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Prologue
Citizen Genet
"Vive la France!"
"Liberty forever!"
"Long live the Revolution!"
Edmond Charles Genet, Minister Plenipotentiary to the United States of America, sprawled on the carriage seat, grasping at the rough hands thrust at him through the carriage window. He grinned into the laughing faces, pumped the calloused farmers' hands. He'd expected a warm welcome in Philadelphia, but nothing like this. Never this!
Past the market stalls and the schoolhouses, past the quaint meeting halls of the Quakers, his carriage rolled on—and the people followed him! It had been this way since his arrival in Charleston. Everywhere he went, crowds. People mobbed his carriage, waved liberty caps above their heads, bawled about revolution. Everywhere, bells pealed, guns boomed, feasts were thrown in his honor. Everywhere, citizens filled the streets, bawling La Marseillaise and Ça Ira in their strange, flat American accents. God, he couldn't get enough of it. It was the sound of freedom. The sweetest sound in the world!
He leaned out of the carriage as it rattled down Chestnut Street, craning to see through the pressing crowd. There it was, the famous Pennsylvania statehouse, where the revolutionaries of America had declared their independence and thrown off the monarchist yoke. A sob welled up in his throat. They were ringing the bells—for him.
"Liberty!" he cried out to the people lining the street. "This is where it all began! This is where it will begin anew!"
Overcome, he sank back into the carriage long enough to dry his eyes and mop his forehead. His lace handkerchief was sopping in the moist May heat. America was a devilish hot place. And would soon be hotter, if he had anything to say about it—
"The fires of revolution cannot be extinguished," he yelled out the window as his carriage rolled along. "Soon they will burn around the world!"
The carriage turned onto High Street, past the teeming market stuffed with chickens and dry goods, coarse homespun shirts and imported wigs from Europe. It reminded him the market stalls of Paris—yet so homely, so real! At last he clattered to a stop before an imposing red brick house. Genet scrambled to his knees on the velvet seat cushion and stuck his head through the window.
"France and America! End to tyranny! Brotherhood forever!" he shouted.
An answering roar dinned in his ears. Wild to get a glimpse of him, the crowd of men and women surged forward, jostling the carriage on its hinges. With a grunt of annoyance, the driver climbed down from his seat, sullenly swung a step into place, and pushed the crowd back far enough to wrench open the carriage door. Genet pushed himself out as the mob pressed in. Oh, if only I were taller!
He stood on the top step and tossed back his curls. "From this son of France to the sons of America, we are all sons of Liberty! And together we are going to send a message...a message to all tyrants who failed to heed the will of the people!"
"Huzzah! You tell 'em, Citizen!"
As he stepped down into the street, men grabbed at his hands and slapped his back in the peculiar American manner. Others grabbed him in a Fraternal Hug. A woman old enough to be his mother tossed her liberty cap in the air and bared her breast in imitation of Marianne, the symbol of the French Republic.
Genet giggled and blushed as the men in the crowd yelled their appreciation. The devotion of these people to the republican cause was really quite something—
"Citizen! Look!"
A pair of rough blacksmith's hands grabbed his shoulder and spun him around. Genet tottered a moment, following the man's pointing finger with dazed eyes. His mouth dropped open. O Mon Dieu, they had set up a scaffold, a guillotine in the market square. He gazed at it with his heart hammering in disbelief. Did the people of America have the daring, the revolutionary zeal, to create such a display right across the street from the President's House?
As he gazed at the sight, astonished, the familiar sound of the falling blade scraped the air. Atop the scaffold, a man's head shot off his shoulders and caromed into a basket. Genet cringed, lifted a hand to his eyes. Behind him, the crowd roared its approval.
"Again!" the blacksmith shouted at his back. "Let's see it again!"
Genet gasped for breath. It was a show, he realized. Just a waxworks show! He forced a laugh as the cheerful executioner retrieved the head from the basket and placed it back on the neck of the kneeling, straw-filled effigy of his late King, Louis XVI of France. Recovering his composure, Genet grabbed a liberty cap from somebody's outstretched hand and waved it above his head. "Citizens, hear my call! America and France together will make them tremble! We'll send a message of liberty to tyrants around the world!"
Once again, a rough hand grabbed his shoulder. "You can start here," the blacksmith said, and pointed him toward the President's House.
***
The place was altogether too much like a palace, Genet thought as the president's liveried servants ushered him into the drawing room. Plush carpets lined the floors and glowing chandeliers dangled overhead. He curled his lip. In the cradle of liberty, he'd expected something a bit more republican.
The servant withdrew, leaving Genet alone in the room's oppressive opulence. He glanced at his reflection in a gilded mirror, adjusted his curls, and fingered the tri-colored cockade in his lapel. Reflected behind him, he noticed two gilded medallions hanging on the wall above a brocaded divan. He whirled around to see a pair of glittering profiles of King Louis and his late wife, Marie Antoinette.
Genet's face reddened. Qu'est-ce que c'est ? An intolerable insult—
A voice spoke softly behind him as a bony hand touched his shoulder. "As you can see, President Washington is a bit, shall we say...behind the times."
Genet turned and found himself looking up at a tall, middle-aged man dressed in a faded coat and threadbare neckcloth. The sight of the angular face and wispy red hair disarmed him instantly.
"Mr. Jefferson." He felt his face flush with pleasure. "I am speechless, sir. I can't tell you what an honor it is. I saw you once, in France. I've read everything you've ever written! The Declaration of Independence, of course, it's a masterpiece. I've read Notes on the State of Virginia six times—"
"Good heavens, why on earth would you subject yourself to that? Just a trifle I tossed off. It's an honor to meet you, Citizen Genet. Welcome to the United States."
Genet thrilled as Jefferson dipped toward him. He held his face up to be kissed, as a child would to its father. "Mr. Jefferson, I feel already we are kinsmen. I am eager to recommend myself to you."
"Oh, no doubt you will. You've made quite an impression on my countrymen already." Jefferson nodded toward the commotion outside. "So how are things in France?"
"Things in France are glorious! Long live the constitution!" Genet exclaimed. "Mr. Jefferson, it has been an honor to correspond with you, but to meet you in person is très magnifique! We've so much to talk about. What incredible luck, to find you in the position of Secretary of State! With France at war with England, a renewed alliance between our two great countries is essential—"
"Citizen Genet, you are a very energetic young man." Mr. Jefferson smiled. "I, too, am anxious to talk about our mutual interests, but I must remind you that there is protocol to be observed. For one thing, your credentials as minister have not yet been formally received. And of course, you have not yet met the president. He is waiting for us in the state dining room, with the other members of the cabinet."
Jefferson took Genet's arm and escorted him into the hall, slowing a little as they approached the heavy door. "I warn you, he's feeling a little prickly towards you. He heard that you armed two privateers in Charleston Harbor."
Genet tittered. "They've already taken some British prizes, too."
Jefferson looked at him, his face a little stern. "Citizen, you must realize, in the conflict between France's revolutionary government and the King of England, the United States is officially neutral."
Genet looked up at him, wide-eyed. Jefferson winked. "I'm working on it."
He swung the door open to the formal dining room, another richly appointed chamber fit for royalty. A cluster of men in dark suits gathered around the large bow window, looking out at the crowd across the street. The men were shaking their heads and talking in loud voices.
"Rabble is all they are—"
"It's an insult, I tell you, an insult. You oughtn't put up with it—"
"First those damn whiskey rebels in the western counties, now this! This idiotic zeal for 'revolution' has gone too far, if you ask me—"
In the center of the group, listening quietly, stood a tall, powerfully built man, dressed in a fine black broadcloth suit. His white hair was impeccably powdered and dressed, the queue secured behind his neck in a black silk bag. Without taking his gaze from the window, he reached down and grabbed a handful of peanuts from a glass bowl perched on the corner of the massive oak dining table. The other men continued to argue as the big man's jaw worked silently up and down.
At least he doesn't look like a king, Genet thought.
The men dropped their voices as Genet and Jefferson approached. With a look of infinite patience, the tall man extricated himself from the group and walked toward them. Genet's eyes popped at the man's enormous calves, encased in pristine white hose. Gleaming gold buckles adorned his shoes.
"Mr. President, may I present Mr. Genet, Minister Plenipotentiary of the French Republic," Mr. Jefferson said. "Minister Genet, may I present his Excellency, President Washington."
Genet winced at the honorific. His Excellency, in a Republic? Blasphemy!
Still, he put on a grin and extended his hand. The president regarded him silently for a moment, then gave him a slight smile and a brief, dignified bow.
"Minister Genet, I am honored to receive you," Washington said. "I trust you had fair winds and a good trip over."
"I am delighted by your country, Mr. President." Genet reluctantly withdrew his hand. "As for the trip, alas, it was dreadful. They stopped me in Brest and searched my baggage, top to bottom. They thought I was smuggling out the Dauphin. As if I would lift a finger to help that royal brat!"
Washington's mouth twitched in what might have been a chuckle. Genet eyed him. Physically, he was a giant, a god. But his face might as well have been chiseled of stone. The massive jaw, the cold eyes—there was no passion there, no spark—
Washington said flatly, "Minister Genet, the Secretary of State will communicate with you as to the position of this administration on matters concerning your government. You may present your credentials to him at your earliest convenience."
Genet winced and nodded. He'd been warned to expect coldness from the American temperament, but had anyone checked Washington's pulse lately? He straightened his face and repressed a giggle.
After a moment of awkward silence, Jefferson said, "I will receive his credentials immediately." Genet started as Jefferson took his arm and steered him firmly towards the door. Then Washington held up a hand, motioning them back.
"You spoke of friendship, Mr. Genet. Ah, please permit me a small matter of personal concern."
Genet gazed at Washington's huge, calloused farmer's hands, wanting to think better of him. He nodded genially as Washington continued in a low voice. "Tell me, minister, have you any news of the fate of my old friend and comrade in arms, General Lafayette?"
Genet's mouth dropped open. Was Washington deliberately trying to goad him? First the royal medallions, now this! He blurted, "Surely you must know that the traitor Lafayette, having betrayed the people and the revolution, has been arrested and jailed by the Jacobin government."
Washington's impassive face reddened slightly. Genet noticed a blue vein bulging in Washington's neck. Jefferson's hand tightened on his arm.
"Yes. Well." Washington straightened up, his gray eyes hooded. "Thank you for coming, minister. Mr. Jefferson will escort you out. I look forward to a frank and productive relationship."
The president gave Jefferson a brief nod, then turned and walked back toward the window. Genet barely had time to grab some peanuts before Jefferson hustled him out of the room.
***
Later, over delicate dishes of ice cream at Mr. Jefferson's house, the two men talked.
"Mr. Genet, your address to the president was unwise to say the least. I want the United States to side with France in this conflict as much as you do. But like it or not, Washington is still the president."
"Mr. Jefferson, tell me—have you become a careful man?" Genet shifted on the narrow spinet bench and searched for somewhere to put his feet as he let a cool dollop of vanilla slide down his throat. For a man of brilliance, Mr. Jefferson had the most cluttered house he had ever seen. Every inch was crammed with furniture, artwork, unpacked boxes, and books, so many books. "Do you take the enjoyment of liberty so for granted, that you no longer regard it like a lover, but like an old, married man?"
"Citizen, please. Don't be offensive."
"If I must offend, I will!" Genet rapped his bowl down on top of the spinet and jumped to his feet, knocking over a small stack of broadsides. "Is it war you are afraid of? Your country is already at war—with itself! The laborers, the farmers, the real people are turning against your government. King Washington is breaking their backs with taxes, and giving them nothing in return. And then you wonder why they crowd the streets, howling for his head—"
"I don't wonder." Jefferson swallowed a spoonful of ice cream and regarded him carefully. "Frankly, Citizen, I oppose most of the president's policies. But in my position as Secretary of State, I must be diplomatic. I must work through other channels."
"I cannot believe my ears." Genet wiped a drop of ice cream off the top of the spinet with his sleeve. "Are you telling me that France cannot count on American support? Is this the same man, the same Jefferson who said, 'the tree of liberty must be watered by the blood of tyrants?'"
"Of course it is. But rhetoric and alliances are two different things."
"Then you leave me no choice. I'll go directly to the people." Genet dropped his spoon into the empty dish. "You saw them, out there today. Cheering for France. Demanding action. The people want war."
"I fear you may be right." Jefferson shook his head. "Mr. Genet, believe me, as far as love of liberty goes, we're on the same side. But try to understand—as a nation, we're very young. We're vulnerable. We just can't go to war on a whim."
"I'm not asking you to," Genet said. "Mr. Jefferson, I can help you, and you can help me. My instructions are clear. The spirit of the Revolution decrees my course. I am to build an Empire of Liberty—an empire that sweeps around the world!"
"Very dramatic, Citizen. But what exactly do you mean by, 'Empire of Liberty?'"
"Just this. France is at war with England. France is at war with Spain. France is at war with ALL tyrants."
"All well and good, but the United States is not. And doesn't want to be—"
"Hear me out, Mr. Jefferson! I mean to extend the great deliverance of the revolution to our ancient brothers of Louisiana. I mean to set them free from the tyrannic yoke of Spain."
"Louisiana!" Abruptly, Jefferson set aside his dish and exhaled audibly.
"Ah, now I have your attention!"
"Louisiana, back in French hands. This is not the first time I have heard such a proposition." Jefferson unlimbered his long frame from his chair and smiled faintly, but Genet could see a keen look in his blue eyes. "I received a letter from Tom Paine in Paris not long ago, discussing that very thing. Spain has been a thorn in our side for a long time. As long as they control New Orleans, they stand in the way of our expansion and strangle our trade on the Mississippi. And that plays hell with the farmers and merchants of Kentucky."
"Ah, now we're seeing eye to eye! And what will happen, sir, if you lose the support of the people there?"
"Why, we'd lose everything. That is, everything I care about, along with every person in America who possesses a scintilla of vision. Without Kentucky, we don't have a prayer of holding our western possessions. But not everyone sees it that way, I'm afraid. There are little, evil minds in this government, mushroom lordlings who covet nothing less than the return of British aristocracy—"
Genet, sensing that Jefferson's rant could last the rest of the afternoon, jumped in. "In a word, Hamilton."
"Yes. And he's quite the president's pet." Jefferson grimaced and let out a long, shuddering breath. "Citizen, free navigation of the Mississippi is paramount to the people out west. Having France, a friendly ally, in control of Louisiana and New Orleans would be far better than having the Spanish bottling up our border. But there's just one problem. We simply can't afford to antagonize Spain."
"You won't have to," Genet said, drumming his fingers on top of the spinet. "I have it all planned out."
"What do you mean? You have what planned out?"
Genet could barely contain his excitement. "Mr. Jefferson, our mutual friend Tom Paine put me in contact with two generals in Kentucky. Military men. Men of your acquaintance. Men of zeal! One is a Doctor O'Fallon—"
Jefferson wrinkled his long, freckled nose. "A bit of a scoundrel—"
"And the other is George Rogers Clark."
"Oh, my." Jefferson sat back in his chair. "General Clark is well known to me. The man's a legend in Virginia. He worked marvels during the Revolution. Do you know the story of how he took the fort from the British at St. Vincent's on the Wabash with only a handful of Virginia militiamen? It's thanks only to Clark's bravery and ingenuity that we came out of the war with our western possessions in the first place."
He stopped, gazing into the garden. "Clark's efforts gave us almost three hundred thousand square miles west of the Ohio—an empire in itself, if we can keep it. But it's a big if."
"So Clark is the man for the job, then! He'll lead my army. I'll provide him with commissions, arms, funds— I promise you won't have to do a thing—"
"You say you've been in contact with him...does Clark really think he can do it? Take New Orleans from Spain, I mean?"
"Mai oui, Mr. Jefferson! Clark and O'Fallon assure me the Louisiana project will be easy to carry out. The Spanish garrisons along the river are weak— they think, not over fifteen hundred men. Clark says he can raise four thousand soldiers among the men of Kentucky."
"Lord, with his reputation he probably can." Jefferson bit his lip. "And what of the people of Louisiana?"
"Mr. Jefferson, the majority of the inhabitants are French," Genet said proudly. "The French will welcome the Americans! Together they will drive the Spanish into the sea. General Clark guarantees it."
"Oh, what a dream." Jefferson swung himself to his feet and paced about the parlor, weaving among the unpacked boxes and stacks of books. He stopped beside the spinet and rested a hand upon the head of a plaster cherub, gazing out the window into the cluttered garden. "Mr. Genet, I have always believed that friendly control over Louisiana is the key to American survival. Free navigation of the Mississippi! New Orleans, open to American trade...an unfettered path to expansion into that vast, virgin territory beyond...God, think of it. What riches, what wonders may be hidden there."
"You'll endorse the project, then? I have your support to outfit privateers in attack British and Spanish vessels? And to commission Clark and O'Fallon to raise an army to invade La Louisiane?"
"Privately—yes." Jefferson swallowed, then fixed him with a stern gray eye. "But you understand, do you not, that the United States government can have no official involvement in this scheme?"
"I understand perfectly, sir—"
"I repeat, Citizen, this government cannot seem to endorse your plan in any way. If anyone asks, I'll speak for the administration. I'll say I'm dead set against it."
"Mr. Jefferson, I swear on the blood of those who died overthrowing tyranny in my own country, that I will do my best not to compromise American neutrality." Genet took a deep breath. "But I have my instructions to carry out. And I will make Louisiana free."
"Mr. Genet, you should understand that if you entice American officers and soldiers from Kentucky to go against Spain, you're putting a halter about their necks," Jefferson said. "For if they commence hostilities against a nation at peace with the United States, President Washington and Mr. Hamilton may well arrest them, and they will assuredly be hung."
Genet shrugged. "They are willing to take that risk, Citizen. As am I."
"Then I think we understand each other," Jefferson extended a bony hand and grinned. "Leaving out the small matter of the hangings, I don't care what insurrections might be incited in Louisiana. You may do your best."
"Oh, I will, I will!" Genet wrung Jefferson's hand. It was all he could do not to do a little dance, right there in the cluttered parlor. "So, you won't be too vigilant about the privateers, will you? I'll need them for blockading the port of New Orleans."
"Of course. I'll try to delay Secretary of War Knox from investigating as long as possible," Jefferson said. "Unfortunately, he's a Hamilton man. But coincidentally—or perhaps not—he's also an obtuse clod, so it shouldn't be very difficult. But Citizen, I must warn you. This is a big country. Kentucky is a long way from Philadelphia. And the best laid plans have a tendency to go awry."
"Citizen, what are you saying?"
"I'm saying you'll need your own man in the field, someone who can serve as an emissary between you and General Clark."
"Dear sir, once again I am one step ahead of you!" Genet crowed. "For I have already selected the perfect man."
He stood on his tiptoes and whispered the name into Mr. Jefferson's ear.
"André Michaux, the botanist?"
"Perhaps the world's most respected Frenchman," Genet said. "No one will suspect a thing."
Jefferson shook his head, his expression a mixture of shock and grudging admiration. "Citizen, Michaux's a bona fide genius. He knows everything about plants, of course, and he's explored all over this country for years—the Floridas, the tundra of British Canada, the unmapped forests of the west—"
"And before that, Afghanistan, Baghdad, India, and Persia." Genet smiled. "Even the world's greatest tyrants have permitted him to pass without question through their territory, so famous is his reputation as a pure man of science. No one will suspect him of being the agent of our cause."
"But there's the rub," Jefferson said. "I can't imagine how you'll ever convince him to take up the cause of politics."
"Oh, I'm not going to convince him," Genet said. "You are."
Chapter 1
Clark
August 20, 1794
Fort Deposit, Maumee River, Northwest Territory
If dawn could be said to have come to the River Maumee, it was a devil's dawn. The wind screamed along the riverbanks, driving leaves and branches before it. Hot rain poured from the sky as if some angry god had kicked over a bottomless bucket. The sky cracked again and again, quivering with deep, angry thunder, pulsing so rapidly with jagged lightning it was impossible to count the strikes.
Only a soldier's instinct enabled Lieutenant William Clark to perceive Shoteka and the other scouts, grinding and gasping their way through the mud beside him as they drove towards the woods. They were supposed to be looking for the enemy. Some scouts! The storm had rendered them blind and deaf.
Forcing his head up into the deluge, Clark peeled back an eyelid and squinted. The heavens had paled to a deathly green, with clouds rolling and tumbling, black as midnight with fire boiling inside. A great sheet of white lightning ripped the sky so violently that Clark felt it vibrate through his hair to his heart and down into his bare feet, warm against the mud.
"Shoteka!" Clark pointed to an enormous red hickory the storm had wrestled to the ground. "Let's take cover!"
Clark and the Indians dove to the ground and squirmed into the sanctuary of the fallen giant's tremendous crown, pressing their bellies low against dense, steaming mud. The hot rain dripped in through the leaves in countless places, but at least they were sheltered from the lightning and flying sticks and branches.
"Lordy, that was close," Clark wiped the rain from his eyes with the sleeve of his soaked buckskin hunting shirt. "I can't see my hand in front of my face, let alone an army of Indians. Present company excepted."
Shoteka replied with his characteristic deep, guttural chuckle. "Goddamn me," he growled. "Too much scout. Too much look. Now, fight! Goddamn rain!"
In the next flutter of lightning Clark saw the young Chickasaw's face, his scalp lock plastered to his shaved pate, his red war paint rain-smeared across his cheekbones so that he looked like Clark's little nephews after they'd been eating strawberry preserves. Not that he'd tell Shoteka that. He and Shoteka were about the same age—Clark had just turned 24—and like himself, the tough little Indian was the youngest son of a family of legendary warriors. Clark knew he thirsted to make his own name as a fighting man as much as Clark did.
"Goddamn Wayne, if you ask me. First Old Tony has the whole blasted army up at two o'clock, ready to march. Then it's all called off until five. Then, all for a battle he's put off for a blasted year, he sends out scouts in the middle of a tornado. To the devil with Tony Wayne."
Shoteka was silent a moment. "The devil, Tony Wayne."
The other Chickasaws hadn't cottoned to English the way Shoteka had, but they recognized the name of their commanding general. In the darkness, Clark heard several of them say, "Sugachgook." Black Snake was what they called General Anthony Wayne. Mad Anthony, the Black Snake Who Never Sleeps.
Clark sighed and rested his head on his arm. Rain slithered down the neck of his hunting shirt. The Indians whispered among themselves in their strange, throaty tongue. Despite his best efforts, he still could understand almost none of what they said. He wondered if today would be the day they finally, finally saw some action. This latest campaign—taking some 24 days to march an army a mere 150 miles and burn a few deserted villages and cornfields—made him feel embarrassed he'd ever joined the regular army. Or Legion of the United States, as Mad Anthony insisted that they called themselves.
Or maybe the rain would give Mad Anthony (Granny would suit him better, by God) another excuse to put off the engagement that he'd been promising the country the last two years. The final showdown with the Ohio Indians, Little Turtle and Blue Jacket and all their braves, who had been scalping and kidnapping and burning and making fools of every American general ever since Clark could remember—
"Billy?" Shoteka said. "Lookee. Rain stop."
Clark raised his head. The great roiling ball of water and fire had passed overhead. In its place was nothing but a warm, steady drizzle.
Clark and the Chickasaws crawled out from under the old hickory tree and fanned out towards the woods. Bare feet made it easier going over the riot of ground vines, but still the pondy soil sucked at their ankles with each step. Ahead loomed the thicket, dense with scrub oak, cottonwood, and alder. How were they supposed to creep through that and locate the enemy without being seen, much less get the word back to Wayne? And if Clark and a few Indians couldn't get through, how could an army of three thousand men?
Clark dropped back to let Shoteka take the lead into the woods. After all, it was the Chickasaws who possessed the almost supernatural ability to see and hear the subtle signs of their fellow Indians. He'd bring up the rear and make sure all the men stayed together and on track. He tried to push away his doubts. His job was to find the enemy and report back to the general. What Mad Anthony did with the information was his own affair.
Clark hadn't even entered the woods when he heard a distinctive two-note whistle. Clark stopped, listened, and combed his hands through his wet hair. Then he whistled back.
The Chickasaws heard the exchange and backtracked. Clark and his men waited in the tall grass for the source of the whistle to appear. In a moment, an athletic, muscular young man, naked except for a breechclout, jogged easily out of the woods.
"Clark! Where the hell have you been?" William Wells wanted to know. Wells was the chief of spies and one of the most disturbing characters Clark had ever met. A redhead like himself, Wells had been taken captive by the Miami Indians as a boy. Somehow, he forgot all about his white family and took up Indian ways. He grew up to be a warrior and by his own admission had killed so many Americans that his arms got tired. Then, with seeming ease, he had switched sides again and joined Wayne's Legion. His abilities as a tracker, scout, and interpreter were legendary.
The idea of a man forgetting his family made Clark's heart hurt. Wells had done it twice. "We got caught out by the lightning, had to hole up a while," Clark said. "What's up?"
"Found 'em," Wells said. "About a thousand, fifteen hundred Miamis, Shawnees, Mingos, you name it, hunkered down almost within range of the guns of the British fort. They've got the river on one flank and the wilderness on t'other. Uprooted trees and branches ever'where. Gonna have a hell of a tussle blastin' 'em out!"
With that, Wells's storm-bedraggled scouts fell into line behind him, following their chief as he ran lightly away in the direction of the camp, his feet never seeming to falter on the swampy ground. Wells's men were mostly white former captives who looked, spoke, and acted like Indians. Some of them were highly literate; others still talked to bears.
Clark and his Chickasaws exchanged glum glances, and it occurred to Clark that he felt safer with the real thing. He could see the disappointment on Shoteka's face and couldn't help feeling that he'd let the boys down. Obviously Wells had spent the better part of the last hour looking for the enemy, not hiding under a dead hickory tree. A dull pounding began behind his eyes. "All right, then. Better get back damn quick. If Wells is right, even Old Tony won't be able to get out of fighting those bastards today."
Shoteka brightened. "Now, fight!"
Back at the camp—Wayne called it Fort Deposit—the Legion was in a state of barely controlled chaos. The camp buzzed with fear and anticipation. In the wake of the storm, a steaming fog lent the scene an odd state of grace, muffling the curses of the sergeants as they readied men and horses to move out. Each man would carry nothing but his weapons, one blanket, and a couple of days' cooked rations stuffed in a haversack. The camp, under heavy guard, would remain behind as a citadel of supplies if the fighting lasted longer.
Clark sent the Indians back to their tent to prepare for the probability of battle. Handsome Solomon van Rensselaer, the captain of dragoons, caught his arm. "Officers' briefing in Old Tony's marquee in a half-hour."
Clark nodded and hurried to his own tent, where he stripped off his leggings and leather overshirt and tried to squeeze the water out of his long, red hair before clubbing it behind. He washed his face and hands in a basin, wiped the mud off his feet and legs, and pulled on socks and a clean ruffled linen shirt he'd been saving in case Mad Anthony ever actually decided to stand and fight. Somehow it didn't seem right to fight, and maybe die, wearing a dirty shirt.
Then he quickly dressed: white woolen vest and trousers and heavy black buckle shoes with gaiters buttoned tightly around his ankles and instep to keep stones out. He fastened his collar with a high stock of glazed black leather, then shrugged into a blue uniform coat with red facings. Finally he grabbed his leather field cap and adorned it with a green horsehair plume, the symbol of the Fourth Sublegion to which he was assigned.
By the time he'd cleaned up, he scarcely had time to grab his rations and a plate of breakfast. In one line, mess sergeants dropped hunks of pickled pork into waxed haversacks and counted out thick hard crackers. In another line, cooks ladled up cornmeal mush with bacon and brown gravy as fast as men could line up with their tin plates. Clark scooped a few bites into his mouth, and then thrust his plate into the hands of one of the anxious youngsters still in line. Maybe the Indians had it right. They never ate before a battle.
Wayne's marquee would have been easy to spot even if it weren't the biggest tent in camp. Over the tent flew the bright colors of the new American flag, fifteen stars and fifteen stripes. Clark felt himself stand a little taller. One of the new stars was for Kentucky.
Inside the tent, officers milled around, some talking and joking, others quiet and tense. On a small platform at one end, the senior officers sat in camp chairs. Clark scarcely knew most of them, but Wayne's second-in-command, General James Wilkinson, a vigorous, stocky man of about forty, was his old commander from his Kentucky militia days and a good friend of the whole Clark family, especially his brother George, once a great general himself.
Wilkinson's brown curls were receding but scarcely showed grey, and his face, though a bit lived-in, was enlivened by bright, curious black eyes. When he saw the general looking his way, Clark touched his fingers to his forehead in a small salute. To Clark's immense pleasure, Wilkinson immediately stood up and gestured for Clark to join him. Clark shouldered his way through the crush.
"It seems our beloved Old Mars may decide to let slip his dogs of war today!" Wilkinson wrung his hand. "What do you think of that, my fine young friend?"
"It's about danged time, sir." Clark loved the way the general invited him to share his opinions. Wayne certainly never did. "We could have attacked 'em any day in the last three weeks—as you've been tellin' him. Seems to me we're about to go to war now that the troops and horses are good and wore out."
"I fear any suggestions that come from me bestir all the old man's jealousies." Wilkinson sighed and shook his head. "Better to let a grand stroke of enterprise slip away than let any credit go to a Westerner. Well, you know that far better than I! The way your brother has been treated is a national disgrace."
Clark swallowed. "I'll tell you this, sir. Suppose they ever do take my brother off his leash? Would you care to wager on how long British forts would still be squattin' on our territory and armin' the Indians against us?"
"No bet, young Clark! If there were any justice, George Rogers Clark would have been given this command. Wayne's here to take care of the interests of the land speculators and nothing else." The general clucked his tongue, then leaned closer to Clark. "So guess why we're all standing here waiting? Our beloved leader is with the barber, having his hair dressed and powdered!"
Clark shook his head. That the advance of the army could be held up by the vanity of the commanding general almost turned his stomach. But before he had a chance to reply, the marquee flaps parted and Anthony Wayne barreled into the tent. Though tall, broad-shouldered, and powdered within an inch of his life, the general's appearance was more terrifying than elegant. Paunchy in his form-fitting blue coat and buff breeches, his florid face with its many-times-fractured nose bore every trace of a lifetime spent fighting, drinking, and whoring.
Wayne bulled his way to the front, accompanied by his aide-de-camp, William Henry Harrison, a thin youngster with savagely bitten fingernails. Harrison took up a position at a field table and sat poised with a quill hovering over a small oblong tablet, ready to take down the great man's words. Clark slipped away from Wilkinson's side and took up an inconspicuous place among the crowd of junior officers.
"I've sent word to the aboriginals," Wayne rasped, "that I'm prepared to parley. That our thrust is aimed not at their destruction, but at the expulsion of the British from the Northwest Territory."
An involuntary groan escaped the lips of some of the officers, including Clark. Harrison's pen scratched across the page. Wilkinson put his hands behind his back and smiled ironically at the floor.
"But as the natives have declined my offer to treat," Wayne continued, his face flushing red, "I am giving orders that we take up the line of march. Immediately!"
The officers exchanged grins and a wild cheer swept the room. At last, at long last, they were going to fight!
Briefly, Wayne explained the order of battle. As Clark had already heard from Wells, the Indians had secured their position in an ancient wilderness of tangled brush and fallen trees, not far from the British fort. Clark learned that he and his Chickasaws would be part of the Legion's right wing, marching up the bluffs of the River Maumee under the command of General Wilkinson. Another wing would confront the Indians on the low swampy ground on the left. Mad Anthony would personally bring the dragoons, light infantry, and riflemen straight up the middle.
"Officers will carry no fire arms," Wayne said. "Only their spears or half pikes. Fire arms draw too much attention from the men."
Sweat beaded around Clark's hairline and ran down into his high collar. He had been in Indian fights before. They had all been a wild muddle of flaming cabins, burning cornfields, and screaming women. This one would be different. This time they were going up against the smartest old chiefs and the bravest warriors, all toting British-made weaponry. And this time he wouldn't be able to shoot back. He understood why—an officer couldn't supervise his men while reloading his own weapon. Still, the idea made his stomach flop over.
"The volunteers will stay well to the rear, to be called upon only if necessary. I'm issuing a standing order. Pass the word. Any man who runs away is to be shot down, immediately." Wayne's eyes swept the room, as stern and unyielding as steel. "I don't care if the wretch is your own brother. There'll be no live cowards with this Legion when the sun goes down tonight."
Clark swallowed, his throat dry as dust. Suddenly he felt glad he wouldn't have a gun. "Sir," he ventured, "On behalf of those of us with Indian scouts, I'm concerned about my men being taken for hostiles."
"Right." Wayne nodded towards Harrison. "Lieutenant Harrison's got red ribbon for your men to tie in their topknots. See him immediately upon dismissal. The rest of you, pass the word not to shoot down our own savages."
Wayne paused and surveyed the room. "Just one more thing. The rain has rendered our drums useless. Depend upon Harrison and my other aides to carry my orders. They won't be complicated."
A half-grin crawled across his face. Then Mad Anthony cocked his head back and roared, "Give 'em the bayonet, gentlemen! Those are my orders! Charge the goddamned rascals with the bayonet! That's all."
Wayne stumped off the platform. Clark elbowed his way into the small knot of men crowded around young Harrison, who was distributing ribbons to all the scout leaders. As Clark waited his turn, General Wilkinson squeezed his arm in passing. "A very inspiring speech by General Tallow-Breeches—did I say that? I meant Black Snake. Now let's see if he can actually beat these devils."
"Shoot, I just wish he was always like that," Clark whispered back. He ran a finger around his leather stock to loosen it. Now that the rain was over, the camp steamed like an Indian sweat lodge. "Hope it ain't too little, too late. We dally around here much longer they'll give us the slip—"
Wilkinson's eyes widened suddenly as his gaze shifted to a point just past Clark's ear. "General Wayne! Your remarks have uplifted us all—"
"Uplifting as a truss, eh?" Wayne clamped a meaty hand down on Clark's left shoulder. "Save it, James."
Wayne leaned in so close that Clark could smell the faint potato odor of his hair powder. Clark tried to swallow and almost choked. "Lieutenant Clark, did I observe you loosening your collar, sir?"
Clark gulped and braced at attention. "Yes, I mean, no, sir—I wasn't, sir."
"May I take the liberty of reminding you that neither coats nor any other article of uniform shall be removed during the march, nor during the action which I predict we will encounter in a very short time?"
Clark nodded, not trusting himself to speak. He despised himself for his trembling knees and prayed that Wayne wouldn't notice.
"General, it is dashed hot," Wilkinson said. "I'm sure the lieutenant meant no harm."
"I have fought under the hottest suns, General," Wayne growled. "And the coldest, for that matter. And never was such a thing permitted. Nor shall it be done now, in this army! It is damned cowardly. Do you understand?"
"Of course, General," Wilkinson said.
"Yes, sir." Clark forced the words through his painfully constricted throat.
"Good. A-ha, my horse." Wincing with pain, Wayne hoisted his bulk onto a mounting block supplied by one of his aides. Clark and the others watched in stunned silence as the general struggled just to throw his leg over the black stallion's saddle, all the while boasting, "General Wilkinson—ten guineas and a quarter cask of wine says that after today, we'll have the Ohio tribes begging for a peace settlement! What do you say?"
Wilkinson swept off his hat and bowed low to the ground. "And as a soldier I will bet you that the fighting will continue, sir, and I for one will be glad to chase our savage friends eternally, may it be until the end of time or even to the ends of the earth."
"Harrison! Record the bet," Wayne barked. "And come help me. This caitiff gout is killing me."
Harrison ran to Wayne. Clark dragged a hand across his sweaty face. "Mind he don't crush ye," he muttered under his breath as the slender young officer pushed the old man into the saddle with a grunt. Wayne's eyes were watering with pain, but he rode off at a brisk canter to oversee the troops as they assembled for the march. Wilkinson raised his eyebrows at Clark, shrugged, and bustled away to see to the prompt movement of his command.
Harrison stalked back and pressed a handful of ribbons into Clark's palm. "Lieutenant Clark, if I hear you make one more insubordinate, piss-ant remark about the general, I'll bring you up on charges. I don't care who your goddamn brother is."
"You're going to do what ?" Clark rolled his shoulders back. Going into a long-awaited battle, everyone was on edge; he understood that. But Harrison was a good six inches shorter and wouldn't top a hundred and fifty pounds with lead weights in his boots. "Are you pickin' a fight with me?"
"No," Harrison replied. "I'm merely reminding you that I rank you."
Clark groaned. These Virginia planters thought they were some punkins! "Judas Priest, Harrison. You joined the army two minutes before I did. You know what? I don't care what Declaration your daddy signed. I never took you for a bootlicker. Seems I was wrong."
Harrison's face turned crimson. "I was wrong about you, too, Clark. I had you lamped for a gentleman."
"Damn your eyes—"
"See to your command, Clark," Harrison told him. "And remember what I said, or we're going to have trouble, you and I."
His face burning, Clark turned on his heel and marched with as much dignity as he could muster to find Shoteka and the Chickasaws. He found them dressed for the battle according to their own lights, war paint reapplied beneath the cheekbones and a hodgepodge of uniform clothing and Indian garb on their backs. Clark told them to tie the ribbons in their topknots and hope for the best.
***
He had been keeping a journal of the campaign. His brother George had taught him to love history, and in his secret heart, he wanted to make some history of his own. So when the march started, he kept a small book with him, and wrote in it every night. The Journal of Lieutenant Clark's War. He hoped it might be a record of the laurels he won on the day that the Legion of the United States finally expelled the Indians and the British from the Northwest Territory.
So it was that later, back at Fort Deposit, he pulled out the book. He'd set up camp for the scouts some distance away from the main army. After everything that had happened, they needed the chance to just be Chickasaws for a while. After getting his men food and fresh water, Clark let them be. Some of them were asleep before they hit the ground.
But Clark couldn't sleep. His muscles twitched with a weird energy. He stretched out in the glow of a camp lantern and began to write.
20th August 94
we took up the line of March and found the way extremely bad, much embarrassed by the thickness of the woods on the left and by a number of Steep Reviens on the Right
He didn't know how to write about the heat, how morning along the River Maumee was a devil's morning, a hot miasma of fog, swamp, and ravines choked with pea vines and nettles. He led his scouts in front of the main body of Wilkinson's troops, eyeing every thicket and tree for a sign of the enemy. After the first hour, his woolen clothes were drenched and a rash burned under the wet leather stock around his neck. After two hours, he was stumbling. Shoteka was so exhausted he reeled like a drunk and slurred his words.
After proceeding about 2 hours our Spies & advance guard discovered the Enemy and received their fire, but with inconsiderable loss were driven back
The forest exploded. Hidden in the weeds and the trees, the Indians fired. Balls thudded into flesh. Trees splintered and became projectiles, jagged shards of wood spiraling into faces and eyes.
The forest screamed. Soldiers bellowed, officers roared, horses shrieked. Clark bawled so many orders at the Chickasaws he lost his voice, and now couldn't remember anything he'd said. Guns blasted everywhere.
joined the main body of the army Comded by Genl. Wilkinson felt the effects of the Enemeys fire, they was immediately formed and felt the fire
Miamis and Shawnees and Wyandots and the rest of the Ohio Indians poured out of the brush with their tomahawks, greased, naked, howling. Screaming Americans and Chickasaws and Choctaws and captives met them with their bayonets. Kentucky volunteers wheeled, reversed, in headlong flight for the rear. Some of the regulars shot them down. A horse ran by, nose and mouth gushing blood. He heard a great moan as more men broke and ran.
Careless and cool as an actor in a stage play, General Wilkinson spurred his horse and beat the troopers back into line with the flat of his sword, shouting name fame country. As soon as he turned his back the volunteers broke again and flew. Clark saw a running man shot through the small of his back. As he fell, the ball burst out through his privates.
the enemy was repulsed with precipation
"Fire! Fire!" Clark screamed at the Chickasaws as they chased the enemy towards the open ground near the bluff. If there was one thing previous experience had taught him, it was that Indians wouldn't dig in and fight. They valued life too much to take mass casualties. The Ohio braves would run for the sanctuary of the British fort.
Not all would make it. Shoteka and two of his men lunged forward and hoisted a Miami warrior on their bayonets. They were good haters. They screamed with bloody joy. Clark kicked the Indian's body aside and didn't stop to watch the scalping. He ran with burning lungs. He forgot to be thirsty. Scouts from all companies were mixed up with the dragoons, black horses plunging among grays and sorrels. No one was where he was supposed to be.
The Indians trilled shrilly as the Legion punched into their flanks. You could always tell the Wyandots. Somehow, when they screamed it sounded like tolling bells.
We drove the Enemy for about one mile directly out.
Lieutenant Harrison was everywhere, carrying dispatches through a shower of hot iron and shattering splinters. Damn, the little bastard was brave—
Wayne was uncontrollable, reining up his horse for a dash as sergeants hung on to his bridle to keep him from plunging into the line of fire. The general's hat fell off and his powdered hair came loose and shook like a shaggy mane around his enormous head. "Let me go! Damn you, let me go! Give it to 'em, boys! Give 'em the bayonet! Give 'em the bayonet! "
Bayonets and tomahawks, and dragoons swinging their sabers, and blood everywhere, and death too. The whoom-whoom of the howitzers smoked through the skies like a renewal of the morning's storm. The Legion was the storm. The Indians broke and ran before it.
The Troops were now refreshed with 1/2 a gill of Whiskey which they much required as the action continued more than an houre, the greater part of which they were in full speed pressing the Enemey
***
Clark didn't want to write about what happened next. How the surviving Indians were allowed to escape. How the Legion didn't storm the British fort, but marched away and left it there, the Union jack hanging limply in the hot, heavy air, the British shouting insults at Wayne's retreating troops.
He didn't know what to write about the dead. He didn't know what to write about the wounded, blood oozing from their lungs. He didn't know how to explain how the dead and wounded were allowed to ferment where they fell, or to tell how Harrison burst into tears when he found a friend, dying but still in his senses, at the mercy of a ravenous buzzard.
He wrote about how they burned some huts, and some haystacks. General Wayne made a speech congratulating the army on its brilliant success. And then they retreated.
Clark corked his ink and gently cleaned the nib of his pen. He rolled on his back and lay by the lantern with his arm across his eyes.
He thought about his older brothers. All five of them had fought in the Revolution. Two of them had died, heroes. Two had fought in the Carolinas and been taken prisoner and survived British prison ships. They were heroes too. One of them, George, was more than a hero. George was a legend.
Clark sighed. Thanks to his brothers, being a hero was just the bare minimum for a Clark. And here he was, stuck in this circus.
Chapter 2
Michaux
As he mounted the steep steps to Philosophical Hall, it occurred to André Michaux that there must have been some mistake. A rugged, sunburned man with heavy features and thick, graying hair pulled back with a plain black ribbon, Michaux stopped on the steps, pulled out the letter from Jefferson, and consulted it again. State House Square? Oui—huge brick building with white steeple, horrible toneless bell tolling out the hour above his head—Mr. Jefferson was right, you couldn't miss it. Thursday evening? Probablement—he was almost certain it was Thursday.
But could this be the place? In spite of Mr. Jefferson's enthusiasm, he had expected the American Philosophical Society to consist of a few elderly dilettantes—with any luck, moneyed dilettantes—who met in some dismal tavern to compare notes on building telescopes or forecasting the weather. This vast brick box snuggled next to the State House confounded him. Swarms of young men in academic gowns and mortarboards pushed out into the warm spring evening, shouting and laughing, while middle-aged gentlemen in dark suits crowded in through the handsome white entryway. Above the door, a gaudy hand-painted sign read, "PEALE'S MUSEUM & REPOSITORY OF NATURAL CURIOSITIES."
He spotted a well-dressed old man in an ancient white wig laboring up the stairs. "Excusez-moi, could this be Philosophical Hall?"
"Eh? Sorry, citizen, I'm a little deaf."
Michaux rolled back his shoulders and thundered in his heavy Parisian accent, "Excuse, is this Philosophical Hall? I've got a talk—"
"Sure, sure, this is the place! Nice place, eh? Cost a fortune to build. Some French chap named Meow's going to talk about flowers or some such claptrap tonight."
"Sounds terribly dull," Michaux said.
"It probably will be. The food's usually good, though if you don't get there early they run out. You can always tell a government man—eats like he's got a hollow leg." With that, the old man squeezed past him through the doors.
Shaking his head, the botanist made his way into the hall and hesitated just inside. The walls were covered with paintings of officious-looking people Michaux didn't recognize. On a small table, a stuffed mother opossum with eight infants on her back was cemented to a mulberry branch with silk leaves. Next to her a sign reading "MUSEUM" pointed up a narrow spiral staircase.
He reached inside his coat and fingered his speech, which he had jotted down in a coffee house last night on the back of an old piece of mounting paper. At least he had remembered to bring it. He caught the eye of two young men on the staircase. "Can you direct me to Mr. Peale, s'il vous plaît?"
"Hah!" cried a voice from behind him. "I am Charles Willson Peale, the librarian and curator of this humble society." Michaux found himself being spun around by a balding, long-nosed American about his own age, who seized his hand between both of his and pumped eagerly. "Citizen Michaux, I presume?"
"Yes—though that form of address is still something I'm getting used to."
"Oh, it's all the rage here. Everyone's wild for revolution these days." He thumbed toward the young men on the steps. "By the way, those rascals you're addressing are two of my boys, Raphaelle and Rembrandt. Constantly up and down the stairs, so that's how I painted them."
Michaux looked back at the staircase. It was nothing but a trick painting installed in a doorframe with a real step in front. Mr. Peale's two well-built teenagers would lounge on the stairs with their boyish smirks in perpetuity.
He laughed and gave Peale a small bow. "Mr. Jefferson was right. You do remarkable work, M'sieur—that is, Citizen Peale. And you are a fortunate man, too. Seeing them, I'm missing my son François worse than ever. He is just their age, and back in France. But aren't you worried that someone might put their foot through your work, trying to climb the stairs?"
Peale crowed. "No one's done that yet. But President Washington bowed to the thing the last time he was here for a lecture."
Michaux smiled and glanced towards the lecture hall. "Citizen...surely all these gentlemen aren't coming to see me."
"Oh, certainly! I expect the hall to be filled to capacity." Peale pulled out a pocket watch. "Still got ten minutes until the dinner and social hour. Fancy a tour?"
"Naturellement," Michaux said. Anything to keep his mind off the packed lecture hall. "To tell you the truth, Citizen Peale, I seldom make a fuss over meals, and I despise small talk. The reason I'm here is because Mr. Jefferson thought your group might be interested in my past journeys, and my project to explore the sources of the Missouri River."
"Oh, I know, I know! Jefferson thinks some of us might be able to come up with the coriander—botanically speaking, that is." Peale took Michaux's arm and steered him down the hall, this time towards a real staircase. "Excuse the mess, Citizen. The Society agreed to rent me the top floor for the museum a few months ago, and we just moved in. I've more or less given up the portrait business for this...but it's not yet the grand school of nature that I envision! Between all my specimens, and my children—bless me, I've got ten of 'em—I don't know how we'll ever get it all sorted out."
"That answers my questions," Michaux said. "I couldn't imagine how the Philosophical Society could take up this entire building."
"The cellar we rent out to taverns, for wine and liquor storage," Peale explained. "The lecture halls go to the University of Pennsylvania during the day, and of course I've got the upper floor. This way, the place is never idle, and we make money to fund our scientific pursuits—such as the mission you propose to undertake."
"I see." Michaux wandered among the specimens as Peale looked on with pride. The upper floor of the Philosophical Hall was crowded with all types of animals...buffaloes, panthers, and birds, so many birds. Some of the animals were stuffed and mounted, others were in gruesome states of preparation, and a few were alive and yowling. Michaux was nearly bowled over by two children rampaging through the rooms, tended by a weary-looking woman with her belly sticking out. She gave Michaux a small wave and a wan smile.
Surveying the menagerie, Michaux searched for words. "What do you Americans say? It's...really something."
Peale shoved his hands in his pockets. "Not yet. But it will be, someday. I hope you'll bring me back a llama from the West. Or a wooly mammoth."
Michaux smiled slightly and shook his head. He'd never been much of a salesman, but leave it to Mr. Jefferson to come up with the right details to promote his project to a group of armchair adventurers. "I will do what I can. In my experience, not that many people are interested in botany. But give them animals, fossils, bones—"
"Give them drama!" Peale said. "Give them science, and a show! That's what the people want."
"I'm afraid I'm no showman," Michaux said.
Peale scooped up a small child of indeterminate gender, planted a kiss on its tousled head, and set it down again. Then he shepherded Michaux back downstairs. "Just leave that part to me, Citizen Michaux. I promised Tom Jefferson I'd drum up the biggest turnout in the history of the Philosophical Society for your lecture. For a man who doesn't like showmanship, you're about to face the biggest audience of your life."
Peale threw open the door of the lecture hall. The students' benches had been pushed to the sides of the walls, and round banquet tables rolled out in their place. Around them, dozens of elegantly groomed men were talking, laughing, and arguing. Dumbwaiters rattled up and down from the basement, attended by serving men who hustled around with steaming trays of baked eggs, green peas, and thinly sliced cabbage.
Michaux suddenly became acutely aware of his threadbare suit. His mouth went as dry as ashes. He reached inside his coat again and touched the stiff, coffee-stained card on which he had jotted his notes.
Seated at the head table beneath a large portrait of Dr. Franklin, Michaux nodded nervously to the other society bigwigs. Like all Americans, they were friendly to the point of familiarity and curious to the point of rudeness. By the second course, they were calling him "Citizen André" and humming bars of La Marseillaise. Although he usually detested wasting time in conversation, this time it worked to his advantage. All he had to do was say "Is that so?" now and then, while he observed the men and mentally revised his speech.
After the dinner dishes had been cleared away and the crowd had suffered through an interminable introduction—"a botanist of international renown...now proposes to undertake the most extraordinary journey of our time...into the vast unknown..."—Michaux mounted the dais. Clutching his notes, he waited for the applause to die down. Finally he said, "You'll have to pardon me, gentlemen. I am more accustomed to the woods than the lecture hall these many years. I think I should be less scared of the wild boars and lynxes than the finest minds of Philadelphia."
They laughed—they liked that. He cleared his throat and pulled out his note card. He would stick with the plan. These were men of culture, not common rabble. They hadn't come for entertainment, but for learning. He would tell them of the hundreds of new plants and tree specimens he had discovered since arriving in America ten years ago, then explain the gardens he'd started in Charleston and New Jersey to domesticate the plants for cultivation.
"The vascular flora of the Carolinas," he began, "consist of 26 genera and 283 species..."
He glanced up from his card. The men sat with their arms folded across their chests. The old man with the wig had already settled in for a nap. Mr. Peale cleared his throat, stared into his eyes, and mouthed the word Show.
Michaux paused for moment, then slipped the stained notecard into his pocket. "But first," he said, "let me tell you about the time I was kidnapped by the desert Arabs."
***
He spoke quietly and swiftly, and as he warmed to his subject he forgot to worry about his French tongue tripping over their clumsy, barbarous language. Swiftly he left Persia behind and took them to the interior of their own vast and undiscovered country. He told them of the steep and rocky trails of the Cherokees, and their great, gloomy forests. Of an earth blanketed with trees for hundreds of miles, dozens of species, the trunks as thick as a man and soaring fifty feet in the air. Of valleys covered with clover and grasses as high as a horse's back, and teeming with buffalo, deer, and elk. The savage beauty of Georgia and the Floridas. His hair-raising canoe trip through Quebec...the ice, the bears, and everywhere, the wolves...
At the end, he said, "I think it is good right now to say that I am French. I am French, and I love liberty. It's true I was the king's botanist, but I have spent ten years here, living free. Pursuing my dream, which is science, not for one country, but for mankind. The king has gone to the scaffold, and I don't shed any tears."
He drew in a breath. "But gentlemen, the only bad thing is, the king paid my salary."
The men, so silent, so spellbound, broke up in a great roar of hearty laughter. Michaux shook his head and held up a hand. "It is funny, oui ? But not so very funny for me. I am prepared, immediately, to cross the continent by way of the Missouri and Columbia rivers, and to continue westwardly to the Pacific Ocean. I think it is the grandest journey of discovery of all. I will bring back the knowledge of the animals and the plants, the people, the geography and the geology of this amazing continent. Gentlemen, will you help me?"
