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“The truth is I have never loved Henry more than I have this last month. I have wanted to wail with pity over him... He mutters more than ever of our hours in the box at Ford's, forcing me to think of them, too.”

—Clara Harris Rathbone speaking of her husband, Henry Rathbone, on the eve of their murder/suicide, December 23, 1893.

 




   

 

 

 

 

What follows is inspired by true events.

 




  PROLOGUE
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Good Friday, April 14, 1865

Ford’s Theater

Washington, DC

10:19PM

 

The President has been shot.

Triggered at point-blank range by John Wilkes Booth, a twenty-six-year-old fanatic Confederate sympathizer and stage actor, the bullet has managed to crack President Lincoln’s skull open like an egg. More specifically, the solid lead ball has penetrated the bone behind the left earlobe and lodged itself just above his right eye, nearly exiting the forehead. Despite frantic attempts by a physician (whom, it should be noted, is attending the evening performance of Our American Cousin at the invitation of the White House) to remove the bullet with his fingers, the projectile is lodged too deep inside the brainpan. He does, however, manage to remove some of the thicker blood clots, a process which is believed to help protect the President’s circulatory system from collapsing entirely.

When the decision is made to move the President from the box down the narrow staircase to the lobby, the two Union soldiers and one heavyset grocer who are chosen for the task, move swiftly. The President’s head is bleeding a profuse amount of dark red, nearly black arterial blood. Knowing a bumpy carriage ride back to the White House will finish the President off for good, the men transport him instead across the street to the three-story Peterson house. There, the deadweight body is laid out diagonally across a bed far too small for its long legs, arms, and torso.

By the President’s side is the short, stout, black-haired Mary Lincoln, who holds his lifeless hand tightly while a team of three doctor’s attempt in vain to resuscitate him, despite a fading pulse. Seated beside Mary, embracing her, is one of the two people who occupied the Presidential Box during the stage performance—the attractive, slightly built woman’s name is Clara Harris. She and her fiancé, Union Major Henry Rathbone, were only too happy to attend the play after General Grant and his wife declined.

Near death himself, the tall, mustached Henry Rathbone is attended to by a fourth doctor who tries to stem the flow of blood that comes from a bone-deep gash extending from elbow to shoulder. The wound was received when Rathbone attempted to apprehend Booth after the Southern sympathizer made the fatal shot with a .44 caliber Derringer. If Henry had been able to make the jump on the killer just a split second earlier, he might have prevented Lincoln’s murder. But it was not to be. 

As Mary Lincoln wails in agony for God to spare her husband’s life, she turns to the petite, and far younger, Clara, resting her sobbing head in the woman’s lap.

“Your dress,” Mary cries, “it’s covered in my husband’s blood.”

Clara reaches out with her small, almost fragile hand, touches the blood-soaked fabric. She slowly turns to view her fiancé, who sits close by in a chair, wrestling both consciousness and an ever-growing guilt over not having prevented the President’s assassination.

“That’s Henry’s blood, too,” Clara whispers, turning back to the distraught First Lady. “Henry tried to stop the President’s killer. Do you understand, Mrs. Lincoln?”

Sitting up slowly, Mary gazes upon Henry, locking eyes with the distressed young man.

“You did your best, Major,” she says, her eyes cold and distant. “I understand you did…your best.”

Just then, a gasp, and a final breath exhaled.

Mary turns back to her husband, shoots up from her chair.

“He’s dead!” she wails. “My husband is dead!”
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Albany Rural Cemetery

Albany, NY

Present Day

 

It’s true what they say. You can’t go home again. Not as anything other than a visitor and certainly not for very long. Which is why I almost never come back to this city of barely one hundred thousand inhabitants.

Home being Albany. A city where nothing much ever happens and nothing much ever changes. It’s as if Father Time crossed it off his checklist and passed it by entirely.

But, sometimes you just can’t avoid having to scrape together the money for a train ticket that will take you along the Hudson River line north to the place where you grew up and, in the process, experienced all your firsts—both good and bad. First communion. First ass kicking in the school yard. First kicking of ass in the school yard. First Pop Warner football game. First girlfriend. First kiss. First base. First time on second. First Time on third. First time you slide into home plate, regardless of how sloppy and awkward the process.

…Thanks, for the memories…

It’s also the place you snatched your first real job. At least, that’s how it happened in my case when I went to work for the old man at the ripe old age of twelve. Now that I think about it, my old man wasn’t all that old at the time. He was maybe ten years younger than I am now when I went to work excavating and sandhogging for the Tommy Baker Excavating company. It was a job that had been waiting for me since birth and, in many ways, a job that I was expected to perform, regardless of the fact that one day becoming a writer and an explorer, just like Jack London, had become my dream even as a pre-teen.

But then, according to my old man, dreams were for silly people. What mattered was the earth you could hold in your hand and scoop up with a mechanized bucket. The earth was as real as something could possibly get. Like Dad always said, “From dirt we came and to dirt we will return.”

Digging in the dirt also paid well. Very well, in fact. Something my dad always tried to impress upon me as my adolescence turned into young adulthood, and adulthood shifted towards middle age. “Being a writer and an explorer and even a private detective are all noble occupations indeed, son,” he said to me not long before he died. “But being noble does not pay the bills. You should know that by now.”

