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History records that John Wilkes Booth,
the slayer of Abraham Lincoln, was shot to death in a burning
tobacco shed in April of 1865. But what if history were wrong? What
if Booth survived that blazing barn, part of an assassination plot
hatched by Lincoln’s own cabinet?

 


Granbury, Texas, 1876: A flamboyant
bartender named John St. Helen lies deathly ill. He summons his
best friend to his bedside and begins to weave an incredible tale
of murder, mystery, and historical deceit. And before his story is
finished, John St. Helen will reveal the truth: that he is John
Wilkes Booth, the Instrument of Darkness.

 



 


Author’s Comment: “This story is a work
of fiction. While it does portray actual personages, it is not
intended to be a historical treatise, nor is it the authoritative
version of the assassination of Abraham Lincoln. The story is based
on published theories, historical speculation, and American legend;
most notably that of John St. Helen, a Texas bartender who made the
astonishing yet compelling claim that he was actually the infamous
John Wilkes Booth.”

— Rusty
Harding

 



 


 


“To my wife, Debra —
for her love

and infinite patience — this book

is lovingly dedicated . . .”

 



Chapter 1

 


All the world’s a stage

And all the men and women merely
players;

They have their exits and their
entrances,

And one man in his time plays many
parts . . .

—As You Like
It

Granbury, Texas -
September, 1876

The note was lodged between the
wall and a bottom corner of my message box, just beneath the
lacquered shingle that proclaimed, Finis Bates, Attorney, and in my
fatigue I nearly missed it.

“Come quick.” it read
tersely. “Mr. St. Helen is desperately ill, and he asks to see
you.”

The note was signed by Mrs.
Grady, the woman who ran the boardinghouse over on Pearl Street
where John St. Helen kept his lodgings. I reasoned she must have
sent it over by her youngest son, Billy, owing partly to the odd
locale—the highest an eight-year-old’s arms could reach, no
doubt—but mostly because I knew the dear widow rarely ventured out
on her own, especially if she had boarders in residence. For
someone whose very livelihood depended on a hostelry, she was an
incredibly mistrusting soul.

I had just returned to Granbury
after an arduous day in Glen Rose, where I had spent the entire day
in court. A client of mine, a cattleman from southern Somervell
County, had gotten himself into a rather nasty dispute with his
neighbor over grazing boundaries. Being a man of significant wealth
but disproportionate common sense—a not uncommon condition among
many of his ilk, I am grieved to say—he had elected to arbitrate
the matter with a Colt’s revolver. A fellow rancher had nearly
died, however, and it took all of my legal finagling to convince
the judge that the entire affair was merely an exaggerated
misunderstanding. Although he faced a two-year prison term, my
client escaped with only a five-hundred-dollar fine, a sentence for
which most rational men would have gleefully sung their lawyer’s
praises. But my reward was an immediate dismissal, along with a
vehement warning to avoid future sojourns into Somervell County,
especially if I wished to remain in decent health. Texas gratitude
truly knew no bounds.

I crumpled the note and wearily
tossed it aside, then started to go on in to a waiting and welcome
bed. But something suddenly made me stop. St. Helen was my friend,
and despite my exhaustion, I felt I should pay him at least a brief
call. I did not believe for a moment that he was deathly ill,
regardless of the note’s urgency, for there was hardly a man in
Granbury as robust and vigorous as John St. Helen. But it had been
several weeks since I had last seen him, and his company might at
least help to shake off the frustrated melancholy that had settled
over me like the journey’s dust.

I turned and trotted back down
the steps that led to the rooms, both office and lodgings, that I
kept above the Masonic Lodge there on Crockett Street. Granbury was
nearly deserted, that close to sundown, and I shared the courthouse
square with only a mongrel dog, a statue of General John Bell Hood,
and a jovially whistling Negro workman. The black was busy hauling
down the Lone Star flag, and I had to shake my head in genuine
bemusement. Here it was nearly two years after Reconstruction had
finally ended, and the Stars and Stripes had yet to make an
official appearance above Hood County’s brand-new stone edifice.
The county, named for the aforementioned Texas Brigade warrior
himself, teemed with Confederate veterans like a hound with fleas,
and there were still many who refused to believe the Confederacy
had truly died. I myself did not share their convictions, although,
while merely a transplant to Texas from my native Tennessee, I
fully understood the bitterness the war had left behind. Just like
the terrible wounds inflicted by gun and saber, certain scars would
never heal.

The Black Hawk Saloon, where John
St. Helen worked as a bartender, stood at the corner of Crockett
and Pearl, and I cast it a speculative glance as I passed by,
recalling the first time the two of us had met nearly four years
before. St. Helen had been a barkeep then, in fact, in his own
tavern down in Glen Rose, and it was his profession which actually
brought us together. St. Helen had bought a small saloon and dry
goods store from a former Confederate soldier, who had neglected to
tell the new owner that the whiskey and beer he profitably poured
had been served without a state license. When the Austin
authorities, Unionists all, finally caught the error, it was St.
Helen who faced the threatened penalties. He came to me as an
honest businessman, sincerely wanting to set the matter right.
There was only one stipulation. St. Helen was unwilling, and almost
vehemently so, to appear personally in a Yankee court of
law.

I suppose I knew from that moment
that there was something seriously wrong, some mysterious aspect of
John St. Helen’s past that he wanted desperately kept secret. Yet
in all honesty, I cared very little. In my profession, especially
during those terrible days of Reconstruction, I had yet to meet the
man who hadn’t had a skeleton or two hidden from the Unionists. The
war had turned even the most saintly of souls into scalawags and
misfits, at least from a Yankee perspective, and I knew better than
to try and open such painful wounds. Whatever John St. Helen had
done, or was running from, was his own affair. I was perfectly
willing to accept his terms, as well as his dubious behavior.
Especially as I truly came to know the man.

As I said before, St. Helen was a
robust individual, and he cut quite the dashing figure. He was at
least ten years my senior, in his late thirties, perhaps, with
coal-black hair, deep-set dark eyes, and a flowing mustache. He was
not overly-tall, but he was lean, and wiry. He walked with a
pronounced limp, favoring his left leg, but the impediment did not
detract from his bearing. He had a charismatic, almost theatrical
flair about him, very confident and poised, with a quick wit and
reckless charm that earned him an enviable favor with the ladies,
and made his tiny tavern one of the most popular establishments in
Glen Rose. He was well-educated, which was evident from his
articulate speech, but he often seemed quite lackadaisical when it
came to matters of business. He actually seemed more intent on
entertaining his clientele than slaking their thirst. More than
once I saw him leap upon his bar and render an ebullient, often
brilliant oration from Shakespeare, or a poem by Tennyson, and it
never seemed to bother him that his performance generally went
unappreciated by his tipsy patrons. He was generous to a fault,
flatly refusing to accept payment from any man who had worn the
Rebel gray, which was fully two-thirds of the county. I often
chided him that such benevolence would one day land him in the
poorhouse. Yet he never seemed to lack for money, despite the fact
that he lived in a squalid shack behind his tavern that would
easily have put a Negro to shame. He never said where he was from,
never once mentioned family or relatives, and, on those few
occasions when we spoke together of serious matters, never alluded
to any aspect of himself save for the present. But there were those
rare times, when I would stop in after a long day in court, that
John St. Helen would oddly let his guard down after several glasses
of brandy, and I thought I could perceive a look of bleak despair
gather within those piercing eyes. Here, I decided, was a man who
had obviously lost all that was near and dear to him, and for whom
sadness would undoubtedly remain a lifelong companion. I could not
help but feel a certain sorrow for him.

