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  Praise for William Kennedy:




  “Kennedy is a writer with something to say, about matters that touch us all, and he says it with uncommon artistry”




  Washington Post




  “Kennedy’s power is such that the reader will follow him almost anywhere, to the edge of tragedy and back again to redemption”




  Wall Street Journal




  “Kennedy’s art is an eccentric triumph, a quirky, risk-taking imagination at play upon the solid paving stones, the breweries, the politicos and pool sharks of an

  all-too-actual city”




  The New York Review of Books




  “His smart, sassy dialogue conveys volumes about character. His scene setting makes the city throb with life”




  Newsday




  “What James Joyce did for Dublin and Saul Bellow did for Chicago, William Kennedy has done for Albany, New York: created a rich and vivid world invisible to the ordinary

  eye”




  Vanity Fair




  “His beguiling yarns are the kind of family myths embellished and retold across a kitchen table late at night, whiskified, raunchy, darkly funny”




  Time




  “William Kennedy’s Albany Cycle is one of the great achievements of modern American writing”




  Daily Mail




  “William Kennedy is pre-eminent among his generation of writers . . . Kennedy is peerless in the depth and acuity of his sustained vision, and the lost, past world of

  Albany says more to us today about the current state, about the heart and soul, of American politics than any recent bestselling, Hollywood-pandering political thriller has ever done”




  Spectator




  “Kennedy’s writing is a triumph: he tackles topics in a gloriously comic, almost old-fashioned language. You feel Kennedy could write the Albany phone book and make

  it utterly entertaining”




  Time Out




  “Kennedy proves to be truly Shakespearean”




  The Sunday Times




  “Kennedy is one of our necessary writers”




  GQ
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    . . . a man’s work is nothing but this slow trek to rediscover, through the detours of art, those two or three great and simple images in whose presence his heart first

    opened.


  




  — ALBERT CAMUS
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  I, DANIEL QUINN, neither the first nor the last of a line of such Quinns, set eyes on Maud the wondrous

  on a late December day in 1849 on the banks of the river of aristocrats and paupers, just as the great courtesan, Magdalena Colón, also known as La Última, a woman whose presence

  turned men into spittling, masturbating pigs, boarded a skiff to carry her across the river’s icy water from Albany to Greenbush, her first stop en route to the city of Troy, a community of

  iron, where later that evening she was scheduled to enact, yet again, her role as the lascivious Lais, that fabled prostitute who spurned Demosthenes’ gold and yielded without fee to

  Diogenes, the virtuous, impecunious tubdweller.




  This crossing was vexatious to all logic, for earlier in the day, before the wildness came, she might have crossed far more safely farther north via the dependable, strong-hulled ferry that

  would have carried her over a narrower and calmer band of the Hudson without incident and deposited her upon the steps of the Troy wharf. But recklessness was far likelier to send the shiver of

  lust through the spines of men, fire envy in the livers of their wives and daughters, and set tongues to gossipaceous clacking that would pack the hall for La Última’s next

  performance; and so she had advertised in the Albany Chronicle that she would pay one hundred dollars, a bloody fortune, to any boatman who would, at four in the afternoon, take her, her

  luggage, her serving maid, and the child who traveled with her across the river from Albany to Greenbush, where she would board a carriage bound overland to Troy.




  Her advertisement appeared at the end of a week’s spell of unseasonably balmy weather. She’d been in Albany five days, enthralling theatergoers with her acting and dancing, her

  beauty and sensual aggression. (Indeed there were some in the city who blamed her not only for the warm spell but even for the evil and grief that would befall us all on the day of her

  leave-taking.) The balminess had brought on the partial melting of the river’s heavy ice, and had also halted all crossings by sleigh. A sizable channel opened in the river’s center and

  a few sloops went straightaway downriver with little trouble. But cutting crosswise into that current and its ice floes with a skiff was another matter.




  The skiffmen had come out in number at the hour specified in La Última’s advertisement and clustered under the Great Albany Pier with their craft, at rest on the shoreline’s

  ice. But as the warmth of the day deepened, those wary Albany water rats (I include my master) were in agreement that the floes’ growth in size and frequency, indeed the whole river’s

  present nature, which was one of mild flood, argued that skiffs had no function on water such as this; all agreed, I say, except Carrick, the rotten Scottish hunchback of syphilitic mien, no longer

  welcome in the brothels of Albany, who had reached no such decision and was firm in his life’s role as Albany’s undauntable ferryman, ready to carry the urgent mail, the woeful news, or

  the intrepid passenger across the waters during storm or flood, and now the only soul at the pier willing to transport this plumed cargo to the far shore.




  La Última’s crossing had attracted such crowds that the bridge from the Quay Street shore out to the Great Pier (which paralleled the quay thirty yards from the shore) creaked with

  the weight of hundreds as La Última, her maid, and the child arrived in their carriage. A dozen men on the quay shoved aside the mob of ill-clad urchins who were vying for the right to carry

  La Última’s trunk and to escort, hand-by-glove, the grand señora (for she had lived through three legitimate husbands, plus several hundred lovers). As she dismounted from the

  carriage she took command of the raffish disorder, singled out two muscular men, and gave them five dollars each (thus ensuring the security of two families, or at least the slaking of two thirsts,

  for the ensuing fortnight) to carry her trunk and hand luggage. She strode ahead of her entourage straight into the crowd, which parted at her advent to allow her entry to the steps leading down to

  the boats. There, standing on the ice in front of his skiff, Carrick greeted her, scraping obsequiously and explaining that only he was willing to cross these waters with her valuable self,

  prompting La Última to sniff in the direction of the other boatmen and give us all the flick of her chin in contempt for our lack of courage.