In the ensuing shout of approval, Peale stood up and waved for attention. "I have here a letter from Mr. Jefferson," he announced. "He has pledged fifty dollars for Citizen Michaux's expedition!"
Immediately, a small dapper man at the front of the room jumped to his feet. "It is indeed a red-letter day, Mr. Peale, when Thomas Jefferson and I agree on something." He bowed in Michaux's direction. "Alexander Hamilton, sir, at your service. If Jefferson is pledging fifty dollars, then I will pledge fifty dollars also!"
"And I!" boomed a heavy-set man beside him.
Peale leaned close to Michaux and whispered in his ear. "Secretary of Treasury Hamilton and Secretary of War Knox, Mr. Jefferson's greatest rivals." Michaux looked at the men in surprise. They didn't seem half as diabolical as Mr. Jefferson had led him to believe.
Hamilton reached into his coat and dramatically pulled out a piece of foolscap. "Gentlemen, a moment! Though the President of the United States could not attend tonight's talk—"
"Don't tell me he forgot again that he's a member!" Peale cried. Half the room rocked with mirth while the other half grumbled, offended.
Hamilton scowled but continued. "—he is, M'sieur, acutely aware of your proposed expedition to the interior of North America, and the potential benefits to the United States. President Washington has authorized me on his behalf to pledge one hundred dollars! "
Everyone gasped. Peale unfurled a pledge sheet. Michaux watched in amazement as members leapt from their tables and stampeded to the front of the room to shake his hand.
***
By the time he fell out the door of Philosophical Hall, he was spent, his hands swollen and his mind pumped dry by the insatiable zeal of the Americans. Peale was still tallying up the pledges and promised to get back to him on how much money they had raised. Michaux just hoped the funds added up to 3600 francs. He desperately wanted to pay off his creditors before he took on any new debt preparing for the Missouri journey. Anything more would be what the Americans called "gravy."
He had left his luggage at the coffee shop, and he emerged from the dark elms of State House Square to return there now, walking slowly, needing to unwind. He was used to being alone, and that was all he wanted now, to be alone—
"Citizen Michaux!" A small man with dark hair falling in curls to his shoulders fell in at his side. The man began to chatter at him in French. "Was your talk a perfect success? How I longed to go, but alas, I am not a member of the illustrious Philosophical Society. I have been waiting out here, anxious as a playwright on opening night, for two hours."
"And you are?" Michaux asked wearily.
"How rude of me to take the advantage. I am Edmond Charles Genet, Minister Plenipotentiary to the United States."
Michaux stopped and examined Genet in the lantern light. Genet seemed to expect something, so Michaux dutifully kissed him on both cheeks. "Citizen Genet. Please forgive me for not calling on you already. I only just arrived in Philadelphia, and I spent the day preparing for this evening's talk."
A small lie; he had drunk coffee all day and worked on an essay about oaks for the book he was writing on the flora of North America. As if the lecture weren't enough of an affliction, he had been dreading his meeting with the representative of the new revolutionary government even more. He cared nothing for Genet's politics or anyone else's. The idea of having to beg and grovel just to get his unpaid salary galled him to the core.
"Where are you staying?" Genet wanted to know.
"Long story! I was to stay at Oeller's Hotel, which Mr. Jefferson assured me was the finest hostelry in Philadelphia—"
"Oui, I gave a dinner there several weeks ago for about one hundred Frenchmen of the city. There are many of us here now, what with the recent trouble in Santo Domingo. Lovely place."
"It surprises me that you would say so, Citizen. The damned rascal didn't seem to want my business very much. He proceeded to insult me, and my country, asking for cash up front and saying that Frenchmen don't pay their bills."
"Quel outrage!" Genet raised his eyebrows. "That is the last time I will patronize his establishment. It was overpriced anyway."
Michaux sighed. "Needless to say, I will stay no place that sneers at la belle France. I told him he was the son of a whore, and wound up sleeping the night in a scurvy booth at the unfortunately named London Coffee House."
"A tragedy, Citizen." Genet clucked his tongue. "I stay at the City Tavern. Much better than Oeller's, sympathetic to the revolution, and cheaper too! What could be better? Come with me. I'll get you a room, and we'll send for your trunk. I've much to tell you."
Despite the late hour, Genet seemed full of vigor and gamboled like a schoolboy as he led the way. By contrast, Michaux felt every ache and twinge that came from a lifetime of exposure to bad inns, bad food, and bad weather. As he slogged along the dark street, lined with nondescript low brick buildings with gabled roofs—a far cry from the charm of Paris—Genet prattled away beside him, something about the liberation of mankind. It occurred to Michaux that he was old enough to be the minister's father, and the thought made him suddenly long for François.
Near Harmony Street, the wooden sidewalk took them over a foul little sewer that bubbled underfoot with refuse from the tan yards just upwind. Genet pulled out a handkerchief and held it over his nose. Michaux held his breath and wiped his stinging eyes with the edge of his frayed cuff.
"Here we are! The City Tavern. Pity, the smell is the one small inconvenience." Genet swept him inside. Within minutes, he had rousted out the night clerk and made arrangements for Michaux's lodging and bags. "There is a coffee shop on the second floor. Shall we repair there at once?"
"You're too kind, Minister. I confess I'm very tired," Michaux admitted. "Perhaps we could meet in the morning, when we are both fresh."
"You won't be tired anymore when you hear what I have to say."
It was obvious his little countryman would not be deterred until he had said his piece. "Very well then." Michaux trudged up the stairs.
They found the coffee shop all but deserted. A bosomy but hard-faced serving wench was placing the chairs upside-down on the tables, while a thin Negro mopped the floor. One table in the back of the room was strewn with papers, quills, and ink.
"My office." Genet ignored the sour faces of the two servants. Reluctantly, the girl moved to hang a fresh coffee pot over the hearth, and the Negro, his face a resentful mask, poked the fire to start the cauldron to boiling.
Michaux pulled a chair up next to Genet's worktable and dropped into it, more heavily than he had intended. Genet popped past him, sat down behind the mess, and began to organize it.
"You will find that no one stays up late in this town, Citizen Michaux. It's pitiful the little nightlife the Americans allow themselves. All so they can get up early and work, work, work!" Genet stacked the papers and shoved them aside. "So, how much money did you raise?"
Michaux looked at him. "Enough, I hope. How much have you raised?"
"Oh-oh! You think it is none of my business, Citizen Michaux?"
"Pardon, Minister. I was born a farmer, and I have no talent for politeness." Michaux rubbed his stinging eyes. "Citizen, I have spent my life in the service of France. I have explored the wilds of America for ten years, with an unlimited letter of credit from the king. But what is that worth now? The people's assembly has honored none of the back drafts on my salary. I am destitute and thrown onto my own devices. My gardens are crumbling and I am thousands of francs in arrears."
The blowsy serving wench appeared with two mugs of fresh-brewed coffee. Michaux was grateful for the interruption. He couldn't hide the anger and embarrassment he felt about the change in his circumstances, though there was little he could have done to prevent it. He just hoped Genet would somehow help put it right.
"I am working on getting your salary restored," Genet assured him. "More importantly, I have been corresponding with Mr. Jefferson, voluminously. Interminably, even."
Michaux slurped a bit of the hot, bitter, life-renewing liquid. "Oh? Why?"
"You are aware, are you not, that Mr. Jefferson arranged this entire evening? Your talk, and the subscriptions from the rich Americans—even old Washington?"
"Of course. I met with Mr. Jefferson at Monticello several weeks ago. He understands my circumstances, and believes that Americans will fund a trip explore the Missouri River to its source, to learn all that can be learned of that country—its plants, its animals, and its inhabitants—and then find which rivers flow to the Pacific Ocean."
"Into the Spanish territory and beyond," Genet observed.
Michaux shrugged. "What are territorial boundaries to science, Citizen? Surely even the Spaniards can be persuaded why it must be done. No white man has ever been so far. These Americans understand—still, without Mr. Jefferson's backing, I doubt I would have raised a sou. I admit this system of taking subscriptions is distasteful to me. If I had my choice, I would prefer to make my own way up the Missouri, and find my own way to pay for it."
"Why ever would you do that? If the Americans want to pay for your trip, let them!"
"Because I am a Frenchman, Citizen!" Michaux felt his hackles rising. "And I am no fool. Half of those men, including the great Washington, own land in the West. Do you really think they're so interested in botanical geography? No, they want to invest in my expedition because they think it will make the land they already hold more valuable, and allow them to get even more land! For the Americans, everything is a transaction and there is nothing that cannot be bought and sold."
"Ah, you are a principled Frenchman of the old school." Genet sat back in his chair. "All of them, Citizen? Even Mr. Jefferson?"
"No," Michaux admitted. "Not Jefferson. His is one of the finest minds of this, or any age. He cares for science for its own sake, and there is nothing he is more passionate about than the West. His interest is sincere, and he is a true friend."
"I'm glad you feel that way. Speaking of the West, I have something for you." Genet pulled out a document affixed with the government seal and handed it to Michaux.
Michaux glanced over it uncomprehendingly. "What's this?"
"A commission, formally making you an agent of France. Don't worry, Mr. Jefferson knows all about it."
"Why would Jefferson concern himself with my commission? Citizen, I was commissioned years ago to collect seeds and plants and animals for the king and send them home to France. I've been doing so ever since—"
"Michaux, this is a different kind of commission. There's been a slight change in your mission." Genet quickly held up his hands in a pacifying gesture. "Temporary only! Then you will take your trip to the Pacific Ocean. I promise."
"A change? But how?" Michaux picked at the corner of his new commission. "On whose authority?"
Genet folded his hands, and when he spoke there was an edge to his voice that was anything but boyish. "Mine."
Michaux didn't scare easily, but suddenly he felt a chill move through the deserted coffee shop. It was all he could do to force himself to meet Genet's staring eyes.
"The cause of liberty marches on, Citizen," Genet said. "It takes precedence even over the glory of science or philosophy. You agree, non?"
Before Michaux could reply, the little diplomat continued. "I have certain instructions from the Assembly, and I have already taken steps to carry them out. We must deliver our brothers in Louisiana from the tyrannical yoke of Spain. To that end, we are to arm the Kentuckians. They'll come down the Mississippi while French privateers—which I've already outfitted—sail into New Orleans."
"Mon Dieu, is that all?" Michaux felt a wild laugh coming on. He had the presence of mind to fake a violent cough to cover it. It was plain that Genet wasn't joking.
Genet reached across the table and patted him on the back. "That's all. Well, almost. I'm also supposed to free the Canadians from the tyranny of England. But you don't need to worry about that part."
"Wait a minute." Michaux waved his hand, then slurped some coffee and pretended to recover from his cough. He needed time to think. "Who's going to do all this? Citizen...I think maybe you have me confused with someone else. I am only a botanist, seeking enough money to continue my work."
"That's the beauty of it! No one will doubt you." Genet's eyes gleamed. "You hardly have to do a thing. Our agents in Kentucky were all lined up before I even got here." Genet rummaged through his papers and began thrusting documents onto Michaux's side of the table. "Some of the greatest soldiers of the American Revolution are on our side. Here are the commissions for them—"
"I can deliver them on my way west, I suppose, but—"
"—They have already pledged to renounce their American citizenship and become officers in an independent and revolutionary French legion—which you will raise!"
Michaux almost choked in surprise, spitting out a mouthful of coffee. "I'm going to raise a legion? Citizen, I know nothing of military matters!"
"Pas de problème! " Genet assured him. "Neither do I! Don't worry so much. That's why we have General Clark and Doctor O'Fallon. All you have to do is hand out a few gifts to the Indians—you've done that many times, have you not?"
"Oui, but that's a far cry—"
"—and confer with General Clark as to the conduct of the mission to make sure that the interests of the French Republic are represented. The Americans will do the rest. Facile ! "
Michaux drew in a deep breath, his heart hammering. "I thought the Americans were supposed to be neutral. Does President Washington know about this?"
"That stupid old man has hindered my work in a thousand ways." Genet rolled his eyes. "He is a monarchist to the bone. Fortunately, Jefferson and Congress are on our side. Soon, Washington won't matter. Jefferson says he even has an inside man in the military, who will make sure the American army looks the other way when our forces go on the march. There will be nothing to stand in our way."
Michaux drew in a deep breath. "I am a Republican, Citizen. I will help however I can. I will give you information about all the French settlements in North America. I can draw you maps of the rivers and let you know what to expect. But Citizen, I think you may have misunderstood Mr. Jefferson's intent. As for me, I have a botanizing and discovery trip to plan."
He reached in his coat and pulled out the instructions that Jefferson had written for him on behalf of the Philosophical Society and waved them at Genet. "You see, right here. 'Shortest route to the Pacific Ocean.' Jefferson wrote that! Soil, rivers, mountains, animals, vegetables. He said nothing of these political and military concerns."
"To hell with vegetables," Genet said. "You're selfish, Michaux. You think that the breeding habits of ferns are more important than the liberation of Louisiana."
"Genet, forgive me," Michaux replied. "In case you haven't noticed, I'm not getting any younger. Already I feel the ache of rheumatism in my bones. How many more years do I have left that I can still go up the Missouri?"
"Michaux, you'll live to be one hundred. And you'll go up the Missouri and find the passage to the Pacific Ocean, and more vegetables than you can haul back in one hundred canoes. All of France will cry with joy at your achievement! Just not quite yet."
"Citizen...try to understand. There may not be another man living who can mount an expedition across North America, while surely there are many better suited than I to wage war against the Spanish."
"Non-sens, you are perfect for the job. You speak English. You are an intrepid explorer, a seasoned traveler, and a great scientist. Everyone knows this! Don't you see? No one will question you."
"Genet, I'm sorry. I simply cannot accept this commission." He pushed the paper back across the table.
The younger man sat back and stared into Michaux's face for a long, uncomfortable moment. Finally, he said, "Citizen...what has become of your son?"
Michaux felt the bottom drop out of his stomach. He swallowed hard. "François? He's with my brother. You see, he was shot last year by a hunting companion. A stupid accident, nothing more, but a grain of shot entered his eye. François began to lose his vision. There was no doctor here who could help him. I had no choice but to send him home to Versailles—"
"Ah, yes. Versailles." Genet interrupted. "Where you once worked as the king's botanist."
"Versailles is my family's home. For generations my family worked in the royal gardens." Michaux hated the whine that had entered his voice. "The Comte D'Angiviller was my patron. When I was a young man, he sent me to study at the Jardin du Roi in Paris. That was many years ago...before there was any such thing as a Republican."
"Ah, yes, D'Angiviller. And where is the Comte now?"
"He fled to Russia. Genet, back then no one dreamed of revolution! You cannot blame me for the world in which I was born! What choice did I have?"
"You have a choice now," Genet said. "And Citizen, I don't blame you for anything. I too have relations. My two older sisters were ladies-in-waiting to Marie-Antoinette. Beautiful and charming, and favorites at the royal court."
He studied his fingernails. "They stayed with the queen until the last minute. When the royal family was finally chased down and arrested, one of my sisters held the door against the mob. For that she was condemned to death."
Michaux held his breath. It was a long time before Genet finally spoke.
"She took poison instead. Fortunately, the other still lives. The government knows she has a loyal brother."
"My son is only nineteen," Michaux said quietly.
For once, Genet didn't reply. They both sat in silence for a while. The serving wench and the Negro were long gone, and they had the big room to themselves. Michaux stared at the commission lying on the table. Finally he spoke, despising the tentative rasp in his voice.
"Minister, I apologize for not immediately recognizing your wisdom. There is my patriotic duty to France to consider. I don't suppose it would hurt anything to delay the Missouri trip for a while."
Genet beamed. "You see? Was that so hard? Now you know why Mr. Jefferson thought you were the right man for the job."
Chapter 3
Clark
Fort Greeneville, Northwest Territory
"Filthy bloody savages." The private's raspy whisper carried halfway through the ranks of murmuring men. Under the bawl of the drill sergeants, the Legion of the United States—some two thousand strong—was falling into ranks for the treaty signing ceremony. Almost as many Indians had gathered outside the fort to witness the great event.
"Bloody sham, is all it is," the man continued. "As far as I'm concerned we ought to get our prisoners back, then open fire with the cannons 'til there's nothin' left."
On his way to the commandant's house, Lieutenant Clark paused to shoot the soldier a stern look of rebuke. The man responded with an insolent stare and fell into ranks.
The soldier was soon lost in the sea of men marching through the fort's gates. Clark's stomach clenched as he watched them go. Truth be told, all the soldiers felt pretty much the same. They had no love lost for Indians and never would, peace or no peace. Frontiersmen were even worse. Not long ago, settlers in Cincinnati had set upon the Legion's native scouts with clubs and stones, just for being Indians. After that, Mad Anthony had sent the scouts home. Clark missed Shoteka and his Chickasaws more than he wanted to admit, but he comforted himself with the thought that they were back in their native Tennessee country, raising hell.
Clark ducked into the commandant's house, a story-and-a-half log structure where General Wayne kept both his offices and his sleeping quarters. At a couple of long, low tables, Lieutenant Harrison and several of Wayne's other aides sat like a cadre of monks, their heads bent low over their work, quills flitting across the pages.
Clark cleared his throat. Harrison glanced up sharply. With his gaunt features and smudges of exhaustion under his dark eyes, he even looked like a monk. But the spiritual illusion shattered as soon as he opened his mouth.
"Well, if it isn't Bill Clark." A wide, mocking smile spread slowly across Harrison's face. "I wondered if I'd see you today. You've always got so many opinions. What do you have to say now?"
"Well, I really just came in to check on that transfer I put in for a while back."
Harrison sniggered. "Oh, come on, Clark! No snide little comments about Old Mars? No speculation about how the war's going to last five more years? No complaints about how you're too good to guard supply convoys?"
"I never said that—"
"Some of us still remember." Harrison said. "While General Wayne was busy stringing out forts over three hundred miles of wilderness, you were in here every other day to whine about corn hauling."
"I was just sayin' I can do more than drive cattle and sheep and bring wagonloads of flour up to the forts. There's damn little glory in bein' the roast beef delivery man, even if folks are always glad to see ye."
Harrison leaned back and folded his hands behind his head. "In bello parvis momentis magni casus intercedunt."
Clark fumed. Harrison never missed an opportunity to show off his classical education, especially among men who lacked the same learning. "I don't know what that means, and you know it."
"In war great events are caused by small things. Julius Caesar," Harrison taunted. "Clark, haven't you learned anything? You can stage hit-and-run raids on the Indians all day long and not accomplish a thing. But if you choke off their food supply—"
"By burnin' every village and cornfield within twenty miles of the river. Fine work for a soldier!"
"—And build forts at every river junction until you've got control of the headwaters and portages of every navigable river in the Northwest Territory, pretty soon the Indians can't make a move that you don't know about! That's how General Wayne did it, Clark. No thanks to naysayers like you."
Harrison wagged a well-chewed finger in the direction of the fort's gates. "Look out there, Clark! Every tribe in the Ohio country is here and ready to sign away their claims to the Ohio country. Don't you know what that means? Trading posts—settlements—no more obstacles to American expansion."
"Have a heart, would ye, Harrison?" Clark rolled his shoulders, trying to loosen the muscles knotting in his neck. "All I want is to know whether General Wayne's taken a peep at my transfer papers yet. I don't want to spend my whole life wrangling supplies through a blasted wilderness."
"I'll trade you, Clark." Harrison spread his hands to indicate the room full of aides, their pens furiously scratching away. "At least you get to travel, see a little bit of the world outside the fort. I'm going to be spending the next month making copies of the treaty. I won't even get down to Cincinnati to see my sweetheart until that's done."
"You have a sweetheart?" Clark jibed. "She must need specs."
"Well, then, let us pray that no spectacle maker sets up shop in Cincinnati until she agrees to marry me. After that, it'll be too late."
"So how about the rifle unit? All I want is something a little more military—"
"Clark, sorry to disappoint you, but General Wayne hasn't said a goddamn word about any rifle unit, and I hardly think it's an opportune time to bring it up."
The stairs creaked with a sudden, heavy tread, and Anthony Wayne hove into view, the camp barber scurrying behind brushing hair powder from his shoulders with a small whisk.
"What's all this talk about rifles?" he demanded. "I hate rifles. Always did."
Clark felt his hopes wither. "Permission to ask why, sir?"
"Granted." Wayne clapped him on the shoulder. "A good rifleman—of which you are one, Clark, I've seen you shoot—comes in handy on those occasions when you have the luxury of picking off the enemy from outside the line of battle. In thirty years of warfare, I've never encountered that situation. Now don't get a long face! Who's to say it couldn't happen?"
"But sir..." Clark knew he shouldn't argue with Wayne, but he just couldn't stop himself. "Even President Washington thinks rifles are perfect for wilderness warfare—in the hands of an expert marksman, that is. That's why he sent us those rugged new models."
"Well, Washington generally knows what he's doing." Wayne grabbed his enormous chapeau bras from a peg on the wall and clapped it on his head. "But take my word for it, Clark, a rifle is devilish hard to reload. Ergo, in hand-to-hand combat, a rifleman is useless. Why? Because he lacks the bayonet."
"Sir, I know rifles, and I know frontiersmen. I can train and lead sharpshooters. The rifles won't need bayonets, because the enemy'll be killed before they get within fifty yards! You'll be surprised what I can do, just given the chance—"
"No doubt," Wayne said. "For my money, I could live without ever seeing a rifle, at least without a bayonet. The bayonet is the most proper instrument for removing the film from the eyes and opening the ears that has ever been discovered, at least when it comes to savages! Which brings us to the events of the day. If you'll excuse me, gentlemen."
He charged out into the bright sunshine. Clark stared glumly after him. Harrison shrugged. "We're at peace now anyway, Clark. Who needs sharpshooters?"
***
Clark had to admit that everyone played his part to perfection that day. The treaty was read, the Indian sachems and war chiefs gave lengthy harangues, and endless strings of wampum were exchanged for equal numbers of silver peace medals. All the parties signed or made their mark on the treaty, and General Wayne affixed his seal.
Afterwards, the Indians and the soldiers danced to each other's music, while the chunk-chunk of cleavers slicing into watermelons echoed across the grounds, replacing the more familiar sound of tomahawks thunking into skulls. Flanked by Harrison on his left and a morose General Wilkinson on his right, Mad Anthony presided over it all with a heroic and slightly tragic air, like a fat, gouty actor playing Washington Crossing the Delaware.
After hours of ceremony—the Indians loved that sort of thing—Clark slipped away. Now, with his boots slung over his shoulder, he stood barefoot in the cool swirl of a little creek. For about an hour, he had watched a pair of kites, stern and grey as a Quaker couple, hunting in the treetops. Almost directly above Clark's head, their awkward chick clung to a small branch of a shaggy hickory and begged for food in a shrill two-toned whistle. Since Clark had been watching, the parents had stuffed him with at least twelve fat cicadas.
Clark's own stomach was empty, but aside from that he felt better, much better, since he had abandoned the treaty celebration and walked down through the creek bed, the smell of sweaty bodies and fried chicken replaced in his nostrils with the cool moistness of the forest, the tangled berry bushes, and the licorice scent of goldenrod.
Clark laughed as the young bird took a swipe at a bug that bombed past his perch. Only a great flapping of deep brown wings and banded tail prevented the chick from taking a tumble down into the creek.
"Enjoy momma and daddy feedin' ye while ye can," Clark said. "Pretty soon you'll have to do for yourself, 'less you're too fat to fly."
He reached down into the splash of the creek and let the cool water play over his fingers. He wished there was someone else there who would appreciate the birds. Cupping his hand, he wiped cool water over his face and neck and squinted regretfully at the pink streaks of sunset beyond the trees. He doubted his absence had been noted, but it wouldn't do to stay away from the fort much longer.
Clark sighed and clambered up the steep banks of the creek, his toes digging into the soft earth. He slipped into the trees, his feet sinking into the soft fall of thousands of pine needles. He heard a twig snap—an Indian? I hope to hell he got the word about the peace treaty.
"Egad, Clark, is that you?" General Wilkinson emerged ahead of him on the rough path, twirling a leaf of feathery hemlock between his fingers.
"Don't shoot," Clark said with a smile. "I didn't expect to see you down here, sir. Thought you'd be up enjoying the laurels with General Wayne."
"Alas, hundreds of chickens have sacrificed their lives in the fryer for the feast of Mad Anthony. But the laurels are all for the Big Mogul. He is pressing them down upon his own brow even as we speak, just as Nero crowned himself with flowers after burning Rome."
Bareheaded and stripped down to his waistcoat and breeches, sleeves pushed up above his elbows, Wilkinson looked less like a general and more like the muscular, compact tobacco merchant he had once been. "Just between you and me—if I have to listen any more of our beloved Caesar's gasconading today, I'll go mad." He pulled a flask out of his waistband and offered it to Clark. "Best I can do under these rustic circumstances."
Expecting a kick of whiskey, Clark took a swig. The deep taste of fermented fruit and spices spread across his tongue and warmed him with pleasure all the way down. "Lordy, sir, that's fine brandy you've got there!"
"Armagnac, to be exact. Imported from France. A very good friend in the east sent me a case."
"That's the kind of friend I'd like to have." Clark offered the flask back to Wilkinson, but the general waved it away.
"Enjoy it, Clark. I've got plenty more where that came from. Truth be told I prefer Madeira when I can get it."
"Sure beats that rotgut rum they issue around here."
They walked together along the path back towards the fort, Clark carrying his boots in one hand while he nipped from the flask. With his belly empty, he already felt light-headed. "So what's next for you, General, after all this folderol is over?"
"Back to Cincinnati and Fort Washington, I suppose. Dismal." Wilkinson tossed aside the hemlock branch and grinned. "There is one bright spot. I've sent for my Ann to rejoin me. She's put the boys in school and is on her way from Philadelphia. Gads, being apart from her during this endless war has been hell on earth! Naturally, I'm planning the house and garden that she deserves. When we get settled I'll throw a party for all of my young men of sense and refinement—"
Clark pulled a face. "Lord, I'll hate missin' that."
"Ha! You are invited, of course. Frankly, talking with you is a pleasure for me—a great many of our fellow officers, even those of senior rank, seem to have gone little past the hornbook. If history ever gazed upon a greater collection of peddlers, drunkards, and fools, I'm sure I don't know when."
"Sir..." Clark hesitated. "I confess I don't know whether I'm comin' or goin'. If this Indian peace holds up, seems like we're all out of a job."
"And Alexander wept for he had no more worlds to conquer," Wilkinson mused. "Take heart, Clark. There are other battles that need fighting besides chasing a few naked savages and burning down their corn cribs."
"But will we ever fight 'em?" Clark wondered. "In the battle last year—"
"So grandly dubbed 'Fallen Timbers' by His Excellency."
"—at Fallen Timbers, I thought we'd storm the British garrison for sure." Clark shook his head in disbelief. "Sir, why didn't we? We could have gone all the way to Detroit—with the Indians routed, there'd have been nothing to stop us."
"Now you sound like your brother," Wilkinson said. "As I recall, a daring raid on the British forts is what he's been proposing for the last fifteen years."
"I know." Clark took another swallow of brandy. "By the time he was my age, George was a colonel and commanding the war in the west. I can't even get command of a lousy rifle unit."
"Ah! It's a pity how your talents have been overlooked by that blockhead Wayne."
"Now George is sittin' around in Louisville, and if Mad Anthony has his way, I'll spend the rest of my career playing nursemaid to a bunch of sheep herders supplyin' the forts. Kissing goes by favor in this army, that's for dang sure." He fumbled again with the flask, wanting more of the smooth brandy. But when he tilted it back he found he had already drained it dry.
He handed the empty flask back to Wilkinson, his face hot with embarrassment. Wilkinson stopped on the darkening path and turned to face him, tucking the flask back into his waistband. Clark bit his lip. He had drunk too much and said even more. "I'm sorry, sir, I shouldn't be talkin' out of school like that—you're a general—"
"I don't blame you for being bitter, Clark. And I certainly don't blame your brother—one of the greatest military geniuses this country has ever produced, and badly used, sir."
The general took hold of Clark's arm and lowered his voice. "Clark, listen to me very carefully. I tell you this in the strictest confidence. Do you understand? Can I count on you?"
The trees spun above Clark's head. He wished he hadn't drunk all that brandy.
"This is very important," Wilkinson glanced around, his usually genial features pale in the growing twilight. "I have friends in the highest circles of government, and they do more than send me French brandy. I have it on good authority that Mad Anthony's usefulness to the big bugs back East is just about up. So let him go back to Philadelphia and get the accolades of his grateful nation. For that matter, let old Washington go home to Mount Vernon and count the money he's about to make from all the Ohio land claims he's been sitting on all these years, now that the Indian menace has been destroyed. Change is in the wind."
"It is?" Despite the heaviness of the air and the warm brandy in his blood, Clark felt a shiver run down his spine. "What kind of change?"
"War, Clark. With Spain, over the West." The general's voice had become a hoarse whisper. "Now that we've pushed all the way to the Mississippi, they'll move to stop us. And if I have anything to say about it—which I just might—your brother will be called forth again to take up his rightful role, and restore the honor and luster to the name of Clark."
"But how—"
"Never mind. Just keep me apprised of everything you hear from him. Some of us—" he tapped himself on the chest—"do our best work behind the scenes. Others of us, like George Rogers Clark, fight like the swashbuckling heroes of old! You, I suspect, are the best of both worlds—indisputably brave, capable, and ready—and smart enough to keep a secret, too."
"It runs in the family." Clark's heart hammered with excitement. "So you really think George is going to have a chance to fight the Spanish? Head up an army, like old times? General...are we goin' down the Mississippi?"
"Shhh! Quiet!" Wilkinson held a finger to his lips. "With a little luck, my young friend. And if I know George Rogers Clark, he'll want you right by his side. Finally the glory you both deserve. For my part, I've committed to help in any way I can, officially if I can, unofficially if I must. In the meantime, I need all the information I can get, so don't neglect to tell me everything you hear from your brother."
"I won't," Clark assured him. A gloomy thought occurred to him. "But there might not be much to tell. I won't be of much use to you, George, or anybody while hauling cornmeal and bacon through the woods."
"It's the rifles you want, isn't that right?" Wilkinson smiled, winked, and squeezed his arm. "Just leave it to me."
Clark realized they had circled back to the fort. The men and the Indian braves were dancing in the light of a huge bonfire. Up on a platform, Mad Anthony and the Miami chief Little Turtle dozed like two drunken stone lions overlooking barbarians sacking an ancient city. Harrison sat beside Wayne with his legs crossed, staring into the fire and biting his fingernails.
"Glorious scene, eh? Watch this." Wilkinson winked, mounted the platform, and waved heartily at the celebrating men. "Lieutenant Harrison, fetch my coat, there's a good man! I believe I left it in the dining pavilion."
Clark smirked at Harrison's resentful scowl as the young Virginian unwound from his seat and stalked off the platform. But as he made his own way back to his hut, a quiet sobriety overtook him. If the United States went to war with Spain, God knew what honors could be had. Big men like Wilkinson and his unnamed patrons in Philadelphia dreamed of westward expansion. But Clark's dreams were deeper, more personal. Ever since he was small, he had wanted to fight by his brother's side. But he'd been too young. He was still a schoolboy when the Revolution came to an end. Instead, he'd had to bear witness as George was cast aside by the country he'd helped create. George's rage and devastation were terrible for everyone who loved him. For Clark's parents it was almost unbearable.
Now George had been down and out so long it seemed like a dream that he might finally have a chance to fight his way back. As for him—Billy, the brother who was too young to fight—well, serving under George at long last sounded a hell of a lot better than driving a supply train for Mad Anthony.
Clark threw his boots in the corner of his hut and fell on his cot. Who was he kidding? If George were able to drive the Spanish out, he'd get back everything he'd lost, and that would be the greatest thing that had ever happened to the Clark family. And if he were able to help George pull it off? Why, nothing in the world could be better than that.
***
A crack of light struck him in the eye. Clark threw himself upright in bed, shielding his face with his hand. Daylight. What the hell?
A tall slender outline in his doorway jeered, "Reveille was two hours ago, Sleeping Beauty."
"Aw, Jesus. Harrison, I'm sorry. I can't believe it—"
"Forget it," Harrison said. "Everyone else slept through it too, including General Wayne. He's awake now, though." The lieutenant threw a folded paper on Clark's chest.
"What's this?" Clark rubbed the sleep from his eyes and studied the form. "My transfer? He signed it?"
"Yep," Harrison said. "Pack your bags, Clark. You're going to Fort Washington."
Chapter 4
Lewis
Ensign Meriwether Lewis sat on a hard wooden bench in the fetid dimness of the guard's hut, his breath pluming in the chilly air. His was the third case on the docket that afternoon. At least he looked military; the guard on duty, a big sergeant named Malloy, had been decent enough to let him wash up. He'd tamed his dark, curly hair into a leather-wrapped queue that hung halfway down his back, and his boots shone with a richly polished gleam. But would it be enough?
He jiggled his leg as he waited for the officer of the court to call his name. Outside, he could hear soldiers and horses moving about, harnesses jingling, riflemen drilling, the men of Fort Greeneville going about their business.
A sour burp rose in his stomach. God, is this how it's all going to end? He shifted on the bench and flinched at a sudden tenderness. His backside still felt bruised from being tossed in the dirt. Lieutenant Elliott, that Federalist sonofabitch, had roughed him up like a common rowdy. And all because he'd dared to call Elliott what he was—a traitor—
Malloy ducked his head inside the hut and gave him a lopsided smirk. "Yer next, Ensign Lewis," he said. "My, aren't ye nicely turned out today! Powdered curls 'n' all! Dandy Tony'll faint."
"Stuff it, Malloy," Lewis said. "I rank you, you know."
Malloy snorted. "Sar, ye'd better lose that cheek in a hurry. Prisoners don't rank nobody." He swung himself through the doorway and sat down on a bench opposite Lewis, offering him a plug of tobacco. Lewis shook his head and waved it away, tight-lipped. Malloy bit off a piece and pushed it around with his tongue. "Seriously, sar, General Wayne likes 'em humble. When you get out there, you'd do well to keep yer mouth shut."
Lewis sighed. "If I could do that, I wouldn't be here in the first place."
"Know what, ensign? Yer problem is, every time you open yer gob, it's either liquor goin' in or hot air comin' out."
Lewis rubbed his sweaty palms on his trousers and tried to calm the beating of his heart. It wasn't supposed to be like this. The frontier needed policing, and the army needed officers. And he was a man of breeding, a gentleman. It just couldn't happen that after a few months of adventure in the West, he'd wind up right where he started—back on the farm in Virginia, battling tobacco worms and sheep rot, having accomplished...exactly nothing.
Malloy cocked his head out the door and scrambled to his feet. "Looks like they're about ready for yeh—"
Lewis rose and tugged his uniform into place as a voice bawled: "Guard! Bring the next prisoner forward!"
He straightened his back and stepped out into the cold brightness of the day. Iron-gray clouds hung in the sky above the fort, deepening his gloom. His eyes stung in the cold wind and his vision blurred a little as he walked forward to the makeshift courtroom where twelve officers of the United States Army were assembled for his court-martial. It wasn't even a room, just a semi-circle of wooden camp tables and chairs arrayed before the big wooden gates of the fort. Clerks bustled about and the officers shuffled their papers for the next hearing, using rocks and their elbows to prevent the court documents from blowing away. Seated in the center of the action, an impatient frown on his face, was the commanding general of the whole United States Army.
Most men, catching their first glimpse of Anthony Wayne, snorted in disappointment; he looked as if he should've been forcibly retired years ago. The old general's face was blotchy and his eyes were red-rimmed under gray, overhanging eyebrows. But Lewis suspected that if he knew what was good for him, he'd better assume that Wayne was still just as dangerous as the aggressive, wild young officer who had earned the nickname "Mad Anthony" at the Battle of Stony Point back in '79. If Mad Anthony was in a disagreeable mood today, in an hour's time those big wooden gates would swing open and he'd be exiled from the Army forever, his career and his dreams over, with nothing to do but shuffle home to Mother in disgrace.
Now that put the fear of God into him.
Malloy led Lewis forward to the table for the accused. "Yer hat, sar." Reluctantly, Lewis removed his black round felt hat and placed it in Malloy's hand. Malloy set it on the corner of the table, just out of reach. Lewis stared down at it, his eyes swimming, and bowed in General Wayne's direction. He didn't dare look up. To Wayne's left sat Lieutenant Elliott, looking piqued and pin-headed as usual, along with the other officers who had witnessed what happened between them a fortnight ago. Elliott deserved it, goddamnit—
The judge advocate, a thin captain named Dawes, took his place and announced: "The members of this court already having been duly sworn, we will now proceed with the trial of Meriwether Lewis, Ensign in the Third Sublegion, who comes prisoner before this court accused of dueling and insubordination."
Wayne nodded irritably. "Read the warrant, Dawes."
"On the 24th of September ultimo, the arraigned prisoner, Ensign Meriwether Lewis, did enter the quarters of Lieutenant Joseph Elliott, here present, in a state of intoxication, and did disrupt a gathering of superior officers in a disrespectful and insubordinate manner. When removed from the premises by Lieutenant Elliott by force, Ensign Lewis did then issue a challenge of honor, in violation of the general orders of the Army. How do you plead, ensign?"
Lewis swallowed. "Not guilty, sir."
Dawes put the warrant down on the table and proceeded to call the names of the members of the court. "Ensign Lewis, do you take any exception to the members present? If so, you may now state your reason for objecting."
Lewis lifted his eyes and scanned the officers' faces. His heart sank. There was no one here he'd drank or played cards with, no one to whom he'd lent a bob, no one from whom he could expect any mercy. He might as well just pack his bag right now.
To General Wayne's right sat William Henry Harrison, his black hair tousled over his forehead, his full lips pursed. Though barely older than Lewis, Captain Harrison had recently been promoted to the command of Fort Washington, the Army's outpost near Cincinnati. It was small wonder Harrison was accustomed to rule—he'd grown up like a lord on his father's James River estate, looking down on people like Lewis who'd had the misfortune to be born to fathers who weren't first in the line of primogeniture. Harrison wore a disgusted look as he stared at Lewis over the bridge of his long nose.
Next to Harrison sat Jonathan Haskell, a grizzled old major from Rhode Island. Haskell had served with Wayne in the Revolutionary War and in the Battle of Fallen Timbers, and he made sure everybody knew it—especially if they'd had the misfortune not to be there, and Lewis hadn't. Lewis looked at Haskell's small hard eyes and flinched.
A glance at the other officers revealed faces no more friendly than Harrison's or Haskell's. Lewis straightened his back. "I take no exception, sir."
"Good. The court will now listen to the charge brought against you."
Lieutenant Elliott rose to be sworn in. Lewis's hopes sank even lower. Wasn't it just like the old buzzard to wear his Continental Army coat! Just to remind Wayne they starved together at Valley Forge! Elliott had left his gray hair unpowdered, no doubt to point out the contrast between his own experience and Lewis's callowness.
Lewis stared at Elliot with hatred. He'd tried in vain to admire him, but alas, his commander had proved to be a small-minded simpleton with intolerable ideas. For one thing, Elliott refused to see that John Adams didn't have a fraction of the brains of Mr. Jefferson. Then there was that elitist twaddle he was always spouting up—
Elliott took the oath, glared at Lewis, and began to recite his grievance. "On the evening of the twenty-fourth of September, I was in my quarters with Captain Guion and Captain van Renssalaer, when this puppy burst in—"
Harrison flinched. "Please refrain from that language, sir, this being a court proceeding."
"Sorry, Captain," Elliott said. "That is to say, Ensign Lewis burst in, quite uninvited, and proceeded to make a blamed nuisance of himself. He smelled like—"
"What do you mean, 'nuisance'?" Wayne interrupted. "What precisely did he do, Lieutenant?"
"He wanted to talk politics," Elliott said. "To be honest, talking politics is about all he's good for. He's been very little use to me as an officer, because he's always poking his nose in where it doesn't belong. He took exception to something I'd said about those wretched 'Democratic-Republican' clubs his friend Thomas Jefferson is backing. Those Jacobins won't be satisfied until there's blood running in the streets of Philadelphia—"
"Let's leave opinion out of it, please, Lieutenant," Harrison said. "What happened then?"
"Well, he started hurling insults around. He called me a Federalist. More precisely, in his words, a 'damned Fed.'"
Wayne's eyes narrowed. "I have been known to associate with that party myself. Are you, indeed, a Federalist?"
"I do not dabble in politics, sir." Elliott said. "I don't believe that sort of scheming has any place in the Army."
"Then by God, you're the only one." Major Haskell snorted. "Was that the sum of it?'
"Well...no, sir." Elliott hesitated. "There were other insults."
"Like what, Lieutenant?"
Lewis closed his eyes. This was the nail in the coffin. Mother was always getting on him about his uncontrollable temper, and his uncontrollable tongue...now it would prove his undoing.
"He said—" Elliott stammered. "He...he called me an 'Abigail.'"
The officers sat in stunned silence. Wayne turned to Harrison and mouthed: "Abigail...as in Adams?" The court paused for a moment while Harrison whispered urgently in Wayne's ear. Wayne lifted his bushy eyebrows, straightened up, and turned back to Elliott. "Is that all, sir?"
"No, it isn't all. He was drunk as a lord."
"How do you know he was drunk?" Haskell wanted to know.
"He smelled like he'd been swimming in a beer barrel, sir. I ordered him to leave, and he refused. So I tossed him out on his arse. Later that evening, the puppy had the nerve to send me a challenge, demanding satisfaction at a time and place of my choosing."
Wayne nodded at the judge advocate. "Have you the alleged challenge, sir?"
"Right here, General." Lewis bit back a groan as the judge advocate picked up a handwritten note and handed it to Wayne, who read over it and passed it to the other officers around the table. Lewis stole a glance at Wayne and was rewarded with a cold stare. He quickly returned his gaze to his hat and shifted from one foot to the other, his hands clammy with sweat. Please, General, just let me explain—
"So of course I had him arrested immediately, sir, for every man knows that dueling among the officers is against the rules, by your own order."
"I'm well aware of that rule, Lieutenant, though I have had cause to regret issuing it," Wayne said. "My officers need all the shooting practice they can get and it would save me a devil of a lot of trouble. Is that all, then?"
Mercifully, Elliott nodded and sat down. Lewis stood in miserable silence as the court took testimony from the other witnesses. The judge advocate summed up the case: he was belligerent, insubordinate, drunk. It was all but over; he was a cooked goose. Lewis swore silently that he would be a better man from now on, that he would never let his mouth get the better of him again—
Suddenly, he realized all eyes were on him. Wayne said, "Ensign Lewis, you are on your defense, sir. Explain yourself."
Lewis felt a lump grow in his throat. Being a soldier was the best thing he'd ever done in his life. "Sir, I...I did not go to Lieutenant Elliott's quarters for the purpose of disrupting things," he said. "I just thought...well, I did not realize I was not invited, sir."
Harrison smirked. "You had received an invitation, then?"
"No."
"Why did you go, then?"
"It was my mistake." Lewis clenched his jaw. He wanted to wipe that superior expression off Harrison's face but sensed Sergeant Malloy standing near him and remembered his advice: Wayne likes 'em humble. "I thought perhaps I might have some conversation."
"Sounds like you got it," Wayne said. "What was the problem?"
"Elliott and I—" Lewis paused, caught himself. "Lieutenant Elliott and I disagree on many things, sir."
"Like what?" Haskell asked.
"Well, just about everything. Religion. Politics. Matters of law—"
"Ensign Lewis," Wayne said. "Do you not realize you are in the Army? It is not your place to disagree with your commanding officer about anything. You give your opinion only when it is asked for, that is all."
"Yes, sir." Lewis hung his head. "It's just...you see...Lieutenant Elliott despises Thomas Jefferson, sir. And Mr. Jefferson is my neighbor. I couldn't be silent while he was insulted. Then Lieutenant Elliott tossed me, in a really offensive manner. It was an insult not to be borne. So yes, I issued a challenge, but I really had no intention of dueling him, sir. I just wanted an apology, which I did not get."
He sighed and looked at the ground. "I am heartily ashamed for losing control."
Wayne sat back in his chair, exchanged glances with Harrison, and shook his head. "Were you drunk, ensign? Drunk in my fort?"
Lewis's legs shook a little; he tried not to look at Wayne's bulbous red nose, rumored to be swollen from his own heavy drinking. "I had imbibed a cherry bounce, sir, earlier in the evening."
Wayne slapped the table. "All that on a cherry bounce? I'd hate to see what you'd do on hard liquor." He glowered at Lewis. "I presume that is all, ensign."
"Yes, sir."
A terrible hollow grew in the pit of his stomach as the judge advocate concluded the proceedings and dismissed him and the witnesses. The officers of the court retired to one of the blockhouses for deliberation. Sergeant Malloy escorted Lewis back to the guard's hut to await the verdict.
Lewis sat on the hard bench, sweating inside his uniform. He could just imagine what was going on inside the tent—Harrison arguing vociferously for his dismissal, Wayne jumping at the chance to be rid of another troublesome officer. For that was all he was, wasn't he? Trouble—to Wayne, to Elliott, to his mother, to everybody else. He rubbed his face, feeling sick. It was awful to have his dreams die like this. Now Mr. Jefferson would never have any reason to respect him.
Sergeant Malloy was quiet, seeming to sense Lewis didn't want conversation, but he'd no sooner settled himself and offered Lewis his tobacco plug when they were called back to court. The brief deliberation could only mean one thing: the verdict was guilty. Lewis hated the look of sympathy on Malloy's face. He avoided the other man's eyes as Malloy escorted him back to his place at the foot of the prisoner's table. His hat was still sitting there; he'd forgotten to take it when the court adjourned.
To hell with the Army, anyway! Lewis fixed his face into a hard stare. Why had he thought he'd ever make a soldier? It was just a place for simps like Elliott, bootlickers like Harrison, and used-up old men like Wayne. He looked at the officers as they took their seats. Harrison's pout and Haskell's hateful gaze sickened him. Wayne looked like a boozy old woman. All thinking they were better than him—
General Wayne coughed twice, accepted a swallow from Haskell's flask, and cleared his throat. "The court having considered the evidence for and against the prisoner Ensign Meriwether Lewis, together with what he offered in his defense, is of opinion that he is not guilty of the crime laid to his charge and doth therefore acquit him. The charge is dismissed."
Lewis's mouth dropped open. Malloy pounded him on the back, snatched up Lewis's hat, and clapped it on his head. "Did ye hear that, sar? Not guilty, he said! Yer stayin'!"
Elation and relief flooded through him as the judge advocate adjourned the proceedings. He had won! General Wayne had spared him! Lewis wanted to laugh out loud. He caught Lieutenant Elliott's eye and gave him his most broad and silly grin. Three cheers for Jefferson, and so much for you, you old chuffer—
"ENSIGN LEWIS!"
His grin fell away as he turned and saw General Wayne staring straight at him. Wayne showed Lewis the back of his hand, raised his index finger, and crooked it toward himself, once.
On rubbery legs, Lewis approached the commanding general. Wayne suddenly did not look like the benevolent soul who had just found him not guilty, but an avenging angel about to send him to the lowest depths of hell.
"Ensign Lewis," Wayne said quietly, "Do you know why I acquitted you?"
"Why...ah...because I was not guilty, sir."
"You were guilty as hell," Wayne growled. "I acquitted you because I don't want my officers running to me like schoolgirls every time they can't handle their bloody subordinates." He curled his lip. "Ensign, as an officer, you're not worth the shit on my shoes. According to Harrison, you drink too much, swear too much, and fight too much."
Dry-mouthed, Lewis dared to ask: "Then why do you not dismiss me, sir?"
"Well, Harrison says when you're not drunk, you're a pretty good shot. Even better than that, you're a damn good clerk. Clerks are in short supply in this Army." Wayne looked him over, as if taking in for the first time his immaculate uniform with the polished brass buttons. "Ensign, I might be crazy, because I'm not ready to give up on you. But I'll be blamed if I'll put up with any more of your nonsense. As Pliny once said, a contumacious and inflexible obstinacy deserves correction. And that's what you're going to get."
Lewis gulped. "Are you transferring me, sir?"
"Well, I can't exactly leave you in Elliott's command, can I? No, I'm going to put you under a commander who knows what to do with troublemakers like you. The toughest lieutenant in the Army."
"Who is it, sir?" Lewis stammered.
"Never you mind. But don't think you can try any tricks. He'll break you like a wild horse." Wayne snorted. "Get your stuff packed up and get ready to report to Fort Washington. You can ride with Captain Harrison after he finishes his business here. Lewis, I'll make a soldier of you yet."
***
After an agonizing wait of three days spent supervising a woodchopping detail while Harrison dithered through the courts-martial of other poor devils, Lewis joined the captain for the two-day ride south to Fort Washington. Even his companion's priggishness could not dampen Lewis's delight at being out in the open air. Stately hickories and graceful elms towered above, shading the path, and cardinals and chickadees flitted among the branches. Their calls and whistles made sweet music over the clip-clopping of the horses' hooves.
He made notes on the various birds he saw, recorded their calls in his notebook, and attempted to replicate their whistles. Beside him, Harrison rode in silence, his long nose buried in a volume of Cicero he had balanced on his saddle-horn. The first night, they camped in an open grove of pine trees beside a bubbling stream. Lewis examined an abandoned beehive in a hollow tree until it was too dark to see, while Harrison stayed up half the night reading by firelight.
The second day started much the same. By mid-morning, Lewis could stand the impasse no longer. He simply had to talk to someone.
"Captain Harrison," he announced, "I'm turning over a new leaf."
Without looking up from his book, Harrison said, "If one oversteps the bounds of moderation, the greatest pleasures cease to please. Epictetus."
"Precisely!" Lewis said. "Moderation has been missing from my life, sir. But no more. From now on, I will be as temperate as a priest."
Harrison snorted. "Don't make claims you can't keep, ensign. No man ever succeeded in altering his character—not in the long run, anyway. Why don't you just try to rein yourself in?"
"I am trying," Lewis said. "I just need an incentive to try harder, is all."
Harrison lifted his beady eyes from his book. "Lewis, I can tell you're not a stupid person. You've antagonized General Wayne once. Trust me, you don't want to do it again."
"I gathered that." Lewis pulled up a cattail and examined the furry blossom on the end. "I don't mean to antagonize anyone, Harrison. I'm just trying to figure out what the army expects of me."
"Obedience, but that's hardly a guide on how to live your life. Better to figure out what you expect from the army. Otherwise, don't try to be what you're not. The more definitely his own a man's character is, the better it fits him. Cicero."
Lewis lapsed into silence for a while, wondering if Harrison dreamed in quotes from Greek philosophers and Roman statesmen. Finally, he thought of another possible topic of conversation.
"Captain, having spent much time at Fort Washington, you are acquainted with Cincinnati, are you not?"
"Of course," Harrison said. "Not much of a burg, I'm afraid. A few stores and farmhouses, that's all."
"Is there a decent sporting house there, by any chance? Something along the lines of what you'd find in, say, Philadelphia?"
"If what you mean by sporting house is whorehouse, I wouldn't know," Harrison said primly. "I'm attached to a fine young lady of the town, Nancy Symmes. In fact, I'm going to ask her to marry me." Harrison's long face softened into a smile. "Ensign, she's wonderful. I always assumed I'd marry a Virginia belle. Imagine, coming all the way out here and finding a beauty like Nancy. Intelligent, too. She's perfect for me."
Lewis didn't see how, but he kept his mouth shut. Why is it always snobs like this who have women flitting around them like butterflies? He'd get a girl of his own someday. In the meantime, he was sure that a few minutes' conversation with other officers at Fort Washington would confirm that Cincinnati had at least one decent whorehouse.