St. Helen had up and sold his
Glen Rose tavern, without explanation, and moved to Granbury about
a year or so later. A mutual friend, F.J. Gordon, alluded to the
fact that a young woman St. Helen was briefly involved with had
become engaged to a federal marshal. St. Helen left Somervell
County shortly before the wedding took place, whether out of fear
or sadness no one knew. It was just another of the man’s mysterious
quirks, which Gordon and I tactfully chose to ignore. Gordon, who
owned the Black Hawk Saloon, immediately offered St. Helen
employment in his own establishment, and all of Granbury had
welcomed the amiable barkeep with open arms. None more so than Mrs.
Grady, whose husband had fallen alongside the city’s namesake,
General Hiram Granbury, on some blood-drenched Tennessee
battlefield. I had never seen her so perky, nor as trusting, as
when the handsome St. Helen had taken up residence under her roof.
St. Helen himself seemed to develop an intimate, almost unique
affection for the widow. And yet, curiously, it wasn’t the least
romantic.

I actually saw very little of St.
Helen after his relocation, despite the fact that the Black Hawk
was only a stone’s throw from my door. My practice had grown
considerably since the Unionists had been thrown out of Austin.
Texas was finally beginning to recover from the carpetbaggers, and
my clients included wealthy railroad entrepreneurs as well as
penniless cowboys, in cases that ranged from mediation to murder.
In dismal truth, St. Helen soon became just another name in a
growing list of acquaintances. But then came Mrs. Grady’s frantic
note.

~

The sun had nearly set by the
time I reached the big Victorian house on Pearl Street. Lamps were
already beginning to flicker behind the curtained windows, and the
fading twilight cast shadows from the tall pecans over the long,
rambling front porch. I hurried up the front steps and turned the
bell key.

The widow Grady herself opened
the front door. Elmira Grady was an attractive woman of only
thirty-four, with auburn hair, sea-green eyes, and a buxom fullness
that was not entirely unpleasing to the observer. I might even have
been tempted to court her romantically myself, if it hadn’t been
for her three sons, undeniably the most reckless and malfeasant
brats in all of Hood County. Some of their milder exploits included
burglary and arson, yet the oldest was not quite twelve. How she
managed to keep her boarders was anyone’s guess, although I
surmised the boys knew better than to practice their perfidies at
home. More than once I had been called upon to rectify one or
another such rascality, and I began to seriously wonder as to
whether even my expertise might save them from an eventual trip to
the gallows. Not that I was entirely certain I would want
to.

I tugged off my dusty hat and
managed a weary bow. “Good evening, Mrs. Grady.”

The widow flashed a beaming Irish
smile. “Mr. Bates! I’m so glad you got my note. I was beginning to
think Billy might not have taken it round.”

“Now why would you
ever think something like that?” I asked with a smile of my own.
“Might I come in, Mrs. Grady?”

She stepped partly aside.
“Please. Let me take your things.”

I shrugged out of my coat and
glanced appraisingly around. She kept a clean and tidy house,
despite the resident demons. I smiled again. “Your note sounded
urgent.”

The look in her green eyes
suddenly turned anxious. “Oh, Mr. Bates, I fear it’s truly
dreadful! Mr. St. Helen is in a very bad way.”

Suddenly I began to feel
apprehensive, as though I should have taken the note far more
seriously. I pointed a finger toward the ceiling. “Is he
upstairs?”

“Yes. Dr. Ellis is
with him.” She shook her head, and I saw the tears begin to well.
“He’s been asking for you all afternoon, poor man. I do hope you’ve
come in time.”

“So do I,” I said
anxiously. “So do I.” I turned and headed quickly for the
stairs.

Dr. Bertram Ellis was coming out
of St. Helen’s room just as I reached the top. He nodded his bald
head politely, gently closing the door behind him. “Bates. I see
you finally made it.”

“I’ve been in Glen
Rose, Doctor Ellis. I would have come much sooner had I known.” I
glanced past him at the heavy oak door. “How is he?”

Dr. Ellis shrugged. “At death’s
door, if you ask him. He’s even asked me to send for a
priest.”

“A priest?” I stared
at him in puzzlement. “I didn’t know he was Catholic.”

“Apparently so.
Unfortunately, the closest Papist church is in Fort Worth. I’ll try
and send off a telegram, but I truly don’t think it’s that
serious.”

“What’s wrong with
him?”

“Fever. Could be the
ague, or possibly malaria. I asked him if he ever had it before,
but he’s not much for volunteering information.” He gave me a
frustrated scowl. “Perhaps you could manage to wheedle it out of
him.”

“I’ll try. He doesn’t
always tell me much, either.”

Ellis nodded curtly. “Well, in
any event, I gave him a dose of quinine and some laudanum. I’ll
know better as to the prognosis in the morning.” He set his leather
satchel on a small hall table and took out a bottle of clear
liquid. “Have Mrs. Grady give him a teaspoon of this every three
hours. I’ll be back to check on him first thing
tomorrow.”

“Can I go
in?”

He snatched up his bag and waved
it toward the door. “Please. You’re all he’s talked about since
I’ve been here.”

Ellis started down the stairs,
and I reached out and turned the brass knob on St. Helen’s
door.

John St. Helen was propped up in
bed, covered nearly to his chin with a heavy quilt despite the
evening’s balmy warmth. His dark hair was damp with sweat,
plastered in curly ringlets against his forehead, and his entire
face was pasty white. His eyes were closed as I entered, but they
fluttered open with the sharp click of the latch.

“Finis,” he smiled,
and he tried to sit up. “Come in, Finis, please! I knew you
wouldn’t abandon your old friend!”

I rushed to his side, waving my
hands frantically. “John, please! Don’t try to move. Just lie
still.” He had reached out with one hand, and I took it
immediately, blanching when I felt how cold and lifeless it seemed.
“By God, John, you’re as white as a ghost!”

He laughed at that, though
weakly. “Indeed. And I fear I shall be one quite soon.”

“Nonsense,” I said,
forcing a smile I did not feel. “Doctor Ellis says you’ll be just
fine.”

St. Helen laughed again, falling
back against his pillow. “A man of his calling could hardly say
otherwise, could he? No, Finis, I fear this malady has me done
for.” His hand squeezed against mine, but I felt little strength
behind it. “I’m just grateful that you were able to come in time.”
He nodded toward a chair next to the bed. “Sit down, Finis, please.
There’s something that I have to tell you.”

“I wish you would
save your strength, John,” I insisted as I took the seat. “Whatever
it is can wait until you’re feeling better.”

