINE REVOLVER BULLET
OF LEAD WHICH SHALL BE SUBJECT TO METICULOUS INSPECTION
BY MEMBERS OF THE AUDIENCE AND
QUALIFIED MEMBERS OF THE LOCAL CONSTABULARY!
THIS SHALL BE CAUGHT IN THE TEETH OF THE ARTIST!


Alex took hold of his cousin’s ear and, ignoring the astonished box office clerk, dragged Julius into the Walnut’s lobby. From the antechamber, he could hear his elder brother’s voice reverberate, screaming and swearing in two languages: English for the understanding of stagehands and assistants, German to articulate profanities for which only German would suffice.


The cousins hurried into the auditorium. It was a large, sweeping arc with a double balcony and a proscenium more highly decorated than the Walnut’s austere face might indicate. Below the gilded seraphim and the two-faced god of the drama, the stage was cluttered with large cases and sundry machines. The equipment was painted in lurid shades of black and orange, and festooned with question marks and Chinese characters.


At stage center stood a tall and slender man in shirtsleeves. His silver waistcoat was unbuttoned, and his black hair fell in rings over his forehead. In his left hand, he held a silver revolver, while his right gestured grandly toward the chandelier. At the sight of him, Julius gasped in recognition: the burning eyes, the pointed eyebrows and waxed mustaches above the long, pointed goatee. It was if Mephistopheles had left Hell for the day to entertain Philadelphia’s damned souls.


The demon stared out into the rows of seats, finally fixing Alexander in his gaze.


“Well, little Alex. I thought it was me who did the disappearing. You were supposed to be coming from Prussia, not Mars.”


“Put the gun down, Compars,” Alex said. “We’ve spoken of this before. You can’t do the Catch with a live bullet.”


The magician paused for a moment, stared at his brother and then, with a grin, fired three rounds into the upper flies. The chief stagehand ran out a back door. Julius was so quick to leap behind one of the orchestra seats that his hat met his foot on his way down.


“I see,” Compars said, spitting on the stage. “Of all of mother’s sixteen children, you are the one God has sent to provide me with sage advice. And why not? You are only twenty-nine years my junior. Why wouldn’t I listen to such an experienced expert on what can and cannot be accomplished on a stage? Perhaps I should simply turn over this franchise to you now. You are after all, nearing twenty-one.”


“Compars …”


“I remind you we are in the United States!” the magician shouted in English. “You will refer to me at all times in public as Carl or Herr Docktor or perhaps, as you should, dear brother.”


He fired another round into the ceiling, loosening a chunk of plaster the size of a hog’s head.


“And now, since you appear to be in the mood to tell me things, pray tell me this: where is the brat you were sent to fetch for that fool, Max?”


“Like everyone else here, ‘dear brother,’ he is in hiding for his life. I beg you. Put down the pistol and take away the posters. To carry out your plan, you need a confederate. None of your other aides knows how the mechanisms of this trick work. That leaves me alone to pull the trigger—and I refuse.”


From his hiding place on the theatre’s floor, Julius peeked from between two seats at the figure onstage. As Compars turned red, he looked to the boy even more like the devil. The magician raised the pistol once more toward the ceiling but received only a hollow click for his efforts. He looked up at the silver gun and threw it to the stage. Compars kicked the weapon into a footlight, clenched his fists at his sides and stomped toward his dressing room.


Alexander scurried toward the orchestra pit and leaped onto the stage. He picked up the revolver from the floor and put it in his overcoat pocket. Steadying himself against a huge papier-mâché playing card, he motioned for Julius to rise from his hiding place and called for the stage manager. Presently, a short, fat man emerged from the stage-right flies. He was pale and perspiring freely.


“Sir,” Alexander said, “please allow me to apologize for my brother’s behavior. He is an artiste and, as you must know better than anyone, such men are sometimes given to temperament. I expect he shall be fine directly. In the meantime, I ask that you please have your men remove any and all posters that contain mention of this bullet catch. The Great Herrmann’s show will go on, I promise, but without that particular feature.”


The stage manager nodded and proceeded down the steps toward the lobby. Julius emerged from his sanctuary and walked down the aisle toward his cousin.


“Now I see why you say he treats you like a slave,” Julius said. “It’s because you defy him.”


Alexander brushed his hair from his eyes. “This isn’t the first time I have saved him from himself,” he said, his breath still short. “Two years ago in Chicago, he insisted on placing himself upside down in a tank of water with a large window at its front, padlocking it, and then trying to escape. We told him the trick wasn’t nearly ready, but he would have none of it. I had to take an axe to the window in front of a thousand people. For months afterward his reputation was as shattered as that glass. It has taken until now for him to regain his rightful place in the show business. Since I was your age, it has been my place to keep him from committing suicide for his art. He’s no good to the audience dead.”


