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Praise for Thomas Mallon’s

TWO MOONS


“Mallon has a fabulous eye for the people at the edge of the historical picture.… The poisonous Washington atmosphere of hateful Reconstruction politics, tinged by the specter of malaria, practically seeps from the pages of the book.… Two Moons is a novel about a quaint kind of homegrown ambition and optimism that is uniquely American. You could call Thomas Mallon either a dreamy scholar or a scholarly dreamer. Either way, his fiction is as lucent as moonlight.”

—The Washington Post

“[A] playful, bittersweet, nearly perfect novel.… The book’s blend of brainy repartee, soulful poignancy and literary game-playing calls to mind the work of Tom Stoppard.… Droll, probing and heartbreaking.… Keeping one eye on the cosmos and another on its characters’ dreaming and scheming, the book does justice to the charms, struggles and inconsequence of human affairs in its own or any other era.”

—Chicago Tribune

“Mallon spreads, like a tapestry, a defining historical moment. He then illuminates it through the lives of its minor players, both real and imagined.… Two Moons is rich in texture and atmosphere.”

—Star Tribune (Minneapolis)

“Thomas Mallon’s writing sneaks up on you. No verbal pyrotechnics, a one-foot-after-the-other narrative approach—but every so often, you pause and realize that he’s been stringing together one perfectly balanced sentence after another, chapter after chapter.… Mallon is effective at evoking a time—not so unlike ours—when rationalism and mystical thought overlapped in unpredictable, personal ways.”

—Salon

“A wonderful piece of historical fiction. Mallon is a subtle, careful writer who packs his books with thought-provoking depth.”

—The Denver Post

“Mallon reliably marshals the kind of period detail that makes him a formidable historical novelist.”

—Publishers Weekly

“American history, technological innovations, and romance excite Mallon’s incisive intelligence and lithe imagination.… Mallon refracts questions of war, women’s rights, and the ordering of the cosmos through the perfect prism of his heroine’s mind, adeptly mixing keen social commentary with sheer entertainment.”

—Booklist

“A sharp-witted young widow’s progress through post–Civil War Washington’s power-centers dominates this breezy and entertaining historical caper from the popular author of Henry and Clara and Dewey Defeats Truman.… Mallon recounts his characters’ respective machinations with good-humored energy in an essentially well-paced narrative.… He composes unfailingly graceful sentences, makes transitions expertly, and communicates nicely both his characters’ and his own pure pleasure in the spectacle of a vigorous country newly at peace and pleased to kick up its political and sexual heels.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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In the present state of our terrestrial system immortal bodies cannot exist. Had immortality been intended for man on earth, Infinite Wisdom would have adopted another plan …

—Celestial Scenery; or, The Wonders of the Planetary System Displayed, 1839




Open thy lattice, Love,

Listen to me,

In the voyage of life,

Love our pilot will be.

He’ll sit at the helm

Wherever we rove,

And steer by the lodestar

He kindled above.

—Stephen Foster
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The black ball rose up the flagpole. Spotting it from two blocks east, Cynthia May allowed herself to slow down. The hoisting of the canvas sphere, as big across as a wagon wheel, meant that ten minutes remained until noon, when Potomac ferry captains and fat boardinghouse mistresses all over northwest Washington would watch it drop and reset their clocks, and she would be due inside the Naval Observatory for her appointment.

She crossed E Street at the corner of Virginia, taking off her hat as she went. March 8th, and already so hot that, after twenty blocks of walking, she’d sweated through the skimpy silk lining beneath the straw. With the hat in one hand and her book in the other, she had no hand free to hold her nose against the stink coming up from the water filling half the street. She wondered why the whole swamp that was Foggy Bottom didn’t sink, once and for all, into the river; and why the steps of the young man who’d been following her at a constant distance these past few blocks now seemed farther away. Had he been slowed by the smell, or by the thin streak of gray he’d no doubt noticed in her hair as soon as she took off her bonnet?

She turned around to smile, to show him the thirty-five years on the face atop her still-slim frame and, God only knew how, still-fast carriage. The boy looked startled, but appreciative, as if pleased to be fooled by such a handsome woman, however much she might be past eligibility for his serious attention.

She stepped onto the Observatory grounds, this supposed park without a bench to be found. Lifting her skirts and drawing them tight, she hoped to minimize the grass stains they were bound to acquire from the patch of shaded lawn she picked to sit on, a dozen feet from some clerks eating an early lunch. “You filthy thing,” she hissed, smacking the mosquito on her bare wrist. “Die.” She closed her eyes, determined, before the interview, to compose herself against the unnatural heat of this city; even now, a quarter century after leaving New Hampshire as a ten-year-old girl, she would not accept it. It was winter.

Her eyes still shut, she soundlessly recited five trigonometric formulae. Her numbers were fine; fixed and reliable, as she knew they would be. It was her appearance that was shaking her confidence, the spinsterish agitation her face might betray. Perhaps a bit hysterical, she could picture the examiners noting at the bottom of her paper, until they realized she was not a spinster but a widow, and their amusement turned to something worse, a depressed sort of pity that would make them decide how, all things being equal (or not) among the candidates, they’d really be better off having some bumptious young man about.

Even before noon arrived, she had worked her anticipated resentments into a grudge that felt actual, even long-standing. Rising to her feet, briskly enough to startle the nearby diners, she strode toward the building’s east wing and into the Chronometer Room, where in a voice more loud than was necessary she greeted a young man bent over his desk.