He shook his head slowly, and I
could see that same tired despair, as when we shared a drink,
settle within his eyes. “No, I’m afraid it can’t. Not anymore.
Finis, I want you to know you’re the only man I’ve ever been able
to trust since I came to Texas. I know I’ve acted the fool, made a
lot of people suspicious, but there was a reason. And you’re the
only person who never bothered to ask me what it was.”

“I never felt it was
any of my business,” I told him honestly. “Part of being a lawyer,
I suppose.”

“No. Part of being a
friend. You’re a good man, Finis Bates. I mean that.”

I squirmed in my seat, genuinely
embarrassed. St. Helen caught my chagrin and laughed once
more.

“Modesty hardly
becomes a man like you, Finis. Do me a favor, will you? Reach in
that drawer behind you and hand me that pouch.”

I turned around and opened the
chiffonier drawer he pointed to, passing over the leather bag that
lay inside. Curious, I watched as St. Helen tugged at the
drawstrings with trembling fingers. He reached in and pulled out a
small, silver-framed tintype, which he stared at, quietly, for
several pensive moments.

“This is a picture of
my brother, Eddie,” he said as he handed me the picture. “He lives
in New York.”

“His face is
familiar,” I mused as I frowned over the image. “Although I can’t
say why. I’ve never been to New York.”

“He’s an actor,” St.
Helen volunteered. “Quite talented, in fact. I want you to contact
him, after I’m gone. I want him to know that I was still alive, at
least for awhile.”

I looked up at him curiously.
“Still alive? You mean he thinks you’re dead?”

“Many people think
I’m dead. Which is why I am still alive.”

I had to shake my head. “John,
I’m sorry, but you have me thoroughly confused. What is this all
about?”

He turned to fix me with those
dark eyes. “Finis, I have to tell you something, but I want you to
promise me that it will never leave this room. Except for what you
tell Eddie, you can never say anything to anyone else. Do you swear
it?”

“I’m a lawyer, John,
not a clergyman. But I’ll keep your confidence as best I can. That
I do promise.”

“Fair enough,” he
sighed. He reached back into the pouch, then withdrew a second
photograph. It was a cardboard carte d’visite, wrinkled and torn,
showing a dark-haired, dashingly handsome young man poised
dramatically against a theatrical background. He held it out to me.
“Do you know who that is?”

“It looks very much
like you,” I said with a shrug. “Though much younger.”

“The fellow’s name is
on the back,” he said flatly.

I took the faded paper and
flipped it around. For several long moments, I could only gape at
the penciled words. Slowly, I lifted my disbelieving eyes to St.
Helen’s.

“The evil that men do
lives after them,” he said with a mournful smile. “Shakespeare,
dear Finis. The most consummate judge of the human character the
world has ever known.” He waved a weary hand toward the photograph.
“Yes, it is me. And I was much younger, then. And far more foolish.
That’s the secret, Finis, the one you’ve never tried to discern.
The one that I’ve never revealed to another living soul. You see, I
am not John St. Helen. My name, my real name, is John Wilkes Booth
. . .”

 



Chapter
2

 


Finish, good lady, the bright day
is done,

And we are done for the
dark.

— Antony and
Cleopatra

Washington, D.C. -
April, 1865

It was over, finished, the entire
Cause was lost. I stood at the window of my room, there in the
National Hotel, and I watched as the world came to an insidious
end.

Word of Lee’s surrender had
roared through Washington City on demon’s wings, and the mad fools
below had wasted no time in celebrating. Men, women, and even
children filled the square at Sixth and Pennsylvania, leaping and
dancing about like lunatics loosed from an asylum. And the Negroes
were among them, of course. The black monkeys congregated on every
corner and chittered Lincoln’s filthy name, over and over again,
until it sounded for all the world like the call of some garrulous
bird. Somewhere a band played, adding to the hideous din, and the
fools even launched fireworks over the Capitol dome. As I watched,
a single rocket broke away from its normal trajectory, hissing
through the night sky until it exploded almost directly above the
monster’s den known as the White House. I found myself wishing, as
the shower of brilliant sparks slowly settled around Old Abe, that
they might really have been Confederate shells. The Original
Gorilla was undoubtedly sharing the same sight, with a smile of
triumph, no doubt, and the very thought, of his ugly, grinning
face, made the humiliation that much worse. I threw the window shut
and slammed my fist against the sill, and for the first time in my
life I truly understood the Mad Dane’s terrible anguish. Oh, that
this too, too solid flesh would melt....

“Johnny, are you all
right?”

The girl’s voice startled me, and
I nearly leapt out of my skin. “Oh, yes, I’m quite fine, Prudy,” I
snarled over my shoulder. “I’m merely watching the world go to
hell.”

She laughed at that—laughed—as
though it were actually funny. “Oh, Johnny, really . . .” I heard
her slip out of bed and pad across the wooden floor, then I felt
her soft, naked breasts press warmly against my back. “Don’t be
like that, not tonight.” Her hands slipped around my waist and
began a slow descent. “Please?”

I nudged her away, somewhat
roughly. “Prudy, go away. I’m not in the mood anymore.”

“Really?” She pressed
against me once again, and I felt the flick of her tongue across my
shoulder. “You certainly were earlier, Johnny sweet. Perhaps I can
change your mind?”

I started to push her away again,
but for some reason, I decided to leave her hands to their skillful
wandering. Despite my melancholia, I could not easily turn her
away. Prudy was, without question, a delightful little tart.
Prudence Elizabeth Carlysle, a nubile, green-eyed blond nymph, from
one of the more genteel families of Baltimore. Or perhaps it was
Annapolis. I couldn’t remember. She was a most intriguing young
woman, no stranger to Washington’s most elite social circles. Or
it’s most prominent bedrooms. Yet she was barely twenty-two years
old. She fancied herself an actress, and currently had a bit part
in Our American Cousin, Laura Keene’s pet project that had been
playing down at Ford’s for what seemed like a millennium. That was
where I had met her, back in far better days. Prudy had indeed
displayed a modicum of talent, those few times I had seen her act.
But by far and away, her best performances were in bed. On that
stage, Prudence Carlysle had absolutely no peer.

She had shown up at my door
shortly after sunset, drunk with champagne and wanting a tumble. I
was hardly in the amorous mood, having just returned from a
turbulent visit with my brother Edwin in Boston, only to learn that
the South had fallen. My first inclination was to send her packing,
and then to drown myself in a dozen bottles of brandy. But Prudy
was impossible to resist, especially as she’d been virtually naked
beneath her cloak, and I had obliged her, though more as a means to
vent my frustrated rage than to satiate desire. Not that it
mattered one whit to my little actress.

Her fingers now played a
particularly impressive role. “There now,” she whispered against my
neck. “Doesn’t that feel good, Johnny sweet? Tell me, can your
beloved Bessie do that?”

For several luxurious moments, I
forgot what was occurring beyond the window. “My beloved Bessie,” I
managed to sigh, “hasn’t the slightest knowledge of such wicked
diversions.”

Prudy giggled mischievously. “But
Johnny, she’s your fiancee.”

It was my turn to laugh. “Our
betrothal is slightly more show than substance, my dear. Unlike
yours, Bessie’s virtue proved a far more formidable bastion to my
usual assaults. Even my poetry was ineffective.”

