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Praise for New York Times Bestselling Author Harold Coyle


“The Tom Clancy of ground warfare.”


—W.E.B. Griffin


“Coyle is at his best when he’s depicting soldiers facing death. . . . He knows soldiers and he understands the brotherhood-of-arms mystique that transcends national boundaries.”


—The New York Times Book Review


“Coyle captures the stress, exhilaration, and terror of combat.”


—Cincinnati Post


“In many ways Coyle is even better than Clancy. . . . What sets Coyle’s work apart is his absolute authenticity.”


—Phoenix Gazette


“Coyle is good at conveying the confusion and freewheeling terror of modem combat.”


—Milwaukee Sentinel


“Coyle’s examination of individuals caught in the complexities and cruelties of combat is first-rate.”


—Booklist




It was a war that turned boys into men, women into widows, and sent a ruptured nation rushing into the great unknown.


James Bannon of the 4th Virginia: Exiled in disgrace from his father’s home and sent south to VMI, he lives with a searing memory that shattered his dreams forever. Now, marching with the “Lexington Volunteers” and facing the great divide known as the Mason-Dixon Line, he seeks the one challenge that will bring redemption . . .


Lt. Kevin Bannon of the 4th New Jersey: His older brother always protected him—from their father and from the world. But now he must learn to stand alone, as a newly commissioned First Lieutenant in the 4th New Jersey Volunteer Infantry Regiment. Kevin must find a cause worth fighting for—and a reason to live . . .


Mary Beth McPherson: A true daughter of the South, she has fallen in love with a Yankee estranged from his home: James Bannon. Although she inflames his passions and touches his soul, she knows she must find a way to heal the secret wound buried deep within him . . .


Harriet Ann Shields: As beautiful as she is strong-willed, the daughter of a prominent New Jersey judge and politician is prepared to defy her family and her social rank to risk her life for her two greatest loves: the Union cause and Kevin Bannon, the son of an Irishman . . .


Edward Bannon: A man of wealth, power and prestige, he has always been a cruel and tyrannical father to his two sons, James and Kevin. Now he is willing to use them to further his own ambitions and protect his financial interests. For him the outbreak of war is a threat to business, and he is determined to turn the bloodshed to his advantage . . .


Will McPherson: James’ fellow cadet at VMI, he is a young man full of joy, energy and enthusiasm. He alone has drawn James back from the brink of despair. But in the 4th Virginia, in a cruel and savage war, he will lead James to the edge of an even more terrible hell . . .
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This book is dedicated to my mother and father, Evelyn and Harry Coyle, who gave me all they could, including the best years of their lives.




It was the best of times, it was the worst of times


Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities
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PROLOGUE



May, 1856 Southeastern Kansas


PULLING BACK ON THE REINS of the horse that also pulled his plow when it was planting time back on his small farm near Osawatomie, Kansas, the tired young farmer came to a halt. Two other men following him, half asleep, hardly took note of his sudden stop. Instead, they lazily turned their own horses aside to avoid a collision and continued to ride on through the darkness toward home. After his companions had gone past him, the farmer, with one hand planted firmly on the rump of his horse and the other on the saddle horn, lifted himself half out of the saddle and twisted his body about until he was facing back to the southwest.


Back there, somewhere in the darkness, lay Pottawatomie Creek. Other than the fact that it was populated by pro-slavery settlers, there was no real difference between that part of Kansas and where he lived. But to their leader, who viewed slavery as evil and all slaveholders as sinners, there was a vast difference. “So long as another human being is kept in bondage,” John Brown had preached, “we cannot allow ourselves any rest, any comfort” So, under no higher authority than his own, Brown had ridden out with his small band at noon the previous day, on a mission to bring vengeance on those sinners.


While the young farmer and the other members of this small expedition were of like mind on the evils of slavery and had followed Brown willingly enough, the violence that they had just visited on five of the settlers back there was beginning to bother him. He couldn’t imagine why he hadn’t felt this way before they had struck in the dead of night. Even while they were dragging the pro-slavers out of their log huts so that they could be more easily butchered, the young farmer hadn’t hesitated. Perhaps, he thought, it was Brown’s rhetoric that kept him to task. Maybe it was the excitement. Or, God forbid, it could be that they, and not the victims of their vengeance, were the real demons, the true sinners in the eyes of the Lord. Only now, however, were such thoughts coming to his mind, now that the excitement in his heart was calmed by exhaustion, just as the blood on his hands was dried and caked now by the passing of time.


Thoughts of his hands and the bloody work they had performed that night sent a shiver down his spine. Slowly he turned back to the front, easing himself down into the saddle. Once settled, he brought his hands up before his face. In an effort to see them, he squinted in the darkness as he turned his rough hands this way and that, inches from his eyes. He was thus occupied and paying no attention when, from one side, he suddenly heard a sharp voice bark at him. “What is it? Have you lost something? Are you hurt?”


Startled, the young farmer dropped his hands and turned in the direction of Salmon Brown’s voice as he repeated his question. “What is it?”


Like a child caught by a parent doing something that he shouldn’t be doing, the young farmer shook his head and responded without thinking. “Nothin’s wrong. Nothin’ at all.”


“Then why,” demanded Salmon Brown, “did you stop?”


Shyly, the young farmer looked around before he spoke. When he did, his voice was hushed and troubled. “I was thinking, Salmon. I mean, what did those folks back there do to deserve what we did to them? I mean—”


Salmon cut the young farmer off before he could finish. “They were slavers, man! Godless trash who defame the Lord’s word by holding others down on their knees in bondage. And because they refuse to mend the error of their ways, and seek instead to spread that institution, it is our duty to annihilate them and their kind.”


The young farmer was unconvinced. He had heard all of this before. Their leader, the self-styled Captain John Brown himself, had used words very similar to those being spoken by Salmon. Like other men who had listened to Captain Brown, the farmer believed them. Now, in the aftermath of their raid, and with images of their deeds impaled upon his tired and troubled mind, those words were beginning to pale. The young farmer shook his head again. “Salmon, those men back there, they were farmers, just like us. Not a one of them owned a slave. They were nothin’ but sodbusters, just like me. What gives me the right to pull a man out of his bed in the middle of the night and hack him to death in front of his wife and children just because he don’t agree with me? I mean, it may be that we, not they, are the sinners. My God, Salmon, we just committed murder!”


With the same flame of passion that animated his father, Salmon Brown’s eyes sparkled as he pulled back and stood in his stirrups. “How dare you question our purpose! We are doing God’s work. Was it not they who struck first, two days ago in Lawrence? And didn’t their kind freely, and without remorse, slay five God-fearing Free-Soilers this past winter? We, and not that pro-slave trash, are the ones living in a state of sin. As my father has declared, without the shedding of blood, there can be no remission of sins.”


Tired and confused, the young farmer didn’t respond at first. Instead, the two men looked across the darkness at each other. Finally, the young farmer, in a most tentative manner, asked the son of his leader, “Where will all of this lead us? What are we really trying to do out here, killing each other in the night?”


Salmon smiled, a big broad toothy smile that the young farmer could see even in the darkness. “We are just the beginning. Tonight is just a small battle in a great war that will see all good, God-fearing men throughout this country rise up and throw off the yoke of the oppressor. We, and many like us, have been given a mandate by God to light the flames of passion in the good people throughout the North, and stoke those flames until they burn hot enough to destroy every Southern slaver and their damnable institution.”


As if on cue, another rider rode up next to Salmon. He didn’t need to speak for the young farmer to know it was Captain Brown, for now every feature of that man, like the images of the mutilated bodies they had left behind, was burned into his memory. “What is the problem? You are falling behind, and we still have a hard ride before dawn.”


The young farmer was about to voice his concerns to Brown himself, but didn’t. Instead, he lapsed into silence. It was war, he thought, that Captain Brown was after, a terrible and bloody war. The man he saw before him, whom he had once regarded as nothing more than an outspoken leader of Free-Soilers, had taken on a new image that night. It had been quite by accident, quite unexpected, but nevertheless, real and horrifying. In the midst of their grisly work, while he held a torch, the young farmer had looked over at Brown. In the eerie red glow of the torchlight the farmer watched as Brown raised his long double-edged sword up over his head. Holding that weapon aloft, a weapon already dripping with the blood of an earlier victim, the young farmer saw on Brown’s face an expression that could only be described as demonic. Brown’s wild, windblown hair and gray wiry beard, speckled with specks of blood, framed an expression that was both cold and haunting. The grin he sported, not to mention the twinkle of the torchlight in Brown’s eyes that the young farmer hadn’t thought about then, now haunted him as did the brutal butchery he had so willingly joined.


Glancing behind him one more time, the young farmer thought for a moment. How, he asked himself, had a good, God-fearing Christian and family man allowed himself to become caught up with such a man? Then, as Brown’s horse snorted, impatient to be moving again, he realized the question was no longer important. Whether he liked it or not, he had committed himself to Brown’s cause, and had, by his own hand, murdered another human being for no other reason than that he lived in a different county and dared to believe in something that John Brown didn’t.


Turning his head back toward Brown and his son Salmon, the young farmer was about to say something but decided not to. There was nothing more to say. Blood had been spilled. Now, nothing but more blood would quench the fire that they were fanning.


Without another word, he turned away from the pair and rode on into the darkness that hid them, for now.





PART ONE






A HOUSE DIVIDED






CHAPTER 1



December, 1859 Perth Amboy, New Jersey


FROM WHERE HE STOOD JUST short of the bank of the Raritan River, young John O’Keeth could clearly see the body as it bobbed up and down in the river some twenty feet out. Behind him a growing crowd, from God only knew where, was gathering to watch. Only those with the foresight to bring a lantern were permitted to go forward, down to the riverbank itself, where O’Keeth and his fellow police officer pondered the situation.


He was called Johnny O by those on the small Perth Amboy police force who liked him, Paddy by those who disliked working with an Irishman. While there was much that John enjoyed about his new job, despite the harassment he received simply because he had been born in Ireland, there was much to be disliked. To the good, there was none of the backbreaking work that had been his daily fare while working in the Bannon terracotta works where he had labored six days a week for seventy-five cents a day. Nor did he, as a policeman, carry home every night dirt and clay ground into every stitch of his clothing and clogging every pore in his body. Often, at the end of a particularly hard day, O’Keeth hadn’t even had enough strength left to make it through his evening meal. It had not been unusual for him to pass out from exhaustion at the table and find himself, the next morning, still in his filthy work clothes from the day before, with nothing but the grim promise of another day of menial labor to look forward to. Yes, O’Keeth thought to himself, there were advantages to this job, but Lord, there were duties, like those he faced tonight, that would make a saint cry.


From the riverbank, the other policeman, a German by the name of Frederick Himmel, turned and called out to him. “Well, Johnny O, looks like you’ll have to go in after it. There’s no way to reach it from here.”


“Can’t we wait for the boat to arrive, Frederick?”


Himmel shook his head. “The tide is going out, lad. If whatever snagged the body lets go, we’ll have a devil of a time finding it, if ever. No, you’ve got to go in after it now, while it’s still within reach.”