“I am Cynthia May,” she said. “I have an appointment with Professor Newcomb.”

Mrs. John May, she was about to add, in case the fellow mistook what she’d told him for two Christian names, like Mary Jane, as people often did. But he just held up his left hand, like a policeman, indicating she should come no closer and say no more. With his other hand he tapped a telegraph key. A second later, up above, she heard a light thump.

“Time ball,” he said, grinning broadly as he beckoned her forward with the same hand he’d used to halt her. “My one tap makes it fall, and gives Western Union their signal. So they can set all their clocks.”

Surprised that the boy’s keystroke should connect her to people far from the local ferry captains and boardinghouse mistresses, to cities not seething with faction and heat, she let her own face relax into a smile. More quietly than before, she said: “Mrs. John May, for—”

“If it’s Professor Newcomb you want, you don’t want me,” said the boy. “But the truth is you don’t want him either, not just yet. If you’re here about the computer’s job, you’re wanted first in Davis’s office.” He crooked his finger and drew a path on the air. “He likes to look ’em over.”

Who could “he” be? Admiral Charles Davis had died three weeks ago. Cynthia knew so from both the Evening Star and Fanny Christian’s most recent gentleman caller, a young ensign whose presence one evening at the boarders’ table had been a rare concession from Mrs. O’Toole. Approaching the admiral’s office, she could see that she was right: Charles H. Davis was now no more than his portrait, which hung outside the door, draped in black, the late subject’s walrus mustache and rectangular flaps of hair quite immobile and unwelcoming.

Inside, she took her place on a bench between the two other applicants. Standing beside a desk, a much younger man, with the same flaps of hair and mustache, looked her up and down quite neutrally, not pausing in his drone of instructions to a slim, balding clerk whose nameplate identifed him as Mr. Harrison. “Tell Professor Baird at the Smithsonian that he may bring his party of ladies here to look through the Great Equatorial if he gives us plenty of advance warning, if the night they pick turns out to be clear, and if they get here early.”

“Yes, Commander Davis,” said the clerk.

“The son,” whispered the job-seeker at Cynthia’s right. “A lieutenant commander. Also Charles H. He was attached here when the old man was carried off. They’ve made him officer-in-charge until the new superintendent comes on.”

Cynthia watched the younger Davis brush away a length of hair that hung in limp contrast to the stiff wisp of gold braid sparkling his uniform.

“Professor Newcomb will be along any moment,” Mr. Harrison said to Cynthia, repeating the explanation he must already have given the others, his soft tone an apology for the lieutenant commander’s preoccupation.

“Then,” said Davis, still standing over his clerk, “you can tell Mr. Morrison that the narrative of the polar expedition is not yet ready for issue, and when you’re done with that you can write Mr. Watson up in Oswego and tell him that the report he requests of the 1874 Transit of Venus is not yet published. That’s right,” he said, looking over to the applicants, as if to warn them of the Observatory’s chronically short appropriations, “eighteen hundred and seventy-four.” And with that he marched back from Mr. Harrison’s desk to his own.

The young officer was clearly overwhelmed, whether with mourning or his temporary responsibilities, Cynthia could not tell. Whichever the case, her sympathies lay more naturally with the hard-worked Mr. Harrison, who was already into his ink bottle, turning the lieutenant commander’s complaints into correspondence. His labors would go more quickly with a Remington, she thought, though the acquisition of one here anytime soon had to be unlikely, given how everything else seemed behind schedule. The Interior Department, where she worked, had just purchased a half dozen of the machines—the first cause of her presence here today. When she’d heard that the reward for mastering the Remington’s use and listening to its sixfold clatter in the clerks’ room would be only fifty cents more a day, she had decided to act upon a piece of information picked up from Fanny Christian’s gentleman caller.

“They’re hiring another computer to work with the stargazers,” he’d said in mocking awe of the scientists whose perimeter he sometimes paraded along. “Some of those fellows have domes bigger than the one on the building,” he’d added, provoking such laughter that Cynthia had been able to slip away from the table without excusing herself. For the past eight nights, she had sat in her room working with The Principles of Trigonometry, an almost forgotten prize-book she had carried away from Miss Wilton’s School for Young Ladies in Laconia, and brought with her to all the places, comfortable and shabby, that she had called home for the past twenty years. Always good with numbers—“freakishly so,” Miss Wilton had said—she had made it her business to find out what the Observatory position entailed. She decided that, with a week of cramming, she just might escape her desk at Interior. Instead of becoming a typewriter, she would make herself a computer.

Despite the lieutenant commander’s hints of institutional poverty, the Observatory job paid a dollar a day more than the one she had, an amount no doubt equally compelling to the two aspirants she sat between, a dismayingly pretty girl, probably no more than twenty-five, and a plump young man whose finger-poppings seemed louder to her nervous ears than the clatter of the Remingtons she was truant from today. She’d sent a note around to her department early in the morning, claiming to be ill. As it was, three days after President Hayes’s swearing-in, the new Secretary’s men would be too busy looking for the money the old Secretary’s men had stolen to notice the absence of one female copyist.

“If you would fill these out,” Mr. Harrison said, handing the applicants writing boards with forms headed PERSONAL INFORMATION.

All right, then: May, Cynthia. Not like Mary Jane. She wrote her name in the Spencerian hand she’d struggled to master twenty years ago, and which Remington would soon kill off just as surely as if he’d blasted it with one of his revolvers. DATE AND PLACE OF BIRTH: April 10, 1842, Laconia, New Hampshire. Where it would still, quite sensibly, be winter, and Mr. Harrison and the put-upon lieutenant commander would be warming their hands at the same open stove, and getting a bit friendlier for it. She looked left, into the lap of her distaff competition. Even worse than she’d feared: b. 1855. Oh, honestly.