If only Dad could take a quick look at my less than stellar bank account these days, he’d force a shovel in my hand and bark, “Now get to work!”  

But, back in the days when I had my whole life ahead of me, I quickly came to realize that being a digger with Dad’s company didn’t mean I had to put all of my dreams on hold. In fact, sandhogging afforded me some significant exploration experience, especially when Dad was hired by some university or college to excavate archeological sites that took us all the way around the world to Egypt or Peru or even China. We weren’t by any means the most important men on an archeological dig. If anything, we were considered—by the more educated, doctoral treasure hunters—to be a bit of an unwashed and untamed nuisance.

But let me tell you, there’s no better thrill in the world than feeling the tooth of a backhoe bucket touching upon a stone sarcophagus. A gentle, yet powerful, sensation that travels from the ancient stone into the empty bucket, up the backhoe arm, into the cab, through the controls, and straight into flesh and bone. Dad knew this feeling all too well, which is why he chose to work with the schools on their digs in place of more lucrative jobs like digging foundations for commercial buildings all over the city. Dad was no stranger to his own noble pursuits now and then, too.  

But, despite the golden opportunity of his handing me the keys to his business one day, I think Dad knew I wouldn’t be able to call Albany home for too long, even if we did spend considerable time away from it on our various adventures. The world was a big place, to be sure. My dreams were even bigger. And Albany was way too small and, well, way too small-minded for my tastes.

Which is why I took off when I had the chance, venturing off to lands unknown, supporting myself any way I could. Sure, Dad was disappointed (and on occasion worried), but I also like to think he was proud of me in his own way. What father doesn’t want his son to make it on his own, no matter the difficulties and the dangers? That didn’t prevent him from sending me a much-needed check now and again. A practice he lovingly maintained even after I turned the corner on forty.

 

Now, I’ve come back home for one last meeting with dad.

How is it possible to meet with someone who’s been dead for almost six years? Dad’s about to be exhumed and reinterred which, in plain language, means his casket is going to be dug up, opened, and whatever’s left of his corpse transferred to another, newer casket which will be laid to rest in a vacant piece of cemetery property located elsewhere. Why? So that the land his present grave occupies can be utilized for a new town road.

Sorry Pop, but that’s progress for you…

In honor of Dad and the many cash favors he did for me over the years, I volunteered my services for excavating his grave, which involved an official application to the cemetery that would require signatures from both the local Albany Police Department and the Albany Hall of Records. Once my services were approved, the cemetery allowed me use of their backhoe, which turns out to be an old, somewhat rusted CAT that probably rolled off the assembly line while I was doing bong hits in my Providence College dorm room.

After issuing a smile and a nod to both the County Coroner and the head of cemetery maintenance, who’ve both shown up for the event, I climb into the cab and sit myself down in a black pleather seat held together with matching black electrical tape. Turning the seat around so that it faces the bucket, I place my hands on the controls. The round, heavy-duty plastic handles attached to the floor-mounted sticks feel like an old friend. So does the smell of gasoline and oil when I toe tap the gas, sending a burst of power into the engine.

Maybe you never forget how to ride a bike, but the same can be said of running a backhoe, especially when you were trained by your old man back when you were twelve and could barely reach the pedals. As I feel the vibration of the machine, I send the sharp metal teeth into the green, grass-covered soil, and scoop out the first full yard of Dad’s own earth, depositing it off to the side. I continue the process until I feel that familiar tap of the metal tooth on hard concrete, and I know I’m home. I’m knocking on the concrete encasement that houses Dad’s casket.

Slipping out of the cab, I instruct the cemetery workers to apply the chain to the backhoe and the reinforced concrete casement cover.

“Let’s pull my dad out of the ground,” I say. “And be careful not to wake him.”

 

Half an hour later, my dad’s surprisingly water damaged casket is set off to the side of his now open grave and the gravestone that watches over it. The cemetery keeper is standing by, as is the coroner who must be present at all exhumations. While the workers have no choice but to use a pry bar to open a lid sealed shut due to rust, I feel my heart beating in my throat. I mean, I know my dad’s a dead guy, but why do I feel like I’m the prodigal son? Why do I feel like once the casket lid opens, my dad’s gonna sit up straight, look me in the eye, and say, “Chase, it’s about time you grew up, came home, and took over the excavation business.”

My mouth goes dry. My feet feel like they aren’t planted on solid ground but, instead, are levitating a foot above the earth. A click reverberates across the tree-covered, rolling, green cemetery plain. The lid’s pried open. Then, acting in unison, the two workers lift the heavy cover. For a brief moment, they lock eyes on the body that’s inside and then, stepping back and away from the box, shoot me a look indicating that it’s my turn.

I step forward and, with my heart pulsing up against my sternum, peer into the casket.
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To say my dad looks pretty good for a guy who’s been dead going on six years is an exaggeration. I mean, what should a man dead that long look like anyway? But I can say this, he doesn’t look all that bad. Standing before the open casket, I’m reminded of a story my grandfather once told me about the last person left alive to have born witness to the body of President Abraham Lincoln. The man, who was a young boy in the early 1920s at the time, had accompanied his father to Lincoln’s grave in Washington, DC which was being exhumed in order to reinter the body into a tomb that would be buried entirely in concrete. In other words, a tomb so sound and incorruptible it would be safe even from the most passionate grave robber. 