By late afternoon, they had reached the great Ohio. The fort was almost in view. His heart began to race a little, and he straightened his uniform and checked the brass buttons to make sure they had the required shine. He was starting a new chapter now, the one that would bring him fame and glory. He would endeavor to earn the trust of his new commanding officer, whoever it turned out to be. He would strive to hold his tongue, to learn, to seek wisdom instead of notoriety. He would prove himself to be a top-notch soldier—
Fort Washington squatted on the riverbank, smoke curling lazily out of its chimneys. On its right lay the red-painted log homes of Cincinnati, dotting two bluffs that cascaded down to the Ohio. Harrison grinned, no doubt thinking about his bride-to-be, and spurred his horse forward.
Lewis saw Harrison suddenly yank on the reins as a sound ripped through the air: a wrenching, awful scream, a death-cry soaring skyward, a howl torn from a dozen throats. For a terrible moment, Lewis sat frozen in the saddle. He hadn't heard that sound since his childhood in Georgia. A doused fire, his mother's fearful eyes, men running, the ground soaked with blood—
He stared at Harrison, his eyes wide. "Indian attack!"
Harrison frowned and shook his head. "Can't be—"
"That's the Miami war cry! The blasted devils are inside the fort!" Lewis grabbed his rifle off the saddle and flung himself to the ground. "Come on!"
He took off, racing towards the sound of battle. Men who had been on fatigue duty in the gardens outside the fort were running back to the stockade, yelling in confusion, scrambling for their weapons.
Harrison dismounted and raced after him, shouting. The damn fool had forgotten his rifle. A bucktoothed private rushed past them, his hands and knees black with dirt, his face waxy with panic. Lewis tried to grab the boy and spin him around, get him ready to face the enemy.
"Damn you, let go!" The man kicked himself free and kept on running.
So much for Anthony Wayne's peace, and the preparedness of the great United States Army! Well, he'd make the savages pay dearly for his life. He had lead balls and priming powder in his pockets. He'd take a few of the red devils with him before they got his scalp!
The Miamis, in full war paint, rode screaming down on the soldiers of Fort Washington. The horses kicked up a haze of mud and dust, and their red-and-black painted riders looked like avenging demons in the approaching twilight. Squinting, Lewis thought he spotted some Army-issue rifles among them. Goddamn thieves must've taken the arsenal!
Up ahead, he saw General Wayne and General Wilkinson, the army's second-in-command, standing calmly on a mudflat beside an overturned wagon. Some men had turned it into a breastwork and were cowering behind it. Wayne and Wilkinson were making no attempt to rally the men or defend themselves from the horde of Indians bearing down on them. Were they impossibly brave, or just plain insane?
Harrison screamed behind him. "Ensign Lewis, stop! For God's sake, I order you to halt!"
Lewis ignored him, racing on. Leave it to somebody like Harrison to quiver like a little girl when it came time to fight. He dove behind the wagon, worked a lead ball free from his pocket, and rammed it home. A striking warrior was coming right at the commanding general, his horse breaking into a gallop, his tomahawk swinging through the air as he sang out his haunting war cry. Lewis tightened his finger on the trigger, no longer breathing, praying for the strength to be brave enough to do what he had to do—
Lewis raised himself up in a crouch behind the wagon bed, lifted the rifle to his shoulder, and took aim. The brave's eyes widened when he realized he faced more than cringing unarmed men. Lewis tightened his finger on the trigger, aiming at the center of the Indian's broad chest. A single ball, right through the heart—
"Lewis, for God's sake, no! " Harrison was at his side. For reasons he could not comprehend, Harrison grabbed the barrel of the rifle and wrenched it upwards. Big hands tore at the back of his coat. Jesus, no, they were about to be scalped—
He struggled to level the rifle at the mounted Indian and yanked the trigger. The brave flattened himself across the horse's neck as the muzzle boomed in an explosion of powder. God help me, I missed. Lewis howled with rage as Harrison twisted the still-smoking rifle out of his hands. He pawed at his belt, clutching for his knife—
"You God-rotten, miserable caitiff idiot ! " a voice roared. Someone shook him so hard his teeth banged together. "You egregious arse-wipe—you pathetic excuse for a soldier—"
Then he went flying, his tailbone thudding hard on the ground as he skidded into the mud and came to rest against an upturned wagon wheel. He stared around in panic and confusion. The person who had knocked him down was General Wayne. Around him, he noticed that the running and screaming had ground to a halt. Soldiers and Indians alike were standing there open-mouthed, listening to General Wayne shout profanities. He turned his wondering eyes back to the Miami warrior and noticed for the first time that the brave had blue eyes and red hair.
"Damn me for a fool," Lewis gasped. He glanced around at the other Indian faces. They were all white men, soldiers, painted up to look like Indian warriors. It was nothing but a training exercise.
"This is the most appalling excuse for an Army I ever saw!" Wayne ranted. "No defense at all—everybody standing around with their thumbs up their arses—good thing it wasn't a real attack, we'd be finished!"
He turned to a man on the garden detail. "Do you need a map to point you in the direction of your company, private? And you! Did no one ever show you how to form a redoubt? Seems everybody needs instructions on how to shoot a rifle—except this wretch, who nearly took out one of our own officers. A devil of a job getting the men prepared, Captain Harrison."
Harrison withered under Wayne's contemptuous gaze. "Where the hell have you been, anyway? What in God's name were you thinking, being away from the fort during an important training maneuver? Or did you think it wasn't important?"
"Uh, of course, sir," Harrison stammered. Sweat poured down his pale face. "It's just that you told me to finish the courts martial at Fort Greeneville, and to report back with Ensign Lewis—"
"Ensign Lewis?" Wayne frowned. "Who the hell is Ensign Lewis?"
Harrison pointed a thin finger in Lewis's direction. Wayne curled his lip. "Oh, right. Him. The screw-up."
Lewis bowed his head, a burning hole where his stomach had been. Why the hell couldn't he ever get it right? Wayne would have him drummed out of camp this time for sure. He imagined Wayne ripping off his shoulder straps and making him walk through a double line of men right out the gate, their eyes turned away, not wanting to look upon his shame. It had been a mistake, that's all. A terrible mistake...
"Harrison, get this mess sorted out. I want every man back on fatigue duty—yes, I know it's getting dark. They'll work until they can't see their hands in front of their faces. There'll be half rations issued for supper tonight. Each company will report for drill early tomorrow morning."
The men groaned in dismay and began to shuffle around. Wayne turned to Lewis. "As for you, my lovely trigger-happy friend, Captain Harrison will escort you to the yellow-house. Wait for me there."
"Sir..." The red-headed savage cleared his throat. Lewis dared to raise his eyes to the man he almost shot. To his surprise, the officer was looking at him with sympathy.
"Sir, I'd ask for leniency for Ensign Lewis. Being he's new here, how was he supposed to know what was goin' on? It was a bad mistake, General, but an honest one, and no harm done." The man wiped sweat from his face, smearing war paint across his cheeks. "I don't want any man cashiered on account of me, sir."
"Cashiered? No such luck, Clark. Not with that shortage of junior officers you're always complaining about. This army needs clerks. You've said so yourself, sir!" Wayne grinned fiercely. "Ensign Lewis, meet Lieutenant William Clark, of the Chosen Rifles. Your new commanding officer."
Lewis looked up at Clark in horror. Clark gaped at him with equal dismay. Their predicament was apparently amusing to everyone but themselves, for the whole company roared with laughter. General Wayne laughed heartily, while General Wilkinson wiped tears of mirth from his eyes.
The only other man who wasn't laughing was Harrison. He jerked Lewis out of the mud and dragged him to the yellow-house, where he shoved him in a chair in Wayne's office and left him alone to await his fate. Lewis wanted to ask Harrison what Wayne would do to him, but the furious, tight-lipped look on Harrison's face made him keep silent.
Agonizing minutes ticked by. His bladder began to burn with urgency. The light faded, leaving him sitting in the dark, stinking mud drying on his spattered pants and once-bright uniform. He didn't dare light a candle. Finally he heard the general's heavy tread outside. Dread flooded his body.
"Blast it, Lewis, are you still here? Christ, get the fire going," Wayne growled. He lit up a taper as Lewis scrambled to the fireplace. Wayne heaved himself behind his desk, unstopped a crystal decanter of brandy, and poured himself a small glass.
"Well, every time I think I've seen it all, some crazy sonofabitch comes along and fucks up in ways hitherto undreamed of." Wayne slugged down the brandy and poured himself another. "So congratulations, ensign. Once again you distinguish yourself."
Lewis silently poked the fire. For once, he couldn't argue. Wayne was right.
"You know what? I don't like you, Lewis. You're an idiot and a blowhard, and you don't even know it. You've got one more chance to show me you deserve to wear the uniform. One. Another blunder like today and I'm sending you home." Wayne knocked back his second shot of brandy and slammed the empty glass down on the desk. "And here's one more piece of advice from an old man. If you're ever charged by a real Indian, give the wretch the bayonet."
"Yes, sir," Lewis whispered.
"Good. Now get the hell out of here and report to Lieutenant Clark for duty. He's probably anxious to hear your explanation for why you nearly shot him to death. Dismissed."
Chapter 5
Lewis
Standing in the gathering twilight in front of the yellow-house, Lewis allowed himself several seconds to wish that he were dead. Finally, he shouldered his rifle and found his way to the sinks to empty his bladder. Another officer, his front fall already unbuttoned, burst in and saw Lewis trying to scrape away some of the foul-smelling sludge encrusting his pants. He emitted a savage laugh.
Lewis wiped the loose hair away from his face, turned on his heel, and walked away, half-blind with rage. There was nothing for it now but to report to Clark.
He didn't have any trouble locating the officers' quarters. Fort Washington was a perfect square, laid out exactly the same as Fort Greeneville. The only difference was scale; Lewis was surprised to find the fort much smaller than what he was accustomed to. He guessed Greeneville had been built by Wayne to awe the Indians, while this cramped outpost had been constructed before Wayne's time and strictly on the government economy plan. Still, he could easily see that the officers' quarters lined the end of the parade ground closest to the main gate, just as they had at Greeneville.
He slowed down to read the names stenciled on each door of the two-man huts. Gibson, Breck...Visscher, Polhemus...Ingersoll, Underhill...Clark. Lewis ran his fingers over the place where a second name should be stenciled, then pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and fiercely wiped the mud from his face.
"There ye are, sar!" The voice behind him gave him a start; he hadn't realized anyone was following him. A barrel-shaped sergeant with a face like a prize ham trundled to the door with Lewis's pack slung over his shoulder. "Name's Donaldson, sar, of the Chosen Rifles. I've been keepin' my eye out for your arrival, so to speak."
Lewis stepped aside to let Donaldson bull his way into Clark's quarters, a small room no more than nine feet square. Donaldson deposited Lewis's pack on a wooden storage horse and rummaged inside for a clean shirt and pants. "If ye care to change, Ensign Lewis, I'll run your things over to the laundry." He lit a candle that stood on a little camp desk that abutted one wall, then turned his back on Lewis and busied himself at the stone fireplace, stoking the fire and hanging a pot of coffee over the flames to boil.
Lewis hung his rifle from a peg on the wall "I'm obliged, sergeant. I don't know that I've ever been so mortified in my entire life."
"I've been around a few years longer than you, ensign." Donaldson gave the fire another poke. "And I can tell ye we all have our days."
Wet, dirty, bruised, but suddenly not so alone, Lewis looked at the two narrow wooden bunks that dominated the room. One of the bunks had a pillow and was covered with an old floral quilt. The other was bare except for a ticking mattress stuffed with straw. "I'll take a wild guess that this one's mine."
Lewis sat on the edge of the bare bunk to tug off his boots, then stripped off the mud-splattered pants and the once-beautiful coat. Donaldson waited for him to dress again before leaving the fire to gather up the clothes. He touched his fingers to his temple, started for the door, then hesitated.
"Permission to ask ye a personal question, sar?"
"Of course, sergeant." Lewis pulled his pack into his lap and scrounged around for his tin cup. Dry pants and the prospect of hot coffee had him feeling better already. "Ask anything you want."
"Me and some of the other rifles were just wonderin', sar..." Donaldson rubbed his toe on the plank floor. "Well, what kind of name is Meriwether?"
Lewis shot to his feet, towering over the beefy sergeant. "It's a family name—an old Virginia family name. And you can tell the rifles, or anybody else at this godforsaken cesspool, that if they wonder about my name, or anything else concerning me, I'll be more than glad to enlighten them."
"Oh. Very good then, sar." Donaldson backed up a step, reaching behind him for the door. "I'll be sure and tell the boys."
"Tell 'em that if they're so blasted interested in my name, I'd be overjoyed to trade it to them. Ha! Let them spend their whole lives answering to Meriwether, and I'll live out my days in peace as Jim or Sam or Charlie." He flung himself down in one of the two small camp chairs, wincing as his tailbone hit the wooden slats. "God! Tell 'em to take it up with my mother if they've got a problem. I didn't pick the goddamn name."
"I'm sure no one will have a problem," Donaldson assured him. "Well. I expect Lieutenant Clark'll be along to see ye bye and bye."
"Yeah. Wonderful."
Lewis watched glumly as Donaldson left with his laundry. Outside, he heard the tattoo of drums and the crack of an artillery piece, sounding the day's retreat. The end of his first day at Fort Washington.
He flipped through some of the papers scattered on the camp desk. Several days' worth of reports about the Chosen Rifles lay on top, along with a muster roll, a requisition for some boots, and assorted personal letters. From what he could see, Lieutenant Clark had decent handwriting, but he couldn't spell worth a damn.
In the short time he had served under Elliot, Lewis had learned that he had the ability to churn out almost any kind of report in very little time. Not that Elliot had ever been grateful, the damn Fed. He wondered if Clark would be any different. Hearing the door rasp open, he hastily straightened the papers and came to attention. It seemed he was about to find out.
"At ease, ensign." Clark entered the hut. He still had some war paint on his face, which he was scrubbing off with a rag. In his other hand he carried a large folded envelope tied with string, which he tossed on the camp desk in front of Lewis. In the confined space, he appeared even bigger than he had outside: brawny shoulders, huge deep chest, and thick red hair.
"Your service report. Captain Harrison gave it to me. You mind openin' it, ensign?"
"Of course, sir." Lewis fumbled to untie the string while Clark continued cleaning up. "Lieutenant, I want to apologize for what happened this afternoon. If I had only realized that I had come upon a training exercise I assure you that I never would have fired on you. If you just give me a chance, I swear I'll prove myself a valuable officer—"
"Forget it." Every time Clark spoke, his bluegrass twang boomed around the hut and made the panes in the one tiny window rattle loosely in their frame. He threw the greasy rag over a peg, then kicked the camp chair back from the desk and took a seat. "There's only one thing that worries me about you takin' a shot at me this morning—the fact that you missed."
"It was Harrison's fault—"
"No," Clark said.
Lewis's palms began to sweat. He pressed his lips together and forced himself to be silent.
"There sure ain't nothin' wrong with your tongue." Clark pulled out the papers and spread them across the desk. "Go on now, Lewis. Rest yourself."
Lewis perched stiffly on the edge of the bare cot. While Clark read, Lewis took the time to study him more closely. The white-yellow glow of the oil lamp revealed a pale and wolfish cast to Clark's face, as if he didn't get enough to eat, and a hard-bitten weariness around his large blue eyes. At least he was young, unlike the superannuated Elliot. Maybe it could still be all right, if he didn't blow it somehow—
Clark's eyes brightened with amusement. "Says here you were in the Watermelon Army."
Lewis felt his face grow hot. "That was the Maryland militia, sir—at least, that's what the whiskey rebels called 'em. I was in the Virginia militia."
"So you didn't tote watermelons to Pennsylvania."
"No, sir." After a brief struggle with himself, Lewis added, "Would that we had, sir. I'm exceedingly fond of them."
To Lewis's relief, Clark actually laughed.
"Turned out, there wasn't any more rebellion to deal with by the time we got to Pennsylvania," Lewis continued. "So I volunteered to stay on and help police the area. I was in Pittsburgh until this spring, when I joined the regular army."
Clark tapped one of the reports on his desk. "Now, it says here that you didn't get along too well with your last superior officer."
"Agreed, sir."
"Says here, in fact, that you threatened to shoot him. Is that somethin' you're making a practice of, ensign?"
"No, sir. I merely issued a challenge to him." Clark seemed to be waiting for more explanation. Lewis wiped his palms on his trousers and took a deep breath. "You see...Lieutenant Elliot knows no more about politics than a jackass. Yet he insists on putting forth his imbecilic views, and he will not stand correction."
"So if he'd accepted the challenge, then you would 'a shot him."
Lewis squirmed. "Well...no."
Clark cracked his neck from side to side and raised his eyebrows at Lewis.
"I mean, yes, sir. I would have done what was required, sir. The thing is, he threw me out of his card party, in a most intolerable manner—"
"I get the picture, Lewis. I think we're gonna get along just fine." Clark held up a meaty hand and began to tick off his points on his fingers. "Number one, you'll be glad to know, I ain't no Fed. I'm a good plain Republican. So there won't be any need for arguing about politics. Number two, my rule when it comes to card parties is, the more the merrier. Number three, if you ever feel the need to point a gun at somebody—even if it's me—be damn sure you're prepared to hit him."
"But, lieutenant—"
"'S'all right. I ain't all that sorry you missed—just this one time." Clark got to his feet. "You familiar with von Steuben's exercise manual?"
"I have it memorized, sir."
Clark pulled a skeptical face. Lewis added quickly, "Really. There wasn't much else to do at Fort Greeneville."
"All right, we'll see what you're made of. The Chosen Rifles have regular target practice at ten o'clock at the firing range tomorrow morning outside the fort. Come ready to conduct the drill. For now, get some rest. It's been a big day."
"Yes, sir."
Clark stayed at the desk, filling his pipe and unfolding some of the letters Lewis had seen earlier. Soon the calming scent of tobacco sweetened the room. As Lewis hung up his clothes and unfolded his wool blanket, he watched his new commanding officer from the corner of his eye. Clark read as if he were listening to another person talk. He raised his eyebrows, scratched his bristly jaw, and made small exclamations in his throat as he turned the pages. He even kissed one letter before refolding it and putting it aside.
"Mind if I build up the fire?"
Clark fumbled with his pipe. "Mmmm? Oh, sure, Lewis. Whatever you want."
Ready for bed in only his shirt and a pair of wool socks, Lewis wrapped himself in his blanket and tried to get comfortable on his straw pallet. He didn't know which was worse, his empty stomach or the hollowness he felt when he thought about the events of the day. When would he ever get anything right? Stupid—
He heard Clark mutter "Lordy" to himself. The lieutenant must have fallen asleep at his desk; Lewis raised up on one elbow just in time to see him grabbing at his pipe as it tumbled and shattered on the desk in a small shower of clay, tobacco, and sparks. Clark stood up and ground down on the mess with the heel of his hand, using more force than necessary to squelch the heat. Then he swept it onto the hard-packed floor, put his head down on the desk, and pressed his forehead against his folded arms.
Clark let out a long sigh. It seemed the lieutenant had troubles of his own—and he was one of them. Feeling more alone than ever, Lewis rolled over and pretended to be asleep. Soon, he didn't have to pretend.
***
"Men," Clark announced, "Most of you became acquainted with Ensign Lewis yesterday during our training exercise, but I'd like to take this time to welcome him formally to our little outfit."
Lewis stared straight ahead at the men of the Chosen Rifles. He couldn't help but notice their smirks and chuckles as Clark introduced him. As usual, he'd managed to do exactly the wrong thing. Right after reveille, he'd rushed over to bribe the laundress to give his uniform coat a hasty brushing. Now the stains were hardly noticeable. And he'd cut short his breakfast to make sure that he had time to hunt up a clean silk ribbon and tame his hair back into respectability. Trouble was, Clark and the men had turned out in greasy fringed hunting shirts, fatigue pants, and old standard-issue round hats. They were as rough-looking a bunch as Lewis had ever seen.
Lewis swore to himself that no matter what happened during the drill, he would not betray so much as a hint of the self-doubt raging inside him. Between his tailored clothes and Wayne's public ass-kicking, he was in a deep enough hole with these frontiersmen already. He merely nodded a tight thanks at Clark, then turned to Sergeant Donaldson. "Prepare for drill, sergeant."
"The line is hot, sar," Donaldson replied with a smile.
Lewis kept his face rigid. "Then commence firing when ready."
Donaldson turned to the men and cried, "Commence firing!" At once, the men stepped to the firing line and began the many steps of loading, charging, and firing their rifles.
Targets had been set up at the twenty-five, fifty, and hundred-yard lines. Lewis had expected the Chosen Rifles to be a crack unit, but he still felt impressed by the deadly competence of the riflemen. Even in a shifting breeze, each was quick and precise at the frizzen, so that almost no powder was blown from the pans. A haze of smoke soon hung over the firing line. Lewis's ears vibrated from the constant percussion, and he could see Lieutenant Clark's eyes watering.
He and Clark weren't the only officers observing the drill this morning. General Wilkinson stood with one foot propped on the wooden rail behind the firing line, watching the proceedings with a lively interest. Lewis didn't know much about Wilkinson yet, though he was said to be Wayne's rival and a Jefferson man. Politics not withstanding, he'd be damned if he'd let the presence of a general make him any more nervous than he already was.
"Cease fire!" he bawled. Sporadically, the men complied, discharging their final loads into the ground at a safe distance.
"Men, your marksmanship is superb." Lewis folded his hands behind his back and rocked slightly forward, feet apart at shoulder width. He forced his voice into a deeper register. "But you need to work—we need to work on our time. I want every man here able to reload and fire in thirty seconds. That's what practice is for—to improve."
Involuntarily, he glanced at Clark. To his dismay, Clark didn't look approving. Instead, the lieutenant narrowed his eyes and rolled his shoulders back. "You heard the ensign, boys," he boomed. "He finds us to be a tad slow."
"So did I."
Lewis blew the air out of his cheeks and allowed himself a grin. But Clark wiped it from his face with his next remark.
"But practice ain't the only way to learn. We can also learn by example. Ensign Lewis, maybe you could give the boys a little demonstration, show 'em how it's done." As if by prearrangement, a spare little private sauntered forward at once and handed him his rifle.
Lewis cursed Clark silently, cursed himself. He heard himself say, "Of course, sir." To buy time, he examined the rifle, his armpits growing moist with the dread of failure. He had been hunting since he was a little boy shorter than this gun, and on an ordinary day he could hit targets all day long. But this was no ordinary day. If he didn't shoot well in front of Clark and these men, he might as well pack up and go home to Albemarle County.
The men arranged themselves around the firing line. Someone snickered. He saw Clark turn around and say something to General Wilkinson. The breeze carried away Clark's words, or maybe the roaring in his ears had deafened him. Wilkinson cupped a hand around his mouth and hollered, "Ensign Lewis—have you discovered that Fort Washington rubs the green off a man rather quickly?"
Goddamn them all. "General, sir! I am a Virginian. I am accustomed to shooting the eye out of a tobacco worm at two hundred yards. "
Swiftly, he pulled the ramrod from beneath the barrel. The next steps went quickly. He poured the powder into the barrel, placed the patch over the muzzle, and rammed the ball home. Ramrod stowed away—priming powder into the pan—frizzen snapped shut—cock in firing position—trigger squeezed—flame in the touchhole—
He missed the target at twenty-five yards. Some laughter. Clark's voice: quiet now boys. He barely noticed any of it. Check the barrel—clean the touchhole—powder in the barrel again—quickly now—
He blasted a hole through the center of the 50-yard target. Some of the men whistled. Damn their eyes for laughing at him. Check the barrel—clean the touchhole—powder in the barrel—ram it on home—fire!
The hundred-yard target shuddered and fell.
Check the barrel—clean the touchhole. His lungs burned. He turned and presented arms. He heard his own voice, a strained bray: "Your demonstration, Lieutenant Clark!"
Clark blinked at him with wide-eyed wonder, then gave Lewis a warm, appreciative smile and—Lewis was almost sure of it—a conspiratorial wink. He strode over to Lewis's side and slapped him on the back. "At last they send me a boy who can shoot! Lewis, welcome to the Chosen Rifles."
Some of the men clapped. Wilkinson thumped the railing. "Good show, Ensign!"
Lewis felt his knees go wobbly. Somehow, he had passed the test. At least I'm going to have a chance to stay and prove myself.
Chapter 6
Michaux
André Michaux rolled his aching shoulders and dug his paddle into the current. The water was treacherous with the proximity of the massive Falls of the Ohio, and his heavy homemade dugout fishtailed dangerously as he angled it toward the shore.
Michaux had to paddle hard to keep control of the boat, but he still marveled at the incredible sight of the fossil beds that unfolded beneath him. This part of the river harbored the remnants of corals, sponges, and mollusks that had once lived at the bottom of an ancient sea. He lifted his paddle and admired a particularly lovely brachiopod embedded in a shelf of limestone rock. It reminded him of the winged seeds of a pinecone.
His teeth rattled as the hull of the canoe scraped hard against the river bottom. All in service to the Republic, he muttered as he clambered out into the cold, shallow water and hauled the heavy boat up onto the sand. The shoreline was littered with canoes, skiffs, and flatboats, the remnants of travelers who had come to settle at Louisville or had merely stopped here to rest while they sought transportation around the Falls of the Ohio to the great Mississippi and parts downstream.
He paused a moment, imagining the scene he'd been sent here to enact: thousands of Kentuckians piling onto flatboats laden with supplies, powder, and long rifles with bayonets. An army of rough frontiersmen, practiced in battle, storming down the river to wrest control of New Orleans away from Spain. But when he tried to picture himself in the lead boat, absurdly placed at the head of the invasion...well, his imagination failed him.
How do I get myself into these things? What business did a simple botanist have being the right-hand man of—what was his name again? He dug in his pocket and extracted a damp piece of paper on which Tom Paine had written a letter of introduction. Oh, yes, George Rogers Clark, the great American general. The one Citizen Genet liked to call "The Hannibal of the West."
Michaux dragged his wet pack out of the back of the canoe and slung it over his shoulder. From the look of the waterfront, Louisville wasn't much of a town. Clusters of clapboard houses mingled with rude log cabins along the muddy main street. Further down the sodden thoroughfare, a bell clanged over and over. Two women, a mother and daughter from the identical pattern of their dresses, hurried by adjusting their bonnets. Michaux smiled to himself. Time for church.
Michaux sidestepped several hogs rooting noisily in the grass near a drunken sot sprawled face down in the mud. He wrinkled his nose and shook his head with pity. How could town life bring a man so low, just yards away from the cool, safe world of the forest and the cleansing air of the wilderness?
"Hey, old man!" A voice hooted at him from the doorway of a massive, two-story structure made out of huge logs from walnut trees, divided down the middle by a long breezeway. A sign out front read PLEASE DO NOT TAKE LIQUOR INTO THE SCHOOLHOUSE. Apparently, the two sides of the building served a dual purpose.
A greasy-looking young man sauntered down the wooden steps and danced in front of him, blocking his path. "What's yer dang hurry, anyway? Need a place to sleep?"
"I wasn't aware I was in a hurry," Michaux replied. "And no."
He stepped to one side and found the young man still blocking his way. The boy grinned with imbecilic malice. Michaux felt his hands ball into fists. Why did he always seem to find trouble, when he did so little to seek it?
"Fiche moi le paix," Michaux growled. "Let me pass."
Instead, the boy had the audacity to reach around him and try to pull his pack off his shoulder. Michaux grabbed the outstretched arm, jerked it upward and sent the boy spinning into the dirt. Yowling, the boy writhed onto his back and groped at his waist. His hand emerged holding a knife.
Michaux jumped forward quickly and kicked the knife out of the boy's hand, sending it skittering away under the wooden pilings that propped the tavern up out of the mud. The boy looked after it and then up at him, his faced screwed into a rictus of dismay.
"You got anything else you want to tell this old man?" Michaux panted.
The boy shook his head, his greasy forelock flopping across his forehead.
"Good." Michaux gave him a long, hard look, and marched himself into the tavern. The proprietor, a fat balding man whose eyes shimmered with mischief, came around from behind the bar. "Nice work there, mister! Sorry—that kid's gonna be the death of me."
"Your son?" Michaux asked, still out of breath. "He certainly does have a way with the customers."
"Stepson. I guess he means well. Anyway, welcome to the Walnut Tavern. You got kids?"
"A son," Michaux said. "He hasn't knifed anyone lately, though."
The man rolled his eyes, went to the door, and roared a string of mildly obscene oaths at the boy. He waddled back with a smile. "No hard feelings, eh, mister? Say, I ain't seen you in Looavull before. You got business in town, or just passin' through?"
"I have some business here. I suppose you know the general, George Rogers Clark?"
"Oh, sure." The tavern keeper lifted a corner of his mouth. "Everybody knows George. But don't waste your time trying to collect on your debt. Believe you me, he don't have the money, and never will."
"What are you talking about?" Michaux frowned. "I'm not a debt collector. I've got plenty of debts of my own without worrying about someone else's. I want to talk to him about military business. I understand he knows the trade."
"Hell, yeah." The tavern keeper started to chuckle. "How far'd you come?"
"A hundred thousand miles." Michaux said, thinking of the gardens back home in the great park of Versailles. "Actually, I set out from Philadelphia."
"Well, Philadelphia, you're in luck. You found him." The tavern keeper folded his beefy arms and smiled.
Michaux stared at him in puzzlement. Surely not! This man poured liquor and emptied chamber pots for a living. He couldn't be Genet's Hannibal of the West. He stammered a moment before croaking out, "You?"
"Naw." Still chuckling, the tavern keeper waved an arm and motioned him back onto the tavern steps. He pointed a fat finger toward the drunk still lying face down among the rooting hogs.
"That, my fine French fellow," the tavern keeper said, "is the man you came all this way to see. Kentucky's very own, bona-fide military genius. Been layin' there since last night."
He gave the inert body a kick. "General Clark, say hello to Philadelphia. Philadelphia, allow me to present General George Rogers Clark." Then he tipped his hat and waddled back inside.
***
Michaux knelt in the mud and prodded the drunk's buckskin-covered shoulder.
"General Clark? Wake up, m'sieur. It is André Michaux, from France. Minister Genet sent me. We have important matters to discuss."
The drunk moaned, stirred, and suddenly lurched up onto his knees. Michaux jumped back a little as the man vomited amber-colored liquid into the mud. If this was indeed General Clark, he was a big man, well over six feet. Even in his inebriated state, Michaux could sense the solid muscle jerking beneath the dirty buckskin coat. He patted the man's back and tried to hide his shock and disappointment.
"Oh, Lordy," the drunk moaned, wiping spittle from his mouth with the back of his hand. Lank red hair hung down on either side of his face. He breathed hard for a few moments, then raised his head and turned bloodshot, ice-blue eyes in Michaux's direction, seeming to notice him for the first time.
"Who th'devil are you?"
"General George Rogers Clark?" Michaux's stomach lurched as the drunk nodded. Flustered, he groped in his memory for the title Genet had bestowed on him. "I'm a special agent of the government of France. I have a letter from Thomas Paine, and another from Minister Genet. I've been sent to offer you...a commission as a major general in the army of the French Republic."
"Oh, hell. I'd about given up on ye." Clark blinked hard, his expression changing from dullness to embarrassment. He heaved his broad shoulders in an attempt to straighten up. The muddy fringe on the front of his coat fluttered in the light morning breeze. "Jesus...I'm sorry. As you c'n see, I wasn't expecting ye."
"It appears not." Michaux tried to be angry, but the frankness of the American's apology disarmed him. He tentatively offered his hand, and with a great heave, pulled the general to his feet. Clark wobbled a little, sucking air. His face was haggard, freckled, not old and not young. Michaux gathered from Genet that Clark was around forty years old, but he looked fifty, at least. Michaux steadied him gingerly as Clark dug his thumb and forefinger into his eyes, trying to rub away the fog of liquor.
"Come home with me," Clark commanded. "I will get more presentable, and then we'll talk about how we're gonna take New Orleans."
Michaux waited, his stomach churning, while the general staggered up and down the street trying to locate his horse. Clark finally spotted it grazing in someone's garden some blocks down the street and led it back to the tavern. Michaux was surprised when Clark adjusted the stirrups and handed him the reins.
"Mr. Michaux, it's about three miles to Mulberry Hill. Please do me the honor of riding."
"General, no, I am accustomed to walking. Really, sir, in your condition, I cannot take your horse."
Clark looked at him with barely suppressed fury. Michaux noticed a muscle rippling in his jaw. His eyes were really quite striking. At the moment, they were regarding him with the same intense focus Michaux had seen in a screech owl as it watched a fat mouse stumble into its hunting ground.
"Mr. Michaux," Clark said quietly, "I must insist you take the goddamn horse."
"Yes, general." Not daring to protest further, Michaux mounted up. Clark turned the horse in the right direction and slapped its rear. He walked alongside Michaux all the way home.
***
The place the general called Mulberry Hill turned out to be a rambling plantation along a clear, bubbling creek. A large, two-story log cabin stood in the center of the estate, smoke curling from stone chimneys on either end. Beyond the house, Michaux saw fields of wheat and corn and a new gristmill, its wheel churning as creek water flowed over it. Beyond was a well-maintained orchard of apple, pear, and nut trees. He allowed himself a small sigh of relief. Apparently General Clark wasn't always bourré.
Michaux dismounted with a groan and watched as a young man the color of ebony led the general's horse away to be groomed and watered. Two portly female slaves trudged toward the house from the kitchen building, laboring under the weight of heavy tureens.
"Massa George!" one of them called. "You in time fo' dinnah, sir! Made yo' favorite burgoo!"
The general visibly blanched. "Keep some warm for me, Rose. I ain't up to dinner just now."
Rose gave him a stern, knowing look and resumed walking toward the house. "Yassuh. I'll tell yo' momma and daddy we got a guest."
"Mr. Michaux." Clark grabbed his arm. Michaux looked down at the hard, dirty fingers, then up into the general's face. His eyes were wide and pleading.
"When you meet my folks...don't tell 'em how you found me. All right? I don't want my momma to know."
"Of course not," Michaux said in astonishment. That a man of this age and reputation would still be worrying about what his mother thought...and would think she wouldn't notice his condition...He shook his head and said, "No. I won't tell her."
"Good." Clark looked relieved. "Now, come on in and I'll introduce you to momma and daddy."
Clark pushed him ahead into a modest dining room where an older man and woman sat at a table groaning with roast chicken, rich meat stew, apples, home-brewed wine, and dark, fragrant bread. Michaux's mouth began to water as he removed his hat.
"Momma, Daddy, this is André Michaux, the man I've been tellin' ye about. He's brought my commission from France. Mr. Michaux, this is my daddy, John Clark, and my momma, Ann Rogers Clark. 'Scuse me while I go get cleaned up a bit."
John Clark rose, his eyes on his son. He was a tall, lean man with a craggy face and a shock of white hair. His back and shoulders were stooped from years of hard physical labor, and his eyes looked tired as he extended his hand. "Mr. Michaux, welcome to Kentucky."
"Very pleased to have you with us," Ann Clark said, nodding at him from her place at the table. She was a handsome woman of about sixty or so, with gray hair threaded with tinges of red. She looked at her son and said in an anguished whisper, "George, you look terrible. Where have you been?"
Instead of answering, the general pushed Michaux further into the room. "Michaux, have some dinner. I'll be back directly to talk business. Momma, Daddy, please be good to our guest." With that, he turned on his heel and clomped out of the house, yelling for one of the servants to heat a kettle of water. Mrs. Clark turned her face to the window and dashed away a tear. He thought: She knows.
Luckily neither of the Clarks questioned him any further about the general's state of dishabille. Muttering felicities, Michaux sank gratefully into the chair John Clark pulled out for him. He knew he was bruised, dirty and stank of river water, but the Clarks were kind enough to pretend not to notice. They just ladled food onto his plate and smiled as he forked it in, too hungry to be polite.
"Forgive me if I am forward," he said through a delicious mouthful of buttered bread. "You are from the East, non?"
"Virginia," Mr. Clark said, polishing off a glass of wine. "Moved out here after the war."
"Whyever did you come here, to this Indian-infested wilderness?"
Mr. Clark grinned. "George. He'd seen enough of Kaintuck during the war to know it was richer than any farmland in Virginia. And he can be pretty persuasive when he puts his mind to it. After the war, we packed up and floated the whole household down the Ohio."
"I do miss home sometimes, but we've prospered here at Mulberry Hill." Mrs. Clark gave Michaux a smile. "Do Indians make you nervous, Mr. Michaux?"
"Madame, Indians don't make me half as nervous as the politicians in Philadelphia." Michaux waved away her offer of another piece of bread. "The wilderness suits me just fine."
The Clarks shared in his quiet laughter, then Mr. Clark cleared his throat. "Speaking of the folks back east, Mr. Michaux, George has been putting quite a bit of effort into this Mississippi campaign of yours. He's been plannin' for it ever since the last war. Glad to see him finally gettin' a little help."
Michaux put down his soupspoon. His first impression of the general had not given him much confidence. Had he been wrong?
He smiled cautiously. "He's discussed it with you, then?"
"Oh, yes," Mrs. Clark said. "George has wanted to take Louisiana and New Mexico from the Spanish for years."
"So why hasn't he?"
"Because the Federal government doesn't have any guts," Mr. Clark crabbed. "Believe me, it isn't a matter of troops, if that's what you're thinking. This is the richest land on the continent, but with Spain bottling up New Orleans, Kentucky farmers are shut out of the eastern markets. We can't compete! Hell—every man in Kentucky is ready to storm the river as soon as George says the word. I'd go myself if I weren't so damn old."
"We've already settled that question, John." Mrs. Clark made a face.
Michaux wiped his mouth with a napkin, screwed up his courage, and asked the question that had been rattling around his brain all the way from Philadelphia. "So...you really think the general can raise a force—an army suitable for taking New Orleans?"
"Oh, yes." Mrs. Clark seemed surprised that he would ask. "George can recruit men all along the frontier. Many of them know him already, you see, from the Indian wars, or all the way back to the march on St. Vincent's. You've heard about that, of course? How my son marched across a frozen swamp in the dead of winter, and took a British fort with only a hundred and fifty men?"
"There's a lot of French people livin' south of here, in Mississippi and Louisiane," Mr. Clark said. "I know they'll come in on George's side. 'Tween them and our Kentucky boys, I think George can raise at least a thousand."
"Mr. Michaux, my son has some really good ideas about boats. He's already contracted with several builders along the river to build suitable boats for the invasion force—"
"Now, the French government's supposed to provide gunboat support once they get down to New Orleans, right? That's gonna be critical," Mr. Clark interrupted. "George has begged the government for years just for two or three lousy frigates to support an invasion of New Orleans, and gotten nowhere."
"Oh, remember George's gunboat in the St. Vincent's campaign?" Mrs. Clark cried. "The Willing ? He outfitted her with swivel guns, a few small cannon, and one heavy gun—a nine-pounder, I believe."
"Imagine that coming at you across the flooded Wabash! George had them so bamboozled, the British didn't know what hit 'em—so what's your military background?" Mr. Clark asked.
Michaux sat quietly, trying to think how to answer their barrage of questions. All this time, he'd feared the whole scheme—along with the fate of his son—hung on a flight of madness dreamed up by Citizen Genet. Apparently he'd been wrong. Whatever else you wanted to say about George Rogers Clark, in the eyes of his family at least, he wasn't a fraud.
"I am not a military man," he said finally. "I am, in fact, a botanist."
"Really?" Mr. Clark raised bushy white eyebrows and exchanged glances with his wife. "Well, nothing wrong with that! George'll be glad to hear it! He's made quite a study of the flora and fauna in this area."
"My son is really quite a fine naturalist," Mrs. Clark said proudly. "You should ask him to show you his collection of mastodon bones."
"Prob'ly won't even have to ask him! Lord, nobody gets away from here without sittin' on George's mammoth vertebra. He's made a sort of stool out of a piece of backbone, y'see—"
"Mr. Michaux, where are my manners? Would you like dessert?" Mrs. Clark asked. "It's persimmon pudding, George's favorite."
Michaux smiled at her. "My son likes persimmons, too," he said. "Is the general your only child?"
Mr. Clark guffawed. "Naw, we got ten of 'em in all! Six boys and four girls. Two generals, a captain, and a lieutenant goin' on general—"
"John, don't brag," Mrs. Clark admonished. She looked at Michaux. "We have eight still living. Two of my boys died in the Revolution."
"I'm sorry," he said. Mr. Clark sighed and looked at his wife. The pain was still evident on these proud parents' faces.
After dinner, they showed him to a room, where the portly slave Rose poured cold, clear water into a basin and left him alone to wash off the grit of the river. Michaux shook his head as he scraped mud out from under his fingernails. He wondered what Citizen Genet would say when he told him he'd found the Hannibal of the West drunk in the gutter and living with his parents.
Later in the afternoon, he was awakened from a nap by the same young black man who had cared for the general's horse. "Suh? Massa George wants you downstairs. Says he ready to talk 'bout the war."
Michaux lifted a corner of his mouth. "Is he drunk or sober?"
The young man just smiled and shrugged. "Name's York, suh, if you needs anything. You just say, and I'll fetch it for ye."
"Merci, York." Michaux pulled on a clean hunting shirt and went downstairs.
He found the general in the front room of the house, where he and another man were studying a map Clark had rolled out on a large square table. Clark was a big man, but his companion was a veritable giant, with an enormous head sitting squarely atop huge, sloping shoulders. He wore his reddish-brown hair cropped close to the scalp, and heavy shadow tinged his lantern jaw.
As for Clark, Michaux would hardly have recognized him as the same man he'd pulled from the tavern gutter this morning. General Clark was dressed in a white shirt with lace peeking out of the throat and cuffs of a fine brown coat. His receding red hair was pulled back in a neat queue. His face was set and focused, if a bit pallid.
The general looked up and grinned. "Michaux, I'd like you to meet my associate, Doctor James O'Fallon of Lexington. Jim's got a little experience along these lines—tried to settle the Yazoo country a few years back, with the idea of forming a buffer colony between Kentucky and Spain. George Washington didn't like it much."
O'Fallon grinned, jowls parting to reveal large square teeth. "Doubt he'll like this scheme much better. He doesn't like much of anything we do out West. But he can stick it up his fine Virginia arse, can't he, Michaux?"
The big man waited, seeming to expect a reply. After a few seconds, Michaux realized that was as much of an introduction as he was going to get. "Oui. Exactly the sentiment of Minister Genet, sir. He's told me of your reputation as an adventurer in the Spanish territory." He looked again at O'Fallon's meaty, glowering face. "You are a medical doctor, Monsieur O'Fallon?"
"Medical doctor, adventurer, and soldier," O'Fallon proclaimed. He rolled his shoulders back, obviously relishing the chance to tell the story. "Came here from Ireland in the '70's, to join the late revolt. Shipwrecked right off the coast of Carolina. Some folks would've taken that as an omen and turned back around, but not I! I joined the patriotic cause, and been servin' it ever since. Durin' the war, I was a captain in the cavalry and a surgeon in the Pennsylvania Line. I've tangled with the Spanish twice already—once in East Florida, and again in the Yazoo Country along the Mississippi. I know 'em well, and I'm itchin' to get another crack at 'em."
Michaux nodded, trying hard to believe the tale. He hadn't known many Irish people in his life, but he understood they had a gift for bullshitting. O'Fallon appeared to be no exception.
"Now that we've all gotten acquainted, let's get down to work," Clark suggested. "Michaux, I hope you'll pardon my eagerness. I've waited a long time for this opportunity." He began to stab the map with his finger, pointing out potential points for attack.
"First we'll take the fort at New Madrid, then move down to Chickasaw Bluffs. Nogales next, then Natchez. By the time we get ready to sack New Orleans, we'll have lost the element of surprise, to say the least. That's where you'll come in, Michaux, with French gunboats to hit 'em from the river. Bottle 'em up so there's no escape."
Michaux gulped. He'd been so busy worrying about what he would tell Citizen Genet about the reliability of George Rogers Clark and James O'Fallon, he hadn't thought much about what to tell Clark about Citizen Genet. This was apparently a bona fide military effort, and Genet's extravagant promises and flights of fancy back in Philadelphia seemed uncomfortably hollow.
"Uh, that's the idea," he stuttered. "Minister Genet's idea, that is."
"You don't sound too sure about it, bucko." O'Fallon's eyes flicked angrily from Michaux to Clark as he stood to his full height. Michaux had to catch himself from taking a step back.
"Michaux," Clark said. "Is the participation of the French fleet guaranteed or not?"
Michaux thought of his son. While he intrigued with these Americans, anything could be happening in Paris. If he failed—if this expedition didn't succeed—François could pay the price. Citizen Genet had threatened as much. Somehow, he had to make it work. "Of course," he said. "Guaranteed."
"Good. We'll need 'em to keep the Spanish fleet from bringing reinforcements from Mexico or the Caribbean." Clark rolled up the map. "Now about our respective roles. Jim and I are equals in this operation, Michaux. I can't have it any other way."
"A shared command?" Michaux said dubiously. Even with his lack of military experience, it didn't sound like a good idea. "I'm not sure Citizen Genet—"
"Not that. I'm the military commander," the general said. "But Jim's a fine military surgeon. Trained physician, too. More importantly, we've been together a long time, trying to figure out how to break something loose on this frontier. Jim's got contacts up and down the river, and he's willing to bust his ass to bring this thing off. I trust him, and that's something I've learned not to say about a lot of folks. Plus—" Clark smiled—"he's married to my baby sister."
Looking at the two men standing together, Michaux got a sudden mental image of Clark's "baby sister" as a gun-toting, six-foot, redheaded Amazon. He suppressed a smile. "Of course. I have a brother too."
"Brothers!" O'Fallon boomed. "Nothin' like the love of family, eh, Michaux? I ask ye, what would the world be without brothers and sisters and the sacred union between husbands and wives. Ah, yeah, but ye're a Frenchman, aren't ye? Let me amend it then. What would the world be without the sacred union between mothers and sons, and a man and his mistress—"
"You're giving offense," Michaux said flatly.
"Lord, Jim, don't piss off the Frenchman! I work for him now, remember?" Clark clapped O'Fallon on the shoulder. "And don't get your back up, Michaux! Jim acts like an asshole, but he's absolutely wild about my sister."
"That I am. Now, I'm no famous military genius, professor," O'Fallon said. "I leave that to Georgie. But I can count among my close friends the top brass in the U.S. Army, Anthony Wayne and James Wilkinson. And since George is persona non grata with the government these days—"
"Why?" Michaux wanted to know.
Clark's face reddened. "They owe me a lot of money, Michaux. Ruined me, as a matter of fact. To justify it, they've got to tear me down, make sure I don't have a shred of my reputation left—"
"Easy, Georgie." O'Fallon laid a hand on Clark's shoulder. "Wilkinson's a Kentucky man, Michaux, and he'll be damn useful to our cause. He's already promised to send a few big guns our way, for arming the boats."
"An informant in the army? That's a relief," Michaux said. "Minister Genet expected there might be trouble in that quarter."
Clark cleared his throat. "Well, if there is, it'll come from Anthony Wayne—and we'll know about it. Not only do we have Wilkinson on the string, but my little brother Billy is an officer serving under Wayne. He'll let us know if Wayne gets huffed about our little adventure and orders the army to make a move."
Clark glanced at O'Fallon, a sudden pain flickering through his icy blue eyes. "Just so you understand, Michaux. Anything you want to say to me, you can say to Jim." His voice trailed away a little, then emerged again, more defiant. "Best thing is, he knows how to keep me the hell away from drink."
"Ah, but you've been bad, haven't ye, Georgie? You've forgotten all I've taught ye." O'Fallon glared at him sternly. "The second I turn me back and go home to Lexington, you're at it again worse than ever, and I have to come runnin' back to save ye."
Clark gazed down at his boot tops, looking sober and ashamed. "Yeah, Jesus, I admit it. Thinkin' too much about the past, that's my trouble. Next thing I know I'm at the goddamn tavern."
"Action is what you need, George! Clear and decisive action! And to take your blasted pills." O'Fallon nodded towards a big medicine bag sitting in the corner. "By God, I'll stand over ye and make sure you take 'em if I have to."
"Aw, hell." Clark shuffled his feet like a schoolboy. He glanced up and noticed Michaux's concerned expression.
"It ain't nothin' to worry about," he said quickly. "I just hurt sometimes, is all. Hell, you oughta get Jim to look at them bruises of yours while you're here. Bet he could make ye a poultice that would draw the hurt right out."
O'Fallon grabbed Michaux's arm and pulled up the sleeve of his hunting shirt. "Yeah, what the hell happened? Somebody throw rocks at ye?"
"Those?" Michaux asked. "It's nothing. Bruises go with the botany trade. Last night I camped on an island across from Louisville. There was a subspecies of oak I hadn't seen before, with a great many acorns. When the wind came up, alas, it turned they were all ready to drop."
"Not to worry. I've got leeches right in my bag. I'll put 'em on the blisters and they'll be gone in no time."
Michaux looked at the two men. The general's eyes were wide and guileless. O'Fallon exuded purpose and hostility. He wasn't sure he trusted either one of them.
He jerked his arm away and folded down his sleeve. "Merci, but I prefer to do my own doctoring."
"Suit yourself," O'Fallon said. "But I could help you."
"You're missin' out," the general agreed. "Michaux, I couldn't make it through without Jim. I need him."
***
After supper, they all sat in the family's parlor. O'Fallon administered pills, drops, and poultices to the general and his parents. For every pain and ailment, O'Fallon pulled a magical cure out of his doctor's bag.
Michaux's dismay grew by the minute under the light of their hopeful faces. O'Fallon glared at him suspiciously as he nursed his bruises in silence. He didn't think he was missing out at all.
Chapter 7
Lewis
Private McGaffrey sat on a stack of cordwood and vomited into the mud. Several of the other men collapsed nearby, clutching their rifles and gasping for breath. The Chosen Rifles had taken the hill behind Fort Washington five times today, and each time Lieutenant Clark had ordered them back to the bottom for another go. They would continue, he said, until General Wayne ordered them to stop.
"Form up, boys," Clark growled from horseback, his green hat plume blowing in the breeze. He looked every inch what Wayne had called him: the toughest lieutenant in the army. "Now ! I want a tight line, close it up!"
With groans of misery, the men staggered back into some semblance of a line. Lewis wanted to groan along with them. The beautiful crisp days of Indian summer had begun, the kind of weather that made a man actually volunteer to stack firewood or sow rye fields, just to be outdoors. But instead of assigning fall chores, General Wayne was on a tear about the botched training exercise a week ago—the one in which he had played such a grand and glorious role.
Though it hadn't exactly endeared him to the rest of the camp, Lewis didn't really mind the regimen of extra drill and half-rations. He had joined the army to test himself to the limits of his endurance, not write reports for pinheaded Fed lieutenants and drink cherry bounce. The trouble was, not all men had the same breaking point. Poor McGaffrey was still gagging, his sallow face contorted with pain.
"Sorry, sir, it's just this bloody headache," McGaffrey gasped, wiping his nose with the back of his hand. "I've never been so wicked sick. Yesterday I felt fine—"
Clark rode up, looked down at McGaffrey and Lewis, then raised his eyes and gave the fort's parapet a searching glance.
"Is General Wayne watching, sir?"
"Never you mind." A muscle twitched in the lieutenant's jaw. "I'm in command of this unit, not General Wayne. Private, wait here. That's an order. Pretend I'm sending you to the goddamn rear. Ensign Lewis, a word. And Sergeant Donaldson—"
"Yes, sar?"
"Take that hill! AGAIN!"
As the sergeant drove the faltering men once more through their paces, Clark jerked his head at Lewis and cantered his horse a few yards away.
"Sir, I tried to put McGaffrey on the sick list this morning—"
"Lewis, I know." Clark leaned forward over the horse's neck, his voice low. "A hundred men in this camp are already on the sick list, and the infirmary's only got twelve beds."
Lewis's eyes flicked over the bedraggled line of men laboring up the hillside. "Doctor Allison told me if we get any more malingerers, the general will make it that much harder on the men still on duty."
"Malingerers? The hell you say." Clark straightened in the saddle. "Tell you what. You take McGaffrey back to the barracks, and I'll start the men on some chores. If Wayne doesn't like it, I'll take the blame."