  “It eees a pleasure to meet a rrreal mon,” she said in her fraudulent, Hispanicized English (she was of Hibernian stock and spoke the language perfectly). She lifted Carrick’s

  woolen hat and kissed him on his lumpy forehead as she might a pet piglet, then handed him, most ostentatiously, the promised one-hundred-dollar bill. The crowd cheered the hunchback, who flashed

  his toothless smile, pocketed the bill, and then gave La Última his hand to help her into his craft. The child and the maid followed (the maid in height, facial contours, and hair color

  being very close to a duplicate of the actress, it being commonly known that for special suitors the women dressed like twins). Carrick and his helper then lifted the skiff’s line from its

  mooring post and pushed off from the shoreline’s ice out onto the water. The boatmen stood up in the skiff and poled like gondoliers past the end of the Great Pier, Carrick poking the water

  ahead of the bow, seeking the floes, guiding them out of the way with the poling oar. And thus did the crossing begin and the skiff move out into open water on this dusky afternoon of high

  tragedy.




  The skiff had reached the center of the river when we saw it wedge into a floe that would not yield to the prickings of the poles, saw it go crooked in the current and move slowly downriver

  backward, out of the hunchback’s control. I could see La Última tightly gripping the side of the skiff with one hand, holding her hat with the other. The great, unseasonal feathered

  and amber plume in that hat, a match to her amber coat with the beaver collar, is as indelible in my memory as is the vision of her maid holding tightly to the child, and of Carrick and his helper

  poking the ice with their long sticks, a pair of needles attacking an iceberg, as the boat floundered like a toy.




  My master and another boatman, named Duff, immediately shoved off into the water—I was sitting in our craft but not consulted—and we headed out for the rescue, proving, I thought,

  that virtue needs only a challenge to be awakened from dormancy. But my master was moved for quite another reason, and we were halfway to the trapped boat because of that reason when we saw a large

  hillock of ice smash into Carrick’s craft and stove in its side, causing it to instantly list and take in water. We reached it too late to save Carrick, his helper, or the maid, who were

  knocked out of the boat when the hillock struck. It was I, however, who reached the child about to go under and hoisted her into our own skiff, while Duff behind me held off the flowing ice to

  guard my flank in the racy waters. And then my master, John the Brawn, caught the beaver collar of La Última’s coat with his boat hook, and with one mighty lift, hauled her and her

  sodden plume up from the current, alas beyond our help.




  “One dead slut,” said my master as he also hooked La Última’s floating trunk and lifted that aboard, too, that being the true focus of his concern. The child’s

  countenance was as frigid in the face of death, loss, fright, and strangers as were the river’s wicked waters, which were just beginning their avaricious devouring of human life. Not until

  springtime would the maid and Carrick turn up, sixty miles downriver, locked in grotesque, inverted embrace on the eastern shore (Carrick’s pockets turned out), as if they had been out for an

  orgiastic swim and had died submerged in perversion.




  We made our way back to the pier, I full of such fears as might have paralyzed me had I not been in thrall to the vivid young girl who held my hand with the same tenacity a starving wolf might

  grip with peerless jaws the flank of a vagrant deer. In truth, her grip was more memorable by double than the frigid bite of the river, which would leave me forever with fingers that only the

  summer sun could ever truly warm.




  The crowd had grown ever larger on the bridge as word spread of our rescue effort, and as we moved onto the shore ice with our boat and our salvage, those crescive masses began struggling for

  greater vantage, shoving rudely among themselves, when suddenly, with a flagitious roar and an agonized whine, the old wooden span collapsed in twain, plunging a hundred or more of our citizens

  onto and through the fragile ice and into the deadly bath, while another hundred saved themselves with desperation leaps and wild clutchings to the fractured boards and railings; and there ensued

  then a mad scrambling upward and sideward by that doomed and threatened clot.




  Their shrieks were the saddest sounds of my young days and instantly we all moved in our boats to help those we could. We saved about forty and lost we’ll never know how many in those

  first few minutes before the onset of the even greater cataclysm, which, when we perceived it (I say we by way of collecting the common perspective we arrived at in a later and calmer moment),

  generated in us such fear of the Lord, of nature gone wild, of cosmic, mythic rage against our vulnerable puniness that we were negated as individuals and became as grains of sand, as desiccated

  leaves. We survived only because we survived. There is no other ascribable reason or logic behind who was saved and who wasn’t, any more than there was logic in the way I alone of my family

  had come through the cholera unscathed.




  The torrent came while we were frantically rescuing the drowning hordes from the bridge, roared down upon us from the northern river—a rush of ice like none in Albany had ever seen, even

  the eldest. It came, they later said, from the Mohawk River, careening with tumbling, tumultuous dudgeon into the Hudson, dislodging more and more of both rivers’ heat-weakened blankets of

  ice, crunching and cracking and pushing more and more of its own fractured surface until, reaching Albany, the glut bedammed itself, clotted the whole transverse of the river’s channel with

  chunks and prisms of ice in a sudden upthrust, a jagged wall built so quickly and with such superb natural engineering that had we not been hauling in the wet and the dead we would have given it

  the same attention we give an eclipse of the sun, for it was equivalently awesome.




