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The sorrow for the dead is the only sorrow from which we refuse to be divorced.
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Epigraph


’Mid the groves of Circassian splendor,

In a brook darkly dappled with sky,

In a moon-shattered brook raked with sky,

Athene’s lissome maidens did render

Obeisances lisping and shy.

There I found Leonore, lorn and tender

In the clutch of a cloud-rending cry.

Harrowed hard, I could aught but surrender

To the maid with the pale blue eye

To the ghoul with the pale blue eye.





Last Testament of Gus Landor

April 19th, 1831

In two or three hours . . . well, it’s hard to tell . . . in three hours, surely, or at the very outside, four hours . . . within four hours, let us say, I’ll be dead.

I mention it because it puts things in a certain perspective. My fingers, for instance, have become interesting to me of late. Also the lowermost slat in the Venetian blinds, a bit askew. And outside the window, a wisteria shoot, snapped off the main stem, waggling like a gallows. I never noticed that before. Something else, too: at this moment, the past comes on with all the force of the present. All the people who’ve peopled me, don’t they come thronging round? What keeps them from bumping heads, I wonder? There’s a Hudson Park alderman by the hearth; next to him, my wife, in her apron, ladling ashes into the can, and who’s watching her but my old Newfoundland retriever? Down the hall: my mother—who never set foot in this house, died before I reached the age of twelve—she’s ironing my Sunday suit.

Curious thing about my visitors: none of them says a word to the others. Very strict etiquette in place, I can’t work out the rules of it.

Not everyone, I should say, minds the rules. For the past hour, I’ve been having my ear bent—torn, nearly—by a man named Claudius Foot. I arrested him fifteen years ago for robbing the Rochester mail. A vast injustice: he had three witnesses who swore he was robbing the Baltimore mail at the time. He flew into a fine rage about it, skipped town on bail, came back six months later, crazy with cholera, and threw himself in front of a hackney cab. Talked all the way to death’s door. Still talking now.

Oh, it’s a crowd, I can tell you. Depending on my mood, depending on the angle of the sun through the parlor window, I can attend to it or not. There are times, I admit, when I wish I had more traffic with the living, but they are harder to come by these days. Patsy never stops round anymore . . . Professor Pawpaw is off measuring heads in Havana . . . and as for him, well, what is there to call him back? I can only summon him in my mind, and the moment I do, all the old talks play out again. That evening, for instance, we spent discussing the soul. I wasn’t persuaded I had one; he was. It might have been amusing to hear him go on if he hadn’t been in such terrible earnest. But then, no one had ever pressed me so strongly on this point, not even my own father (traveling Presbyterian, too busy with the souls of his flock to plant much of a boot on mine). Again and again, I said, “Well, well, you may be right.” It just made him hotter. He’d tell me I was just putting off the question, pending empirical confirmation. And I would ask, “In the absence of such confirmation, what more can I say than ‘You may be right’?” Round and round we went, until one day, he said, “Mr. Landor, there will come a time when your soul turns round and fronts you in the most empirical fashion possible—at the very moment it quits you. You will clutch for it, ah, in vain! See it now, sprouting eagle wings, bound for the Asiatic eyries.”

Well, he was fanciful that way. Gaudy, if you must know. Myself, I’ve always preferred facts to metaphysics. Good hard homely facts, a full day’s pottage. It is facts and inferences that will form the spine of this tale. As they’ve formed the spine of my life.

One night, a full year into my retirement, my daughter heard me talking in my sleep—came in to find me questioning a suspect twenty years dead. The corner won’t square, I kept saying. You do see that, Mr. Pierce. This particular fellow had cut up his wife’s body and fed the pieces to a pack of watchdogs at a Battery warehouse. In my dream, his eyes were pink with shame; he was very sorry for taking up my time. I remember telling him, If it hadn’t been you, it would have been someone else.

Well, it was that dream that made me see: a career won’t be left behind. You may slip away into the Hudson Highlands, you may screen yourself behind books and cyphers and walking sticks . . . your job will come and find you.

    I might have run. A little farther into the wilderness, I might have done that. How I let myself be coaxed back I can’t honestly say, though sometimes I believe it happened—all of it—so that we should find each other, he and I.

But there’s no point in speculating. I have a story to tell, lives to account for. And since those lives were, on many sides, closed to me, I’ve made way where needed for other speakers, my young friend especially. He’s the true spirit behind this history, and whenever I try to imagine who’ll be the first to read it, he’s the one who presents himself. His fingers tracing the rows and columns, his eyes picking out my scratches.

Oh, I know: we can’t choose who will read us. Nothing left, then, but to take comfort in the thought of the stranger—still unborn, for all I know—who will find these lines. To you, my Reader, I dedicate this narrative.


And so I become my own reader. For the last time. Another log in the fire, would you please, Alderman Hunt?

And so it begins again.





Narrative of Gus Landor

1

My professional involvement in the West Point affair dates from the morning of October the twenty-sixth, 1830. On that day, I was taking my usual walk—though a little later than usual—in the hills surrounding Buttermilk Falls. I recall the weather as being Indian summer. The leaves gave off an actual heat, even the dead ones, and this heat rose through my soles and gilded the mist that banded the farmhouses. I walked alone, threading along the ribbons of hills . . . the only noises were the scraping of my boots and the bark of Dolph van Corlaer’s dog and, I suppose, my own breathing, for I climbed quite high that day. I was making for the granite promontory that the locals call Shadrach’s Heel, and I had just curled my arm round a poplar, preparing for the final assault, when I was met by the note of a French horn, sounding miles to the north.

A sound I’d heard before—hard to live near the Academy and not hear it—but that morning, it made a strange buzz in my ear. For the first time, I began to wonder about it. How could a French horn throw its sound so far?

This isn’t the sort of matter that occupies me, as a rule. I wouldn’t even bother you with it, but it goes some way to showing my state of mind. On a normal day, you see, I wouldn’t have been thinking about horns. I wouldn’t have turned back before reaching the summit, and I wouldn’t have been so slow to grasp the wheel traces.

Two ruts, each three inches deep, and a foot long. I saw them as I was wending home, but they were thrown in with everything else: an aster, a chevron of geese. The compartments leaked, as it were, one into the other, so that I only half regarded these wheel ruts, and I never (this is unlike me) followed the chain of causes and effects. Hence my surprise, yes, to breast the brow of the hill and find, in the piazza in front of my house, a phaeton with a black bay harnessed to it.