PRESENT ADDRESS: The first word looked more like a command than an adjective, an order to embarrass herself into admitting that 203 F Street, Mrs. O’Toole’s peeling green lodging house, was her only remaining perch in the world. LENGTH OF STAY AT PRESENT ADDRESS: Having to put down “7 months,” the seven long months since she’d left the last lodging house (nearly as bad as the current one) seemed an affront, and so she wrote down 24 years, the amount of time she had lived, one way or another, in the District of Columbia, ever since her father, Frederick Lawrence, the bank manager in Laconia, had hitched his family’s then-prosperous wagon to the little shooting star that was Franklin Pierce.

Fred Lawrence’s usefulness to the curly-haired lawyer during a state constitutional convention in 1850 had earned him a summons to Washington at the start of 1853, to work under old Mr. Guthrie in the Treasury. Cynthia could still recall that man’s Kentucky accent and wide-brimmed hat from the one visit she and her eleven-year-old twin brother had been permitted to make to the department early in Mr. Pierce’s single, unsatisfactory term, during which the bank in Laconia failed, leaving her father to decide, even as Mr. Buchanan came in and the country began seriously to shatter, that Washington would now be a better place to sustain his family. Within five years, his bad judgment and the rebellion had reduced him to little more than a scrivener, who moved his family from one set of rooms to another, each smaller than the last. Frederick Lawrence, in his soft, pious voice, would remind them that they were hardly starving, though he ceased to use that word when information came, in the summer of 1864, that Frederick Lawrence, Jr., had in fact starved to death, at Andersonville.

NAME OF WIFE, the form requested. Mr. Harrison’s courteous inked carat—“or husband”—prompted Cynthia to write Sgt. John May, dec. 1863, Chickamauga. Married less than three months before that battle, she had brought her child into the world six months later. There was even a place for Sally on the form. A box marked CHILDREN, a small clerkly grave for daughter, d. 1870, diphtheria. Two years after Cynthia’s father; five months before her mother.

For the last six years there had been no mouth to feed but her own, at the hotel restaurants and boardinghouse tables along F Street. From one rented room to the next, she carried with her what few pictures, books, and spoons she could stand to look at or afford not to sell.

Johnstown, Pennsylvania: so that’s where the chubby knuckle-cracker next to her had come from. Go home, Mr.—what is it?—Gilworth. Go home and leave this job to me.

Could they please get on with the test itself? Having completed the sheet of personal questions, she put down her writing board and opened up her book, surprised, once she did, by the absence from the page of cosines and tangents. So accustomed had she become to seeing The Principles of Trigonometry open at her pillow and plate that she only now remembered how Hawthorne’s Life of Franklin Pierce was the book she had carried with her this morning, determined to sell it for whatever it would fetch. She no longer had any desire to possess this nearly last family heirloom, a campaign tract signed by both author and subject; the symbol of her father’s wrong turn. Whether or not she came home with this new job, she would come back with money for a new dress, something with no collar and plenty of color, something she could not wear to the Interior Department in the daily pursuit of Mrs. O’Toole’s rent and her own weekly bag of oranges, which were cheaper than the doctor or tonic she’d require without them.

Where was the celebrated Professor Newcomb, inventor of the clock-drive on the Observatory’s biggest telescope? Mr. Harrison had promised, the other day when she’d come to inquire about the position, that the great man would administer the examination himself, and the young man who had just entered the room and begun exchanging words with Lieutenant Commander Davis could surely not be he. So pretty and slender, scarcely older, she guessed, than “b. 1855.” But the little roll of papers in his hand did look as if they might be examinations. He was tapping the baton they made against his cheek. Looked at all together, the blush of his brow and the blankness of the paper and the color of his eyes made a sort of red, white, and blue bunting, the banner at a summer picnic or—on second thought, against the black mourning of his hair—the flag upon a coffin. He was approaching them now; the slightly crooked teeth in his emergent grin making him look even younger, less a preoccupied intellect than a fellow of feeling and mischief.

“This is Professor Allison,” explained Mr. Harrison, who had come out from behind his desk to make the introductions. “He will conduct the examination in the library.”

They were led off single file, clear to the west wing, all the time listening to the young astronomer’s Carolina accent. “Professor Newcomb couldn’t make it, I’m afraid. He’s been called away to a meeting. I don’t know where or with whom. Perhaps the head of the Royal Society, or the empress of Brazil. I’m to be your poor substitute.” He gave a humorous bow, his frock coat, Cynthia noted, nipping attractively into the slim waist. “You can take your places and get started,” he said, pointing to some desks beneath shelves holding hundreds of ledgers. “It’s all fairly clear on the page. But if anything is not, I shall be wandering in and out, and you can grab my arm and ask your questions.” With that he was gone, leaving them with one another and the printed exam books.

She did have questions, the ones she often wished to pose to merry young men on the streets and to women like “b. 1855”: What is it like to have missed the war, to have scampered through those years as a child, and to be living today in the here and now, not walking through an eternal aftermath? What must it be like to hear politicians speak of “reconstruction” as a civic task, duly planned and just completed, instead of a word for what would never come to your own inner dwelling, whose wooden beams remained split and strewn by the tempest?