Lewis choked back a whoop, giving Clark only a curt, correct nod before hustling back to help McGaffrey to his feet. He knew Clark couldn't really defy Wayne's orders, at least not to his face. Still, Lewis was glad to see that Clark put duty to his men above currying favor with his superiors.
Clark turned his horse up the hill, roaring, "Well done, boys! Who's for a hot meal and a cold dram?"
"Who's he kidding?" McGaffrey rolled his pale eyes up at Lewis. "Aren't we still on half-rations?"
Lewis saw Clark's shoulders stiffen. But the voice that drifted back on the breeze was calm, warm, almost fatherly. "Now, now, private. Half a dram then. Maybe. We do the best we can."
***
Lewis nursed McGaffrey through the night, dosing him with vinegar gargles and syrup of squills. By reveille, the young backwoodsman had developed a hard, racking cough. Clark turned morning drill over to Sergeant Donaldson. "I'm goin' to see Doctor Allison," he told Lewis. "Stay with him 'til I get back. If I can't get this boy into the infirmary, I'll set with him myself for a while."
Lewis waited, jiggling his knee, while the sick man lay listlessly on his bunk. There must be some remedy, something that would offer the fellow some relief. He remembered his mother tending to a cough, working salt and pepper into a cut lemon...or was it grapes? Grapes tone the lungs, Meriwether. It didn't really matter. He hadn't seen a piece of fruit since he'd arrived in Ohio, or any pepper either. Maybe Clark would let him go into the woods to look for sumac berries, or pawpaws...
Clark returned sooner than he expected, shaking his head. "La grippe," he said. "Almost fifty more men reported in sick this morning. Even Wayne believes they can't all be malingering. Believe it or not, Doctor Allison convinced him to knock off the extra drills and restore the full ration. Harrison's setting up two big hospital tents. By the time this is over, we may need more."
He showed Lewis a spring lancet and a small tin basin with a notch in the rim. "Dr. Allison said to breathe a vein and see if that doesn't give him some relief until the hospital tent's ready." He removed some lint and bandages from the basin and set them on the blanket next to McGaffrey's feet.
McGaffrey wagged his head, his face ashen against the coarse hemp pillow. "Naw, sir, I think I'm feelin' better already. Ensign Lewis gave me a couple good pukes last night! I expect I can skip the other." He averted his eyes from the lancet in Clark's hand.
Clark sat down on the side of the bunk opposite Lewis. "It won't hurt, I promise. And the doc says you might get to feelin' better."
Lewis helped the rifleman sit up. Clark handed Lewis the basin, then pushed up McGaffrey's sleeve and bound a clean white cloth in a wide band around his ropy upper arm. Clark held the arm steady by the elbow and watched the blue veins swell. Then, his face betraying not a trace of nerves, he clamped the lancet down with practiced care.
McGaffrey moaned and turned his head away from the sight of his own blood. Lewis stared as the dark, gluey liquid started to roll into the basin. Bloodletting was one thing that his mother had always steered clear of. There's nothing wrong with most people that can't be cured by sweating, vomiting, or a good purge. Remember that, Meriwether.
"Where'd you learn to do that, Clark?" Lewis asked.
"Two years ago. My first real command. I'd led men on supply-chain missions—delivering clothing and the like—but this time, General Wilkinson assigned me to build a corn depot between Fort Washington and Louisville. Have I mentioned that I'm from Louisville?"
"You may have, sir." When he wasn't telling stories about Momma, Daddy, and a preternaturally large number of brothers and sisters, Clark had regaled Lewis with tales of the breathtaking natural beauty and spectacular economic prospects of Louisville. There was more to know than Lewis could have ever imagined. If there was one thing he couldn't fault Clark on during their short acquaintance, it was civic pride.
"Anyway—Lord! What an education! I found the site, and then supervised the construction. We put up storage buildings, blockades, a stockade—the works. Once we got the depot up, we guarded the place with our lives. I was there for six months. I guess I started to pick up a little medicine there. I had to. There wasn't anybody else."
Clark squeezed McGaffrey's vein to make it more productive while Lewis pressed the basin against the skin to catch the blood. McGaffrey panted quietly. "Aw, private, it ain't that bad. You fellas make more out of a little bleedin' than charging a forest full of wild Indians." Clark winked at Lewis, then said, "So what about you? Looks like you've done a little doctoring yourself."
Lewis shook his head. "Not really. I've got a few doctors in the family, but most of what I know I picked up from my mother. She's an herb doctor back home, goes all over the county tending to boils, broken bones, all manner of sickness."
"So why didn't you become a doctor?" Clark asked. "Seems a sight better profession than soldiering."
"I wanted to," Lewis said. "At least I thought so at the time. My dream was to study at William and Mary. But three years ago, my stepfather died, and there wasn't the money. So here I am."
"Well, that was damned inconsiderate of the old buzzard," Clark said. "So what about your momma? Does she get along all right at home without ye?"
"Ha," Lewis said. "The farm comes down from my father, so my name is on all the papers. Sometimes she sends me things to sign, or writes to me for advice about my brothers' schools. I don't know why. She certainly never had any trouble giving the orders when I was still at home."
"Maybe she just misses ye," Clark suggested.
"Ha," Lewis said again. He withdrew the bowl from Private McGaffrey's arm while Clark unwound the tourniquet and quickly dressed the wound.
"There you go, private," Clark said. "That should keep ye for a little while. Lewis, you're off duty. Go get some rest."
"Of course, lieutenant. But sir, if you can spare me, I'd like to volunteer to help at the hospital. My bodily powers have never failed me. I've never been sick a day in my life. And since I've done a little with medicinal plants— poultices, simples, and the like—maybe it would come in handy."
Clark nodded. "Permission granted. I expect most of the boys who don't get sick will want to help. But breakfast and rest first, all right? You got time. I've seen grippe go through camps before. Those that don't die—" he grabbed McGaffrey's foot and shook it reassuringly "—convalesce for quite a spell."
Lewis walked out of the dim barracks and found himself blinking in the sunshine of another gorgeous fall day. One big marquee tent already squatted on the parade ground, men pounding in the stakes with sledgehammers. The sourness of sick, unwashed men being toted under the shelter mingled with the warm aroma of cornmeal mush rising from the breakfast mess. Back in the barracks, he could hear Lieutenant Clark start to tell a story, then stop. Private McGaffrey was praying in Irish.
***
Dr. Allison, the fort's surgeon, designated him a nurse. For the next two weeks, he hardly saw Clark or the Chosen Rifles. Each morning, he was assigned four patients. He spent all day with the sick men, feeding them, giving them medicine, and rubbing their backs and chests with camphorated sweet oil. Two of Lewis's patients died. The first one was the hardest. He called for his wife for three hours before giving up the ghost. After that, Lewis decided that the army was no place for a married man.
Allison let him spend the next day at the kitchens, where Lewis discovered he had a hitherto unrecognized talent for turning apple brandy into rich, spicy eggnog. When they served it to the patients, they all agreed he had at last made up for his role in the great Indian raid fuck-up.
Whenever he crossed paths with Clark at their hut, Clark was usually reading mail or writing in his journal. Once when Lewis came back, Clark was burning letters in the fireplace. He looked startled and embarrassed, his waxen face flushing red in the flickering flames.
"Guess what? My brother-in-law's here. He just, ah, brought me s-some, ah, love letters that I don't intend to keep." Clark wadded up a handful of papers and shoved them into the fireplace. "She, well, she turned out to be fickle. You know—a mean, cruel little thing."
Lewis kicked off his boots and fell exhausted on to his bunk. "Is there any other kind?" he said thickly, and fell asleep.
The next morning when he arrived at the infirmary, he found Dr. Allison boiling a giant pot of hot tea. The bitter smell of boneset stung Lewis's nose.
"Bosom friend of Wayne's, is he? Just ask him! Pal of Wilkinson's, la-ti-da." Allison ranted to himself as he measured more rough, tapered leaves into the pot. "I'll quit. Who cares? I don't care. I'll resign and be home for the first time in twenty years. Hah! Set up a fine practice. I've got prospects. He'll be sorry how he treated me—"
Lewis waited a few minutes for Allison to notice him. Finally he ventured, "Sorry to interrupt, sir—"
"Ah, Lewis! Doctor O'Fallon wants to see you." His voice twisting in a sneer, the old doctor jerked his thumb towards one of the big hospital tents. "Doctor O'Fallon's in charge of the epidemic now."
"Since when? And who's Doctor O'Fallon?"
"Since last night—a big Irish bastard in flash clothes. I'm surprised you didn't meet him. He's married into Lieutenant Clark's family. Nothing but a pack of restless and turbulent adventurers, I expect, the lot of 'em."
Lewis blinked. "Who is?"
"O'Fallon and the Clarks."
"I thought you liked Clark."
"Everyone does. But Lewis, don't you know? Lieutenant Clark's brother is George Rogers Clark. He used to be somebody important, back in the Revolution. Seems this O'Fallon has a knack for butterin' up his betters—"
"Wait a minute. George Rogers Clark?" Lewis repeated in wonderment. "God! The fellow who won the whole territory west of the Alleghenies during the war? He's Lieutenant Clark's brother?"
"The very one. Only now he's a mercenary—a soldier for hire to the highest bidder. As for O'Fallon, he's the very definition of a mountebank. But he's got modern thinking. Just ask Dandy Tony." He spit on the floor at Lewis's feet, then stalked off, spluttering obscenities.
Lewis shook his head and wandered into one of the tents. He saw at once that the new doctor would be hard to overlook, even if he weren't in the company of General Wayne. O'Fallon was a craggy, pipe-smoking mountain of a man, dressed in tight pants with wide green stripes and a high-collared cashmere coat that would have set Lewis back a year's salary. The effect was stunning, though Lewis suspected not in the way the doctor intended.
"Ah, Ensign Lewis. One of our most creative young officers," Wayne said, spotting him in the doorway. "Lewis, meet Jim O'Fallon, best damn senior surgeon the Continental Army ever had."
O'Fallon removed his pipe, scattering ashes down the front of his white silk waistcoat. "Anthony, yer too kind." O'Fallon's Irish accent was as hard and knobby as his hands; he was a gentleman made, not born.
"Good morning, sir. Doctor Allison told me of your fortuitous arrival."
"That little man needn't worry. I'm not after his job—"
"More's the pity!" Wayne exclaimed. "I'd be glad to write to Philadelphia, you know. A surgeon of your talents—"
"No, no, Anthony." O'Fallon waved the compliment away. "I'm merely in the neighborhood, payin' some social calls on friends and family. But since you're havin' a rough time with this influenza, I'd not be much of a man if I didn't stay and lend a hand."
Anthony, is it? Lewis glanced at General Wayne. In spite of all the derisive nicknames Wayne had among the rank and file, it was hard to imagine anyone being on a first-name basis with him.
Wayne clapped O'Fallon on the back. "In any case, with Jim here, we'll get this caitiff grippe whipped yet, or—what did you call it, Jim?"
"Influenza." O'Fallon picked up one of Allison's large wooden-handled clyster syringes and inspected it thoughtfully. A grey-faced patient cringed on the bed nearby. "Italian—means bad star. The disease is caused by comets."
"Comets?" Lewis knew he shouldn't question the fast-talking doctor, but he couldn't hold his tongue. "I thought it was foggy weather. That, and a contraction of the bowels."
"All comet-related," O'Fallon said. "Now. Lewis, is it? Here's what I need you to do. Anthony tells me you're a rifleman, is that right?"
"Yes, sir, I'm an officer—"
"Got it." O'Fallon held up a huge hand to cut Lewis off. "So ye know my wee baby brother-in-law."
"You mean Clark?"
"Naturally. Get him, and all your rifle boys. Go out and kill as many skunks as you can find. Quick now! Then get your boys to rendering 'em. We need all the skunk oil we can get." He turned away from Lewis with the casual confidence of a man used to being obeyed.
"Skunks?" Lewis repeated, dumbfounded.
Wayne beamed. "You see, Lewis? Modern thinking! You can't beat it."
***
"Where do you think you're goin' in such a hurry, curly?" Wielding a dolly stick in her muscular, reddened arms, Betsey the laundress blocked his passage into the long, low cabin that housed the soap-making operation.
"C'mon, darlin'." Lewis propped both forearms against the doorframe and tried to look winning. "General Wayne wants the barracks cleaned up. All I need is a couple of cakes, no more."
"Ha! Don't I know? Between the bleedin', puking, purging, and skunk juice, we're gonna be washin' all day. Wait yer turn."
Lewis sighed. In the end, it hadn't been Allison's bloodletting and boneset or O'Fallon's modern thinking that had stopped the epidemic. It was Mad Anthony's decree that any man on the sick list would henceforth forfeit his whiskey ration in exchange for an extra helping of vegetables. A season of miracles ensued, and the sick rose from their beds. But Betsey was right. The epidemic might be over, but the camp was a god-awful mess.
"Share and share alike, that's what I always say." Lewis tried without success to shoulder past her. For a big woman, she could move with surprising speed. "General Wayne's orders aren't to be trifled with."
"Who said anything 'bout triflin' with anybody? Ye should be so lucky to trifle with Betsey." She stood with her feet planted apart and her arms akimbo and gave him a thorough looking-over. Lewis felt his face redden, but apparently Betsey liked what she saw. She stepped back from the doorframe and tucked a few straggling hairs up into her cap.
Lewis took the opportunity to duck into the long dark room, hot and steaming with kettles of boiling clothes. Before his eyes could adjust to the dimness, Betsey stood on her toes, whispering confidences into his ear. "So what d'ye need, dearie? Surely not just a couple of mean old hard cakes? Wouldn't you really rather have a tub o' the nicest, softest soap?"
He broke into an immediate sweat, and not just from the heat of the boiling kettles. "Whatever you have—"
"So soft, but strong enough to eat the delicate parts of a feather. That's how I learned to make it from my dear old mother," Betsey whispered. "I might be persuaded to leave a little soap layin' around, if a certain gentleman saw fit to treat a girl to a little supper and a spot of rum in his quarters."
Lewis ran his finger along the contours of her jaw. "Though it pains me more than you will ever know, I sincerely doubt Lieutenant Clark would be too thrilled about that." He was close enough to steal a kiss, and did.
She rewarded him with a throaty giggle. "Lieutenant Clark? Ooh, the big redhead." Betsey chewed her lower lip. "Well...just invite him, too."
"My good lady!" Lewis laughed and shook his head. "Deep is my respect for the lieutenant, but his inclusion in our amours would, I fear, dampen my spirits irrecoverably and leave you disappointed as well as myself."
"You and your fancy talk!" She goosed him on the buttocks. "I get off at seven. Come back then. You'll get your soap."
Lewis ambled away from the laundry, unable to keep a silly grin off his face. Betsey was no lady, and no beauty either, but still...her nearness had left him eager to sample more of her undeniable charms.
"Hey, Lewis!" A loud shout startled him out of his randy daydreams. Lieutenant Clark stood on top of a cart that was rolling out of the artificer's yard. "Lewis! I got a couple passes here to go in to Cincinnati this afternoon. What do you say? Want to come along?"
"And get out of this fort? Yes, sir!" Lewis trotted after the wagon and vaulted himself on board. "I've been here for weeks and have yet to see more than a glimpse of the town."
"Well, today's your lucky day." Clark tucked a pass inside Lewis's fatigue coat, then threw himself down behind the civilian cartman, who whistled through his teeth at the two old Army nags plodding along in front. "I figured I'd round the boys up something decent to eat—butter, maybe, or a big cheese. Those that ain't been sick have been workin' mighty hard."
Lewis fingered the coins in his pocket. "Did Wayne give you a requisition?"
Clark's shoulders dropped a little. "Naw, government generosity doesn't extend as far as all that. I just figured it'd be my treat."
"No, sir. It will be our treat." There goes Betsey's rum, Lewis thought.
"Thanks, ensign. Between the two of us, we oughta be able to bring back something pretty nice." Clark plucked a piece of straw from the bed of the wagon and nibbled the end.
"So is there anything fun to do in Cincinnati?"
"Harrison says there's a new pastry shop in town, run by a French fellow." Clark shrugged. "Can you believe it? Even Louisville doesn't have a pastry shop. Wonder if he's got tarts, or anything else with fruit."
"Like a pastry square filled with cinnamon apples?" Lewis suggested. "Covered with whipped cream and sugar glaze?"
Clark moaned and covered his eyes. "Lewis, you can be a real bastard sometimes. I'll bet they don't have anything like that."
"You never know. They might. Mr. Jefferson took one of his servants with him when he was minister to Paris, and the fellow took cooking lessons. Now he turns out things like that all the time."
"Well..." Clark scratched his jaw. "I'll believe when I see it. So do you really know Thomas Jefferson?"
"Not really. I can see Monticello from my mother's farm, though, and our families are related through marriage." Lewis shrugged. He wasn't ready to tell Clark about how he'd tried to impress Mr. Jefferson. And how he'd failed. "Sir, what I really want to know is, are there any good taverns in Cincinnati? And even more to the point, are there any good sporting houses?"
Clark laughed. "Lewis, at least you're honest. We're only gonna be there a couple hours, not near long enough to get into any trouble. Besides, according to General Wayne—" Clark growled in imitation of Wayne's snarl— "Cincinnati is a dirty village filled with sodomites and idlers plenty!"
"Not bad, sir. But you forgot to say caitiff."
"Damn. So I did. Anyway, about the taverns. There's McHenry's—a rough enough place—and Yeatman's for the better sort of gent. George Avery's is where most of the army boys go. In fact, all our courts martial are held at Avery's. He keeps a room specially fitted out as a jail cell, with a pillory, stocks, and whipping post for the occasion. And they get used plenty."
Lewis shuddered. "I'll endeavor to stay out of that room, then."
"You'd better. As far as whorehouses go, the town ain't too tolerant of such doin's. This ain't Pittsburgh, Lewis! The good folks of Cincinnati already hired a sheriff, and he doesn't let the soldiers get away with carousing in the streets. He shut down most of the sporting houses and chased off all the bawds a while back. There's a mighty low joint north of town, but I wouldn't recommend it. Most of the men have just resigned themselves to doin' without."
"I see. Hence the general's reference to the sodomites."
Laughter bubbled out of Clark. "Well, let's hope it doesn't come to that!"
"So have you ever been to this place north of town? Is it really that bad?"
"I told you, don't go there." The lieutenant was still smiling, but his voice was low and serious. "Lewis, the longer you stay in the army, the sooner you'll find out that you can always find some low-down place where you can come away drunk, poxed, and relieved of your money and your self-respect. Further down the Ohio, there's even a cave where girls have set up for business. But Lewis...a man ought not to do himself that-a-way."
"I never thought of it like that." Lewis liked the manly way Clark talked about these things. "But what's a fellow to do, sir? Respectable girls won't give out. They tease 'til you're wild, and then crush your heart. I daresay you know all about it, after the way your girlfriend in Louisville treated you."
"Girlfriend in Louisville?" Clark looked puzzled. "I don't have—"
"The letters? You were burning them the other night."
"Oh, her!" Clark reddened with embarrassment. "Sure, of course—I know."
He's lying, Lewis realized with astonishment. But why would anybody about a silly thing like that? The thought troubled him; he found himself liking Clark, and he hated to think he might turn out to be a slippery rascal. They rode along in silence a few minutes; dried-up cornfields rustled behind rude fences as the wagon rolled past. Finally Lewis said, "So you never told me whether you tried the place north of town or not."
Clark let out a sigh of relief; Lewis suspected he was grateful not to be pressed on the matter of the non-existent Louisville girl. "What are you, a danged lawyer? I might have. But I didn't enjoy myself!"
The wagon dipped into a deep rut, and they rolled past cheerful red-painted cabins surrounded by post or latticed fences that circled rich gardens bursting with kale, parsley, and autumn squash. The townspeople of Cincinnati looked to be a prosperous lot, fat from the profits from selling liquor and produce to the soldiers of Fort Washington. Lewis eyed some beets and turnips piled on a tidy porch. "Speaking of food for the men...I wonder if the owner would miss a few of those, Clark."
Clark shook his head. "I don't aim to find out. Any soldier caught stealing gets fifty lashes and ten days of hard labor, courtesy of General Wayne. I hate to think what he'd do to an officer."
A few yards down the road, a man clad only in his shirtsleeves beckoned to them from the doorway of Yeatman's Tavern. "In here, soldiers! In here, boys! We'll fix you up with soldier's joy!"
Lewis stared, his tongue dry and throat burning. "What do you say, lieutenant? A dram of real whiskey sounds awfully good—"
"Sure," Clark said. "We'll go to Avery's—it's a sight cheaper—but don't forget why we came. I don't want to drink up all our money and end up with nothin' for the boys."
Lewis waved at the tavern-keeper as they left the prospect of soldier's joy behind. Soon, the wagoner eased the horses to a halt at the intersection of two unfinished squares that awaited, according to Clark, the construction of a church and a courthouse. "Pretty soon this place is gonna be so civilized it won't be fit to live in," Clark said. He made a deal with the wagoner to catch a ride back to the fort in two hours' time. "That should give us enough to time to transact our business and have a little fun, but not enough to get in any trouble," he told Lewis. "C'mon, let's go see what we can scrounge up—Lord above, will you look at that?"
Clark pointed down the street and broke into a trot. Lewis followed his gaze and saw, to his astonishment, a half-dozen Indian braves appear out of nowhere. In seconds they were swarming around Clark, waving their arms and shouting. Clark's hat went tumbling into the mud as he disappeared into their noisy, roiling embrace.
His heart pounding, Lewis reached for his knife—then remembered his earlier experience with the training exercise at the fort. Forcing himself to take a second look, he saw that Clark was hugging each of the Indian men in turn; moreover, it only took a little imagination to render their shouts into some butchered, gravelly version of the word "Billy." The townsfolk passing the scene looked annoyed, even disgusted, but not frightened. Swallowing, he sheathed his blade, hoping no one had noticed.
"Lewis!" Clark threw his arm around the shoulders of a short wiry young Indian with an enormous stiff roach of hair that stood straight up from the crown of his otherwise-shaved head. "This is Shoteka, and these are my Chickasaw boys, the scouts I led during the fighting. Shoteka, this is Ensign Lewis, my good right-hand man."
Lewis was surprised to find that all of the Indians seemed eager to shake hands and introduce themselves to him. They spoke in the harshest, most guttural tongue he had ever heard. Through a system of grunts, sign language, and the dubious translation skills of Shoteka, he gathered that the Chickasaws had been engaged in some kind of war all summer and were now spending the fall traveling the river to visit their friends.
"There's American Chickasaws and Spanish Chickasaws," Clark explained, "fighting it out in Tennessee to decide which of us they want to line up with. Lewis, these boys and I spent over a year together, scouting and fighting, right up through Fallen Timbers. One time we were delivering provisions to Vincennes and got iced in on the Wabash for over a week!"
Shoteka punched Clark on the arm. "Billy lose rifle."
"Aw, you're not supposed to remember that!" Clark hollered.
"Billy lose rifle, have to pay Sugachgook," Shoteka repeated.
"That's what they call Mad Anthony," Clark explained. "The Black Snake Who Never Sleeps." The Chickasaws were all talking at once, demanding news of their friends at the fort; Clark had to wave his hands in front of his body and shout at the top of his lungs to be heard. "Sick! Soldiers were real bad sick. Some died! Lucky you missed it!" To Lewis: "If they had come here while the grippe was goin' around, they'd all be dead. They might look tough, but white man's disease carries 'em off like babies."
Lewis looked on in quiet amazement. He had seen Indians before, of course, hanging around the various forts to complain about treaty violations or collect their government rations. Those were usually families with old women and spindly little children, not young bucks like these, practically naked except for their breechclouts and fur vests and their ears and noses dripping with silver jewelry. He couldn't imagine how Clark could be so at ease with the scouts. They looked like they might decide to start scalping the whole town any minute, but Clark actually seemed to consider them friends.
"Billy, come, we get drunk!" Shoteka said enthusiastically.
Lewis grinned. "Now there's an idea I could get behind—"
"No." Clark shook his head. "There're rules about soldiers getting drunk in town, Lewis. You know that well as I do. Nobody's getting drunk, at least not under my supervision. The trouble with Indians is they can't just have one drink. They always have to get plastered."
"I thought that was the point," Lewis said. "Else, why drink?"
The Chickasaws seemed to agree with him. They bombarded Clark with derisive laughter and unwanted advice, but the lieutenant held up his hands and repeated firmly, "No. No firewater. It's bad for you, damn it. I'll treat you to something else," he promised. "Lewis, let's find that pastry shop. Indians love sugar almost as much as they love whiskey, and with any luck nobody ends up getting shot."
***
The pastries in Monsieur Menessier's patisserie turned out to be expensive, but Lewis didn't mind that his pockets felt a little lighter. It was worth it just to stand on the street corner with Clark and his wild Indian friends, all of them stuffing in cream-filled pâte á choux and licking powdered sugar off their fingers while the good folks of the town stared in outraged disbelief.
By the time they extricated themselves from the Chickasaws, it was almost time to meet the wagoner and go back to the fort. Hastily, they hunted up the grocery and haggled with an old Dutchman for a magnificent wheel of cheddar. Wrapped in a cheesecloth bandage, it emanated a smoky, earthy aroma that made Lewis's mouth water.
"The boys are gonna love this," Clark said. "Here, you can carry it. I don't want to get my coat greasy. Yours'll never be the same after the tossing Wayne gave you the day you got here, so you might as well consider it a work coat and have done with it."
"You're all heart, lieutenant." Lewis took the cheese and stepped back out into the muddy street. When he looked down towards the courthouse square, his heart sank. Captain Harrison was heading their way, his long, horsey face tightly drawn, his eyes wild with rage. As he drew closer, Lewis could see that Harrison's hands were trembling. He was coming straight for them—past them—
"Whoa, there, Harrison!" Clark caught the captain's arm as he nearly bowled them over. Lewis had to scramble not to let the giant cheese fall into the dirt. "Where you goin' in such an awful hurry, man?"
"Oh, it's you." Harrison jerked his arm out of Clark's grasp. "My favorite pair of facinorous turnips. Let me alone, Clark, would you?"
Lewis knew he should keep his mouth shut, but he couldn't resist. "Sir, I know you loathe the practice of junior officers giving their opinions, but I must take umbrage at your characterization. I cannot subscribe to being called a turnip, that most loathsome member of the vegetable kingdom."
Harrison glared. "Lewis, I ought to—"
"I happen to like turnips," Clark said. "My momma has this way of cooking 'em down with apples and maple syrup and a little butter. You'd change your mind about turnips if you ever tried 'em that way. You all right, Harrison? You look a little busted up if you don't mind me sayin'."
Harrison stuck out his chin. "If you must know, I've come from a meeting with Judge Symmes. He's the father of Nancy, my intended." His thin shoulders shook. "I went today to ask for her hand—purely a formality, or so I thought. Fate is stronger than anything I have known. Euripides."
"So what happened?" Lewis asked. "Did she give you the mitten?"
"No—Nancy is fine, steadfast, as true as Penelope. It was that old, money-grubbing father of hers! He showed me the door!" Harrison's voice broke.
"Lord, why?" Clark asked. "Didn't you tell him about your family's fine estate back in Virginia and how your daddy signed the Declaration of Independence? You've sure told us often enough."
"I told him all about that, but he didn't give a damn," Harrison ranted. "After all, I'm not going to inherit my family's estate—I've got two brothers and all their brats ahead of me! Except for my army pay, I haven't got a penny to my name." He clenched his fists. "My only estate, as I told him, is my sword and my strong right arm."
"I guess that didn't go over too well."
"No. It didn't. Do you know what he said to me? Who are you to come in here asking for my daughter? You cannot bleed, plead, nor preach! As if Nancy cares if she's married to a doctor, lawyer, or some dried-up preacher. We love each other—"
Lewis and Clark exchanged glances. A man's desperation was terrible to see, even when that man was Harrison.
"Screw him, sir," Lewis offered. "You'll figure something out."
Harrison raked his hand through his limp black hair, his lips trembling. "I have with me two gods, persuasion and compulsion. Themistocles."
"Let's go back to the fort and cool off a little. Clark." The lieutenant craned his neck down the street. "Lewis, go look for that wagon driver. Harrison, don't worry. Sure, things don't look too rosy now, but it doesn't do to get yourself in such a state. Maybe Symmes'll die or something—"
"Maybe," Harrison said. "I hope so."
Lewis eased the cheese under his arm and jogged off to look for the wagon driver. He had to admit he felt a little sorry for Harrison; he knew what it was like to have an old Virginia name and not much else. Lewis spotted the wagoner slumped on the seat of his wagon in front of McHenry's tavern. He waved Clark over, Harrison trudging alongside.
"Harrison, why don't you let me buy you and Lewis a drink before we go back?" Clark suggested. "Lord knows you could use it."
"I wouldn't expect you to understand, but I don't drink, and never will," Harrison snarled. "I detest the habit, and I despise drunks."
Clark looked pained. "Ease up, Harrison."
"Why a creature supposedly endowed with the facility of reason has no desire other than to obliterate it by getting liquored up is beyond me," Harrison said. "You know what? When I was nine years old, a pack of drunk British soldiers came through my family's plantation. They dragged everything out of the house and burned it—all our family portraits, our furniture, everything. I made a vow then that I would never drink, and I've stuck to it."
"Funny," Lewis said. "I guess I'm just the opposite of you, sir. When I was five, my father drowned. Since that day, I've sworn off water forever."
"That explains a lot. Just for drinking or for bathing too?" Clark asked.
"Both. Consistency has ever been my aim, sir."
Harrison shot Lewis a dirty look. Clark walked up to the wagon, which was now loaded with produce for the fort, and nudged the wagoner awake. "Thanks for waiting for us. We got Captain Harrison with us too."
"Well, make room as best you can," the man said. "I've got a pretty full load. General Wayne wanted all the vegetables I could find."
Clark clambered into the wagon and held out his arms for the cheese so Lewis could climb in. Harrison was staring at a little man pacing back and forth and singing to himself in front of McHenry's. "That man works in the ordnance shop at Fort Washington," he said.
Clark shrugged. "So what?"
"So he's drunk, that's what."
"That he is, sar." the wagoner nodded. "Name's Ryan. But he don't mean no harm, sar, it's his day off, a man's got a right."
Harrison jerked the whip out of the wagoner's hand. "And I've got a right to enforce orders. The penalty for public drunkenness is fifty lashes."
Wide-eyed, Clark scrambled out of the wagon, "Harrison, that man is a civilian!"
But it was too late. Harrison exploded onto the porch of the tavern, grabbed Ryan by the shirtfront, and slapped him across the face.
"Wha—what're ya doin'?" Ryan blinked and stumbled, confused.
Lewis sat in the wagon bed clutching the cheese as Harrison whirled the little contractor around, tearing the filthy coat from his back. Shoving Ryan against the wall, he struck him with the whip, once, twice, again. Stripes of blood appeared beneath Ryan's worn workshirt.
Ryan bawled like he was being murdered. Clark ran onto the tavern porch and grabbed Harrison by the shoulders. "Harrison, for God's sake, just walk away, man—"
From the corner of his eye, Lewis saw men of the town pounding up the street, shouting. "Fight at McHenry's! Soldier's riot!"
"Damn Army thugs! What's next, a military dictatorship?"
"Federalists!"
"Wait a goddamn minute—" Lewis began.
"Run for it!" the wagoner bawled. "Here comes the sheriff!"
Clark wrenched Harrison away from his brutal work, tore the whip from his hand, and threw it to the wagoner. Lewis scrambled down from the wagon bed and turned around, just in time to see a mob of men converging pell-mell on McHenry's. Clark held his hands up as the men approached. "No trouble here, just a misunderstanding—"
Some of them had taken up clubs, and a few even had guns. "Jesus, Clark!" Lewis yelled. "There's no time to explain! Run!"
Clark grabbed Harrison and propelled him through the door of McHenry's. Lewis pelted after them and joined them in slamming out through the back door, the tavern keeper roaring imprecations as they trampled through his herb garden and vaulted over the back fence.
Lewis glanced over his shoulder. Several of the townsfolk—the larger, meaner-looking ones—had rounded the tavern and were running after them at full speed. He didn't know what would happen if they got caught and he didn't aim to find out. Somewhere along the line he had lost the cheese—
In the end, he had to give Mad Anthony his due. Their constant drilling gave them stamina that the soft-bellied civilians couldn't match. Even the rangy Clark, who didn't seem particularly light on his feet, had no trouble outdistancing the angry mob. After a few hundred yards of hard running, the shouts faded into the distance.
Ruffians...you'll pay...and the unkindest cut of all...Federalists...
When the mob was safely behind, they pulled up beside a copse of trees, panting. "Well, Harrison," Clark stopped a moment and put his hands on his knees. "I'm sure you've really endeared yourself to your potential father-in-law this time."
"I'm not sorry," Harrison gasped. "The regulations clearly state—"
"Do the regulations say anything about pissing off the entire civilian populace of Cincinnati?"
"I don't think so," Harrison admitted. "But they do say that no civilian can arrest us within the confines of the fort. Sancto sanctorum."
"Then we'd better make tracks," Clark said. "Well, Lewis, ain't you glad you came along?"
As they hurried for the fort, still half running, Lewis considered the matter. "To tell you the truth, sir," he answered honestly, "I wouldn't have missed it for the world."
Chapter 8
Lewis
Lewis lay on his bunk, smelling the greasy places on his uniform. The aroma of cheddar lingered in the wool and made his stomach grumble and his mouth water. Although the adventure in Cincinnati had been a lark, he wished to God he hadn't thrown away that glorious cheese.
"Damn Harrison and all his esteemed Virginia lineage," Lewis muttered, licking a grease spot. "It's overbearing Feds like that who ruin things for the rest of us."
"Aw, now, Lewis. Be fair. He'd just gotten the boot from his fiancée's father." Clark sat on his bunk, polishing his boots. "You can't expect a man not to be sore under those circumstances. 'Sides, Mad Anthony had a fit when he found out that Harrison nearly caused a riot. I bet he's having Harrison's ass on a platter right now."
"Well, as unappetizing as Harrison's ass on a platter sounds, I wish I could have a big, fatty slice. Because without that wheel of cheese, it's going to be a pretty sorry repast tonight."
"Cheer up, man," Clark said. "The men might be out of luck, but it just so happens General Wilkinson is throwin' a shindig for some brother officers tonight, on that fancy barge he keeps tied up on the river."
"I don't know the general, Clark." Lewis sighed. "As usual, I'm not invited."
"Ain't you the wallflower! C'mon, Lewis. Wilkinson's asked after you a couple of times. I'm sure he'd be tickled pink if I brought ye along. Good eats and good conversation—"
"And good wine?"
"Barrels of it! Does that close the deal?"
"It does." Lewis grinned. "Lieutenant Clark, it would be a privilege to accompany you."
***
By the time they got there, Wilkinson's barge was already crowded with jostling, laughing young officers. The smell of brandy and sausages hung in the air. Lewis had seen the wide, flat-bottomed barge from the shore, but once on board he was amazed at the sheer size of it; it was a pleasure boat fit for a king. The gunwales were lined with seats covered with cushions and carpets, and there were benches for at least a dozen oarsmen. A large awning festooned with festive bunting shaded one side.
Clark pulled Lewis over to where the general presided from a chair draped in leopard skin, a glass of amber liquid in his hand. A petite, motherly woman cuddled by his side.
"Lieutenant Clark! Welcome, my boy! Splendid, you brought Ensign Lewis too." Wilkinson waved his glass, dismissing their salutes. "At ease, of course! May I present my beautiful wife, Ann, of Philadelphia?"
"Ma'am." Clark bowed and kissed her hand. "It's a pleasure to meet you. The general talks about you all the time."
"No, he talks about you all the time," Mrs. Wilkinson corrected him with a smile. "I've heard all about you, lieutenant. He told me...oh, it was so poetic! That you're 'of solid and promising parts, and as brave as Caesar'."
Lewis smiled as Clark's face turned red to the roots of his hair. "Ma'am, I'm sure he didn't say that."
"Oh, but I did!" Wilkinson boomed, swinging to his feet to put an arm around Clark's shoulders, a gesture he wasn't quite tall enough to manage. "Ann, Lieutenant Clark is one of the ablest hands in the army. Naturally, that blockhead Anthony Wayne doesn't recognize it, but I do. Thank God some of us still have the quality of discernment. Lieutenant Clark will be running this army one day."
"Now, James, you really oughtn't talk about General Wayne like that." Mrs. Wilkinson clucked. "Like it or not, he is your commander."
"Oh, tut! Everyone shares my opinion! Isn't that right, lieutenant?"
Clark grinned. "Well, sir, General Wayne and I have had our disagreements."
"Like whether you were the right man to command the Chosen Rifles?" Wilkinson winked and elbowed Clark in the ribs. "We all know how that turned out! A happy coincidence—wouldn't you say so, Ensign Lewis?"
Lewis blinked, startled to be drawn into the conversation. He wasn't exactly sure what General Wilkinson expected. "Yes, sir. Lieutenant Clark is a very able commander, sir."
"Precisely! He's proved it time and time again—to me at least. Despite the opinion of some devilish small minds, Lieutenant Clark is just the man I'd want beside me in a scrap."
God, will there ever be another scrap? Lewis wondered. As far as he could make out, the Treaty of Greeneville had ended serious Indian fighting on the Ohio. Still, Clark seemed to believe it, along with every other bit of Wilkinson's extravagant praise. What does he see in this flatterer?
"Forgive me, dear Ann, you'll have to excuse us for a moment. Lieutenant Clark and I have business to discuss," Wilkinson said cheerily. "I will leave you in the company of this handsome young devil. Ensign Lewis, I warn you, protect yourself. She has powerful charms. Don't fall under her spell."
With a wink, he took Clark's arm and ducked under the awning. Lewis watched them go with dismay, then nodded stiffly and took the camp chair next to Mrs. Wilkinson.
"Pleasure to meet you, madam. I dare say, we don't see a female of your caliber out here too often." Mrs. Wilkinson's sharp nose and soft, graying curls reminded him of his mother. Somehow a scolding seemed just around the corner.
"It's wonderful to meet you too, but if you don't mind my saying, you look far too thin." She patted his arm and nodded toward the sideboard, which groaned with platters of food and bottles of brandy. "We've got sausages, all kinds of fruits and nuts, and pudding for dessert. Help yourself, ensign—quickly, before it's all gone!"
Lewis grinned. Suddenly her sharp little face seemed nothing but kindly. Powerful charms indeed!
She tittered as he rocketed out of his seat and bulled his way up to the sideboard. Lewis wedged himself in between Captains Guion and van Rensselaer, grabbed a plate, and began heaping it with corn pudding. "Wow, fellows, what a spread!"
"Sure beats wormy half-rations on orders of that bastard, Wayne," Guion growled. "At least Wilkinson treats us like men, and not blasted beasts of the field. Pass the sausages."
"I don't mind it." Lewis snagged a sausage as the platter sailed by his nose. "Still, this is a lavish feast. Where does he get the money for all this?"
"Who cares?" van Rensselaer said. "Maybe he's just generous. God, that pudding smells good! A nice change from private's puke and skunk oil, eh?"
"Oh, it's not so bad. The hospital's pretty well emptied out, and the camp'll be cleaned up soon, as long as Betsey takes pity on us and puts out with the soap." Lewis speared a pickle. "Besides, General Wayne did try to get us some vegetables this afternoon. It was a good haul, too, until Harrison fucked it up—"
"Aw, don't talk to me about Harrison!" Guion reached over him and poured himself a glass of brandy. "That arrogant puppy makes me sick! He's got his nose so far up Wayne's ass he might as well give it a kiss—"
"Yeah, for all the good it'll do him," van Rensselaer sneered. "Our budding Julius Caesar gets keelhauled just like everybody else when things don't go Old Mars's way."
Lewis shrugged; he wasn't in the mood for complaining. He piled some walnuts on his heap of food and ducked out of the line, leaving the captains behind him. Clark was still under the awning, deep in conversation with Wilkinson. Lewis spotted some men pulling together some crates for a card game, and asked to join in.
"Three card brag, ante up," Dr. Allison said, rapidly dealing the cards. "Lewis, don't get grease on the table, it spoils the deck."
"Since when?" Lewis forked in a sausage as he dug in his pockets for coins. "I haven't tasted such fine food in a long time."
"Yeah, and there's plenty more where that came from. Some people say Wilkinson's got a stockpile of brandy and wine hidden in Cincinnati somewhere. I'd try to hunt it down for our medicinal stores, but why bother? He gives it away anyway." Allison grinned. "I didn't know you were one of his disciples."
"I'm not a disciple of anybody. I just came to get something to eat."
"Sure, ensign." Dr. Allison smirked and drew a card. "That's what we all say. Especially if General Wayne's around."
The sound of Wilkinson shouting drew the attention of every man on the boat. As the men quieted down to respectful chuckles, Wilkinson brandished a tankard and said smoothly, "Gentlemen! To the United States Army, guardian of the Western frontier, defender of our blessed republic, bastion of our national liberties. Wherever we tread, may freedom follow." As the men raised their glasses, Wilkinson seemed to be looking straight at Clark. He lifted his tankard high in the air. "Our swords!"
An echoing roar filled the room. "Our swords!"
Lewis glanced over at Clark. The lieutenant's face was flushed, but he had shouted louder than anybody. Then Clark drained his glass to the bottom and reached for another.
***
Lewis sighed. As the cards and bets flew around him, the conversation seemed to center on just one thing: Wayne. It seemed everybody had been wronged by the gouty sonofabitch. Lewis loved a good card game, but he folded quickly and shoved himself back from the table, wondering if Wilkinson's whole reason for throwing the party was to give the officers an opportunity to complain about Anthony Wayne. He took one last look for Clark and was heading down the gangway to shore when he felt a hand grip his shoulder.
"Ensign Lewis! Not leaving so soon, are you?"
"General Wilkinson." Lewis found himself stuttering. "I...I've got some reports to write before morning reveille."
"Piffle, my good man. It can wait. Especially when I was just about to bring out...the good stuff." Wilkinson paused for dramatic effect, then held up a bottle of Madeira. "You'll enjoy this, I think. I was introduced to it by a friend of yours."
"Oh? Who would that be?"
"The inestimable Mr. Jefferson. Come, ensign, let's have a talk. Lieutenant Clark has been singing your praises, and I wish to know you better."
Reluctantly, Lewis followed Wilkinson under the awning. He took a seat on a cushioned bench and watched while the general poured two glasses of wine. The general puzzled him. How did Wilkinson know he even knew Mr. Jefferson? And he seriously doubted Clark was singing his praises—
"You've done well to attach yourself to Lieutenant Clark." Wilkinson lowered himself into a chair opposite Lewis. His small eyes glinted in the lamplight. "He's a fine officer—a very capable young man. You can learn a lot from him."
"I feel very fortunate, sir." Lewis stared at the glass of blood-red wine, racking his brain for something suitable to say to a general. "Sir, I find I am entirely suited to the soldier's life."
"Is that so?" Wilkinson peered at him over the glare of the flickering lamp, amusement crinkling around the corners of his eyes. "Want to make it a life's career, do you?"
"Well, no. Perhaps. I don't know." Lewis shook his head. "It's very agreeable for now, sir. What I'd really like to do is do a little rambling. Exploring, so to speak."
Wilkinson chuckled. "Ah, the charms this wilderness holds for a young man like yourself! How well I remember. And I assure you, the army is the perfect place to pursue your roving proclivities. Take Lieutenant Clark's brother for example—you've heard of him, the great George Rogers Clark?"
"Of course, what Virginia boy hasn't?"
"Ah, of course! Well, here's to the amazing George Rogers Clark, an explorer unparalleled before he became a great general. The founder of Louisville! The conqueror of the Northwest!" Wilkinson lowered his glass. "Confidentially, I fear our dear lieutenant feels the strain of living up to his famous name. A pity, really, to grow up in the shadow of one so fierce and famed. Alas, lightning that brilliant does not strike twice."
Lewis frowned. "I thought you said Clark was a veritable Caesar, sir. You said he'd be running the army someday."
"Oh, did I? So I did." Wilkinson gave him a wink. "And he probably will."
Lewis rubbed his sweaty palms on his breeches, wondering why he was here. "General, I should probably go. I really do have paperwork to get to—"
"Ensign, I won't hear of you going before you've tasted this Madeira." Wilkinson stared him down until he obediently took a sip. "Nice, eh? Does it taste as fine as the beverages served at Mr. Jefferson's table?"
"I wouldn't know, sir."
"Oh, don't be so modest!" Wilkinson tutted. "I know all about you, ensign. A young man from a fine, old Virginia family...distinguished by high birth, accustomed to the wilderness...twice as intelligent as most of the beasts that surround you! What a masterstroke that you chose to join the army. And how convenient to have a friend like Mr. Jefferson!"
"Masterstroke? Sir, I don't know what you've heard about me, but you're mistaken," Lewis said. "I like his politics, to be sure, but I'm hardly bosom friends with Mr. Jefferson. My family home is near Charlottesville, that's all. I have dined with him a time or two—I mean, when he invited all the neighbors, not just me—"
"How I envy you." Wilkinson leaned forward. "So when you were there, did you ever meet a gentleman named André Michaux?"
"Michaux?" Lewis blinked. Leave it to Wilkinson to hone in on the single most humiliating moment of his life.
"Why, yes, sir," he said steadily. "A year or so ago, right before I joined the army. André Michaux is a botanist and a friend of Mr. Jefferson's. French, of course. You wouldn't know to look at him—he isn't any fancy gentleman—but he's one of the most learned men in the world, and one of the most traveled."
Lewis squirmed inwardly, remembering how he'd waited that day, watching from the door of the barn as his mother led her horse into the yard, strapped her doctor's bag to her saddle, and rode off to take care of some neighbor child with a tumor on his leg. Then he'd rabbited inside, dressed in his finest clothes, and ridden up to Monticello to introduce himself to the Frenchman. To beg—
"Tell me, ensign." Wilkinson's eyes shone with eagerness. "What are they cooking up? I've heard rumors about an exploring trip of some kind. Into Spanish Louisiana. What's the nature of it? How many men are involved? Did Mr. Jefferson confide?"
"Not in me." Lewis swallowed back a mouthful of unexpected bile. "But it's common knowledge, sir. Michaux's expedition is sponsored by the American Philosophical Society. All the high mucky-mucks in the government are behind it. He's supposed to explore the Missouri River to its source, and find a route from there to the Pacific Ocean."
Lewis closed his eyes for a moment, remembering the reception in Mr. Jefferson's blue sitting room, wine and cigars, Mr. Jefferson and his friends holding forth on politics and science, André Michaux seated at a small table, weary, patient, and seemingly forgotten. Michaux was poring over a small book from Mr. Jefferson's library. Lewis had inched close enough to see the title: An account of the sugar maple-tree of the United States: and of the methods of obtaining sugar from it.
Finally he could bear it no longer, lunged forward, and blurted out his speech. He couldn't remember what he'd said—take me with you—or what Michaux had replied—something kindly, in heavily accented English. But he would never forget what Mr. Jefferson had said:
Meriwether—this with a curl of the lip—what do you know of botany? Of geography? Of history? Of natural science?
By this time the men were laughing. Can you write in French? Can you speak it?
Lewis had spluttered, opened his mouth, tried to plead his case once more, but Jefferson stopped him. His gray eyes seemed to penetrate Lewis down to his very core. Monsieur Michaux does not need an assistant. He has already explored the regions of Afghanistan, Baghdad, India, and Persia. He has already traveled in this country extensively—the Floridas, the tundra of British Canada, the unmapped forests of the west. I hardly think he needs a 'scientific farmer' of our stripe along to hinder him, Meriwether.
Then, perhaps recognizing the fury on Lewis's face: Patience, my dear boy. Everything in its own course.
Lewis opened his eyes, wondering at the sweat glistening on Wilkinson's upper lip. "No one's ever been that far. Imagine it, sir, going into virgin territory where no white man has ever been. The plants, the animals—the natives, too, for that matter—"
"Of course." Wilkinson nodded gravely. "Has he left Philadelphia yet, do you know? If so, he sure snuck by here in the dead of night! Perhaps he was in a hurry to get to Louisville?"
"How would I know, sir?" Lewis heard himself snap. General or no general, Wilkinson's questions rankled him. "I suppose he went by Louisville—there's no way to avoid it, if you're traveling down the Ohio to the Mississippi. Why would he have stopped at Fort Washington? As far as I could tell, he was mostly interested in maple trees, not military matters."
"Maple trees! Bless him! I'm a gardener myself, and I can admire that," Wilkinson tapped his teeth with his fingernails. "There's no one more fascinating than a simple man of science, don't you agree? So elemental, so pure! Not unlike Mr. Jefferson, eh?"
Wilkinson leaned back in his chair and took a sip of wine. Lewis shifted under his gaze. What was the general trying to get at? Mr. Jefferson was a great man, but about as pure as...well, that certainly wouldn't be the word he would use to describe him—
After a few moments of awkward silence, a veil seemed to fall over Wilkinson's face. "Well, no matter." He stood up abruptly. "What do we know of science, we pair of warriors? Leave it to the blazing minds of the Jeffersons and the Michauxs."
He finished off his glass of wine, then picked up Lewis's wineglass and downed that as well. "Thank you, ensign, for the conversation. I hope you enjoyed the festivities tonight. Now if you'll excuse me, I must find my wife and attend to the rest of my guests."
With that, he puffed out the candle and stalked from under the awning with the bottle of Madeira under his arm, leaving Lewis alone in the dark while the party swirled on around him.
***
Lewis looked for Clark, but discovered he had already left. He found the lieutenant back in their quarters. Clark was seated at his desk reading letters, his face waxen and pale. It was clear to Lewis that he had recently been sick. The smell of vomit and burning paper hung in the air.
"Grippe, sir?" Lewis felt Clark's forehead; clammy, no fever. Clark pushed his hand away.
"Knock it off, Lewis. Go to bed. I've got a lot of work to do."
"I've got some work to do myself before I turn in, Clark. For openers, I've got to update the sick list in time for morning roll call. Shall I put you on it?"
"No," Clark said. "Had a bad puke, but I'm better now. Just ate too much, is all. Something must have disagreed with me."
Lewis flung himself on his bunk. "Could that something disagreeable have been General Wilkinson?"
Clark turned and gave him a long look, his face wan and shiny in the lamplight. "Lord, Lewis, what does it take? Brandy and sausages ain't enough to get a smile out of you? He ain't even a Fed! You don't get along with anybody, do you?"
Lewis lay on his bed, glowering. After all his experiences in the army, he knew better than to say anything against a general to his commanding officer, despite the constant carping about General Wayne. He finally said, "It takes more than brandy and sausages to buy my loyalty."
"Aw, Lewis, don't be such a hardass," Clark said. "You sound like Harrison. Wilkinson's all right. He's a real smart man. Always been a friend to me. He could be a friend to you too, if you let him."
Lewis stared up at the roof. "No, thanks. I don't want to owe anybody anything. I'd rather be friends with an adder, if it's all the same to you."
"Suit yourself, Lewis." Clark shook his head and turned back to his letters. "Jesus, you're a hard man to please."
"Maybe so." Wilkinson was playing some kind of game, and it was clear Clark was playing it with him. Why can't anybody just be what they seem? He viciously punched his pillow and turned to the wall. "I'll finish my paperwork in the morning, sir. Good night."
Chapter 9
Michaux
André Michaux awoke in the dead of night, a charred smell filling his nostrils. It took him a moment to realize it was the stench of burning flesh.
A thousand thoughts exploded through Michaux's mind, most of them violent. Bordel de merdel! James O'Fallon's appetites were unthinkable. As if it wasn't enough that he'd spent a precious month of his life with the man, putting aside his better judgment because General Clark had said—with an amused look in his pale blue eye—that the old botanist's help was critical to bringing the Chickasaws over to their side.
But now, oh, now...he knew what he was going to see even before he saw it: James O'Fallon's massive form crouched in the light of the campfire, stealthily roasting the rabbit they were supposed to be saving for breakfast.
Michaux let his head drop forward a moment. Sacre bleu. What did France expect from him? Hadn't he piloted their boat down the Cumberland for hundreds of miles while O'Fallon filled the wilderness with his vain and boastful bluster? Hadn't he illegally entered the Spanish territory—your bright idea, Citizen Genet —searching for an elusive band of murderous savages?