On top was a young artilleryman, but my eye, trained in the stations of rank, had already been drawn to the man leaning against the coach. In full uniform, he was—preening as if for a portrait. Braided from head to toe in gold: gilt buttons and a gilt cord on his shako, a gilded brass handle on his sword. Outsunning the sun, that was how he appeared to me, and such was the cast of my mind that I briefly wondered if he had been made by the French horn. There was the music, after all. There was the man. A part of me, even then—I can see this—was relaxing, in the way that a fist slackens into its parts: fingers, a palm.

I at least had this advantage: the officer had no idea I was there. Some measure of the day’s laziness had worked its way into his nerves. He leaned against the horse, he toyed with the reins, flicking them back and forth in an echo of the bay’s own switching tail. Eyes half shut, head nodding on its stem. . . .

We might have gone on like this for some time—me watching, him being watched—had we not been interrupted by a third party. A cow. Big blowzy lashy. Coming out of a copse of sycamores, licking away a smear of clover. This cow began at once to circle the phaeton—with rare tact—she seemed to presume the young officer must have good reason for intruding. This same officer took a step backward as though to brace for a charge, and his hand, jittered, went straight to his sword handle. I suppose it was the possibility of slaughter (whose?) that finally jarred me into motion—down the hill in a long waggish stride, calling as I went.

“Her name is Hagar!”

Too well trained to whirl, this officer. He depended his head toward me in brief segments, the rest of him following in due course.

“At least, she answers to that,” I said. “She got here a few days after I did. Never told me her name, so I had to give her one.”

He managed something like a smile. He said, “She’s a fine animal, sir.”

“A republican cow. Comes as she pleases, goes the same. No obligations on either side.”

“Well. There you . . . it occurs to me if . . .”

“If only all females were that way, I know.”

This young man was not so young as I had thought. A couple of years on the good side of forty, that was my best guess: only a decade younger than me, and still running errands. But this errand was his one sure thing. It squared him from toe to shoulder.

“You are Augustus Landor, sir?” he asked.

“I am.”

“Lieutenant Meadows, at your service.”

“Pleasure.”

Cleared his throat—twice, he did that. “Sir, I am here to inform you that Superintendent Thayer requests an audience with you.”

“What would be the nature of this audience?” I asked.

“I’m not at liberty to say, sir.”

“No, of course not. Is it of a professional order?”

“I’m not at—”

“Then might I ask when this audience is to take place?”

“At once, sir. If you’re so inclined.”

I confess it. The beauty of the day was never so lucid to me as at that moment. The peculiar smokiness of the air, so rare for late October. The mist, lying in drifts across the forelands. There was a woodpecker hammering out a code on a paperbark maple. Stay.

With my walking stick, I pointed in the direction of my door. “You’re sure I can’t fix you up with some coffee, Lieutenant?”

“No thank you, sir.”

“I’ve got some ham for frying, if you—”

“No, I’ve eaten. Thank you.”

I turned away. Took a step toward the house.

“I came here for my health, Lieutenant.”

“I’m sorry?”

“My physician told me it was my one chance of living to a ripe old age: I had to go up. To the Highlands. Leave the city behind, he said.”

“Mmm.”

Those flat brown eyes of his. That flat white nose.

“And here I am now,” I went on. “The picture of health.”

He nodded.

“I wonder if you agree with me, Lieutenant, that health is rated too highly?”

“I couldn’t say. You may be right, sir.”

“Are you a graduate of the Academy, Lieutenant?”

“No, sir.”

“Oh, so you came up the hard way. Through the ranks, did you?”

“Yes indeed.”

“I never went to college myself,” I said. “Seeing as how I had no particular call for the ministry, what was the point of more schooling? That’s what my father thought—that’s how fathers thought in those days.”

“I see.”

It is good to know this: the rules of interrogation don’t apply to normal conversations. In a normal conversation, the one speaking is weaker than the one who’s not. But I wasn’t strong enough just then to follow another course. So I gave the wheel of the phaeton a kick.

“Such a fancy conveyance,” I said, “for bringing back one man.”

“It was the only one available, sir. And we didn’t know if you had your own horse.”

“And what if I should decide not to come, Lieutenant?”

“Come or not, Mr. Landor, it’s your own concern. Why, you’re a private citizen, and this is a free country.”

A free country, that’s what he said.

Here was my country. Hagar, a few steps to my right. The door of my cottage, still ajar from when I’d left it. Inside: a set of cyphers, fresh from the post office, and a tin of cold coffee, and a bereaved-looking set of Venetian blinds and a string of dried peaches and, hanging in the chimney corner, an ostrich egg given me years earlier by a 4th Ward spice merchant. And in the back: my horse, an oldish roan, tied to a paling, walled round with hay. Name of Horse.

“It’s a fine day for a ride,” I said.

“Yes, sir.”

“And a man may have his fill of leisure, that’s a fact.” I looked at him. “And Colonel Thayer waits, that’s another fact. Does Colonel Thayer qualify as a fact, Lieutenant?”

“You might take your own horse,” he said, a bit desperately. “If you’d rather.”

“No.”

The word hung in the silence. We stood there, enclosing it. Hagar kept circling the phaeton.

“No,” I repeated at last. “I’d be just as glad to go with you, Lieutenant.” I looked at my feet to be sure. “Truth be told,” I said, “I’m grateful for the company.”

It was what he’d been waiting to hear. Why, didn’t he drag a little ladder from the vehicle’s interior? Didn’t he prop it against the carriage, even offer me an arm up the rungs? An arm for old Mr. Landor! I set my foot on the lowermost rung, I tried to hoist myself up, but the morning walk had wrung me hard, and my leg gave out, and I fell against the ladder, fell hard, and had to be pushed and tipped into the phaeton. I lowered myself onto the hard wooden bench, and he climbed in after me, and I said, falling back on my one sure thing, “Lieutenant, you might think of taking the post road on the way back. The lane by Farmer Hoesman’s is a bit rough on the wheels this time of year.”

It was just what I was hoping for. He stopped. Tilted his head to one side.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I should have explained. You may have noticed there were three very large sunflower petals trapped in your horse’s harness. Of course, no one’s got bigger sunflowers than Hoesman—they practically attack you as you pass. And that slash of yellow on the side panels? The very shade of Hoesman’s Indian corn. I’m told he uses a particular type of fertilizer—chicken bones and forsythia blossoms, that’s the native gossip, but a Dutchman never tells, does he? By the way, Lieutenant, do your people still live in Wheeling?”

He never looked at me. I only knew I’d hit the mark by the slump of his shoulders and the fierce rapping he made on the roof. The horse lurched up the hill, my body tipped back, and it occurred to me then that if there were no wall behind to catch me, I could just keep tipping . . . back, back  . . . I saw it all very clearly in my mind. We reached the crest of the hill, and the phaeton turned northward, and through the side window, I caught a glimpse of my piazza and the gracious figure of Hagar, no longer waiting for an explanation, already leaving. Never to return.
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Tum. Tuh tuh tuh tum. Tum. Tuh tuh tuh tum.