Story goes that while a handful of workers opened up Lincoln’s casket, the boy looked on in awe. He was also more than a little bit frightened. But when the boy caught sight of the tall, bearded man dressed in the black suit of the mid-1800s, the rose he’d been buried with still pinned to his lapel, he knew precisely who he was looking at.

Abe Lincoln.

What shocked the boy most about the body was not the smell, which was both sweet and stale, but the President’s skin which had turned entirely black. As if in death, God had turned Lincoln into the very species of man he fought so hard to liberate and, in turn, took a bullet to the head for his efforts.

The same can be said of my dad.

In the six years since he’d first been buried, his skin has turned a rich, brown-black. It’s also shrunk, covering his bony skull like a mask more than an actual face. Aside from the occasional moth-like hole, his suit looks just as fresh as it did the day we laid him to rest. And, just like Lincoln, his boutonniere is still pinned to his lapel, even if it has grayed and dried over time.

Reaching into the casket, I place my hand on top of his now bone-thin hands which are resting on a concave stomach.

“Hi, Dad,” I say. “We’re gonna get you some new digs today. Better joint, with a better view. A nice new casket and nice new neighbors, too. You’re gonna love it.”

I look into his eyes, which are closed and flat, and I imagine his response.

“Just hurry it up, Kid. It’s cold up here.”

Wiping damp eyes with the backs of my hands, I turn away from the casket.

“You guys can do the rest,” I say, stepping past the coroner and the cemetery keeper, my eyes focused on the pickup truck rental parked on the near shoulder of the inner cemetery road. I don’t cover more than twenty feet before the cop cruiser pulls up and a man steps out.

“You Chase Baker?” he says.

“Depends on who’s asking.”

“The APD is asking. And trust me when we say we don’t like to repeat ourselves.”
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He’s a tall guy. Taller than me anyway. Older too, but in pretty good shape. The old-fashioned trenchcoat he’s wearing makes him look like a character from an old Sam Fuller detective movie. The Naked Kiss maybe. Or Pickup on South Street. Pulp films aired on the Saturday CBS Late Night Movie back when I was a kid. Movies the old man forbade me to watch on the portable black and white set up in my room, but that I watched anyway, punishment be damned. Chase the ballsy.

His full head of hair is white and cut like a jar-headed Marine and if I have to guess, I’d say he’s no stranger to the local road racing circuit. I peg him for the type of police officer who wouldn’t know what the hell to do with himself if he were to retire, since it’s rare to find one still on the job at his age. In my experience, anyway.

“My name is Nick Miller,” he says. “Homicide Detective Nick Miller, you want the full formal boat.” Holding out his hand. “Sorry to disturb you on such a, what shall I call it, solemn occasion.”

I take the extended hand in mind, squeeze it hard to show him that I’m tough and dangerous even if my .45 isn’t stored against my ribs like it usually is.

“Chase,” I say. “Chase Baker. But then, you probably already know that.”

He squints blue eyes, his point of view shifting from me to Dad’s still open casket back to me again.

“Gotta say,” he says, raising his hand, tossing the coroner a quick but polite wave, “I’ve witnessed more than my fair share of exhumations over the course of my career, especially when a witness or a defendant wasn’t entirely convinced that a perp was safely buried six feet under. But I’ve never seen a family member actually get involved in the excavation process. I was surprised when I saw your name on the application.”

“It’s in our bones,” I say. “I used to be a digger and a sandhog.” Crossing my arms. “Thought you said you were a homicide detective. How’d you see my name on the application in the first place?”

He cocks his head. “We’re pathologically understaffed at the APD, meaning we all pitch in where we can, whether we like it or not. Plus, cops can’t keep their mouth shut. When a not so unknown guy like you comes back into town with the specific intent to dig up his dad, word gets around pretty fast.”

Me, relaxing my arms. “SmAlbany.”

“Exactly,” he says. “You haven’t forgotten. So, what exactly is a Sandhog?”

“We work archeological sites. Dig up ancient artifacts. Stuff like that.”

“Like Indiana Jones.” He winks.

“Not really, but if that helps you understand what we do then yes, like Indy. Now, what can I do for you, Detective? I’d like to get back to New York. I’m working on a new novel and God knows I need the advance check something awful.”

“Word on the street is that you’re a bit of a Renaissance man, Mr. Baker,” he says. “Digger like his father before him, treasure hunter, published novelist, and even a private detective from time to time. It’s the last of these talents I’m interested in right now.”

I take a step forward, dig my truck keys from out of the pocket on my worn bush jacket, or what my spunky ten-year-old daughter refers to as “Dad’s silly jungle jacket.”

“I don’t work up here, Detective,” I say, walking towards my truck. “I’m only here to see that my dad gets his new home and then I’m on my way.”

“I just told you we’re understaffed and could use a seasoned private dick to pick up the slack. The job also comes with a pretty decent payout. Three hundred per day plus expenses.”

The little hairs on the back of my neck prick up. But not enough to keep me from my writing desk. After all, a published book is the financial gift that keeps on giving, year after year after year.

I keep on walking.

“Abraham Lincoln,” he says. “The job involves digging up brand new dirt on President Abraham Lincoln.”

The keys gripped in my hand, I stop. Turn.