Hadn't he trekked for miles over the old Chickasaw Trace, forging relentlessly onward in the service of France, ignoring mile after mile of fascinating virgin land, botanically speaking? During all of it, hadn't he somehow stifled the urge to weep? Dieu, why wasn't that enough? Why must he endure the company of this vulgarian?
"Enough," Michaux muttered as he tossed aside his camp blanket. "We'll have it out, O'Fallon. A thrashing like you've never seen—"
As he scrambled up onto his backside and started to pull on his boots, he already felt the sour taste of shame in his mouth. He knew taking on O'Fallon was madness. Michaux couldn't beat him in a fight any more than he had been able to stand up to Citizen Genet. When Genet had threatened his son, he might as well have promised to rip out Michaux's heart. A man like O'Fallon could actually do it.
It was difficult to understand, but General Clark depended on O'Fallon. Over the last few weeks, Michaux had heard more than he wanted to know about O'Fallon's exploits against the Spanish in East Florida and the Yazoo Country. But despite O'Fallon's bluster, and the good opinion of General Clark, Michaux couldn't help noticing that the Spanish were still there.
He got to his feet, his legs stiff with sleep, and staggered in the direction of the campfire. His voice came out more plaintive than he intended. "Doctor O'Fallon, en nom Dieu, why do you eat la lapereau? We need it for tomorrow."
O'Fallon wiped grease from his mouth with his cuff and pointed at Michaux with a crispy rabbit leg. "Keep yer wig on, for Christ's sake. When I'm hungry, I can't sleep. When I can't sleep, I'm devilish cranky. We'll shoot something else in the morning."
You rob from the future to feed your present appetites! Michaux wanted to shout. Instead he said reasonably, "I thought we agreed to get an early start, so you could perhaps be home tomorrow."
"For somebody who spent half of yesterday pickin' flowers, you're awful anxious to get goin', professor." O'Fallon smacked his lips. "We woulda been in Lexington days ago if not for your little hobby, bucko."
"It's not a hobby," Michaux said. "And what do you mean half the day? Do you know what I've missed on this trip? My specimen bag is practically empty! Don't you see how every rock and nook and corner is full of ferns, shooting-stars, orchids? Everywhere we are passing up ginseng, sarsaparilla. You're a doctor! Haven't you ever considered there could be something out there right now, a root or herb unknown, that would relieve the suffering of mankind?"
The self-regarding amusement on O'Fallon's face infuriated him."Jesus, professor," O'Fallon interrupted. "All of a sudden ye've grown a tongue. I think that's the most words you've said on this entire trip."
"Oui?" Michaux gritted his teeth. "Perhaps I would have said more, had I not traveled with a man with an utter incapacity for silence."
O'Fallon barked a laugh as sharp as gunfire; Michaux heard night birds take flight. "Guilty as charged. Without a doubt, my silver tongue has always been my weakness and my strength, not to mention my weapon o' choice." He sawed off a piece of hot, dripping meat, impaled it on a stick, and extended it to Michaux. "As long as yer up, ye may as well eat."
Michaux slumped on the ground and held the meat over the fire. "I fail to see how your tongue has been anything but a liability on this trip."
"Well, who'd have talked to old chief Piomingo, if I hadn't been along?" O'Fallon snorted. "You? I never saw a fellow with so much at stake and so little to say once we got amongst the Chickasaws. You heard 'em!" He raised his voice in a grotesque parody of the young half-breed interpreter who had moderated their meeting with the Chickasaw chief. "You Frogs betrayed and deserted us when we helped you fight the Redcoats thirty years ago, why should we trust ye now? "
"It might as well have been a thousand years ago, for all I can do about that," Michaux snapped. "Besides, I said all I had to say. I smoked the pipe. I promised rifles, powder, lead, flints. All that." He waved his hand in disgust. "I handed out the blank commissions and made them official privateers of the French Republic, just like Minister Genet told me to do."
O'Fallon mouthed the words oh my, then grinned at him. "You didn't exactly impress 'em when you turned down that woman they offered you the night we got there."
Michaux fought the urge to put his fist through O'Fallon's face. "I didn't want the wretched woman," he growled. "And she wasn't a woman, she was practically a child."
"I don't understand you, professor. You've got a burnin' passion for collectin' leaves and lilies, yet ye pass up on free chuff, barely used." The big doctor shook his head, then looked at Michaux, understanding dawning on his face. "Ah...I get it. Like all too many gents yer age, your flag doesn't go all the way to the top of the pole. You should have said something! I can make ye a pill for that. Paste from unripe blackberries, and a shrub from Mexico. I'll do it directly when we get to Lexington."
"Non. Merci." O'Fallon's coarse assumption stung; the truth was he hadn't had a sexual thought in years. He doubted a man like O'Fallon could understand. He didn't need women, or anything else that complicated his life. All he wanted was to save his son, and serve France—
"Suit yerself. But those little Indian girls ain't hairy down below like our women." O'Fallon chuckled. "And they're tougher too. You can give 'em one hell of a banging before they'll squawk!"
Michaux shook his head. General Clark had said, He's wild about my sister.. Bien sûr. He bit off a piece of meat. The hot juices seared his tongue; he swallowed quickly and held the stick away from the fire, allowing it to cool.
The issue of the woman aside, their meeting with the Chickasaw had been a huge disappointment. Piomingo, it seemed, was firmly in the American camp. He boasted that the Black Snake, Anthony Wayne, had sent them arms, tools, and an armorer to repair all their old weapons. Wayne had even invited the Chickasaw warriors to fight alongside his men. So the old Long Knife, Clark, offers us paper certificates from France? Do you think the Chickasaws are fools? To show his disgust, the chief had stood up, ripped the commissions to pieces, and scattered them to the winds.
Ignoring the insult, Michaux had tried to explain that General Clark wanted only friendship, and permission to pass Chickasaw Bluffs unmolested. When Clark and the French became their new fathers, he promised, there would be weapons and trade goods piled high as the sky. Or even sooner, if Citizen Genet sends the money, he wanted to add. They didn't need to know that the 750 dollars Genet had given him wasn't enough for General Clark to pay the boat builders, let alone buy presents for the Indians—
As if sensing his anxiety, the Chickasaws reacted with derision. O'Fallon had tried theater then, describing General Clark's mighty army and how it would sweep away the Spanish forever, giving them back their homeland. As far as Michaux could tell, his sweaty, chest-thumping performance interested the Chickasaws not at all, until the final speech.
"It wasn't the woman who soured the deal anyway," he snorted, shaking his skewer of meat at O'Fallon. "No, I think it was when you told them, 'When General Clark comes and finds out you are not on his side, of you he will make a light breakfast.'"
Michaux's stomach turned at the memory of Piomingo roaring to his feet, the high-voiced interpreter barely able to keep up with his response. Tell Long Knife that if he tries to pass Chickasaw Bluffs without coming up with the goods, then his boats will be burned, his boys penetrated like squaws, and their bodies thrown off the cliffs. Starting with you and the fat doctor here.
Only he didn't say penetrated.
O'Fallon shook his head and stared into the fire, his face florid. "Ah, so what? I speak bluntly, don't I? If you wanted to pussyfoot all day with the savages in your parley-voo lingo, you should have spoke up."
"Play it however you like, doctor. You're the great diplomat! I don't know what I'm going to tell General Clark. He's going to be very disappointed."
O'Fallon stood up and wiped his greasy hands on his shirt. "A word of advice—clean up the language when you report to the General. Georgie can't abide nasty talk. And don't worry, professor. I won't let those big bad Indians kick your back door in. You can just cower behind the gunwales while we make a run around 'em. Good night."
O'Fallon threw the rabbit bones back in the fire and stomped back to his blankets. Chewing slowly on the charred meat, Michaux sloughed off the insult as he watched the bones crackle and dance in the flames. In Versailles, it would be time to plant the tulip bulbs. He closed his eyes and felt a stab of pain as he pictured François digging in the rich loamy earth of home.
***
Late the next afternoon, weary and footsore, they crossed into Lexington via a handsome bridge spanning a silvery, crooked spring. Michaux was expecting another dismal frontier village, but to his surprise, only a lack of brickwork set the busy, fashionable town apart from Charleston or Philadelphia. In Lexington, it seemed that cows ruminated in fields and pigs wallowed in pens, not in the streets. The main street was lined with neat churches, well-stocked stores, a small stone courthouse, a post office, and—surprise—a seminary. Even the commons area bore telltale signs of maintenance, not to mention a neat fenced racetrack with a capacious if rickety grandstand.
Dieu merci. How would he withstand the onslaught of so much civilization? He smiled at the sight of a low rambling log house with a sign reading "INN." Several travelers were already relaxing on a wide, rambling porch, sipping whiskey out of julep glasses served by smiling and well-scrubbed Negro servants. It looked like the kind of place where a man could find hot coffee and a clean bed, perhaps even a quiet corner to write or mount specimens.
"Goodbye." He shrugged his pack off his shoulders and nodded once to O'Fallon, then turned his stiff feet in the direction of the inn.
"Where the hell d'ye think yer goin'?" O'Fallon snagged him by the back of his coat. "If Georgie hears that I let ye stay at Postlethwaite's, of all places, instead of puttin' ye up myself, he'll have my hide."
"I'd prefer the inn, thanks."
O'Fallon wagged his head from side to side. "It just won't work, professor. Hospitality's everything with the Clarks. Even if you take a room at the inn, my wife'd be down here the minute she heard, beggin' and pesterin' ye until ye agree to come stay with us."
"I would not put your wife to any trouble," Michaux said. He felt desperate to get away by himself. "I'm only planning to stay the night. And I require no entertainment. I'm sure we'll meet again soon in Louisville. Au revoir."
O'Fallon took his arm and held it fast. "I insist."
Michaux met the doctor's eyes. They were twinkling with manic energy. The sight engendered an almost overwhelming weariness in his bones. After a month on the trail together and their disappointing meeting with the Chickasaws, he couldn't imagine why O'Fallon insisted on putting him up at his home. He didn't really want to have a battle over such a trivial matter; it would be far simpler to go along. After all, it was only for one night.
"Then of course I accept. Merci."
He shouldered his pack again and trudged along by O'Fallon's side, resigning himself to a few more hours in the company of his singularly dismaying companion. As usual, O'Fallon gave in to pontificating, conducting a tour of the town for his benefit. He decided to ignore it as he would any natural phenomenon that interfered with his work. As far as he could tell, O'Fallon didn't expect a response anyway.
The houses on High Street were elegant by frontier standards—airy, two-story log homes with gabled rooftops and painted weatherboard facades. O'Fallon's home was lovely, with fresh gray and white paintwork and a soft, serene garden guarded by an enormous walnut that had just lost its leaves. Michaux had a hard time imagining how this well-tended place could contain O'Fallon's crude and restless nature. He guessed if their plan succeeded, O'Fallon would be rewarded with a gargantuan plantation in Louisiana. Perhaps the task of screaming his success to other men for the rest of his life would be enough to make him content.
"Fanny!" O'Fallon roared onto the porch and almost wrenched the door off its hinges. "Fanny girl! Johnny! Ben! Yer pa's home!"
Feeling as if he were dragging leg irons around his ankles, Michaux trailed after his host. A central hallway opened up on either side into an immaculate parlor and spotless dining room. The rooms gleamed with expensive cherry and walnut furniture, and new rag rugs covered the floors.
How does he afford it? Michaux wondered. Probably in hock up to his arrière, just like me. Peering down the hall, he realized with some embarrassment that the doctor was crushing a skinny young woman with a pile of black curls to his trail-filthy chest.
He turned his back on the kiss and occupied himself with inspecting a gleaming mirror mounted in an elaborately carved gilded frame. The workmanship was first-rate; the artist had topped the usual rosettes and vines with an outthrust golden eagle. The object was as beautiful as his greasy, stubbled reflection was not. In this clean and fragrant home, he felt uncomfortably aware of the layers of dust and stink adhering to his skin and clothes.
O'Fallon began to shout orders. "Fan, greet the professor, for God's sake. And where're my big boys? I want to see my boys!"
A lot of things began to happen all at once. A black woman wearing a turban, round-eyed with a face like a teardrop, rushed into the room holding a fat, bawling infant. O'Fallon's wife ducked out of his grasp and returned towing a small curly-haired boy by his chubby arm. A male servant with a long stern face relieved Michaux of his pack and somehow made it disappear in time to crouch by his master's side as O'Fallon began to strip off his grubby clothes right there in the hall, catching them before a fleck of dirt ever sullied the bright rugs and polished floor.
While a naked O'Fallon exclaimed over the baby and roughhoused the trembling older boy, crooning endearments, his wife moved towards Michaux. He felt abashed on behalf of the male species, unworthy of her curtsy. Her blue eyes were as wide and earnest as the general's. Her voice was soft, shivery, with the same Kentucky twang: "Citizen Michaux, welcome to our home."
Michaux clutched his dirty hat in his thick fingers and longed for the woods. "Pardon me for intruding, Mrs. O'Fallon. You weren't expecting me."
He couldn't remember if he'd seen her brother's smile. Hers was full of an aching innocence. She couldn't be more than twenty. "Any friend of Jim's and Georgie's is a friend of mine. And please call me Fanny."
In France, she wouldn't be considered beautiful at all. Too tall—moon-pale—quel tragique, her hands and feet were as big as a man's. But she wore her slate blue dress with the long-legged poise of a heron. He swallowed. He knew he should say something charming or polite or at least intelligent.
"How old are they?" he stammered, nodding towards the boys wailing under the admiration of their sire. "I know nothing of infants."
Fanny smiled. "Johnny is just past two, and Benjy is nine months this week. How time flies. He's already got hair!" Her hands flew with elegant grace, signaling the austere male servant; absurdly, he answered to the name of Cupid. "Citizen Michaux is a very important guest. Let's treat him right."
Plucking his soiled clothes from his aching body, Cupid hustled him to a guest bedroom. It was perfectly turned-out. Green paint in a soothing shade trimmed the woodwork; the four-poster bed was draped with elaborate crewelwork. Michaux wondered if O'Fallon required his wife to keep herself in constant readiness as he made his peripatetic way around the west, remaining ever vigilant for his return.
Cupid began to unpack his bags. "Watch that," Michaux said, anxious for his specimens. "I prefer to handle my own things."
"Sorry, suh!" Cupid dug out a semi-clean shirt and his old brown suit. "Just wanted to get yo' things pressed up for supper. Venus'll bring you some hot water directly."
"If it's no trouble," Michaux said, but Cupid was already gone.
***
Without knowing they were coming, Fanny somehow conjured a late meal, serving up a savory pork stew accompanied by steaming bowls of mashed potatoes and delicate pan-fried baby beets. The children had discreetly disappeared under the control of the redoubtable Venus.
O'Fallon was transformed back into a near-gentleman by gray silk hose, immaculate ruffles, and the soft light of tallow candles. He presided over his table like a lord, expounding on the riches of Louisiana and the Yazoo country and speculating about the progress "Georgie" might have made in Louisville. Out of deference to Fanny, Michaux restrained himself from expressing the hope that Georgie wasn't lying drunk in the streets in the absence of the doctor's magical pills.
It might have been the woman, or perhaps only the Madeira—"a gift from General Wilkinson!"—but Michaux found himself actually enjoying the evening. Normally, he cared little for food, but Fanny's use of seasonings awakened an appetite in him so ravenous that he could not stop himself from heaping his plate with an enormous portion of stew and vegetables. O'Fallon grinned and preened as if he had cooked the meal himself.
Michaux found he did not care. For once he acted the role of the perfect French galant. He exclaimed over each dish, said splendide and magnifique. Fanny glowed demurely into her plate. For dessert, she brought out an Indian pudding studded with dried plums. "Ah, I am burst," Michaux exclaimed, and allowed her to ladle up another immense serving.
During a quiet moment—O'Fallon was busy applying a silver toothpick to the remains of his dinner—Fanny shyly asked Michaux if he were returning immediately to Louisville.
"Virtuellement," Michaux assured her. "I am taking a short detour to the Blue Licks to look for fossils for Mr. Jefferson. A few days only. Then straight to Louisville and duty."
"Oh, do you like old things too?" Fanny exclaimed. She flew from her chair and out of the room, returning in a moment with a small bundle wrapped in doeskin. "I almost forgot. Johnny and I have been riding out on nice days and exploring the Indian mounds outside of town. You can take these things and show them to Georgie. He has all kinds of ideas about the people who used to live around here."
Michaux bent forward and moved a candle closer as she unwrapped the bundle, unable to stifle her excitement. Against the soft leather glowed three flint arrowheads, a small broken piece of pottery, a couple of ancient bits of charcoal, and a mysterious-looking copper trinket, green and corroded with age.
Fanny sat down beside him, resting her chin on her hands. "So what do you think? Are they really old?"
Michaux smiled. "Fascinating, and so old that when one asks the Indians about them, as I have done on my travels, they just shrug their shoulders—" Michaux raised his shoulders and his eyebrows and pushed out his lower lip—"and say Va savoir? Who knows?"
Fanny giggled and poked the copper trinket. "Maybe this was a piece of jewelry worn by an Indian princess."
"Peut-être, perhaps. It would make me happy to take this to the general, but won't your little boy miss his prizes?"
"Oh, there's plenty more. We go most every day when the weather's fine. I've loved fossils since I was a little girl."
O'Fallon had been watching their exchange with a growing scowl. Now he spoke. "So you've got time to drag my precious boy around in old Indian graves instead of tendin' to yer business at home?"
Fanny flinched like a startled doe, a fleeting look of resentment crossing her face. She quickly folded the bundle, the darkness swallowing the treasures again. Before she could rise, Michaux reached out and swept the soft doeskin towards him. "I'll take it to your brother."
He patted his mouth with a napkin and stood up. The doctor looked thunderous. Michaux felt weariness claw into his joints. "Merci beaucoups for the delicious meal." He bowed to Fanny, then to O'Fallon. "Doctor, madame, I will be most pleased to carry any letters or presents you have for your family. I leave early tomorrow for Blue Licks. Please not to trouble yourself about me in the morning."
Tucking the bundle under his arm, he grabbed a candle from the table and used it to light his way upstairs to his room. He undressed quickly, packed away the suit, and laid out his traveling clothes for the morning. Then he blew out the candle and fell back on the bed. But who could sleep? Downstairs he heard the sound of voices raised in argument.
He got up and opened the window. A great horned owl the size of a goose sat motionless in the walnut tree, calling for its mate. Michaux sat on the windowsill, equally still, and watched until the voices downstairs grew silent. The mate never answered and never came. Finally the owl spread its wings and flew silently away.
***
He arose at first light. A packet of neatly folded letters, all addressed to the general's mother Ann Rogers Clark, had been poked under the door of his room. He packed them next to the Indian artifacts and glanced around the room. For once, he wanted to make certain not to forget any of his things. He didn't want to come back here.
He stole out of the main house and down to the kitchen. A cup of coffee, that was all he wanted, just something to warm his bones before he hit the road. He could see the warm glow of the hearth spilling out into the yard, hear the rumble of unnaturally low voices in intense conversation. Cupid and Venus. With any luck, the slave couple would share a little of their breakfast with an old French botanist before taking up their daily chores.
He slung his pack down next to the kitchen entrance and went inside. "Pardon, Cupid, mon bonhomme, j'aurais bien besoin d'un café. Just a cup of strong coffee, and ladle up some of that stuff you call mush—"
He stopped dead. It was not Venus and Cupid standing by the hearth. Fanny O'Fallon, already dressed for the day in a long-sleeved white cotton dress, stood in front of the fire with her head bowed, her large blue eyes fixed on the stone floor. Her husband was holding her by the back of the neck.
O'Fallon released her at once, his face flushing, and stalked towards Michaux. Covered to his knees in a brightly painted cotton dressing gown, he looked enormous. For a fleeting second, Michaux wished he had a little less honor; he had an urgent desire to run. Instead he shifted forward on his feet, ready to duck the full force of any blow. If he could get a punch off into the belly—
O'Fallon laughed mirthlessly and gave Michaux a hard, hearty slap on the back. "So yer off, are ye, bucko? Remember, when ye see Georgie, put a good face on the meetin' with the Chickasaws. Nothin' to worry about. Bunch o' mollies. Well. Enjoy yer fossil hunt. God speed, et cetera." He glared over his shoulder at Fanny and strode out. A few seconds later, the door to the main house opened and closed again with a snap.
Michaux pivoted around and looked out in to the passageway to make sure O'Fallon was really gone. Then he turned back to Fanny. He had no idea what to do or say.
She spoke first. "Citizen Michaux," she began, her voice raspy. Her face was white, whether with fear or anger he could not tell. She cleared her throat. "Sir, let me fix you some breakfast." She moved to the worktable, where the fixings for the day's baking had already been laid out: flour, yeast, and salt for bread, along with the ingredients for an apple pie. Michaux sucked in his breath; her steps were as short and halting as an old woman's.
"You're hurt," he blurted.
Fanny looked up and shook her head no. "Fiddlesticks. I'm all right. It's just damp this morning, that's all. Can I make you some johnnycakes? It's no trouble."
"No, s'il vous plaît." Michaux moved past her to take down a large stoneware mug. He reached into the hearth to retrieve the steaming coffee pot, filled the mug, and occupied himself with blowing on the black, aromatic surface. The warmth of the mug helped steady the trembling of his hands.
"Do you want some sugar?" Fanny said. "I could get you some milk."
"No, again. Thanks." Michaux gulped down a grainy mouthful. "Really, I am going right away."
Fanny stared down at the worktable. Finally she said, "I hope you don't think badly of us. Jim's just tired. He's working so hard on this Louisiana business. It means everything, to all of us, this chance you're giving Georgie."
"Think nothing of it. I am only doing what I have been sent to do. General Clark and your husband—" he found himself reluctant to say O'Fallon's name "—they take all the real risks."
Fanny hugged herself and looked away. She tried to set her jaw, but Michaux saw tears glistening on her black eyelashes. He didn't know what he would do if she started crying. She rolled her eyes up and stared steadily at the shelves of cooking utensils. He went to the door and tossed the coffee grounds out into the yard, then came back in and placed the mug in the sink.
"It was all my fault. I can be very provoking." Fanny picked up a cup of raisins, then set it back down. "I apologize for the unpleasant time. Please don't say anything to my family."
So she's like the general in that way, too, Michaux thought. He wondered if François would one day keep secrets to spare him pain. "Of course I won't. You are a grown-up lady, not a child."
Michaux backed towards the door, then reached for his pack and slung it over his shoulders. "I have your letters. I'm sure anything you wish to tell your maman, you are capable of writing yourself. Au revoir."
He left quickly. Ahead lay plants and birds and wild rivers. Ahead lay the salt lick and the whispering woods.
Later, camped out at the old lick, an array of knobby mammoth vertebrae spread out on a blanket and his clothes caked with blue marly clay, he lay back in the firelight and allowed himself to consider the case of a man who devoted himself to a great cause—say, the cultivation of prize orchids, one of the most delicate and exotic flowers on earth. One by one they burst into bloom. The man was surrounded by amazing beauty and color. Then the man threw rocks at the greenhouse. Cold destroyed everything. All the plants died.
That kind of emptiness he could not understand, and he had always rejected that which did not make sense. How could he go on, otherwise? Bon dieu, his heart might be old and cracked but even André Michaux was not made of stone.
Chapter 10
Clark
Clark closed his eyes. The biscuits tasted better if he didn't look at them first. He took a bite, tongued it into the back of his mouth and crunched the hard, dry cracker with his molars. With your eyes closed, it was impossible to tell whether the small, chewy bits were particles of chaff or the black, hard-shelled weevils that regularly infested the provisions at Fort Washington.
He nerved himself, his stomach churning, and forced himself to swallow, feeling the mealy biscuit stutter down his throat and come to rest in a painful lump in the pit of his belly. Clark opened his eyes and stared down into a pool of sour beef stew congealing on his tin plate. He couldn't force down another bite, but across the mess table, Ensign Lewis was shoveling in the meal with unmistakable gusto.
"How can you eat that?" Clark wiped his mouth with his sleeve. "I'm like to starve to death in this place if they don't give us some decent food."
Lewis paused for breath, his fork in midair. "I don't really mind it, sir, though I sympathize with your disgust with the slop we eat around here. Private McGaffrey and I attempted to draw a barrel of raisins from the quartermaster's store just this morning, to liven up the bill of fare. Our desperate attempt was a futile one, I fear. They were spoiled, the entire lot."
Clark snorted. "You sure they were raisins?"
"I undertook no detailed scientific investigation, sir." Lewis dropped a thick, round biscuit into his stew and leaned over his plate. "Look, Clark, want to see something amazing? Some of the weevils are still alive. Having survived the ovens, they panic when confronted with the prospect of drowning." He fished the insects out with his spoon and counted them as he flicked them onto the ground.
Clark shoved his plate away with a groan. "Lewis, even I don't think the army deliberately bakes weevils into the bread. They get in later, during storage. But damn, you'd think General Wayne'd have more decency than to serve us food with bugs in it."
"Thirty one, thirty two...on a single cracker! Sir, I am ever inclined to look on the bright side. The weevils are a much-needed source of protein. Something our insipid diet sorely lacks." He grinned. "But what I really like about 'em is how they tickle on the way down."
Before Clark could answer, a private came around with a bucket. "Sirs, ya got any scraps? I'm collecting slops for the pigs."
Clark dumped his plate into the bucket. "Better them than me. Lewis, you take afternoon fatigue with the Rifles. I've got some business to attend to."
***
The log outbuilding at the southeast corner of Fort Washington was known as the Officers' Club, though it hardly deserved the title. The drafty shack was stifling in the summer and freezing on a cold day like this one. And good luck getting a drink!
Today, however, it was perfect for Clark's purposes—that is, practically deserted. Aside from a couple of cavalry officers chasing a leather ball around the fives court that abutted the club, there was no one around even to see him go in.
He found General Wilkinson alone inside, leaning against the billiard table. Next to him on the green baize surface rested a large jar of pink pickled eggs.
"Lieutenant! Right on time as usual," Wilkinson exclaimed as Clark pulled off his coat and draped it over a chair near the door. He winked and extended the jar towards Clark. "Help yourself. Ann makes 'em for me by the dozen. They're full of spice, and never sour—like my bride herself. Hah!"
Reluctantly, Clark reached into the jar, pulled out a glistening egg as red as a ruby, and gamely bit off a rubbery chunk. A tangy, sour taste filled his mouth. "Delicious, sir. Please give Mrs. Wilkinson my compliments."
"She'll be delighted." Wilkinson popped in an egg and gestured at the billiard table. "So what do you say to a friendly game? You can tell me about your little enterprise, and if anyone comes in, why, it's no more than a couple of Kentuckians gambling—as usual."
"We do have that reputation, sir." Clark smiled, but his stomach thrummed like a loose drumhead. Wilkinson had asked him here today to talk about the plan—George's plan. If he could persuade the general to back them up, Wilkinson's support could secure the success of the whole campaign. And it was up to him to make the case.
Wilkinson selected a cue. "Let's make it interesting. Say, five dollars?"
"Land sakes, that much?" Clark pushed the rest of the sour egg into his mouth, then retrieved two ivory balls and placed them on the table. "Whatever you say, General. But don't worry, sir. I'll accept your promissory note when you lose."
Wilkinson chuckled. "Very well then. Winning and losing hazards both score. Twelve takes the game."
Clark bent over the table, lining up his sights—and sent his cue ball straight into a pocket. He sighed with disgust. "Sir, you're two up on me already."
He stepped aside for Wilkinson to take his turn. As the general lined up his shot, Clark pressed his sweating palms against the edge of the table and leaned in close. Judging from the raucous laughter outside and the repeated smashing of the leather ball against the wall of the fives court, the cavalry officers weren't in any position to eavesdrop. But he spoke in a low, hushed voice just in case.
"General, I just got some news from Louisville. Remember how you predicted war with Spain?"
"Of course I remember. It's only a matter of time before Americans push that dark and superstitious power off this continent. And good riddance." Pursing his lips in concentration, Wilkinson drove his ball hard into Clark's, but only sent it caroming off the bank of the table. He sighed and stepped back.
Clark drew in a deep breath. "Well, funny you should say that, because it might happen sooner than you think. General, my brother has been in contact with agents of the French revolutionary government. France has declared war on Spain, and part of their aim is to liberate Louisiana and the rest of the Spanish colonies. They've commissioned George a major—general in the French army."
Wilkinson put aside his cue, astonished. "So General Clark has expatriated himself? Egad, that is news."
Expatriated. The stark reality of the word hit Clark in the pit of his gut. "I wouldn't put it that way, sir. It's more like the United States abandoned him, a long time ago—"
"Of course! You and I both know the way this country has treated your brother is a stain upon our national honor," Wilkinson said impatiently. "Pray go on, Clark."
"Well, the French minister in Philadelphia has sent some agent to help him recruit. A fellow named—" Clark's mind went blank under Wilkinson's intense gaze. "Aw, hell, it's one of those French names. I've got it here somewhere."
While the general drummed his fingers, he dug out George's letter and scanned it for the name of the French diplomat who had come to join his brother. Holding his finger under the words, he showed it to Wilkinson.
The general barely glanced at it. "All right. I've memorized it."
Impressed, Clark continued. "Sir, George has started to plan the campaign, and the French have agreed to bankroll the whole thing. The French fella's got over three thousand British pound sterling to finance this shindig—"
"My word." Wilkinson stopped drumming. "Cash?"
"Don't know, sir. Anyway, George thinks he can take Upper Louisiana with four hundred men. But to force the Spanish out of New Orleans will take a sight more. And of course, he's countin' on French gunboat support at the mouth of the river—sir, would it be easier just to let you read my brother's letter for yourself?"
"You flatter me. Most gracious of you, Clark."
"Of course, General. You've been a friend to my family for a long time. I trust you."
Clark handed over the letter with a guilty shiver of relief. Wilkinson would see from his brother's words that George was excited, determined, just like his old, larger-than-life self. As a merchant back in Kentucky, Wilkinson had once made a fortune trading with the Spanish in New Orleans. He knew their strengths and weaknesses better than anybody. If Wilkinson thought the plan sounded good, Clark could forget about his doubts.
Wilkinson dropped himself at one of the card tables, snagged another egg out of the jar, and began to read. "A thousand or more to take New Orleans...French frigates waiting in the gulf...Gads, Clark. He's talking about going all the way to Florida and Santa Fe."
Clark swallowed as Wilkinson got to his feet and began to pace, his boots echoing on the plank floor. "So at long last, it's really going to happen. Clark, think what this expedition could mean! For years, the Spanish have kept the farmers and merchants of Kentucky bottled up. Imagine it—control of the Mississippi, in Kentucky's hands at last. The final expulsion of the Dons of Spain—crafty fellows, can't trust any of them—why, it would open the way for the march of civilization across the continent. And not the least of it, George Rogers Clark, virtually resurrected—"
"So you really think George can do it? You'll back him?" Clark didn't want to admit that his first thought on reading the letter was George, what have you been drinking this time? He hoped his face showed only enthusiasm.
Wilkinson grabbed his shoulders. "Of course I'm on your side, my boy! As a Kentucky man, it's been a dream of mine for years. But gads, we must be careful! If Wayne gets wind of this, it will mean disaster for anyone who dreams of the riches of the West. That blockhead will fortify the river below Louisville. Our dreams of glory will die aborning."
"You really think General Wayne would act against us?"
"Of course! By God, you ought to know how Wayne thinks by now. He's a small-minded fool, and an administration man to the core."
"So what do we do?"
"Lieutenant, leave it to me. I know things, and I have friends. With a little luck, good old Mars will be exposed for the fraud that he is, and he'll be out on his ear by spring. And who do you think will head up the army then, my dear lad?"
Clark gulped. The general started to chuckle from deep in his belly. Clark felt himself laughing, the relief so overwhelming that he had to wipe away tears. At least Wilkinson couldn't see his knees trembling behind the billiard table. He didn't know what had him more scared, George's plan or his own doubts about it.
Wilkinson glanced around, then laid his hand on Clark's arm. "By the way, Clark...speaking of confidentiality. What do you think of our young friend Ensign Lewis? Can he really be as dim-witted as he pretends to be?"
Still chuckling, Clark shook his head. "Oh, no, sir. Lewis is a pretty smart fellow. He's got a vocabulary as long as your arm, and he's real organized. Good marksman, too. 'Sides, what's Lewis got to do with—"
"Maybe nothing. Maybe quite a lot. Clark, I don't trust him. He knows Thomas Jefferson personally."
"Hardly, sir. He's just a neighbor, that's all, though he sure is wild about Jefferson's politics. And what's the harm in that?" Clark laughed again. "General, I just thought of something. Mr. Jefferson could be the next president! And everyone knows how much he loves the French, and how interested he is in the West. That could work out perfect for us.With you at the head of the army and him in the President's House—"
"You're blabbering indiscretions," Wilkinson said in a low, cold voice.
Stung, Clark fell silent and looked away. Damn my stupid tongue—
"Clark. Think for a moment. Your enthusiasm has gotten the better of you." Wilkinson's tone turned warm again. "Try to understand, my boy. You can't just accept people at face value. Take Lewis. He hasn't been honest with you. Jefferson's his kinsman, not his neighbor, and it's my understanding that they're very closely acquainted."
Wilkinson paused and raised his eyebrows. "One thing to remember is that Jefferson's a politician with all that that word entails. In other words, one of the most thoroughgoing bounders of the age."
Clark blinked as Wilkinson handed him back his billiard cue. "I still don't see what this has to do with us—"
Wilkinson looked at him, an amused smile playing about his lips. "Tell me this, Clark...for all his meteoric rise to power, has Thomas Jefferson ever lifted so much as a pinky to try to get your brother reimbursed for the enormous expenses he paid to win the war in the West?"
"I never thought of it that way." Clark rolled the cue between his palms, his mouth dry.
"Because the answer, of course, is no. Jefferson stood by and watched as your brother was ruined by debt. Then he did his best to forget your brother ever existed. You see, our Mr. J doesn't share the glory with anyone. The last thing Jefferson would want is George Rogers Clark established as a French-backed strongman in territory he covets for himself. You can rest assured that Jefferson will stop at nothing to keep Spain—old, weak, tottering Spain—in place until he's ready to make his own move."
Clark tried to smile. "Lord, sir, my head hurts. I guess I just don't see things the way you do."
Wilkinson laughed. "You're young yet—by the time you're my age, the ins and outs of political intrigue will be all too dismally familiar. But Lieutenant, take it from someone who's learned the hard way. Don't talk loosely around Lewis, and if you find out what kind of game he's playing, let me know. You never know which little details might be important."
The knot hardened again in Clark's stomach, tighter than ever. "Sir...you can't be saying that Ensign Lewis is some kind of spy, planted to watch me."
"Who knows? You can't be too careful. If you'll allow me to speak like a Dutch uncle, William, always be careful in whom you confide. And as a young man of ever-growing discretion—"
"Of course—"
"Never suffer my name to be mentioned." Wilkinson stepped back. "Your shot."
Clark turned his eyes to the table and tried to make himself study the balls. Wilkinson's speculation about Lewis had revived the ache in his gut with a vengeance. Just a few minutes ago, he'd left Lewis sitting in the mess tent, marveling over weevils dancing on a cracker. As much he respected Wilkinson's worldliness, the idea of Lewis being a spy planted by Thomas Jefferson seemed like a stretch.
To hell with it! He bent forward and lined up his shot. Somehow, his ball cracked across the table and sent the general's spinning into a pocket. "Look, sir. Now we're tied."
"So we are." Wilkinson took another pickled egg and extended the jar to Clark.
Clark smiled and slipped another one into his palm. "Sir, as long as you're acting as my Dutch uncle—"
Wilkinson raised his eyebrows, munching on his egg.
"With everything that's going on...I've been thinking that it's only right to resign my commission. Hang up my fiddle here and go home to help George. Just have it all out in the open." He looked around, making sure they were still alone in the club. "Seems to me that's the best way. As you've already figured out, I'm not especially well calculated for secrets and spy craft."
"Oh, no, lieutenant. You've a talent for it." Wilkinson wiped his mouth with his fingers and hiked a buttock up on the billiard table. "You must follow your conscience wherever it leads, of course. But since you're asking for my advice—"
Clark nodded. "You know I respect your opinion, sir."
"My dear boy, I understand you better than you know. You're eager for the glory to begin. Gads, who isn't? I'd join you myself, if there were anyone else to keep Wayne's madness in check. But that's just it. You leave now, Wayne will want to know why. You can do General Clark more good by staying right here, and keeping him informed about what's going on at Fort Washington. And you'll be keeping me apprised of what's going on in Kentucky. Come spring, I daresay you'll be storming down the river right by your brother's side."
Clark swallowed. "I hope so, sir."
"I know so. In the meantime, I've got a little quid pro quo for you. I've got my sources too, you know." He winked. "You can write to the general and tell him that that the Spanish defenses along the river are shockingly weak and bumbling. I'll draw you some maps. I'm sure your brother will find the details very interesting."
"General, are you sure? That's taking a mighty big risk. If Mad Anthony were to find out the information came from you—"
"Piffle! I'll take the risk. The glory that you and your brother are about to blaze will be remembered long after Anthony Wayne is forgotten and moldering. I've got some ideas about getting you some artillery, too, if you're up for a little adventure."
"Hell yes! That's the whole point, ain't it?"
"Ha! I thought so. Keep your powder dry, son, and be patient. I'll be gone for several weeks, escorting Ann back to Philadelphia for the season. The poor dear can't abide these Ohio country winters. We'll see about that artillery when I get back."
Clark grinned, feeling good again. "George could sure use the help, sir. I'll write to him tonight."
"You do that. And Clark, don't trust the Army mails. Your correspondence could be intercepted by one of Wayne's spies." He reached over, spun the lid closed on the jar of pickled eggs, and tucked it under his arm. "When you're ready to send it off, drop the letter in the old fruit basket on my back porch. I'll have it couriered straight to Mulberry Hill by men known and trusted by me, along with the maps of the Spanish defenses. Otherwise, I'll see you when I return from Philadelphia."
He extended his hand. "Until then, Clark."
Clark grinned and wrung the general's hand in a meaty handshake. "I guess that does it, sir. But don't you want to finish our game? We're still tied."
Wilkinson gave a belly laugh. "Don't worry, Clark. There'll be other games. I won't miss an opportunity to match wits with you again."
Chapter 11
Wilkinson
Wilkinson labored through waist high bulrushes, sweating and straining as he huffed ashore. Behind him, six exhausted slaves slumped in the tied-up keelboat, their taut bodies stinking in the humid air. Six days of brutal rowing and poling to get him up the Mississippi to New Madrid. Six days of river water and bad air, just to get to this devilish impractical place for a meeting. Poor black devils! If only it weren't so unseasonably warm—
He jumped as a loud croak erupted near his feet. A giant bullfrog twitched in the reeds, lumbering out of his way. Wilkinson fumed, his nerves on edge. Damn Gayoso and his imperious ways! If it weren't for the money—
Up on the bluff, he saw a number of pitched tents, their white canvas immaculate in the sun. Red and yellow guidons bearing the Spanish royal coat of arms fluttered overhead. He had arrived at last—the camp of Manuel Luis Gayoso de Lemos, Governor-General of the Natchez District, defender of Louisiana, representative of the royal court of Spain. Gayoso presided over hundreds of square miles of dark, rich land along the Mississippi, using Natchez as his home base to assert the rights and powers of the Spanish king. Downriver, an enormous gunboat was anchored just offshore, a daunting reminder of Spain's military might on the Mississippi River.
His nose tickled with the delicious smell of frying meat, emanating from the camp above. Wilkinson's mouth started to water. He could only hope Gayoso had laid in some Oporto wine.
"General! You've come at last!" Gayoso appeared on the top of the bluff, waving his arms. Wilkinson raised a hand and gave Gayoso a stiff little salute as he puffed up the steep incline, sweat prickling inside his black frock coat. He felt a little silly in his civilian clothes, deprived of the grandeur of his uniform. That was until he saw that the governor was naked except for a towel tucked around his midsection.
He had no sooner reached the top of the bluff when the governor swept him into a sweaty embrace. He tutted to himself—why did the Spanish have to be so emotional?—and silently counted to ten. Still ensnared, he stammered against Gayoso's bare shoulder in a muffled voice, "Governor, have I caught you on the way to the bath?"
"Exactamente." Gayoso turned him loose with a hearty slap on the back. "General, I'm thrilled to see you. So much to talk about, si? You must join me, and put aside the labors of your journey. Didn't you bring your lovely wife?"
"Heavens, no." Wilkinson said. "Ann never likes to get involved in my business. I took the dear heart to Wheeling and put her on a stage to Philadelphia. Our younger son is going to school there. Ah, it's such hell to be apart from the family! Well, you know."
Gayoso raised his eyebrows in sympathy. "Ah, of course! My own little diablillo is back in Spain. Well, we persevere as best we can, eh? Come, let me show you my camp."
He turned and motioned for Wilkinson to follow, padding through the grass in bare feet, the towel flapping about his hips, his black hair slick against his scalp. Wilkinson trudged past a battery of small guns manned by impossibly beardless young artillerymen and followed Gayoso into the enclosure of tents, laid out in a hollow square.
It looked like nothing less than the camp of an Arab pasha. Everywhere, men were eating, drinking, doing their chores and cleaning their weapons in a state of utmost relaxation. In the middle of the grassy square, where a makeshift oval track had been scraped into the earth, two of Gayoso's lancers were staging a mock battle. They charged one another from opposite ends of the track, their lance points dulled to prevent a deadly accident. As Wilkinson watched, one of the horsemen deftly unseated the other and sent him tumbling into the grass. Gayoso roared with laughter.
"Bravo, teniente! Good show!" He clapped his hands as the horseman rolled to his feet with a groan. To Wilkinson he murmured: "A little diversion, to keep them from getting bored. Sometimes I think they almost wish the Americans would come."
Wilkinson suppressed a smile as Gayoso led him away towards the officers' quarters. Oh, you'll get your wish, Don Manuel. And when the Americans do come, who do you think will be by your side, giving you everything you need to defeat them? What's that worth to you, mi amigo?
Under a crisp white awning in view of the grassy track, Gayoso's men had sawed a huge barrel in half, one half overturned as a table while the other served as an impromptu bathtub, brimming with steaming hot water. Wilkinson grinned as Gayoso plucked a bottle of rich, red wine from the table, uncorked it, and poured him a glass. "From Oporto," he said, raising the glass in a salute. "To my God and my country. Viva España."
"Viva España. Salu," Wilkinson replied, downing his glass. "Don Manuel, I congratulate you on your preparedness. That gunboat will put a twist in the knickers of Anthony Wayne if he ever tries to cross the Mississippi into Spanish territory."
"You think? Ah, I fervently hope so. I confess your countryman worries me a little." Gayoso poured himself another glass of wine, then tossed aside his towel and climbed gingerly into the bath. His handsome face relaxed in a beatific smile. "These hills are full of hot springs. A wonderful opportunity for a baño. Of course you'll join me."
Though he found the Spanish governor's physicality revolting, Wilkinson knew Gayoso would be offended if he refused. Reluctantly, he stripped off his clothes and draped them over a camp chair, then clambered into the bath next to Gayoso. The hot water raised goose pimples on his skin and caused a long shudder to run down his spine. He was dismayed to see how pale and tubby his body looked next to Gayoso's olive-skinned bulk.
"So, general, what goes on in the states?" Gayoso slicked back his hair with a wet hand and gestured with his wine glass. "I hear there's been a falling out in the cabinet, and that Jefferson is no longer the president's favorito. Is it so?"
"No doubt about it, Governor. The noble Jefferson's chosen to play the role of Brutus to Washington's Julius Caesar. Washington's scared to death, as well he should be. Jefferson will stop at nothing to become the next president."
"Delicioso." Gayoso sipped his wine.
"Indeed," Wilkinson said, though he couldn't tell whether he was referring to the wine or the information. He rushed on: "Governor, that's part of what I wanted to talk to you about. Jefferson wants to be president, and he's mad for conquest. And what better way to strike a fatal blow against the president than to foment a war on our country's very border—"
"Jaime, my friend. Slow down," Gayoso said. "Must it be business every minute with you? Descansa. Look, they're going to race."
Out on the track, four Spanish dragoons had saddled their horses and were queuing up for a run. Wilkinson forced the impatience from his face and gazed at the fine, white, prancing steeds. Muscles rippled along their flanks as they snorted and stamped, eager to begin the race. On thing he had to admire about the Spaniards: they sure knew how to spend their king's money.
"Care to wager, general?" Gayoso nodded towards one of the magnificent horses. "I'll put my money on Jaramillo, the one with the yellow tassels on the saddle. One hundred reales says he wins by a nose."
"They all look so fast!" Wilkinson said coyly. "No, I couldn't possibly choose."
"Ha! You? Afraid to bet? Don't tell me you're sin un céntimo! " The force of Gayoso's laughter sloshed water out of the tub. "Don't we pay you well enough? What became of all the money you got from Carondelet?"
Wilkinson blushed and pretended to be studying the horses. Baron de Carondelet was the governor-general of Louisiana and Gayoso's superior-in rank at least. "Governor, the good Baron de Carondelet is the most stodgy man in New Orleans. He's a man of prudence rather than vision. Unlike yourself, he's as slow to pay as he is to grasp the value of the information I bring him."
"Ah, well. Alas, it was not the king's finest hour when he put that vieja in charge of Louisiana. Carondelet's got experience, but no espinazo. Worse than that, he's a bloody prude." Still laughing, Gayoso refilled his wine glass and made a few bets with the officers who served as his bodyguards. He waved to the dragoons to start the race. "When you're ready, gentlemen!"
Wilkinson watched as the magnificent horses thundered around the track, clots of mud flying from their hooves. Gayoso groaned when the yellow-tasseled horse faltered down the stretch and ended up coming in third. "In my quarters, later!" he called to the cheering men. "I'll pay every cent!" Turning to Wilkinson, he confided: "I never bet on the finest horse. Do you know why? Because the men love it when I lose. It makes me one of them, and of course, they need the money more than I do."
Wilkinson thought: I know the feeling. "Genius, governor," he said.
***
After the water grew cold and the wine bottle grew empty, Gayoso had one of his men show Wilkinson to his quarters, with an invitation to join him in his tent for a late dinner.
By the time Wilkinson hurried to Gayoso's tent about eight o'clock—gads, he'd been starving for hours—the camp was quiet and the stars were out. An aromatic repast had been laid out on camp tables. Wilkinson's stomach growled as he looked at the steaming dishes. He couldn't tell what any of it was, but he was so ravenous he hardly cared.
As usual, Gayoso arrived a few minutes late, his entrance calculated for maximum drama. The governor was beautifully turned out in buff colored breeches and a crisp navy uniform coat decorated with brass buttons, gold epaulettes, and crimson lace. A fringed gold sash draped over one shoulder bore a brocaded Spanish eagle. Wilkinson clucked inwardly. At least he didn't buckle on the sword. Instead, he carried a beautiful ebony cane with a shiny copper handle, filigreed with flowers and medallions.
"Jaime, mi amigo. It's been too long." Gayoso opened his arms expansively, forcing him to endure another hearty embrazo.
"My god, what a fine instrument!" Wilkinson broke free to admire the cane. "Is that a snuffbox on top?"
"Si. So I can sneak a bit of stimulation during long, boring court sessions in Natchez." Gayoso smiled. "Go on, touch it if you like. It's my substitute for a royal standard. Things are different in the Americas than Barcelona, you see. Simpler. Easier. People expect only a little pomp, a little show. But don't be deceived, general. The iron fist of Spain wields it just the same."
Wilkinson stopped fondling the cane and glanced up. You had to be careful with Gayoso. Sometimes the governor's smile didn't quite reach his eyes. He straightened up and handed the cane back.
Gayoso relaxed and slapped his back. "So you've come to warn me of new dangers from the United States, eh? Dios, what would the beleaguered governors of Louisiana do without a friend such as you? I'm dead to hear of it all, but first, we must eat. I had the cook butcher a beef, just for the occasion, and prepare an old specialty from my childhood. It's called tripas à moda do Porto. Enjoy, my friend."
Wilkinson stared down at the steaming dishes. Tripe with white beans. He stifled a gag and obediently filled his plate. Oh, the sacrifices I make in the service of my country.
The evening wore on in an endless cycle of more food, more talk, more wine. Gayoso had that maddening Spanish habit of never wanting to get down to business. Wilkinson chatted and grinned and gossiped, all the while chafing inside. Before Gayoso had come on the scene, it had always been easy to get the Spanish to do his bidding. But ever since the governor had taken over Natchez, he'd had to work so blasted hard for his money—
His bitter reverie was interrupted when he noticed a woman slipping through the camp, dressed in a loose robe, her long black silky hair resting in a braid down her back. The woman glanced their way, then slipped silently through the flaps into the governor's tent. Wilkinson smiled and looked at Gayoso over his plate of pungent tripe.
"Nice," he said. "Yours?"
Gayoso didn't reply. Wilkinson chuckled and said, "I thought you were going to marry your late wife's sister. Having a little vacation from Margaret back in Natchez, are you?"
Instantly, he knew he'd made a grave mistake. Gayoso's face turned crimson, then purple. His knuckles turned white on the tablecloth. Veins twitched at his temples.
"Of course, it's none of my business," Wilkinson said quickly. "Who am I to judge? A trivial matter, really. Lord knows every man's entitled to a little recreation—"
"General." Gayoso's face was dark, his voice the barest hiss. "You know nothing. You saw nothing. For you were never here. Understand?"
"Yes, of course. I understand completely. Forgive me." Wilkinson busied himself forking in the tripe. Sweat trickled under his armpits. He cursed himself for forgetting where he was, who he was talking to. With Carondelet in New Orleans, the game was always easy, like taking a lollipop away from a sleeping baby. With Gayoso, it was a delicate game of chess, red and black, with the constant threat of mutual destruction. Bless my soul, I can be so damnably obtuse sometimes—
He was grateful when the moment passed. Gayoso exhaled, took a sip of wine, and pushed his empty plate to the side. He smiled at Wilkinson over the flicker of the tin lamps, revealing a line of pearly white teeth.
"Jaime, let's talk. What is this matter that is so urgent you had to see me?"
Wilkinson sighed, knowing the word urgent had a different meaning to the Spaniards. He took a deep breath. "I have solid information about a conspiracy that could threaten Spain's entire holdings in North America."
"Oh?" Gayoso lifted a corner of his mouth. "Muy serioso. Pray go on, general. Is this depredation originating in the United States?"
"No. Well, yes. The rascals are in Kentucky." Wilkinson patted his mouth with a napkin. "And it's something you should take very, very seriously. The ringleader is an ex-Army officer named George Rogers Clark. Maybe you've heard of him?"
Gayoso nodded. "I recall the name. A few years back, he was mixed up with that loathsome doctor, James O'Fallon, who tried to bully us into letting him set up a colony in the Yazoo country on the Mississippi. It was so bloody transparent! Carondelet and I had a good laugh about it, then showed the bumpkin the door. So que es el problema?"
"Clark is el problema," Wilkinson said. "O'Fallon is a buffoon, it's true. But George Rogers Clark is a different story. A more monstrous blackguard never drew breath. He's a drunken barbarian with delusions of his own invincibility...but also, I fear, a military genius."
"Qué pena! And what is he planning to do?"
Should I hit him with the loss of Santa Fe right away? Wilkinson wondered No, better leave something in reserve. "Clark is bound on taking New Orleans and seizing control of the river. He's building boats and raising a fighting force right now."
"Jaime, I've heard this before," Gayoso said. "Our positions are well-fortified. I've worked diligently to build up our own fighting forces, as you can see. So what makes this different from all the other empty schemes to take New Orleans?"
"Clark makes it different. Governor, he's got half of Kentucky under his thrall. And make no mistake. The threat is serious. This time, he has major backing."
"From whom?"
Wilkinson leaned forward and lowered his voice. "Jefferson."
Gayoso curled his lip. "If Jefferson is in disfavor, what have I to fear?"