Lord, John thought, it’s going to be freezing. The mere thought of stepping out into the dark, fast-running river sent a shiver up his spine. As bad as it would be while he was in the river, he knew that it would be worse when he got out. Already the driving wind from the open bay cut through his coat and foretold a storm coming in from sea that would soon be there. But he had to go. The people gathered behind him expected as much. He held up the lantern in his hand a little higher over his head and shielded his eyes from its glow with his right hand. The lantern’s faint glow fell upon the dark body, arms outstretched, still bobbing up and down with the motion of the choppy waves.


From behind him, a voice in the crowd called out. “What’s a matter, Mick? Afraid the river’ll clean some of the filth off you?”


Angered by the comment and the chorus of chuckles that followed, O’Keeth turned and glared at the crowd. Though he knew that he wouldn’t be able to find the offender, for anyone in the throng could have made the comment, to stand there and take the insult would have been too much for the fiery young man.


Sensing the younger man’s growing anger, Himmel called to him, “Johnny, get going, will you? My feet are freezing.”


Twisting his head, O’Keeth looked down to where Himmel waited impatiently. After flashing one last scowl at the crowd, John turned his back to it and sat down on the riverbank. Behind him, Himmel patted him on the shoulder. “Ignore them, lad. They’re nothing but a bunch of drunken ghouls out after a little mischief. Now, let’s get this over with before the cold takes us and we both join that poor soul on the other side.”


Looking up at the older man, John nodded. He was right, of course. Still, his being right didn’t make the taunting any easier to take. Setting down the lantern, O’Keeth stripped off his coat, throwing it down next to the lantern. He began to take off his shoes. Himmel cautioned him. “Might be a good idea if you leave those shoes of yours on, lad. There’s a lot of sharp brickbats and broken glass about, compliments of our friends behind us.”


John looked up. “There’s no way I’m going into that water with my new shoes on, Frederick. I paid five dollars for these two weeks ago, the first pair of custom-fit shoes I’ve ever had.”


Raising his hands, Himmel nodded. “Fine, fine. But when you cut your feet to ribbons and have to spend a week off from work with no pay, don’t look to me for sympathy.”


“I might have to go into the bloody river after a corpse,” John mumbled to himself, “but I damned well don’t need to ruin a new pair of shoes. The bloody Department will never pay me back for ’em.” O’Keeth was about to tell Himmel to watch the shoes for him, but didn’t. The German was one of the few men on the force who was truly civil to him and, on occasion, kind. To ask him to do something that should be taken for granted might insult him. Instead, O’Keeth stood up, took one more long look at the body, and began to step gingerly forward into the freezing water.


The exposure of his feet to the cold, wet mud of the river-bank did nothing to prepare him for die shock of entering the river. Within seconds his feet were numb. If they were being cut up by rocks and discarded beer bottles, O’Keeth thought, he wouldn’t be able to tell. After the first step or two, he was no longer able to feel the muck of dark brown river mud that his feet sank into up to his ankles when they were not slipping off of slime-covered rocks. In an effort to minimize the impact of the cold, John turned his attention to the object of his labors.


There was no doubt that whoever it was in the river was dead, beyond help. Other than the motion caused by waves, the body hadn’t moved or changed position for several minutes. There was nothing that O’Keeth or Frederick could do to change that. When he was a few feet out, he turned toward the crowd and looked at them for a moment. It was a motley collection of people that continued to grow as more stumbled out of nearby homes and taverns when word had spread that someone had drowned in the river. They stood there, massing together in an effort to stay warm as they watched and waited.


Turning his head back to his front, John began to curse himself for joining the police force. There would be no glory gained here, not for recovering a dead body from a cold river. With every step he took, the glamour of being a policeman washed away more and more. This was a dirty job. Though it was different from the one he had held at the terra-cotta works, like everything else in life, it had its nasty sides. One of them, John quickly found out, was that the youngest or the smallest or the newest person always got the worst shift, or the dirtiest assignments, or the nasty little jobs. It had been that way in Ireland and, despite the wild talk back there, it was the same in America.


Shaking his head, John continued to work his way forward despite the numbing of every part of his body that touched the river. He wanted to rush forth, retrieve the body, and get back as quickly as possible. The slime of the riverbed, the current, and the numbness of his limbs, however, made progress slow, painfully slow. By the time he was up to his waist, his teeth were chattering uncontrollably. As much as he tried, and wanted to, he could go no faster. Fixing his eyes on the body, John concentrated instead on his goal in an attempt to block out the cold and his agony. In the faint and flickering light of the lantern held aloft by Himmel back on the riverbank, he could see the body lazily bobbing up and down with each passing wave. This job ain’t worth the ten dollars a month the city is payin’ me. Not by a long shot it ain’t. At least, he thought, when I was workin’ in the factory I got to spend me nights at home in a warm bed, not in the middle of a big bloody cold river.


By the time O’Keeth reached the body, the river was up to his armpits, forcing him to hold his arms high above his head lest they too be numbed by the freezing water. Now that he had reached the body, he was unsure what to do next. The thought of being next to the body was suddenly repulsive. On the boat, coming over from Ireland, the old man he had shared a bunk with had died during the night. The image of that man’s vacant stare and lifeless eyes was suddenly as sharp and clear to O’Keeth as it had been that morning when he woke to discover the old man was dead.


But he was determined to go through with his task at hand, despite the fact that he couldn’t remember any time in his life when he had ever been so cold. Without further thought, John reached out and grabbed a handful of the body’s clothing. He pulled it in toward him. It moved a foot or so but stopped. Shifting about, he adjusted his footing as best he could, then gave another tug. This time, all he met with was resistance. As Himmel had suspected, the body was caught on something, something underwater, and whatever was holding the body wasn’t going to let go without a struggle.


As distasteful as it was, O’Keeth wrapped his arm around the body’s waist. He had no difficulty doing this as the body had a very small waist. Once he had it firmly against his side, John began to run his free hand down the body in order to find out what was holding it fast. Slowly he groped in the dark, cold river in his efforts to find out what was holding the body while he struggled to keep his footing and contend with what seemed like endless yards of skirt and crinoline that the waves caused to billow out. Finally, he found that the leg of the body that was next to his was free and floating with the current. He let go of that leg and searched for the other.


As soon as he grabbed it, he knew it was the one that was stuck. It was stretched out and taut. As he had with the other, O’Keeth ran his hand down the leg, which was no easy task. His hand, numb from the cold, had little feeling. He concentrated on trying to find whatever it was that was holding the body. He did. The body’s ankle was snagged in a branch or some type of debris on the riverbed. After what seemed to be an eternity of fumbling around, he grabbed the ankle and, with a jerk, forced it out of the debris that entrapped it.


Suddenly freed from its anchor, the body was swept along with the current. O’Keeth was not ready for this. He tried to hang on to the body and pull it in to him but lost his footing. The weight of the body and its wet clothes dragged him under. He panicked for a moment but did not let go of the body. John knew that he was being carried way into the bay. He also knew that he had come too far and suffered too much to lose the damned thing now. Clawing through the water with his free hand in what he thought was the direction of the riverbank, he struggled to regain his footing on the bottom. He could feel his lungs begin to ache. He had had no time to catch a proper breath before he had been swept underwater, and his lungs were now screaming for air.


O’Keeth’s desperate and frantic efforts were rewarded. His foot hit upon a flat rock that stopped him and gave him some firm footing. He brought his other foot up next to it, and with all his effort, he pushed his head up out of the water. His first instinct, as soon as his face broke the surface, was to gasp for a breath of air. Then he turned his full attention to his struggle to balance himself on the rock as the current continued to threaten to sweep him away. Only when he had steadied himself did O’Keeth bother to look about. He had been swept about thirty yards downriver and a little farther out. He could see the crowd on the shoreline running down the riverbank until they were even with him. Above the roar of the crowd, muffled by water in his ears, he could hear Himmel’s deep voice shouting out to them, “He’s still got it! He’s got it!” He turned and looked behind him. The body was still with him, held by a hand that had long since lost feeling.


By the time O’Keeth regained the riverbank, the chief of police had arrived. O’Keeth, numb and exhausted, did not take notice at first. Only when O’Keeth was a few feet away from shore did Himmel and some of the bystanders offer to relieve him of his burden. Two men waded into the river and took the body while another wrapped O’Keeth’s coat around him. It was, as he had expected, worse when he got out. O’Keeth shivered and shook uncontrollably, even with his coat wrapped about him. An arm from the crowd offered him a drink from a metal flask. Without thinking, he took the flask and attempted to drink but could not because of his shaking. Someone helped him steady his hand and get a mouthful of whisky, half of which ran down his cheeks because of his shivering. Only after the second gulp was he finally able to calm down and start looking about.


It was beginning to snow. He had not noticed that before. He turned toward the two men who had taken the body from him. They had dragged the body ashore and laid it out. A boy with a lantern followed the chief of police, holding it high as the chief and Himmel knelt down to examine the body. “It’s a woman,” someone on the edge of the crowd called out to others behind him who could not see. “And by the looks of her clothes, a rich one.”


It was Himmel who turned the face toward the light. After he had done so, there was a moment of silence before his entire body stiffened noticeably. Standing up, he looked at the chief as he stood staring down at the body. Shaking his head, the chief muttered to no one in particular, “Lord help us.” The whispers of the crowd also were hushed. Only when someone asked who it was did O’Keeth understand why the chief had reacted as he did. In a subdued and troubled voice, Frederick Himmel announced to all who could hear, “It’s Martha Anderson, the mayor’s only daughter.”
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In the windswept cemetery of St. Peter’s churchyard, two young men huddled behind an ancient headstone for protection against both the cutting wind and the vicious nightmare that their collective hatred had spawned. The older of the two, James Edward Bannon, held his younger brother close to him and stared out at the bay. The clouds and falling snow hid Staten Island, just a short distance across the bay, from view. James could see it though, in his mind’s eye, sitting there as always. The view never changed. The leaves on the trees on the island might change color in the autumn and fall off in the winter, but they always came back. Every spring they were there, fresh, green, and alive. James knew they would be there again next spring. He wondered, however, as he held his shivering brother, if he would be there to see them.


It was natural that the two brothers would come back to this place that had always offered them sanctuary and safety. At times, when they had problems or their father turned on them and beat them in a rage, James and his brother, Kevin, would come to this haven of calm and safety. There, amongst the headstones, they would hide while they sought an answer or solution to the issue at hand. It had always seemed to work before. The tranquillity and solitude of the old cemetery worked to clear and steady the mind, allowing James to find an answer. The two brothers, born little more than a year apart, prided themselves on being able to work their way out of tight spots. Without a mother and condemned to live with an unloving father, they had to learn to do so early. Tonight, however, James was unable to focus his thoughts. He had, in his eighteen years, never faced a problem of such magnitude. An eight-year-old boy out to prove he was tough by breaking a shopkeeper’s window was one thing. Murder, even if it was accidental, was quite another.