Julius picked up a black wooden wand that was lying on a box beside him. He waved it tauntingly in the air before a burly prop man grasped it from his hand and disappeared into the wings.


“He is the Great Herrmann, Alex, not you. He is your older brother: old enough to be your father. My brother is a great man, too. He’s smarter than anyone. He is making lots of money in the West. When I get there I won’t be stupid, I’ll listen to him. I’ll do everything he says and be rich.”


Alexander smiled slightly. “Well, while you’re getting rich, make sure you don’t let him kill himself, even if he asks you to. C’mon, let’s see if we can find the great sorcerer.”


That evening, The Great Herrmann presented his act, the very same performance that had delighted the Walnut for the previous two weeks. There were, as the new posters proclaimed, “thrills for the gentlemen and refined amusements for the ladies.” Compars, suave and self-possessed in his black tailcoat, disappeared through a trapdoor onstage and materialized in the balcony; he burned Alexander alive and then conversed with his ghostly form as it hovered above his ashes; cards came to life in his hands; doves transformed from feathers to silk.


For this performance and the two that would follow, a dozen Philadelphia police constables had been engaged. They were there to maintain order among those who had seen the posters promising the catching of a genuine revolver bullet in the mouth of the artist. As anticipated, there were members of the audience who objected loudly to not witnessing the feat for which they had bought their tickets. Confronted by such a ruckus, an officer would immediately escort the malcontent to the street, applying force commensurate to the degree of resistance. One polite man asked for and received his money back; another was given a season pass. The story ended somewhat worse for a Mr. Simon R. Tracey of Brewerytown. He had stood up in the second tier and hollered, “Coward! Where’s the Catch, then?” Tracey spent the weekend in Central Holding, where he was surrounded by inebriates and petty thieves and accosted by a procurer who insisted that the sodomite he represented was a real woman.


It fell to Alex to pay the policemen: ten dollars each and an equal share in a case of good Irish: the going rate for security in The City of Brotherly Love. Yes, it was expensive, but his brother’s hard-earned reputation hung in the balance. Besides, Captain Riordan of the Third District (who was in for ten percent) assured him he was getting a bargain. It would have cost even more had his cops been off duty.


Julius had watched as the officers received their money and smiled through their mustaches. America was just as his brother had described it: filled with small men looking for small money, hicks easy to outsmart and drunkards not paying attention. Perhaps when they spoke of “the land of opportunity” this is what they meant: a society of limitless marks waiting to be taken; where it wasn’t even necessary to cheat them to make their treasure your own.
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IN 1866, OMAHA, NEBRASKA WAS A CITY NOT YET A CITY IN A state not yet a state.


It was later said that if the place had gained any success, it was literally taken out of some poor animal’s hide. Bear, buffalo, muskrat and beaver were all abundant and there for the trapping, waiting to be cut into coats and stoles and blocked into hats. Early in the century, competition was so great among the fur trappers that they seemed only too glad to skin each other along with the varmints. Men were shot over a few pelts or had their goods stolen en route to market. Relative peace was established after the War of 1812, when, with the cooperation of the government, John Jacob Astor took control of the trade. With his monopoly forcing lower prices per pelt, anyone who now wanted to make a decent dollar left the wilderness and took a job with the approaching railroad or helped supply those who did. The men swinging the hammers would need flour and coffee in the daytime and whiskey and women after dark; and those who could provision them stood a good chance of leaving this life a good deal richer than they had entered it.


Max Meyer had seen the need and brought tobacco to Omaha: first as a greenhorn fresh from Europe, a canvas bag lashed to his back, later as a merchant, greeting carloads of Virginia and Latakia leaf. When the business began, his mixtures filled crude pipes made of mud or clay; but before a year was out, Max would be displaying briers and meerschaums of cherry and fruitwood and blending his plants in secret concoctions rare and aromatic. He sold cigars and cigarettes and the papers in which to roll them. In time, he followed his smoking products with other luxuries: thick, black chew; newspapers and periodicals from New York, Philadelphia, and Boston; soap; hair tonic, and the kind of jewelry that a roughneck might buy in a town whose female population consisted chiefly of prostitutes.


Max looked through his window at Farnam Street and watched his customers as they dug train beds for the railroad that would connect Des Moines to Omaha and Omaha to California. The men worked quickly, fighting the deadline the government had placed on the Cedar Rapids & Missouri and the cold that nature had laid upon their bare eyes and hands. There was more than enough work in Omaha, regardless of race, religion, or past criminalities. Despite the Civil War, the government had proceeded with the provisions of the Pacific Railroad Act of 1862, which vowed to unite the land by rail. With the unpleasantries concluded, it would probably be only a year or two until the locomotives (now stopped over a hundred miles away in Iowa) would begin to arrive in town, their cars laden with all the good things of Eastern industry. Max had already made the necessary deals with his suppliers for the items he would need in the amounts required. His small business had already made him comfortable; he looked forward to being rich.