  The wall of ice grew from a relatively small, fencelike structure, say five feet high, across the thawed center of the river, continued building upon that fence a pyramid, a mountain, an instant

  Albany iceberg that never was before and probably never will be again. It rose to what some calculated as the height of ten men. Others said twenty. It grew swiftly upward with boundless force,

  brilliant chaos, and just as we thought it would never cease to grow, it was struck from within and below by some central power we could neither see nor understand, even now, but which exploded

  that mountain into a Vesuvius of crystal, showering the shores of both Albany and Greenbush with fragments, wounding an unsuspecting half-dozen people, killing two horses and a pregnant cat on the

  quay, and loosing a tidal wave that swept every object storehoused on the Great Pier, including barrels of coffee, piles of lumber and staves, and another dozen men, tumbling them into the torrent

  as if they were the river’s own algae, which they would very soon become.




  That wave would raise us all, the drowning masses, the handful of salvationists, to its stunning crest, then settle us back into a trough, rocking us on a slowly rising flood tide that would,

  half an hour after our departure, spill over the quay and crawl into storehouses, and, worse, into the plaster works and lime kiln, there mixing with and slacking the lime into chemical combustion

  that would set fire to a block of stores along the quay frontage: fire rising out of flood—the gods gone mad.




  Because there was such panic, such fear, I focused finally on what was possible for us alone to do: save the child, this orphan of the river, who was shivering and unable to walk when I lifted

  her out of our skiff onto the shore and led her up the steps to dry ground, knowing, as we threaded our way through clusters of desperation, that this frail creature would die of frozen blood if I

  did not soon warm her. My master, meanwhile, lifted the corpse of La Última from the skiff and plopped it down on the shore ice, far more concerned with the contents of her trunk than with

  the disposition of her person. Even as the child and I were saving ourselves from water, John the Brawn, under the eyes of heaven and all the bereft, was hammering at the latch of the trunk with

  the end of his oar: a vision of how the fear of death easily yields to the power of greed. But the trunk would not yield, and so John turned again to the dead Magdalena Colón, clutched her

  under his left arm, and, gripping the trunk handle with his right hand, ascended the quay’s steps, bumping both the actress’s toes and trunk on every step as he came, but rising

  willfully up from the water to dry turf, a Palaemonic figure bereft of sanity.




  On the quay the kin and kith of the lost were loud in their lamentations, while at least twoscore people were still clinging to the far segment of the fractured bridge, some of them failing of

  purchase and falling through the broken ice, either emerging by splash of will and main strength or vanishing in frozen weakness beneath the rising tide of ice and blood.




  John stood the trunk on its end and gave both his hands to the dead Magdalena, lifting her into a semblance of womanly order, however dead, and laying her down again so as to catch his breath

  and consider the immediate future. He turned his gaze to the child we would soon know to be Maud, and he asked her, “Have ye family?” Maud only stared at him as an answer, and then he

  cast an eye at Magdalena.




  “Is that one your ma?” he asked, and that roused Maud.




  “She was my aunt,” said Maud, “and vastly superior to Mother as a human being.”




  “Where is your dastardly mother?”




  “She is with the King.”




  “Ah, the King,” said John. “She’s a queen, is she?”




  “She’s the King’s companion,” said Maud.




  “And which king might it be that’s keen on your ma?”




  “The King of Bavaria.”




  “Bavaria, a grand little place, so they say. And is the King, like yourself, stopping here in Albany for a bit of a visit?”




  “They are both in Bavaria. The King has gone into exile,” said Maud, whose want of childish speech was giving me the image of myself as a tongue-tie, and I being almost fifteen, two

  years and three months older than she.




  “Your auntie’s fair croaked and your ma’s in bloody exile. So where might your da be, then?”




  “My mother always said she didn’t know for certain where he was. But she’s a liar.”




  Just then, with those poor souls who were clutching the bridge’s far segment sending up their continuing chorale of dangling doom, and with the living onshore throwing themselves into

  furies of grief over the dead and the missing, a woman whose husband, or perhaps brother, lay inert on the quay looked at us and recognized the corpse of Magdalena, her amber plume, sodden and

  bedraggled (but a swatch of autumn nevertheless), still jutting markedly from that dead skull. And that woman then rose up from beside her inert man, let seethe through her teeth a single

  word—”Herrrr”—and, following upon this with the maddened and throaty growl of a jungle feline, flew across the space that separated us, pounced upon the courtesan’s

  lifeless body, sank her teeth into that pallid cheek, and came away with a blooded wad of flesh in her mouth, which she savored with a bulging smile and then spat onto the dead actress’s

  chest. Stiffened with loyalty to our corpse, I leaped into the tableau and yanked the toothy bitch by the arm, flinging her aside so that John the Brawn might lift our dead lady out of more

  harm’s way.




  John carried her to where a policeman stood guard over the lengthening row of the congealing dead, while other police pressed cabmen and private carriages into hauling the freezing victims to

  the city’s clinic. My master lay the dead woman down, straightened her dress over her legs with a show of modesty I would not have predicted, and gently stroked her hair out of her face with

  two fingers.




  “They mean to eat her like wolves,” said my master to the police officer.




  “Move along, don’t handle the dead,” the policeman told him.




  John tipped his hat and smiled through his light-brown teeth, not one to argue with the law; for indeed John was fugitive from trouble in a dozen towns along the canal, his last excursion with

  the bottle ending in the destitution of Watervliet’s Black Rag saloon, even to the felling of the four pillars that supported the tavern’s second-story porch.




  We went back for the wardrobe trunk, and only when my hands were full did Maud release her grip on me. She had watched the cannibalizing of her aunt without a word and offered nothing but a mute

  stare at that supine form, one among many. But as we walked from the edge of the quay with the trunk (I knowing nothing of John’s next intentions), Maud halted and said, “We can’t

  leave my aunt lying there in the cold. It isn’t civilized behavior.”




