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 Chapter
1

 


THE PURSUIT

 


 


Washington, D.C., June 2,
1886---

 


It was a summer night in the nation’s
capital. The American Civil War was two decades past, and the First
World War was nearly three decades in the future. America was still
firmly entrenched in the Victorian era, barely on the threshold of
enormous change, with such conveniences as the telephone and
motorcar mere toys as yet unproven. It was a simpler age in many
ways, and some Americans would likely be spending their evening
sitting in their front porch swings, cool glasses of lemonade in
hand. But on this particular night, and in this particular place, a
group of dedicated hunters stood poised in the darkness, ever
watchful for their quarry....

“What time is it,
anyway?”

“Almost eight-forty,” said
the man next to him. Then he smiled wryly. “What’s the matter,
Murphy? You getting tired? Go on home if you want. We’ll tell you
all about it later.”

“Hah! There’s no chance of
that happening, my lad. I...look! I think I see something
moving!”

“Where?”

“There---someone passed
before that window. See? They’re coming out, now.”

The main entrance door in the South
Portico of the White House was indeed opening. Two silhouetted
figures stepped out briskly, carrying luggage. As they approached
the curving drive which ran before the Presidential Mansion a
carriage and team of horses appeared out of the darkness and halted
before them. The bags were loaded quickly as two more figures
emerged from the White House.

“Is it they?” asked the
first man among the group clustered at their vantage point on the
edge of Lafayette Park.

“And you call yourself a
reporter,” the one known as Murphy replied contemptuously. “That
stout figure of a man can surely be none other than the President,
and the slender young thing beside him must certainly be his bride.
The first two are likely servants. Look, the door is closing.
No-one else is going. But say, where’s his aide, Colonel Lamont?
I’m surprised he’s not traveling with them.”

“I certainly would not ask
him along on my honeymoon!”

“True enough. But then
you’re not the President of the United States, and aren’t likely to
be, either, my lad. Come along quickly now, they’re moving out, off
to their secret retreat.”

“ ’Twill not be a secret if
we have anything to say about it!”

Across the way, the President helped
his bride up into the carriage as gently as if he feared she might
break, then quickly stepped up and sat beside her. His valet and
her maid took their places on the facing seat, latching the
carriage door behind them. All was ready, with not a moment to
lose.

With a sharp crack of his whip the
carriage’s driver sent his team forward along the drive. In a
moment they had reached the street and the gateman waved them
through with a flourish and a smile that glistened in the darkness.
Clattering through the night with surprisingly unstatesmanlike
urgency, their hooves striking sparks against the paving stones,
the horses conveyed their prestigious passengers along a direct
route to K Street, where it intersected with the rail fork known as
the “Y.”

There, at a spot several blocks outside
of the train depot, an engine stood waiting, linked with only two
carriages, the second a private car. A plume of black smoke, alight
with cinders, billowed skyward from its stack, drifting with the
faint breeze that stirred through Washington.

The President’s carriage pulled to a
halt alongside the private car and the servants quickly dismounted.
Several railroad officials assisted with the luggage as the
President and his bride stepped down, and in barely more than a
minute the transfer was made. With an urgent command from one of
the railroad officials the engineer was ordered to pull out with
all haste. The powerful engine gave a great chuffing “chug,”
followed by another, and another, rapidly increasing in rhythm,
pulling away ever faster, receding down the tracks.

Arriving mere moments too late, the
small group of reporters pulled up in their own hackneys. But the
Presidential carriage, its passengers gone, was already turning
back, and the members of the press were unable to do more than
stare down the tracks at the departing train and swear softly under
their breath.

“We’ve been had,” cracked
Murphy, jamming his note-pad and pencil into his pocket. “I thought
we had a good chance this way, but we fared no better than our
friends who planted themselves at the depot with the rest of the
crowds.”

“What do we do now?” asked
the younger reporter.

“Simple enough, lad. It’s
back to the depot for us. Where one train goes, another may surely
follow. If we hurry, we may yet catch up with our man before he and
his new missus are buttering their breakfast toast!”

 


* * *

 


Thundering through the night with a
speed that seemed dangerous in the intense darkness, the special
train continued on its northwestern journey. The luxurious palace
car coupled behind the racing engine seemed more like some narrow
mansion than a mere conveyance. Rich velvet draperies with drawn
shades were at the windows, held in place with matching cord
sashes. A plush sofa and several armchairs flanked both sides of
the private car’s parlor, with end tables and a small writing desk
well placed between them. The fabrics were all a luxurious red, the
paneling and furniture walnut, the fittings and fixtures of gold
and polished brass. It was clear no expense had been spared in
creating this marvelous car, and no effort had been spared in
freshening and preparing it for this special trip. Its beauty was
not lost upon at least one of its distinguished
passengers.