James’ mind raced like a runaway locomotive. Thoughts and images tumbled over each other in random order, preventing him from focusing on any one in particular. Ever since his return from his first semester at Princeton, his mind and life had been a muddle. James had always assumed that he would marry Martha, the mayor’s daughter, a young girl of seventeen. Her pledge of fidelity to him at his departure for Princeton had, at times, been all that had sustained him during his first grueling months of college. Not even her failure to respond to his desperate love letters diminished his feelings for her. “I have,” he told his roommate one night, “found something worth cherishing and loving in this world, and I swear that no one is going to come between it and me.”


When he had said that, he had been referring to Martha’s father, who frowned upon his daughter’s association with a boy he called “Irish riff-raff,” and to his own father, Edward Bannon, who had, in James’ eyes, been little more than an unending source of pain and scorn. It therefore came as a shock to James when he was greeted in his own home the day he arrived there for Christmas break by his own brother, with Martha hanging on his arm. Kevin’s simple announcement that he and Martha were secretly engaged left James devastated. From that moment on, there was no peace between them. Fight followed fight, each one more vicious and more heated. During one, which ended in a brawl, James threatened to kill Kevin if he ever saw him with Martha again.


As his mind tripped from one thought to another, he recalled the twisted, tangled events that had led to the confrontation that evening. While city police struggled to contain a growing mob of day laborers and protesters who filled the streets near the docks at the rumor that two of John Brown’s men were enroute by steamer to be buried at the Utopian community’s cemetery at Eaglewood, James had gone in search of his brother and Martha.


In the gathering darkness of the cold winter day, James found them where he had expected to, at a small secluded boat dock on the river, where the two brothers kept a small rowboat. Like the cemetery, the rowboat had often served as a refuge from their father’s vicious temper. There, in the boat, drifting freely on the tides of Raritan Bay, both James and Kevin could pretend for a while that they were free from the harsh, tyrannical rule of their father. As children they would often pretend that they were sailing back to Ireland, in search of their dead mother. She had passed away within days of giving birth to Kevin, leaving neither boy any memory of her. Yet, in their minds, she was more real than all the saints that the Church could muster. Her death and absence left her, in their fantasies, pure and untarnished by the sins of a world made dark and cruel by their father.


In an eruption of raw and unrestrained emotions, logic and past loyalties were swept away by Kevin’s fear of his brother’s threat and James’ anger at the betrayal he felt from the only two people who had ever mattered to him. When James found them, Martha was standing in the boat, waiting for Kevin to finish untying it and join her. Coming out of the darkness, James had shouted at Kevin, causing him to spin about and drop the rope as he faced his approaching brother. Though James couldn’t recall his exact words, they were sufficient to cause Kevin to reach down into his coat pocket, from which he drew the revolver that he had taken from their father’s desk drawer in his study. “James,” Kevin shouted in fright as the hand holding the pistol shook, “you’ve got to let me explain, please.” But James wanted no explanation. He had been hurt, hurt worse than his father had managed to hurt him. All James wanted, at that moment, was to make his brother feel the hurt that he felt in his heart. Rushing forward toward his brother without a word, James grabbed at the hand that held the pistol.


Before James was able to seize Kevin’s arm, Kevin managed to cock the piece. Yet even when he was confronted, face to face, with the full wrath of his older brother, Kevin wasn’t able, or willing, to bring the pistol to bear on James. That thought had never crossed his mind. James, after all, had been his shield and sole source of comfort, the only protection he had between himself and their father. Kevin had taken the pistol for no other reason than to hold James at bay while he explained as best he could how he had come to fall for a girl who had pledged herself to his older brother. He hadn’t counted on James’ sudden appearance from out of nowhere and his lightning response, just as he hadn’t expected the discharge, the sheet of flame from the pistol he held. Pushing away from each other, the two brothers gasped in horror. In his excitement, Kevin dropped the weapon, while James exclaimed breathlessly, “Dear God in heaven, what are we doing?”


Kevin, shaken as he had never been shaken before, stuttered. “I . . . I never meant . . . sweet Jesus, James. I never meant to hurt you. But . . .” He was about to reach out with his right hand and grasp his brother’s shoulder when he froze. Whipping his head to the side, he looked over to where Martha had been standing uneasily as the boat had rocked in the gentle waves. To his horror, he saw neither Martha nor the boat.


Noticing his brother’s distraction, James too turned and looked over to where the boat had been. With a desperateness that made his scream sound like the howl of a wounded animal, James yelled to her in vain, “Martha! Martha!” There was, of course, no answer. Together, both brothers bounded over to the edge of the dock where the boat had been. But instead of seeing Martha in the boat, all they saw was the keel of the capsized boat, bobbing up and down on the placid waves. “Dear God, she’s tipped the boat and gone in,” James shouted.


Kevin, in a voice that betrayed the fear that gripped him, added, “I shot her. Mother of God, I shot her.”


While still looking for any sign of Martha or her struggles in the water, James snapped at his brother. “You don’t know that for sure. Maybe the discharge of the pistol frightened her. That could have made her lose her balance and fall in.”


“No, James, I killed her. I know I shot her dead.”


Turning to his brother, James gripped Kevin’s shoulders. “You don’t know that for sure. Now shut up and keep a sharp eye on the other side of the dock. She’s got to come up somewhere near here.”


“And when she does, James, then what?”


“Damn it, I don’t know. Just look.”


Though they looked, neither of them saw any sign of Martha. In desperation, James stripped off his jacket and shoes and went into the water to search under the boat in the hope that she was trapped under it. But she wasn’t there. Nor was she under the dock, or washed onto the nearby shore. Like the anger that had sparked the confrontation between the two brothers, Martha had disappeared into the vast darkness that the merging of the black river and starless night sky created. In a sudden fit of panic, James and Kevin turned their backs on the lonely dock and fled into the same darkness that had so completely engulfed Martha.


The confusion of the night, prompted by the near riot caused by the decision by the Utopian community south of the river to bury two of John Brown’s companions, allowed James and Kevin to make their way to St. Peter’s cemetery unnoticed. James hoped in vain that something would come to him, that somehow a solution to their problem would be found. But none came. In his tired and befuddled mind, numbed by the course of events as well as the bitter cold that raked his body from head to toe, James saw no good solution, other than escape. Shaking his brother from a sleep that bordered on death itself, James informed him that they had best go home and get some rest. With a voice that betrayed his grogginess, Kevin asked if that was wise.


“We have, Brother, no other choice.”


Blinking his eyes, Kevin shook his head. “But they’ll suspect us. Surely they’ll come and ask us what happened to Martha?”


“Yes, they’ll suspect us. But if we say nothing, if we both plead ignorance, how can they prove anything?”


“I don’t know, James, I just don’t know.”


“What,” James asked, “don’t you know? In the name of God, what would you have us do? March into town and turn ourselves in? For what? We don’t even know that Martha’s dead. For all we know, she might have fallen out of the boat into the river and swum ashore. She could be home right this moment, safe in her bed, with nothing more than a bad scare and wet clothes.”


“And if she’s not?”


“We’ll deal with that if and when we have to. Until then, we stick together, as always. If anyone asks, you keep your mouth shut, no matter what. You let me do the talking.” Moving about so that he faced his brother, James placed his hands on Kevin’s shoulders and looked into his eyes. Though they were barely a foot away, all he saw was two faint white circles, but he knew he had Kevin’s attention. “We have survived all these years by sticking together. So long as we have each other, no one, not Father, not the hypocrites who love him for his money, not even the respectable people of this town who hold us in contempt because their ancestors came to this country a generation or two before we did, can beat us. So long as you let me handle this and follow my lead, we have nothing to fear. Besides,” James added with a hint of sorrow in his voice, “we have no choice.”


Too tired and shaken to argue, Kevin nodded in agreement. Helping each other up, the two brothers left their sanctuary and turned to home, where they would wait in silence; for what, they did not know.
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As was their custom, the business associates of Edward Bannon gathered in the parlor of his grand and gracious home on the morning after any major event in their city, state, or the nation occurred. There, amidst fine ornaments and ornate draperies painstakingly chosen by an untrained male eye for their apparent value and not their beauty, the men would discuss the event and figure out how they might contrive to profit from it or protect themselves and their growing fortunes. Edward Bannon and his confederates practiced their incestuous business relationships and arrangements in the same spirit that backwoods families, isolated from the rest of the world, marry their own kin. Of the six men sitting about in their expensive frock coats, smoking cigars or sipping coffee laced with fine brandy, not one was born to wealth or power. Like Edward himself, they had made their own fortunes by hook or—more often than not—crook. Though none of them was a criminal in the conventional sense, each and every one of them used every means available to further his own fortunes, regardless of the price he, and those who stood in his way, had to pay. At best, the established families of Perth Amboy and Middlesex County referred to these men and their families as nouveau riche. Usually they were dismissed as little more than tasteless upstarts, or worse.


Though all of these men, in particular Edward, pretended that these snubs didn’t bother them, the idea that their self-proclaimed social betters would never accept them, no matter how rich or powerful they became, bothered them. It was, Edward once remarked after a particularly vicious slight, “as if they ruled this country and its society by divine right.” To prove that they didn’t, and couldn’t, had become something of an obsession with Edward O’Bannon, an obsession that was even greater than his need to amass more money and more power. To this end he had raised his first son, James, from birth, in a manner that would permit him to enter into a society that Edward’s own humble Irish birth denied him. “If I cannot do it myself,” Edward often bragged to friends, “then I will breed a son who will beat them at their own game and, in time, rub their upturned noses in their own dirt.”


Such thoughts, however, were, for the moment, secondary to the issues that had necessitated the gathering of Edward’s business associates. While news of John Brown’s raid on the Harpers Ferry Arsenal in Virginia less than two months ago threatened to tear the nation apart like a speeding, ungoverned engine, the full impact of that event hadn’t been driven home to Edward and his friends until the previous day. “That the ripples of a trivial affair on the Potomac, like John Brown’s raid, can shake us here, on the Raritan, speaks ill for the future of this country,” Edward warned as he leaned forward in his overstuffed chair.


Waving his cigar about, an associate of Edward’s who sat with him on the bank’s board of directors spoke in an effort to downplay Edward’s concern. “There have been slave uprisings in the South before. So long as those damned fool abolitionists are allowed to preach their own peculiar brand of self-righteousness, we and the South are going to be annoyed by wild-eyed radicals like Brown.”


“Yes,” another man exclaimed, jabbing his cigar at the speaker like a finger. “But this time, it’s different. The Virginians and their Southern brethren are more than annoyed. Many more people, reasonable people, on both sides of the Mason-Dixon, are beginning to take sides. Just look at what happened here last night. Our own workers, men who have no earthly idea where Harpers Ferry is or who John Brown was, nearly tore this city apart simply because the bodies of two of his men were going to be landed here on our own city’s dock.”