We’d been traveling for some ninety minutes and were about a half mile from the reservation when the drums came. Just a trouble in the air at first, and then a pulse, in every precipice. When I next looked down, there were my own feet moving to the drums’ rhythm, and not a word from me. I thought: This is how they make you obey. They get in your blood.

It had certainly turned the trick with my escort. Lieutenant Meadows kept his eyes forward, and to the few queries I put to him, he made but token replies, and he never changed his position, not even when the phaeton, riding up on a boulder, came within inches of toppling over. Through it all, he kept the bearing of an executioner, and there were times, it’s true, when that carriage became—because I was still not in my waking mind—a tumbrel, and ahead lay the mob . . . the guillotine. . . .

And then we came to the end of a long ascent, and the ground to our east fell away, and there was the Hudson. Glassy, opal-gray, crumpling into a million billows. The morning vapor already a butter-haze, and the outlines of the far shore cutting straight for the sky, and every mountain melting into a blue shadow.

“Nearly there, sir,” offered Lieutenant Meadows.

Well, this is what the Hudson does for you: it clears you. And so, by the time we had taken the last push up to the West Point bluff, by the time the Academy came peeping out of its mantle of woods—well, I felt equal again to what would come, and I was able to take in the views the way a tourist might. There! the gray-stone bulk of Mr. Cozzens’ hotel, belted by a verandah. And to the west, and rising above, the ruins of Fort Putnam. And rising still higher, the brown muscles of hill, bristled with trees, and above that, nothing but sky.

It wanted ten minutes to three when we reached the guard post.

“Halt!” came the call. “Who’s there?”

“Lieutenant Meadows,” answered the coachman, “escorting Mr. Landor.”

“Advance and be recognized.”

The sentinel came at us from the side, and when I peered out, I was startled to see a boy staring back. The boy saluted the lieutenant and then caught sight of me, and his hand itched its way to a half salute before my civilian status could make itself felt. Down it came, still trembling by his flank.

“Was that a cadet or a private, Lieutenant?”

“A private.”

“But the cadets walk guard, too, don’t they?”

“When they’re not studying, yes.”

“At night, then?”

He looked at me. For the first time since we’d left the cottage.

“At night, yes.”

We passed now into the Academy grounds. I was going to say we entered, but you don’t really enter because you don’t exactly leave anything. There are buildings, yes—wood and stone and stucco—but each one seems to rise on Nature’s sufferance and to be always on the brink of being drawn back. We came at length to a place that is not Nature’s: the parade ground. Forty acres of pitted ground and patched grass, light green and gold, punched with craters, running northward to the point where, still hidden behind trees, the Hudson makes its dart to the west.

“The Plain,” announced the good lieutenant.

But of course, I already knew its name, and being a neighbor, I knew its purpose. This was the windswept pitch where West Point cadets became soldiers.

But where were the soldiers? I couldn’t see anything but a pair of dismounted guns and a flagpole and a white obelisk and a narrow fringe of shadow that the midday sun hadn’t quite pushed away. And as the phaeton passed down the hard-packed dirt road, there was no one abroad to remark on our coming. Even the drumming had stopped. West Point was folded in on itself.

“Where are all the cadets, Lieutenant?”

“In afternoon recital, sir.”

“The officers?”

A slight pause before he informed me that many of them were instructors and were to be found in the section rooms.

“And the rest?” I asked.

“Not for me to say, Mr. Landor.”

“Oh, I was just wondering if we had ourselves an alarum going on.”

“I’m not at liberty to say. . . .”

“Then maybe you can tell me, am I to have a private audience with the superintendent?”

“I believe Captain Hitchcock will be present as well.”

“And Captain Hitchcock is . . . ?”

“The Academy commandant, sir. Second in authority to Colonel Thayer.”

And that was all he would tell me. He meant to stick to his one sure thing, and he did: delivered me straight to the superintendent’s quarters and led me into the parlor, where Thayer’s manservant was waiting for me. Name of Patrick Murphy, a soldier himself once, now (I would later discover) Thayer’s chief spy, and like most spies, the soul of good cheer.

“Mr. Landor! I trust your journey was as beautiful as the day. Please, won’t you follow me?”

He showed you all his teeth but never gave you his eyes. Guided you down the stairs and opened the door to the superintendent’s office and called out my name like a footman, and by the time you’d turned to thank him, he was gone.

It was a point of pride, I later learned, for Sylvanus Thayer to carry out his affairs in the basement—a bit of Common Man stagecraft. All I will say is the place was damnably dark. The windows were shrouded by bushes, and the candles seemed to be illuminating only themselves. And so my first official meeting with Superintendent Thayer was conducted under cover of blackness.

But I’ve leapt ahead of myself. The first man to present himself was Commandant Ethan Allen Hitchcock, Thayer’s second in command. He’s the fellow, Reader, who does the dirty work of watching over the cadet corps, day after day. Thayer proposes, it’s said, and Hitchcock disposes. And anyone who intends to truck with the Academy must first truck with Hitchcock, who stands like a dyke against the onrushing waters of humanity—leaving Thayer high and dry, pure as the sun.

Hitchcock, in short, is a man used to being in shadow. And that was how he first showed himself to me: a hand bathed in light, the rest of him conjecture. Only when he drew nearer did I see what a striking man he was (in appearance, I’m told, not unlike his famed grandfather). The sort of man who earns his uniform. Hard-middled, flat in the chest, with lips that look always to be compressing around a hard object: a pebble, a watermelon seed. Brown eyes streaked with melancholy. He gripped my hand in his and spoke in a surprisingly mild voice, his tone that of a sickbed visitor: “I trust your retirement agrees with you, Mr. Landor.”

“It agrees with my lungs, thank you.”

“May I please introduce you to the superintendent?”

A patch of suety light: a head bowed over a fruitwood desk. Chestnut-haired, round-chinned, cheekbones high and hard. Not a head or a body made for love’s uses. No, the man sitting at that desk was fashioning himself for posterity’s cold eye, and it was hard work, for look how slender he was, even in his blue coat and gold epaulets and gold trousers, even with that quillback blade resting quietly at his side.

But all this was the stuff of later impressions. In that dark room, with my chair pitched low and the desk pitched high, the only thing I saw, in truth, was this head, steady and clear, and the skin of his face just starting to pull away, like a mask about to be peeled off. This head looked down at me from its perch, and it spoke, it said:

“The pleasure is all mine, Mr. Landor.”