"Jefferson is in disfavor, to be sure, but he's not alone. His Philadelphia friends are behind Clark's scheme all the way. And why do you think that is? They want to curry favor with who's really pulling the strings." Wilkinson leaned forward, his eyes watering in the candle smoke. "France."
Gayoso stiffened, taken aback. "The Jacobins? Are you joking?"
"No. I have letters to prove it. I happen to have the confidence of a loose-tongued young rascal who's a party to the conspiracy, and very close to General Clark." Wilkinson patted his coat pocket. "But you know my undying fealty to Spain, sir. I'm willing to share. For a price, of course."
"Damn you." Gayoso shook his head slowly, his expression half disapproving, half admiring. "I already know the French have designs on Louisiana, general. That's not news. What I'm curious about is the reaction of the American government to this conspiracy of General Clark's. I was under the impression that President Washington had issued a proclamation of neutrality. Is it not still in force?"
"My dear governor, when it comes to America's foreign affairs, President Washington is not running the show." Wilkinson smirked. "Our beloved Secretary of State is a master of technicalities. You know as well as I do that the United States government is neutral only when it comes to France's war with England. What Jefferson might think of war between France and Spain, is a different matter. And once it starts...well, who can say what might happen?"
"That's madness." Gayoso stroked his upper lip; Wilkinson detected a bit of sweat shining there. "And Anthony Wayne? What will he do?"
"Oh, don't look to the U.S. Army for protection," Wilkinson said, with a breathy chuckle. "Anthony Wayne's as incomparable a knave as ever took up the standard. Our dear Old Mars is as land-mad as the rest of them. He's been in on the whole thing from the beginning."
"Dios mio." Gayoso leaned forward and rubbed his face with both hands. "An invasion. When will it happen?"
"Spring, I suppose." Wilkinson shrugged.
"And you'll show me the letters?"
"Of course." Wilkinson nodded, trying to conceal his eagerness. "Governor, I don't have to remind you, I have important connections all over the West. I can tell you every move George Rogers Clark makes, because I've got a man in his very camp! And when Anthony Wayne moves against you, don't worry. There are still a few officers in the Army who understand the meaning of loyalty—thank God. I've assembled a little cadre, if you will, who will take the proper side when the time comes."
Gayoso looked at him hard. "Your efforts are admirable, general. And so, I suspect, is your price. Which is...?"
"Negotiable." Wilkinson smiled. "You and Governor Carondelet have always been fair to me. Of course I'll require it in gold, just like the last time. I've found that gold works best when I'm persuading brother officers and public officials in Kentucky to give me the information I need. Alas, that kind of loyalty doesn't come cheap."
"I noticed," Gayoso said, and finished off the last of the wine.
Chapter 12
George Rogers Clark
Marching, marching, his feet always in the water. He had never done anything but march in the snow and ice. One hundred and thirty men had followed him into this frozen hell.
They slogged through half-frozen meadows, ice water to their knees. They waded across streams and rivers, sluggish and awesome in freezing flood, ice water to their chests. The men searched his face for doubts. George reached in his heart and gave them a grin and a song. They sang their way through ice water for the next five days.
Then, they found ice water so high they couldn't go forward and they couldn't go back. And there was nothing more to eat. No more deer and turkeys filling their bellies, no more herds of buffalo, their hot breath pluming like smoke in the cold air, so tame they just stood by with mild curiosity and let themselves be shot.
Cold and empty, the men clung to patches of high ground. George scouted ahead in a canoe. The entire plain was flooded between the Embarrass and the Wabash River, where Fort Sackville waited, the malevolent beating heart of the British Army in the West.
Coming back, he never let them see doubt graven on his face. Instead he laughed and told jokes. He never blathered about freedom and independence. Instead he ordered them to sing; no one sang louder than he did. He never reminded them how the British Hair-Buyer General had unleashed the Indians to scalp and murder their families in Kentucky and drive them all back over the mountains to Virginia. Instead he smeared his face with gunpowder and whooped as he plunged his body into the burning ice. Screaming with joy, the men followed, those who couldn't swim clinging to the canoes or their comrades or anything else that would float.
He never stumbled, though his legs were numb and heavy. He never faltered, though every step felt as if his moccasins were packed with ground glass. When they emerged on the snowy high ground at Vincennes, he was surprised not to see bloody tracks where he had walked. He threw back his head to call to the men and the men grinned at him like a pack of wolves and none of them were scared. Fine sport for the sons of liberty!
Then: Fort Sackville. From the banks of the black Wabash, they stared across the river at the British flag snapping in the stiff February breeze. Icicles clung to their hair and beards. Their bones were frozen; they were hollow inside. But George's heart beat in wild euphoria; the British had no idea they were there.
He ordered them to break out the five hundred flags they had toted from the Illinois country. By God, the Hair-Buyer would be surprised. He would quail at the size of the force that had emerged like ghosts from the freezing floodplain to pry away his fingers from the neck of dying Kentucky. Laughing at the ruse, George threw back his head to call to the men and—
No one was there.
"Boys?" The cold wind whipped his voice away down the black and swollen Wabash as if he had never spoken.
He turned back to stare across the river. Fort Sackville had been swept from the earth. The British were gone.
The black, sluggish river was empty. Even the canoes had disappeared.
He stumbled, staring, in all directions, leaving bloody footprints in the snow. "Boys?"
Everyone was gone. He was alone, in a vast, frozen, empty wilderness. Trembling, he felt the flight of his own reason and thought. So even his own companionship was to be denied him?
He faltered. He fell. The ice beneath him was as fine as ground glass. All he could feel was cold and overwhelming pain.
***
He jerked himself awake. For a long moment he lay staring into the darkness, his heart slamming high in his chest, sweat trickling down the length of his naked body. Violent pain seized his hip and knees. He wished O'Fallon would come back. He had run out of pills.
He felt Marianne's gentle hand on his back. "You hurtin', sugar?"
George slowly turned on his back. Involuntarily, he blew out a soft moan. "Quilt came loose, that's the trouble."
Marianne pulled up the patchwork quilt around them and moved against his side, pressing her face against his arm and sliding her soft warm arm across his chest. "You threw it off last night."
"Sorry," George said into the softness of her hair, which covered her head in numberless small plaits, each tied up in a scrap of red ribbon. "I wasn't cold then." She rewarded him with a small throaty chuckle and a kiss on the arm.
"You know when I get cold in the night, I wake up with the damnedest state of rheumatism," George said.
She rubbed his chest in a long, soothing stroke. "You want me to make you some tea?"
"What I want, is my whiskey," George said. She raised her head. Even in the slight haze of moonlight that slipped through the waxed-paper window of her cabin, he could read the concern in her eyes.
He sighed. "But I've given it up. You know that, darlin'."
Marianne snuggled back against his chest. "I miss you comin' to the tavern. But I don't miss you gettin' crazy."
"I miss both," George admitted. After a moment he said, "I had that dream about Vincennes again."
"Sugar." Marianne whispered. "That dream is just a lie told by your tired old heart. You won at Vincennes, and you ain't ever gonna be alone as long as you got me." She sat up, tucked the quilt around him, and retrieved her dressing gown from among the clothes they had thrown on the floor last night. "I'm gonna make you some tea, warm you up from the inside."
"I can think of better ways to warm up," George said.
She leaned over him and kissed him. He slid his hand inside her dressing gown and cupped her warm heavy breast in his palm. When he started to pull her to him, his hip seized. The powerful spasm made him gasp.
She smoothed his hair back from his forehead and gave him a hard kiss. "I'm gonna go make you that tea."
George lay back on the thin pillow and watched her go. It had been over two years since he had met Marianne at Floyd's, across the river from Louisville down by the Clarksville ferry landing. The town's name was a bitter joke, at least to him. The land was part of the grant he'd been awarded for his service in the Revolution. He couldn't improve it, because he didn't have a damn dime, and he couldn't sell it, because his creditors would swoop in and take every cent before the ink was dry on the title. So the only thing good about Clarksville was Floyd's ferry and tavern.
Marianne wasn't Floyd's slave; somewhere along the line, the mulatto woman had been granted her freedom, and she worked as a tavern maid for Floyd. The first time he'd seen her, he had come across the river with the intent of getting plastered, so he'd scarcely paid any mind to her beaming smile and the warm and ample way she filled out her bodice. As far as he was concerned, her efforts were wasted on him. He didn't even have any extra coins to put down for the tip.
Now he listened to her scraping out the banked fire, and then kindling the dry wood for the teapot. The second time he had ever seen Marianne, he'd gotten so mean and loud that Floyd was about to throw him out of the tavern, and Marianne had said, "Let the general stay, he ain't gonna cause no more trouble." And he hadn't, because he didn't want to cause any trouble for her. That time he had noticed that her cheeks were plump like apples and had a dusting of tiny freckles.
He struggled with the quilt, wanting to get up and go sit by the fire and let it soak into his bones while he and Marianne talked. His knees popped like burning kindling. He lay back, dry-mouthed; the truth was, he hurt too bad to move. That long-ago march through the frozen swamps of the Illinois country was like a beating he'd have to take for the rest of his life.
Even whiskey couldn't burn the cold out of him. Lord knew he'd given it a fair try. The third time they met, he was sprawled on the floor in a corner at closing time, watching Marianne's strong ankles as she grabbed the chairs and turned them upside-down on the tables so she could mop the beer and puke off the floor and sweep up the peanut shells.
She had touched his hair with the broom. "General Clark," she said. "Ain't you got no home?"
He had pushed himself up on his hands and knees and said No and began to weep. Floyd, counting his proceeds at the bar, hissed in disgust and said something about one of the finest farms in Louisville.
It ain't mine. George dug his fingers into the rough planks of the floor, unable to push up to his feet, his stiff knees screaming in protest. I ain't got nothing that's really mine. No home—no lady—
For Christ's sake don't embarrass yourself, Floyd said. Go outside and wait by the ferry, I'll take you back across tonight.
Marianne had reached down and grabbed his hand, her skin as warm and smooth as melted Spanish chocolate, her fingers dark against his long knobby hand with its freckles and bristling red-blond hair. She hauled him up, set him on his feet, and flicked dirt off his fringed buckskin jacket. She handed him his hat and said, very quietly, "Mr. Floyd says go outside and wait by the ferry."
She had come to him before Floyd ever showed up. He hadn't gone back across the river that night.
***
Marianne came back with the tea. He set his jaw, dragged himself erect, and swung his legs over the edge of the bed, blowing with pain. The sweet, clean smell of ginger warmed the air as she sat down and poured the tea into two coarse earthenware mugs. She moved close to him on the bed, the curve of her behind touching his, and arranged the quilt around both of their shoulders.
He closed his eyes and sipped the tea. God knew their friendship wasn't respectable; after all, he was The Sword of Kentucky, not to mention a gentleman and a Clark. Once, he had dreamed of winning a woman the way he'd won the Northwest, an all-out conquest of a high-blooded lady of such shattering pedigree that their coupling would unleash thunder and lightning and beget a race of children to rival the gods of Mount Olympus...
"What you laughin' about, sugar?" Marianne asked.
George laid his hand on the back of her head so he could feel the softness of her twists of hair between his fingers. "I was just thinkin' how lucky I am that you put up with me."
"Well, you put up with me," she said.
They sat, enjoying the steam from the tea and the feel of each other's skin. After a while Marianne said, "You know something, George? There ain't a night when I don't look at that big river and hope this be one of the nights when you come across and see me."
"There ain't a night when I don't think about it, too."
"So, George, I been wonderin'...when you go down the river to throw the Spanish out of Louisiana, are you ever comin' back?"
George looked down into her eyes. "Darlin', we're neither one of us children."
"That's true." She lowered her eyes and gazed into her teacup.
"If I can pull all this off, I won't owe any debt to any man, ever again. And as far as what people think of me..." He shrugged. "That horse left the barn quite some time ago. Marianne, what I'm tryin' to say is that I've found little enough love and comfort in this world..."
"Lord, you got that right—"
"What I'm tryin' to say is that I'll be damned if I'll give you up, even if they make me the King of Louisiana. And to hell with anybody who doesn't like it."
He had never spoken like this to her before; and later, tangled together under the quilt with her radiating warmth into him, he wasn't sure he should have. Undoubtedly things were more complicated than he'd made them sound. They usually were.
He eased her off him and let her use his chest for a pillow. His mind wandered down the river. Billy had sent him maps, beautiful detailed maps of the Spanish defenses drawn by James Wilkinson. From the looks of things, dismantling the Dons would be little more than child's play.
And according to Billy, Wilkinson had promised to help round up some artillery pieces too. It almost sounded too good to be true. All he needed was a couple of six-pounders and he could take every Spanish fort from here to New Orleans just by shelling them from the river.
He made himself laugh with the thought that his brother was just like Marianne, though not nearly as pretty. Billy had not lost faith in him; instead, he was risking his own neck to help him. In fact, George decided, it was high time he stopped thinking of Billy as a boy. Billy—William —was the same age as he had been when he'd taken command of the war in the west; his brother had grown into a fine young officer and a good man.
He thought about the way that Marianne's face had glowed when he'd promised her that he'd never give her up. He'd reward Billy, too, for sticking with him when most of the world had long since turned its back. He had already decided to appoint his brother as his primary aide-de-camp for the expedition and commission him a colonel. Billy Clark, a colonel in the French Revolutionary Legion on the Mississippi. Billy would be surprised, then proud. George could hardly wait to look of pleasure on his face.
He sighed and gazed at the moonlit window. As far as he was concerned, any risk was worth taking to get back on top again, get his name back. But Billy had more to lose. Hell, his kid brother had his whole life ahead of him, and wasn't saddled with illness or debt or any of the other failures that George had had to accept. It meant everything to him that Billy would gamble with his own honor and reputation just to help him.
Marianne was right. The Vincennes nightmare was just a lie. He wasn't alone and never had been. Billy and the whole Clark family were always right by his side, no matter what. He'd march back to greatness on these old knees and stiff feet; he'd set the world back to rights at last. And if he had anything to say about it, the people he loved would reap equal shares of the glory to come, every step of the way.
Chapter 13
Lewis
"Blast it, what do you think you're doing?" Dr. Allison loomed over Lewis's shoulder as he sat by the side of Private McGaffrey, who lay on his cot trembling with fatigue. "Who said you could remove that cup? I'm getting ready to bleed this man!"
"No need, sir." Lewis plucked the heated glass cup off McGaffrey's arm and rubbed the red, raised circle of skin it had left behind. "I purged him last night, then gave him a weak tea of meadowsweet and elderberry. His fever has broken, so it would seem to me that further bleeding is contraindicated."
"'Contraindicated?' That's pretty big talk for an ensign! On just whose authority do you think you're acting? I'm running this surgery, in case you couldn't tell."
"No, sir, I couldn't!" Lewis tucked an army blanket around McGaffrey's shoulders and stood up. "This surgery is a veritable sty, sir, along with the rest of the camp, and woefully short of leadership of any kind."
"Damn it, Lewis, get out of here."
"I cannot comply, sir. Lieutenant Clark assigned me—"
"Oh, it's Lieutenant Clark now, is it—"
"— Lieutenant Clark assigned me to clean up this camp and look after the Chosen Rifles who are still suffering from the grippe, so I'm duty-bound to do it. This man does not need to be bled any further, so I removed the cup." He paused before adding a sarcastic, "Sir!"
"Ensign Lewis." Allison glared, little flecks of spittle forming at the corners of his mouth. "You have been making yourself a nuisance around this fort for weeks. Constantly harassing the laundresses—using up half the soap—traipsing in and out of my surgery at all hours of the night, giving my patients God knows what—"
"Merely herbal remedies, or simples as they are commonly known, the formulae of which can be found in any elementary medical text—"
"I know what a simple is, goddamnit," Allison growled. "To top it all off, your so-called Chosen Rifles missed the evening parade last night! Why, General Wayne had cause to ask? Because you were all down at the river, taking baths! "
"Baths have been found to be beneficial following outbreaks of disease." Lewis worked a bit of dirt out from under his thumbnail. "In fact, it was observed by Mr. Jefferson, during a particularly virulent outbreak of measles in Paris—"
"Lewis, you're a goddamn maniac. If you so much as set foot in my surgery again, I'll have you brought up on charges! Understand? Now get out."
"But sir, I was assigned, by Lieutenant Clark! I'm merely trying to do my duty—"
Allison shouted for an aide. "Hawkins, go get the officer of the day."
"Ensign Lewis?" Private McGaffrey piped up. "I really don't mind bein' bled if it'll make the doctor feel better, sir. I sure don't want ye to get in trouble over it."
"Absolutely not, private. I'm supposed to be looking out for you. Lieutenant Clark said—"
"If Lieutenant Clark thinks you're such a bang-up doctor, you can go doctor him!" Allison roared. "It's either that or the guardhouse!"
"Fine." Lewis dragged his coat off the back of the chair, jerked it on, then turned to get his hat. Somehow the long tails of his coat snagged the corner of the tabletop, causing it to teeter for the barest instant. Dr. Allison's delicate cupping glass tipped over and smashed onto the floor.
He looked into Allison's eyes and saw cold fury there. Private McGaffrey whistled and gazed up at Lewis in wonder.
Lewis smiled and said, "Serendipity, sir." He dodged the doctor's well-aimed kick as he hightailed it out the door. "I'm sure the town schoolmaster has Webster's Speller. Look it up!"
***
He found Clark in their quarters, studying some drawings of what appeared to be coastal fortifications. Lewis knew better than to ask. As soon as he entered, the lieutenant casually slipped the drawings into a satchel and pretended to be writing out a requisition for a barrel of molasses.
"Back so soon?" Clark asked. "How was McGaffrey?"
"McGaffrey, improved. Allison, impossible." Lewis flung himself on his bunk. "We had a disagreement over the course of treatment, sir. Knowing Allison, you'll hear all about it."
"Aw, great." Clark pushed himself back from his desk and sighed. "Lewis, what's gotten into you? I try so hard to keep you busy, but you just finish your work and go sailin' off, bound and determined to make trouble. You're wearin' me out."
"Sorry, sir," Lewis said. "I regret adding to your cares. If you don't mind me saying, you look a little ill yourself."
"I'm fine," Clark growled. "I could use a little peace and quiet, that's all. The men are outside the stockade, doin' fatigue duty in the cornfields. Why don't you go supervise 'em?"
"Yes, sir. I'll go directly." Lewis took a moment to dig in his trunk for his simples book. Mother had sent it to him, insisting it would come in handy, and as usual she was right. He shoved the book into his field pack and started for the door.
"Hey Lewis, you goin' to go see Harrison serve his sentence tonight?"
"Wouldn't miss it, sir. It's not every day I get to see Harrison rot in jail. Are you going?"
"I guess," Clark said. "To tell you the truth, I feel a little responsible. If I'd done a better job of calming him down, he'd never have whipped that civilian, and he wouldn't even be in this predicament."
"Nonsense, sir! One night in jail is a pretty light sentence, considering how much the people of Cincinnati love the boys of Fort Washington. Besides, it was the captain's fanatical abstention from drink that caused this calamity. Pure and simple."
"Well, that's a twist," Clark said wryly. "All right, I'll see you back here in time to get into Cincinnati for the big event. But not too soon, y'hear?"
"I promise I'll stay away for at least two hours, sir."
"Good man," Clark said, and kicked the door shut behind him.
***
As it turned out, the Chosen Rifles had already finished scouring winter weeds from the cornfields. Lewis put Sergeant Donaldson in charge of afternoon drill and took the opportunity to do what he really wanted: go search for herbs and flowers to cure Lieutenant Clark's stomach ailment.
He slipped beyond the bounds of the cleared fields where the army grew corn, wheat, and barley. The woods beyond were dark and inviting, and he thrilled to the feel of the cold in his bones as he waded across a silvery stream with a carpet of crimson leaves clinging to its banks. For the past couple of weeks, Indian summer had reigned at Fort Washington, with unseasonably warm temperatures that caused fields to cover over with flowers. Two nights ago, a norther had come rushing across the river, bringing with it the first of winter's chill. But maybe, just maybe, some of the flowers were still around.
The ingredients he needed were all there in the simples book, listed in Mother's neat hand. Peppermint leaf, pink yarrow, chamomile, fennel seed. He could almost see the rows of ceramic jars in Mother's apothecary, full of fragrant petals of chamomile and delicate peppermint. He walked slowly, his eyes scanning the ground, looking for likely places. Perhaps under this bush, or beyond those rocks. Scanning, feeling, smelling—
But alas, Ohio wasn't Albemarle. The autumn landscape was already barren. He came across some promising goldenrod, and a small patch of wild yams, but only the scabbiest excuse for a peppermint patch. The leaves were brown and shriveled and wouldn't make tea for a corpse.
Lewis sighed, propped his back against a tree, and resumed leafing through the simples book. Mother's instructions were impossibly precise. He felt a stab of melancholy. Why is it I can never seem to be of any use to anybody around here—
A page titled "Appetite Stimulant (old-fashioned)" caught his eye:
2 parts whiskey
1 part molasses
1 part powdered toad
boil for 10 min until toad is reduced. Strain. 1cp daily
Powdered toad! Lewis sat up straighter. There was a very serviceable pond right in the middle of Cincinnati. In fact, it was only yards away from Avery's tavern, which happened to double as the jail. Avery's was where Harrison would be serving his sentence that night.
Lewis checked the recipe again. Surprisingly, Mother had failed to note exactly what variety of toad to use. He felt safe to assume it was the common brown garden toad he had impaled on countless fishing hooks during evening summer sojourns along Ivy Creek. A thornier question was whether Ohio toads were the same as Virginia toads. Toads as a whole were an unreliable class of creatures; if wrongly applied, even those with medicinal properties tended to be deadly poisonous.
Lewis sighed and put the book away. There was nothing for it but to try it out. He'd find a parcel of toads, powder the little devils up, add a bit of whiskey and sugar, and drink the concoction himself. Assuming he lived, and if the potion turned out to have a salutary effect on his appetite, it might be just the cure for what was ailing Lieutenant Clark.
***
The sun was low in the sky by the time Lewis and Clark made their way into Cincinnati with a laughing band of officers from Fort Washington. At Avery's Tavern all the lamps were blazing, and crowds of excited civilians loitered about, razzing the soldiers as they shoved their way past. To try to add an air of dignity to the proceedings, a drummer boy had stationed himself outside the tavern door, beating out "The Rogue's March" in a solemn tattoo. He gave them a wink as they pushed their way inside.
The common room at Avery's was packed. The long benches used for court proceedings had been pushed aside, and saucy tavern maids circulated through the throng of officers and men, hawking tankards of beer for a half dime each.
Lewis dug in his pockets but came up empty as usual; he looked beseechingly at Clark, who at first shook his head no but then grinned and handed him a half dime. "Lord, Lewis, what a scene! Damnedest jail sentence I've ever been to!"
On one end of the building, the upper story had been removed to accommodate a high and ghastly-looking gallows. Captain Harrison held court from his jail cell, a dank, barred room in full view of the scaffold.
"One night in jail for flogging a drunken civilian!" he hollered. "From sundown to sunup, behind bars! That's my sentence, and who better to help me bear the burden than my brother blades?"
The men raised their glasses and sent up a rousing cheer. Captain Guion, already staggering, tried to pass Harrison a gill of whiskey through the bars, but he piously waved it away. "No, sir, I have made a practice of abstaining, and I will continue to do so. The greatest way to live with honor in this world is to be what we pretend to be. Socrates."
"What's he so happy about?" Lewis muttered to Clark. "He's in a funny mood for somebody who's been convicted of a crime."
"He's lucky, Lewis. As unpopular as the army is in this town, it could've been a lot worse. 'Sides, I heard General Wilkinson fixed it for him. I told ye he was a good fella to have on your side." Clark lowered his voice and elbowed him in the ribs. "Look, here's trouble."
Judge Symmes had come into the tavern. He stalked in front of Harrison's cell like a hovering vulture, glowering at his would-be son-in-law, shaking his head sourly at the gleeful atmosphere.
"What is it with you army men?" Symmes rasped. "Reprobates, all of ye! Everything's an excuse for rapine and bumbo."
"On the contrary, Judge. I'm in here because I refused to tolerate drunkenness." Harrison came to the front of the cell and bowed politely:
Nothing in Nature's sober found,
But an eternal Health goes round
Fill up the Bowl then, fill it high—
Fill all the Glasses there; for why
Should every Creature Drink but I?
Why, Man of Morals, tell me why?
"Tell us, Man of Morals!" Captain Guion took up the chant. "Tell us!"
"Yeah, tell us, Man of Morals!"
"Tell us, old man!"
"Disgusting." Symmes shoved his way to the door, accosted at every turn by delirious men. He looked back at Harrison and shouted, "Never will you marry my daughter, young man! Never, do y'hear! Never! "
Lewis expected Harrison to look crushed, but he just grinned and raised an imaginary glass as Symmes swept out the door. Nothing could spoil Harrison's delight at being in jail. He had finally won the companionship of his fellows and been accepted as a human being like the rest of them.
Lewis gazed around at the debauched scene. There were many prizes to be had at Avery's tavern. For Harrison, it was acceptance; for other men, it was a bellyful of whiskey or a pocketful of coins. Clark had been swept into a frenzied card game. Up on the gallows, a gaggle of drunken officers clowned around, doing their damnedest to stage an accidental hanging.
Abruptly, Lewis remembered his own purpose for coming here. He reached behind the bar, grabbed an empty keg of whiskey to use as a bucket, and slipped out into the quiet night where the dark pond waited, the chirps and creaks of its amphibious inhabitants calling him on.
A stiff breeze ruffled his hair as he stripped down to his drawers. He gasped as he waded into the cold, slimy water, feeling ropes of algae swirl around his ankles. Sliding his toes along the bottom, he shuffled forward inch by inch, feeling for dips and depressions in the mud. A slight vibration under his big toe went through him like a bolt of lightning. He gathered his courage and crouched in the frigid water, holding his foot steady while he clawed the mud from underneath his toes. A slippery thing wriggled in his hand for the briefest instant, then thrashed away into a deeper part of the pond.
Damn, Lewis thought. This is going to take half the night. He looked up and gazed up at the stars, tuning his ears to the chirps and bubblings of the pond. Then he squared his shoulders, steeled himself and plunged onward.
Chapter 14
Clark
Late night in town or no, duty called with the dawn. Clark spent breakfast with the Chosen Rifles, listening to their complaints and responding with a word or two for each of them as they bolted down their salt beef and coarse bread and strong black coffee. Although he had been in command of the company for over a year, it still seemed strange that he wielded such power over their daily lives.
If he had learned anything in the past year, it was that the average soldier didn't give a tinker's damn about the grand plans of his commanding officer. It was the everyday details of life that mattered. Writing a letter home for a boy who could only sign an X; tending with compassion to a cut arm, a bruised leg, or a poxed penis; telling a man when to sleep, when to eat, when to drill, when to chop firewood and haul water and shovel shit and how high to pile it. If you could only get these things right, a man would follow you straight into hell.
It sounded so easy. By itself, each detail seemed insignificant. But together, the details were everything—and overwhelming. Which was why he needed another officer. Which was why Mad Anthony had assigned him Ensign Lewis. Which was why—
"Sergeant Donaldson." Clark slurped his coffee. "Have you seen Ensign Lewis this morning? He wasn't at reveille, and his cot hasn't been slept in."
"No, sar, I haven't," Donaldson said. "Then again, he wouldn't be the only officer who hasn't made it back from Captain Harrison's party—er, jail sentence. The captain barely beat the bugler himself, and he doesn't even imbibe."
Clark put a fist to his mouth, stifling a sour burp from his troubled gut. If his impulsive junior officer had managed to get into trouble with the good townsfolk of Cincinnati—and given Lewis's lively interest in drinking, gambling, and whoring, it was a distinct possibility—he could wipe out all the good will Harrison had generated by atoning for his own scrape. And if that happened, there wouldn't be much he could do to save Lewis from the wrath of Mad Anthony.
Shoving the concern to the back of his mind, he sat down next to Donaldson to go over the morning's fatigue duties. Clark had volunteered the Chosen Rifles for wood cutting—hard but necessary work, with the full force of the Ohio winter just days away. But in the army way, Captain Harrison had instead assigned them the task of going over the parade ground, picking up straw, sticks, and anything else that besmirched the surface of General Wayne's showplace.
Clark looked at the sky and wished for snow. "Smooth as glass, sergeant. Those are our orders. The old man wants it smooth as glass."
Once the work was well in hand, Clark left the operation in Donaldson's care and wandered back to the officers' huts to take another look for Lewis. He tried to think optimistically. Maybe Lewis wasn't in trouble. Maybe he was just running all over the countryside gathering herbs or otherwise annoying Dr. Allison. He knew he should probably rein in Lewis's impulsiveness and penchant for innovation. It was just that the ensign showed a great talent for original thinking and independent judgment. Clark lifted one corner of his mouth. Surely there was no place for such a man in the U.S. Army!
He found Lewis squatting on his haunches outside their hut, looking surprisingly chipper for someone who had been out drinking all night. Lewis was snipping the ends off some bright golden-yellow flowers. Their anise scent provided a sharp contrast with the fishy smoke emanating from a clay pot a short distance away. Nearby, Lewis had a small fire going where he was brewing coffee and boiling something with a sweet yeasty aroma.
All in all, whatever Lewis had found for breakfast smelled a hell of a lot more intriguing than buggy biscuits in the mess tent. His lips pursed in concentration, Lewis barely acknowledged him as he arranged the flowers on a piece of muslin stretched across a wooden frame.
"I'm surprised at you, ensign, missing roll call." Clark plucked one of the flower stems off the ground and nibbled on it. "Especially to go a-maying."
Lewis gave him a hard look. "Time was I would have reacted violently to that remark. May it be duly noted that I now forbear from assaulting you, sir."
Clark grinned. "I'll put ye in for a commendation, Lewis. So what gives with the posies?"
"It's goldenrod, sir. Medicinal. For your gut."
Clark blinked. "What makes you think there's anything wrong with my gut?"
"Oh, nothing. Merely the observation that you puke every day. Did you even eat any breakfast?"
"Sure." Clark smoothed his hands over his vest, feeling the emptiness in his aching stomach. "I ate as much as I wanted."
"Clark, you're the most transparent fibber I've ever met in my life." Lewis placed the last of the flowers on the stretcher. "Want to know how it works? I'll dry these, then I'll brew 'em into a tea. When taken after meals, goldenrod has a most happy effect on the digestion."
"You don't say. Too bad you have to wait 'til it dries."
Lewis jerked his head towards the fire. "You needn't wait. I also took the liberty of obtaining some wild yams, which never fail to balance the humors. I believe they may afford you some relief, sir."
Clark peeked into the bubbling kettle. The yams floated on the surface, the pale brown twisty tubers resembling the contents of a full chamber pot after a bad night. But they smelled delicious.
Clark grabbed a camp chair and sat down, watching while Lewis snatched the foul-smelling clay pot from the fire and shook a small dusting of blackened powder into a tin cup. "So what's in there?"
"Medicine. An experiment." Lewis poured a bit of whiskey into the cup, swirled it around, and touched his tongue to the mixture. He made a face. "The molasses cannot be omitted. If you create a distraction for Allison, I'll swipe some from the apothecary stores. By the way, sir, there are some toads in a bucket of mud next to my bed."
"Lewis, I'm not even gonna ask."
"Just help me remember to keep them moist." Lewis speared the yams with a fork and put them on two tin plates along with a small ration of the dried beef. "You want some hardtack too, sir? I found a piece for you with hardly any weevils."
"No thanks." Clark accepted the plate and took a bite of the yams. A bland but pleasing sweetness spread across his tongue. "Not bad, Lewis."
"If you mix the salt beef and the yams together, it actually tastes pretty good."
For a few minutes they ate and drank coffee in companionable silence. Then something occurred to Clark. Maybe this was his chance to find out if Wilkinson was right about Lewis having ulterior motives.
"So Lewis...you never did tell me how you know Thomas Jefferson."
"Unfortunately, I don't," Lewis said. "I used to hunt on Mr. Jefferson's land when I was small. He and my father were friends, and of course my mother is known to him; she goes all over the county with her doctoring. And every Christmas, Mr. Jefferson buys one of her sugar-cured hams."
Clark looked down at the mess on his plate. "Damn you, Lewis, you had to mention that—"
"Don't think about it," Lewis said hastily. "Mother's hams can't compare to the fine repast you have before you. In any case, I guess you could say I know Mr. Jefferson, but he doesn't know me. To tell you the truth, as far as he and everybody else back home are concerned, I'm just an empty-headed boy."
"So he's never talked to you about—well, about politics?"
"Are you joking? Mr. Jefferson can talk to the finest minds of the age about most anything he wants. He certainly isn't going to waste his time on me. But I'll tell you one thing, Clark. Mr. Jefferson is a lot more than just a fascinating fellow. He's probably the only hope this country's got. Without Jefferson, in a few years we'll probably have to fight a revolution against another king!"
Clark sighed. "Lord, here we go."
"Sir, I'm serious. Every freedom-loving person should pray that—"
"Pray? I thought Mr. Jefferson was an atheist."
"Don't fall for that Federalist claptrap!" Lewis scoffed. "Mr. Jefferson is a man of science. God forbid any of us should attempt to reason instead of dwelling in perpetual superstition. Anyway, anybody can see that this country is marching towards monarchy. The French were our brothers in the revolution, but the Feds want to attach us to Great Britain—our enemy! The Revolution might as well never have happened!"
"Well, I'm all for the French," Clark said carefully. "But Lewis, I have a hard time believing that George Washington is gonna sell this country out to anybody—especially the British."
"Maybe not. But Mr. Jefferson says that Washington isn't what he used to be—in a word, he's an old man. Hamilton's calling the shots. The whole situation is downright dangerous, especially since we might have a new president soon. I just pray it's Mr. Jefferson." Lewis chewed his lower lip, looking worried. "Clark, what if he doesn't win? John Adams is quite literally a madman, and needs to be locked away—"
"I'm sure Jefferson'll win, at least if Kentucky has any say over it. I don't know a single Adams man at home." Clark tried to sound self-assured, but inside he was squirming. If George's plan succeeded, he'd be in Louisiana when the new president was elected. He remembered the word Wilkinson had used—expatriated.
"God, I hope you're right. The Feds will strangle this country in its crib if they have half a chance. You ask if Mr. Jefferson's an atheist. Better than worshipping the God Mammon as the Federalists do—"
Clark found himself laughing out loud. "Lord, Lewis. Keep your shirt on. I'm beginning to see how you got in that ruckus with your old lieutenant."
Lewis colored. "Elliott was an intolerable pinhead. And I don't apologize for being a patriot." He picked up the clay pot and tapped the rest of the black ashes out into a small bottle. "Speaking of patriots, Clark—I couldn't believe it when I found out George Rogers Clark was your brother. I've heard all about him ever since I was little. How he forced the Indians in the Illinois country to choose between the war belt and the peace belt during the Revolution. How he marched to Vincennes with a handful of men and took Fort Sackville—"
Was Lewis about to start pumping him for information about the Louisiana expedition? Clark shrugged and looked non-committal. "Well, people do like to flap their gums."
"That's just it, Clark," Lewis said. "I can flap my gums about Mr. Jefferson all day long, just from having spent my whole life looking up at his mountaintop. But you actually know General Clark, better than anyone else. What's your brother really like?"
Clark rolled his shoulders back and sighed. "Lewis, to a lot of people in this country, especially out here in the west, George is still a hero. To a lot of other people, he ain't, not anymore. I know what some folks say about my brother—that he's a drunk, and a deadbeat—"
Lewis shrugged. "Clark, I don't give a fig for gossip. I like to form my own opinions, especially when it comes to judging another man's character."
"Needless to say, I agree. I don't give a damn what anybody else thinks about George."
Clark had to say that if the guileless expression on Lewis's face was playacting, the ensign ought to be on the stage instead of kicking around an army camp. It was a pleasure to talk like this; Clark decided it wouldn't hurt anything to open up a little, as long as he was careful not to spill any secrets.
"George is my brother, but not only that, he was my teacher." Clark smiled a little, remembering. "We moved to Kentucky from Virginia when I was fourteen, before I'd had a chance to go to any kind of regular school. Daddy wanted to leave me behind to study with some preacher, but Momma kicked up such a fuss that George finally said he would teach me. He was a general, but he still found time to give me my lessons."
"George Rogers Clark was your teacher?" Lewis stared at him, wide-eyed. "God, that must've been amazing! You asked me about Mr. Jefferson—well, believe it or not, he's got a mammoth bone your brother dug up in the front hall at Monticello. I've seen it, and other things your brother sent from the Ohio Valley. To take your lessons from such a man—"
"Well, George does know a lot." Clark blushed, embarrassed. "He ran me through all the Latin and Greek he knew. Mathematics, Roman history, and natural history, which is one of his big interests as you can probably guess. But the best times were the days and nights we spent together in the wilderness, exploring things on our own. George taught me how to read a piece of ground, how to make maps. How to measure the depth and current of a river. How to estimate distances from one point to another. How to run rapids in a canoe—"
"I'm in awe, sir. Truly I am. I would give anything to meet your brother sometime."
"Nobody's said that to me in a long time." Clark looked at him. "Here's something I'll bet you don't know. One time, years ago, Mr. Jefferson asked George to lead an expedition out to the western country, to see what's over those tall mountains you hear about."
"Really? Clark, I dream about that." Lewis shivered noticeably. "So why in God's name didn't your brother go?"
"He had other concerns, I guess. What about it? Why's it mean so much to you?"
Lewis hesitated. "You're going to laugh at me, but the idea of going out west has been the darling project of my whole life. Ever since I found out it existed, all I ever wanted to do is to see the Missouri River. Imagine it, Clark—if you could find the source of that great western river, and explore all that land out there that nobody's ever seen. The French, the Spanish—they claim it, but they've never set foot there, and neither has any American."
Lewis's face flushed suddenly, and he grabbed the empty pot of yams and threw the yellow cook water out on the ground. "For all it matters."
Clark wasn't sure what had touched off Lewis's frustration, but he understood better than he could let on. He let a couple of heartbeats pass, then said, "Who am I to laugh at your dreams, Lewis? If nobody ever dreamed big, then the human race would be at a mighty sorry pass. The United States wouldn't even exist."
"So tell me why General Clark didn't go west," Lewis said, still staring at the cook water soaking into the muddy earth. "He must've had a reason."
Clark scratched his jaw. Hell, he might as well tell it. "I don't know whether you know this, Lewis, but George's force in the Revolution was never part of the Continental Army. George was just a Virginia militia officer, 'bout the same age as we are now. When he saw we were going to lose the west, he volunteered to raise a force to keep her. He kept records of every penny he borrowed, every morsel he requisitioned to feed his army. He ran the war out here for years, by himself, entirely on his own good name."
"So what happened? Why didn't he light out after the war?"
"Because he never got paid, Lewis. He sent his records to Richmond at the end of the war. Got a receipt for 'em and everything. And you know what, Lewis? Virginia lost 'em! Lost 'em, or said they did. 'Sorry, General Clark, without them vouchers, we can't pay you your money.' Stuck George with the bill for the whole Northwest Territory—more 'n twelve thousand dollars."
"Twelve thousand dollars? Jesus! What about Congress? Surely they could see what your brother had done—"
"Oh, they did! Benjamin Franklin put his arm around George—" Clark leaned in close, putting his hand on Lewis's shoulder. "He said, 'Young man, you have given us an empire.' This empire right here, where we're havin' breakfast. Ohio, Illinois, Indiana! But George never saw a dime of what Virginia owed him. They said the Federal government owed it, and the Feds said the state owed it. But it was George the creditors started swarming around. He owed some of 'em thousands of dollars. People all over the west went bust because George never got paid for what he'd done."
Clark looked down at his plate, no longer hungry. "And that was the end of it. Nobody's talked about a western expedition for years."
"Not so." Lewis grabbed a handful of sand and began to scrub out the cookpot. "Jefferson's not only talking about it, he's doing it. Right before I joined up, I found out he was sponsoring this French scientist—a fellow by the name of André Michaux—to go up the Missouri River and look around. I tried to join up with Michaux but Mr. Jefferson turned me down. I still don't know why."
Clark felt his face flush hot at the mention of Michaux's name and hoped Lewis didn't notice. "Lewis, that doesn't sound right to me—"
"I've played it over in my mind so many times," Lewis said. "It could be done with a handful of men—good soldiers, like the Chosen Rifles. Take some ammunition and a few supplies, live off the land. Map the whole place. Find out what tribes live there—probably some that have never seen a white man before. Just think of it. All that land, mountains, rivers, people. Out there where the foot of civilized man has never trodden."
"It'd be somethin', wouldn't it?" Clark said. "But Lewis, I don't think you heard right about André Michaux. He's not a scientist, he's some kind of politico."
"You must be thinking of someone else. He's a botanist. I met him at Monticello." Lewis scoured the pot with much more vigor than the task required. "And he's gallivanting up the Missouri, right now, and I'm sitting here counting weevils at Fort Washington. It galls me to the core, Clark."
It took every bit of Clark's self-control not to blurt out the truth, just to make Lewis feel better. Instead he smiled and tapped Lewis on the arm. "Hey, you know what we should do? Light out for Louisville right now, drag George out of the tavern, and persuade him to get up a trip. We could join forces with Michaux whether Jefferson liked it or not."
Lewis relaxed a little and grinned at Clark. "God, I wish we could. If I could just see those mountains, see that western ocean with my own eyes, I wouldn't care what else happened to me. That would be enough for one lifetime."
"Me, too." Clark stood up. In his heart, he had to admit that it sounded like a hell of a lot more fun than fighting the Spanish and liberating Louisiana for the French. "You want the rest o' these sweet potatoes? If not, I'll throw 'em in the slop bucket."
"Go ahead," Lewis said. "There's plenty more where they came from. And I'm going to make you some medicine, Clark—" Suddenly, he came to his feet and saluted. "General Wilkinson, sir!"
Clark turned around, startled. General Wilkinson stood watching them, decked out in his full dress buff-and-blues, an amused smile playing on his lips. He carried a beautiful ebony cane and had a dispatch case tucked under one arm.
Clark tried to salute and managed only to drop his tin plate in the mud. He stammered, "Sir, I thought you were in Philadelphia."
"I was. Now I'm back. Dear Ann is now ensconced with her family and the boys. What a domestic creature she is, and how it tears at my heartstrings to leave her and my beloved sons behind." Wilkinson nudged the clay pot with his toe. "What's this, Ensign Lewis? It has a most peculiar smell."
"Toads, sir," Lewis said. Clark shot him a startled look. "For medicinal purposes."
"You're going to feed me toads?" Clark asked, incredulous. "Lewis, flowers are one thing, eatin' peepers is quite another."
"All I ask is that you keep an open mind." Lewis dipped his finger in the black powder at the bottom of the pot. "Naturally I intend to try it on myself first, like any good scientist."
"I studied a bit of medicine myself as a youth," Wilkinson said. "Clark, what ails you, my young friend?"
"Just a case of the pukes, sir. Nothin' for you to worry about."
"Ah. Well. I have confidence that with Ensign Lewis's ministrations, you will soon be yourself again." Wilkinson gave Clark a little wink. He opened up the filigreed copper handle of the cane and extended it for their examination. "Here's something for the nerves. A gorgeous piece, isn't it? With a snuffbox built right in! Just a little trifle I picked up in Philadelphia. Help yourselves, boys."
All three men took a pinch of snuff. The next minute was occupied with inhaling the finely ground tobacco and violently sneezing most of it away. When Wilkinson recovered from blowing his nose and wiping his eyes, he said, "Ensign Lewis, you never told me that you have knowledge of herbal medicine! I find myself under the distinct suspicion that there is much more to you than meets the eye."
Clark couldn't help laughing as Lewis smiled, bowed slightly, and licked a bit of toad off his finger. "I could say the same about you, sir."
Chapter 15
Fanny
"Fanny?" Over the smell of frying bacon, Momma's gentle voice drifted up from downstairs. "Fanny, are you up yet?"
Fanny ignored Momma's call and burrowed deeper under the covers. She loved the feel of the soft sheet cradling her body and the slightly musty smell of the worn-out, flattened pillow under her cheek. She closed her eyes and tried to imagine that Mulberry Hill was still her home...that this was still her room. That she was still a little girl, who had never grown up, never married, never moved to Lexington.
"Fanny, darlin', don't you want any breakfast?" Momma tapped on the door. "I made hotcakes. They're getting cold."
"No, Momma. I'm not hungry." Fanny turned on her back and stared at the ceiling. It wasn't exactly true; her stomach was so empty it felt painful and pinched. But she couldn't bear to sit there at the breakfast table. Not with him. He'd expect her to smile and laugh and stuff her face to please her mother, pretending everything was all right. Then later, when they were alone, he'd say she was getting fat and disgusting. Eatin' yer parents out of house and home, you fat cow. With all the money I bring home. You ought to be ashamed of yourself.
"Suit yourself, hon, but there's only so long I'm gonna take no for an answer."
Fanny turned her face into the pillow and lay there in silence. In her arms she cradled a doll, an old, black-haired beauty with a painted wooden head that Daddy had bought her long ago in Williamsburg, the month before they had left for Kentucky. Daddy had said she needed a friend for the journey, and Fanny had fallen in love with the doll and named her Charlotte. After years of being dragged all over the wilderness, Charlotte's dress was a tattered rag and the white paint on her face was covered with fine, hairline cracks. Instinctively, Fanny ran her fingers along the back of Charlotte's head until she found the rough place where Daddy had once repaired a chip with a dab of tar. There, darlin', that oughta cure her headache—
"Well, I'll set some aside for you, then. Don't you want to come downstairs and see Jim off?"
"I'm not feeling well, Momma. I'll come down later." She held her breath until Momma moved away from the door and clomped off down the stairs. Jim's voice still boomed in the parlor, loud and grating as usual. He was talking with Daddy about his rheumatism. When she was sure Momma was no longer lurking, Fanny slipped out of bed, clutching Charlotte to her chest. She inched the door open a crack. Stepping lightly in her bare feet, she crept to the top of the stairs, listening to the conversation going on below.
"I want you to take four raw finely sliced beets—not three, not five, mind—four. Soak 'em in a quart of berry wine for a full day. Then, strain the wine and drink one small glass before meals. Note I said small. Three times a day, that's all."
"And that'll take the ache away?" Daddy asked. "Can I give some to George?"
"No, it's suitable for you and Mother only. God knows Georgie could use it, but he can't tolerate the wine. Anything that leads Georgie to liquor, I can't conscience. You know it as well as I do. It's liniment and red flannel for that gent."
"A' course," Daddy murmured, sounding chastised. Fanny cringed. She hated the way Daddy let Jim push him around. The way Jim had everybody in the family dancing to his fiddle—
Then, Momma's voice: "Fanny won't come down. Says she's not hungry."
"Lord, I'm at my wits end with that girl." Jim sounded exasperated. "I've checked her top to toe, and prescribed tonics and stimulants of every description. She's sound in the body, I'm sure of it."
"'Nother baby, ya think?" Daddy asked.
"No, it's still too soon. Benjy's still such a wee babe, and Johnny's only three. I've been doin' my damnedest to give 'er a rest."
A rest! Fanny crammed her fist in her mouth to stifle hysterical laughter. Some rest! Just because he'd decided he didn't want another child didn't mean she was safe from his depredations. No, it was quite the opposite. Having his giant bulk wallowing on top of her was bad enough, but now she had to put up with all manner of unnatural demands— things that made her feel scared and dirty inside. Things she could never, ever tell Momma about—
"Well, don't worry about it, then. She's just feelin' stubborn, I guess. Fanny's a lot like her momma. Got a bad case of the mules."
"Oh, John. Look who's talking." Momma laughed. Fanny huddled at the top of the stairs, hugging herself. She wanted to weep. How could they be so blind? Why did they always take Jim's side? When was Jim ever going to leave, so she could go down and get something to eat?
"Well, I feel bad imposin' on ye, Dad. I'd doctor her meself, but with Georgie needin' my help gettin' things organized, I just don't have the time to coddle the girl. And my sons need lookin' after."
"We don't mind," Momma said. "The boys love it here, and we love havin' 'em. And it's certainly no trouble to have Fan, anytime. If you ask me, she just needs a little time to be my baby girl again."
"Yeah, Fanny needs the time," Daddy joked. "Well, I sure wish baby girl would take some of her momma's cookin'—"
I will, just as soon as you get him out of here, Fanny thought, feeling a painful rumble in her stomach. She was about to creep back to her room when Jim and her mother suddenly appeared at the bottom of the stairs. Her heart quailed. It was too late to flee. His bulk filled the narrow stairwell, coming towards her as she cringed against the banister.
"Ah, there ye are, you wee girl! Lord, she's even got her dolly there." Jim turned around and made a sappy face at her parents. He talked loudly, more to Momma and Daddy than to her. "Fan, I've got to leave for town. Your momma's promised to keep an eagle eye on ye, so I hope you'll be a good girl and not give 'er a bad time. Can you do that for me, Fanny sweet?"
"Of course." Fanny's heart gave an agonizing flutter as Jim crushed her to his chest, and she fought hard not to whimper as he gripped her upper arm, already blue with bruises he'd inflicted on her after Monseiur Michaux's visit in Lexington. Thank goodness they were hidden by her long nightgown. "I'll be good, Jim. I promise."
"That's my girl." He tapped her on the nose with a fat finger—too hard, as usual. She felt tears sting her eyes and quickly blinked them away. She prayed he hadn't noticed the slight tremble of her lip, the reddening tip of her nose.
With his back turned to Momma and Daddy, Jim gave her a hard, mean look that made her shrivel inside. She wanted to glare right back at him, but dropped her gaze and didn't dare meet his eyes. Jim had made it clear that she wasn't ever to look him right in the face. Damn you, girl, don't you dare disrespect me. I'll make you pay for it. Her hand knotted into a fist. For somebody who demanded so much attention, he was certainly particular about the way he got it—
Then, the mean look disappeared, and he was jolly Jim O'Fallon again. He snapped a grin back onto his face, gave her a hard squeeze and an affectionate little shake, and turned around to face her parents. "All right, then. I'm off across the river to Clarksville. I'll give Georgie your regards. And don't worry, Mother and Dad. I'll make sure he's behavin' himself."
"Thank you, Jim. We're so grateful. Frankly, I don't know what we'd do without you." Momma stepped to one side as Jim bulled his way back downstairs. "George had so many problems, you know, before you came along—"
They moved out of sight. Her father mounted the stairs slowly and patted her arm, a question in his eyes. "C'mon down and get something to eat pretty soon, won't you, girl?"
Fanny nodded and put on a brave smile. She didn't trust herself not to burst into tears. Daddy gave Charlotte's hand a squeeze and turned to trail after the others. When she saw how badly he was limping, she wanted to cry. When had Daddy gotten so old? His rheumatism was paining him terribly, and she wondered for the first time if Jim's concoction would actually help. Daddy's hair was really quite silver now—
"Au revoir, Fan, as we like to say these days!" Jim bawled from the front door. "Be kind to your parents, and look after my wee boys! I'll be back at the end of the week!"
Fanny's stomach lurched. I hope you fall off your horse and break your big, fat neck, she wanted to scream, but she just stood there, as frozen and silent as the worn-out doll she held in her arms, watching her father limp slowly down the stairs.
***
Later that morning, Fanny curled up a chair in the parlor with Benjy on her lap, looking over George's plans for the gunboats. She felt lightheaded from all the food in her belly. The second Jim left the house, she had thrown a dress over her head, rushed downstairs, and shoveled in a mountain of eggs and hotcakes. To make up for it, Fanny resolved to eat like a bird for the rest of the day—or at least whenever Jim was around.
She jiggled the baby and sifted through the intricate drawings. Fanny didn't claim to know a thing about military matters, but even she could tell that her brother's design was ingenious. The boats would be sturdy crafts that sat low in the water when loaded with men and supplies, making them a smaller and less visible target for artillery shells. All the boats were to be outfitted with George's unique invention: storage lockers lining the gunwales, with heavy wooden lids that could be raised to form a barricade against rifle fire. George had scoured the countryside for the most able carpenters and had somehow flim-flammed them into starting the work on credit.