“Yes,” Edward stated dryly. “And fortunately for all of us, those damned fools from Eaglewood and the steamer’s captain had enough sense to dock on the south side of the river. I shudder to think what would have happened if that mob had gotten hold of those coffins.”


“Might I ask, sir,” enjoined another man, “what difference it would have made to us if the mob had succeeded in ripping the corpses of two radicals apart?”


Edward looked at the last speaker for a moment before answering. “Surely you can see the danger that this whole John Brown affair has created? There isn’t a man in this room who doesn’t have daily business dealings with men from the South. Why, you know as well as I do that the South walks on Newark leather. From shoes to fire bricks, the six of us, and nearly every manufacturer in this state, depend on the South; in business and in politics, we’re more a part of the South than we are of the North.”


“So? How do that and the bloody abolitionists affect us?”


Doing little to hide his anger, Edward shifted in his chair. “Are you daft, man? Haven’t you been watching and listening? It’s not only the abolitionists that we need to worry about anymore, it’s the secessionists too. Good men, reasonable men like us, are beginning to listen—I mean really listen—to the radicals. In the North and South radicals and the views they espouse, views that wouldn’t have been given a second thought a month ago, are beginning to gain popularity. When men like Governor Wise of Virginia begin to sound like those damned fool radicals in South Carolina, it’s time for men like us to sit up and take notice.”


From the corner of the room, Thomas Howorth joined the conversation. “What would you have us do, Edward?”


Edward glanced over to Howorth before answering. Of the six men, Howorth was, without argument, the only one in the room who was truly odious. Even his appearance was contemptible. Fat to the point of obesity, Howorth made no effort to keep his person or clothing clean. One of his law partners once commented that Howorth maintained enough crumbs of food on his shirt and vest to feed a shipload of Irish immigrants for a week. Though Edward, like the others, didn’t care for associating with the man, his skill as a lawyer and his political connections throughout New Jersey made him a man too powerful to ignore. Unfit to associate with the more genteel classes and better families of the state, Howorth had wormed his way into Edward’s little group. As his price of admission, Howorth freely served as the group’s legal advisor and key to the corridors of power throughout New Jersey. Still, Edward didn’t like the man or his smug attitude.


Taking a deep breath, Edward pondered his response. When he was finally ready to respond to Howorth’s question, Edward spoke slowly, carefully picking his words. “The reactions of our brothers down South and our neighbors up here to the John Brown affair make it clear that this ‘irrepressible conflict’ isn’t going to go away soon or on its own. Somehow, sometime in the future, there is going to be a crisis, a real crisis, that will shake this country. What we must do, each and every one of us, is work together to not only protect our own interests, but seize, when the time comes, any opportunity that this conflict may bring our way. While making sure that our Southern friends don’t boycott our goods, we must ensure that we don’t alienate ourselves from our workers and our own people here, back home.”


“In other words,” Howorth added, “you want us to walk the picket fence, like a cat.”


“Yes,” Edward exclaimed. “That, sir, is exactly what we must do. For until we know on which side safety lies, we must be careful. If we openly express our sympathies with our friends in the South, then many of our neighbors and friends here at home who view the abolitionist cause as just will sever their political and business ties with us. On the other hand, if we embrace the liberation of the Negro, our own workers, who see freed blacks as a threat to their livelihood, will riot, as they did last night”


While the others nodded their approval of Edward’s advice, Howorth pulled his watch from his pocket and looked at the time. With a grunt, he stood up, snapped the watch cover closed, and announced to the gathering, in a rather pompous manner, “Well, gentlemen, it has been a pleasure. I must, however, excuse myself. I have a client in New Brunswick, and if I am to meet my appointment on time, I must leave now.”


Standing, Edward bowed stiffly at the waist. “I am sorry you must go. May I show you to the door, Thomas?”


With a sly grin, Howorth nodded. “Yes, of course, Edward.”


Once out of the room, Howorth turned to Edward. “While I agree with you, do not wait too long, my friend.”


Edward paused and feigned lack of understanding. “Wait for what?”


Howorth chuckled and he struggled with his heavy overcoat. “Why to jump, my dear Edward, to jump. For if you sit upon that picket fence too long, you’re liable to be shot off of it.” Then, with a serious note in his voice he added, “It might be a good idea to have one or both of your sons sign on with a local militia company.”


Edward’s expression was one of shock. “Oh? And how would that further my ventures?”


Shaking his head, Howorth held back his laughter. Strange, he thought, how after all these years in America, somehow Irishmen still equated uniforms with Crown law and oppression. “If this so-called irrepressible conflict comes to a head, our state will, like every state, be called on to contribute to whatever cause New Jersey eventually decides to support. Though I for one believe that this state will never leave the Union, no matter how much we depend on trade with the South, a son planted in the militia is sure to become involved. You see, in this country there is no better way to establish one’s respectability in society than being one of the first to go marching off to war in defense of home and hearth. A degree from Princeton is good, but a wound suffered on the battlefield is, in politics, priceless. Besides, with a son in the ranks, you will have to do or say nothing to prove your own loyalty. All you’ll need to do, on occasion, is smile and remind those about you of your noble son, off with the Army, suffering privation and danger in the name of liberty.”


Cocking his head to one side, Edward thought about that. As he did so, a smile began to light his face. Yes, perhaps the fat old goat was right. “I take your point,” he said.


“Good, I’m glad you do.” Turning, Howorth was about to leave but then stopped. Shaking his head, he looked over his shoulder to Edward. “You know, if I were lucky enough to have two fine sons like yours, I’d send one south.”


Taken aback by this comment, especially after Howorth’s advice that one son enlist in the militia, Edward shook his head. “I don’t understand. Why, if you think that the state will stay in die Union, would you want one son to go south? That would, according to your logic, place him on the wrong side.”


Howorth spun about and puffed out his chest, a broad grin on his face. “Because, my dear Edward, the South just might go their own way. If that happens, then you would have one foot planted firmly here, in the old country, and the other in the new South. In effect, you could stay on the fence while your sons make the commitment for you. While that might cause some hard feelings for a while, remember, blood is always thicker than water. Yes,” Howorth concluded with a wink, “you are, sir, indeed a lucky man. Very lucky. And you could do almost anything with that luck of yours if only—”


“If only what?” Edward responded impatiently, for he hated the casual, almost coy manner in which Howorth loved to ease into important issues.


Though he sensed Edward’s impatience, Howorth wouldn’t be rushed. “As you know, my friend, dropping the ‘O’ from your surname made a big difference when we were working to get your son James into Princeton. Though it didn’t change the fact that he’s Irish through and through, everyone there that mattered was able to pretend that he wasn’t.”


Edward now became angry, making no effort to hide it this time. “It was that hefty donation that made the difference, not the name.”


Howorth grinned. “My dear man, you overestimate the power of your money. These fine gentlemen we deal with on a daily basis do have pride and certain standards they wish to maintain. Your habit of flaunting your Irish lineage simply adds friction to already delicate business relationships.”


“Well,” Edward thundered back, “I’m as proud of my heritage as they are of theirs. When an English lord robbed me of my pride and land when I was a boy, I swore I’d never bow my head to another man.”


“Edward, I am not asking you to grovel. Lord knows, I’d never ask another man to do that. But please bear in mind, if you really want your sons to succeed, you’re going to have to learn to bend a little on matters of pride. Remember, you’re still the outsider.” With that and a tip of his hat, Howorth turned and was off. Standing in the open doorway, Edward watched him walk down the path to the sidewalk. Thinking about what Howorth had said, Edward didn’t notice the chief of police stop at the gate at the end of the path. He let Howorth pass, then turned, passed through the gate and down the path, straight for Edward. Only when the police chief’s first footfall hit the bottom step of the porch did Edward take any note of him. When he did, Edward shook his head, flashed as warm a smile as he could, and greeted the chief. “Patrick, good day to you. What brings you out and about so early?”


With his head bowed down, Patrick Flanahan said nothing until he was within inches of Edward. Looking over Edward’s shoulder into the house, he saw the men gathered in the parlor. Bending down until his lips were within inches of Edward’s ear, Flanahan mumbled, “If you don’t mind, sir, I need to have word with you, in private.”


Leaning back, Edward studied the policeman’s face for a moment. It was grim and worried. Nodding, Edward stepped aside, whispering as Flanahan went by, “Please, in the study. I’ll join you in a minute.”


When the police chief had disappeared into the study, Edward made his way into the parlor. “Gentlemen, you’ll have to excuse me. Something important has come up that demands my immediate attention.”


One man, with a playful grin on his face, stood up and faced Edward. “Well, Edward, whatever it is, don’t forget to include us if there’s any chance of a profit.” While the other men laughed and went about retrieving their coats from an English maid, who had appeared on cue, Edward bit back a sharp comment as he nervously glanced over at the study. “Of course I’ll remember you, George. I always do.” Not waiting to see them off, Edward turned, marched into the study, and closed the doors behind him.


When Edward saw Flanahan standing in die middle of the room, hat in hand, he knew that this visit was either official or that Flanahan was in search of another favor. Regardless of the reason, Edward was put off by being interrupted by a mere civil servant and let his displeasure show. With the greatest restraint, he crossed the room to his desk. Taking a seat behind the large, imposing mahogany desk, he pulled himself forward until he could rest his forearms on the clean, highly polished desktop. When he was ready, Edward looked up, motioning for the chief to take a seat. When Flanahan shook his head and continued to stand, Edward knew that there had been trouble. Unable to hold back, he simply blurted, “Well, what is it?”


Without a word, Flanahan reached into his pocket, pulling out an object wrapped in a blue-and-white checkered rag. Holding the bundle in one hand, he carefully peeled away the cloth. Even before Flanahan finished, Edward froze, his eyes growing large as he recognized the contents of the cloth. The sudden change in Edward’s demeanor, accompanied by an audible drawing in of a deep breath, caught Flanahan’s attention. Glancing up, he took note of Edward’s wide-eyed expression, riveted on the half-covered object. That look answered Flanahan’s question even before he asked. Suppressing an urge to smile, he continued to slowly unwrap the pistol. Finished, he held it up. In a rather matter-of-fact manner, Flanahan asked, “Sir, do you recognize this weapon?”


Coming to his senses, Edward leaned back into his seat, allowing his right hand to fall to his side as he did so. As carefully as he could, Edward eased the top right-hand drawer open an inch or so, while pretending to study the pistol Flanahan held. Glancing down at the partially open desk drawer, Edward confirmed his worst suspicion. The pistol Flanahan held was his. Still, Flanahan’s circumspect manner hinted that perhaps, just perhaps, things weren’t as serious as his runaway imagination was leading him to believe. Slowly, he brought his right hand back up onto the desktop and clasped his hands. “What concern, Chief, is this matter to me?”


Again Flanahan held back his urge to smile. The old man was hedging. It was his pistol, all right, but he wasn’t going to admit to it, not to him or anyone else. Though he knew that he could prove it, Flanahan also was wise enough in the ways of the world to know that Edward Bannon had more than enough influence to manipulate the truth to fit his needs. He knew Bannon would do just about anything to protect his name and the position in the community he had so carefully created for himself. This left Bannon open-minded when it came to dealing with such “inconvenient” situations. No, Flanahan reasoned as he watched Edward begin to squirm in his seat, the old man will deal with me and be happy to do so.