No, my mistake, it said, “Shall I send for coffee?” That’s right. And what I said in reply was, “Some beer would do nicely.”

There was a quiet. An umbrage, maybe. Does Colonel Thayer abstain? I wondered. But then Hitchcock called for Patrick, and Patrick fetched Molly, and Molly made straight for the cellar, and all it took was just the merest flexing of the fingers of Sylvanus Thayer’s right hand.

“I believe we have met once before,” he said.

“Yes, at Mr. Kemble’s. In Cold Spring.”

“Just so. Mr. Kemble speaks of you very highly.”

“Oh, that’s kind of him,” I said, smiling. “I was lucky enough to be of some use to his brother, that’s all. Many years ago.”

“He did mention that,” said Hitchcock. “Something to do with land speculators.”

“Yes, it beats all creation, doesn’t it? All the people in Manhattan who’ll sell you land they don’t have? I wonder if they still do that.”

Hitchcock pulled his chair a little closer, and rested his candle on Thayer’s desk, next to a red leather document box. “Mr. Kemble,” he said, “suggests you were something of a legend among New York City constables.”

“What kind of legend?”

“An honest man, to start with. That’s enough, I expect, to make anyone legendary among the New York police.”

I could see Thayer’s eyelashes lowering themselves like shades: Well done, Hitchcock.

“Oh, there’s nothing too honest about legends,” I said, very easy. “Although I guess if anyone’s famous for honesty, it would be you and Colonel Thayer.”

Hitchcock’s eyes narrowed. He was asking himself, maybe, whether this was flattery all the way through.

“Among your other accomplishments,” Thayer went on, “you were instrumental in apprehending the leaders of the Daybreak Boys. Scourges of upstanding merchants everywhere.”

“I suppose they were.”

“You also had a hand in breaking up the Shirt Tails gang.”

“For a time. They came back.”

“And if I recall correctly,” said Thayer, “you were credited with solving a particularly grisly murder which everyone else had pretty well given up on. A young prostitute in the Elysian Fields. Not quite your jurisdiction, Mr. Landor?”

“The victim was. The killer, too, it turned out.”

“I’ve also been told you’re a minister’s son, Mr. Landor. Hailing from Pittsburgh?”

“Among other places.”

“Came to New York while still in your teens. Put in your oar with Tammany Hall, do I have that right? No stomach for faction, I gather. Not a political animal.”

To the justice of this, I bowed. In fact, I was just getting a better fix on Thayer’s eyes.

“Talents include code breaking,” he was saying. “Riot control. Fence-building with Catholic constituencies. And the—the gloveless interrogation.”

There it was: a tiny sweep of the eye. Something he no more could have felt than I could have seen, had I not been looking for just that.

“May I ask, Colonel Thayer?”

“Yes?”

“Is it a pigeonhole? Is that where you’ve got your notes hidden?”

“I don’t follow you, Mr. Landor.”

“Oh, please, no, it was me not following. Why, I was feeling like one of your cadets. They come in here—already a bit cowed, I can believe that—and you sit there and tell them their exact class ranking, I’ll bet, how many demerits they’ve got piled up, and oh, with just a bit more concentrating, you can even tell them just how far in debt they are. Why, they must leave here thinking you’re next to God.”

I leaned forward and pressed my hands into the mahogany plane of his desk. “Please,” I said. “What else does your little pigeonhole say, Colonel? About me, I mean. It probably says I’m a widower. Well, that should be obvious enough, I don’t have a particle of clothing that’s less than five years old. And I haven’t darkened the door of church in a long time. And oh, does it mention I had a daughter? Ran off a while back? Lonely evenings, but I do have a very nice cow—does it know about the cow, Colonel?”

Just then the door opened, revealing the manservant, bearing a tray with my beer. Good fizzy near-black. Stored deep in the cellar, I guessed, for the first sip sent a thrill of cold through me.

Over me spilled the soothing voices of Thayer and Hitchcock.

“Very sorry, Mr. Landor. . . .”

“Got off on the wrong foot. . . .”

“No desire to offend. . . .”

“All due respect. . . . ”

I held up my hand. “No, gentlemen,” I said. “I’m the one ought to apologize.” I pressed the cold glass to my temple. “Which I do. Please carry on.”

“You’re quite sure, Mr. Landor?”

“I’m afraid you’ve found me a bit done in today, but I’m happy . . . I mean, please state your business, and I’ll do my best to—”

“You wouldn’t prefer a . . .”

“No, thank you.”

Hitchcock stood now. It was his meeting once again.

“From here on we must tread very carefully, Mr. Landor. I hope we may count on your discretion.”

“Of course.”

“Let me first explain that our sole purpose in reviewing your career was to ascertain whether you were the right man for our purposes.”

“Then maybe I should ask what your purposes are.”

“We are looking for someone—a private citizen of well-documented industry and tact—who might carry out certain inquiries of a sensitive nature. In the Academy’s behalf.”

Nothing in his manner had changed, but something was different. Maybe it was just the realization, coming on as sudden as that first blast of beer, that they were seeking help from a civilian—from me.

“Well,” I said, inching my way along, “it would depend, wouldn’t it? On the nature of those inquiries. On my—my capacity to . . .”

“We have no concern about your capacities,” said Hitchcock. “The inquiries are what concern us. They are of a highly complex, I should add, a highly delicate nature. And so before we go a step further, I must once again be assured that nothing said here will be breathed anywhere outside the Point.”

“Captain,” I said, “you know the life I lead. There is no one for me to tell but Horse, and he’s the soul of discretion, I promise you.”

He seemed to take this as a solemn assurance, for he resumed his seat and, after a conference with his knees, raised his face toward mine and said:

“It concerns one of our cadets.”

“So I figured.”

“A second-year man from Kentucky, by the name of Fry.”

“Leroy Fry,” added Thayer. That level gaze again. As though he had three pigeonholes full of notes on Fry.

Hitchcock wrenched himself once more from his chair and passed in and out of the light. My eyes found him at last pressed into the wall behind Thayer’s desk.

“Well,” said Hitchcock, “there’s no point in dancing around it. Leroy Fry hanged himself last night.”

I felt in that moment as though I had stepped in at the very end or the very beginning of a large joke, and the safer course would be to play it out.

“I’m very sorry to hear it,” I said. “Indeed I am.”

“Your sympathies are—”

“A dreadful business.”

“For all concerned,” Hitchcock said, advancing a step. “For the young man himself. For his family. . . .”

“I’ve had the pleasure,” said Sylvanus Thayer, “of meeting young Fry’s parents. I don’t mind telling you, Mr. Landor, sending them word of their son’s death is one of the saddest duties with which I have ever been tasked.”