“Lincoln,” I say. “As in the Abe shot-in-the-back-of-the-head-by-John-Wilkes-Booth-up-in-that-creepy-Ford’s-Theater-Box Lincoln.”

“The Abraham Lincoln assassination,” he nods. “Were you aware there’s a direct archeological link between Lincoln’s murder on April 14, 1865 and to your humble hometown of Albany, New York? The hamlet of Loudonville right up the road here to be exact?” He raises his right hand, points his thumb over his shoulder in the direction he’s referring to.

I shake my head, but I sense he knows exactly how to bait a history hunter like me. Then, once snagged, how to reel me in without breaking the fishing line. Cash payoff or no cash payoff.

“Tell you what,” he says, “why don’t we take a quick ride? If you don’t like what I’m showing you, or it doesn’t get a rise out of you, or the money’s not worth it, then no harm done. Have a nice trip back down south or across the pond or both and good luck on the new novel. Fair enough?”

I just want to get out of Albany, get back to work, now that I’ve seen Dad for what will surely be the last time. But Abraham Lincoln. His assassination. Some sort of archeological connection to my hometown. How can I not be interested? The blood racing through my veins should be proof enough of that.

“Okay, Detective, I’m sufficiently hooked.”

His face lights up as he opens the back door on his cruiser, motions his hand to direct me that way.

“Get in,” he says.

Exhaling a breath, I get in the car. He shuts the door behind me, slips into the front shotgun seat while the uniformed cop behind the wheel pulls out.

“We gonna stop for donuts on the way?” I say.

“Very funny,” Miller says. “Gotta love private dicks. Even part-time ones like yourself.”

“Sorry,” I say, as we drive through the cemetery gates, “couldn’t resist.” Chase the comedian.
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We drive down a busy suburban road in a westerly direction for maybe a mile until we come to the intersection of the main north/south street connecting the city of Albany with the Northern suburbs. The official state designation of the byway is Route 9 or Loudon Road. But, the square blue placard installed on the roadside by the Albany Historical Society claims its original name to be the “Kings Highway” after King George whose army of Redcoats used it as a supply route between Albany and Fort William Henry fifty-plus miles to the North on the aptly named Lake George. Or so I quickly read through the backseat window while stopped at the traffic signal.

The hamlet of Loudonville was also a popular stopover for weary travelers looking for a hot meal and a warm bed for the night—historical information about my hometown that I am not entirely unfamiliar with, but never took a special interest in before. Now I know it has something to do with Abe Lincoln’s murder, though.

We proceed south in the direction of the city along a stretch of roadway that I’m perfectly acquainted with since it’s where all the rich people live. Lining both sides of the King’s Road are mega-houses built before the war—World War II that is—set on plots of land large enough to support small neighborhoods. After about a mile, the driver hooks a right onto Cherry Tree Road and slowly makes the drive up a steady incline, coming to a stop outside the second house on the left-hand side.

It’s an old white colonial with black shutters built prior to the war all right…the Civil War. It’s been added onto over the decades so that what must have started out as a simple two-story cottage, has now become a large home that lacks any semblance of symmetry with its attached rooms and bedrooms. The place looks more like an inn or bed-and-breakfast you might stop at for the night in rural Vermont than a residence for a single family.

The place is also shuttered.

Yellow ribbon containing block letters that read KEEP OUT. CRIME SCENE. surrounds the lawn like a makeshift fence. Some of the same yellow ribbon covers a front door which also sports a piece of thick plywood screwed over the opening.

We sit and stare at the house for a minute, as if waiting for it to do something like wink at us, for instance.

“Crime scene,” I say after a time. “I’ll bite. What happened here that makes it a crime scene? And why’s it boarded up like that?”

Miller sets his elbow on the seatback, peers at me over his shoulder.

“It’s not just a crime scene, like the tape says. It’s also considered hallowed ground by some. You might even say the story of Lincoln’s assassination doesn’t end in DC, but right here instead.”

“I’m not following.”

“You ever heard of Clara Harris and Major Henry Rathbone, Baker?”

I rack my brain for a connection, but the names are unfamiliar.

“Here’s an irony for you considering my chosen career path: I got a C in American History, Detective.”

“Well, I’m told William Faulkner flunked freshman English at Mississippi U. And even if you got an A in history, I’m still not sure you would’ve heard of them. They’ve become a sort of footnote in the annals of one of the country’s most notorious murders.”

Just then a car comes up on our right side, pulls over in front of the cruiser, parks. It’s a black BMW. A man gets out. He’s big and portly, his hair black and wavy, but so long in the back it hangs off his shoulders. He’s sporting a thick black handlebar mustache, and he’s wearing a brown ascot to go with his brown wool jacket.

“Who’s that?” I ask. “The ghost from another century past?”

“Our resident Lincoln historian,” Miller says, gesturing with his hand for the heavyset, mustached man to hop into the cruiser. “This guy most definitely got an A in American history. Trust me on that.”

The back door opens and the man gets in, sitting himself down heavily.

“Mr. Chase Baker, please meet Albany State University Professor of History and Civil War Reenactment aficionado, Theodore Balkis. Ted Balkis, please meet Chase Baker.”