“It’s quite breathtaking,
isn’t it,” said she, the former Miss Frances Folsom, now the wife
of the highest public official in the land. “So much nicer than the
common trains.”

“Indeed it is,” replied her
husband, Grover Cleveland, twenty-second President of the United
States. He smiled to himself at her comment, for though her words
might be taken by some as snobbishness, he knew they were uttered
in all innocence. Her manner was as unaffected as it was charming.
Cleveland stroked his full moustache, his blue eyes twinkling as
they took in the details of the private car. “However, I must say
that I find such luxury a bit ostentatious. Makes me feel like a
damned robber baron!”

“Grover!”

Cleveland’s stern look dissolved in a
hearty chuckle, even as his young bride’s look of reproach gave way
to merry laughter. He put his arm around her slender shoulders as
they sat there on the parlor’s sofa, swaying slightly with the
rhythm of the speeding train.

“Nevertheless,” Mrs.
Cleveland told him, “we must make sure to thank Mr. Garrett for his
kindness. Allowing us to use his private car for our trip was very
thoughtful. And,” she added, cocking her head slightly, “I think
it’s quite romantic.”

The President took her hand and kissed
it gallantly. “As do I, my lovely Frances. As do I. And since Mr.
Garrett is not only president of the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad
but also owns much of the property at our destination, I could
scarcely decline his invitation. We are just lucky that the Knights
of Labor are at peace with Mr. Garrett. A railroad strike here
would have left us stranded. At any rate, they’ve done a splendid
job so far in getting us out of Washington.”

His young bride gave a small laugh.
“Yes, indeed. As did our coachman. The ride from the White House
was exhilarating to say the least!”

“He had good incentive. I
promised him a bonus if he left behind in his dust any reporters
following us.” Cleveland shifted his stout form upon the sofa and
examined the plain gold band freshly decorating his left ring
finger. With mock wistfulness he said, “Ah, no more the carefree
bachelor, I.”

His bride leaned closer to him, her
hand gently touching the lapel of his formal coat, her dark and
soulful eyes exploring his own. “No regrets, Mr.
Cleveland?”

The President smiled warmly and
squeezed her hand. “None at all, Mrs. Cleveland. But what about
you? I would be remiss if I did not ask if you had any second
thoughts. You’ve seen the field day the press has had with us.
‘President, 49, takes wife, 21.’ After all, there were any number
of younger men willing to wed a beauty such as you.”

“Perhaps. But none brave
enough to contest your claim. Frankly, I was beginning to think you
would never ask me!”

“I almost did sooner, in the
East Room that night, back when you were visiting my sister. But I
knew your studies at Wells College were important to you and I did
not wish to propose until after you had graduated.”

“Dear Grover. Always so
thoughtful and considerate. How could I possible love anyone else?”
She breathed a relaxed sigh. “My! What a whirlwind this day has
been! It hardly seems possible that my mother and cousin and I
arrived in Washington only this morning. There were all the
preparations, and then the wedding itself this evening. And now
here we are on another train, being whisked away to a honeymoon
cottage in the mountains. I shall remember this day, and treasure
it dearly, all my life.”

Cleveland smiled. “The wedding suited
you, then?”

“Suited me? What girl could
ask for more? A ceremony right in the Blue Room of the White House,
the place bursting with roses and pansies. The Marine Band playing
the wedding march, with John Philip Sousa himself conducting. Then
a twenty-one gun salute from the navy yard, and church bells
ringing all over Washington. It simply could not have been more
splendid!”

“I quite agree. Now, if you
have no objections, I shall ring for the porter and have him bring
us champagne, for I intend to make a toast to my lovely
bride.”

She blushed slightly. “You know my view
of spirits. But I suppose a sip or two for a toast would not hurt.
Just do not tell your sister, Rose.”

“Fair enough. And after
that, I suppose, we really should think about turning in. There’s a
long night’s journey still ahead of us.”

“Indeed,” she said
coyly.

On through the night rocketed the
special train carrying President and Mrs. Cleveland. The landscape
beyond the shaded windows was nearly invisible in the extreme
darkness of that night. For mile after mile, hour after hour, the
train continued. At eleven thirty-seven the town of Martinsburg was
reached. The wait at the station was brief, for they paused only
long enough to couple on a new engine. After that, the train
stopped at Sir John’s Run to take on water. The railroad men went
about their business promptly and efficiently, and there were no
intrusions to the couple’s privacy.