Max fixed his eyes on a giant Negro whose head was wrapped in a stained cloth. All morning long he had swung his sledge like a piston, not stopping for rest or water, perhaps afraid that even a moment’s pause would freeze him solid. As Max watched the huge man lift and strike, his reverie was interrupted by a voice he had come to dread ever since its small owner had first been allowed to walk abroad alone.


“The Union forever!”


On the boardwalk that fronted the Nickel & Dime Saloon, Lemuel Norcross began his daily adventure. He swung under a hitching rail, jumped to a horse trough, and skidded the length of its frozen surface. He twisted in the air, gave a strangled shout, and landed hard on the ground, his tiny boots cracking the surface of the frozen mud. He whirled once more, whinnied like a stallion, and stooped to pick up a dry, white branch unearthed by the rail gang.


“Springfield Percussion rifle!”


In the boy’s hands, the stick spat fire, single-handedly holding off the gray hordes of the Confederacy.


“Liberty and union! Long live Mr. Lincoln!”


Max frowned at the noise. He turned on his heel, hurried to the news rack at the rear of the store, and turned to face the door. If the boy were to enter his shop today, the large rack of dime novels would be his goal. He would skip in with a loud and cheery hello, run to the little paper-books, and pick up copy after copy in his grubby hands. He would ask Max a thousand questions—why wasn’t there a Mrs. Max; why did Mr. Max talk so funny; was Mr. Max sad about the president? In his hoarse and chirping voice, the boy would announce each title aloud: The Romance of the Squatter Wife, The Shawnee Scout, The Disagreeable Death of Dangerous Dan. With the noon whistle about to blow, the rail workers would soon be crowding the shop in search of Weyman’s Long Cut or the latest Police Gazette. The fact that the boy could read at the age of seven might have made him a credit to his mother, but in the world of men, Lemuel Norcross was a marked deterrent to the vital transactions that took place amid conversation unfit for children.


His eyes now fixed on the street, Max watched the little figure’s every move. Lemuel jumped from a rain barrel to an apple box, slid down in a drift of snow, and began to run in the direction of the store. Max braced himself for the boy’s onslaught of chatter when he saw the boy stop dead center in the street. Max abandoned the periodicals, walked back to the shop window, and looked east.


With the winter sun at their backs, the riders appeared as thin silhouettes against a burst of yellow. At first, Max was blinded by the contrast, the black shapes persisting in his retinas and blocking his vision. But as the men rode into the shade, the glare in his eyes dissolved to reveal a quartet of warriors, hard in their expressions and Ponca by their dress. They were prepared for the cold as no newcomer could be, each man’s face encircled in stiff fur caps still bearing the heads of three raccoons. The headdress on the tallest rider was faceless and black, its texture like shag tobacco, huge horns springing from its temples. Thick buffalo robes tumbled to their boots. Two were colored a rough, soft brown; the others were as pale as a church girl’s flesh. At the edges of each garment could be seen an inch or two of the wooly hair that formed its lining—the exterior of the bison pressed to the outside of the man. As they rode closer, Max could see the stick-like paintings adorning the robes: a deer hunt in reds and blues; a war victory in purples and greens; and on all four robes, men. Some were posed horseback, pulling strong on their bows; others were foot soldiers, giving flight to arrows that would send their rivals to the unknowable.


The braves halted before the door of Max’s shop. With a single motion, the tall rider dismounted and tapped his pony’s nose to keep him still. As he paused to pull his robe tighter, he noticed Lemuel Norcross standing like a statue in the middle of the street. He raised his hand to the boy and smiled.


Max stomped from the shop, a Chesterfield overcoat still hanging from his left shoulder. He patted the breast pocket of his suit coat. The short-barreled .45 was still there.


“Nein,” he shouted at the tall man. “No. No. I tell you before. No Indian here. No Indian.”


The tall brave turned away from Lemuel. Frowning, he plunged his hand into a small pouch at his belt and produced a newly minted territorial dollar. He held it up to Max like a mayor presenting the city’s keys.


“Tobacco,” said the brave.


Max’s face reddened as he buttoned the Chesterfield to the neck. “Nein. Tobacco you want? In the saloon there is tobacco. They only will let in an Indian. Not shopkeepers. Maybe you should grow tobacco. I tell again like I have told you from long. No Indian in the stores. No Indian. Go.”


The brave looked down at Max and then at the dollar. It glinted in the winter light as he held it higher and scowled at the white man.


“Tobacco,” he repeated, “for Standing Bear.”


Max felt a chill from within, a coldness left over from the old country.