The professor holds out his hand. I grab it and shake. It’s thick and puffy. Feels like a cold, wet fish. A blowfish maybe. I release the hand, wipe the perspiration on my pant leg discreetly.

“You’re no stranger to archeological digs, so I hear?” Balkis says, reaching into his jacket pocket, pulling out a kerchief to wipe beaded sweat from his brow. The inflection in his voice is sort of uppity. Snobbish. Like a wealthy Long Island lock-jawed housewife speaking down to you. It’s also a bit on the effeminate side, also just like a Long Island housewife. 

I shoot a glance at Miller.

“Looks like more than a few people knew I was making the trip up here,” I say.

“Told you,” he says. “We really need your help and we’re willing to fork out some of Albany’s hard-earned tax dollars in exchange for it.”

Eyes back on Balkis.

“I’ve been on my share of digs,” I say. “Mostly I write. On occasion, I’m a private detective, among other things. Money’s always tight these days and self-employment taxes are a bitch.”

“A man with many hats. How I envy you the freedom to be whatever you want to be, taxes be damned. Have I read anything you’ve written?” 

I let the question go ignored, because if he’s gotta ask…

Miller breaks in, “As you know, Ted, I brought Mr. Baker here to see if he could help with our little problem here at the Clara Harris Rathbone house. I thought you might first fill him in on the history of the joint.”

Balkis smiles. “I’d be happy to fill him in on the history of the uhhh…joint…as you so aptly put it, Detective.” Then, he looks at me, with big dark eyes. “But it all begins with April 14, 1865. So, what do you know about the Lincoln assassination mystery, Mr. Baker?”

I shrug my shoulders like I’m back in high school history class thinking about girls and working on that C.

“What mystery?” I say. “Wasn’t the mystery of who shot Lincoln and why solved when John Wilkes Booth was cornered and killed?”

“Precisely,” Balkis says. “But few people know about the man who nearly prevented the assassination from happening along with the true story of what happened to the murder weapons. You see, Mr. Baker, it all begins with a young couple who were invited to share the Presidential Box with the Lincolns on the night of the assassination. One, Union Major Henry Rathbone and his fiancée, Clara Harris.”

While we sit in the car staring out at the silent house, Balkis goes on to tell a tragic story about two young, seemingly normal people, caught up in some extraordinary historical circumstances when the box they occupied in Ford’s Theater was invaded by John Wilkes Booth—the tall, handsome, fiercely Southern Confederate actor who put the barrel of a Derringer to Lincoln’s head and pulled the trigger, changing the course of American—if not world—history forever.

“You see, Mr. Baker,” the professor goes on, “the moment Booth burst into the box, Henry Rathbone tried to save his President by leaping towards the killer’s gun. My guess is he would have gladly taken the bullet himself. But he was just too far away and Booth was able to complete his grisly deed.

“However, that didn’t stop Henry from apprehending the killer. But Booth was packing a fighting knife with an eight-inch blade, and he managed to cut Henry’s arm so badly he nearly bled out on the spot.”

“So, what’s this house got to do with what you’re telling me?”

“Although Clara and Henry settled in Washington, DC after they were married, this home is where they came to live during the hot summer months since it was close to Clara’s father who worked in the New York State Senate. Among the personal articles they brought with them into the marriage and into this house were the white dress that Clara wore on that fateful night…a dress that was stained with both her husband’s blood and the blood from the President. They also brought with them the Derringer that killed Lincoln and the fighting knife that cut Henry’s arm.”

My pulse picks up. I grew up in this community, not far from here. If what he’s saying is gospel,

I had no idea what lie right under my nose—the relics and the history.

“Shouldn’t that stuff have immediately gone to a museum?” I say.

“One would think so,” Balkis says. “But after the assassination trial and the executions that followed, Henry Rathbone began to obsess with Lincoln’s murder. He began to plague himself with the question: What if I’d just been a little bit quicker? Well, sir, perhaps if he had been just a little bit quicker, he might have indeed saved the President’s life.”

It strikes me as odd that Professor Balkis, who is clearly a Yankee, sometimes takes on a fake southern accent. But then, he’s clearly got a flair for the dramatic, at least, judging from the way he dresses and styles himself. I can only wonder which side he chooses during the civil war reenactments.

“What happened to Henry and Clara?”

“They had three kids—two boys and a girl. They tried raising them as responsible parents, but the assassination always hung over them like a beating, bleeding heart. And as time went on, their mental capacities, especially Henry’s, began to disintegrate. Clara became convinced that Lincoln occupied her house, cursing the place forever. Meanwhile, Henry also believed that Lincoln was visiting him at the house and that Lincoln wasn’t happy with him. You see, the President blamed the Major for not saving him from Booth’s bullet.”

Balkis sets his beefy sweaty hand on my thigh sufficiently creeping me out.

“What happened after that?” I say, shaking the hand off.

“Legend has it that Rathbone began to drink heavily. His behavior became erratic. The US Army had no choice but to retire him as a Colonel. He scared the children with his tirades and rants. He shouted out the name of Lincoln in his sleep. He shouted out the name of Booth. Once, he even attacked Clara in the middle of the night while they lie together in bed, thinking she was the Booth of his dreams.”

Balkis’ eyes grow wider with each word spoken, each bit of information revealed. Like a world-class orator gracing the stage.