The following exercises are to determine with what degree of accuracy and rapidity you can use the tables of logarithms. Since no mistake must be made in your work it is necessary that, after writing down each logarithm, you read it off from your paper, look back in the table, get the corresponding number, and see if it agrees with that given on the paper. You must proceed in reverse order in taking out numbers corresponding to logarithms. Write neatly and carefully and write your name on each sheet of paper.

“B. 1855” would have no trouble following the neatness injunction. Her examination and logarithms book were perfectly aligned on her desk; the extra pencil she’d brought lay perpendicular to both. Not a strand of her upswept hair dangled from her small straw hat.

Exercise in 5-Place Logarithms. From the following values of log cot α find α (to the nearest tenth of a minute), and then log sin α, log cos α, log β cos α and β cos α. log β = 0.10909. The algebraic signs in the first column are those of the cotangents themselves.

Cynthia’s last look around before beginning revealed a now fretful Mr. Gilworth of Johnstown, Pa. Could he really be finding this exercise so difficult? She set about filling in the table, sprinkling the numbers like raisins into a cupcake tin. It was more soothing than sewing, and less of a strain on the eye.
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Her columns grew longer, and if she squinted at them, the confetti of inkings began to resemble a skyful of stars. She had time to let her mind wander. The Magi’s search for Bethlehem; the music of Milton’s crystal spheres; the prognostications of the D Street astrologer in whose parlor Cynthia had lately spent a dollar she could not afford: they could all be reduced to these numbers. There was actually no need to squint and pretend that the digits were the stars. They were, by themselves, wildly alive, fact and symbol of the vast, cool distances in which one located the light of different worlds.

She knew, from some long-ago visits here with her father and mother—a free weeknight amusement—that the Transit Circle, through which the men see stars cross the meridian, lay just beyond the walls of this room. The astronomers look up and watch the stars come in and out of their line of sight, and as the night wears on and the men grow tired—she is sure of this, so strongly has she imagined it—they have to feel it is not the axis of the earth, but the stars themselves that move. Parallax—she had recited the definition several times while she lay in bed studying this week—“the apparent change in the position of an object caused by a change in the viewing position of the observer.” What a comforting delusion, what an exaltation, when the object is a star, and the “viewing position” this Earth no God would choose for the center of His universe.

As her columns lengthened and she went on to problems no. 2 and 3, she heard schoolchildren shuffling through the hall outside. Elsewhere pieces of equipment were being wheeled and crated. Here in the library the astronomers came and went in quiet, disputatious pairs—the older ones wearing full beards, the younger just muttonchops or a mustache—to fetch down a volume and settle a point. And yet, all this activity was only preparation or postscript. This was a theater, and what counted could not happen until night fell.

Mr. Gilworth was left-handed, and he attracted Cynthia’s attention when his numerical jottings, so much slower than her own, gave way to a fast cursive movement. Added to the distressed expression on his face, it could mean only one thing: he had thrown in the towel and was writing a note to the examiner, like the wretched pupil he had no doubt always been back in Johnstown, Pennsylvania. A moment later, on his feet and trying to salvage some dignity, he put a small sour grape into her ear. “You know the dead admiral?” he whispered. “The elder Davis? Don’t believe what you read in the Star. It was malaria that killed him. And you know where he got it.” He pointed straight down, meaning “right here,” though nothing could feel more salubrious than the unaccountably cool confines of this hushed library. “Take care of yourself,” he said.

She gave him the smallest of smiles as he retreated, leaving his half-done exam on the farthermost desk. If he didn’t go home to Pennsylvania, she decided, Mr. Gilworth had a great future. He was in a city that would always require men who can change what they want on an expedient dime.

She was finished, and hoping they’d notice how she’d done the whole thing in ink, without one cross-out. Should she open Hawthorne’s life of Pierce? Or would that be too showy a way of idling out the time remaining, during which “b. 1855,” she could see, was still slowly, and in pencil, proceeding with what she wagered was only problem no. 2.

They are going to pick me. A week from now, instead of trudging up the stone steps of the Patent Building and into the Interior Department, I shall be coming here each morning to calculate the men’s infinite gazings upon the night before. Yes, Professor Allison—he had come back into the room for the first time—you are going to pick me.

Right now he stood over “b. 1855,” looking at her paper—without interest, Cynthia judged; not displeased, but certainly not impressed, either. She looked back down at her own work. No, whatever the girl was still doing, it wasn’t going to be good enough; not as good as what she herself had already accomplished without a flaw. And would accomplish every day, just as perfectly, in dresses more colorful than the ones on the hook back in her room. Surely, their eyes having been fixed on the stars all night, the navy men here, come daylight, would not mind a rustling of bright fabric, however old its female wearer.

He approached, reentering her field of vision, crossing her meridian, the polished centermost floorboard in front of her desk. He looked at her paper, upside down, his head bowed low over it, to compensate for his vantage point. And when he raised his head, his face, flushed and smiling, rose up like the sun.

“Cynthia May,” he said, pointing to the name she had obediently inscribed upon each sheet.

“Yes,” she replied, looking into his eyes. “Like Mary Jane.”
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“I’ll cut your tongue out!” cried Mary Costello. She scooped up Ra, the yellow tabby who had his paw in the cream and looked as if he might splash a drop or two on her silk wrapper or—worse yet, sweet Jaysus!—the chart she was preparing for the man himself. “Away with you, now,” she murmured, kissing the old cat and placing him in a patch of sun on the windowsill above her hand-painted sign: “Madam Costello, Disciple of Mlle. Lenormand, Paris. PLANET READER.” It was a big day here at the corner of Third and D Streets. “Mustn’t make a mess,” she cautioned Ra, making her way back to the consulting table. “Not with our magnificent Scorpion coming.”