  “We’ll not leave her,” said John, who hailed a close carriage that was moving toward us. As the driver slowed, John grabbed the reins of the horse. “We’re sore in

  need of your service,” he told the driver.




  “I’ve orders to do what the police want, them and none other,” retorted the driver.




  “You’ll succor us or I’ll maim your horse and splinter your backbone,” said my master, and the driver grumbled his comprehension of the priorities. With the

  cabman’s help I put the trunk on his luggage rack and helped Maud into the cab, thinking John would enter with us. But he called to the driver to wait and went back to the quay’s edge,

  returning with the limp form of Magdalena Colón across his outstretched arms. I had a sudden vision of my sister being so carried in from the street by my father, she then dying from the

  same cholera that would strike both him and my mother within a week, thus setting me on the road toward my rendezvous with John the Brawn. John was a man I thought I knew after my time on the canal

  under his heavy hand. I even once thought I was rid of him when his rotted canalboat sank in a storm near Utica, and glad I was of it. But I was not rid of him, and as he walked toward me now with

  the dead woman in his arms, I realized how little I really knew about him, or about any man. I especially could not find a place for the tenderness he displayed in stroking the hair out of La

  Última’s eyes with his two callused fingers.




  “Is she dead?” the driver asked him.




  “Dead as dead ever gets,” said John. “A dead slut with a hole in her face.”




  And he thrust La Última into the carriage with us, sat her across from Maud, and flopped into the seat opposite mine, holding the corpse upright with his arm around her shoulder. Had she

  not been so wet they might have been taken for lovers bound for an escapade. Maud had taken my hand as soon as we sat beside each other, and I’d smiled at her. But she had only fired her eyes

  and turned her head, keeping hold, nevertheless, of my hand.




  “Well, Miss, what shall we do with her? Take her up to Congress Hall and auction her off to the politicians? Put her on view at The Museum? Or is hers a Christian body crying for six feet

  of holy dirt?”




  “Mrs. Staats will know what to do,” Maud said. “My aunt was fond of her.”




  Maud looked intently at La Última’s face, then reached over and touched the dead woman’s cheek near where it had been bitten. “It’s so sad,” she said.

  “She cared about her face above everything.”




  “She had a pretty little face,” said John. “We couldn’t let them have it all.” He stroked around the raw wound with a single finger.




  “Did you know her?” asked Maud. “I never saw you with her.”




  “I knew her,” said John. “Saw her in New York, months ago. She acted, danced, sang. I saw her do her Spider Dance. Now there was a picture. A woman to remember, she

  was.”




  “You would probably want to kiss her. Men always wanted to kiss her.”




  “You’re a bright-spoken, savvy child,” said John, and he turned his face to La Última, gripped her jaw between the thumb and first finger of his right hand, and kissed

  the dead woman long and vigorously on the mouth.




  “You’re a wicked man,” said Maud.




  “They’ve told me that,” said my master, smiling and settling back into his seat. “But have ye never seen anyone kiss the dead? They all do it.”




  We’d ridden two blocks off the quay when the carriage driver stopped and called down to us, “Where do we be goin’?”




  We all then looked to Maud, who said staunchly, “To the home of Mrs. Hillegond Staats.”




  “Do ye know that place?” John asked the driver.




  “There’s none in Albany doesn’t,” came the ready answer, and the driver sped away toward the Staats mansion, a dwelling place of exalted lives, and a safe harbor as well

  for certain desperate souls who’d been chilled, like ourselves, by the world’s bitter ice.




  As we rode, Maud fixed silently on the face of her aunt, occasionally looking to me for solace, or perhaps wisdom of the instant, as if I and not my master were the source of power in this

  quartet of misfits. Maud took my free hand in her own (we now holding both each other’s hands) and whispered to me, “We must patch her cheek before we bury her, for she’ll have no

  luck in the next world with her face like that.” And then she added after a pause, “And we must bury her beneath a tree, for she loved trees almost as much as she loved men.”




  I nodded my agreement and Maud smiled, the first smile of hers I had ever seen, and I have remembered it all my days. But I knew nothing of patching flesh. With what did you patch it? As to

  burial, it had not crossed my mind that any portion of the task would ever fall to me. But I had already twice assented to Maud’s will, which, I would come to know, was an element very like

  Roman cement once it had assumed a shape.




  Our driver turned onto the carriageway that led to the Staats mansion and called to us that we’d arrived. Maud and I held silence. John the Brawn grumphed and let Magdalena fall sideways,

  her head striking the carriage wall with a memorable thump; and he said he’d see who was at home.




  “You’re sure she knew this Staats woman?” he asked Maud.




  “We were her guests for two evenings,” said Maud.




  John opened the carriage door and the encroaching night reached in for us with a profound chill, a blast of northern air that had dropped the temperature perhaps twenty degrees in as many

  minutes. As John walked off in the half-darkness our eyes played the night’s game and we saw that a half-moon was sending a straying gleam into one of La Última’s eyes, now fully

  open and staring at us.




  “Close her eye,” said Maud, gripping my hand as if she felt herself still in the wild river. “You must never let the dead look at you.”




  I dutifully moved the eyelid down over the eye, feeling the flesh soft, pliable, and without warmth, but not yet chilled, somewhat like the loose skin of a chicken dead thirty minutes.




  “What can the dead see?” I asked Maud when I’d done her bidding.




  “If you look in their eyes you see your fate. And one must never know one’s fate if one is to keep sane.”




  “I wouldn’t mind seeing my fate,” I said, “for then I’d know how to avoid it.”




  “You can’t avoid your fate, you goose. That’s why they call it your fate.”