“It all became worse,” he goes on, his voice now assuming a nefarious, low-key tone. “On the anniversary of Lincoln’s assassination, reporters would come from far away and beg to speak with the two people, besides Mary Lincoln, who last saw the President alive. Always the question of why Henry didn’t do more would arise, driving him even madder. In a word, life had become unbearable with the tremendous burden of Lincoln’s assassination weighing so heavily on his shoulders.

“Then, as the story goes, Christmas of 1893 while they were living at the summer house for the holidays, Henry went into a rage, believing not only that Clara was having an affair, but that she was doing so out of shame for his having failed to save the President. Henry went upstairs to his bedroom. There he found the Derringer and the fighting knife in his top dresser drawer where it was stored along with Clara’s blood-stained dress.”

The portly professor is now making like a pistol with one hand and a fist with the other as if gripping a knife.

“Loading the pistol and pocketing the knife, he headed back downstairs where, in front of the children and their Christmas tree, he shot his wife in the back of her head. Dropping the pistol, he pulled out his knife and proceeded to stab himself in the stomach multiple times. Some say he survived and was institutionalized, but many believe he died that night and that it took him twelve agonizing hours to die. The exact number of hours it took Lincoln to die, as if Rathbone had made a contract with God for it to happen that way. However…” His voice trails off.

“However, what?” I say.

“No one has ever confirmed the Henry Rathbone/Clara Harris murder/suicide story. No police reports were ever filed, and nothing exists in the Hall of Records other than a statement about their being buried in the Albany Rural Cemetery in a family plot purchased years earlier.”

“You ask a homicide dick like me,” Miller interjects, “It's a made-up bedtime story…that the truth behind their deaths isn’t nearly as dramatic.”

The car goes silent again while once more I stare through the glass at the house. Regardless of the truth, it’s hard to believe such a peaceful, if not quaint, cottage-looking residence could have sheltered such a dysfunctional family. A historical dysfunctional family. 

“It’s been said that as soon as Henry and Clara were buried, Henry Riggs Rathbone Jr. handed over the Derringer and the knife to the authorities who, in turn, delivered them to the Ford’s Theater Museum. As for the dress, however, he wanted to retain it, as if there was a special power that went with it. A curse even. In the ensuing years, he stored in the back of Clara’s closet, a solid brick wall constructed before it, to hide it away forever.

“But in 1910, Junior is purported to have broken through the brick wall in Clara’s bedroom. Convinced the dress had haunted his family long enough, he retrieved the bloody dress and burned it, thus destroying the curse. But to this day, like so many other aspects of the legend, no evidence of the burned remnants have ever been confirmed, leaving some to speculate that the dress still exists. There are also rumors that the Derringer and fighting knife housed in the Ford’s Theater Museum in Washington are fakes, indicating that Junior never did relinquish the true artifacts after the death of his parents…that the real McCoys are still out there somewhere waiting to be discovered. Perhaps they were both wrapped in Clara’s bloody dress. Now, wouldn’t that be the find of the century, Mr. Baker?”

He puts his hand on my leg again. I shake it away again.

“This all sounds like folklore, if you ask me,” I say. 

Balkis gives Miller a look like they’re communicating without speaking.

“So, what do you want with me?” I go on. “Why am I here and not back in New York City, Detective Miller?”

He says, “The couple who lived in this house up until a few weeks ago, have gone missing. Been missing for almost a week now.”

“So, isn’t it your job to find them? You or the FBI?”

“Sure it is, Baker,” he says. “It’s just that we’ve reached a bit of a brick wall, if you’ll pardon the pun, and we just don’t have the personnel or the resources right now to break it down. I’m hesitant to involve the Feds at this stage of the game.”

“Sorry, Detective. Still not sure how I can help.”

“I was hoping you might give the case a try. See what you can come up with. Like I said, I can do three hundred per day plus expenses. I might even toss in some donuts.”

“Really?” I say. “Dunkin Donuts. Not store bought. I’m partial to blueberry cakes.”

“Absolutely, Chase. Dunkin Donut blueberry cakes. You sure drive a hard bargain.”

“I didn’t go into business with my dad, but some of his smarts wore off on me.” Then, “My guess is the couple who lived here left the country. That is, they didn’t want to be found. Were they wanted for something in particular?”

“I’m not sure they’re capable of leaving the country much less the city, Baker,” he says. “And I’m not entirely sure they’re wanted for anything. Don’t let the crime scene tape fool you. That’s why I haven’t called the Feds in.”

“Can you be any more cryptic, Miller?”

He shoots the professor another look.

“I’m gonna tell him, Ted,” he says. “I’m gonna spill the damn beans.”

“Can’t hurt,” Ted says.
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Miller’s eyes back on me.

“The couple who’ve lived here for nearly sixty years were the first people to occupy the place since Henry, Jr. They recently entered into a sale of the historic home to Albany State University—”

“—which is where I come in.”

“Yes, which is where Ted comes in.”

“Excuse me, Detective. But that would be Dr. Balkis if you don’t mind.” He says it using his faux Southern accent again.