The senator, as he’d told her on his single previous visit, had a birthdate of October 30, 1829, seven days into his Sun sign, which, according to Master Gabriel’s Gospel of the Stars, open next to the teapot, made him and those similarly born “full of courage and anger and much given to flattery. Many promises will they make and little will they perform. After the serpent’s fashion they will beguile those who trust them and with smiling faces will lure their enemies to destruction.”

“Well!” laughed Mary Costello. “We can’t go telling him that, can we, pussums?” Unworried by Master Gabriel’s dire trumpetings, she poured herself another cup of tea. The sky, thank heavens, held as many explanations as it did stars. Whatever the Sun failed to yield, the moon could supply; what the monthly cycles would deny you, the hourly ones might provide. Born at noon, or close to it, the senator could safely be promised measures of fame and prosperity even greater than those he already enjoyed.

Did she have time to peruse one of Master Gabriel’s competitors before he arrived? She consulted the clock on the mantelpiece. It always ran behind, and for a moment she wished she might live nearer the river, close enough to see the ball drop at noon. Clients had a right to expect a certain precision, and a clock such as hers, unable to keep up with Earth’s movement through the heavens, must surely fail to inspire confidence. She draped a scarf over it, hiding the face if not the ticking, and went back to her books and her chart-in-progress. Her predictions for the senator’s absent wife, home in Utica, and for his mistress in her mansion above the city, were phrased so politely they would sound more like inquiries after the health of family members than nuggets of celestial information designed to manage his movements between the women.

“I shall never keep all the politics in my head, ain’t that so, Ra?” If the senator did become a real client, she would have to take the Star regularly, not buy it every third or fourth day and put it into the canary’s cage half-read. She had trouble enough keeping straight what she actually knew of the sun, moon, and stars; how would she manage the long list of the senator’s enemies and concerns?

Well, this wouldn’t be the first load Mary Costello had hoisted in her forty-seven years; and she was a much quicker study of earthly mortals than the spheres that swirled around them. Ten minutes after he’d pulled her doorbell on Sunday night, a complete surprise, she had a pretty good idea as to why the senator had come to seek her out. He was, he’d told her, responsible for the President due to be enthroned the following morning. Having more or less created the commission that settled the mad, disputed election in favor of Governor Hayes, he stood as the Prime Mover, the hand that had flung the Sun into position. And yet, she could tell that this knowledge had left him, maybe for the first time in his life, afraid and resentful. Having failed to become the Sun himself (what he really craved), and newly aware of those seeking to banish him where no light shone at all, the senator had reached a secret crisis in his fortunes and confidence. So he had come to her in the night, looking over his well-muscled shoulder, dressed in his magnificent clothes and face and voice, this gorgeous brute requiring whatever reassurance she could call down from the stars.

She looked around for her turban—not a piece of professional paraphernalia, just something she used to hide her thinning hair. “Now, don’t I look lovely, pussums?” She laughed at herself in the mirror, before taking the window seat below Ra’s sill. Together they looked out onto the street, toward the people getting down from the trolley: the women, sweating in their velvet; the anxious, office-seeking men, moving between their hotels and whichever new Cabinet Secretary they’d be calling on next. She usually welcomed drop-ins, but the senator had instructed her to keep the decks clear this afternoon, and she had hung a “by appointment only” shingle beneath the placard invoking Mlle. Lenormand.

She hoped he wouldn’t ask for a complete horoscope, at least not yet. Only with great difficulty—using lima beans to calculate, when she ran out of fingers—had she located the moon’s position in his Sun sign. Numbers and history had never been her suit. When told, ten years ago, back in Chicago, that the twelve signs of the Zodiac matched up to the twelve tribes of Israel, she’d asked Iris Cummings just who these twelve tribes were, and how come they hadn’t turned into a baker’s dozen under the hot desert sun.

Looking over the windowsill and down at her sign, Mary Costello realized that these days she sometimes thought she had been a pupil of Mlle. Lenormand’s, and that Mlle. Lenormand really was a famous Parisian planet reader instead of a name she’d found on the label inside a hat at Cooley & Wardsworth’s. If the truth be told (but who had to tell it?), it was Iris Cummings who’d taught her the stars. Iris, the smallest girl at Madame Lou Harper’s establishment on Monroe Street, but smart as could be; could talk about Venus and Jupiter by the hour whenever she came into the Hankinses’ gambling house, where Mary Costello in those days wiped tables. Al and George had loved superstition; behind the bar, amidst the pinochle decks, there was always a pack of tarot cards, and they craved hearing little Iris go on about all the mysteries that only seem beyond our reckoning. Mary had started making notes, first inside her head and then on a tablet she kept in her shack one street behind Hair Trigger Block.

She’d picked up plenty, certainly enough to tell the senator that the moon in Scorpio is an evil thing, and that those born with it require quite a bundle of additional planetary influences to keep from hurting other folk. Yes, she could tell him that, but what she’d learned in life—more important than all she’d learned from little Iris or Master Gabriel—would make her keep her trap shut about this unattractive lunar truth. She gave people as much knowledge as they could comfortably stand, and no more.