Sure of himself now, Flanahan puffed out his chest. “It seems, sir, that this pistol was found on a dock not too far from your terra-cotta works, just before dawn, by one of my boys.”


“And what, may I ask you, were your men doing poking around my property at all hours of the night? Surely there wasn’t any more trouble with those fools who were gathering to contest the burial at Eaglewood?”


“Oh, no, sir. As best I can determine, this had nothing to do with the mob last night No, sir, they were there looking into another matter.”


“Well,” Edward shot out, becoming upset at Flanahan’s deliberate and circumspect manner, “what matter were they concerned with?”


“I don’t suppose you have heard about the mayor’s daughter. No, come to think of it, you wouldn’t know about the poor dear child’s death. The mayor and his lovely wife . . .”


In an instant, Edward’s anger transformed itself into shock that sent him reeling back in his chair. Dear God in heaven, he pleaded in his mind, please, please don’t let my boys be involved in this.


“Sir,” Flanahan called out coyly as he paused, “is there something wrong?”


Edward was barely able to hold the anger that came rushing forth as a result of Flanahan’s smug attitude as Flanahan continued to toy with him. With a shake of his head, Edward snapped, “No! Nothing’s wrong. Now, if you please, I am very busy and I would appreciate it if you got to the point, man.”


Seeing that the old man was ripe for the picking, Flanahan spoke directly. “The mayor’s daughter was found dead this morning, in the river. At first we thought it was a simple case of drowning. But when the women began to undress the poor dear soul’s body to clean it up for the wake, they found that sweet innocent Martha had been shot in the chest. While Doctor Kempler examined the body, I had my boys search the riverbank for evidence. That’s when one of them found this pistol on the dock, the small one that’s just upriver from your brick works.”


“What makes you think there’s a connection?”


“The ball, sir, Doctor Kempler took from poor Martha’s chest is the same caliber as this pistol. One chamber of this pistol has been discharged, probably last night, since it still had the smell of fresh-burned powder and there was no rust.”


In an effort to call his bluff, Edward held his anger while he feigned curiosity. “Why have you come to me with this?”


“Well, sir, you can appreciate that there is need for a full investigation, this involving the mayor’s poor young daughter and all. And since I recall seeing a piece like this one in your possession not too long ago, well, I naturally had to come by and find out if this could possibly be yours. After all, I do need to start somewhere, and I thought it best if I could clear your name before anyone started asking embarrassing questions.”


As he cursed the pride that had caused him to show off the custom-made .36 caliber pistol, initials and all, that Flanahan now held, Edward thought fast. “That mob last night was pretty unruly, wasn’t it?”


Flanahan smiled. “Oh, no, sir. My boys, they kept those drunks and ruffians in hand.”


“But,” Edward pressed, “they did get out of hand, once or twice. I’ve heard that from several people.”


“That may be true, but there was no shooting. None of my boys reported seeing any guns or such. In fact, the mob was—”


Having reached his limit, Edward slammed his fist down on the desk. “Damn it, man! Isn’t it possible, just possible, that one of those hotheads shot the girl? Isn’t it?”


Flanahan had won. Now, for the first time, he could let the sly smile he had been holding back creep across his face as he looked over at Edward. He had Edward and both men knew it. But despite that fact, the “rules” of the game they were playing required that Flanahan continue in a rather circumspect manner. Despite Flanahan’s having been paid by Edward on numerous occasions before to turn a blind eye to his son’s indiscretions, or problems with his workers, neither man ever dropped the pretense of respectability or honesty, even in private. Rocking back on his heels and looking up at the ceiling, Flanahan thought for a moment. “Oh, I suppose that poor Martha’s sad ending could have been the result of last night’s fracas down at the city dock. Some of the meaner types in that mob were pretty drunk, it’s true.”


“Yes, I heard they were,” Edward said. “And I’m sure that not all of them went home right after your boys broke them up, did they?”


“As a matter of fact, sir, that’s true,” Flanahan mused, taking up Edward’s train of thought. “Officer Frederick Himmel mentioned to me that they rousted out a couple of drunks passed out here and there during our search along the river-bank. Seems they either lost their way or they went wandering about to blow off steam and cool off.”


Locking eyes with Flanahan, Edward asked, “You don’t suppose . . .”


For the longest time, Flanahan looked into Edward’s eyes. Flanahan could clearly see that they were desperate eyes, pleading with him. Holding himself back, Flanahan decided to adopt Edward’s explanation. After all, he reasoned, it would do no one any good to push a serious investigation. Though the death of the mayor’s daughter was a terrible tragedy, to pass up a wonderful opportunity to look out for his own future would be a terrible sin.


Taking a step forward, Flanahan placed the pistol on the front edge of Edward’s desk, draping the blue-and-white checkered cloth over it as he did so. “One of my new boys found this. Smart lad, he is. Brought it right to me. Didn’t tell anyone.”


For the first time, Edward breathed a sigh of relief. “Yes, Chief, he is a smart lad. You don’t suppose I could have a word with him in a few days, do you?”


Flanahan smiled. “He would be happy to, sir. Seems he had been hoping to get a chance to do just that. I hear he has some relatives due in from Ireland soon. They’ll be needing jobs and a place to stay.”


Edward smiled. A couple of jobs and an apartment would be a small price to pay, if, in fact, the dumb little Irish policeman kept his mouth shut. Of course, Flanahan hadn’t named his price yet, and that, Edward knew, could be expensive. And though he wanted to finish this deal here and now, Edward didn’t feel like pushing the issue. Flanahan would need some time to figure out his price, and Edward, needing to tend to family matters, was not in the mood to bicker with the police chief. Standing up, he moved around the desk, throwing his arm around Flanahan’s shoulder as Flanahan spun about and started to head for the door. “And you, Chief. Don’t you forget to come by later on this week. I would like to hear how that new house you’re building over on High Street is doing.”


The less-than-subtle hint caused Flanahan to smile broadly. With a gleam in his eye, he turned when he reached the door and shook Edward’s hand. “Well, yes, come to mention it, the missus and I are quite excited about finishing our new home and moving in. We’ve been looking at furniture, you know.”


“Yes, I’m sure. And I know that when the time comes, you’ll settle for nothing but the best.”


“That,” Flanahan stated with a nod and a broad toothy grin, “you can count on. Good day, sir.”


Slamming the door shut as soon as he could do so, Edward spun about and leaned against it. That he had escaped a major embarrassment by the narrowest margin, one that could have undone years, if not decades, of hard work, left Edward shaken. Without taking the time to ponder the issues or consider matters of innocence or guilt, Edward Bannon wondered how his oldest son, James, could have done such a thing to him. How could he? The idea that a lovely young girl, just past her seventeenth birthday, had died didn’t enter into Edward’s anguished thoughts. To Edward, women, while entertaining on occasion, had little use other than to produce an heir and tend to the home. Outside of that, they were an expensive ornament that held no special charm for him. His older son and the future that he had so carefully planned and worked for were all that mattered. And to have James jeopardize it in such a frivolous manner was simply too much for Edward to deal with.


With a scream that caused the cook, at the rear of the house, to jump, Edward called for Ellen, his English maid. Rushing into the foyer of the house, Ellen stopped as soon as she saw Edward. Wide-eyed and shaking, she didn’t have a chance to ask what he wanted. “Go find my worthless son and tell him I want to see him in my study, now”


Without needing to ask which son he wanted, for everyone in the Bannon household knew that only the older boy mattered to Edward, Ellen scurried up the circular staircase to James’ room. After watching her skirts and slips disappear up the broad stairs, Edward briskly moved from the front door to his study. There, he planted himself behind his desk and waited for his son.


The frantic knock on his door, and the excited tone in Ellen’s voice, told James all he needed to know. Somehow, he and Kevin had been found out, the connection between their meeting last night and the death of Martha had been made. Now, all that remained was the accounting of and atonement for his sins. James had, in the back of his mind, been expecting this. He had been, in fact, ready, fully dressed for better than an hour and sitting quietly in his room, attempting to read a book of poetry in an effort to ease his troubled mind. When Ellen knocked, James laid the book to one side, stood up, straightened the jacket of his suit, and called out that he would be downstairs in a moment. After waiting until the rustle of Ellen’s skirts disappeared down the hall outside of his door, James wiped a bit of moisture that was dripping from his nose with a new white handkerchief, crossed the room, and began the long slow descent to Edward Bannon’s study with a gait not unlike that of a condemned man taking his last walk.


In a ritual often played out in the past, James came to the closed doors of the study, knocked, and waited to be called in by his father. The gruff, deep-throated “Enter” barked out by his father was no different today than in the past. Even the old man’s face, when James pulled the two sliding doors apart, was set in the same dark scowl he always wore when preparing to admonish his son. Taking his cue, James walked in, closed the doors behind him, and walked over to one of the chairs that faced the mahogany desk. Even before he was halfway down in the seat, Edward growled, “I didn’t tell you to sit.”


Had the circumstances been different, James would have chuckled and responded to the old man with nothing but a smile. Instead, he continued to settle into the chair. When he was finally ready, he locked eyes with Edward. “Yes, I know.”


This defiant, unprecedented break from the established routine angered Edward, and his face showed it. Yet, he said nothing. Instead, he reached across the broad expanse of the desk, grabbed a corner of the blue-and-white checkered bundle that sat there, and gave it a jerk. With a clatter, the pistol, freed from the cloth, fell from the desk and hit the floor, spinning a half turn before coming to a stop in the dead silence of the room.


If the action was meant to surprise or shock James, it didn’t. Instead, James sat there, looking at the pistol for the briefest of moments, then slowly raised his eyes again until his stare met Edward’s. Angered that his son had, for a second time, defied his efforts to rattle him, Edward gave up on the preliminaries and launched right into his attack. “How could you? Damn you, how could you?”


James, faced with the moment that he had been hours preparing for, was about to answer when, without waiting for a response, Edward began to berate him. “Damn you. After all that I have done for you, after everything that I have given you, how could you throw that, and your future, away on such a mindless, trivial fit of passion?”


James was caught completely off guard. Edward’s anger was not due to the death of Martha, he realized, but rather it stemmed from the loss of the bright and wonderful future that he had, single-handedly, designed and engineered for James. Awed by this display of insensitivity and misplaced rage, James started to respond, trying to point out that his love for Martha wasn’t trivial. But Edward was in no mood to listen. He didn’t want justice, he didn’t want explanations. All he wanted to do was to lash out. “Don’t you dare interrupt me, you ungrateful cur. You’ve spent your entire life whining and sniveling while I tried to make a man of you, and how do you repay me? HOW? By disgracing the family name and honor.”