“So you proposed
marriage instead?” Prudy’s laughter became nearly uncontrollable.
“How delicious! But what about Senator Hale? Won’t he be furious
when he learns his daughter’s precious innocence has been betrayed?
And by the lecherous Johnny Booth, no less?”

“I hardly think he’ll
even notice. The drunken sot can barely remember his own name, half
the time. Besides, he’s been appointed ambassador to Spain. He’s
leaving in June, and Bessie’s agreed to go with him, at least for a
few months. We’ve agreed to postpone any firm commitment till after
she’s returned.”

“And by then you’ll
be conveniently on theatrical tour,” Prudy concluded, once more
plying her wondrous dexterity. “Oh, Johnny, how wonderfully devious
you are!” She kissed the back of my neck, then traced a curious
finger along a rough, raised line of flesh beneath my ear. “Tell
me, Johnny sweet, did you really get this scar in a duel over a
lady’s honor?”

I glanced back at her, feigning
an indignant scowl. “You find that difficult to
believe?”

“I do,” she said
sweetly. “The ladies you know have no honor. Not for long, that
is.”

“Ah, but they lose it
ever so gratefully,” I laughed, turning around to pull her close. I
slipped my hands around her exquisite buttocks. “Just as you did,
Prudy dear.”

She gave me an impish grin,
through a tangled cascade of long blonde hair. “I’m afraid that
wasn’t your conquest, Johnny sweet. So how did you get the
scar?”

I shrugged. “Alas, just a lowly
carbuncle. The surgeon’s incision opened during a play, when I was
grappling with Charlotte Cushman. But a lady was involved, so I
suppose you could say it’s half true.”

“I wouldn’t care if
it was a lie,” Prudy sighed. She laid her head against my chest. “I
wouldn’t care if everything you said were all lies, Johnny Booth.
I’d still love you as much as I do now.”

I pushed her to arm’s length,
frowning at her sharply. “Prudy, don’t—”

“Ooh!” Prudy suddenly
squealed with delight, as another skyrocket exploded, bathing the
room, and our naked bodies, in a garish red light. “Fireworks! I
love fireworks! Don’t you love fireworks, Johnny?”

It was then that my depression,
as well as my anger, returned with a vengeance. “I’d prefer them to
be Confederate carronades!”

“Honestly, Johnny!”
Prudy pulled away to slap irritably at my shoulder. “What’s wrong
with you? I’d think you could at least be happy tonight, of all
nights. After all, the war is over.”

“It isn’t over, it’s
lost!” There was a bottle of Napolean brandy, my favorite comfort
and balm, on the table near the bed. I swiftly snatched it up and
pulled the cork, then drained a third of the contents in a single
furious gulp. “Everything I ever believed in is lost. Though I
suppose a brainless little whore like yourself couldn’t possibly
understand that.”

Her lithe body stiffened in the
dim light. “I’m not a whore,” she said finally, in a very small,
very quavering voice. “And I’m not brainless, either. You shouldn’t
say things like that, Johnny.” She turned up a lamp on the table,
and I caught the glimmer of a tear in her eye as she started to get
dressed. “I know where your sympathies lie. All of Washington knows
it, for God’s sake! It just seems to me you’d take heart in the
fact that the killing is finally over.”

I glared at her contemptuously.
“What would you know about it, Prudy? What would you know about
killing and war, or a cause you’ve devoted your entire life
to?”

“Cause?” Prudy worked
angry fingers at the buttons of her lace camisole, pausing long
enough to cast me a cold, sardonic scowl. “What cause are you
referring to, Johnny? The only cause you’ve ever been devoted to
was your own vanity. And God help whatever man, woman, or country
that ever stood in the way of that noble effort!”

Something inside of me seemed to
explode, just like one of those damnable skyrockets. I stepped
forward and slapped her, hard, and she fell back across the bed
with a horrified yelp.

I stood over her with my hands
clenched in trembling fists. “You contemptible little bitch! Who
the hell do you think you are? Don’t ever presume you know me! No
one knows John Wilkes Booth! No one!”

She rubbed at her face, finally
losing the struggle to hold back tears. “You had no right to hit
me, Johnny.”

Seething, I slowly moved towards
her. “Oh, I’ll do more than just hit you, Prudy dear. I’ll make
goddamned certain you never forget a single word I
said!”

There was an almost animal terror
on her face as I fell on top of her, and indeed, she fought me like
a lynx in a trap. But I was far too strong, and the noise from
outside more than sufficient to muffle her screams. I had never
taken a woman by force, not like that, and I suppose there was a
part of me that cringed in shame even as I raped her. But it was
almost as if Prudy herself did not exist. I was aware of her
piteous cries, I felt her desperate struggles beneath me, yet it
was more as though she had somehow become the very embodiment of
everything I hated, and feared. Her words, which still rang in my
ears despite the thunderous explosions outside, had come far too
close to the truth. A truth which I could not bring myself to
admit.

How long I assailed her I don’t
remember, but it was only after she went completely limp beneath me
that I finally pulled away. I stumbled away from the bed, covering
my face with my hands at the sight of my depravity. “Oh, Christ!
Prudy, I don’t . . . I can’t . . . Jesus, what have I
done?”

Prudy rolled over, twisting and
groaning in pain. “Oh, God, Johnny, you hurt me so bad!” Her voice
was muffled by a pillow, but there was no mistaking her anguish.
“Why did you hurt me so bad?”

I staggered to the window,
staring down numbly at the crowd of cretins who, if anything, had
doubled in size and gaiety since the night began. The sound of
their laughter mingled with Prudy’s terrible sobs, and I couldn’t
stand it. Not any longer. A drawer in the table held a LeMat
revolver, and I tugged it open, staring wistfully down at the cold
blue steel as if greeting a welcome friend. I reached out for it,
fully intending to put it against my temple, but my hand suddenly
pulled away before my fingers could even brush the ivory grips. I
fell back against the wall, shivering in rage and despair. Lost.
Everything, including my own nerve, was lost forever....

“Get out, Johnny,”
Prudy suddenly said. “I don’t ever want to see you
again!”

I turned around, sighing. “Prudy,
please, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean—”

“Get out!” she hissed
again. She sat up, anxiously fumbling for a beaded handbag that sat
on the little stand next to the bed. A small, gleaming object
suddenly appeared in one hand, and I found myself staring into the
tiny black eye of a derringer. “I’ll kill you, Johnny,” she snarled
above the gun. “So help me God I will!”

Slowly, I stepped towards her.
The gun never wavered, nor did the murderous look of hatred that
twisted Prudy’s angelic face. “Go ahead, Prudy,” I said ruefully.
“Shoot me.” My eyes locked with hers, and I tapped at my forehead.
“Right here.”

She hesitated, beautiful lips
quivering in silent, tearful fury as her knuckles went white around
the gun. I leaned forward, nearly in tears myself.

“What are you waiting
for?” I grabbed her arm, pressing the gun against my head. “Kill
me, goddamn it! I can’t do it myself! For God’s sake, Prudy, I have
nothing left to live for! Please,” I begged pleadingly. “Kill me .
. .”