Candles: lit or unlit? “What do you think, pussums?” Unlit, she decided. The senator sought not hocus-pocus but expertise, a heavenly species of the facts and figures his committees knotted into laws and budgets. Wearing a bracelet or two less wouldn’t hurt, either. She slid one off her wrist just as the doorbell rang. Fluffing her turban, she looked out the window and saw—oh, bejaysus!—not the senator at all, but that tiresome girl, that tall bird of an Aries who lived a couple of streets away and had been here a week or so ago. And what for? She mocked the stars’ predictions even as she sought them. Every other female who came up these steps settled for an encouraging word about a lover or a legacy, but this one couldn’t make clear what she was seeking to know. Now, how to get rid of her quickly?

“The sign, Mrs. May. Please read the sign!” Madam Costello reached over the windowsill and tapped the “by appointment only” board.

“No,” said Cynthia May. “Reading signs is your job. Can’t you let me in for one fast question?”

A different look lay upon the younger woman’s face today, nothing like the pinched and pawnbrokered aspect that had come to the door just a week ago. You’d have thought she’d found love and a legacy since then.

“Oh, come in,” said Mary Costello, trying to grumble, though secretly grateful for some company to take the edge off waiting for the visitor she was beginning to fear would never show.

Cynthia bustled up the steps. “I won’t even take tea,” she said. “I won’t even sit down.”

“Darlin’,” said Mary Costello. “You’re practically giggling. And if you commence to, I’m sure to start giggling meself.” She immediately proceeded to, prompted by her guest’s improved disposition and her own habit of snatching any sign of cheer, like a stick of firewood, to keep her spirits alight.

“My question is this,” said Cynthia May. “Does a person’s coloration tell you anything about him? The way his hair and eyes and flesh come into harmony, like an artist’s paints?”

Madam Costello looked puzzled, then disapproving. “I think you want one of the ancient humorists, dear, those that could tell you whether the look of someone’s face means a lot of blood or too much bile. I could never read anyone’s temper or future that way. Never thought of studyin’ the phrenology, either. All that muckin’ about on somebody’s scalp.” She affected a little shudder. “Long ago I had the chance to be a hairdresser, but I thought it a foul opportunity. Now, is this all about a feller?”

“New employment, actually,” said Cynthia. “Though a gentleman figures into it. If I knew his birthdate, I’d ask you something astrological. But I don’t.”

“Now, didn’t I tell you, seems like just the other day, you’d soon be in a new position!”

“You mentioned nothing of the kind,” said Cynthia.

“Well, I should have,” replied Madam Costello. “You looked as if you were needin’ one. You was nothing like the blooming creature before me.” She glanced over at the clock, only to see the scarf that covered it. “Now, I’m about to enter a new situation, too, missy. So you’ll have to be off.”

“A new client?”

Mary Costello laughed. “A new patron, let’s say.”

“Someone important.”

“Well, yes, but I mustn’t say more.”

Of course, she did say more, and started to say it within ten seconds, because she had never really had a patron before, certainly not on the order of this one. Her excitement and her sympathy for this peculiar woman got the better of her resolve, kept these past four days, not to jinx the senator’s business by discussing him with anyone but Ra. She and Mrs. May were soon sitting at the consulting table, drinking the tea she’d planned on offering the man himself. As the clock ticked away under its veil, Mary Costello tried to drown the sound, along with her gathering doubts, by pouring out her whole life’s story. She chattered through her past at the same speed with which she took clients through their futures. Before Mrs. May was halfway through her cup, she knew the whole tale of Mary Costello’s departure from Cobh at the height of the famine. How, her first husband already dead, she’d arrived in the New World half starved and too ugly for the gamahucher that became the lot of half the girls with the strength to walk off the ship. How she’d cooked and sold papers at three different railway stations, until she arrived at the great western terminus of Chicago, where she found herself a second husband, a pork seller who made a pile, or at least a half of one, purveying meats to the soldiers at Camp Douglas. How he died of his own new wealth, carried off by the flux that entered his fat body with the drinking water from the river, dark as gravy some days, running with all the unsalable bits beaten out of the poor animals you could hear and smell dying every hour.

From then on she’d worked in saloons, the best of them the Hankinses’ gambling house, and never complained about her shack near Hair Trigger, tar and felt being a grand sight better than the thatch in Galway she could still recall. Of course, even tar and felt couldn’t survive the Fire; but she did, spending the nights in Lincoln Park and getting her first good laugh since the flames started when the Tribune’s editorial—“CHEER UP”—blew past her feet. That she could read it at all was thanks to her first husband, bless his soul, who had taught her, letter by letter and word by word, before the blight took their whole green world.

He had a sister who’d ended up in Washington, and Mary had, by some miracle, through every disaster and displacement on the twenty years’ journey, stayed in touch with her. It was she who got Mary here and on her feet, explaining that this city was every bit as much about the making of money as Chicago. And so, six years later, Mary sat in this parlor with her little business that did tolerably well but could surely use the munificence of a grand fellow like the senator, and—oh, why ever was she telling the girl all this?

“You left out Mlle. Lenormand,” said Cynthia.

“So I did,” said Madam Costello. “And much else besides.” She read Mrs. May’s quick expression, and could see that she understood there never was a Mlle. Lenormand; and then the two women laughed together.

“May I offer you this?” asked Cynthia. It was the Life of Franklin Pierce, which she extracted from her pocket and slid across the table. “It’s worth ten dollars, I guarantee.”

“And why would you be offerin’ it?”

“Because I want you to read the planets for me. All spring and summer, whenever I want to come, though I’ll take care not to arrive when your important customer is on the premises.”