Fanny set the maps aside and gazed at her father, reading by the fireplace. Daddy had invested heavily in George's venture and had persuaded her oldest brothers, who still lived back in Virginia, to put in a tidy sum as well. God, please let it be worth it, she prayed. Please make my brother a hero again.
Suddenly, something red fell out of the papers and splashed onto her skirt. Fanny jerked and gave a cry of fright.
"Y'all right, Fan?" Daddy asked, peering at her over the top of his book. "Sounded like somebody gave you a pinch."
Fanny stared at the red splotch, then laughed at her own foolishness. It was a leaf from a Kentucky maple, turned blood-red by the first north wind of autumn. She picked it up and twirled it in her fingers, then gave it to Benjy to play with.
"Sorry, Daddy. I don't know why I'm so nervous! It's just an old leaf. Probably a souvenir of Monsieur Michaux's."
"Lord, what a character he is," Daddy chuckled. "I s'pose he's on his way back to Philadelphia by now, to try to get more money for George out of that Citizen Genet. Billy wrote us a while back that General Wilkinson was going to be in Philadelphia too, so I wouldn't be surprised if they crossed paths."
"Daddy, do you think it'll work out?" Fanny asked anxiously. "Jim said they're counting on French support. Said the plan will fall apart without it."
"Well, Michaux's met George now and seen what he can do, and that bodes well for us. And if Citizen Genet knows we've got Wilkinson's support, maybe that'll loosen up his purse strings." Daddy pushed up his spectacles and peered at the baby, who was playfully flapping the leaf in his mother's face. "Knowing Michaux, he's probably kickin' himself for losin' that."
"Probably." Fanny giggled. "I never saw a man who was more at home with trees than with people."
"Yeah, I always do wonder what turns a fella like that," Daddy said.
Fanny was quiet for a while, thinking about it. Probably, she imagined, some haughty, beautiful woman had stolen Mr. Michaux's heart, then carelessly broken it, and he'd fled to the woods for consolation. Or perhaps his lover had lost her head on that disgusting contraption they called the guillotine, and he'd decided to save his heart for plants and flowers and turn away from love forever.
Mr. Michaux had mentioned a son—that meant he had once been married. Or maybe not; with the French you could never tell. Somehow Mr. Michaux didn't seem like the type to dally with a woman's virtue. Perhaps his wife had died young, tragically. Trying to run back to him. Trying to escape the unwanted advances of some nobleman. Some cruel, mean, awful brute—
Fanny sighed. What's the matter with me anymore? Since Mr. Michaux had visited their house, she'd given him much more thought than he deserved—much more, she was certain, than he had given her. Like everyone who came into her life these days, he was just another man caught up in Georgie's scheme. With French control of New Orleans at stake, why would André Michaux care about some mousy little Kentucky housewife? It was just that he had been so kind and polite. He'd exclaimed over her cooking and her housekeeping, and he'd praised the boys, and he hadn't acted like she was stupid for being interested in fossils.
Fanny's throat caught for a moment. In her heart, she knew the real reason she couldn't stop thinking of Mr. Michaux. Of all the people who ever came to visit, Mr. Michaux was the only one who had really noticed her. Who had really seen. You're hurt, he said, his eyes wide with sympathy and concern. Like it mattered. Like it might be important.
She noticed the baby stuffing the maple leaf in his mouth and quickly snapped herself out of her reverie. "Benjy, bad boy! Don't eat that! That leaf might be poison!" She pulled the leaf out of his hands and laid it on the table by her chair. Benjy started to whine and beat his tiny fists against her chest.
Fanny winced; her bruises were still tender. He'll grow up to be just like his father, she thought, then immediately felt a flood of self-reproach. She got up quickly and put the leaf in the fire, then paced before it with Benjy held tight against her chest, her heart hammering. "Be quiet, sweetheart. You could never be bad. You're a good boy. Momma's boy. Don't ever forget it."
Her father looked up at her, smiling, his mind no doubt running through similar scenes he'd enjoyed with her mother, a thousand tiny moments he'd spent with her brothers and sisters as babes. Daddy only saw the good in people. Never noticed when Georgie came home reeking of rum. Never saw the mean, wild look in Jim's eyes when she didn't jump to take his hat and coat fast enough. Never saw the bruises on her body, carefully concealed under high necklines and long sleeves.
Some people could see the bad. Like Mr. Michaux. But Daddy couldn't, and never would. It was what she loved best about him.
***
Her respite was brief. Jim came back across the river after only two days, full of brag and bluster, reporting to Daddy that the boat building was in full swing and that George had already secured the enlistment of three hundred and fifty recruits.
"It's gonna happen, Fan!" he shouted, grabbing Fanny up in his arms and swinging her feet off the ground. "You'll be the queen of New Orleans, how d'ye like that? I'll dress y'up in the finest silks and satins! Yer neck'll be drippin' with Spanish gold!"
Fanny gasped and laughed and giggled as Jim roughhoused with the boys and forked in a giant meal, cracking jokes and thrilling her mother and father with tales of George's successful plans. After dinner, Jim made her sit at his feet with the boys in her lap as he laughed and jested with her parents, cutting pills and mixing potions to treat their latest ailments. After two hours of sitting on the hard floor, her back was screaming. Fanny finally pleaded a headache and fled upstairs to put the boys to bed with old Rose in the nursery.
Sometime later, she heard Momma's weary footsteps outside her bedroom. Momma paused at her door: "Fan, y'all right?"
"Of course, Momma," Fanny said. She cracked the door, a hard fist of fear in her gut. "Just getting ready for bed."
"Jim's still down there talking with your daddy. They're so excited, like a couple of boys. I'm excited too, but about ready to drop." Momma gave her a tired smile. "It'll be wonderful if they can pull it off, won't it? For your brother finally to have the recognition that he deserves. And I'm glad, so glad he has Jim by his side. Jim believes in George so much he thinks he can do anything. It's just the tonic your brother needs."
He's no tonic, Fanny wanted to say. He's a leech. And he's sucking away George's life's blood. George doesn't need him, it's the other way around. He's nothing but a pretender, and he can't do anything by himself—
But she didn't say it. She didn't say anything. She just smiled and agreed that it was wonderful, and she couldn't wait for all the good things to come. And then she quietly bid Momma good night and crawled into bed.
When Jim finally came to their room, his good mood had dissolved. She could hear his angry breathing as she lay there, pretending to be asleep. He was angry at her, as always. Furious that she had gone to bed early. Disappointed that she hadn't acted happy enough to see him. Annoyed that she hadn't eaten much at dinner. She lay motionless as he stood over the bed, praying he would leave her alone, that he would just get in bed and go to sleep.
Then he yanked Charlotte out of her arms. Fanny sat up with a cry as he flipped the doll carelessly to the floor.
He sat on the bed and held her by the front of the neck. "Why the hell do I work so hard, girl?" he said in a hard, hateful whisper. "It's for us, Fan. For us. And not so I can come home and eat your shit. God knows I put up with a lot from ye. But you'll not dare give me the high hat in front of your father. Not ever again, d'ye hear?"
Fanny nodded, her face white with terror and bewilderment. His fat, hammy hand was gripping her so tightly. He was cutting off her air—she could hardly breathe—
"Lord, Fan, I love you," Jim said. "You and your family are the best thing that ever happened to me."
He looked into her eyes and gave her neck a squeeze, then let go. Fanny gasped with relief. "I'm sorry, Jim, I'm sorry—"
"Of course y'are, but one of these days that's not gonna be enough." He shoved her head roughly, tearing her curls loose from her cap. "You do try my patience, you crazy little bitch. And just for that, you can sleep on the floor tonight—like a dog. Like the little bitch ye are."
Fanny's heart hammered. She wasn't sure she'd heard right. She slid to the floor with a kind of wild euphoria. Jim was putting her out of the bed; that meant she wouldn't have to service him that night. Somehow, she found the courage to ask for a blanket. Feeling generous, he slung one into her face before he dropped onto the bed and started shaking the room with his snores.
Fanny wrapped herself in the blanket and curled up on the floor. She thought for a moment about sneaking down to sleep on a chair in front of the parlor fire, but Jim would be furious if he woke and found her gone. Besides, if Momma found her there she would worry that things weren't all right. Silently, she reached out and found Charlotte's toe in the darkness. She pulled the doll to her and held it against her chest.
Crazy. Crazy, he had called her. She lay there while his snoring gnawed at the edge of her senses. I will go crazy if he doesn't leave, she thought. Daddy, George, somebody, please help me. Please see what he's doing to me. Please make him leave—
Later, when she was sure he was deeply asleep, she got up and huddled by the fire, clutching Charlotte in her arms. Watching the flames shimmer and dance, she wrapped the blanket tighter around herself and wiped away a tear, wishing she still had Mr. Michaux's maple leaf.
Chapter 16
Lewis
The next evening, Lewis lounged on his cot and tried to read. The greasy novel had been passed from hand to hand around the officer corps for weeks. Now it was Lewis's turn to learn whether Kitty the charwoman escaped the lascivious nobleman who had kidnapped her. This after she had fled her callous father's plot to force her into an arranged marriage—
"Hey, Lewis," Clark said from his writing desk, where he'd been tapping a dry quill against a blank sheet of paper. "You play cards, right?"
Lewis laid the book open on his chest and propped himself up on one elbow. "Me, sir? We don't know how to play cards in Virginia. Most nights we just sit around reading the Old Testament."
"Ha," Clark said. "Well, the reason I ask is I heard a terrible rumor that a whist party might break out tonight at the officers' club. Starts right after lights out. Care to come along? I could use a partner."
Lewis whistled. "Deal me in! Whist, brag, or a throw of the dice—I'm your man. Sure beats lying around here reading this lousy novel and watching you pretend to write to your parents." Flushed with the pleasure of having been invited, he sat up and started to yank off his fatigue jacket. "Only trouble is, I don't have any money to bet with."
"Neither does anybody else. I haven't seen a piece of scrip for months." Clark stood up and started to wash up at the basin. "By the way, Lewis, recollecting what happened the last time you were involved in a card party, could you try holdin' your tongue about politics? I'd just as soon nobody gets court-martialed or shot."
"I'll turn my pistol over to you at the door, and a deaf ear to any Fed idiocy," Lewis promised. "Tell you what, Clark. Spot me a few bob and I'll write your letter for you when we get back. I swear it'll be the best malarkey your old pa has ever seen. All you'll have to do is copy it over."
"I don't have a few bob, and 'sides, how can you do that? You've never even met Daddy."
"It's easy." Lewis stroked his chin, gazed at the wall, and pretended to dictate. "Dear Father, everything here is going swimmingly. This morning, we had drill. In the afternoon, drill. Then we had some more drill again. The dinner hour was punctuated by a few bracing rounds of drill. Concluded the day with some drill. Give my love to Mother. Your son, William Clark. There, you see? Done. Now let's go."
"Is that what you write to your momma?" Clark peered down at the toads scrambling around in the bucket next to Lewis's bed, then shook the water from his hands down onto their leathery bodies.
"Just about. Here, read this." Lewis fished in his pocket and tossed a folded letter to Clark. "It's a masterpiece. You can copy it if you want."
"Citizen Lucy Marks, Albemarle, Virginia." Clark's eyes widened. "You call your momma Citizen?"
"All good Republicans use the simple title 'citizen' when addressing one another. Like the French revolutionaries."
"Uh-huh. I think if I called my momma anything but ma'am, I'd be wearing a frying pan for a hat." Clark unfolded the letter and read. "Dear Mother, you must excuse me for not writing earlier, but inkwells and paper are in short supply here..."
Clark snorted. Lewis shrugged. "Well, they are. Relative to Virginia, that is."
Clark shook his head like a dog shaking off water and handed the letter back. "Shame, Lewis. Shame."
"Shame, my ass. She'll love it." Lewis refolded the letter and tucked it back into his coat. "So what are we waiting for?"
***
The small shack buzzed with men talking, laughing, and munching peanuts. Clark shouldered his way past the billiard game and slid into a ramshackle chair at one of the card tables. Lewis pulled back the chair opposite Clark and grabbed the cards, shuffling them with a flourish.
"Ensign Lewis and I challenge all comers," Clark said. "A fish scale a game."
"Five cents?" Dr. Allison hooted. "Sure you boys can afford it?" He took up a chair and gestured to Solomon van Renssalaer, the handsome dragoon captain, to take the last seat.
"We'd rather owe it to you than cheat you out of it." Clark cut the deck and passed it to Allison. The doctor, clenching his clay pipe between his teeth, gleefully slapped his hands together and began to deal, counting out thirteen cards to each player in order of the original thirteen states. "Delaware-two-three-four. Pennsylvania-two-three-four. New Jersey-two-three-four-"
"Show-off," Lewis muttered.
Van Renssalaer laughed, shook his head, and passed around a jug of cherry bounce. Allison finished dealing and Lewis opened the first trick.
Clark took a pull on the jug and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. The mixture reeked of wild cherry juice and bad rum. He passed it over to Lewis. "That'll take the top of your head off, man."
Lewis swallowed a sweet mouthful. The next few minutes were a muddle of excitement and frustration. He had always liked to play fast and reckless, pressing a constant attack and bluffing shamelessly in hopes of throwing his opponents off balance. Clark was the opposite. He played his weakest cards first.
Buying himself a moment's concentration, Lewis stood up to throw his coat over the back of the chair and roll up his sleeves. Clark shot him the briefest wink, and Lewis soon realized there was a method to his madness. Clark was signaling to him by the cards he played, getting rid of the weak ones, inviting Lewis to observe what was missing rather than what had already been played.
Lewis was impressed. It was a style of play that took courage, self-confidence, and patience. He paid attention to the tricks and tried to adjust his style of play to match Clark's. They began to win.
"So, Lewis," Allison taunted, "I saw you going out on the scrounge with your little flower bag. You find any daisies this time of year?"
"I was looking for chamomile, not daisies, and no, I didn't find any," Lewis retorted. "I resorted to goldenrod, which I think will answer."
"Ensign, you're a menace," Allison said. "I shudder to ask, but what the hell are the toads for?"
"Oh, did General Wilkinson tell you? They're medicinal. When dried and powdered, they act as a colon cleanser."
Allison snorted. "That's the last thing Clark or any of these men need! Almost every man in camp from General Wayne on down has the runs. It's the food! Watery beef unfit for the consumption of beasts, let alone men, served either raw or burned black—"
"Revolting," van Renssalaer agreed. "Never any vegetables, no salt and pepper, and I swear on the eyes of my old Dutch mother that gristle thrown in the slop bucket reappears on our plates two days later."
Lewis sighed. "Which begs the questions of how they so frequently run out, and any latecomers to the mess must catch-as-catch-can."
"Allison, you're the fort surgeon for pity's sake." Clark said. "Why don't you say something to General Wayne about it?"
"I have said something," Allison insisted. "You know how he is. He couldn't care less about my reports that the latest shipment of salt pork was entirely wet and flyblown, yet he's fascinated with your damn brother-in-law O'Fallon and his theories on influenza and comet dust."
"You gotta admire Old Tony's tolerance for bullshit. As for me, I can hardly abide the man, even if he is married to my little sister." Clark started to say something else, then checked himself and gave the table an edgy, meaningless smile. Lewis watched Clark study his cards. One of these days, I'm going to find out what you're hiding.
He watched Clark play the next trick and gave a crow of delight. "In case you haven't noticed, boys, we win again." Grinning, Lewis lay down his cards and swept up the half-dimes from Allison and van Renssalaer. "Doctor, I assume you've brought up all the usual palaver with General Wayne about how decent food promotes the cleanliness and health of the army."
"I told you, he doesn't have any patience for it."
"Maybe if we all protested—got up a petition—"
"Since when do junior officers petition a major general?" Clark said. "Even if we could get it past Harrison, Wayne'd just call it insubordination and throw it in the trash."
"Would he?" Lewis took a long pull on the jug of cherry bounce. "After all, government derives its power through the consent of the governed, doesn't it? Mr. Jefferson said that."
"Lewis, we're not the governed. We're soldiers. We don't have any rights," Clark said.
"I disagree. I say we have not only the right but the duty to protest tyranny in all its forms."
Clark pulled on his jaw and rolled his eyes at the other men at the table. "Lewis, remember I told you—"
"In this case, tyranny just happens to take the form of maggoty salt pork and weevily bread. What greater oppression can be imagined?" Lewis said, warming to his topic. "And after all, aren't we supposed to be looking out for the health of our men? It says so right in von Steuben's drill manual. Wouldn't General Wayne want us to do our duty?"
"I guess we could do it anonymously," van Renssalaer said.
"Yeah, that'd be some petition!" Lewis scoffed. "Fellows, this just might work, but only if we all do it—every officer in the camp. Why, I bet Clark could even get General Wilkinson to sign."
"Probably," Clark admitted. "I expect he'd do it just to see Mad Anthony pitch a fit."
"Hell, I'll sign it," Allison said. "I'll be the first to sign, for all the good it'll do."
"How about this?" Lewis said, feeling excited. "If we can't get every officer to sign, then we won't present the petition to Wayne. If we do, we will. He can't kill us all. Besides, Mr. Jefferson always says the tree of liberty must be watered by blood."
Without waiting for their answer, he took another quick pull on the jug and scrambled up on to his chair, waving for the attention of the reveling officers. "Sons of Virginia...sons of New York...sons of Kentucky..."
"Sons of bitches," called back Captain Guion, who was sitting in the corner with Betsey the laundress on his lap.
Lewis laughed recklessly. "That's right! Sons of bitches all! Who will join me in demanding better food in this camp? Who will petition the general against the godawful maw-wallop that this army is pleased to call, rations?"
Amid the shouts and cheers that followed, Lewis looked down at Clark and grinned. As Clark helped him down from the chair, he leaned in close and growled, in a voice so low that only Clark could hear, "To hell with the aristocratic monarchists. Up with Mr. Jefferson!"
***
In the morning, the fort lay silvered under the first snowfall of the season, at least until the tramping of the six hundred men of the Legion running to roll call, drill, and breakfast churned the ground back into chilly mud. Even so, a light dusting of snow remained on the porch of General Wayne's headquarters at the yellow-house, and a candle flickered softly behind the window against the iron-grey cast of the sky.
"Looks downright homey," Clark said, mounting the steps.
"It flirts with charm." Lewis pushed open the door and entered, petition in hand.
They found Captain Harrison seated behind his spindly desk, looking as pale and gaunt as a Roman priest. He had several papers and reports spread out before him, but he wasn't reading them; instead, he was staring into the middle distance and gnawing viciously on his right thumb.
His glance flicked over them. "Clark. Lewis. What do you want?"
"Good morning to you, too," Clark said, ignoring Harrison's scowl. "Ensign Lewis and I are gettin' up a petition to protest the bad vittles around here. Thought you might want to sign."
"I heard something about this in the mess tent." Harrison snatched the petition out of Lewis's hand. "Knowing you two as I do, I assumed it was some kind of bibberous nonsense that had nothing to do with me. But I see you've collected a great many signatures already."
Lewis smiled modestly. In addition to collecting the names of all the men at the card party, they had been approached by several more officers at breakfast. "Sir, I know what you're thinking—" he began.
"That's hard to believe," Harrison replied. "What am I thinking?"
Lewis felt his face and neck redden but forged ahead. "You're thinking that soldiers love to complain. Sir, if it were only the taste or even the bugs, there'd be little cause to kick. But the food around here is making men ill. I don't mind it, but Clark here has puked every day for weeks."
Clark winced. "It ain't just me."
"Exactly the point." Lewis looked at Harrison. "Going into the winter months, we will be set up for scurvy and God knows what other epidemics if we don't demand better rations. Only General Wayne has a chance to force the War Department to act. But we have to get his attention."
"You're wrong," Harrison said. "That wasn't what I was thinking." He blotted his bleeding thumb with a handkerchief, then reached for a quill.
Lewis gave Clark a surprised glance. "So you'll sign it, sir?"
"The living conditions here at Fort Washington are a disgrace," Harrison said. "The beef is unfit for even the most ignoble hash, the rice and peas have been non-existent for weeks, and the spruce beer, when it arrives at all, would melt the bristles off a hog. Conditions have to change if any person of refined sensibilities is to live in this fort."
Clark shrugged his shoulders at Lewis. "Guess that lets us out."
Harrison dipped his quill in the ink and signed the petition with a flourish. "Let me know when you're done collecting signatures, gentlemen. I'll be more than happy to help you present this to General Wayne." He smiled grimly. "After all, more have died of food than of famine."
Several heartbeats passed, and a faint look of horror passed over Harrison's thin face. Clark was grinning, and Lewis couldn't resist asking, "So who said that, Captain Harrison?"
"That's just it." Harrison took another savage bite out of his thumbnail. "I really can't remember!"
***
"I just don't understand it, Clark. The only person Harrison hates more than me is—well, you. Why would he help us?"
The two men led the way as the Chosen Rifles hiked single-file along an old Indian path that led the way from the misty hills behind Cincinnati. That morning, Harrison had assigned them to conduct an all-day turkey hunt and bring back as much fresh fowl for the camp as they could shoot and carry. Another rifle company had gone out with a sledge to hunt down larger game like deer and bear.
Lewis couldn't remember when he'd had so much fun—a whole day spent outside the fort, amidst the snowy, winter-bare basswoods, beeches, and sugar maples. He and Clark had the men taking aim at fat gobblers, shooting and dressing the birds, working in the most perfect harmony. They'd bagged a dozen turkeys in all. Walking back to the fort, he felt tired, cold, and perfectly contented. He knew himself well enough to savor the moment. It wouldn't last; it never did.
"First of all, I can't agree with you there, Lewis." Clark stopped to hike a twenty-pound turkey higher onto his shoulder. "I think he hates you more'n he does me. After all, you're more of a rival to him, being conversant with Shakespeare and acquainted with Mr. Jefferson and the like."
Lewis took advantage of the pause to switch his pack, bulging with yellow root—good for restoring the sinuses—and his turkey hen to opposite shoulders. "But his hatred of you is of longer standing, sir, and forged in war. You can't discount that kind of history for creating genuine animosity."
"Oh, I don't." Clark motioned for Lewis to proceed on ahead down the path. "And did you ever stop to consider that maybe Harrison didn't help us? Could be he's just giving us enough rope to hang ourselves."
"True." Lewis said over his shoulder. "No matter what happens, he's likely to remain General Wayne's favorite bum boy, while the rest of us may be shoveling out the sinks for the rest of our natural lives. Did you see he went into town this morning? What do you suppose he's up to?"
"Lord, who knows? Maybe he ran out o' lemonade or something."
Before long, they caught sight of the snug red cabins of town, neatly laid out under their wreath of blue smoke. Squatting on the eastern edge of the settlement was the homely palisade of Fort Washington. As they approached the fort, Lewis imagined that he could smell the rich, gamey scent of roasting bear. His mouth watered, and his empty stomach gurgled with anticipation. He sent up a silent prayer—please let there be enough for me—
"When did you last eat your fill, Clark? Really stuff yourself so you could scarcely walk?"
"Lord, I guess it'd have to be the last time I was home in Louisville. My momma made a giant kettle of burgoo—Jesus, what's all that carryin' on?"
Clark and Lewis whirled around to look back at the men, only to see them scattering from the path in all directions. Turkey feathers went flying as men dived for safety. A mad-brained horseman was thundering straight up the road from town. Clods of dirt flew from under from the horse's hooves as it bore down on them.
With scarcely a second to spare, Lewis dodged to one side, Clark to the other. The mad rider passed close enough that Lewis could hear the whistle of breath roaring through the horse's flared nostrils, smell the froth of sweat on the beast's flanks, see the wild determination on the rider's face, hear the screams of laughter from the girl clinging to the man's back.
Clark jumped up out of the ditch and goggled after the rider in astonishment. "It's Harrison, by God! He stole the girl!"
All around, the men of the Chosen Rifles rose, yelling, and threw their hats in the air. "Captain Harrison stole the girl! He stole the girl! "
***
That night was a party like no other. General Wayne issued extra rations of rum, sugar, and coffee to the enlisted men and ordered the officer of the day to make special arrangements so that even the guards could rotate into the festivities. The turkeys, deer, and black bear were spitted and roasted, and the storehouse was emptied of canned vegetables to put together an impromptu feast. Cackling with glee, the laundresses scrubbed down Mad Anthony's room and put fresh linens on the general's bed, which he cheerfully turned over to the happy couple for their wedding night.
Wayne threw open the yellow-house and acted the role of proud host and father. Harrison, his face flushed with happiness, received well wishers with one arm wrapped protectively around tiny, radiant Nancy Symmes—Nancy Harrison now—and a glass of plain cherry juice in his hand, boasting to anyone who would listen about how Nancy had secretly monitored her father's schedule until the old judge left town for business.
"Then, all it took was the cooperation of a sympathetic justice of the peace." Harrison laughed. "Nancy, when your father comes back..."
"There'll be the devil to pay, William Henry." Nancy giggled. "But he won't be able to do anything about it!"
Harrison hugged against his side and kissed her, and all the officers clapped and cheered.
Lewis was going back for a second helping of fat bear cracklings and gravy when he felt someone tap him on the shoulder. General Wilkinson leaned in close to his ear. "Well, ensign, what greater bliss is possible than that of the domestic hearth?"
Surprised, Lewis looked around for something to wipe his mouth on and settled for his sleeve. "Eternal freedom and the open road?" he guessed.
Wilkinson threw his head back and roared with laughter. "Well-spoken, my up-and-coming young friend! But as for me, the sight of Harrison and his fair maiden takes me back to my halcyon days when Ann and I courted amidst the perils of war in Philadelphia." He sighed. "She actually left the Quakers to be with me. Can you imagine? That was sixteen years ago. It seems but a twinkling."
"Clark's over there getting some rum punch." Lewis pointed a greasy finger, hoping to cut the encounter short.
Wilkinson chuckled. "Surprise, ensign, but it's not Clark I'm interested in this evening. Haven't you a petition to sign?"
"Yes, sir," Lewis said with surprise. He put down his plate and fumbled in his coat for the petition. "It's not often we have a spread like this, sir. I wish it could be every night."
"Hear, hear, ensign. It's about time General Wayne gave a care to the welfare of you poor fellows for a change." Wilkinson signed his name with a chuckle. "There, that'll give Dandy Tony something to chew on!"
"Great, sir. Thanks." Lewis tucked the petition back in his coat and looked longingly toward the punch bowl, hoping to forestall any further gossip about Anthony Wayne. He snatched up his plate. "Excuse me, general, I must go congratulate the bride and groom—"
"Wait, ensign." Wilkinson put a hand on his arm. "It's not just your heroic quest to improve our diet that interests me tonight. It's your expertise in herbal remedies I'm seeking."
Lewis braced himself. He hoped Wilkinson wasn't one of those men who liked to bloviate about his bowel habits.
"As I may have told you, gardening is my passion. I grow flowers and vegetables everywhere I go, even when stationed in a humble frontier fort."
"Uh-huh." Lewis's heart sank. Surely Wilkinson wasn't going to ask him about Mr. Jefferson and André Michaux again. It was bad enough that he hadn't been allowed to go on the trip, without constantly being asked for inside information about it. If only he were half as well-connected as the people around here seemed to think—
"My problem is weeds," Wilkinson took his arm and raised himself on tiptoe, whispering hoarsely. "Here in the Ohio country, I've been plagued by a particularly noxious weed. Native to Pennsylvania, and devilishly hard to get rid of. I thought perhaps you might know an effective means of killing it."
"Well, my mother uses vinegar," Lewis said. "Dissolve a little salt in it. Ought to do the trick."
Wilkinson pursed his lips in frustration. "I was thinking along the lines of a quick-acting poison. I'd be eternally grateful, you know."
"Sorry." Lewis tried to look stupid. He hoped that if he ever became a brigadier general, he'd find better things to do with his time than play games with the junior officers.
As if reading his mind, Wilkinson gave him a keen, narrow-eyed look. "Ensign Lewis, do you play fives?"
"Fives? A little," Lewis admitted. "I've not played here at Fort Washington, but there was always a fives court at the Albemarle Fair on Easter Monday. Along with racing, jumping, cock-fighting, just about every kind of fun you can imagine—"
Abruptly, Wilkinson cut him off. "What do you say to a friendly match-up?"
"You and me, sir?"
"Of course," Wilkinson said. "I like to test myself against you young bucks. What do you say?"
Lewis almost groaned out loud. Just what he'd always dreamed of—an hour of precious leisure time frittered away, smashing a little leather ball around the fives court with a middle-aged general and trying to dodge whatever anti-Wayne scheme the man had up his sleeve. He stole a glance at Wilkinson's stocky, vigorous physique. At least losing to him shouldn't require any great effort on his part.
There was nothing for it. Lewis plastered a huge, eager grin across his face. "You're on, sir!"
"Splendid!" To Lewis's relief, Wilkinson clapped him on the shoulder, snagged a crackling from his plate, and buzzed off in the direction of Harrison's receiving line.
Lewis returned to the table and surveyed the wreckage. Wilkinson's prattling had cost him dearly. He overturned a couple of turkey bones and found a small amount of succotash that had somehow been overlooked. He used a wishbone to scrape it on to his plate and headed for the punchbowl.
***
"Longways for as many as will!" the fiddler yelled. The handful of dancers abandoned the minuet and arranged themselves in two opposing lines. Since there were no women other than Nancy, the men filled out the line. Lewis jumped up and dragged Clark into place. At the head of the line, Harrison and Nancy faced each other, their eyes locked. The look on their faces made Lewis's heart leap against his ribs. Why am I destined always to be lonely—
"Yah-hah!" The fiddler whooped, and the musicians began a lively Scottish reel. "First man out, shake his partner by the hand!" The small room rumbled with the rhythms of the music and the stomping of dancing feet.
Nancy leaped out to meet Harrison in the middle of the dance floor. Her skirt swirled as the music beat. Harrison covered her fingers with his own and together they spun, their feet clogging hard against the floor, his boots matching the pounding of her feet, covered only by small gold pointed slippers. Like Harrison, she was small-boned, quick, and intense. As the music changed they reeled down the line, laughing, changing partners as the dance required.
"Blast my eyes, Clark, Harrison's a true Virginian! That little piss-ant can dance!" Lewis shouted as Clark, his face flushed with brandy, grabbed a reluctant Dr. Allison by the hand and passed Lewis off to Captain Guion.
"Just you wait, Lewis," Clark growled. "Next up's a Kentucky leaping waltz...and your partner's Anthony Wayne!"
The men nearby collapsed with laughter at the horrified look on Lewis's face. After a panicked moment of surveillance, he was relieved to see General Wayne slumbering in his chair.
Much later, Mad Anthony turned the officers out of the yellow-house. Harrison and Nancy stood on the porch thanking all of them for coming to the feast. Nancy looked pretty and tired; Harrison's face was tense if uncharacteristically cheerful. To Lewis's surprise, Harrison caught his arm as he stepped down from the porch.
"Lewis." Harrison leaned forward over the porch rail. "Pardon my overhearing, but what are you doing playing fives with James Wilkinson? Take my advice and get out of it."
"Are you kidding?" Lewis said. "I'm not afraid. He's twice my age."
"I'm telling you, break an ankle if you have to," Harrison said. "He's a man of Punic faith. Don't get between him and something he wants—like Clark."
"Harrison, I don't know what the hell you're talking about." Lewis's head spun with wine, and he couldn't remember a damn thing about the Punic Wars. Leave it to Harrison to prattle on about Carthage and Hannibal on his wedding night. He staggered out on to the snowy parade ground and found Clark and the Chosen Rifles. They all stood and watched as Harrison and Nancy made one last appearance, this time at the second floor window of the yellow-house. Both of them leaned out the window, smiling and waving as the enlisted men shouted huzzah and bawled "Captain's Wedderburn's Courtship":
The Laird of Rosslyn's daughter
Walked through the wood her lane.
And by came Captain Wedderburn,
A soldier of the king.
He said unto his serving man,
Were't not against the law,
I would take her to my own bed
And lay her next the wall
The dragoons rode out of the darkness with live firebrands, flying past the yellow-house like soaring eagles, flames of red streaking through the cold darkness. Some of the enlisted men, open-mouthed and roaring, ran out of the barn with a huge wooden pole decorated with makeshift pinwheels and set the whole thing ablaze, the pinwheels lurching, spinning, and spewing sparks into the night. Men laughed and shouted and slapped the sparks out of their uniforms as the dry wood flamed into an enormous torch.
The sight of the sparks reflecting in the eyes of Nancy Harrison as her groom drew her away from the window was the prettiest sight Lewis had ever seen. General Wayne ran screaming off the porch, shouting curses, calling them caitiff wretches, and gesticulating wildly in the direction of the powder magazine. Men and officers alike danced in the moonlight as the torch toppled to earth and they raced to stomp out the flames.
Chapter 17
Lewis
Fort Washington, Northwest Territory
Two weeks later
A funeral always draws a crowd.
Such was Lewis's thought as he stepped out into the early morning fog and began his long trek to the yellow-house. Sergeant Donaldson met him at the door of the hut, snapped off a stiff salute, and gave his uniform coat one last brush to make sure he was presentable for the eyes of the commanding general. As he walked out onto the parade ground with the petition tucked under his arm, a few men headed for morning drill fell into step beside him, some of them even reaching out to touch the sacred document.
All along the route, brother officers came out to see him off, their eyes brimming with emotion as they witnessed his solitary walk. Captain van Renssalaer grabbed his shoulder and offered a soft "Courage, man," while Captain Guion tore himself away from breakfast with Betsey long enough to touch the brim of his chapeau bras and murmur, "We're all pulling for you, Lewis." Even Dr. Allison, observing his progress from the door of the hospital tent, bowed slightly and raised a silent fist in the air. From his usual loitering place near the Officers' Club, General Wilkinson nodded and gave him a sly wink, mouthing the words For all of us.
Yes, of course, for all of us, Lewis agreed, but in his heart he knew it was mostly for Lieutenant Clark. No officer so capable and with so much to offer should suffer the way Clark did. It was simply not acceptable for the U.S. Army to lose a good man to a bad gut. Before he had left the hut, Clark had been sitting at his writing desk, sipping a strong cup of goldenrod tea laced with toads and molasses. Clark had given him a piercing look in the eye and a long, firm handshake. "Give 'em hell, Lewis," was all he said.
Walking straight into hell is more like it. Lewis felt like the loneliest man in the world. But that was no excuse to waver from his course.
He found Harrison at his post outside General Wayne's office in the yellow-house, ticking over the sick list from morning roll call. As usual, Harrison gave him only the barest grunt of acknowledgement. Lewis guessed it was too much to hope for that Harrison might cease to be a prick just because he had acquired a wife. But when Harrison recognized the petition under Lewis's arm, his faced paled and his hand trembled, spattering a large blot of ink on the foolscap under his quill.
Lewis stared straight ahead. "I am here to see General Wayne, sir."
"Ensign Lewis," Harrison gasped. "Your petition's a great lark and all, but surely you don't mean to go through with it today."
"I most certainly do. Is General Wayne available, sir?"
"Lewis." Harrison put down his pen and furiously blotted the spattered ink. "On any given day you can never tell what kind of mood General Wayne might be in. Sunny skies may give way to sorrow and ill weather rather quickly around here. I'm warning you, he might not take your efforts kindly. He doesn't like you much, you know."
"I know, sir." And thanks for pointing it out. "But the food here is intolerable even for me, and that's saying a lot. It's painfully apparent to everyone. If General Wayne cares about the health of this army, he'll at least consider our request."
Harrison frowned. "Our request? You're the one running this show."
Lewis stiffened his spine and gazed at the wall. "I need not remind you that you signed the petition yourself, sir, for the benefit of your bride. Along with every other officer in camp."
"Of course I did, but I didn't know you would go off half-cocked and take it to Wayne without even giving me the chance to lay the groundwork!"
"Then once again, sir, you have underestimated me." Lewis lifted a corner of his mouth. "The petition was my idea, so I must carry it forward, whatever the consequence. With your permission, I will see the general now."
"No, ensign. Let him that would move the world, first move himself. Socrates. Now get out. Can't you see I've got piles of work to do—"
Lewis craned over Harrison's head, shouting, "General Wayne? General Wayne, I've got an important message here—"
"You stubborn fool!" Harrison seized his arm, his voice a panicked whisper. "General Wayne's having a bad day, I'm telling you—"
"What the hell's going on out there?" Wayne bawled from his inner sanctum at the back of the yellow-house. Harrison's shoulders jacked up around his earlobes. "Captain Harrison, who are you arguing with?"
"No one, sir," Harrison blurted, while Lewis shouted, "Me, sir!"
"And what caitiff wretch named 'me' has come to destroy my morning?"
The general emerged from his lair, a fat, gouty, enraged, besotted bear, his face blotched from drink, his meaty fists ready to snap an ensign's neck, his eyes blazing hellfire. It took all Lewis's courage not to jump back a step. Harrison closed his eyes briefly, then looked at Lewis with a mixture of pity and disgust. The fury on his face spoke volumes: You never listen.
Lewis swallowed, his bravado rapidly draining away. "Sir, I, I...sir, I brought..."
Wayne spied the petition under his arm. "What the hell is that? If it's an official communiqué, just give it to Harrison and get on about your duties. We don't have time for chit-chat around here."
"Sir, it's not an official communiqué," Lewis stammered. "It's...it's a petition, sir. From the officers of Fort Washington."
"Petition?" Wayne's bushy eyebrows shot up his forehead. "From the officers? Addressed to whom? To me?"
"Yes, sir." Lewis glanced at Harrison, who looked for all the world like somebody had died—or was about to. His lips were moving in a silent curse, or perhaps it was a prayer. "It's...it's about—"
"I can read, ensign," Wayne snapped. "Bring it in here."
And so once again he ventured into the general's dark den, with its spare furnishings and its cold fire, to stand trembling in front of Wayne's desk as the general took out a small pair of spectacles, growled for Harrison to light a candle, and began to read the petition. To his credit, Harrison stayed in the room with him, though Lewis presumed it was only to escort him to the gate more efficiently when Wayne exploded, ripped off his shoulder strap, and cashiered him once and for all.
Wayne's eyes darted back and forth as he read the neatly penned words. "Insufficient quality of the rations—beef invaded by maggots—biscuits infested with vermin—weevils, borers and moths—insalubrious conditions—conducive to epidemic." His mouth moved silently as he read down to the bottom of the page. Wayne's eyes moved over the officers' signatures, lingering, it seemed, on Harrison's. Standing by his side, Lewis felt Harrison shudder a little.
Wayne glanced up. His eyes were ice-blue under the bushy eyebrows. "Insalubrious, ensign? You think things here at Fort Washington are insalubrious?"
Lewis stood stiffly. "Uh...it just means unhealthful, sir..."
"Then why, for the love of Jehovah, don't you say what you mean?" Wayne grabbed a pen, crossed out insalubrious, and wrote in unhealthful. "Do you think those pinheads in Philadelphia can read such big words? You have to spoon feed 'em, boy!"
Lewis blinked in confusion. "I know little about people in Philadelphia, sir."
"The hell you say." Wayne's fat belly began to shake. "Well glory be! We've got a naïf on our hands, Captain Harrison. A true innocent!" Shaking with laughter, Wayne wiped his eyes with a handkerchief. "I wish I was in your shoes, ensign. That I knew little about Philadelphia. That I truly believed anybody there gave a damn about what goes on out here. Well, by God, maybe they will."
Still chuckling, Wayne dipped his quill in ink and signed his name at the bottom of the petition with a flourish. "There, that'll get the attention of the War Department! Expect us to hold the goddamn frontier on rancid beef and buggy flour, do they? Like hell! The officers of Fort Washington stand up for themselves!"
Roaring with maniacal laughter, Wayne stood up, clapped Lewis on the back, and slapped the petition against Harrison's chest. "Put this in the dispatch case to go to President Washington, Captain. Lord, if there's anybody who understands what makes an army go, it's the big man himself! We'll get some decent grub out here if we have to send back that slop from the War Department, lock, stock and barrel. If we have to catch, shoot, or grow it all ourselves!"
Amazed, Harrison clutched the petition to his chest and raced to obey before Wayne changed his mind and decided to be furious after all. Taking Harrison's cue, Lewis backed hastily toward the door. "Thank, you, sir! Very understanding of you, sir! I'll be getting back to the Chosen Rifles now, sir!"
"Ensign Lewis. Wait." Wayne crooked a finger, motioning him back.
Lewis stopped in his tracks. Wayne's face was suddenly serious. "Ensign, close the door and sit down."
Lewis did, a hollow, empty feeling in his gut. Once again, he'd overstepped. He'd gone too far. Wayne was just showing him a small degree of mercy. He would dress him down in private. Humiliate him where Harrison wouldn't see—
"Ensign Lewis. It's been a hell of a morning." Wayne leaned over his shoulder. "What do you know about Lieutenant Clark?"
Lewis looked up at him in surprise. "Uh, not much, sir. I mean, he's my commanding officer, of course. His family lives in Kentucky. He's a fine rifleman." He stuttered a moment before adding: "Lieutenant Clark is an excellent commander, sir."
"I know all that." Wayne said with an impatient growl. "But what else do you know about him?"
"What else? Well...he comes from a large family, sir. And his education is somewhat irregular. He's not much of a speller, sir."
Wayne held up a hand. "Ensign Lewis, I'll be honest with you." He came around the chair and stood over him. "There is treason, treason, going on in this camp. There are intriguers here, right here at Fort Washington, hatching schemes which could be very injurious to the United States of America."
He stared at Lewis with a steady, bloodshot gaze. "I have reason to believe Lieutenant Clark might be one of them."
Lewis couldn't stifle a guffaw. "Sir, are you kidding? Lieutenant Clark is about as far from an intriguer as a man can get! I mean, he's completely transparent—"
But even as he said it, a nagging voice in his gut whispered, not true, not true. On the rare occasions when they got mail from home, all the other gents loved to read their letters aloud, sharing the precious bits of news. Clark got loads of letters, but he never shared them with anybody. He could see the lieutenant now, hunched over his writing desk, reading his mail, his face creased with concern. Then thrusting the letters into the fireplace—
Wayne was looking at him. "Ensign, has Lieutenant Clark confided in you?"
"No, sir." It was not a lie. In all their hours of conversation, through all Clark's ruminations on his momma and daddy and sisters and brothers, through all his long mental peregrinations through the charming streets of Louisville and rhapsodies on momma's cooking and the sweet comforts of home, he had never once confided what was in those letters he received. What he was reading that had him so worried—that had his stomach tied up in knots half the time—
"Ensign, if you know anything, you had better tell me now. Because if I find out later that Lieutenant Clark's involved, and you knew..."
Involved? Involved in what? Lewis wracked his brain, trying to grasp what could have happened to arouse Wayne's suspicion. Well, in addition to receiving letters, Clark was forever sending letters back—along with maps and drawings—
Lewis swallowed. He had just assumed Clark was corresponding with his father about the family farm, which was the subject of most of his own letters to his mother. Could Clark really be sending out some sort of intelligence? If so, for what purpose? It seemed impossible that he could have misread the man so completely—
"Sir, I swear, I don't know what you're getting at," Lewis said. "I don't pry into the lieutenant's affairs, and he doesn't pry into mine. He's always seemed like a perfectly good fellow to me. Just what is it that he's supposed to be involved in?"
"I told you. Treason," Wayne said. "There are certain clandestine discussions going on. Certain plans being made for an illegal military operation downriver. And there are guns, ordnance and supplies missing from this fort."
"You think Lieutenant Clark has been stealing supplies?" Lewis gaped at him. "Sir, Lieutenant Clark is a patriot! A good republican! I can't imagine—"
Wayne shook his head and sighed. "I told you, Harrison. A true innocent."
Lewis whipped around in his chair to see Harrison leaning in the doorway, his dark hair straying over his forehead. Harrison looked at him with a sardonic smile. "I'm surprised at you, Lewis. With your powers of observation, I'd have thought you would have noticed something."
Noticed what? Lewis wanted to shout. That in addition to the letters and the drawings and the maps and the missing ordnance, that his commanding officer was always slipping off to confer with General Wilkinson, the most scurrilous villain in camp? And that when he returned to the hut following such a meeting, he invariably looked like he was going to toss his weevils?
All of the incidents seemed trivial compared to what he knew about Clark—that he was a decent man, a fair commander, a friend. But from the look on Wayne and Harrison's faces, it was clear that they believed Clark was guilty of something.
Of treason.
His hands clenched on his knees. "Sir, I swear to God, I don't know what you're talking about. I have had no conversations about any conspiracy. I have observed nothing that would lead me to believe Lieutenant Clark is stealing supplies."
"All right, son, take it easy," Wayne growled. "For once, you're not the one in trouble. All we want you to do is keep a closer watch on the lieutenant's activities. Where he goes. Who he talks to. What his plans are. Whom he corresponds with, about what, where, and when."
"You...you want me to spy on Lieutenant Clark?"
"Exactly," Harrison started to say, but Wayne interrupted. "Not spy, ensign. Observe. And report everything you see, everything you hear, to Captain Harrison. Do you think you can do it, Lewis? Because it's goddamn important. If we don't stop 'em, these wretches could cause a bloody war, and that could be a catastrophe for the United States."
Lewis looked back and forth at their solemn faces. What could he say? What choice did he have? His father had died for this country. Mr. Jefferson had risked his life for it. If Jefferson had been captured by the British during the Revolution, he would assuredly have been hanged. Yet he had pledged everything—our lives, our fortunes, and our sacred honor—
"Of course," he said hollowly. "I'll do as you ask."
"Good man." Wayne nodded to Harrison, who took Lewis's arm and pulled him towards the door. "Captain Harrison will instruct you where and how to report. You're dismissed. And ensign—you're doing a great service to your country."
Lewis shook his head in shock as Harrison led him into the outer office. "Here's the drill," Harrison said. "I want a daily report if at all possible. Each evening at the officer's mess, you let me know where you're going to meet me by how many biscuits you put on your plate. The blockhouses are numbered one, two, three, and four. One biscuit, first blockhouse. Two biscuits, second blockhouse. Get it? That'll be our code."
"What if I'm not hungry?" Lewis muttered.
"Then I'll assume you have nothing to report. If you take more than four biscuits, I'll meet you at the front gate." Harrison grinned, then turned serious. "And Lewis—don't tell anyone about this. General Wayne and I expect complete and total secrecy. I don't suppose I need to warn you that if you mention any of this to Lieutenant Clark...well, it's your funeral."
"Something new." Lewis sighed. He grimaced as Harrison shook his hand. Then he saluted and dragged himself out.
***
That evening at mess, no one could understand why he didn't seem jubilant about the results of his petition drive.
"C'mon, Lewis! You've hardly touched your beef 'n' biscuits! The weevils'll think you don't like 'em anymore!" Clark slapped him on the back. "Lord, what I wouldn't give to see the look on the president's face when he gets your petition—signed by General Wayne himself! Haw!"
"Yeah, Lewis!" van Renssalaer shouted. "We never expected to see you alive again! How the hell'd you pull it off, anyway?"
Lewis shrugged. "Who knows, fellows? Guess I caught him after a good bowel movement. Does wonders for the disposition."
The men guffawed and Lewis tried to laugh along with them, but his heart wasn't in it. Even the weevils crawling on his plate seemed listless. He shoved in a bit of beef and stared at the two biscuits sitting at the edge of his plate. Two biscuits, second blockhouse.
He jumped as Clark threw another biscuit into his plate. "Eat up, Lewis! Don't you want a few last crunchy critters for old times' sake? Before President Washington starts sendin' us all that gourmet grub, straight from Mount Vernon?" Laughing, Clark dumped on some gravy.
Lewis had to smile. "Aw, what the hell," he said. If nothing else, it would be fun watching Harrison try to keep track. He speared a biscuit on the end of his fork, sopped it in the gravy, and shoved it in his mouth. "Like I always say, Clark, the best thing about 'em is that they tickle all the way down."
Clark groaned and put a hand up to block his view of Lewis's munching. For once, the lieutenant looked carefree and happy. Surely Wayne and Harrison were wrong about him. Surely it was all a misunderstanding—
Then he glanced up and met Harrison's eyes. And once again, he felt like the loneliest man in the world.
Chapter 18
Michaux
For a long terrible moment, André Michaux stood at the foot of the carriageway, clutching the lead of his pack mule, transfixed by the sight of yellow flames licking behind the windows of Mulberry Hill. Through the shivering bare limbs of the locust trees, he saw agitated figures running about the doomed farmhouse, horses and men cast black as demons in the cold night air. A stiff breeze carried snatches of bellowed shouts—the general and his father, no doubt, giving orders—and tortured female screams.
Quel horreur that he should return from Philadelphia at this exact moment, just in time to witness the burning of the Clark family home. Snapping himself out of his torpor, Michaux tied the mule's lead around a post and ran to lend a hand, his old legs chewing up the mud beneath his boots. A plank fence surrounded the house, kitchen, and huge shade trees; for some reason the gate was still shut tight. He wrenched it open and stumbled into the yard. Incredibly, as the flames climbed higher, he heard somebody strike up a fiddle. He whipped around, ready to thrash the villain. Bon sang, there was a peculiar lack of smoke—
He almost sank to his knees in a wave of foolish relief. The unearthly screaming figures were nothing more than slaves singing and dancing, clapping their hands and lining up in front of the house. A huge bonfire blazed and popped before the row of brick slave quarters beyond the trees. John and Ann Clark were standing on the porch, laughing and greeting their servants and handing out bundles of clothing for Christmas.
Michaux squeezed the bridge of his nose and watched York, the bear-sized young man who had waited on him during his previous visit, dance for the old couple with improbable grace. He shook his head at his own folly. What kind of person had he become that he mistook the merry-making of Noël for hellfire and catastrophe?
Unnoticed by the revelers, Michaux sidled up onto the porch and cupped his hands around his eyes to gaze in a window. The parlor was aglow with giant candles that gave Fanny O'Fallon the look of a Kentucky madonna. She was seated on the rug in the center of the room, selecting branches from a heap of cedar boughs and weaving them into a wreath. Her two children played on the floor nearby. Seeming to sense his presence, Fanny raised her head like an inquisitive doe and then, recognizing him, gave him a melting smile.
Embarrassed, he turned away from the window. His legs trembled a little as he made his way back down the dark footpath to fetch his mule. He hadn't realized until now how badly the news from France had frayed his nerves. Citizen Genet had told him that Marie Antoinette and thousands of traitors—thousands —had gone to the guillotine. Countless others had been ripped apart by street mobs. How could such atrocities be possible? Not in the France he remembered.
And what of François? Dare he dream that his son was safe in Versailles and enjoying Christmas with his brother's family? Was such a thing even possible? He could still see grandmother's good tablecloth with the dark-red embroidery, visualize her strong, freckled hands mending it for another Christmas. Even after she was gone, the tablecloth had made its annual appearance as the family gathered round for a feast. Dark country bread and headcheese, oysters and sweet wine, and, Mon Dieu, that thick game pie studded with onions...
A roar out of the darkness him brought him back to his senses. "Lord, look what the cat dragged in! I was wonderin' whose mule that was!" General Clark, clad in his quilled buckskin jacket, staggered towards him on the path, his arms heaped with more evergreens. The general cast aside the greenery and grabbed Michaux around the shoulders in a crushing embrace. "Merry Christmas, Michaux!"
Clark's face was florid, but Michaux smelled nothing on the general but healthy sweat. He was intoxicated, it appeared, with the spirit of the season. Michaux looked over Clark's shoulder for his self-appointed keeper. Sure enough, Dr. O'Fallon came trundling up the carriage path, towing a sled laden with more branches. Michaux had been haunted by the desperate look on Fanny's face since the day he had left O'Fallon's house in Lexington. He consoled himself with the knowledge that in this house at least, the girl was under the protection of her doughty old mother.
"Is there a red cedar left in Kentucky, general," he asked dryly, "or do they all go to festoon your house?"
The general stepped back and regarded him, his long craggy face suffused with good cheer. "If it makes Momma and Fanny and the babies happy to have every mantle-piece, door jamb, and picture frame hung with green, then by God, we're gonna get it done for 'em. Right, Jim?"
"Aye, Georgie." O'Fallon pulled the sled forward a few more feet, cast aside the towline, and came at Michaux with a meaty hand outstretched. "Welcome back to Louisville, professor."