At thirty-five minutes past midnight a
dozen reporters were following behind on an express passenger train
covering the same route. Their accommodations were far less plush
than those of the President and his bride, and their manner far
less relaxed. A third of the men puffed nervously on cheap cigars,
while others gulped luke-warm coffee in paper cups, bought at the
station. All had acquired the habit of consulting their watches
with ever-increasing frequency.

As the passenger train neared the first
stop on the route, the reporter called Murphy bolted from his seat
and hurried through the jouncing car’s aisle to the front, where he
paused in the vestibule and watched the pillars of the station
platform sliding past to a halt. His feet touched the ground a
moment before the train fully stopped.

Murphy dashed toward the window of the
rail office, with others of his profession close at his heels. He
reached the window, dancing impatiently behind a salesman with his
traveling kit who was trying to buy a ticket to Baltimore. Without
waiting for the man to get clear, Murphy shouted out his question
to the stationmaster.

“Cleveland’s train---when
did it pass through---?”

The stationmaster looked up with tiny
wire-framed spectacles at the impertinent fellow accosting him.
“What?”

“The President’s train,”
Murphy emphasized. “How long ago did it pass here?”

The man adjusted his glasses and gave a
small, indignant laugh. “A good four hours ago. You haven’t caught
him yet. And I hope you don’t!” he called out after Murphy and the
others, but the reporters were already running to board the train
again. The stationmaster shook his head to himself and stamped some
paperwork before him.

It was a scene to be repeated
throughout the night, at each and every station along the way, as
the reporters remained hopeful of gaining on the President. But
their enthusiasm began to dwindle as the night wore on, for the
passenger train could not hope to overtake the other engine, and
the best they could hope for was an arrival some hours after that
of the President.

Well ahead of them, the President’s
train plunged onward, out of the close clutter of city structures
and into wilder terrain. Heavy mists drew a curtain of gloom across
the nighttime landscape, obscuring all and making the rushing
engine seem like some strange metal dragon roaring through a
fantasy realm such as Beowulf or Arthur might inhabit. And that
dragon groaned a bit as the steeper grades of the Alleghenies were
encountered.

Another pause in the headlong journey
came at ten minutes past three, when the town of Keyser, near the
border of West Virginia, was reached. What once had served as a
supply point and battleground in the Civil War now served a far
more peaceful purpose. Again, the engine was changed, the job
taking no more than fifteen minutes to accomplish. Then once more
the train set out, now on the final leg of its journey...a journey
that would soon bring unexpected forces together, and affect the
course of history....
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2

 


THE LOVE NEST

 


 


Thursday, June 3---

 


The sun was rising over Deer Park, a
small resort town in the western portion of Maryland. Dawn’s
awakening glow peeped through a sky gray with clouds, a sky whose
greeting to this new day was a drizzling rain that put a wet sheen
upon the valley and the great mountains and forests surrounding
it.

Creeping into this woodland setting,
its stack creating its own gray clouds, the engine now pulling the
President’s train blew a long, shrill blast on its whistle. The
sound cut through the crisp mountain air like a knife, echoing and
reechoing through the dismal, shadowy hills. Before the sound had
fully faded, the train pulled to a halt before the small and
picturesque depot, excess steam venting from the cylinders and
adding more mist to the air.

The train seemed a noisy intruder in
this scenic calm, for though it sat in the midst of
everything---the great hotel owned by the Baltimore and Ohio
Railroad, the twenty quaint little cottages, the murmuring fountain
and the pretty little depot itself---nothing else stirred. Not a
soul moved about the small community, nor stood upon the station
platform. No one waited to greet the train’s distinguished
passengers and welcome them to their destination.

“Splendid!” Grover Cleveland
beamed as he stepped down from the train’s private car and took in
the scene around him. “Peace and quiet, at last.
Splendid!”

As the handful of railroad men who had
traveled along on the special train bustled about, President
Cleveland turned and extended a hand to his young bride as she
stepped down to the platform. Taking an offered umbrella, he held
it over his wife against the steady drizzle.

To one of the passing rail officials,
Mr. Garrett’s own personal assistant, he said, “This is a charming
place, Mr. Davis. Gentlemen, I congratulate you; first of all on
your success in getting us out of Washington, and secondly on
completing our journey with safety and dispatch. Please convey my
sincere thanks to Mr. Garrett and everyone else who has had a hand
in this.”

Davis smiled and shook the firm hand
extended him. “It is our pleasure, Mr. President. We look forward
to serving you again.”

Within moments a single coach appeared,
seemingly out of nowhere, and drove up to the car. Cleveland and
his bride entered the coach, and as soon as the valet and maid were
ready and the bags attended to, they were driven across rain-soaked
lawns to the cottage the President himself had rented.

Perched on the hillside, two hundred
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