“Naturally,” I said.

“We hardly need add,” Hitchcock resumed—and here I felt something rising to a head—“we hardly need add this is a dreadful business for the Academy.”

“You see, nothing of this kind has ever happened here before,” Thayer said.

“It most certainly has not,” answered Hitchcock. “Nor will it again, if we have anything to say about it.”

“Well, gentlemen,” I said. “With all due respect, it’s not for any of us to have a say in, is it? I mean, who can know what goes through a boy’s mind from day to day? Now, tomorrow . . .” I scratched my head. “Tomorrow, the poor devil might not have done it. Tomorrow he might be alive. Today, he’s . . . well, he’s dead, isn’t he?”

Hitchcock came forward now, leaned against the spindle back of his Windsor chair.

“You must understand our position, Mr. Landor. We have been specifically charged with the care of these young men. We stand in loco parentis, as it were. It is our duty to make them gentlemen and soldiers, and toward that end, we drive them. I make no apologies for that: we drive them, Mr. Landor. But we like to think we know when to stop driving.”

“We like to think,” said Sylvanus Thayer, “that any of our cadets may approach us—whether myself or Captain Hitchcock, an instructor, a cadet officer—come to us, I mean, whenever he is troubled in mind or body.”

“I take that to mean you had no warning.”

“None at all.”

“Well, never mind,” I said. (Too breezy, I could tell that.) “I’m sure you did the best you could. No one can ask anything more.”

They both brooded over this a bit.

“Gentlemen,” I said, “I’m guessing—and now I may be wrong, but I’m guessing this is the part where you tell me what I’m wanted for. Because I still can’t make sense of it. A boy hangs himself, that’s a matter for the coroner, surely? Not a retired constable with—a weak lung and poor circulation.”

I saw Hitchcock’s torso rise and fall.

“Unfortunately,” he said, “that’s not the end of it, Mr. Landor.”

And this was followed by another long silence, even warier than the last. I looked back and forth between the two men, waiting for one of them to venture further. And then Hitchcock drew another long breath and said:

“During the night—between two-thirty and three o’clock A.M.—the body of Cadet Fry was removed.”

I should have recognized it then: the beat. The sound not of any drum but my own heart.

“‘Removed,’ you say?”

“There was—there was apparently some confusion about the protocol,” Hitchcock conceded. “The sergeant detailed to watch the body left his post, under the impression that he was needed elsewhere. By the time his mistake was discovered—that is to say, when he returned to his original post—the body had vanished.”

I set my glass down on the floor, with great care. My eyes closed of their own accord and then startled open at a peculiar noise, which, I soon found, was my hands rubbing against each other.

“Who did the removing?” I asked.

For the first time, Captain Hitchcock’s warm brown voice betrayed a note of harshness. “If we knew that,” he snapped, “we would have had no need to summon you, Mr. Landor.”

“Can you tell me, then, whether the body has been found?”

“Yes.”

Back to the wall went our Hitchcock, on a guard duty of his own making. There followed another length of silence.

“Somewhere on the reservation?” I prompted.

“By the icehouse,” Hitchcock said.

“And has it been returned?”

“Yes.”

He was going to say more but stopped himself.

“Well,” I said, “the Academy has its share of pranksters, I don’t doubt. And there’s nothing so very unusual about young men playing with bodies. Count yourselves blessed they’re not digging up graves.”

“This goes far beyond a prank, Mr. Landor.”

He leaned into the lip of Thayer’s desk and then this highly seasoned officer began stammering into the air.

“Whichever person—whichever persons—removed Cadet Fry’s body, I should say they perpetrated a unique, I’ll call it a uniquely terrible desecration. Of a sort that—that one can’t . . .”

Poor man, he might have gone on like that forever, tiptoeing round the thing. Leave it to Sylvanus Thayer to make straight for the center. Erect in his seat, one hand resting on the document box, the other closing round a chess rook, he tilted his head and brought out the news as if he were reading the class standings. He said:

“Cadet Fry’s heart was carved from his body.”
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When I was a boy, you never set foot in a hospital unless you were planning to die or unless you were so poor you didn’t care if you died. My father would have sooner turned himself into a Baptist, but maybe he would have changed his tune if he’d seen the West Point hospital. It was barely six months old the day I first entered it, its walls freshly whitewashed, its floors and woodwork hard-scoured, every bed and chair bathed in sulphur and oxymuriatic gas, and a current of moss-air twining through the halls.

On a normal day, there might have been a pair of scrubbed matrons ready to greet us, maybe show us the ventilation system or the operating theater. Not today. One matron had been sent home after fainting dead away, and the second matron was too harassed to say anything at all when we came. Looked through and beyond us, as though there might be a regiment trailing after, and finding none, she shook her head and led us up the stairs to Ward B-3. Walked us round an open fireplace and over to a blacksmith bed. Paused a bit. Then pulled the linen sheet off Leroy Fry’s body. “If you’ll excuse me,” she said. And closed the door behind her, like a hostess leaving the male guests to their chew.

I could live a hundred years, Reader, spend a million words, and not tell you what a sight it was.

I will come at it in small steps.

Leroy Fry, cold as a wagon tire, lay on a feather mattress girded by iron hoops.

One hand rested on his groin; the other was curled into a ball.

His eyes were half ajar, as though the drums had just beat reveille.

His mouth was twisted askew. Two yellowish front teeth protruded from his upper lip.

His neck was red and purple, with black streaks.

His chest . . .

What remained of his chest, this was red. A number of different reds, depending on where it had been torn and where it had simply been opened. My first thought was that he had been worked on by some large concussive force. A pine tree had toppled—no, too small; a meteor had dropped from a cloud. . . .

He hadn’t been hollowed through, though. It might have been better if he had. You wouldn’t have had to see the hairless scrolled-back flaps of his chest-skin, the shivered ends of his bones, and, deeper inside, the gummy something that lay folded and still secret. I could see the shriveled lungs, the band of his diaphragm, the rich warm brown plumpness of his liver. I could see . . . everything. Everything but the organ that wasn’t there, which was the thing you saw clearest of all somehow, that missing piece.

I’m embarrassed to say I was taken, in this moment, with a speculation—of the sort I wouldn’t normally trouble you with, Reader. It seemed to me that the only thing left of Leroy Fry was a question. A single question, posed by the rictus in his limbs, by the flush of green in his pale, hairless skin. . . .

Who?

And by the throbbing inside me, I knew it was a question I had to answer. No matter the danger to me, I had to know who’d taken Leroy Fry’s heart.