Miller goes stone-faced. “Yes, that would be Herr Dr. Balkis.” He says Balkis, like Ball Kiss. It gets a snicker out of the driver. “In any case, Baker, the present owners, a Mr. and Mrs. Bill Girvin, are pushing ninety. Eccentric couple in that they lived in the house exactly as Clara Harris and Henry Rathbone and their family would have lived in it in the mid-eighteen hundreds. No running water, no electricity. Fires to heat the place…You get my drift. At one time, back in the forties and fifties, they even used a horse and buggy to get around town. He can barely walk, and his wife is said to be stricken with Alzheimer’s. So, I’m not entirely sure they’re capable of boarding a plane to Europe much less making it out the front door without collapsing onto the front lawn.”

“Maybe they were kidnaped,” I say.

Miller nods.

“Excellent,” he says. “Except for one thing, there’s no sign of a break-in. No sign of a struggle. No notes passed on to us asking for a ransom from Girvin’s estate which is sizable. More than sizeable, his inheritance money older than Lincoln himself. No strange prints anywhere in the house.”

“What’s forensics have to say?”

“They did their best to check the joint out. But it’s so old and who knows the origins of the oddball prints they picked up.”

“So how do you know something criminal went down here?”

“What we did find is blood. Small, but still significant traces up inside the bedroom where Clara hid the white dress.”

“Blood,” I repeat. “Who’s blood?”

“Blood from both Girvins,” Miller says. “Or so the lab reports confirm. We also found a .44 caliber pocket cannon on the bed, beside a fighting knife, the blade painted red with both Girvin’s DNA.”
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“So, let me get this straight,” I say after a beat. “The owners of this home are missing. They’re almost as old as Lincoln himself, and they disappeared without a trace after a Derringer and a fighting knife just like the ones used in the Lincoln assassination are discovered up in Clara’s old bedroom.”

“The pistol had been discharged, by the way,” Miller adds. “We’ve taken both items into custody, bagged and tagged them as evidence. They’re not the original pieces that killed Lincoln and cut Rathbone, but some skillfully forged knockoffs. Or so I’m told.”

Balkis nods.

“What the hell happened here?” I ask.

“Something violent causing blood to be spilled. That’s all I can conclude until I locate the Girvins, dead or alive.”

“Are you asking me to find the Girvins or find the dress?”

“You’re an expert in finding missing people, especially when they’re connected to some kind of antiquity or relic or treasure.”

“You want me to find a pair of old people who are likely to be dead. You should dredge the river, Detective Miller.”

“Maybe,” he says.

“What if the Lincoln curse somehow got to Girvin? Maybe he, too, lost his mind and tried to mimic Rathbone and Clara and their murder-suicide?”

“Always a possibility,” Miller says. “But people tend not to run very far after a murder-suicide. Again, I need to find them in order to prove anything.”

“Uh, I’m not saying the curse is anything but legend, but wouldn’t it have died along with the burned dress?”

Balkis clears his throat.

“Or perhaps,” he says, “Clara’s white dress wasn’t burned in the first place, and still resides in the house somewhere in some secret chamber or ante-chamber just waiting to be found. That would mean for certain the curse still exists. Who knows what might be discovered inside that house if only the police would let us back inside.”

“Listen, Professor,” Miller, barks, “If I told you once, I told you a thousand times, no one goes into that house until this investigation is finished, you got me?”

Balkis turns to me.

“Unfortunately, the good detective here feels the need to treat me like a little child. He won’t allow me access to the house all on my own. Calls it a breach of forensic procedural protocol or some such legalese nonsense.”

“You and the university will have your shot, Professor, when all this is over,” Miller adds.

“Sure,” Balkis says, opening the door. “When an entire team of university scholars and their camera crews descend upon the place. No, thank you. I prefer to work on my own.”

He gets out, slams the door shut, wobbles over to his car, gets in. Firing up the engine, he makes an abrupt three-point turn and heads in the opposite direction, back towards the Kings Highway, not bothering to give us a second look.

“He’s uptight, that one,” I say. “A little weird, too.”

“You have no idea,” Miller says. Then, “So, will you give the job some thought?”

“You really think I’ll be able to do a better job of finding the old couple than you and your staff will?” I ask.

“Can’t hurt to try.”

I take another look at the house. At the boarded-up door.

“Can I get into the joint?”

Miller reaches into his pocket, comes out with a set of keys, tosses them to me.

“Those are for you and you only. Balkis manages to get inside, there’s no telling what he’ll pocket. Guy knows his history, but he’s a bit off kilter, you ask me.” He extends his index finger, makes a twirling motion with it around his temple. “Key works on the back door off the kitchen. Remember, Balkis finds out you have a set and he doesn’t, he’ll go all ballistic on me like a three-year-old denied a lollipop.”

“Why even bother to work with the guy?”

“Like I said. He knows too much.”

“About the Girvin’s?”

“No. About Lincoln and that creepy house’s history. In his mind, he’s not reenacting the Civil War. He is in the Civil War.”

I smile. “Don’t tell me you believe in curses, ghosts, and a whole lot of hocus pocus campfire stories, Detective Miller?”

He cocks his head, grins like he’s on the fence about believing versus not believing.

“Who really knows what spirits lurk behind those old walls,” he whispers, biting down on his lip.

The way he says it makes the fine hairs on the back of my neck stand up. “Can you take me back to my truck?”

Miller turns back to the front.

“Daylight’s wasting,” he says, like John Wayne.