These savages had been ordered here by a king; in Prussia he had seen the lengths to which kings would go to get what they wanted and the things that could happen to their underlings when those wants were thwarted: titles stripped, ranks reduced, lands taken. He knew that reasoning with the Indian was of no use. Besides, reason depended on language. The Indian spoke no German and Max no Ponca; and neither party’s English was equal to such delicate negotiations.


Max cursed in Yiddish and looked at the brave. “You,” he said, motioning to the man. He pointed at the three other riders and shook his head back and forth. “Not them.” The tall brave signaled to his lieutenants, wrapped his robe tighter, and followed Max into the shop, shaking the snow from his boots.


For the better part of an hour he inspected the various wares, picking things up, holding them to the light, sniffing them. At last, he pointed to a glass jar filled with light-colored burley and held up the dollar. Max weighed the correct amount and placed it in a cotton sack. He took the coin, and returned a silver ten-cent piece to the Indian.


The tall brave bit into the dime, then took the package with a grunt. Turning toward the door, he noticed the small white boy from the street. He was standing at the magazine rack, looking up from the latest edition of Colonel Custis’ Weekly.


The Indian walked slowly toward the boy and put his left hand on his shoulder. With his right, he plucked the book from the boy’s grasp. He began to page through it, grinning at the engravings depicting chapter six of Dick Lightheart Encounters Injun Joe, but frowning at the profusion of little black marks that only served to turn the paper gray.


Lemuel Norcross watched as the Indian returned the dime novel to his hands. The brave strode back to the counter, retrieved the dime from his pocket and placed it carefully to the right of the cash box.


“For boy,” he said, and walked through the door.


Lemuel looked hard at the shopkeeper.


“Is it mine, Mr. Max?” the boy asked.


Max looked down at the dime. “Yes, yes,” he said. “Take and go. It’s soon lunch whistle. The men will need their tobacco. Go. Read. By me, you’ll not come back.”


Lemuel paused for a moment and then ran from the store at top speed, stuffing the book into his coat.


Max put the dime in the cash box and walked to the window again. The Indians had fallen into the shadows, the clacking of their horses’ hooves echoing across the ice. Lemuel Norcross raced after them, shouting and whooping like a red man born.


“Hooray!” Lemuel Norcross called from the street. “Long live Chased By Owls!”


Max Meyer shook his head. Perhaps once his younger brother arrived, he could begin to make sense of this land. What kind of country raises a little boy to cry out the name of a sworn enemy of his race? Surely, only in America could a savage receive such gratitude for the purchase of a lurid tale printed on cheap paper for the entertainment of children and fools.
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AS JULIUS MEYER STEPPED FROM THE LAST TRAIN HEADING west, he squinted his eyes against the whiteness of Boone, Iowa’s world. All within his vision appeared solid; variations created by hillside or ravine turned into one endless sheet of paper. In the past hundred miles, the only contrast he had noted was the slate-gray ribbon of the Des Moines River, sad and frozen in place. Julius wiped his nose on his sleeve and pulled his cap low over his ears. All he wanted was a fire and a bowl of soup.


Fifty feet from the face of the steaming locomotive, the railroad ended. Just as in Omaha, a mass of humanity in all sizes and colors was swinging sledges and clanging down sections of new track. The bosses hollered orders at the men and the workers translated the shouts into their native tongues as the town’s few merchants prepared for the noon rush.


Picking up his bags, Julius heard a melody; a surprisingly jaunty tune more suited for summer sunshine then the prevailing chill. Coming closer to the tracks, the voices of the blacks cut like ice axes through the cold. The whites and even some of the Chinese joined in for the chorus:


Take this hammer,
Carry it to the captain.
Take this hammer,
Carry it to the captain.
Take this hammer,
Take it to the captain.
Tell him gone, oh lord,
Yes, I’m gone.


Shivering, the boy turned from the singing and searched his coat pocket for the transfer providing passage to Omaha. Guessing that they might know where to go next, Julius followed a group of about a dozen passengers toward a large canvas tent. Beside it stood a wooden post topped by a worn sign:


STAGE


The scrawl held no meaning for Julius. His genius lay not in reading languages, but speaking them; still, the letters on the sign matched those on his transfer and he entered through a flap made ragged by the wind. Inside, a sickly-looking woman approached him.


“Take a number,” she said and handed him a piece of worn cardboard.


The tent’s interior was warm, the heat provided by an old Franklin stove and the bodies of the travelers. Each one held a card marked with their number, entitling the holder to a turn at remonstrating with an official seated at a low table. The man wore a cap in the style of a train conductor, the word “agent” inscribed in brass above the brim. As he drew closer, Julius could hear a strange, ringing splat and slivers of anguished conversation. Set before the agent’s fingers was a small sign with a name burned into its surface:


MR. HARRIS T. BOGARDUS 
OVERLAND STAGE COMPANY 
BOONE, IOWA


When his turn finally came, Julius handed the number and transfer to the man.