I heard the hammer click; a
glorious, magnificent sound. Arms against a sea of troubles. I drew
in my breath, closing my eyes gratefully as I braced myself for the
shot.

It never came.

“I can’t,” Prudy
sobbed. I opened my eyes to see her lying back against the
headboard, staring at me with eyes that burned with both sorrow and
betrayal. She tossed the gun into the rumpled bedclothes. “I hate
you with all my soul, Johnny Booth, but I love you just as much.
Just go away and leave me alone.”

I picked up the gun, staring
bleakly at the ugly, blunt lines and tarnished steel. “Thus
conscience doth make cowards of us all.”

“What did you
say?”

I shook my head slowly, handing
back the gun. “Nothing.”

Prudy waved it away angrily.
“Keep it, Johnny. Who knows? Maybe you’ll find the courage to use
it on yourself.”

A mutual wish, I wanted
desperately to say. But I kept my dismal silence, picking up my
waistcoat to shove the derringer into a pocket. “You can stay here
if you want, Prudy,” I said as I started to get dressed. “I’ll take
a room at the Kirkwood.”

She looked away, but I caught the
painful wince. “Please, Johnny, spare me your hollow pity. I want
nothing more from you, ever. I’ll be gone before morning. I just
need to rest awhile.” She curled up on the bed and started to cry
again, this time more softly.

I stared at her silently, unable
to find words that matched my tumultuous emotions, then shrugged
into my coat, turned down the lamp, and started to
leave.

“Someday you won’t be
so lucky, Johnny,” Prudy called out suddenly. “Someday someone will
actually have the nerve to kill you.”

My hand paused on the latch. “I
have no doubts you are right, Prudy. But I truly wish to God it
might have been you. You would have been doing us both a
favor.”

I opened the door and stepped
out, leaving her to cry in the dark.

 



Chapter
3

 


Of comfort no man
speak;

Let us talk of graves, of worms,
and epitaphs . . .

— Richard
II

I made my way out of the National
by way of the back stairs, hoping to avoid the teeming madness on
Sixth Street. The alley behind the hotel reeked of urine and all
manner of offal, but in truth I did not care. The foul stench
matched my mood. My head still rang with Prudy’s sobs, and I could
not erase the wretched sight of her lying so helplessly on my bed.
It was not within me to behave so cruelly, so wantonly, yet I had
done so without thought or care. But much about me was suddenly no
longer familiar.

There were but a few drunks and
merrymakers in the alleys as I hurried through the balmy night.
Most were too deeply immersed in their cups to notice me, although
I was wearing my best silk coat and diamond stickpin, and surely
presented a tempting sight to any ruffian. But my visage, within
the dim lantern light that filtered from nearby windows, must have
been equally portentous, for, while one or two burly fellows did
stumble in my direction, they just as swiftly reeled away when I
coldly met their bloodshot eyes. And the sight of a bone-handled
dagger, which I always kept sheathed beneath my cloak, undoubtedly
assisted in the persuasion.

But the alleys could not mute the
night’s bacchanal air, and I found myself thinking, as I trudged
through the muck, how much Edwin would have enjoyed these
festivities. He was a staunch Unionist, my brother, and our parting
words, as I’d left him in Boston only a few days before, had not
been the least pleasant. The war had been the sole issue that held
the two of us so fiercely at odds. Yet it seemed almost preordained
that such division would exist, given the very nature of our
locales. Edwin was the toast of Broadway, the darling of the North,
while I was more popular in the South. And our older brother, and
our father’s namesake, Junius, held sway over his own audiences in
the far western realm of San Francisco. It was said, and not
without some veracity, that the Booth brothers were as diverse as
America itself.

Edwin and I had tried to put our
political differences aside, and had even appeared together, along
with Junius, in a benefit production of Julius Caesar less than
five months before in New York City. But that selfsame night, as
Edwin’s Brutus was denounced by my Antony, a band of Confederate
loyalists set a series of fires across Manhattan. Backstage, I had
praised their heroic efforts, angrily reminding Edwin of the
conflagrations that had consumed Atlanta and the Shenandoah Valley.
But, as was usual, my brother had only contempt for all things
Southern. Even Junius, who proudly boasted of his affiliation with
the San Francisco Vigilance Committee, had voiced his fervent hope
that the saboteurs might be hanged. Critically, our performance
that night was considered a triumph. Privately, I could not wait to
return south. And I doubted sincerely that the Booth brothers would
ever perform together again.

I stepped out of the alley at E
Street, and for a moment or two stood pondering my next course. A
group of Negro soldiers huddled on the corner, glibly warbling some
insipid tune about “freedom” and “Moses”, and I had to look
fumingly away. The sight of those jackanapes in that uniform was
enough to make my blood boil. I hurried across the street, ignoring
a teamster’s angry curse as I raced in front of his team. It was
much more preferable, as far as I was concerned, to be run down by
a beer wagon than face such a damnable disgrace.

I thought about heading north, to
H Street and Widow Surratt’s, then swiftly, and dejectedly, thought
the better of it. I wasn’t up to facing John and the others
tonight, kindred spirits though they were. Whatever schemes we
might have fashioned, no matter how bold or decisive, were
absolutely futile now. And it did no good to dwell on what could
never be. Cursing under my breath, I turned and headed
west.

Chris Made’s Grand Saloon, at the
corner of Tenth and E, was alive with light and sound. Yet I passed
on by, scowling at the raucous laughter, and a few steps later,
found myself outside of Volkner’s. The sounds that emanated from
within were far more subdued, so I took a chance and slipped
inside.

Volkner’s was what the fine
ladies of Washington society sneeringly referred to as lowbrow;
meaning that it was frequented by the common working man. It was
run by the widow of its original owner, Hans Volkner, who had tied
on her husband’s stained apron when Hans died of smallpox barely a
year after arriving in America. Unlike the Grand, where one was apt
to find gold-braided military officers and silk-suited Congressmen,
Widow Volkner’s clientele were far less dignified, and included
mechanics, teamsters, stagehands, and other such nefarious
riffraff. Yet I found myself far more relaxed and lethargic within
its filthy, tar-papered walls than among the polished brass and
red-carpeted finery of the Grand. It was, at least to my way of
thinking, the same sort of retreat my father would have sought for
himself. Junius Brutus Booth had been a man of the streets, rising
from the very gutters of London to become the most popular actor in
both England and America. Yet he never once forgot his origins.
These selfsame commoners, lowbrows, and castoffs had been his
people, and now they were mine.

Volkner’s atmosphere was as
sullen as the smoky lantern light that barely illuminated the
cramped interior. Many of the widow’s patrons were Southern
sympathizers, another reason I found solace within, and like
myself, they had very little reason for rejoicing this bitter
night. A handful of Union soldiers, cavalrymen, by their muddy
boots, raised their glasses in chortling toasts in a dim corner.
But the vast majority of customers, hunched over rickety tables or
huddled around the dilapidated bar, kept their conversations to a
glum murmur.

A few looked up as I entered, and
I suddenly heard my name called eagerly.