Pride and honor, two themes that Edward loved to discuss but never put into practice, always managed to become an issue whenever Edward was berating his sons. Though it angered James that his father put these two concepts over all else, he knew it would be pointless to argue, just as he knew it would be pointless to try to explain what happened and why. He had, James realized, been tried, convicted, and sentenced. He was the older of the two brothers and, as such, responsible for everything they did. It had always been that way. Now all he needed to do was endure his father’s tirade and wait for him to announce his punishment.


With no need to pay close attention to what his father was saying, for he had heard it all before, James began to realize that he, as a person, had never really mattered. In fact, he wondered if anyone, other than himself, mattered to Edward Bannon. In the past, despite the harsh manner in which Edward had raised his two sons, James had always been able to make excuses. At first, he and Kevin had both pretended that their father’s anger was not directed at them personally, but was rather a form of mourning due to the loss of his wife, their mother. When, as the years slipped by, Edward’s behavior became so demanding that it bordered on cruelty, the brothers reasoned that he was being overworked by the many projects and business he had become involved with. “Don’t worry,” James would comfort Kevin. “He’s not angry because Mother died giving birth to you,” a fear that Kevin was never able to shake. “He’s only working hard and doing his best to become a rich and powerful man in this town so that we can all live together in a nice, big house, just like all the happy families on Market Street do.” Accepting this explanation, more out of desperation than out of conviction, Kevin used James as his shield and source of comfort as the two boys waited, in vain, for the happy days to come.


Over the years, as the boys matured and Edward continued to seek more wealth, power, and prestige without changing, the two brothers continued to cling to the stubborn hope that one day, everything would change, that all would be made well. But that day never came. Even when James went to college at Princeton University, there was no softening in his father. Even his final words to James on the day he had departed that August for the school were bitter and cutting. “I have worked long and hard, boy, to get you into that college,” Edward told him at the station as he jammed a stiff index finger into James’ chest. “Don’t you dare fail me.”


Now, sitting here, just as he had as a small boy, listening to his father’s admonishments and criticisms, the terrible truth finally struck home with a vengeance. The old man, this poor excuse for a human being that both he and Kevin called Father, was incapable of loving anyone or anything except himself. Yet, as disturbing as this revelation was, even more shattering to James was the realization that he too was losing sight of the cause of this whole scene. Not once since he had entered the room had Martha’s death been mentioned, nor, after retreating into his own thoughts, had James himself given her plight or the anguish that her family had to be feeling a second thought. Rather, he sat there, bemoaning his fate, just as his father, seated behind his desk across the room, was doing. Looking up at his father, James exclaimed, as if out of the clear blue, “My God, I’m becoming just like you!”


James’ unsolicited comment brought Edward’s tantrum to a sudden halt. Looking over at him, Edward thought for a moment. Finally, in a low and menacing voice, Edward replied. “No, never. You, boy, are both spineless and of no account. You don’t know what hard work is. You have never known suffering or privation. You are,” he continued, raising his index finger to him, “incapable of filling my shoes, or the shoes of any decent, hardworking man. In short, boy, you are a disgrace and a waste.”


Like a jack-in-the-box, James jumped to his feet. His face flushed with anger and arms held tightly to his sides with both fists clenched as tight as he could, he all but exploded, spitting as he yelled in response, “Better a disgrace, sir, than a miserable, heartless bastard.”


Pushing back away from his desk, in fear of physical violence as much as in genuine surprise, Edward looked at James and began to speak, but wasn’t given the chance by his son, whose anger had galvanized him. “For years,” James lashed out at his father with the same fury that Edward had used on him, “you have made our lives a living hell. Rather than a parent, Kevin and I were cursed with a taskmaster, more cruel and demanding than the meanest dregs you use to extract every ounce of work you can from the laborers foolish enough to work for you. Why I didn’t take Kevin and flee years ago, just as you fled the tyranny of the English landlords in Ireland, I’ll never know.” James thrust his right index finger into the air. “I’ll not live under this roof another day,” he said.


For a moment, there was a stunned silence in the room as father and son glared at each other, each taking the other’s measure and wondering what to do next. During this confrontation, Thomas Howorth’s words to him, spoken just minutes ago, came to Edward’s mind. As if struck by a divine revelation, he suddenly saw a solution to this confusing and very messy dilemma, one that would allow him to continue to appear to be a caring and respectable father while serving his own interests.


To James’ surprise and confusion, a smile, a small and wicked one, lit his father’s face. Then, letting it fade as he replaced it with a stern and uncompromising expression, Edward stood up, allowing his fingertips to lightly touch the desktop. “In spite of your profane abuse of me, I am your father and, as you know, blood is thicker than water. While I must, in some manner, make you pay for what you did, both to me and the mayor’s daughter, I cannot forsake one of my sons and cast him out, without means or prospects. Cast you out I will, for your miserable conduct and ingratitude, last night and this morning, leaves me little choice. But it will be to a place where you can, by the grace of God, learn a profession and lay down new roots. Now, go, and leave me here to dwell on this a little longer.”


Still shaken by the events of the night before, and disarmed by the sudden and unexpected rally of his father’s nerve and poise, James did not know what to do. He had, he realized, spoken out of anger, letting passion and not logic put words into his mouth. Though he was quite sincere about his resolve to leave, the sudden realization of what that meant was only now beginning to sink into his troubled mind. Unable to think clearly, James did as he always had done when faced by his father like this; he obeyed. Dropping his arms to his sides and bowing his head, as much in exhaustion as in a show of capitulation, James turned and left his father’s study, returning to his room to await his fate.





CHAPTER 2



January, 1860 The Virginia Military Institute, Lexington, Virginia


FINISHED WITH A WELCOME THAT could only be described as stiff and formal, James Bannon sat outside of the superintendent’s office, waiting for the cadet who would take him on the next, and final, leg of his journey south. Like a condemned man facing his hangman, he was anxious to be done with it, nervously tapping the arm of the wooden chair he sat in while he watched the door leading out into the courtyard of the barracks.


In many ways the manner in which Colonel Francis Smith, the superintendent, explained the Institute to James was similar to the detached and exact manner in which his own father had spelled out James’ fate. “For you to stay here would be unthinkable,” his father had announced like a judge passing sentence. “You’d be an embarrassment to me and a threat to the family, especially if that lout of an Irishman who calls himself the chief of police ever decides he wants or needs another favor.”


Edward Bannon’s ability to conveniently forget his own roots and adopt all the snobbery and prejudice that was a trademark of the Anglo-Saxon upper class of Perth Amboy always amazed James. “He’s become a fine gentleman, your father has,” an old Irish brickworker who had befriended James commented as he watched Edward Bannon strut through the brickyard during one of his infrequent tours. “A fine gentleman indeed. And to think he came over in the same boat I did.” Whether or not the brickworker was pulling James’ leg about coming over in the same boat didn’t matter. The point that he was making, and that James understood, was that his father had, in all his greed, turned his back on his own kind.


There was, however, a limit, on how far a man could go, even for Edward Bannon. “I’m of a mind to throw you out into the snow and forget I ever had two sons,” he told James in all sincerity. “But I cannot. You are my blood, and I cannot turn my back on that. I’m too good a Christian for that. Instead, I’m sending you to a place where, I hope, someone can instill in you the discipline that I have been unable to beat into you. In deference to your dear mother’s memory, I am going to provide you with an opportunity to begin a new life, which is far more than my drunken father, may he burn in hell, ever did for me. All I ask, no, what I demand, of you, is your promise that you will never, ever, cross this threshold again.”


The temptation to tell his father what he could do with his “generous” offer crossed James’ mind, but only for a moment. Prepared for far worse, James was thrown by this apparent show of leniency. With no other options, and with the same stiff-necked stoicism with which he had accepted his father’s punishments in the past, James bowed in silence to his fate and made his promise. Now, as the minutes on the office clock ticked away, James began to have serious thoughts again about his decision to obey his father. While it was good to be bringing this trip to an end, he knew the true ordeal was only just beginning. Indeed, in many ways, it had already begun.


Though he had never had the opportunity to travel much, since his father was a busy man with little time for family concerns, the steamboat from Perth Amboy, New Jersey, to Philadelphia was familiar and comfortable enough. Any thoughts he had entertained on that leg of the journey, about switching to a westbound train in Philadelphia and striking out on his own, were easily forgotten in the relief he felt at being out from under the harsh rule of his father. Together with the prospect of going to the Old South, even the murderous events that led up to his journey and his brother’s tearful farewell were pushed aside with surprising ease as the train from Philadelphia turned south for Baltimore. He was, he convinced himself, on an adventure to a new place, a new beginning, much like the one that had led his father to the United States many years ago.


These dreams, however, were quickly replaced with the harsh realities of life in a nation that was eager to allow itself to be divided by sectional strife. During the railroad ride from Philadelphia to Baltimore, then to Richmond, James realized that this trip involved more than a simple change in residence. As on a journey into a foreign land, the attitudes of the people who surrounded James in the crowded railcar changed as quickly as the scenery outside the cold pane of glass that he leaned against began to change as the train sped southward.


Stranded and alone in his own thoughts, James didn’t notice this change at first. Not until a man, wearing an overcoat of fine gray wool and a black silk stovepipe hat, drew James out of his own thoughts. Settled into his seat, James was waiting for the train to pull out of the station in Washington, D.C., when the gentleman came up the aisle and paused next to the bench where James sat. Clearing his throat in an effort to draw James’ attention, the gentleman motioned to the vacant seat next to James when he turned to face him. “Sir,” the gentleman asked with a twang in his voice that was unmistakably Southern, “would it bother you terribly if I joined you?”


Confused by the inquiry while, at the same time, fascinated by the gentleman, James hesitated as he studied the gentleman for a moment. The gentleman, for his part, was confused by James’ hesitation. Bending slightly at the waist, he repeated his request, speaking with a deliberate slowness, as if to ensure that his request was understood. Realizing that he was being rude, James flashed the best smile he could and nodded toward the vacant seat. “Yes, please, by all means. Be my guest.”


To James’ surprise, the expression on the gentleman’s face suddenly turned from confusion to anger. Standing bolt upright, he looked down at James with a disapproving frown. Turning, he marched down the aisle. Watching the gentleman’s progress, James saw him stop next to the only other vacant seat in the car, one next to a very heavy man. As he had with James, the gentleman in the gray coat asked if he could join the fat man. Anxious for company the fat man smiled, responding with a sickly sweet Southern accent. “Why, of course, sir. It would be my pleasure to share this seat with you.”


With a glance back at James, the gentleman bowed and then, with a flourish, announced in a voice that just about everyone in the car could hear, “I thank you, sir. In these times of trials and tribulations, it is comforting to find a fellow gentleman from the South such as yourself to travel with.”


Noticing the attention that the gentleman had been giving James, the fat man looked over to James, then, with an inquisitive look, up at his new traveling partner. Without needing to be asked, the gentleman announced, again in a voice that was meant to be heard by everyone about, “An Irish Yankee.”