We drive.
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I sit in the pickup watching the cemetery crew load Dad onto a casket truck flatbed with the help of a chain and winch. Sure, he can’t feel anything anymore. Scratch that…What I mean is, it’s possible if not entirely probable, that he ceases to exist in any form imaginable. That is, if you don’t believe in a soul being an entirely separate energy source from blood, flesh, and bone.

Maybe you believe in ghosts. Or maybe you don’t. But as I sit here, watching the old, water-stained coffin (so much for supposedly waterproof concrete coffin chambers) now making its way from the open grave to its new home, I can’t help believe that somehow my dad is, at present, watching my every move, watching his own physical body…what’s left of it…being transported to yet another resting place. Maybe, like I discovered not too long ago while searching for an Indian God Boy with six arms, it’s possible the dead don’t sleep the sleep of the dead after all. It’s possible they are instead reborn into something else entirely, be it a kind of living spirit or even another human being.

Maybe the same can be said of Abraham Lincoln and the curse that surrounds him. Did he, in fact, haunt Henry Rathbone to the point of madness? To the point of homicide? To the point of suicide? Or was Henry Rathbone just a nutcase, plain and simple?

What about the Girvins? What drives a seemingly normal man to attack his wife and himself, if that is indeed what happened upstairs in their old home? Maybe the ghost of Henry Rathbone made him do it? Maybe the ghost of Lincoln made him do it, or all of the above? Or, maybe I’m letting my imagination get to me.

Did I really believe in curses? Maybe the old coot and the wife simply walked away from the house in a haze of derangement exacerbated by old age and senility.

It’s been known to happen from time to time, especially at homes for the elderly. An old woman is found on the street corner, bags in hand, her face awkwardly made up with lipstick and rouge, while still dressed in her pajamas. “I’m moving back home,” she’ll inevitably announce when the white coats finally get hold of her.

Or maybe an old couple manages to book tickets on a Greyhound Bus to Florida. Once there, they check into a cheap seaside motel and swallow cyanide capsules. Who knows what the brain is capable of once it reaches a certain age? Once it begins to be shadowed by its own death every minute of every day.

But how did that Lincoln assassination Derringer knockoff get inside the bedroom? How did that fighting knife get up there? If the knife was covered in old man and old lady Girvin’s blood, then surely they are dead by now. But where do they rest?

That’s the question Miller is paying me to find out, isn’t it?

First things first.

If indeed the Girvin’s are dead, then what’s to prevent me from making a search for Clara Harris’ bloodied white dress? After all, it’s quite possible that the story of her son burning it 1910 is a fabrication, and I have a key to the joint.

Chase the inquisitive…Chase the explorer.

I start the truck, throw her into drive.

“Take care, Dad,” I say, tossing one more glance at the casket truck.

“Take care of yourself, Son,” I hear him say. “Thanks for stopping by and digging me up. The personal touch means a lot. And for God’s sakes, watch your back with this Clara-Harris-bloody-dress-Lincoln-curse thing. I know the money’s good and a gig is a gig, but remember, not everything is what it seems.”

Dad’s advice in mind, I head back to the King’s Highway.
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So, here’s what I’m thinking as soon as I pull onto Cherry Tree Road. Maybe it’s not such a good idea to park right outside the house. For two reasons. First, if there’s a killer out there and he has his eye on the house, I’d rather not advertise the fact that I’m inside the place all alone.

Second, I don’t want the Cherry Tree residents to get suspicious. Last thing I need is nosy neighbors lobbing all sorts of questions about why I’m looking around the Girvin’s old house all by my lonesome, even if it is the sight of some wrongdoing.

So, instead of parking outside the house itself, I hang a right onto Cherry Tree, pull over to the side of the road by a stand of old pines, and cut the ignition.

I hoof it on foot from there.

 

Standing outside on the street, the yellow crime scene ribbon pressed up against my knees, I get my first panoramic glance of the two-story structure from outside the confines of a motor vehicle. I take a long look at it’s gabled roof, big French windows, second floor balcony off the garage (a new edition since the Civil War era), black shutters, and the old maple and pine trees that surround it. Digging my hand into my jacket pocket, I pull out the ring of keys Miller gave me, step over the ribbon, and swiftly make my way along the gravel driveway to the house.

I head around the back of the garage, find a wooded backyard, the landscaping unkempt and thick. It’s as if during the time it took me to cover the thirty or so feet from the driveway to the backyard, I went from a quiet suburban neighborhood of 2015 to an era back in time where it took an army of keepers to hold back the growth of the upstate New York forest.

Bushwhacking my way through the tall grass, I come to the back door off the kitchen. It’s an old, wood plank door that’s been painted black, the wood so thick and old I would not doubt that it dates back to the time of Clara Harris and Henry Rathbone.

I push the key into the twentieth-century era lock. It takes some monkey grease to release the latch. That’s when I pull the key back out and push the door open, the hinges creaking and squeaking. Stepping into the kitchen, I don’t find the usual stainless steel paneled refrigerator or GE stove with computer programmable burners and glass countertop. No state-of-the-art microwave, no wine cooler, and no sign of a wet sink, to which might be attached a water-filtering spigot that can provide several varieties and intensity of sprays. No remote control retractable blinds over the windows. No dimmer switch for any LED track lighting. No digital, remotely programmable, local APD-connected security system.

There’s no overhead electric
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