And so I fronted this question the way I always do. By posing questions. Not to the air, no, but to the man who stood three feet away: Dr. Daniel Marquis, West Point surgeon. He had followed us into the room, and he was gazing at me with shy avid blood-lined eyes, eager, I think, to be consulted.

“Dr. Marquis, how does a person go about”— I pointed to the body on the bed—“doing this?”

The doctor dragged a hand down his face. I mistook it for weariness; in fact, he was hiding his excitement.

“Making the first incision,” he said, “that’s not so hard. A scalpel, any good sharp knife could do it.”

Warming to his subject now, he stood over Leroy Fry’s body, plying the air with an invisible blade.

“It’s getting to the heart, that’s the tricky part. You have to get the ribs and sternum out of your way, and those bones, well, they’re not so dense as the spine, but they’re plenty tough. You wouldn’t want to pound them,” he said, “or crack them, else you’d risk damaging the heart.” He stared into the open crater of Leroy Fry’s chest. “Now, the only remaining question is, where do you cut? Your first option is to go straight down the sternum. . . .” Whish, went Dr. Marquis’ blade, bisecting the air. “Ah, but then you’d still have to pry away the ribs, and even with a crowbar, that’s a fair bit of labor. No, what you do—what was done—is a circular cut. Through the rib cage, and then two cuts across the sternum.” He took a step back and surveyed the results. “From the looks of things,” he said, “I’d say he went at it with a saw.”

“A saw.”

“Such as a surgeon might use to amputate a limb. I’ve got one in the pharmacy. Lacking that, he might have made do with a hacksaw. Hard work, though. You’d have to keep the blade moving and keep it out of the chest cavity at the same time. Why, just have a look over here, at the lungs. See those gashes? About an inch long? More gashes in the liver. Collateral ruptures, is my guess. Comes from angling the blade outward to save the heart.”

“Oh, this is awfully helpful, Doctor,” I said. “Can you tell us what happens next? After the rib cage and the sternum are cut away?”

“Well, from there it’s a fairly simple business. You cut away the pericardium. That’s the membrane around the epicardium, helps anchor the heart.”

“Yes. . . .”

“Then you’d sever, oh, the aorta. The pulmonary artery. You’ve got the vena cavae to get through, but that’s just a matter of minutes. Any decent knife would serve your purpose.”

“Would there be a spurting of blood, Doctor?”

“Not in somebody who’d been dead a few hours. Depending on how quickly he went, there might have been some small quantity of blood still in there. I suspect, though, that by the time he got hold of it, that heart”—he said this with a certain note of satisfaction—“that heart was played out.”

“What’s next?”

“Ooh, you’re pretty much done now,” said the surgeon. “The whole bundle comes up pretty clean, I expect. Very light, too, most people don’t know that. Just a bit larger than your fist, and no more than ten ounces. Comes from being hollow,” he said, rapping his chest for emphasis.

“So, Doctor—you don’t mind my putting all these questions to you, I hope?”

“Not at all.”

“Maybe you can tell us more about the fellow who did this. What would he require besides tools?”

A slight bafflement as his eyes drew away from the body. “Well, let me think on that. He’d—he’d have to be strong, for the reasons I mentioned.”

“Not a woman, then?”

He snorted. “No woman as I’ve ever had the pleasure of meeting, no.”

“What else would he need?”

“A goodly amount of light. Carrying out such an operation as that in pitch darkness, he’d need light. Wouldn’t surprise me if we found a deal of candle wax in the cavity.”

His eyes, hungry, returned to the body on the table. It took some pressure on his sleeve to tug him away.

“What about his medical pedigree, Doctor? Would he need to be”—I smiled right into him—“as well educated and surpassingly well trained as yourself?”

“Oh, not necessarily,” he said, newly bashful. “He’d need to know . . . what to look for, yes, what to expect. Where to cut. Some small knowledge of anatomy, yes, but he wouldn’t have to be a doctor. Or a surgeon.”

“A madman!”

This was Hitchcock breaking in. Startling me, I confess. I’d come to feel that Dr. Marquis (and Leroy Fry) and I were the only ones in the room.

“Who else but a madman?” Hitchcock asked. “And still out there, for all we know, ready for some new outrage. Am I . . . is no one else galled to think of him? Still out there?”

He was a sensitive man, our Hitchcock. For all his hardness, he could bleed. And be comforted, too. It took only the slightest pat from Colonel Thayer on the back of his shoulders, and all the tightness went out of him.

“There, Ethan,” said Thayer.

That was the first and not the last time I would think of their alliance as a sort of a marriage. I mean nothing by it except to suggest that these two bachelors had a pact of sorts, ever fluid and grounded in things unspoken. Once, and once only (I later came to learn), they had divorced: three years earlier, over the issue of whether West Point’s courts of inquiry violated the Articles of War. Never mind. A year later, Thayer was calling Hitchcock back. The rupture was healed over. And all this was conveyed in a pat. This, too: Thayer was in command. Always.

“I’m sure we all feel as Captain Hitchcock does,” he said. “Don’t we, gentlemen?”

“And it does the captain great credit for putting it in words,” I said.

“Surely the point of all this,” the superintendent added, “is to leave ourselves better positioned to find the perpetrator. Is that not so, Mr. Landor?”

“Of course, Colonel.”

Not mollified, not really, Hitchcock sat himself down on one of the spare beds, stared out through a north-facing window. We all gave him a moment. I remember tolling off the seconds. One, two . . .

“Doctor,” I said, smiling. “Maybe you could tell us how long it would take someone to perform this kind of operation.”

“Hard to say, Mr. Landor. It’s been years, you know, since I’ve dissected any kind of body, and never quite to this—this extent. If I had to guess, given the difficult conditions, I’d say upward of an hour. An hour and a half, maybe.”

“Most of it in the sawing.”

“Yes.”

“And what if there were two men?”

“Well, then, each man could take one side, and they’d be done in half the time. Now, three men, that’d be a crowd. A third man wouldn’t add much, unless he was carrying a lantern.”

A lantern, yes. That was the unaccountable thing about looking at Leroy Fry: I had the feeling that someone was holding a light to him. I would attribute this to the fact that his eyes were, in fact, angled toward mine, looking at me through their drooping lids, if looking you could call it. For the pupils had scrambled up like blinds, and there was only a sliver of whiteness left.

I drew closer to the bed and, with the tips of my thumbs, pulled the lids down. They paused there for the barest second before springing back up. I scarcely noticed, for now I was tracing the lacerations on Leroy Fry’s neck. They didn’t form a single band, as I had first thought, but a weave, a pattern of worry. Long before the noose had closed off this cadet’s windpipe, the rope had been gouging and chafing—a full pound of flesh by the time it was finished.