“Johnny!”

“Wilkes Booth, you
rascal! Where the hell have you been?”

“Come on in, John!
Come drown your sorrows with us!”

I waved my walking stick in a
weary acknowledgment. “Greetings to you all, gentlemen.” I flicked
a wary glance towards the Yankee horsemen. “Though I wish they
might be given under more joyous circumstances.” I walked up to the
bar and tossed several coins on the gouged and warped oak surface.
“A bottle of your best, Carl. Let me know when that runs out, and
I’ll happily replace it.”

Carl Gustav, Hannah Volkner’s
brother and sometimes barkeep, scooped up the money in a huge hand
and loosed a beer-scented guffaw. He flashed a broken-toothed smile
beneath his bushy mustache. “Don’t you worry, Mr. Booth. I don’t
let you go thirsty.” He reached under the bar and set a bottle of
brandy before me. True to form, he offered no glass.

“Where is Widow
Volkner tonight?” I asked as I pulled the cork.

Carl pointed over his bald head.
“Upstairs. I tell her you’re here, Mr. Booth.”

I shook my head quickly. “Don’t
disturb her. I’m afraid I’m not fit company tonight.” I turned and
headed towards an empty table in a far corner.

“Say, Wilkes,”
someone called. “How about a verse?”

Several others echoed the
request, but I waved them off. “Gentlemen, please, not tonight.
Normally I would love to accommodate you, but I’m simply not in the
mood.” I studied each face somberly. “Surely you can
understand.”

“Just one verse, Mr.
Booth?” A thin young man, whom I knew to be a prompter over at
Grover’s Theater, as well as a fellow Southerner, touched me gently
on the shoulder. “Please?”

I started to object, then caught
the dismal glimmer in his dark eyes, undoubtedly a twin to my own.
“All right,” I nodded at length. “But just one.”

The barroom went silent, as every
man’s eye turned towards me. Even the soldiers were watching with
curious frowns. I drew in my breath and lifted my gaze to the
soot-stained rafters.

“Come not, when I am
dead,

To shed thy tears around my
head,

Let the wind weep, and the plover
cry,

But thou, oh fool man, pass by .
. .”

I lowered my eyes to the
cheerless stares around me. “Tennyson,” I smiled, slowly raising
the bottle. “To the Confederacy, dear friends. God grant she may
never be forgotten.”

“To the Confederacy!”
several toasted mournfully. The cavalrymen glanced angrily at one
another, then at me, but apparently felt themselves sufficiently
outnumbered. They swiftly drained their glasses and hurried
out.

I continued on through the bar,
nodding quietly at the countless backslaps and mumbled compliments.
I sat down at the little table, with my back to the wall, and
gulped down what I hoped would be the first of many welcome swigs.
Something gouged against my hip, as I leaned back in the chair, and
I dug through my coat pocket and pulled out the little derringer I
had taken from Prudy.

It was an odd-looking little gun.
A Brown, according to the letters etched under the barrel, though I
had never heard of that particular gunsmith. The two-inch barrel
swiveled sideways, when I pressed a tiny lever, revealing a single
brass cartridge in the breech. I tugged out the bullet, frowning
over the lead projectile which, only a short while before, I had
wanted so desperately put through my skull. It was not yet too
late, I sighed to myself. I reloaded the gun, then held it cradled
in both hands, lost in a sea of anxious and troubled
thoughts.

“Planning to kill
someone, Johnny?”

I snapped out of my reverie,
glancing up to meet the smiling but wary eyes of the Widow
Volkner.

“Not really.” I
forced my own smile as I quickly pocketed the gun. “No one of
importance, anyway.”

“Good,” she nodded.
“Too much killing already, ja?” She waved at one of the chairs.
“Mind if I sit down?”

I stood up, offering my most
gracious bow. “I insist upon it, Widow Volkner.”

She laughed as she settled into a
rickety chair. “Ach, Widow Volkner, is it? Mein Gott, Johnny, I am
not old lady!” She studied me silently, appraisingly. “Not that
old, anyway.”

I had to laugh. Hannah Volkner
was nearly fifty, but in truth, she was still quite comely for her
age. Her hair was the color of woven flax, with more than a trace
of silver, but she always wore it braided, in the fashion of her
native Bavaria. Her eyes were dark blue, and her full mouth had but
a few unsightly wrinkles tugging at the sides. Her figure was not
quite so youthful, confined as it was beneath a tight corset and a
heavy green muslin dress, yet I could not help but believe Hannah
had been a most desirable woman merely a few short years before.
And, much to my own surprise, I found myself wondering what it
might have been like to bed her, given that she was nearly twice my
age. I had tumbled with a number of women, to be certain, but none
beyond the age of forty. But it was still most
provocative.

Hannah must have caught the
speculative gleam in my eye, for I saw her blush slightly and turn
her eyes away. “You don’t come here so much anymore, Johnny,” she
said quickly. “Not since last month, ja?”

“I’ve been away,” I
shrugged, taking another deep drink. “I had to travel north for a
few weeks, on business.”

Her indigo eyes widened eagerly.
“You are in a play, ja? The Marble Heart, maybe?” She gave me a
broad, genuinely adoring smile. “That one is my favorite, Johnny.
You are so good in that one.” She put her hand against her ample
bosom, and I actually saw tears begin to well. “When you carve the
statues, and they come to life, it is so beautiful it nearly breaks
my heart!”

“No, I wasn’t in a
play, Hannah. To be honest, I haven’t been on the stage for some
time now. I was visiting my brother Edwin. And I have some money
invested in oil leases, in Pennsylvania and Canada.”

She frowned at me in
bewilderment. “Oil? What you want with oil, Johnny? You are an
actor, ja? You belong on the stage.” She slipped a warm hand over
mine. “So tell me, when does Hannah come to see you act
again?”

This time it was my turn to look
away. “I don’t know, Hannah. I truly don’t. I’ve had trouble with
bronchitis this past winter. My stage voice isn’t what it should
be. I’ve been hoping the time I’ve spent away from the theater
might have helped, but I seem to stay hoarse almost constantly.” I
gave her a reassuring wink. “Perhaps in another month or so I’ll be
back in top form.”

“You will invite
Hannah to your performance, ja?”

“I promise you’ll
have a front row seat.”

“Good!” She squeezed
my hand affectionately and stood up. “I must go back upstairs,
Johnny. I have ledgers to balance, ja? Carl tells me you are here,
but I can only say hello.” She bent down and gave me a gentle,
motherly, yet somehow, extremely enticing kiss. “Perhaps you come
back sometime later, ja?”

I smiled up at her.
“Perhaps.”

She turned and quickly
disappeared through a narrow doorway near the bar. I stared after
her for a moment, frowning speculatively to myself, then quickly
shook my head in chagrin and turned my attention back to my rapidly
emptying bottle. I waved at Carl, who nodded when I tapped the
amber glass. That’s when I noticed the tall, bearded man who stood
at the bar, staring directly at me with a look of unbridled
contempt. He wore a dark suit of a rather common cut, but there was
something about his bearing, like the squared shoulders and
coiled-spring stance, that suggested he usually wore a uniform. A
blue uniform.