Stunned, James looked into the gentleman’s eyes, then into those of the fat man. Whether it was the disdain in the gentleman’s voice, or the shock that he had been labeled so quickly a misfit, didn’t really matter. What did count was that, from that moment on, he felt like an outcast. Even the conductor, who had not been present during the confrontation between James and the gentleman, treated James in a gruff manner that bordered on rudeness. It was, James thought, as if he wore the mark of Cain. Had this been all, James could have dealt with it. But more abuse followed. As if notified by a silent telegraphic system that he could not detect, every new passenger who came through the car to replace ones who left avoided James. Even the women showed their disdain by hoisting their skirts and petticoats away from James as they would to avoid the droppings of an animal on a busy street.


He was, James realized, in a world turned inside out, where all that he had known and all of the skills that had served him so well in the past no longer applied. The tragic series of events that had led to the death of the first woman he had ever loved, then the separation from his brother, had placed him in a world that seemed to relish being openly hostile to him simply because of his ancestry and his accent. Combined, this seemingly unending trail of tragedies left James sapped of whatever reserve of strength and fortitude he had. With no will to fight back, even if he knew who to strike out at, James abandoned himself to a fatalism that the old brickworker had once described as the hallmark and strength of the Celtic race. “There are times, lad,” he told James and Kevin one day as they followed him through the tenements of Perth Amboy where the day laborers lived, “when all you can do is roll with the punch. ’Cause if ya don’t, they’ll break you for sure.” When James asked how you knew when to fight and when to give way, the old brickworker chuckled and looked up at the sky. Then he looked down at James and winked. “You’ll know, lad. Believe me, you’ll know.”


Now, as James allowed himself to be carried south, away from a city and a state that had been the only home he had known to the stark drabness of a snow-covered Shenandoah Valley, he realized that what the old brickworker had said was true.
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Heralded by a blast of cold air that rushed into the small anteroom that served as an outer office for the superintendent when the door was open, a cadet in an overcoat with white crossed belts came striding in. The color in his frost-blushed cheeks almost matched the redness of his hair, now matted down in a tight ring where his cadet’s gray kepi had been. Glancing over first to the superintendent’s assistant, and then to James, the cadet smiled and nodded, giving each of them a crisp, cheery, “Good morning, sir.”


James, by now used to the sullen and unfriendly attitude all had taken toward him since the incident on the train in Washington, was heartened, for a moment, by this cadet’s manner. Then, as quickly as that feeling came to him, the voice of reason within James’ mind shouted out a warning. Even before his face managed to crack a smile, James’ guard was up and his thoughts and feelings were kept hidden behind an expressionless mask.


If the cadet noticed James’ reaction, he didn’t let it deter him. With quick, sure strides, he closed the distance between the door and James, reaching out with his right hand and letting his smile widen as he drew near. “Hi! I’m Cadet Private William S. McPherson. You must be the new cadet from up North, James Bannon.”


Prepared for everything but a warm welcome, James came to his feet and shoved his right hand out in front of him without saying a word. There must have been a look of bewilderment or surprise on his face, for William McPherson grabbed James’ hand and spoke freely while he was pumping it. “Yes, Mr. Bannon, we have been expecting you. You are, you know, the talk of the day about here.”


After a shudder that William felt, James pulled back slightly. Seeing the discomfort that his comment had caused James, William quickly tried to put James’ rising fears at rest. Dropping his hand to his side, William continued to smile. “Oh, I know what you’re thinking. Lord save me, the cursed Virginians are lying in ambush and waiting for me.” Leaning forward, William looked over at the superintendent’s assistant out of the corner of his eye and whispered to James with a serious look on his face. “Truth is, they are. But then, the upperclassmen are always lying in wait for any new man who is foolish enough to enter these hallowed halls of higher education.”


Pulling back, William allowed his smile to return. “And I can truly appreciate your apprehensions, Mr. Bannon. No doubt, sir, you’re saying to yourself, right this minute, ‘My God, they’re going to tear me apart because I’m a Yankee.’ Well, sir, you can take comfort in the knowledge that you’re not the first.”


James shook his head as if he were trying to clear his thoughts. In the short amount of time that he’d had to prepare for his trip, he had been unable to learn much about the Virginia Military Institute, other than the fact that everyone referred to it by its initials, VMI. In his depressed and troubled state of mind, he pictured VMI as a secluded and dour institution crammed full of Virginia aristocrats. The manner in which his fellow travelers had treated him during his trip had done nothing to dispel that image. And his first glimpse of the place, sitting high upon the cliffs overlooking the Maury River like a great gray Gothic fortress, did nothing to dispel this gloom. The main building of the Institute, standing four stories high and wrapping around the old brick armory like a giant horseshoe, served as both barracks and classrooms for the cadets. With a mess hall and hospital at one end, and a row of houses that provided living quarters for the superintendent and some of the faculty at the other end, adjoining the broad parade ground, the Virginia Military Institute appeared to be as cold, impersonal, and imposing as he had imagined.


Yet the cheerful young man, standing as tall as he did and looking at him with sparkling blue eyes and a disarming smile, and speaking to him with a friendly and easy manner of speech as he tried his best to put him at ease, went against the image James had formed.


Again, James’ silence and expression betrayed his thoughts, for William continued. “No, as a matter of fact, I think that honor goes to a Mr. Charles Denby of Philadelphia, class of ’50. He graduated fourth in his class and lives, I believe, in Indiana. The fact is, you’re not even die second. Robert F. Bell of New York City, class of ’61, nabbed that title. Unfortunately, he only spent nine months here, otherwise, I’m sure he’d be here to greet you. While I’m sure, Mr. Bannon, that there are some members of the F.F.V. who aren’t thrilled about having another Yankee invade their sacred soil and violate this noble institution, they look down on upstart farm boys from the sticks, like me, in much the same way.”


Without hesitation now, James lifted his right hand and offered it to William. “James, please, my name is James.”


With a twinkle in his eye, William reached out and clasped James’ hand. “It is, James, a pleasure to meet my new roommate. Now,” William said as he released James’ hand and lifted his kepi to his head, “we have much to do. First, to our room to drop off your trunk. Then straight to the tailor so that we can get you out of those duds and into uniform. The sooner you blend in, the better you’ll feel.” Before he turned to head for the door, William lifted his right index finger and, with a feigned seriousness that was meant to be transparent, added, “I must warn you, all newcomers to this place, Virginian or not, stand out rather conspicuously until they learn the strange and peculiar ways of the Institute.” With that, William turned, opened the door, and with a sweep of his free arm, announced with a flourish, “After you, Mr. Bannon of New Jersey.”


From the superintendent’s office, William and James went straight to their duties. For the balance of the morning James followed William as they went about drawing equipment. Everything, from a bedroll and folding cot to blankets and a chair, was heaped into James’ arms, and then he shuffled off with it to their room. There, each load was deposited as quickly as possible so that William could lead James off for another issue of books, equipment, and such. All the while, William spoke incessantly, in part to put James at ease, but mostly in an effort to pass on as much information as he could as quickly as possible. “You’ve missed the entire first term, James, when the rest of our class learned the fine art of surviving here at VMI. I’ve been assigned the duty of getting you caught up by our company commander and, believe me, there is a lot.”


James, thankful for having been delivered from the depths of depression and gloom by this bright and cheery redheaded son of a Winchester farmer, listened intently to every one of William’s words. He also watched with intent interest how William carried himself and dealt with others. Though his short stay at Princeton had served to introduce him to the college routine, this place, VMI, was another world, with its own rules, its own language, and its own ways. Somewhere along the way that morning, as they were hastening between stops and during William’s cascade of information, James made a resolution. Banished by his father and cast out of his home, he would make this place, this institution and this state, his new home. Though he knew it would be difficult, and the incidents during his trip south had, he realized, been only the beginning, Cadet William McPherson, like the late morning sun breaking through the gray overcast sky that morning, provided a few warming rays that brought comfort and hope to James. Yes, James told himself as he turned his face to that pale winter sun, I will prevail. And for the first time in weeks, James smiled.
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It wasn’t until after James had been issued his rifle that other cadets openly commented on him for the first time. William, on guard duty, had to stop by the guardroom to report to the commander of his relief. Feeling that James knew his way around well enough, he sent him on his way up to their room on his own. Alone in the barracks for the first time, James set off with his heavy and unwieldy three-band rifled musket, which measured almost five feet long. It was while he was coming up a flight of steps, not paying attention to where he was going, that James had his first run-in, quite literally, with an upperclassman coming down the steps in the opposite direction. Holding his rifle high across his chest, bayonet and bayonet scabbard fixed on it at the muzzle, and with loosely fitted accoutrements flopping about his hips and waist, James headed up the steps. He was trying to sort out in his head the jumble of information that William had valiantly crammed into his mind. The upperclassman, loaded down with books and preoccupied with where he was headed instead of what he was doing, came charging down and almost rammed James head-on.


In midstride, with only a single step between them, James and the upperclassman came to a sudden stop when both suddenly realized, at the same instant, that their path was blocked. Wide-eyed, they looked at each other. James, unsure of the proper response, hesitated for a moment while the upperclassman pulled back and grabbed at his books in an effort to keep them from flying out of his arms. When he had secured his load, the upperclassman looked down at James, standing on a lower step, still holding his rifle across his chest as if he were at the ready, and prepared to yell at him. James, recovering his composure, mumbled out an apology, using the same terminology that he had heard William use when addressing upper-classmen. “Sir, I am sorry. I wasn’t paying attention to . . .”


The upperclassman, realizing whom he was facing, let a devilish grin light his face for a moment. Then he screwed his face into a mock expression of fear, turned, and went charging back up the stairs, yelling as loud as he could along the way, “The Yankees are invading us! The Yankees are invading us! To arms, to arms!”


From practically every doorway and in every corner of the barracks, doors flew open and heads popped out. A few cadets, taking the alarm seriously, grabbed their rifles or sabers and came charging out, hatless, and some shoeless, onto the wooden stoops that all the rooms opened onto. Among them was the officer of the guard, who turned out of the guardroom with every man he had available. This, of course, included William. Within a minute, there was total pandemonium as the startled cadets looked high and low for an armed host of blue-coated Federal soldiers or crazed abolitionists. Seeing no clear threat, the officer of the guard, his saber drawn and eyes darting about, formed his guard force in the courtyard. This body of armed cadets was joined by other cadets, spilling out of their rooms and classes, their rifles held at the ready and tipped by bayonets unsheathed and fixed in preparation to repel invaders.


Only slowly, when no imminent danger appeared, did calm begin to reassert itself. It was during this period, as the guard force scanned about in search of the threatening invaders, that William saw James standing on the staircase where he had run into the upperclassman, looking around at the chaos he had caused. James, taken aback by the entire affair, didn’t know what to do. William turned and was about to shout out to the officer of the guard when a stern, high-pitched voice from the doorway of one of the classrooms brought the entire guard force, and everyone within earshot, to attention.


With the same clear and piercing voice he used to direct the cadets through their artillery drill on the parade ground, Major Thomas J. Jackson called out to the officer of the guard as he began to walk toward the reinforced guard force. “What is the meaning of this, Mr. Marshall?”