“Well, what is it? Hurry up, boy,” Bogardus said.


“Yes. When will the coach be leaving?


Bogardus paused and spat a rich mixture of saliva and tobacco into a nearby spittoon. It rang like a dinner bell.


“Not today, son. Pro’ly not tomorrow, either.”


“But why, please?


“Too cold. Temperature’s got to get to forty. Any less, freeze to death: driver, horse, and fare.”


“Please. My brother is expecting me.”


A wooden stamp came down on Julius’s transfer like the judgment of the Lord.


“He’s expectin’ you not dead. Take this, turn left outside.”


Bogardus returned the transfer to Julius, accompanied by a skeletonic key from which hung a large wooden tag reading No. #8. Julius made his way through the crowd and stopped to wrap his scarf twice around his head. Turning left as instructed, he could see what looked like tarpaper shacks set in three long rows, moaning in the wind. Some sang high, the holes in their walls whistling like fifes; others intoned lower scales. Their bass and timpani was banging shutters.


Number Eight was in the center of the first row. From behind its door, loud enough to be heard over the wind, Julius could hear snoring. He climbed the single step and jiggled the key into the lock.


As the door rattled open, he was nearly knocked back outside by the force of an ungodly stench. It was a smell that carried within it all solids and fluids the human can produce. It seeped from overflowing chamber pots; wafted from a mess that was once a good night’s liquor and rose from two sleeping bodies laid out on straw long unreplaced. Fighting a wave of nausea, the boy raised his handkerchief to his nose and closed the door behind him. His head swam; but it wouldn’t do to faint now, considering what he might land in.


“Hey, boy. That door ain’t shut all the way.”


The voice came from the far left corner of the shack. At first, Julius couldn’t see to whom it belonged, but a second shout revealed a grizzled head, its hat still on, rising from beneath a soiled blanket.


“I said, shut the fucking door, boy!”


Julius turned toward the door and shoved it hard. With this last source of fresh air eliminated, Julius stumbled toward a half-filled bucket and gave in to his revulsion.


“That’s all right, lad. Let it out. Ain’t one of us come into this hell hole without first we served it our dinner.”


When he finally was able to lift his head, Julius could see that the man beneath the blanket was now sitting up. His hat was worn and stained with sweat, and his buckskins had seen their best days years ago. Although it was winter, the man’s complexion had the ruddy cast of a farmer. His beard was gray except at the mustache and the swath beneath the lower lip where some black fought to remain. Julius could feel his own cheeks turn from green to red at the sound of the man’s laughter.


“Nothing to be ashamed of, boy. When I first come in here, four days ago, I think I gave up dirt I’d et as a child. And believe me—this is the goddamn Ritz compared to some burrows they got here. ’Course, it’s probably a little worse ’cause of old Jim Riley over there.”


The man pointed to a series of lumps beneath two horse blankets. The covers had been pulled over the figure’s head so that only his boots were exposed. Julius realized that the snoring he had heard upon entering the shack was now silent.


“Is he sick?” he asked the gray man.


“He’s dead, buddy,” the gray man said, chuckling. “Dead three nights. I’ve been meaning to bring him outside, pack him in snow. But the wind whipped up last night so’s you couldn’t walk abroad and he ain’t begun to stink yet, so I went back to sleep and left it for today. Guess that little stove makes it warmer in here than I thought. That’s him in the air all right, so into the drifts he goes. They’ll keep him fresh ’til the ground’s soft enough to bury him. Probably April.”


The boy looked on in horror as a broad, gapped grin spread across the gray man’s face.


“You know,” he said. “Planting season.”


The shack rang with laughter. The gray man slapped his thighs beneath the blanket and shook his head back and forth. When he was finished, he rose from beneath his bedding and approached Julius.


“Well, what do you want? The head or the feet?”


Julius didn’t answer but moved instinctively away from the face of the corpse. As they lifted him from the floor, the blanket fell away from Jim Riley’s shoulders. His eyes and mouth were open. They carried the body through the door and dropped it in a drift at the side of Number Eight. Wiping the snow from his hands, the gray man knelt down, shot his cuffs, and pulled the boots from the dead man’s feet.


“Waste not, want not, my sainted mother always said.”


The task completed, the two kicked up enough snow to cover Jim Riley and hurried back inside. Perhaps it had been the open door or the absence of a rotting man in their midst, but Julius found the air in Number Eight not quite so foul as before. The gray man reached into a pouch at his belt and pulled out something that looked like a sliver of wood. He looked at it for a moment, then bit into it and began to chew. With a look of satisfaction, he held it up to Julius.