“Captain Hitchcock,” I said. “I know your men have mounted a search, but what exactly have they been looking for? A man? Or a heart?”

“All I can tell you is that we’ve canvassed the surrounding grounds and found nothing.”

“I see.”

He had strawberry-blond hair, this Leroy Fry. Long white eyelashes. Musket calluses on his right hand and bright blisters on the tips of his fingers. And a mole between two of his toes. The day before, he’d been alive.

“Would someone please remind me?” I said. “Where was the body found? After the heart was taken?”

“By the icehouse.”

“Now, Dr. Marquis, I’m afraid I must call on your expertise one more time. If you were—if you were to go about preserving a heart, how would you do it?”

“Well, I’d probably find a container of some kind. Wouldn’t need to be too big.”

“Yes?”

“Then I’d wrap the heart in something. Muslin, maybe. Newspaper, if I was hard up.”

“Go on.”

“And then I’d—I’d surround it with—” He stopped. His fingers climbed to his throat. “Ice,” he said.

Hitchcock raised himself from the bed.

“So it’s come to this,” he said. “The madman has not simply taken Leroy Fry’s heart. He is actually keeping it on ice.”

I shrugged. Showed him my palms. “It’s possible, that’s all.”

“For what ungodly purpose?”

“Oh, well, that I couldn’t tell you, Captain. I only just got here.”

By now the poor matron had come back, chaffed with duty, eager for Dr. Marquis to attend to something, I have no memory of what. I only remember the look of regret on Dr. Marquis’ face: he didn’t want to go.

So that left just me and Thayer and Hitchcock. And Leroy Fry. And then came the drum, for now the cadets were being called to evening parade.

“Well, gentlemen,” I said, “there’s no getting round it. You’ve got yourselves a poser.” My hands again, planing each other down. “I’m a bit stumped myself. One thing in particular I can’t make out. Why haven’t you called in the military authorities?”

A long silence then.

“Surely this is a matter for their attention,” I said, “not mine.”

“Mr. Landor,” said Sylvanus Thayer, “I wonder if you wouldn’t mind walking with me?”

We didn’t go far. Just down the hallway and back. Repeat. Repeat again. It had the feeling of a military maneuver. Thayer was shorter than me by four inches, but straighter, too, with more conviction in his carriage.

“You find us in a delicate position, Mr. Landor.”

“I don’t doubt it.”

“This Academy,” he began. But the key was too high; he lowered it a step or two. “This Academy, as you may know, has been in existence for less than thirty years. I have been superintendent for nearly half that time. I think it’s safe to say that neither the Academy nor I have earned the distinction of permanence.”

“Only a matter of time, I’d guess.”

“Well, like any young institution, we have acquired some estimable friends. And some formidable detractors.”

Looking at the floor, I ventured, “President Jackson falls in the second camp, does he?”

A quick sidelong glance from Thayer. “I don’t pretend to know who falls out in which camp,” he said. “I know only that we have been placed under a unique burden here. No matter how many officers we turn out, no matter how much honor we do our country, we are always, I fear, in the position of defending ourselves.”

“Against what, Colonel Thayer?”

“Oh.” He scanned the ceiling. “Elitism, that’s a common theme. Our critics say we favor the scions of rich families. If they only knew how many of our cadets came from farms, how many are the sons of mechanics, manufacturers. This is America writ small, Mr. Landor.”

It rang nicely in that hallway. America writ small.

“What else do your critics say, Colonel?”

“That we spend too much time making engineers and not enough time making soldiers. That our cadets take up the Army commissions that should go to men in the ranks.”

Lieutenant Meadows, I thought.

Thayer kept advancing, matching his step to the drumbeat outside. “And I don’t need to tell you,” he said, “about our last group of critics. The ones who want no standing army of any kind in this country.”

“What would they put in its place, I wonder?”

“The militias of old, apparently. Ragtag boys on the village common. Make-believe soldiers,” he said, with no trace of bitterness.

“It wasn’t militias won us our last war,” I said. “It was men like—General Jackson.”

“How nice to know we’re in agreement, Mr. Landor. The fact remains there are still a goodly number of Americans who recoil at the sight of a man in uniform.”

“That’s why we don’t wear any,” I said, softly.

“‘We’?”

“I’m sorry, constables. Look where you like, you won’t find a constable—come to think of it, any New York City law officer—wearing something to announce himself. Uniforms do put folks off, don’t they?”

Funny, I hadn’t planned on volunteering that, but it did touch off a fraternal spark between us. Which is not to say I saw Sylvanus Thayer smile—I’ve never in my life seen him do that—but his edges could be honed down.

“I’d be remiss, Mr. Landor, if I didn’t tell you that I myself have come in for the lion’s share of attacks. I’ve been called a tyrant. A despot. Barbarian, that’s a favored term.”

With this, he stopped. Let the word settle over him.

“Well, now, it’s a bad fix, isn’t it, Colonel?” I said. “Looking at it from your side, I mean. If word got out cadets were actually breaking down under this—this brutal regime of yours, going so far as to take their own lives. . . .”

“The word about Leroy Fry has got out,” he said, icy as a star. (Gone was the fellow feeling.) “I can’t prevent that, nor can I prevent people from construing it how they may. My only concern at present is to keep this investigation out of the hands of certain parties.”

I looked at him.

“Certain parties in Washington,” I offered.

“Just so,” he replied.

“Parties who might be hostile to the Academy’s very existence. Looking for a reason to raze it to the ground.”

“Just so.”

“But if you could show them you had things in hand—somebody on the job—then maybe you could hold off the hounds awhile longer.”

“A little while, yes,” he said.

“And what if I find nothing, Colonel?”

“Then I shall make my report to the chief of engineers, who will in turn consult with General Eaton. We shall then await their collective judgment.”

We had stopped now by the door to Ward B-3. From downstairs, we could hear the fretting sound of the matron and the slow sliding sound of the surgeon. From outside, the piercing lines of a fife. And from inside Ward B-3, nothing at all.

“Who would have guessed?” I said. “One man’s death could leave so much in the balance. Your career, even.”

“If I can persuade you of nothing else, Mr. Landor, let me persuade you of this. My career is nothing. If I could be sure the Academy would survive, I would leave here tomorrow and never look back.”

Giving me his most genial nod, he added, “You have a gift for inspiring confidences, Mr. Landor. I don’t doubt it comes in handy.”

“Well, that depends, Colonel. Tell me now. Do you honestly think I’m your man?”

“We wouldn’t be speaking if I didn’t.”

“And you’re bound to follow this out? To the very end?”

“And beyond,” said Sylvanus Thayer, “if need be.”

I smiled and looked down the hall, to the oculus window, where the light was calling up a floating chain of dust.