  I let her have the argument, for I noted that Magdalena’s eye was quavering, and I grew fearful. Slowly that same eyelid slid open, back to the point from which I had closed it, and the

  eye again fixed upon Maud and me. I leaned forward for a look but Maud tugged me back with her urgent bulldog grip. I broke her hold and looked squarely into La Última’s eye by the

  light of the brilliant half-moon, at first seeing the conventional human orb: the maroon iris, the deep-brown pupil, the soft white transparency of the conjunctival membrane striped with the

  faintest of frigid purple rivers and tributaries. And then in the center of the suddenly luminous pupil I saw a procession of solemn pilgrims moving through a coppice: night it was, but snowing,

  and as fully bright as this true night that surrounded us. And there was Maud, her hand held by an old woman. There, too, moved John the Brawn, ahead of a figure wrapped in furs. I myself trudged

  forward alongside a black dog and I sensed that this was the funeral procession of Magdalena, made visible for us by her own dead eye. Her body, however, was not in portage, nor was it anywhere to

  be seen.




  I intended to say nothing of this to Maud, having no wish to confirm the superiority of her mystical knowledge to my own. But she knew from my steady gaze into that dead eye that I had indeed

  seen something queer, and so at her earnest tugging of my sleeve I reported the scene to her, was narrating the cortege’s route, when the vision abruptly changed to an even darker night, with

  a ragtag troop of men swarming down a city street and smashing the windows of a newspaper office with stones and clubs. It changed a second time and a young man, his face familiar but to which I

  could attach no name, emerged from the same building in bright daylight, talking soundlessly but volubly to two men who held him by the arms as they walked. Suddenly he was thrown into a carriage,

  which swiftly wheeled off behind a matched pair.




  I had no time to speak of this to Maud, for John the Brawn opened our own carriage door with a bravissimo shout: “Out and down with you both. We are welcome guests of the mistress of this

  grand place.” And when he hauled both of us out, he lifted the trunk off the luggage rack, plucked Magdalena out of the cab, and threw her over his shoulder like a sack of barley. Then, with

  a dismissing wave to the carriage driver in lieu of a gratuity, he led us up the gravel pathway to the house, dragging the trunk. Maud held me back a few paces and whispered to me in a desperate

  tone of voice, saying I must always remember she was never going to marry anyone, was never going to grow up to be like her hated mother, or even like her saintly whore of an aunt, and that I must

  promise to steal her away from this house if it should come to pass that the Staats woman, or some other hateful adult, should try to take charge of her life.




  “It’s you who have first right to my life,” she told me, “for it was you who kept me from sliding to the bottom of the river. Will you promise me—promise on your

  heart’s blood—that you’ll steal me, whatever the cost?”




  Her vehemence took me over, and I swiftly and foolishly promised: I will steal you, if need be, no matter what the cost, no matter how long it takes.




  “Now kiss me,” she said, and I kissed her on the cheek, the first female flesh other than my mother’s and sister’s to ever brush my lips. I also tasted a wisp of her hair

  and found the whole sensation surprisingly exciting to my mouth and lower intestines.




  “Hurry along,” John said to us, and we mounted the steps of the canopied porch to see him with Magdalena slung over his shoulder, standing now beside a strapping woman whose stature

  seemed not to pair with the wrinkles of her skin: as if she had not shrunk with age but had grown muscular. Her cheeks were rosy coins of paint and from her naked ears dangled earrings that looked

  very like church bells. She was still formidably handsome despite the wrinkles and the grotesque nature of her adornments, and as we stepped into the first warmth any of us had known in what seemed

  like an age of icy blasts, she squatted to greet us. This hothouse crone—Hillegond Staats was her name—embraced both Maud and me together with those powerful arms, pulled us to her

  wrinkled, half-draped, and formidable bosom, which smelled of corn powder and myrrh, and wept rhinoceros tears of gratitude that an adventure of the heart was entering into her life. She said as

  much in words I cannot precisely recall, for the degree of their welcomeness crowds out their sound and shape in my memory. This giant creature, Hillegond, had us in her power, which was very old

  power and reeked of money and leisure and exploitation and looked for its deeper meaning in the eyes of madmen, dead whores, and children of the wild river.




  “Come in, come in, my frozen dears,” the great crone said to us. John the Brawn shoved the door closed behind us and we stood in that grand entrance hall, dwarfed by the unknown,

  which billowed crazily through that mansion like the lovely heat that was already warming our souls.




  







  WHEN HILLEGOND CEASED to squeeze the frigidity and the breath out of Maud and me, she shooed us into the

  care of a black man named Capricorn and a black woman named Matty, both of them slaves in their youth. Capricorn wrapped me in a blanket, took me to the kitchen, sat me in front of the huge gray

  brick kitchen fireplace, and fed me Dutch soup with apples, potatoes, carrots, and the livers of certain undesignated creatures, unarguably the most important meal of my life, while Matty took Maud

  elsewhere for a change into dry clothing. Capricorn, who as a freed slave thirty years earlier had been a man of social eminence among Negroes, was kindly toward me without undue deference.

  Meanwhile, Hillegond, my master, and the residual elements of Magdalena found themselves together in the Dood Kamer, or dead chamber, the room set aside in substantial homes of the old Dutch

  to accommodate death.