“Jerky?”


The boy held up his hand and murmured a polite decline. He might be getting used to the shack, but not so much that he could eat in it.


“All right, boy, suit yourself. Better get some rest, though. My bones tell me we’ll be on our way day after tomorrow and you better hope it heats up enough to travel but not much more. Standing Bear—ol’ Ma-chu-na-zha—and his boys have been known to venture this far east this time of year, but with weather like this I think they’d just as soon sit warm in the wigwam, so to say.”


“This Standing Bear is an Indian?”


“An Indian? He’s the Indian, son.”


The gray man sat down on the floor and removed his moccasins. He reached for Jim Riley’s boots and slipped them over his worn stockings. Satisfied that they fit, he slipped beneath the blanket again. Julius found a spot near the window seemingly unfouled by human liquids or dirty clothing.


“What’s your name, boy?”


“Julius Meyer, sir.”


“John Nathan McGarrigle, at your service. But my friends and enemies call me Prophet John.”


“I’m sorry,” Julius said, “but I am European. In English this word can mean more than one thing. ‘Profit’ as in money, or ‘prophet’ as in one who sees the future. Which are you, please?”


The gray man stared at Julius for a moment and burst once again into laughter. He pointed at the bewildered boy as if he were a zoo exhibit and coughed and choked until he could speak again.


“You going to Omaha?”


“Yes, sir.”


“You’ll find out,” he said, and collapsed into the straw, helpless.


[image: image]
 

The next morning was colder than the last, and true to the gray man’s prediction, the required temperature wasn’t reached until the day following. This was determined by Mr. Harris T. Bogardus of the Overland Stage Company walking into the Lament, the shack that served as the village saloon, taking a shot of whiskey, walking outside for a few minutes, and walking back in. If Mr. Bogardus instructed the drivers to harness the horses, those bound for points west could proceed. If he ordered another shot, they would remain trapped in Boone until the weather deigned to cooperate.


At the instant Bogardus set down his glass and called for his men, the travelers ran to their shacks, gathered their trunks and carpetbags, and piled into four waiting stagecoaches. Julius shared his with a married couple from Ohio, a laborer seeking railroad work, Prophet John McGarrigle, and a prostitute whose perfume helped to mask the aroma of the other passengers.


When the coach arrived in Omaha some ten hours later, Julius’s brother greeted him with a cup of strong tea, a silent nod, and a brown paper voucher. It read:


BRUNO’S NEAPOLITAN BARBER SHOP
SIGNORE B. GAITA, PROP. 
THIS COUPON ENTITLES THE BEARER TO ONE (I) BATH
INCLUDING HOT WATER, SOAP AND LAUNDERED TOWEL.
REMITTED: 25 CENTS. 35 CENTS SATURDAYS.


Max pointed toward the barber’s red and white pole and went back inside his shop. The boy, still carrying his suitcase, walked across Farnum Street, dodging piles of frozen horse manure and patches of black ice.


As he walked into the shop, Julius saw four women waiting for their turn at the warm water and soap, the whore from the stagecoach first. Doing quick calculations in his head, the boy estimated that, with their ablutions and powder and dressing, his wait would be something close to an hour per woman.


Leaving his suitcase to hold his place in line, Julius walked across the room to a dark man carefully stropping a razor on a long leather belt.


“Buon Giorno, Signore,” he said.


Ten minutes later, Julius was luxuriating in a copper tub. Following their short conversation, Signore Bruno had told the whore that, for his health, this young man must precede her. Escorting his charge through the bathroom door, the barber personally supervised the heating of Julius’s water and, with a flourish, threw in some special scented salts, usually five cents extra. He instructed his attendant that there would be no rushing of this bath; and that he was to accept no gratuity, as this young man was his ospite—his guest.


Leaving the boy to undress, Signore Bruno returned to his strop. He would get to the bottom of this. It was simply impossible that this dark bambino could be German and even more impossible that he could be related in any way to such a man as Max Meyer, a sour and disagreeable sort and a Christ-killer to boot. No, this boy was Italiano: and by his speech, from very near his own village on the Costiera Amalfitana.
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CONSIDERING ITS LOCATION IN THE WORLD AND THE TIME period it occupied in history, the food served at the Nickel & Dime should have been a lot worse. As it was, its cuisine had made the saloon the class of Omaha. This was entirely due to the fastidiousness of its cook, an enormous black man who called himself Doris.


It was said in Omaha that he had run away from a plantation in Albemarle, North Carolina, bringing with him every secret of Southern cuisine. He produced biscuits as light as butterfly wings; fried chicken encrusted with bread and herbs; and ham and gravy that had once caused two fur trappers to fight it out over an evening’s last portion. The battle only ended when Doris himself emerged from the kitchen with two platters, having split the order in two and augmented it with some chicken-fried steak gratis. He cracked the plates down on the table, threw a dishtowel over his shoulder as if it was a feather boa, and barked at the two combatants:


“Now you girls eat.”