Thayer’s eyes narrowed. “May I interpret your silence as a yes or a no, Mr. Landor?”

“Neither, Colonel.”

“If it’s a question of money . . .”

“I have enough money.”

“Some other concern, perhaps.”

“None you can help me with,” I said, as kindly as I could.

Thayer cleared his throat—a small rasping, was all, but I had the clear impression of something stacked in him.

“Mr. Landor, for a cadet to die so young, and by his own hand, that is a hard thing to bear. But that he should have such an offense committed against his defenseless body is beyond sufferance. It is a crime against nature, and I consider it also a strike at the heart—” He stopped himself, but the word was already out. “—at the heart of this institution. If it is the work of some passing fanatic, so be it, that is in God’s hands. If it is the work of one of our own, I will not rest until the offender has been bodily removed from the Point. In leg irons or walking free, it makes no difference, he must be sent away on the next steam packet. For the good of the Academy.”

Having rid himself of this, he exhaled softly and bowed his head.

“That is your charge, Mr. Landor, if you accept it. To discover the person who did this. And to help us ensure it never happens again.”

I watched him a good while longer. Then I drew my watch from my pocket and tapped once on its glass casing. “Ten minutes to five,” I said. “What would you say to meeting back here at six? Would that inconvenience you too much?”

“Not at all.”

“Good. I promise you’ll have my answer then.”

I had some idea in mind of strolling off on my own—it was my usual way—but the Academy could not countenance such a plan. No, I would have an escort, if you please. And for this work, Lieutenant Meadows was once again detailed. If the prospect had made his face fall, someone must have rearranged it for him: he was brighter in spirits than during our last go-round. I took this to mean he had not been granted a sight of Leroy Fry.

“Where do you wish to go, Mr. Landor?”

I swept my hand in the direction of the river. “East,” I said. “East would do nicely.”

To get there, of course, we had to cross round the Plain, which was no longer empty, no, not at all. The evening parade had come. The cadets of the United States Military Academy were fanned out in companies—four seething formations. The band, led by a man with a tasseled cane and a red pudding-bag hanging from his head, was playing the final strains, and the evening gun was firing, and the Stars and Stripes was fluttering to the ground like a pretty girl’s handkerchief.

“Sent harms! ” cried the adjutant. At once came the clash of two hundred guns, and in less than a second, each cadet was staring into his gun barrel. The officer in charge drew his blade and slammed his heels together and cried, “Cree hump! ” Followed by (or so it sounded to me) “Charge peanuts! ” At the conclusion of which, every cadet was turned half to the right, ready to stave off the enemy.

Oh, it was quite a show: the divots kicking up from the pale green turf, the last rays of the sun snagged on the bayonets. And the young men in their tight collars and tapering uniforms, plumes sprouting mighty from their heads.

“Cree hump! . . . Der hump!”

The news about Leroy Fry—part fact, part rumor—had by now become common currency among these cadets. And it was a measure of Thayer’s system that it could bear such a blow with no sign of strain. The space normally occupied by Leroy Fry was now taken by another—the gap had been bridged—and anyone looking on would never have known there was one fewer in the ranks. Oh, a more trained watcher might have picked out the lost step here, the half shuffle there. A stumble, even. But that could easily be put down to the twenty or so plebes who filled each company. Boy-men only a few months free of their ploughs, still finding their rhythm . . . and all the same, swept up in the larger music.

“Front your section, mister!”

Yes, a fascinating sight, Reader, in the last hours of an October day, with the sun dropping, and the hills somehow twinning the blue and gray of the uniforms, and somewhere a mockingbird grouching . . . a fellow could do worse. There were others, too, passing time in much the same way. A raftload of tourists, down by the quartermaster’s office. Ladies in leg-of-mutton sleeves and men in blue frock coats and beige waistcoats . . . a holiday lightness about them. They’d come up that morning from Manhattan, probably, on the day boat, or maybe they were Britishers working their way through the Northern Tour. As much a part of the spectacle as anything else.

“Snied States Milita’ ’Cademy, ’S Point, ’en York, ’tober twe’six, ’and thirty! ’Shal ’lorders ’umber TWO!!!”

And who should be in the midst of the onlookers but Sylvanus Thayer? Not about to let a dead body keep him from his rounds. Indeed, he looked as if he’d never been anywhere but here the whole day long. Marvelous balance. He talked when he had to, stayed silent when that suited, bent an ear to any gentleman’s question, pointed out the stray detail to the ladies, never once bore down. I could almost hear him, you know:

“Mrs. Brevoort, I don’t know if you’ve noticed a certain esprit d’Europe to this particular maneuver. It was created by Frederick the Great, later elaborated upon by Napoleon during his Nile campaign. . . . Oh, and perhaps you spotted the young man at the head of Company B? That’s Henry Clay, Junior. Yes, yes, son of the great man himself. Lost the headship of his class to a Vermont farmer’s boy. America writ small, Mrs. Brevoort. . . .”

And now the cadet companies were being marched off in double time by the orderly sergeants, and the band was disappearing over a hill, and the spectators were falling back, and Lieutenant Meadows was asking me if I wanted to stay or keep walking, and I said walk, and so we did, all the way to Love Rock.

And there was the river, waiting a hundred feet below. Rolling with boats. Freight boats bound for the Erie Canal and packet boats bound for the great city. Skiffs and canoes and dugouts, all burning with geranium light. I could hear, not so far off, the ring of cannon on the proving grounds: a fat boom and then a trail of echoes, climbing the hillsides. To the west was river, to the east more river, and river to the south. I stood there at the crux of it, and if I’d been of a more historic cast, I might have communed with the Indians or with Benedict Arnold, who’d once stood on this very point, or with the men who dragged the great chain across the Hudson to stop the British navy from penetrating north. . . .

Or if I’d been a deeper soul, I might have given some thought to Fate or God, for Sylvanus Thayer had just asked me to save the honor of the U.S. Military Academy by once more taking up the work I had sworn off for good, and surely there was a larger pattern at work—I won’t call it divine—but an intervention, yes.

Well, my mind doesn’t sound that deep. Here’s what I was thinking about: Hagar the cow. To be honest with you, I was wondering where she’d gone now. Toward the river? The highlands? Was there some cavern out there, back of a waterfall? Some private place only she knew about?

So yes, I thought about where she might have gone and if anything would bring her back.

At precisely ten minutes to six, I turned away from the river and found Lieutenant Meadows exactly where I had left him. Hands clasped behind his back, eyes locked, all other cares blacked away.

“I’m through, Lieutenant.”

Five minutes later, I was back in Ward B-3. Leroy Fry
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