  Hillegond’s house was indeed old Dutch, and substantial. She was born Hillegond Roseboom, daughter of an Albany tavern-keeper of bibulous repute; and it is known that she said farewell to

  maidenhood at age sixteen (some insist she voyaged out years earlier) by marrying Petrus Staats, son of Volckert Staats, grandson of Jacobus Staats, great-grandson of Dolph Staats,

  great-great-grandson of Johannes Staats, great-great-great-grandson of Wouter Staats—all of these descended from a pre-Christian or perhaps even a primal Staatsman, though the voluminous

  family records (initiated by Volckert, preserved by Petrus) trace the family only to the sixteenth century about the time Holland was declaring itself independent of Spaniards and preparing to

  shape the New World in the image of Dutch coin.




  The first to reach the New World was Wouter Staats, who gained renown as a trader by perfecting counterfeit wampum (polished mussel shells with a hole in the center, strung on a string). Wouter

  arrived with his wife at Fort Orange, the early name of Albany, in 1638, and in 1642 fathered Johannes, the first born-American Staats, a noble-headed youth who grew up to serve in the militia as

  an Indian fighter, gaining knowledge of the wilderness and its inhabitants to such a degree that upon leaving the military he entered the fur trade (beaver pelts) and earned the wealth that began

  the family fortune.




  Johannes was everywhere praised for his honesty but suffered the taint of a curious wife, Wilhelma, who worked as a produce trader during Johannes’s long absences in quest of furs, and

  incorrigibly sold her customers sported oats and blue wheat. Johannes retired Wilhelma when his wealth permitted, and through his charities erased her stain from the family reputation. He also

  became a zealot of religious liberty, championed the right of Lutherans, Huguenots, and Jews to worship in Albany, and, upon the appearance of Newton’s comet, arranged the day of prayer and

  fasting that was credited with persuading the Deity to banish the dread missile from Albany’s skies.




  Dolph Staats, eldest of Johannes’s six children, was born in 1664, the year English military might sublimated Dutch power without seriously altering the daily life of Albany Dutchmen

  Commerce proceeded apace, pigs roamed the streets, and the old burghers in their cocked hats and worsted caps still filled the air of the town with pipe smoke and, as one English visitor noted,

  with phlegmatic gravity as well. Dolph Staats came to enjoy the energetic English and traded profitably with them, expanding his father’s moderate fortune through mercantility, selling the

  productions of Europe—Bibles and snuffboxes, fiddle strings and China teapots, love ribbons and dictionaries, satinets and shalloons—to his townfolk. His concern with garmenting

  impelled him to ask the governor of the province to take pity on the ill-clad English soldiers garrisoned in the town, their tatters so advanced that ladies were advised to avert their eyes when

  passing lest their gaze intersect with the soldiers’ private physical portions. It was also Dolph who left the family signature on two stained-glass windows of the old Dutch church: one the

  family coat of arms in four colors, and, uniquely, the glazened image of a supine infant whose physiognomy combined the blond ringlets and eyebrows of a Dutchified Jesus, with the crossed eyes of

  Dolph’s only son, Jacobus.




  Jacobus, as he grew into ascetic adolescence, loathed his father’s mercantile life; loathed also the town’s wandering pigs, which he saw as an image of fattable Dutch desire. And so

  he apprenticed himself to his grandfather Johannes, with whom he sat for long hours, listening while the old man curled pipe smoke around his balding pate and recollected his days with canoe,

  blade, and rifle, abroad in the land of the red maple, the redwing, and the redskin.




  Jacobus married Catrina Wessels, the wall-eyed niece of the Patroon, that absentee landlord who by the fourth decade of our own nineteenth century had held for two hundred years, along with

  successive heirs, an estate of seven hundred thousand acres, an entity so all-encompassing that arguments prevailed as to whether the Patroon’s demesne was within the bounds of Fort Orange,

  or whether Fort Orange trespassed upon the Patroon, and on which some one hundred thousand tenant farmers and lesser vassals paid rent and servitude in perpetuum; and while this colonizing

  was doubtless the great expansionist stroke that created our present world, it was also the cruelest injustice American white men of the New World had ever known, and would precipitate warfare that

  itself would continue for decades.




  The marriage of the wall-eyed Catrina to Jacobus, who remained cross-eyed into adulthood, was a matter of considerable discussion in Albany, and it was speculated they would give birth to

  children who could look both left and right at the same time they were looking straight ahead. Social conversation with Catrina and Jacobus together was also said to be a nerve-racking experience

  since one never knew to which of the four eyes one should properly send one’s gaze. But the union was blissful, and the Patroon, mindful of the boon to the family in Catrina’s marriage

  to even a mal-orbed primitive, bestowed a wedding gift of land on the couple, whereupon Jacobus immediately moved out from the town, taking with him the hybrid image of himself and Jesus in stained

  glass, installing it in the cabin he built in his new and personally owned wilderness three miles to the north in the midst of a primeval forest, and leaving his father to fill the hole in the

  church wall and to make moral amends for his son’s profane deed. On his land Jacobus felled timber, burned it in an ashery, extracted lye from the ashes, boiled the lye into black salts, and

  then sold the salts to the town’s only soapmaker for melting into potash.




  He built then (this being the mid-i730s) a sawmill alongside the erratic creek that took his name, the Staatskill, a stream with wellsprings in the western plateau beyond the town, and which, at

  normal flow, coursed placidly eastward toward the river. But the creek was given to flooding after heavy rain, which Jacobus discovered as the water rose over its banks and diluted into uselessness

  his large holding of black salts. Jacobus thereafter focused his salvation on his sawmill, which he built on the edge of the stream’s lone cataract, Staats Falls, where the waters collapsed

  with great aesthetic gush and spume into an effervescing pool and then ran for an arrogant mile down the slope of Staats Hill to meet the river at a point by the Patroon’s Manor House, near

  where a handful of Irish immigrants in the employ of the Manor were throwing up one humble dwelling after another in what would eventually be called The Colonie.