The fight probably would have continued, but the trappers weren’t willing to risk the chef’s wrath, which was as much a local legend as his victuals. They had both been present the night Packy Girard had complained that his steak was tough and had watched in amazement as Doris bum’s-rushed him into the street, where he landed under a horse that, at that very second, proceeded to relieve itself. With this image in their heads, they disentangled, rose from the floor, and tucked into their meals as ordered, neither of them wishing to live with the stigma of having had their behinds whupped by a sodomite. Such a fate had befallen Packy—forcing him to leave town for points east, no longer able to abide the new nickname his fellow rail workers had awarded him: “Pansy” Girard.


Doris, however, liked to say that he was very much like most of the wildlife back home in Stanley County: dangerous only when provoked. The rest of the time, he would go to great lengths to please a customer, especially one he considered a friend. And so, as he did every morning except Saturday, he gathered up the special meal he had so carefully prepared and entered the Dime’s dining room.


To the unknowing eye, the big breakfast looked the same as any other: eggs, steak, cornpone johnnycake, and biscuits. But instead of frying the eggs in bacon grease, Doris had swirled them in butter. Rather than fry the steak in a pan that was also home to pork and crawfish, he cooked it in a fine Dutch oven that was used for no other purpose. Neither the biscuits nor the johnnycake contained even a teaspoon of lard, but were made instead with heavy, clotted cream.


The tray held high above his head, Doris swept toward the table by the window, the one he reserved for Mr. Eli Gershonson every day.


“Here you are, Mr. Eli,” Doris said, “and there’s not so much as a pig’s whistle in it.”


Eli Gershonson saluted with his coffee cup and looked down at the enormous breakfast. “But Doris, this is too much. How can you expect one man to eat all this?”


Doris gave a girlish laugh. “Oh, Mr. Eli, you say that every morning, and every morning we ain’t got to wash the plate because you make it so clean. Anyway, she’ll want to pick at it. She don’t help much, but she help.”


Gershonson and the chef both laughed. At each breakfast, as the lady and Mr. Eli would converse, she would dip a fork into his eggs or break off a piece of johnnycake the size of a thimble and make it last an hour. Doris liked to believe she couldn’t resist; that hungry or full, his food could tempt even an iron will or a starvation diet.


Doris gave Eli a wave and walked back into the kitchen. Gershonson looked down at his eggs and reached for his pocket watch.


Two minutes to eleven. She would be on time. She always was.


He straightened his tie and wondered how long he would be able to afford this luxury.


After all, the hour he spent with her each morning was prime for business. There were customers waiting on farms and at mining claims and in outlaw redoubts. They needed what he sold: the pots and pans, the tea and coffee pots, the yarn and needles and bolts of cotton and gingham. And yet here he sat, a perfectly respectable businessman of marriageable age, dressed in his finest suit and waiting to receive a whore as though she were a duchess.


She descended the stairs at exactly eleven.


Eli had seen this costume before and was pleased, as it was one of his favorites. The full, billowing skirt was of wine-colored silk brocade in a rose-and-vine pattern. Every step down the balustrade caused it to catch the light in a different place so that its flowers would by turns appear either a deep scarlet or a milky pink. Above it, she wore a short jacket in iridescent blue satin with pagoda sleeves double-piped in white. From beneath this peeked a modest shirtwaist, gathered at the throat and topped with Irish lace, its whiteness only serving to highlight the deep red of her skin and the blackness of her eyes. The whole was in perfect taste for the time of day. Only the color and amount of paint applied to her high cheekbones and wide mouth gave any hint of her chosen career.


Eli Gershonson rose from the table. “Miss Lady-Jane,” he said with a bow.


“Mr. Eli. Hello. You’re looking especially handsome this morning.”


She greeted him in this way (or with the equivalent compliment) every morning. Even so, her words made him blush; and he was grateful to hide his red face by stepping behind her to pull out her chair. When they were both seated, Eli placed his napkin in his lap and began to eat.


“So, my darling,” Lady-Jane said, “how is your business?”


This first bit of small talk was always hard for him. Even though they had been meeting like this for a year, he still needed the first few minutes just to drink her in. This morning, for instance, he delighted to see that she had dressed her hair away from her face; it lay against her proud head flat and tight, terminating in a coal-black chignon. Her eyes were large and sloped up slightly at the corners. Unlike some black eyes whose beauty depended on mystery, hers could be read easily: mirth, doubt, pleasure, and worry were as plain as a Sunday headline. Perhaps it was because her mouth gave them so much help that he could see so well in their darkness.