Turning to face Jackson, Cadet James Keith Marshall saluted with his saber. “Sir, an alarm was sounded. There was a riot breaking out, so I assembled the guard.”


Coming up to Marshall, Jackson stopped. With his cadet kepi pulled low over his eyes, he cocked his head back as he looked about at the cadets in the courtyard and assembled on the stoops above, asking Marshall, in an incredulous voice, “What, sir, was the cause of this riot?”


Unable to supply an answer, Marshall stammered as William, still looking up at James, pondered whether it would be better to say nothing or volunteer an explanation. He had just about nerved himself up to explain when, to everyone’s surprise, a nervous voice with a hint of a Northern accent echoed down into the courtyard from the stairs in one corner of the barracks. “Sir, I believe, sir, I am the source of this unfortunate confusion.”


All eyes turned to the source of the voice. Seeing an armed figure, clad in civilian clothing and partially hidden from view by the railing and the supports of the stoop, Jackson looked over at Marshall, then back to the figure. “Arid who, sir, might you be?”


“Sir, I am James Edward Bannon of New Jersey and newly enrolled in the Institute.”


In an instant, Jackson knew what had happened. There had been much talk of late concerning this cadet, accompanied by much speculation. “Why,” one of his fellow instructors had asked at a social gathering, “is this boy being sent to us, from the North, in midterm. Was there some type of trouble? Is the lad guilty of some terrible transgression?” Many, faculty and cadets alike, felt this was the case and, therefore, were troubled by James’ coming. Even more disturbing to Jackson was the talk, mostly overheard, by cadets who were dead against allowing a Yankee into their ranks. One day, while leaving the grounds of the Institute, he overheard a cadet walking in front of him tell another, “This is not the time to be diluting our ranks with Irish riffraff from the North. We cannot allow this intolerable situation to manifest itself.”


While he had said nothing concerning the suppositions about the why of James’ enrollment, he could not tolerate threats, real or idle. Without preamble, Jackson called out to the two cadets before him who were complaining about James. “And how, sir, do you as a good Christian and a distinguished son of Virginia, propose to deal with this ‘intolerable situation’?”


Taken aback by Old Jack’s presence and his question, the two cadets turned and looked up at him with sheepish eyes. When they said nothing in response, Jackson spoke. “While there is no doubt that these are troubled times, each of you needs to remember that he is, first and foremost, a Christian and a gentleman. You are bound by your personal honor and heritage to deal with other men as such so long as they, as individuals, conduct themselves accordingly.” Though he didn’t make an issue of this incident, word of Jackson’s feelings on the matter spread throughout the corps of cadets and mingled with those of others concerning James.


Standing in the courtyard, knowing that he needed to preserve order and discipline, Jackson saw the humor in the current situation. Looking up at James, he thought for a moment. Then, with an expression that did not betray his playfulness, Jackson called up to James. “Do you, Mr. Bannon, propose to proceed with your single-handed assault on this position, or do you wish to capitulate?”


For the first time all day, a feeling akin to panic gripped James. Far from quietly blending in, as he had hoped to do, James now felt like every eye in the state of Virginia was squarely on him. Through no fault of his own he had been brought, front and center, to the attention of the entire corps of cadets and, now, the faculty. Looking about, James nerved himself as he drew in a deep breath. “Sir,” James shouted out with a clear and booming voice, “under the circumstances, I yield.”


As cadets, both in the ranks and standing about on the stoops, broke out in laughter, Jackson turned to the officer of the guard. Maintaining his stern expression and pointing to James, he addressed Cadet Marshall in a voice that could be heard throughout the courtyard. “There, sir, stands a man who can calmly evaluate his position and make a difficult but appropriate decision. Now, I leave it to you to reestablish good order and discipline.” With that, he turned and walked slowly back to his classroom, glancing up once to James as he continued on past the cadets. Shaking his head, Major Jackson let all thoughts of the incident pass from his mind, content for the first time that the Irishman from New Jersey would do well.


[image: Images]


While some were able to dismiss James without another thought and accept him as nothing more than another new cadet, others could not find it in themselves to do so. That night, not long after the bugle call for lights out was sounded, the door of William and James’ room flew open with a bang. Startled, James, William, and their two roommates sprang out of their beds and turned to face the door. There, in the shadowy moonlight that provided the only illumination in the room, James saw dark forms and figures piling into their small and already crowded room. Before he had even managed to get his feet squarely on the floor, James was surrounded by five or six faceless assailants.


Pressed in from all sides and unable to see or hear anything from William or his other two roommates, James prepared for the worst. He had been beaten up before, many times. There had been the sons of the day laborer who worked for his father and, unable to do anything about the squalor that they were forced by circumstances to live in, took out their anger on the son of the man whom they blamed for their plight. There had been the sons of the well-to-do families, boys who resented James and Kevin Bannon and any upstart who dared violate the established social order of Perth Amboy. There had been the sons of the parishioners of St. Peter’s Church who had sought to demonstrate that conversion of Irish Catholics to the Episcopal Church meant nothing to them. And there had been the upperclassmen at Princeton who, in an effort to cower incoming freshmen, bludgeoned James and his fellow classmates into a hasty submission. No, James thought as he braced himself for the beatings to start, it was foolish to expect anything different. And although he and Kevin had been more than able to give better than they took most of the time, James knew that this was one of those occasions when, in the words of the old brickworker, it was best to roll with the punch.


Yet, as he held his stomach muscles taut, nothing happened. In the silence of the room, James could feel the frigid night air as it curled along the floor and swept past his bare feet. Though he stood a respectable five feet eight inches, all of the intruding cadets, fully dressed in the formal forty-four button coats, towered over him. These Southerners, he thought, were leaving nothing to chance. Still, in the back of his mind, James began to wonder why they were holding back. Whatever advantage of surprise and confusion they had had when they rushed in was now lost.


As if in answer, the two cadets standing with their chests pressed up against James’ face parted to the left and right, revealing the figure of a cadet of medium build standing in the doorway. Only the very fringes of this figure’s uniform were illuminated by the light coming in through the door. In a way, the pale moonlight served to outline the gray figure and obscure all other details. For a moment this cadet, attired like the rest, was content to stand in the door, legs spread slightly apart and his hands clasped behind his back. If he and his companions meant to intimidate James, they had succeeded. Now, James thought, that they knew he was overwhelmed by their show of force, they would strike.


Still, they did nothing as the cold wisps of night air lapped over James’ feet like tiny waves on a seashore. Finally, with a voice held low in an effort to make it more intimidating but not disguise it, the figure in the doorway spoke. “Very few people are afforded the opportunity to make an impression on their first day here as spectacular as you did, sir. I must congratulate you. First, you manage to capture the imagination of the entire corps of cadets before you set foot in Virginia, and then you create a favorable, if somewhat comical, impression on Major Jackson and many cadets, which is no easy feat. You mustn’t, however, let all of this go to your head. Major Jackson is, in many ways, rather eccentric and not held in high esteem by all.”


Standing in the doorway, still as a headstone in a cemetery, the shadowy figure paused. James noted what he imagined was a slight hint of regret in the words spoken by the figure. Perhaps, James thought, this person and his nocturnal companions were upset that the major with the squeaky, almost feminine, voice had chosen not to make a big to-do about the incident this afternoon. Maybe they were here, now, to rectify that in their own way. Confused, James let his guard down. Did they mean to do this by frightening him? Or, he began to wonder, was this shadowy figure bent on talking him to death.


“A little over a month ago,” the figure continued, “I stood less than one hundred feet from the scaffold on which John Brown was sent to the devil. I swore then, just as I swore the day I entered this Institute, to defend my native state and our cherished way of life against all enemies.”


Emboldened by his assailant’s failure to physically assault him, James began to speak. “But I’m not—”


Angered by this impudent outburst, the tall cadets about James pressed in closer but still did not strike him. “We did not come here, sir,” the shadowy figure in the door shouted as he stretched out his right arm, index finger thrust at James, “to debate this or any other point. We came here to serve notice that, in the end, you will be driven from this state, back North, into the arms of your accursed fellow abolitionists. Just remember in the days ahead, Mr. Bannon, that while it was your people, and not mine, who brought on this irrepressible conflict between our native states, we Virginians will prevail. For we are honorable men, men who do not take kindly to strangers who dare trifle with our homes or our way of life.”


Expecting more, James was stunned when the shadowy figure came to a position of attention, pivoted, and stepped away from the doorway. On that cue, the cadets who had been surrounding him filed out of the room in silence. For a moment James, William, and the other two boys in the room stood where they had been, not daring to move or speak. Finally, William moved across the icy floor and shut the door. Turning, he brought his cold hands up to his mouth, cupped them, and then blew a warming breath into the hollow of his hands. Shivering from the coldness of the room, James watched William as he retraced his steps and quickly slipped under the blankets of his bed without a word. His other roommates were already in their beds.


James was now as confused by William’s behavior as he was by the nocturnal visitors, for William showed no real concern. “Is that it?” James called over to William. “Is that all they’re going to do?”


Propping himself up on his elbow, William looked across the tables that served as their desks and separated their beds. “For tonight, yes.”


“And tomorrow?”


“Well,” William said as he pondered the question, “I expect they, and just about every upperclassman they can convince, will be all over you, nitpicking you to death and annoying you every chance they get in an effort to drive you out or break you.” Then, as if it were an afterthought, he added, “I don’t suppose it matters which comes first.”


Dropping down onto his bed, James sat in the darkness and thought about that for a moment. “Huh. Is that all?”


Pushing himself up, William sat in bed and looked across at James. “What do you mean, ‘is that all’? Those boys are serious.”


“If they were serious, William, I’d be lying in a heap on the floor, beaten to a pulp.”


“James,” William countered, “this is Virginia, not New Jersey. And those were members of the F.F.V., each and every one.”


“Just what,” James asked, “does F.F.V. mean? You mentioned it before.”


“F.F.V. stands for first families of Virginia.” That explanation came from one of James’ other roommates, John Tyler Jacobs of Columbia, Missouri. “Those from the Tidewater region of this state put great stock in their family heritage and expect, in return, special treatment and privileges. Though not quite as bad as the plantation owners from the Deep South, Virginia’s own special class of aristocracy can be as unbearable as anyone else’s.”


This, and the manner in which John spoke with a mock haughtiness, made James laugh. “And this is how they intend to rid this fine Institute of poor white trash such as me? By trying to scare me and riding me into the ground?”


Chuckling at James’ feeble attempt at the Southern dialect, William shook his head. “My friend, you have much to learn.” Then he turned serious. “I suppose Cadet Lieutenant Abner Wirt Couper, the gentleman who stood in the doorway and spoke, would like nothing better than for you to become so outraged at the manner in which you are being treated that you will call on him, to defend your honor.”


“A duel? He wants me to fight a duel with him?”


“Jimmy boy, as I said, this is Virginia, and our good friend Abner is a tried and true son of the Old Dominion state. Yes, he would like nothing better.”
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