  Catrina bore Jacobus two sons: the elder called Volckert, a pleasant, boring child of surprisingly normal eye structure; the younger an infant boy whose birth brought about Catrina’s

  sudden demise, but who was himself baptized in time to join his sinless mother in the Dutch Reformed parlors of heaven. With the help of Volckert, Jacobus spent the next decade building the

  earliest frame building of the mansion in which we fugitives of the wild river would find refuge a century later; and he lived there with Volckert in celibate isolation, an irascible,

  pointy-headed, and spindly terror to the Irish children who spooked his footsteps on his daily walks through the slowly vanishing wilderness on the mansion’s periphery.




  Then, in his dotage, the old dog Jacobus kicked up his fleas, traded a pint of gin for an Indian squaw named Moonlight of the Evening, who had been a house servant of the Patroon in her

  adolescence, installed her as mistress of the Staats ur-mansion without the benefit or liability of wedlock, and with that single act translated his own eccentricity into public depravity and his

  mansion into a house of miscegenational vice. The affront was not only to white purity but also to the red nations of the New World, for Moonlight’s eldest brother had been halved by an ax

  wielded by a white woman he had sought to rape while drunk on white man’s rum. The killing of his favorite son undid Taw Ga Saga, the father of Moonlight and a sachem of one of the five

  Indian Nations; and yet Taw Ga Saga tempered his hatred of white with an eloquent plea to the Governor of New York, pointing out that when Indians brought beaver skins and other peltry to Albany

  for sale, the white men first gave the Indians a cup of rum. They did the same when the Indians sat down to sign a bill of sale for a piece of land. And in the end, said Taw Ga Saga, the peltry and

  the land always went for more rum: “For it is true, O our father, that our people crave rum after they get one taste of it, and so long as Christians sell it, our people will drink it. We ask

  our father to order tap on rum barrel to be shut.”




  But it was never shut and Taw Ga Saga, ousted from power because of his son’s act, took to drink himself, lost all pelts and all land, and finally died in abject disgrace after selling

  Moonlight of the Evening to Jacobus for the infamous pint of gin.




  Jacobus’s son Volckert was thirty when Moonlight of the Evening became his unlawful stepmother and he left home the same day, becoming peerlessly Godful in mortification for the family

  shame and earning the sobriquet Venerable Volckert. The year after she moved in, Moonlight of the Evening bore Jacobus a son, called Amos after the rustic Hebrew prophet. Amos became the first

  chronicler of the Staats family, keeping voluminous journal notes of his father’s and his mother’s memories, from the time he entered adolescence. But Amos lived only to the age of

  sixteen, dying a young hero, the first soldier of the Continental Army to bring the glorious news to Albany that Burgoyne had surrendered and was no longer a threat to the city. Amos’s valiant

  thirty-mile ride was accomplished with a wound that proved fatal, but he was made an immediate legend. The switch with which he had whipped his horse was salvaged by a woman after he dropped it

  when toppling from his saddle, and she planted it in her front yard on Pearl Street, where it grew into an enormous tree that for several generations was known as Amos’s Oak. Jacobus buried

  the boy under the floorboards of the cabin he himself had built when he settled the land, and placed a marble sacrophagus in the middle of the main room, which had been long empty but was still of

  sound construction, and into which the sun beamed at morning through the crossed eyes of the Jacobus-Jesus window.




  Thrown into despair at the loss of his son, Jacobus brooded for three years, suffered an apoplectic fit in 1780 while chasing a family of brazen Irish squatters off his land, and died of

  splenetic outrage. Volckert immediately began proceedings to oust Moonlight of the Evening from the Staats mansion, which Jacobus had left to her alone in his will. But the will was flawed and

  easily tumbled, and Moonlight of the Evening spent her last year of life in the sepulchral Staats cabin, using her son’s sarcophagus as a dining table. Volckert had buried Jacobus with as

  much restraint as was seemly in the Dutch church, and while maneuvering to take over the land and house from Moonlight of the Evening, he also saw to it that the name of Jacobus became anathema in

  any society that coveted the presence and probity of Venerable Volckert. Within a month Jacobus’s name was only on the tongues of cads and vulgarians, and within a year in the most proper

  social groupings, Jacobus had faded into a shadow figure of doubtful legend, one who, like the silver-tailed shoat and seven-titted cow, may or may never have existed.




  Volckert’s wife, Joanna, a woman of mindless piety, bore twin daughters, Trynitie and Femmitie, and they, raised in cloying righteousness, wed men of means from the outlands as soon as it

  was in their power to do so, and moved to New York and Boston, well out of probity’s clutch. Volckert’s wife also bore him a son, Petrus, who, as we have said, saw fit to wed and woo

  the bounteous and bawdy Hillegond in yet another reversal of the moral order in the Staats family, which, in matters of sensual predilection, exhibited all the stability of a Bach cadenza.




  Petrus, inspired by the mercantile success of his great-grandfather Dolph, whose early investment in an overland stagecoach line had been passed on to Petrus as a legacy, proved to have economic

  genius in his makeup. He octupled the Staats fortune, becoming Albany’s richest man as the new century began. He also proved the most benevolent of all Staatses, and was loved by his

  contemporaries, who honored him by naming both a short street and a public water pump after him. He branched into hardware, joining the Yankee Lyman Fitzgibbon in an ironworks and foundry, and was

  also an investor in several canals (including the Erie), which his peers found quixotic, since canals offered stagecoach traffic its principal competition. But Petrus found such thinking benighted,

  was in time hailed as a pioneer of transport, and was buried beneath a tombstone bearing a carving of a canalboat.