I held his cold stare for several
moments, breaking with his dark eyes only when Carl brought me
another bottle. Yet they were waiting when I glanced back, with the
same stark, malevolent glare. I began to feel exceedingly unnerved.
He hadn’t been in Volkner’s when I had arrived, and I hadn’t seen
him come in. Nor did I have the slightest idea as to who he might
have been. He held a drink in his left hand, while the right rested
against his hip, just inches away from a Colt revolver tucked into
his trousers. He saw me glance at the gun and he smiled; a thin,
evil little curl of his lips beneath the thick beard. I took
another pull at the brandy and swiftly, anxiously, forced my gaze
away.

The front door banged open
suddenly, and a very stout, very drunk little man reeled into the
barroom, waving a miniature Union flag with tremendous
glee.

“God bless America!”
he shouted jubilantly. “God bless President Lincoln!”

Several men fairly leaped out of
their chairs, swiftly surrounding the drunken fool like a pack of
snarling wolves. He fought at them, thoroughly confused, flailing
his thick arms and screeching wildly. They had nearly forced him to
the door by the time I made it across the room.

“Let him go!” I
shouted above the din. I pulled two of the attackers away, then
brandished my cane at the rest. “Let him go, damn it!”

They gaped at me in confusion,
but they let go the drunk.

“But Mr. Booth,” the
young prompter from Grover’s pleaded. “Didn’t you hear what he
said?”

“I heard,” I said
curtly. “But we are Southern gentlemen, not Yankee hooligans.” I
turned to the fat man, who was indignantly brushing himself off,
glaring about through bloodshot and totally befuddled eyes. “Sir,”
I said to him calmly, “that name is neither mentioned nor welcomed
in this establishment.”

“Wha...?” He tried,
unsuccessfully, to focus his angry stare on me. “What are you
talking about? What name?”

I forced myself to hiss the word.
“Lincoln.”

He started at that, mouth falling
agape. “But . . . but, he’s our president, for God’s
sake!”

“He may be your
president, but he is most assuredly not mine. I have no use
whatsoever for the likes of King Abraham.” I waved the cane towards
the door. “Please take your exuberance elsewhere.”

He finally understood what was
occurring. “Copperheads,” he snarled furiously. “Goddamn treasonous
copperheads!” He shook a pudgy finger at the glowering faces that
surrounded him. “They ought to hang the lot of you
bastards!”

I gave him a mocking smile. “Be
that as it may, the fact remains that you are still unwanted here.
And a man of your considerable bulk shouldn’t tarry where he isn’t
wanted.” I nodded at the others. “I can’t promise how long I might
be able to restrain my companions.”

He stumbled forward, frowning
curiously as he studied my face. “Say, don’t I know you? Where have
I seen you before?”

I drew myself up, proudly. “My
name is John Wilkes Booth.”

“Booth? The actor?
Son of a bitch!” He shook his head in open disgust. “I never would
have taken you for a traitor!” He reached down and picked up his
fallen flag, then headed for the door. He stopped, suddenly,
turning to spit on the floor. “That’s what I think of you secesh
bastards! I hope they hang Jeff Davis! And Bobby Lee!” The door
slammed sharply behind him.

“You should’ve let us
have him, Mr. Booth,” the young prompter said bitterly. “We’d’ve
taught him a thing or two about the South.”

I shook my head. “The fat slob
wasn’t worth it. No Yankee’s worth it.” I suddenly thought about
the bearded man, and I glanced around the barroom quickly. He was
nowhere in sight. I looked at Carl Gustav. “Carl, what happened to
that tall fellow, the one who was standing by the bar?”

“He leave out the
back,” the barkeep replied, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. “You
know him, Mr. Booth?”

“No. I never saw him
before.”

“He knew you,” Carl
insisted. “Said to tell you he’d see you again, and for you to say
hello to Mr. Surratt and Mr. Paine. You know those names, Mr.
Booth? Mr. Booth...?”

“What?” I suddenly
regained my composure. “Ah, yes, yes of course! His name must have
slipped my mind for a moment. I remember who he is, now.” I dug
into my pockets, trying to force my hands to stop their desperate
trembling. I peeled off several notes from a thick wad of currency,
flashing my broadest smile to the barroom. “Gentlemen, I’m afraid
I’m too fatigued to linger with you any longer. But please, enjoy
what little comfort you might on Wilkes Booth.”

There was a chorus of gratitude
as I threw the money on the bar and hurriedly made my way to the
door.

“How about another
verse, John?”

I stopped, turning to shake my
head. “No, gentlemen, no more verses.” I smiled my good-byes and
swiftly stepped outside, where I barely managed to stumble into a
nearby alley before I was violently sick.

I pressed my hands against a
nearby wall for support, shivering in a night that was not cold.
“No more verses,” I heard myself rasp. “No more life . .
.
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O conspiracy,

Shan’st thou show thy dangerous
brow by night,

When evils are most
free.

— Julius
Caesar

I do not remember how I returned
to the National. I may have run the entire distance, for when I
finally snapped out of my terrified daze, my heart was racing and
my head fairly pounding with pain, and I found myself leaning
against one of the tall stone columns that graced the hotel’s front
entrance. The night’s wretched hoopla had not decreased, yet only a
few curious heads bothered to turn in my direction. To them I was
but another drunken reveler, and for once in my life, I was
actually grateful for the anonymity. Had anyone bothered to peer
more closely into my face, pressed ever so tightly against the cold
granite, they would have seen the mortal fear that was surely
etched there.

I had to leave Washington City,
perhaps even America itself, this very night. Whoever the tall
stranger had been, whatever his vile intent in Volkner’s, he had
known of names that were best left unknown, at least among those
who were not allies. And in that knowledge was sealed my very doom.
I had not the slightest idea where to run, save to Canada, where I
knew several loyal Confederates who had already found refuge. Or
perhaps to my father’s homeland, once valiantly dedicated to our
noble Cause. But in truth, it did not overly matter. I no longer
had a country, and that which might lay claim to me now offered
only a hangman’s noose. A noose I could actually feel tightening
with every gasping breath.

I summoned up what courage I
could and hurried inside the hotel, ignoring the startled gape of
the red-coated doorman when he recognized the staggering derelict.
The huge, ornate lobby was ablaze with light, and gay music wafted
through the open doors of the nearby ballroom. Yet my troubled
thoughts were hardly focused on the silk suits and ruffled taffeta
that whirled within, nor on the anxious face of young Merrick, the
desk clerk, who waved at me quite ardently as I started up the
carpeted stairs. He may have even called my name, but I could hear
only my own heartbeat, and, oddly enough, the desperate words from
the Scottish Play that my father was always loathe to perform. Let
us not be dainty about leave-taking, but whift away . .
.

I fumbled in my pockets for the
key, as I rounded the second-floor landing. But as I approached
room 228, I suddenly noticed that the door was slightly ajar. I
slipped my right hand into my coat pocket, closing a nervous hand
around the tiny derringer, then used my cane to slowly, warily,
push in the door. All was black within the room, and the dim light
from the corridor lamps revealed a small, motionless silhouette
perched upon the bed.