“Now, miss,” said Mary Costello, her face falling from fear that the man was never coming around again. “Since you know there was no Mlle. Lenormand for me to be a disciple of, why would you still be wanting me to look into the stars for you?”

“Who is to say that what you know, however you know it, isn’t so? Maybe whoever did teach you truly knew a thing or two.”

“Oh, Iris Cummings knew a thing or two, that’s for sure!” said Mary Costello. “All you had to see was the look on Big Jim Gunn just after he’d been with her!” Her loud laughter made Ra turn his head. “Ah, miss, I don’t know,” she sighed, opening up Mrs. May’s book to see the signatures of subject and author. “Well, Jaysus Mary. This would be the one that was President?” She pointed to the black ink, thinking how much this might have impressed the senator if only he’d kept his word and come. In any case, ten dollars was nothing to be sneezed—

“Almighty!” cried Mary Costello, as the doorbell rang. She and Cynthia jumped from their seats. “All right, missy, readings through the summer whenever you like, though right now you’re to be off with yourself. Immediately!”

Cynthia had gone to lean out the open window and see just who was on the steps. He must be six foot three, she thought, resisting Madam Costello’s tug at her waist. The single curl that fell halfway down his brow, the beard that jutted to a sharp point: both had as much gray in them as gold, enough to make her suppose that this fine-looking man—growing impatient, she could see—might be closer to fifty than forty. But for all that—“Oh, no!” she cried at her sudden realization. “It’s Conkling!” She took care to whisper the identification as she spun around and looked at Madam Costello. “You slyboots.”

There was no amusement, no female conspiracy, in the astrologer’s expression. She wanted Mrs. May out now, and Mrs. May knew it. So Cynthia gathered her skirts and headed for the door, one step ahead of the lady of the house. But when she got her hand on the doorknob, she turned around to say: “He’s just as one of the other boarders described him. Joan Park sat in the ladies’ gallery for half his speech, the one that finally settled the election. She nearly drooled the details of his appearance to all of us at supper.”

Cynthia opened the door. Roscoe Conkling—who had spent an active amatory life hoping never to be surprised by a second woman in any room where he had arranged to meet but one—drew back, though only for a moment.

He stared at her, then tipped his hat.

“I was just leaving,” said Cynthia.

His entrance into the parlor prevented that. He crossed the threshold and came forward like a wave, forcing her to step backward. Madam Costello rushed to take his hat and gloves.

“What a shame,” said Conkling, ignoring the astrologer to look straight at her previous client. “Are you off to meet your fortune?”

“I met it earlier this afternoon. At least that’s what I hope,” said Cynthia, who began moving toward the door. “I think you’ll hear the spheres playing a wonderful tune today.”

“Then I can trust her to set them in the proper motion?” he asked, pointing to the planet reader.

Cynthia just smiled and took a step forward.

“Here we go, sir,” said Mary Costello, urging the senator into the parlor with a sweep of her hand.

Conkling continued to stare at Cynthia. He yielded no ground, forcing the younger woman to walk around him in order to exit.

She descended the steps to the street, not daring to look back, and only after what seemed a long time did she hear the door shut.

Out on the sidewalk, just a few paces away from the house, stood a young man with thick spectacles and a waistcoat shiny from wear. “Excuse me,” he asked her, with as much abruptness as apology, as if he had long since learned to be unembarrassed when accosting strangers. “The gentleman you were speaking to: that was Conkling, wasn’t it?”

Alarmed by the sheer need and avidity in the man’s gaunt face, Cynthia replied: “He never gave me his name.”

“I know it’s him,” said the young man, starting a great rush of words. “I’ve been following him for two blocks. I need a job, you see. I’ve knocked on every undersecretary’s door and come up with nothing. I’ve been waiting for some help from fate. I know that’s what it takes, and I’ll bet this is it. Do you know how long he’ll be inside there? Do you think he’ll speak to me when he comes out?”

“I’ve no idea,” said Cynthia, in response to both questions. She wanted to calm the man, to ask him who he was and how he’d come to the District, but she couldn’t make herself do it. He was too desperate a version of herself; their very kinship made her want to get away. He was the sort of person she was ceasing to be, and he felt like bad luck. How fortunate she felt to have her own hopes depending on the lovely Mr. Hugh Allison instead of the great “Lord Roscoe.”

The young man went on talking. “I’m going to wait at the bottom of those steps.” For the moment, though, he allowed himself to lean against the lamppost. Cynthia could tell he’d not had much to eat of late. “I’ve been here for a month and a half,” he explained. “And never imagined it would be so confusing—nobody knowing which party was about to take over, nobody listening to anyone else. But everyone listens to him,” he said, pointing to the house containing Conkling. “Isn’t that so? Isn’t that what they all say? If he could only steer me in the right direction, I know I’d be able to do the rest. All I need—”

The young man fell suddenly silent, dumbstruck by what he’d just noticed at the parlor window. Cynthia looked over her shoulder to see what it might be.

Framed between the musty swags of curtain, Roscoe Conkling calmly glared at the sidewalk; behind him and to the side stood the astrologer, still helplessly holding his gloves and hat.

After a few seconds, the senator raised his hand, pointed to the young man, and with a slash of his index finger indicated that he was to be off, immediately. The threadbare fellow raced across the street and out of sight, as if he’d been hit with a stick. Cynthia, sickened with inert sympathy, watched his terrified dash before looking back toward the window, where Roscoe Conkling stared at her for a few long last seconds, and then nodded twice, as if saying yes to something, for both of them.