  Petrus died in 1835 at age seventy-two, a nobleman of the spirit and the purse, having built a marble mausoleum around the grave of his uncle Amos, the half-breed (who was only two years his

  elder), and having also transformed the Staats house into a Federal mansion of such vast dimension that travelers came to Albany expressly to see it. His wife, Hillegond, bore him a stillborn

  daughter and a son, Dirck, who was destined to play a most significant role in my life, and who, at the time of our arrival at the mansion, was in disgrace with his mother, who had turned

  Dirck’s two full-length portraits, painted when he was twelve and nineteen, to the wall. In the years after the death of Petrus, Hillegond had refused all offers of marriage, certain that her

  knowledge of men, despite her uncountable intimate encounters with them, was seriously bescrewed. Further, she grew certain from a recurring nightmare that should she ever consider a man as a

  second spouse, he would strangle her in her bed with a ligature. And so, when she imposed her bosom on Maud and me and welcomed us into her life, she was also keeping one wary but wavering eye

  clearly fixed on the most virile man to have crossed her doorstep in years, my master, John the Brawn.




  How virile he, how wavering she, is the matter next at hand, for when I felt myself fully cooked by the fire in Hillegond’s kitchen I stood up and found myself (still wrapped in the

  blanket) face-to-face with Maud, who was dressed most curiously in clothes that had belonged to Hillegond when she was Maud’s size. The dress was drabness itself, but Maud was glad of the

  gift, and I was exuberant, both from the warmth the fire had kindled in my blood vessels and from being reunited with this magical child.




  “What do we do now?” she asked me.




  “I couldn’t say. Perhaps we should find the mistress.”




  “She’s ever so frightful-looking, but I am fond of her,” said Maud.




  Matty, the Negro woman, breezed by and waved us in the direction of the front end of the house, then went about her business in the kitchen. Maud and I stepped gingerly toward the main salon but

  were caught by the sight of Hillegond’s full-body profile standing just inside the door of the Dood Kamer, which gave off the foyer. Hillegond was rigid, both her hands gripping the

  insides of her thighs. We looked past her and saw my master attending to the corpse of Magdalena, which lay supine on the room’s catafalquish bed, to which one ascended by climbing two steps.

  John the Brawn, in shirtsleeves and trousers, was, with notable delicacy, raising the chemise of the dead woman from her knees to her thighs, having already raised and carefully folded her skirt

  above her waist.




  “What is he doing?” Maud asked me in a whisper.




  “I can’t be sure,” I said, though that was a canard. I knew very well what he was doing, as did Hillegond, who stood wide-eyed as John exposed Magdalena’s nether regions

  and then undid the cincture at his own waist.




  “You mustn’t look at this,” I said to Maud, and I interposed myself between her and the brazen necrophile. But she shoved me aside rudely and barked in a whisper, “Get

  out of my way, you ninny, I’ve never seen anyone do this before,” which I came to know as Maud’s battle cry in her witnessing of this life. And so we squatted in the doorway,

  unnoticed by the principals in the vivid scene unfolding before us.




  John the Brawn climbed aboard Magdalena Colón and began doing to her gelid blossom what I had heard him boast of doing to many dozens of other more warm-blooded specimens. The sight of

  his gyrations aroused Hillegond to such a degree that she began certain gyrations of her own, uttering soft, guttural noises I associate solely with rut, and which grew louder as her passion

  intensified. Magdalena looked vapidly toward us as John gave her the fullness of his weight, her one eye still open and staring, her hair fanned out in handsome peacock show on the pillow.




  Hillegond’s moans came forth with such uncontrolled resonance that when John turned and discovered her pelvic frenzy he pushed himself away from the inert Magdalena and bobbed brazenly

  toward our hostess, who swooned into a bundle; whereupon my master did to her skirts precisely what he had done to Magdalena’s and, with what seemed to me magnified elevation (proving the

  truth of the adage: fresh comfort, fresh courage), crawled aboard the supine Hillegond and renewed his roostering. This taking of her infernal temperature restored Hillegond to consciousness and

  she threw her arms around John and yielded herself with a long crescendoing moan that concluded when our lady of the catafalque opened both her eyes and said aloud from the frigid beyond she had

  been inhabiting, “Why did you stop doing me?” raising her arms and stupefying us all, not least my master, who backed outward from Hillegond and, with undiminished extension, walked to

  the unfinished Magdalena, inspected her center (whose visibility she heightened at his approach), and then clambered once again aboard this abused flower, now resurrected from wilt by the sunny

  friction of joy. The spent Hillegond rose to one elbow and studied the sight as she might the resurrection of Lazarus, her sensual zealousness giving way to a vision of the miraculous. She covered

  herself and bore witness while my master, having quickly moved beyond amazement, resumed the thumping of his newly sanguinolent slut with vile laughter and swollen vigor, creating a triadic climax,

  not only in his own member and its hostel, but also in the bite wound of La Última’s face, which, as she bent herself upward to John in consummation, began to ooze the blood of her

  life, demonstrating that she was again at corpuscular flood in every vein and vessel of her being.

OEBPS/html/docimages/3.jpg
R CATACLYSM OF LOVE

AuBANY, WINTER & SPRING 18491850






OEBPS/html/docimages/9.jpg
?
?
J
i

WILLIAM
KENNEDY
i





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
QUINN'S
E@@E(

%ﬁ&@%ﬁﬁ

KENNEDY






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/2.jpg
Book ONE

V9P





OEBPS/html/docimages/1.jpg
QUINN's BDDK