“Well, I can’t complain. After four years in this wilderness, it seems I’ve built a little clientele. They tell me they trust me. They tell me to come back. They ask me to bring things they need. So? What else can a peddler ask for besides a healthy horse?”


Lady-Jane picked up the coffee pot and refilled his cup. She took a morsel of johnnycake from his plate and popped it in her mouth.


“I’m only glad that you’re doing well enough to continue our mornings,” she said. “I really do look forward to them. And my offer still stands. After all, you’re paying me enough to buy all of my services.”


Eli blushed again, this time in her full view.


“You know it isn’t personal, my darling. But my faith frowns upon such things.”


Lady-Jane quoted the verse to herself: “Thou shall not offer the hire of a strumpet … nor the wages of a dog.” Not very flattering; but her job was to make him feel good, not remorseful; and such a sensitive soul as his needed no more guilt upon it. Still, there was no harm in teasing him; that was very much within the parameters of their arrangement.


“I notice it hasn’t kept other gentlemen of your religion from a good time. And I like you much better than any of them.”


Eli’s smile tightened. “So, if you like me so much, you couldn’t eat something? I suppose it wouldn’t make any difference if I asked you for the millionth time to take a roll and butter?”


She poured herself a cup of coffee and added three lumps of sugar. “I never have an appetite in the morning, my dear. You know that. Now. What adventure are you off on today?”


With a shift in posture and that single question, she was no longer the whore forbidden by the Torah, but a creature beloved of God: the Dutiful Wife, buttering a biscuit for him and enquiring after his most mundane of goals. Such questions were as much a part of her tool kit as her lip rouge and tightly cinched corset. Did you take a scarf? Are your horses due for shoes? Do you have a clean handkerchief?


“My nephew arrives from the East today,” Eli said, his mouth filled with yellow egg. “He is only a little younger than you. Three or four years. He is coming to help out at the tobacco store. His name is Julius. Mr. Max is his brother, my sister’s husband, may she rest in peace.”


Lady-Jane’s mouth turned down.


“I wish him the best of luck,” she said. “Of course I won’t be able to do it at the store. My kind’s not welcome in there.”


“Be patient with him, my darling. I know he is not a nice man. There are only a handful of us Hebrews in this place, and even me he treats like a stranger. But in keeping you out, he isn’t different from anyone else in this town. The treaty isn’t going well. The Sioux are attacking the Ponca from the east and people are getting caught in the middle. The man is only doing as his neighbors do.”


Lady-Jane reached for his cup and filled it again. “And I suppose they think that if I walk in to buy a bar of soap or drink a cup of tea, I’ll walk out with a scalp? Trust me, dear Eli; my schedule is a little too full for me to spend time spying for Standing Bear. Those upright merchants should know that. They’re the ones keeping me busy.”


Eli blushed from his neck to his bald pate. This time Lady-Jane knew she had embarrassed him, crossing the line that separated her reality from his fantasy. Perhaps it was only because he had earned her trust that she had allowed her anger to appear; but that was not what he was paying for. She took his hand and smiled into his face. He brightened and his color returned to its usual paleness. He squeezed her hand and then dabbed his mouth with his napkin.


“If it was up to me, my darling, you could walk everywhere in this world with respect. But I only sell people pots and pans and tea kettles, not new brains.”


The remainder of the conversation was happier: gossip, weather, the finer points of the winter fashions. Finally, Eli Gershonson set his napkin neatly to the right of his empty plate and rose. It was part of their understanding that she remain seated until after their closing pleasantries. She handed him his rough wool scarf as he put on his coat.


“Miss Lady-Jane, I sometimes think this breakfast is what keeps me alive in this wilderness. I thank you so much for sharing it with me. In my mother’s tongue we would call this a mechayah … a pleasure.”


She offered her hand. “The pleasure is mine. And I don’t think it will surprise you to learn that other ladies of my acquaintance are envious that I get to spend my early hours with such a gentleman. Until tomorrow, Mr. Gershonson.”


“Tomorrow,” he replied with a bow and then walked toward the double doors and out into the cold.


Once Eli was out of sight, Lady-Jane called for Kevin Flatley, the busted gold miner who sometimes served as the Dime’s maitre d’. She ordered a rare steak and a shot of Scotch whiskey and asked for that morning’s newspaper. Kevin nodded as if the motion would imbed her words in his brain and headed toward the kitchen, shouting for Doris.


Lady-Jane placed her napkin in her lap and lifted her plate. There, as it did every day, lay a ten-dollar gold piece. She appreciated such subtlety, counting it yet another measure of her client’s respect. After all, there were certain things even a whore shouldn’t let her john see her do. Tucking into an enormous breakfast was one; accepting payment in her palm was another.
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