“Prudy,” I smiled,
with a genuine sigh of relief. “I’m so glad you decided
to—”

The fist caught me full in the
stomach, and I doubled over in horrific pain, just as another iron
blow hammered down on the back of my neck and sent me gasping to
the floor. I heard the door slam shut, as a heavy boot swiftly
pressed down on my left wrist, and I felt the walking stick kicked
from my grasp. A pair of none-too-gentle hands yanked my right hand
away from my side and quickly rummaged through my clothes. I could
not speak, so great was the agony, and the only light I could
perceive were the flashing stars of pain that danced before my
terrified eyes.

“He has a pistol,” I
heard a deep voice rumble above me. “And this dagger.”

“Throw them on the
bed,” another man snarled. “Make certain that’s all he’s
carrying.”

I felt my pockets turned
inside-out. “Nothing else, save for his money.” There was a low,
grudging whistle. “Hardly destitute, is he?”

“Of course not,” a
third voice suddenly joined in, and the tone was almost jovial.
“Mr. Booth is a man of considerable means. I understand he earns
nearly twenty thousand dollars per year. More than the
vice-president, in fact. Please lift him to his feet,
gentlemen.”

Twin pairs of hands hauled me up
from the carpet and held me in a vise-like grip. I shook my head to
try and clear away the foggy pain, then peered through the darkness
at the blurry shadow that slowly detached itself from the bed and
crossed the room. A match suddenly flared; a brilliant flash that
caused me to blink, and then the kerosene lamp on the table was
turned up.

“Who . . . who are
you?” I managed to rasp. “What are you doing here?”

The flickering light revealed a
short, pudgy, middle-aged man with thinning dark hair, gold-rimmed
spectacles, and thick, flowing chin whiskers streaked with gray. He
studied me, quite intently, peering over the top of his glasses.
“Don’t you know who I am, Mr. Booth?”

In truth, he did look familiar,
but I was in no condition to remember his name. I forced a
contemptuous smile, summoning a bravado that I most assuredly did
not feel. “Judging from the cut of your suit, I’d say you were a
goddamned Yankee bureaucrat.”

My right arm was suddenly,
painfully, twisted behind my back. “Rebel pig!” a voice hissed in
my ear. “You watch your mouth!”

“Enough, lieutenant.”
The pudgy man held up a small hand, shaking his head rapidly.
“There’s no need for violence. Mr. Booth’s insults are of little
consequence. Please find him a chair, if you would. We may be here
for some time, and I don’t wish him to think us
inhospitable.”

My captors tugged me backwards
and pushed me down into an armchair.

“Shall we bind him,
sir?” one of them asked.

The pudgy man shook his head
again. “He’s not going anywhere, gentlemen. You can let go of
him.”

The two men released my arms and
stepped cautiously away from the chair. I turned to glare at both.
One was of medium height, with curly dark hair and a thin mustache.
He wore the dark blue uniform of an infantry colonel, along with a
holstered revolver, which he drew now and leveled at me as he took
a wary stance by the door. I slid a contemptuous scowl from him to
the second man, and suddenly started.

It was the tall bastard from
Volkner’s.

“You!” I rasped,
rising out of the chair. His pistol was in my face before I could
straighten up.

“Please sit down, Mr.
Booth,” the pudgy man sighed. “It is in your best interest to
remain completely calm.”

I dropped back into the chair,
but my eyes never left the tall man, who only grinned malevolently
at me above the gun. I forced my glare back to the pudgy man. “Will
someone please tell me what the hell this is all about?”

“Allow me to
introduce my associates. The gentleman in uniform is Colonel
Lafayette Baker, chief of detectives for the United States’ Secret
Service. This other gentleman, whom you’ve undoubtedly seen before,
is Lieutenant Luther Baker, the colonel’s cousin.”

I had to swallow the burning bile
in my throat. “And you are...?”

“My name is Edwin
Stanton, Mr. Booth. United States’ Secretary of War.”

“Jesus Almighty
Christ . . .” I felt the breath leave my body in a single tremulous
gasp. Edwin Stanton, Abraham Lincoln’s iron right fist. Imprisoner,
inquisitor, and usurper of Constitutional rights. A man who was
hated by every southern loyalist as intensely as Lincoln himself,
yet doubly feared. A man who was rumored to keep the moldering body
of a dead child in a box beneath his bed. A man who held the power
of life and death over thousands in those small, neatly manicured
hands . . .

And a man who was now standing
less than an arm’s length before me.

I met his placid eyes with my own
transfixed gape, and I realized, like Caesar before Brutus, that I
was staring at my own executioner.

A thousand frantic thoughts began
to race through my mind, as I desperately sought a means of escape.
I glanced past Stanton, at the little derringer which lay only a
few feet away on the bedside table. Yet the pistol would provide
only a single shot, and there were twin Colts staring me down. I
flicked my eyes instead to the window, less than ten feet away, and
swiftly calculated the distance to the street below.

Stanton apparently read my
anxious thoughts, for he shook his head with a thin, almost
sardonic smile. “Don’t be foolish, Mr. Booth. While I realize you
are quite renowned for your theatrical agility, this is hardly a
stage.” He pulled out a chair from the table and sat down. “And it
is most assuredly not a play.”

I sat back in my own chair,
drawing upon everything within me to remain as stoic as possible.
It might not have been a play, as he so snidely insisted, but I was
still a consummate actor, and I would not give the Yankee bastard
the pleasure of watching me grovel. I crossed my legs coolly,
smiling at him over the tips of steepled fingers.

“Indeed it is not,
Mr. Secretary. But neither is it clear to me as to your reasons for
being here. Are you and your . . .” I glanced coldly at the two
Bakers, “associates . . . in the habit of waylaying innocent
citizens in their hotel rooms?”

Stanton held my eyes with an
angry glare, the first emotion I had seen him display. “No, Mr.
Booth, I can safely assure you we are not in the habit of waylaying
anyone who is innocent.”

“Then perhaps you’d
care to explain this invasion of my privacy. Or is it just another
example of Yankee despotism?”

Stanton beckoned to Col. Baker.
“Colonel, perhaps you should sit down here and explain the
situation to Mr. Booth, since you are far more familiar with the
particulars.”

The officer holstered his gun and
crossed the room, pulling a thin notebook from within his blouse as
he sat down opposite Stanton. Luther Baker quickly took his
cousin’s place at the door, never once turning the Colt’s muzzle
from my head.

Col. Baker flipped the notebook
open. “John Wilkes Booth,” he began, fixing me with a sullen,
almost laconic frown as he thumbed through the pages. “Born in Bel
Air, Maryland, May tenth, eighteen thirty-eight. Third son of noted
actor Junius Brutus Booth—”

“Fifth,” I said
tersely.

He looked up at me, puzzled.
“How’s that?”

“I am Junius Booth’s
fifth son, not his third. Two of my older brothers died in
youth.”

He seemed annoyed at that, which
actually pleased me. “Hardly significant,” I heard him mumble, yet
he made a penciled notation before he continued. “Actor of some
renown, yet often criticized for bombastic and overly dramatic
performances—”
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