[image: ]

“Tell him that I want him. Now.”

Roscoe Conkling hit the punching bag with his bare fist. The stunned leather rattled its metal stanchion, and the Arlington Hotel’s bellboy cried “Yes, sir!” before taking off in search of the fellow who ran errands for the residents.

Stripped to the waist, Conkling resumed his workout, refusing to take a bite of his boiled fish and spinach, or even a sip of soda water, until he had given the bag two hundred jabs. His colleagues might be over at Wormley’s, bloating themselves on venison and hock, but at forty-seven, he remained as lean as when he’d entered the Senate ten years ago, and he was determined not to put on a pound or an inch in the ten years to come.

If he could stand it here that long. Ten years already, and no higher? It wasn’t Hayes’s going to the White House that bothered him so much. Better that the stolid old Buckeye, still full of holes from the war, had gotten the nomination than James G. Blaine, Conkling’s chief rival for mastery of rhetoric and the Republican party, who for years had mocked his looks and strut. No, he thought, breaking the first bit of skin on his knuckles tonight, the problem wasn’t even Blaine. It was Evarts, the New York lawyer just named Secretary of State. What a brazen reward it appeared! Nominating the man who’d argued and won the President’s case before the Electoral Commission! A commission that Roscoe Conkling had created, to decide the disputed election and keep the Republic—already by December bristling with Democratic and Republican militias—from yet again rending itself in two.

Hayes now claimed to have intended naming Evarts all along, and he was so dully honest he was probably telling the truth. But, Conkling thought, the sweat running down him now, the scandal wasn’t even in how it looked; the scandal was in what it would mean, to him, Roscoe Conkling, and the Republican party in the state of New York, which was only to say Roscoe Conkling twice, for he and the state party were one and the same.

Evarts and the President were over-mindful of the Democrats’ anger; too sensitive to whispers about “His Fraudulency” having been set up in the Executive Mansion without truly having won the election; too embarrassed by what they were finding in (or missing from) Grant’s cupboards. They had caught the nervous malady of reform and were looking for remedies: palliatives for their foes, smelling salts for themselves. They were readying bills to raise an army of “Civil Service” clerks, each full of “merit,” a procession of worker ants loyal to no one but themselves. If Evarts had his way, they would soon be infesting the New York Custom House—Roscoe Conkling’s Custom House, the great turbine of patronage through which foreign goods passed so that money and grateful labor might pour forth upon Republican candidates, all over the city and state of New York. Evarts had never cooperated, never understood; he was blind to the beauty of the machine, as gleaming and efficient as the Corliss engine, whose towers and platforms and unimaginable horsepower had sent shudders through last year’s centennial crowds in Philadelphia.

If he had guessed it would be Evarts (and he should have), he would have built, he now swore to himself, an electoral commission that would have thrown the disputed prize to Tilden—yes, by God, to the Democrats who’d made the rebellion and soaked the country in blood. Now, three days after Hayes’s almost furtive inauguration, there was little he could do to stop Evarts’s nomination. He had tied it up in committee, but within a day or two he would have to let it out, and see whether Hayes and his new Secretary destroyed the Custom House before Roscoe Conkling could make himself—or, once more, Grant—President in 1880.

He sat down at his desk, a towel draped over his shoulders. The day was cooling off. A breeze blew into these rooms where, no matter how many politicians came calling, no cigar had ever been lit. He looked down at the neat stacks on the three sides of his blotter: his thick, gilt-edged notepaper; the pamphlet in which his commission speech had been reprinted; the encomiums from the foreign press (clipped and sent by Custom House agents who guided the papers through the port of New York). Beyond these accolades, what was his reward for all this statesmanship? Evarts.

Perhaps he had been wrong, four years ago, to refuse Grant’s offer of the Chief Justiceship. He’d thought: he already had the Chief Justice’s daughter; did he need the late Salmon P. Chase’s job, too? Kate herself had argued against his filling her papa’s robes. She had seen bigger things, the biggest of all, ahead for him. And back then she’d believed, so long as she possessed her children and the favors of Roscoe Conkling, that she could endure her marriage to the drunken whelp Sprague. By now, though, Sprague’s sodden tyranny had sapped her cheeks and spirit. Even when absent from it, traipsing through Europe alone in the old Chief Justice’s Washington house, she was no longer the girl whose looks and temperament, during the war, had enraged Mrs. Lincoln and enchanted every man left in the District of Columbia. She had grown, if not timid, then tired, and if weariness were all that Roscoe Conkling required, he might as well bring his own wallflower, Julia, down from Utica, where all these years, for both their sakes, he’d kept her stored. Julia meant recess—not just the congressional kind, during which he saw her and their daughter, Bessie, but a recess of the spirit, too, the dullness and retraction that always came upon him when he was out of Washington and in her presence.

That Kate might be fading into a copy of Julia; that his own political fortunes might be leading him back to Oneida County instead of the Executive Mansion just blocks from here: these terrible forebodings had drawn him, twice now, to the Irishwoman’s parlor at Third and D. A sense that destiny might be slipping from the War God of the Norsemen (a sobriquet he liked, though he feared it was a coinage of Blaine’s) had sent him looking for some destiny he might have overlooked, a better sort than the faltering one that now loomed; something hidden in the sky behind a bank of clouds that his own keen eyesight had not managed to pierce. He had been looking at the stars for years, gazing blankly at them from a hundred porches and lawns onto which he’d gone to escape the smoke of his colleagues. The other night, unwilling to watch those men cough bits of tobacco and
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