Michaux was ready for him. When he had first come to America, he had learned quickly that American men reacted with near-hysteria to the French custom of kissing on the cheeks. Over the years, he'd grown to enjoy the exchange of a firm, manly handshake, and he had learned to recognize men like O'Fallon who administered a vicious knuckle-crusher instead. He stepped into the shake with his left foot rather than his right; the unexpected move threw O'Fallon off balance just enough that Michaux was able to turn his hand over and press his palm down against O'Fallon's paw.
"Joyeux Noël, Doctor," he said, then let O'Fallon's hand drop. The disgusted look on O'Fallon's face almost made up for the whole botanizing season he'd wasted on his twelve hundred-mile trip to the east.
Not much got past General Clark. The little contest made his icy-blue eyes sparkle with amusement. "Michaux, I got your letter from Philadelphy. Jim and I were mighty interested to read that the French defeated the 'Duck of York.'"
O'Fallon gave a loud, wet snort and doubled over, shaking with laughter. Michaux eyed him curiously and then shrugged his shoulders. "From what Citizen Genet says, the liberation of mankind proceeds apace."
"Well, we've been workin' hammer and tongs to do our part," Clark said. "Take all the time you need to get yourself situated, then meet me in the parlor. We got lots to talk about."
***
Michaux saw to the stabling of his mule and paid his respects to Fanny and her parents. Fanny hung back with her children, but the old couple seemed genuinely glad to see him. Mr. Clark even buttonholed him for details about Citizen Genet and the French fleet.
"George has been working so hard all fall, building boats across the river at Clarksville, just below the Falls of the Ohio," the old man jawed. "George has contracted for a minimum of sixty boats. I'm not sure how many are completed, though. We've kinda been waitin' on you to get back with more francs, so to speak."
General Clark brought in more cedar boughs, draped his arm around his father, and kissed him. "Daddy is the real general around here, not me."
Mr. Clark looked at George with shining eyes. "Aw, I ain't never done anything but carry my squirrel rifle to a few militia assemblies, about a hundred years ago. Any military genius you boys have is from your momma's side."
"You've got that right," Mrs. Clark laughed.
The general swept Michaux into the parlor, where O'Fallon was rolling out the map of the region. Fanny scuttled after them with a tray laden with walnuts and pecans, orange tarts, and three small shot glasses filled with amber liquid.
"Set it down right over there, Fanny darlin'," O'Fallon called as he put paperweights around the map's corners. "Ye did bring cider, like I asked, girl? For Georgie."
He never ceases to remind the general of his weakness, Michaux thought. Fanny muttered, "Of course, Jim," and lugged the tray around to the sideboard. Michaux could have sworn that she deliberately moved so that the bulk of his body briefly blocked O'Fallon's view of her, and then made a small mocking face that only he could see. The moment passed quickly. "Citizen Michaux, I remember you like coffee. I'll brew you some."
"Don't go to any trouble," Michaux said, but she was already gone.
"So, Michaux, tell me all about your talks with Citizen Genet." General Clark shook some walnuts into his palm and popped them into his mouth. "How did it go in Philadelphy?"
"Did ye see Wilkinson?" O'Fallon demanded. "Is the army on board? Is Genet prepared to come through? I've been recruitin' up a storm all fall. Georgie and me figure on at least four thousand men showin' up for this shindy, and there's gonna be consequences if France can't hold up its end."
Clark extended the dish of nuts in his direction. "Wait, Citizen, first things first. Did ye find any more flowers for your collection?"
"Ah, posies. That's really what's important, i'n it," O'Fallon groused.
"It is to him," Clark said, never taking his eyes from Michaux.
"A few ferns on the Holston River. Nothing spectacular, but new to science." Michaux shrugged indifferently to hide his feelings; as far as he was concerned, the discovery had been the highlight of the trip. "Citizen Clark, to answer the questions I know are on your mind. First, Philadelphia was not herself on this visit. They had an outbreak of yellow fever, I'm told the worst ever. They were recovering by the time I got there, but the city was still swarming with insects, and all the bells were silenced. The city fathers had ordered them to quit tolling for the dead, for it made the survivors too discouraged to go on."
"Lordy," Clark said.
"Most of the men of consequence had fled and were just beginning to return. I was there several days before I saw Citizen Genet."
Almost one full week on his own in the half-deserted city. He'd called on Jefferson. The great American had seemed overjoyed to see him, and they visited for hours about the planned journey up the Missouri, as if the Louisiana expedition had never disrupted their plans. Inspired, Michaux had spent hours every day thereafter in the library of the American Philosophical Society, boning up on the taxonomy of animals and birds.
What he had learned thrilled him, but as Clark had said, first things first. He was still obligated to Citizen Genet and his damnable schemes. "I bring very good news. Genet had just got back from New York. The ships are there, awaiting their departure for the Louisiana expedition. They will be ready by spring."
O'Fallon goggled at the general, slapped his giant hands together, and whooped. Clark leaned forward, his hawk-like visage suffused with a fierce emotion. "So the gunboat support will be there? Guaranteed?"
"If Citizen Genet says it, never doubt it." It wasn't exactly true; when Michaux had questioned him about that very thing, Genet had admitted that the privateers had straggled into New York from Santo Domingo after taking a terrible drubbing in the slave uprising there. But he had promised he would have them re-outfitted in plenty of time to rendezvous with Clark in New Orleans.
"Then I guess if I'm gonna be a French general, I'd better start acting like one!" Clark grinned, rounded the table, and seized Michaux for a buss on the cheek. "Citizen, you've saved my life."
Amid the backslapping, O'Fallon asked, "So what about the money, fer payin' the contractors?"
Reluctantly, Michaux took a heavy purse out of his coat and handed it to the general. "Genet says this is all the cash he can spare for now."
Clark sat down at the table and counted out the coins, O'Fallon pressing near with avid interest. When the general was finished counting, they both looked up in incensed unity. Michaux would have found it comical if he hadn't been more worried about being dirked, boxed up, and shipped back to Citizen Genet like one of General Clark's mastodon skeletons.
"Michaux," Clark said with an air of disappointed dignity, "I don't want you to think I'm ungrateful, but there's only about four hundred dollars here. My own father's chipped in more'n that."
Michaux drew in a deep breath. "With all the trouble in France and then the fever in Philadelphia, Citizen Genet was short of ready money. He assured me he'll send more by courier soon. He says you are resourceful men and he has complete faith in you—"
O'Fallon made a sudden lunge past Michaux, shoved in an orange tart, and threw himself down into the chair next to Clark, chewing furiously. "All the French gunboats in the world won't be worth a hair on a newborn baby's chuff if we can't get downriver to meet 'em, Georgie."
"Jim, I know. There ain't no need for rough talk." General Clark reached back, plucked one of the shot glasses of cider from the tray, and knocked it back. He looked at it reproachfully and set it aside. "Michaux, with all due respect to Citizen Genet, how do you say bullshit in French? I may have took Vincennes with one hundred eighty men and a whole lot of resourcefulness, but New Orleans ain't some bitty frontier fort. The plain fact is, a few hundred dollars ain't near enough to outfit this expedition. Even if the boat builders agree to complete the work for this amount, we still need guns, powder, lead, and supplies. Artillery if we can get it. Which reminds me, what did Wilkinson say about the artillery?"
"Wilkinson is your informant in the army, oui ? I never laid eyes on the man, and heard nothing of his being in Philadelphia. Then again, few people were. Perhaps he heard about the yellow fever and didn't come after all."
Clark exchanged glances with O'Fallon. "My brother Billy wrote us that General Wilkinson just got back from there. I just assumed he was meeting with you, or Jefferson, or Genet—or somebody—about our supplies and heavy guns."
"I know nothing of that." Michaux shrugged his shoulders.
O'Fallon erupted in instant fury. "Then just how do you frog-eatin' sons-of-bitches propose we pull this thing off? Fight the Spanish with fists and butcher knives? Michaux, take your ruddy ferns, go back to Philadelphia, and pull Genet's ruddy head out of his ruddy anus! We're the ones riskin' our necks for France, remember?"
"Citizen Genet is nothing if not an honorable man," Michaux shouted. "If he says he is going to send money and arms, then he will, or perish in the attempt! How do I know? Because he is French! "
"Aw, for fuck's sake—"
"Knock off the goddamn wrangling, both of you," the general snapped. "I can't hear myself think."
O'Fallon fell silent and took another tart, looking chastised. Longing for the woods, Michaux dropped himself into a chair. Clark slid the bowl of nuts to him. Michaux took a few and slid it back. All three men stared dejectedly at the map. Michaux's loss of self-control shamed him; he was supposed to be representing the interests of France, not squabbling with a fanfaron like O'Fallon. The galling thing was that for once in his life, the blowhard had a perfectly valid point.
Michaux racked his brains. There had to be a way to get more money and weapons. He couldn't let the Americans quit, no matter how much it would please him personally to say bon jour and paddle off up the Missouri without a backwards glance. The trouble was, he knew everything about outfitting a botanizing expedition, but a military invasion was so far outside his expertise that he had no solution to offer.
After a few minutes, Fanny came in, carrying a tray with coffee, cream, and sugar. O'Fallon shot her a look so murderous that Fanny lingered only long enough to set the tray down on the table, slosh hot coffee into a cup, and set it down in front of Michaux. O'Fallon hissed across the table, "Georgie's tryin' to think," and she fled from the room.
For a long time, the only sounds in the room were the general's drumming fingers, O'Fallon's heavy breathing, and Michaux's occasional discreet slurp. Outside, the blacks still sang and celebrated. Creaks in the floorboards overhead indicated that the elder Clarks were getting ready for bed; Michaux heard the babbling of O'Fallon's young sons and imagined Fanny poking them into their sleeping clothes.
Finally the general said, "Michaux, you got any credit?"
"Non." Michaux sighed. "Not a single franc's worth. I am in debt for thousands."
"Well, does France have any credit?"
"Bankrupt." Michaux rubbed the back of his neck, suddenly feeling very tired. "Doctor O'Fallon, what about all the rich Kentuckians? When I left for the east, you told me you were going to raise thousands of dollars from them."
"Jesus, I thought the idea couldn't miss," O'Fallon said in a subdued voice. "It turns out that most of the gents who want to go on the expedition don't have any money. That's why they're so hot to go to Louisiana. Them that's got money ain't parted with a whole hell of a lot of it, at least not so far."
"Fine then, enough about that," Clark said. "Citizen Genet was right. If we're cash-poor, we've just got to find another way."
"Like what?" Michaux asked.
Clark stood up and leaned over the map, the heels of his hands pressed into the tabletop. He reminded Michaux of an eagle circling a field of freshly fallen snow, looking for that one speck of movement that would reveal the location of a foolish vole. But what could Clark possibly learn from a map that he had doubtless studied a hundred times already?
"Right there." The general tapped a hard finger down, once. "My brother Billy—he's the one who's stationed at Fort Washington—procured a good map and solid information for us about the Spanish fortifications along the river. Spanish gunboats are patrolling the Mississippi at least as far north as New Madrid, maybe even to the mouth of the Ohio."
He grinned at Michaux. "I had myself a little fort there, once upon a time in the Revolution. Called it Fort Jefferson. The Chickasaws burned us out. The point is, I know the area well. Interesting plants, geology, Indian mounds. River's iced up right now, but what do you say you and I get up a little natural history trip out that way during the January thaw?"
"Of course, but—"
"Meantime, Jim, you get your Irish ass up to Fort Washington. Wait 'til the holidays are over; I don't want Fanny cryin' her eyes out because you ain't home to see the boys open their presents. Talk to Billy. Talk to Wilkinson. Shake loose those supplies he's been promising. Now's the time for the good general to shit or come out of the privy."
"Spankin' good idea, Georgie! Maybe Jamie could come up with some money, too," O'Fallon mused. "Lord knows he gets it from somewhere. I'd give my eyeteeth for that man's business sense. But what about you and the professor here?"
George gave Michaux a hearty slap on the back. "Simple, Jim. The Spanish have more guns and supplies than they'll ever need, and we've got none. That don't seem fair. Soon as the ice clears up a bit, Citizen Michaux and I'll slip down there, do a little botanizing, and just maybe sharpen up the odds in our own favor."
O'Fallon's eyes widened and his face split in a broad grin. "Steal the guns? George, you dog!"
"Steal is such an ugly word," Michaux cried, grabbing his head and doing a little dance, dizzy with the sheer absurdity that his life had become. "We French call it libération! "
***
"I never knew a man who liked to work in the kitchen before," Mrs. Clark whispered.
"Momma! Shhhh," Fanny replied. "Citizen Michaux is working on his book. It's really important. Georgie says it's a botanical geography of the whole North American continent."
Michaux lifted his head at the sound of his own name and gave the two women a weary smile. He had moved his papers and specimens into the kitchen building two days after Christmas and set up his work at the servants' table. As he had explained to an incredulous Old Rose, the kitchen was warm, smelled good, and had a bottomless supply of coffee. Moreover, even with the constant banging of pans and boiling of pots, it was the quietest room at Mulberry Hill.
"Suh, that ain't sayin' much," Old Rose had said. "'Sides, it just bad right now 'cause o' Christmas—tide. Everybody be visitin'. What's a-matter, don' you like young 'uns?"
"Love 'em," Michaux explained, spreading out the books and journals he'd bought in Philadelphia, a stack of specimens, writing paper, and a handful of sharpened quills. "It's the old 'uns I can't stand."
Now, Fanny said: "Citizen Michaux, I hope you don't mind if Momma and I come in and make cookies."
"Not at all," Michaux said. "You don't need my permission. You are the ones who are indulging me. I fear I'm always underfoot."
They assured him that he wasn't. Mrs. Clark began to mix up sugar, flour, and oats, while Fanny cut up tiny pieces of butter and began working them in to make the dough. Michaux let his gaze rest on the women for a minute. Fanny was tall, black-haired, and pale, while her mother was shorter, with graying red hair and a freckled complexion. Still, in the gentle way they spoke to each other and the easy way they worked together, it was easy to see that Fanny took after Mrs. Clark in all the ways that counted.
He could feel Fanny's eyes on him and braced himself for more questions. During Christmas-tide, Fanny had existed only as a shadow of her boisterous husband. Unlike the night he'd had dinner with the O'Fallons in Lexington, she seldom spoke or gave her opinion about anything. Instead, she usually let O'Fallon, the general, or her parents put words in her mouth. It galled Michaux to watch as each evening she sat down next to her parents and her brother, held her children in her lap, and obediently swallowed down O'Fallon's latest medicinal concoctions.
Whenever O'Fallon was around, her smile was brittle; her eyes wandered restlessly about the room but shied away from Michaux's gaze. And who could blame her? If he exchanged more than the barest grunt of politeness with the girl, her husband charged over and supervised the conversation as if he thought the Frenchman might seduce his wife at any moment.
But after Twelfth Night, everything changed. The doctor left for Fort Washington, Dieu merci. Without his co-conspirator, the general became restless and disappeared for days at a time, "across the river" as John Clark vaguely put it. But the biggest change came in Fanny. Within a day or so of O'Fallon's departure, she was back to the lovely young lady he had glimpsed that night in Lexington: warm, friendly, and curious as a child.
Stamping out the cookies now, she asked, "Citizen Michaux, what are you writing about today?"
"Dilepyrum," Michaux said. "Rice grass. Believe it or not, it's a very interesting plant. The seedpods are woven together like the most delicate lace work, and it's edible, too. The Indians make it into a kind of bread."
"So do you just love all plants?"
"Oui, ma cherie," he smiled. "Even the ugly ones and the stinky ones."
She laughed, giving him an unaccustomed flush of pleasure. Though she was skinny to the point of being bony, Michaux couldn't help but notice that even when doing the most ordinary things, Fanny moved more gracefully than any woman he had ever seen. He didn't have any interest in her himself, of course, no matter what her husband thought. Those days were behind him for good. But she was about the same age as François. When his son came back, he could introduce them...if not for the small obstacle of Dr. O'Fallon.
"Is Christmas different in France than it is in Kentucky?" Fanny wanted to know.
"Fanny, don't pester the man," Mrs. Clark said. "He's here to write and help George with the military invasion, not to entertain us."
"Pas de problème." Michaux got stiffly up from his chair and went over to the fire to refresh his coffee. "To tell the truth, winter is the worst time of year for me. I would rather be out doing fieldwork and going on new voyages than cooped up inside writing. As for Noël, Fanny, it's not so very different at all. Like you, we make wonderful food and visit family. The bells are rung, and the little churches are filled with excitement. We light up a crèche—that's a little scene showing Mary and Joseph and the Christ child—and sing carols."
"What's your favorite carol?"
"Ça alors, I don't know! I haven't thought about it in twenty years." Michaux parked himself against the sturdy worktable and warmed his hands around the heavy stoneware mug. "You see, ma petite, my wife died giving birth to my son. I never gave much mind to Christmas after that. My brother and his wife took care of François until he was old enough to join me in America."
"Mr. Michaux, I'm terribly sorry," Mrs. Clark said. "Forgive us for bringing up an unpleasant topic."
"Pas du tout. It was a long time ago," Michaux said. "And I have had plenty of time with François since then. He has accompanied me along the coast of Carolina and Georgia, through the mountains into the Cherokee nation, Florida, the Bahamas. It's really been quite an adventure for the boy, and for me too. He's back in France, now, with his relatives."
"Why didn't you ever remarry?" Fanny asked quietly.
"Fanny!" Mrs. Clark scolded. "What's gotten into you? That's personal."
Michaux crossed his arms and looked down at the dried specimens scattered across his worktable. "Little one, that's what François always wants to know. I will tell you what I told him. Cecile was good to me. We had one year only. One year of perfect passion. When she died, I knew no other woman could ever replace her. So what could I do? I save my romance for the flowers."
He seated himself back behind the table and forced himself to get busy. Discussing his own ancient history with kind women in a kitchen that smelled like baking cookies held a lot more appeal than rice grass, no matter what he had told Fanny. When he looked up again, Mrs. Clark was watching the cookies carefully, with a sad, troubled expression on her face. Fanny was nowhere to be seen.
"Ah, where is my nosy little friend?" Michaux asked.
"She left. Just burst into tears. She seems to be doing that a lot lately." Mrs. Clark shook her head and knuckled away a tear of her own. "Oh, Mr. Michaux, my children have so many troubles. Fanny's just not happy with Jim. Anyone can see it, but she won't talk to me. I don't know what to do, or how to fix it."
Michaux stood up. "Being a parent is so hard. There is really so very little one can do. Raise them to be intelligent and independent, and hope for the best."
"I suppose," Mrs. Clark sighed. "Time was, I could come to the rescue for most any problem my babies had. Now, I don't even know where to start."
Michaux clucked his tongue sympathetically. Leaving Mrs. Clark to her own thoughts, he left the kitchen and returned to the main house. He saw Fanny curled up in a chair in the parlor next to the roaring fireplace with her fist pressed to her mouth, crying.
Michaux's stomach knotted. It pained him to see the girl grieve so, and in the most private part of his heart, he had to admit Fanny O'Fallon touched him—and tantalized him—in a way that he'd thought he'd put away for good.
He turned away and mounted the stairs to his room. Like most men, when he was younger he had been fascinated by women. When he had met Cecile, he was still a young Versailles farmer, gaining his reputation with the royal court as a man who could grow exotic plants. Like Fanny, his wife was tall, an incandescent beauty with the personality of a wise child. He had loved her with an unruly passion that he thought would last forever. Her death shattered him; everything in Versailles was a wrenching reminder of what he'd lost.
Strangely, Cecile's death had been the making of him. If she had lived, he would never have thrown himself into his work, never have gone to Paris to study at the Jardin du Roi, never have become a naturalist, never have been commissioned the king's explorer and collector. He wondered sometimes what Cecile would think of the solitary way he'd lived his life, accepting only the briefest encounters with generous native women or friendly tavern wenches, relieved when the last physical need ebbed away for good. Or so he'd thought.
He went into his room and rummaged in his bag. When he was walking in Philadelphia with Citizen Genet a few weeks earlier, he'd impulsively bought a cheap gewgaw from a street vendor. It was a ribboned cockade made in the tri-colors of the French flag. Citizen Genet had enthused that every other man in Philadelphia had worn one on his hat during the street demonstrations in the summer. "Michaux, on my mother's eyes—only the yellow fever saved that idiot Washington from being overthrown, and our Mr. Jefferson installed as president!"
In his mind, he'd had the hazy idea of giving the cockade to Mrs. O'Fallon. There was the loathsome matter of the jealous husband, of course. But surely even O'Fallon couldn't object to a little ornament that supported the grand cause for which they were all fighting.
Now he found the cockade, slipped it into his pocket, and hurried back down the stairs. Fanny was staring at the fire, sniffling. She looked up and tried to smile.
"I got a cinder in my eye. I'm all right now." Her voice was tiny, anguished.
"Your mother's worried." He hunkered down next to her chair. "I have something for you." He placed the cockade on her skirt.
Fanny's eyes widened. "What's that? It's darling."
"A rosette from Philadelphia. You wear it on your cap to show your support for France, and the revolution." He shrugged. "I saw it, and I thought you might like it. After all, if I'm bringing money and news back for the general and the doctor, surely you should have something too."
Fanny picked it up and turned it over with her long fingers. Then she raised her eyes. "So you got it especially for me?"
"De rien, it cost only a couple of pennies. A modest souvenir. You can put it next to your arrowheads and Indian relics. Or wear it on your hat."
She met his eyes for two heartbeats. His heart opened to hers like a flower; her eyes were the most achingly vulnerable shade of blue. But just as quickly, a veil dropped between them, and she thrust the cockade back into his hand.
"No, thank you. I couldn't." She unfolded herself from the chair and rose swiftly to her feet. For a moment she turned about, like a panicked animal, not sure which way to run. He gaped up at her in infinite dismay.
"Mrs. O'Fallon, if I have given offense—"
"Don't be silly!" she blurted. Then she took a deep breath and composed her face into a pale mask. "Sorry, but no, thank you. Excuse me, Citizen. I need to go see to my children."
She literally ran from the room. He could hear her feet pounding up the stairs.
He threw himself into the chair she had just vacated. It was still radiant with the warmth of her body. Silly, she'd called him. She was right. He noticed the cockade still clutched in his sweaty palm. The rough handling had started the ribbons to unraveling, like the fatuous dreams of a silly old man.
Chapter 19
Lewis
The morning after the Christmas feast, Lewis came awake slowly, sprawled on his bunk, dazed and regretful. In honor of the day, all fatigue duties had been cancelled. The men had held a massive feast and dance, and the officers had been treated to an enormous banquet of their own by General Wayne. The stories, songs, and dances had flowed as freely as the wine.
Clark took one sip of toad tea and disappeared to the sinks, while Lewis tried to ease his aching head with a concoction of mint and molasses and prevailed on Sergeant Donaldson to lead the Chosen Rifles—those who were conscious, at least—through a half-hearted round of target shooting. After this slow and soggy start, Clark set off for the quartermaster's to try to draw some socks for the men, and Lewis decided to take advantage of the lull to slip over to the Officers' Club, hoping to find a hair of the dog that had bitten him the night before.
The snow had turned to a wet, thick fog, blanketing the fort with a raw winter chill that seeped through his surtout and made his teeth chatter the moment he stepped outside. He found the Officers' Club deserted save for General Wilkinson, lining up a shot, a bit puffy around the eyes but still ready to menace anyone who came near the billiard table. "Bad tidings, my young friend," Wilkinson sang out. "Alas, I checked the stores. All the liquor was drunk last night, every drop. And most of it by General Wayne."
"Blast," Lewis said weakly. "Guess I'll have to go wangle some coffee out of Betsey, then."
"You'll find her wrapped in the arms of Captain Guion." Wilkinson chuckled. "Did you ever dream the army to be such a perfect den of iniquity?"
"No, sir." Lewis headed for the door. He was about to dodge outside when he felt a hand clamp down on his shoulder. He turned to find the general looking at him with small, alert eyes.
"What perfect timing you're here, ensign," Wilkinson said, arranging his face into a broad smile. "I'm feeling in need of some fresh air. How about that game of fives you promised me?"
"Uh, today, sir? I admit to being a little indisposed..."
"Oh, come now, ensign." Wilkinson chuckled. "Don't tell me a young buck like you is afraid of an old man like me."
Lewis swallowed. From afar, General Wilkinson seemed like your garden-variety pompous ass. Up close, there was a whiff of danger about him. He was the kind of man who made you want to check your wallet.
"The alley's out back," Wilkinson said. "And just to make it interesting—if you win, I'll treat you to a bottle of claret, in my private quarters. What do you say? Sound good?"
"Oh yes, of course," Lewis said. The claret notwithstanding, he could hardly think of anything he'd rather do less. But how could he refuse a general?
He followed Wilkinson out to the fives court behind the Officers' Club. Log walls ten feet high loomed on three sides of the small enclosure. Somewhere, someone had salvaged some flat stones to make a paved playing surface. Wilkinson took off his coat and picked up a leather ball. "General Wayne is insistent that we all keep fit," he mused. "Though as usual, dear Old Mars hardly practices what he preaches. Did you see him last night, ensign? He drank so much beer he passed out like a perfect tosspot. Revolting."
Wilkinson pointed out a shallow brick ledge that ran around the midpoint of the interior walls. "I've no doubt you've played fives before, but let me refresh your memory. If the ball hits above the ledge, you're in. Below the ledge, you're out. Every time you're out, you lose a point." He pointed to a crudely-drawn chalk line on the brick floor of the enclosure. "If the ball lands between that line and the front wall, you're in—behind it, you're out. First to get twelve points wins the game. I'll serve."
"All right, sir! Let's have at it." Lewis slipped off his coat and leaned forward, finding a comfortable balance on the balls of his feet. The cold, damp air felt suddenly bracing through his linen shirt. It looked easy. A little competition would do him good. Maybe even take the edge off his hangover—
His belly jiggling, Wilkinson slammed the ball into the left forward corner, where it ricocheted off the walls and bounced low in the front court. Lewis lunged forward, whacked it with his left hand, and watched in dismay as it bounced off the bottom of the ledge.
"Point for me," Wilkinson said. Before Lewis could react, he snatched the ball up and whacked it again. This time it had a better bounce. Lewis slammed it off the left-hand wall and forced Wilkinson to dodge to the right to keep it in play. The general was quicker than he looked, and he lobbed it back with a flourish. Lewis managed to volley several times before he put too much arm into it and sent the ball sailing over the wall.
"That's two for Wilkinson." Wilkinson retreated to the back of the court while Lewis hurried to get the ball. "You've got some fight in you, Lewis. Some intelligence, a little spark. I like that. It's all too rare in Wayne's army."
Lewis rolled his eyes behind the general's back. Why does he always have to be so insulting towards Wayne? He pasted on a grin, retrieved the ball, and tossed it back to the general. Wilkinson waited for Lewis to get into position, then served the ball low into the right front corner, just above the ledge. "General Wayne is all about appearances, Lewis. He loves the pomp and circumstance of his position. Color-coded insignia for all the sublegions, feathers for the hats, all that foofaraw." He jostled Lewis as he lunged to return a volley. "Don't mistake it for regard for men like you."
Lewis almost laughed; if you wanted to talk about frills, Wilkinson was the best turned-out man at the fort. "Oh, I don't know sir. General Wayne's a hardass, to be sure, but I wouldn't expect anything less in the army." He bounced the ball in a crazy arc just above the ledge. "He's got a fearsome reputation. The man was at Valley Forge, for Christ's sake—"
"So was I, what of it? Damn." Wilkinson cursed as the ball bounced once and fell dead behind the chalk line. "That's a point for you, Lewis. I'll cut you a bit of slack for being young, but just between us, Wayne's a blockhead. A bibbering, blind tool of the Washington administration. And that bodes ill for your man Jefferson."
"Doesn't the general just follow orders?" Lewis asked. "He can't go against the president, no matter who it is. Even if Mr. Jefferson were in power—"
"Oh, you poor, silly boy." Wilkinson rose on his toes and slammed the ball. "Wayne's a complete incompetent, and an unalterable Fed. If Jefferson were elected, he'd be a thorn in Jefferson's side from the first day forward. Damn it, another lucky bounce—that's two for you."
"Sir, I'm not any man's toady, and I don't like General Wayne's politics." Lewis's breath plumed in the cold air. "I'm just saying that as far as I'm concerned, Wayne's entitled to my respect. He won at Fallen Timbers, and brought peace to the frontier. And that's good enough for me."
"I hate to burst your bubble, ensign, but it's a phony peace. The people out here are no better off than before. And young men like you who dream of going even further west—well, you'll have to wait a lifetime, if Wayne has anything to say about it." Wilkinson launched a blistering serve that proved impossible to return and sent Lewis skidding into the wall. "Three for me."
Lewis scooped the ball up and returned it to Wilkinson, rubbing a bruised shoulder. He wondered when it would be his turn to serve. "Sir, I disagree. I think the people are infinitely better off since Wayne whipped the Indians. Not as well off as they'd be if Jefferson were president, but still more so than before Fallen Timbers. And at least General Wayne has the ear of the government in Philadelphia—"
"Oh, is that so? Wake up, the pinheads in Philadelphia don't give a tinker's curse about the settlers on the frontier or the soldiers in this fort. But I do. And make no mistake, ensign—help Wayne, and you're cutting your own throat."
Lewis felt a sudden chill creep into his chest. What did Wilkinson mean? Did he know Wayne had asked for his help? Did he know he was spying on Clark?
He dove after Wilkinson's next serve and got a miraculous lucky bounce. Wilkinson raced forward but couldn't get to it. As the dead ball rolled at his feet, Lewis picked it up and held it for a moment, turning the ball in his hands. He pushed his damp bangs out of his eyes and looked at Wilkinson. "That's three all, sir."
Wilkinson stepped forward and took the ball. "Give it here, Lewis. I don't want you to mistake my meaning." With visible fury, he turned and sent the ball slamming into the wall. Startled, Lewis lunged for the ball but collided with Wilkinson's flying elbow instead. He tripped and crashed onto his hands and knees, face-first into the wall. His head rang and he tasted grit and blood.
"Lewis, let me tell you something for your own good," Wilkinson jerked him around and stood over him, his hands digging into Lewis's skin beneath his thin shirt. "Anthony Wayne has been a thorn in my side for twenty years, going back to the Revolution. Wayne has had his time here. Soon it will be a new era at Fort Washington. Jefferson's time. My time."
Lewis gaped up at him, warm blood trickling down his lip. "What? You and Jefferson? Sir, I don't know what the hell you're talking about—"
Wilkinson gave a little chuckle of pity—or was it contempt?— then leaned down and tapped him on the forehead. "Use your head, Ensign Lewis. You're a Shakespeare buff, I understand. Wasn't it in Coriolanus, where the bard said, 'Nature teaches beasts to know their friends?'"
Lewis swallowed, remembering the next line in the play. Without thinking, he whispered aloud: "Pray you, who does the wolf love?"
"Precisely, ensign." Wilkinson let out a mirthful titter. "The lamb."
Lewis sat there bleeding, his back pressed against the bricks. His shoulder throbbed as he brushed the dirt off his shirt and licked his bleeding lip. Harrison had been right. What the hell had he gotten himself into?
Still chuckling, Wilkinson shrugged into his coat, straightened his vest, and looked down at him coldly. Then he flipped the ball into Lewis's lap and walked away, leaving him alone in the fives alley. The cold wind picked up, turning his sweat to an icy chill. Lewis supposed the game was over.
Or had it just begun?
***
When Clark got back from the quartermaster's, he found Lewis lying on his bunk, staring at the wall. At first he assumed that the ensign's hangover had caught up with him. Then he noticed Lewis holding a muslin-wrapped chunk of ice against a swollen, bloody lip.
"What happened to you?" Clark demanded. "Let me guess. Either you got on the wrong side of Dr. Allison, or somebody made a crack about Mr. J."
"No, sir. It's nothing, sir. Everything's capital, sir." Lewis didn't turn over, just kept staring at the wall. "It's nothing you'll hear about later, sir."
"Well, that's encouraging, but I still want to know what happened." Clark stood over him, hands on his hips. "I'll swan, Lewis, you can get in more trouble quicker'n anybody I ever saw. So who clobbered you?"
"No one, sir. I just made a clumsy mistake. One I won't soon repeat."
Clark frowned. "D'ja get fresh with Betsey?"
Lewis winced and adjusted his ice pack. "No. She was otherwise occupied, anyway. Really, sir. I'd prefer not to talk about it."
"Well, lordy." Clark sighed. "Would you feel better if you had somethin' to eat? They're dishin' up leftovers at the officer's mess—"
"No. You can have my dinner rations, Clark. I'm not hungry."
"Now I know you're feelin' bad." Clark made to feel Lewis's forehead, but Lewis stiffened and knocked his hand away. "All right, all right. But I'll bring you back somethin' for dinner. As you're always reminding me, a man can't go for long without grub."
The officers' mess was a dreary collection of baggy-eyed, bleary men, save for Harrison, who had abstained from drink as usual and was lording it over everybody else. Clark stayed long enough to gulp down some beef tea and grab a piece of hardtack and a bit of boiled mutton for Lewis. The bread was notably free of weevils. He smiled, wondering if Lewis's petition might have actually had some effect.
The snow had finally stopped, but with no sun visible, the day was bone-chilling and lonely. He thought about walking down by the river, to look at the ice and imagine the powerful current churning just beneath. Current that would carry him home to Louisville, where Momma and Daddy were no doubt polishing off the Christmas leftovers. Current that would take him to New Orleans, in the van of George's army. Or take him someplace new, maybe. Someplace nobody'd ever been before.
But the snow was too deep for walking, and he was still a bit hung over himself. Besides, he didn't want Lewis to go hungry.
He found their hut empty. The fire had long since gone out, and there was no firewood. Slapping his hands against his shoulders to keep warm, Clark plodded out to the kindling pile. It turned out he had company. Ensign Lewis, a burlap sack in hand, was scrambling and slipping on the ice near the woodpile, his eyes fixed on something on the ground.
"Get back here, you little devil!" Lewis dove to clap his hands together around some object perceptible only to himself, then pushed it into the bag. Noticing him, he panted, "Hi, Clark. I've had the most incredible luck."
Clark shook his head. "Let me guess. You're hung over, beat up, and crazy. Help me get some wood and come in before you freeze to death."
"No, that's not it." Lewis dove again, grabbing at a small jumping insect bounding across the snow. "They're crickets, sir. Private McGaffrey found them in hiding in the straw during the men's barn dance. Living proof of the warming properties of manure."
"Crickets? At Christmas?"
"A small miracle. 'Crickets sing at the oven's mouth, e'er the blither for their drouth.' Shakespeare said that. Or Chaucer. Or my Aunt Mildred. Somebody. Anyway, naturally I went right away to round them up, but blast my eyes, I dropped the bag on my way home. Could you lend a hand? There's one by your left foot."
"My faith is restored, Lewis, but what the hell do we want with crickets?"
"They're for the toads. Hurry, Clark, they won't last long in this weather."
Clark snatched up the cricket and deposited it in Lewis's bag. "So let me get this straight. You're gonna feed the crickets to the toads, and the toads to me. And that way, everybody's happy?"
"Certainly, sir. The toads, and you, will be less flatulent on a full stomach. I'm sure you can see the advantages for our entire abode."
"Lewis, you're enough to make a cat laugh." Clark helped him round up the rest of the crickets and they returned back to the hut, where Clark threw some cold dead logs on the fire, found the tinderbox, and struck the flint. "You want some dinner? I got you a biscuit and some mutton."
"Sounds grand, sir." Lewis looked inside his shirt at the sack of crickets. In response to Clark's look, he explained, "I'm warming 'em up for the toads."
Clark smiled and squatted by the fire, feeding and poking the logs until the flames finally caught. He impaled the hunk of mutton on a stick and held it over the fire, listening to the chirping of crickets, a strange summer sound on a cruelly cold afternoon. He glanced at Lewis; the ensign's lip was still raw and bruised. "So Lewis," he said, after a pause filled only by cricket sounds, "You want to tell me what happened this morning?"
Lewis sat for a minute, looking at the rough army blanket stretched across his bunk. "General Wilkinson put me in my place, sir."
"Wilkinson did that?" Clark felt surprised; outside of battle, he'd never known Wilkinson to have a physical confrontation with anybody. "Why, Lewis? What'd you do?"
"Nothing, sir. I just took issue with something he said. That was all."
"Aw, Lewis, when are you gonna learn not to piss off the brass?" Clark turned the mutton a quarter turn and stared back at the fire. It was easier to blame Lewis for whatever had gone wrong, but he felt a tight, cold knot form in his gut. He and Wilkinson were playing a treacherous game. To promote George's plan, he'd already lied, stolen, conspired against his own country. If Wilkinson had dragged Lewis into the middle of it, somehow—
He turned around suddenly. "Lewis, you know how people around here talk. Do you think Wilkinson's up to something?" He hated the way his voice came out, higher than usual, desperate and afraid. A final question stuttered on his tongue. And did he say anything about me?
"Of course he's up to something," Lewis replied. "But frankly, sir, I wouldn't believe a word most of these sonsofbitches said about anything, not unless I saw it with my own eyes. And if I did see something, I certainly wouldn't wag my tongue about it."
Clark swallowed. "By my lights, Lewis, that makes you a pretty rare bird."
They sat for a few minutes in silence. When the mutton was done, Clark handed it over and made sure the ensign ate it. He knew he owed Lewis some kind of explanation of why he associated with James Wilkinson. He wanted to tell him everything, to pour out all his anxieties and fears and doubts, to explain that he was doing it for George—and for himself—
Instead, he ordered Lewis to rest and got busy at his desk. As he spread his papers before him, he rested his head on his hand and tried to think. He prayed he hadn't been too reckless. Time was running out. Certainly, Lewis suspected he was planning something big, and others probably did as well. Harrison? Maybe. Wayne? He didn't think so. Not yet, anyway. With any luck, he still had time to do what he needed to do for George.
He felt his eyelids grow heavy. The soft, pulsing trill of the crickets was lulling him to sleep. The toads rustled in their bucket. He turned around and through sleepy eyes saw Lewis leaning over the bucket, dropping the crickets inside. One by one, they stopped singing.
Chapter 20
Clark
At first Clark thought they were patches of partly melted ice, the white clumps that lay scattered in the streambed in the deep woods outside Fort Recovery. It was only when he struck one of the patches with his shovel and felt a jarring impact that he realized the patch was not ice but bone.
He looked down into the gaping eyes of a human skull, its forehead neatly cleft where it had been stove in by a tomahawk. Nearby he could see part of a rib cage sticking out of the dirt, dotted with tattered remnants of blue wool. All along the streambed, skulls, arm and leg bones lay clean and white, washed out of their hasty graves by heavy winter rains. Dappled sunlight glinted off the few tarnished brass buttons that the Miamis had overlooked.
"Poor devils." General Wilkinson shook his head and plucked at his lower lip, picking his way among the bones. "You should have been here right after St. Clair's defeat, Clark. After Little Turtle whipped him, St. Clair fled like a craven. Left almost a thousand men dead or dying on the field. My first glimpse of the place was just a few weeks later."
"Lord, sir, I can't imagine it." Clark put his shovel over his shoulder and wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, feeling hot and queasy in his thick bearskin coat. "All these men, slaughtered...it's criminal."
"Nothing compared with what it was in '91. Vultures thick as thieves, and the smell...horrible. We buried them none too well, as you can see, but we didn't have the luxury. The Miamis could have set upon us any second." Wilkinson carefully rolled a skull out of the way with the toe of his boot. "Hard to believe it was just a few years ago. It seems a lifetime."
Clark swallowed, trying to calm his roiling stomach. The grisly scene brought back vivid memories, not only of the battle at Fallen Timbers, but of the first time he'd ever killed. He was sixteen, a green volunteer with Logan's militia. They had been sent to burn out a Shawnee settlement, and after torching several huts, he and some other young recruits had flushed out an addle-brained old Shawnee man, too sick and decrepit to flee with the rest of his band when the long knives came.
They'd surrounded the Shawnee, laughed at his death song, then taken turns discharging their weapons until the old man's body looked like a sieve. Clark had been unable to bring himself to take the man's scalp, and had left it to one of the other boys.
He'd come away with an awful, guilty feeling that threatened to mushroom into panic if he thought about the old man too much. He'd buried the feeling inside until he caught up with George at the Kentucky militia's winter camp on the Wabash later that year.
The first thing he did when he saw George was blurt out what had happened. He didn't know how he expected George to react, and he had halfway been dreading his brother's congratulations. Instead, George had looked stricken and reached out his arms. Ignoring his shameful tears, George had gripped him tight around the chest and refused to let him go.
All of these skulls were once boys with mommas at home. He cleared his throat and said, "Sir, don't you think we ought to round up some of the men in the fort and put these fellas back in the ground?"
"Lieutenant, you've forgotten yourself." Wilkinson looked at him with narrowed eyes. "We've ridden one hundred and twenty miles from Fort Washington to this godforsaken place under the creative pretext of delivering two hundred and fifty pairs of shoes. Do you recall the real purpose?"
"Yes, sir. Of course." Clark averted his eyes from the skull lying on the ground between them. "It just seems like it'd be the decent thing, is all—"
"Lieutenant, let me give you some advice. If you want to succeed in the army, you need to cultivate a little barbarity." Wilkinson pointed through the woods to the red-painted palisades of Fort Recovery. "Do you think the men in there give a damn about the unfortunate wretches lying out here? Obviously not. They're beasts, Clark. Most of them can't even read."
Clark nodded, feeling his face flush. "Sorry, general."
"No matter." Wilkinson continued to scan the terrain, then gave a little cry of triumph. "Ah, here it is! Our treasure! When Wayne arrived here and built the fort, I directed the men in recovering all the cannons we had lost in St. Clair's defeat. And bless us, we did recover them. All save one." He winked at Clark. "Plan ahead, my boy. Always plan ahead."
He strode up on a small rise and tapped the ground with his copper-headed ebony cane, indicating for Clark to dig. After only a few shovelfuls of earth, Clark heard the distinct clang of metal on metal.
"Let's get her uncovered," Wilkinson said, "then bring the wagon around."
They dug in intense silence. The only sounds were the scrape of their shovels and the tweeting of birds in the surrounding trees. As the black cast-iron barrel of the gun emerged from the surrounding soil, Wilkinson got down on his hands and knees and clawed the dirt with his bare hands.
"It's a four-pound smoothbore," he panted, as Clark joined him in scraping dirt away from the gun's dark bulk. "A light gun, relatively easy to transport. It fires grape, case or solid shot—all available from Fort Washington's powder magazine, and all squirreled away for your friend O'Fallon to pick up next time he visits the fort."
"George'll be thrilled, sir! These supplies could ensure the success of the whole operation." Clark heard the tremor of excitment in his own voice, but his insides were squirming. What Wilkinson called squirreled away was what a court-martial would call stolen. He told himself it was going to be all right. After all, George had used all kinds of tricks and subterfuge to win his famous victories during the Revolution. How was this really any different?
"We'll have to be careful getting her into Fort Recovery," Wilkinson said. "Prying eyes are everywhere, Lieutenant. As far as conveying her to your brother, I know just the way. Tonight, we'll find an empty barrel of flour at the supply depot, ease her in there, and fill it up. In the morning, the blockheads will load it in the wagon with the rest of the provisions we're hauling back to Fort Washington. If it seems a little heavier than usual, who's the wiser?"
The gun was now fully uncovered; its dull black finish reminded Clark of a shrouded body in a grave. He had a sudden vision of the fort's bakers discovering something a bit more sinister in the bread dough than weevils. "Remember, sir, thanks to Lewis, all the flour coming into the fort these days is inspected."
Wilkinson chuckled. "I'm one step ahead of you, Clark. We'll dump in a healthy portion of weevils when we're packing, and pray that the little devils breed! The inspector will mark it as having too many weevils, and leave it on the landing in Cincinnati. The perfect spot for Doctor O'Fallon to pick it up."
"Lord, general, that seems risky," Clark said. "What if the weevils ain't in the mood and the inspector finds the gun?"
"Who knows? We'll blame one of those simpletons." Wilkinson gestured toward the fort. "Courage, Clark! Victory is only weeks away! How do you think Governor Gayoso will like having that pointed down his throat?"
Clark laughed. He tried to feel the general's confidence, but out of the corner of his eye, he could still see the washed-out pile of skulls, grinning in the riverbed. He could swear he saw one of them wink.
***
Fort Washington, Northwest Territory
Beever Creek 30th July 94. We proceeded with the usial Velocity Through Thickets almost impervious, thro Marassies, defiles & beads of Netles more than waist high & miles in length & on the left flank crossed the water course on Which F. Recovery Stands, more than one Dozen times, — but not without Great labor both to men & horses, in plinging through the Muddy bed of Said Creek; notwithstanding all those dificuelties we arrived here early in the Evening and found the Creek, inpassable for wagons, therefore encamped after a March of aboat 12 miles.
Lewis put down the papers and yawned. To try to wake himself up, he slapped his own face vigorously until his eyes watered in the dim candlelight. Ever since Clark had left on the supply trip to Fort Recovery, he had been going over every paper, every letter, every orderly book in their shared hut. General Wayne was certain he would find some evidence of a conspiracy.
What he'd learned so far was hardly any revelation—Clark was an atrocious speller and liked to complain a lot. It was true Clark's journals were full of snide references to Wayne as "His Excellency." But in private moments, most of the officers had referred to the commanding general with much worse epithets. It was hardly the smoking gun that Wayne and Harrison were looking for.
So far, the most interesting tidbit was about a mishap that no doubt Wayne remembered:
3rd August 94. This day fortune in one of her unacountable pranks, (I say unacountable for one will pretend to know why She Should at this juncture, at this critical moment, by an illtimed, prank perturb the minds of Hundreds & create for a moment in theire Breasts such unthought of Sensations & open So large a field for Speculation) had nearly deprived the Legion of its Leader—the downfall of Some would have been equale to the tumble of our Chief occassion'd by the fall of a large Beech Tree which fell about his Marquee, had fortune directed its course a few feet more to the right or left—but (Fav'd Fort'n) His Excellen'cy was more Sceared then hurt.
Ironically, on the eve of the battle at Fallen Timbers, General Wayne had almost been crushed by a falling timber. Lewis twirled a quill in his fingers and yawned again, wondering idly if General Wilkinson had been seen in the vicinity with a bow saw.
He took a break from his labors to toss a few crickets to the toads. This was terrible work—not only because it was crashingly boring, but because it was so devious, so disagreeable, so unworthy of a man of honor. Clark had been fair to him when no one else had given him a chance on earth of succeeding in the army. Principled men didn't rifle through one another's papers.
He looked at the remaining stack and groaned, wishing he could tell Wayne and Harrison to go to the devil. Get somebody else to do your dirty work—
Just then, a clamoring at the door delivered him from his task. He pulled open the door and gazed out at the red, embarrassed face of Sergeant Donaldson, with the enormous bulk of Dr. James O'Fallon looming behind.
"Sar, I tried to tell 'im, the lieutenant isn't here—"
As if Donaldson hadn't spoken, O'Fallon announced, "I've come to see my wee baby brother-in-law, if you please." With that, he bulled his way into the hut and began to look around. In his bright red tie and yellow checked vest, he looked like a pleasure boat under full sail.
"Sir, Sergeant Donaldson is correct." Lewis glanced at Donaldson. The manful little sergeant stood at his back, glaring at O'Fallon with a deep frown. "Lieutenant Clark is not here. He's on a supply mission to Fort Recovery."
"A supply mission is it? A bloody supply mission? Well, that's fine and dandy. Good to know Anthony's keepin' a smart lieutenant on top of his ruddy supplies." O'Fallon stooped over the side of Lewis's bunk and peered at the bucket of toads, his florid face darkening. "Ye gods. What kind of witchcraft are you playin' at there, bucko?"
"Nothing so sophisticated as your preferred methods of comets and skunk oil, sir." As O'Fallon reached his fat hand down into the bucket and came up grasping a toad, Lewis felt a tinge of panic. "They're for a tonic. For Lieutenant Clark's nerves."
"Nerves! Billy's got nerves? Wait'll I get my hands on that red-headed rascal." Lewis cringed; the toad's feet were windmilling frantically as it struggled in the doctor's meaty fist. "Givin' me nerves is what he's doin'. Standin' me up when he knew I was comin' on important business."
"Uh, if you don't mind, for highest medicinal quality, toads are best left in a damp and resting state," Lewis said. "As for Lieutenant Clark's absence, he didn't have a choice, sir. He was picked for the job by General Wilkinson."
O'Fallon's whole demeanor changed. A wide grin caused his blubbery lips to spread from ear to ear. He tossed the toad back in the bucket and clapped a massive hand on Lewis's shoulder. "Begob, why didn't you say so, laddie? If Jamie ordered it, then it must be a very important supply mission indeed."
Lewis had to fight to stay upright under the weight of the man's arm. He stepped back to give O'Fallon a clear path to the door. "Begging your pardon, doctor, but due to the lateness of the hour, and lacking the presence of Lieutenant Clark, I'm guessing our business is at an end. I invite you to go to your quarters now, sir, wherever they may be."
O'Fallon's face grew stormy again. "Fine, laddie. But I'll be comin' back to visit Billy the second he gets back from his supply mission, just the same." He clomped to the door, then wheeled on Lewis, his bulk so menacing that Lewis retreated a step into the room. "Before I go, answer me this—just who the hell might you be, ye little gobshite? You're awfully high and mighty t'be orderin' folks about."
"Watch your remarks, doctor, lest I take umbrage," Lewis said. "For the record, my name is Meriwether Lewis, Ensign, Fourth Sublegion."
"Grand. I'll remember it." With a sneer, O'Fallon barreled out the door. He muttered curses as he stormed off into the night.
Sergeant Donaldson glared after him, then turned and gave Lewis a tight smile. Lewis saw a flash of metal at the sergeant's side and noticed for the first time that Donaldson was clutching a bayonet.
"Good night, ensign," Donaldson said. "Sorry for the intrusion, sar. I swear I won't let ye be disturbed again."
"Thanks, sergeant." Lewis watched as Donaldson pulled the door shut behind him. Then he collapsed behind the desk, shaking a little, a terrible heavy feeling in his gut. He pulled the bucket of toads over and checked them carefully. They were quiet and still. The close call of one of their number had silenced their usual cheerful croaks.
Lewis pushed his bangs out of his eyes and tried to think. Dr. O'Fallon had served with General Wayne in the Revolution, and for reasons known only to himself, Wayne had great faith in O'Fallon's medical quackery. But would Wayne take a different view if he knew about O'Fallon's nocturnal visit to their quarters—his interest in Clark's whereabouts—and his obvious connection to "Jamie" Wilkinson?
"Blast it. I'll have to report it," he said to the toads. Then he flung himself on his bunk, wishing like hell that Lieutenant Clark would get back.
***
Lewis was relieved to see Clark ride in the next day at the head of a supply train laden with stores for the fort. Next to him rode General Wilkinson, resplendent on his prancing white charger, the paws from his leopard-skin saddlecloth dangling over its flanks.
"Huzzah, boys! The good men of Fort Recovery send their greetings and thanks for the shoes! In return, we've brought flour and whiskey for all! They're bringing it all up from the landing now." Wilkinson waved his feathered chapeau bras as he stood up in the stirrups. "Fire up the oven! Fresh bread, boys, guaranteed free of weevils! And an extra dram for everyone, on my orders!"
Lewis watched as men crowded around, cheering and laughing the general's return. Clark looked pale and grim in the saddle; he was one of the few not joining in the merriment. Lewis started to shove his way towards Clark when he heard a voice roar above the crowd: "It's about time, Jamie, me boyo! I'd about given up on your Kentucky arse!"
Using his hat to shield his eyes from the sun, Wilkinson peered into the crowd. "Why, bless my eyes, is that Doctor O'Fallon I see? Look, Clark, it's the Divine Physical himself! Alas, he's hard to miss."
Strolling across the parade ground on the unwilling arm of Dr. Allison, O'Fallon looked like a moving mountain in his buff cutaway coat, its straining buttons revealing patches of the white silk waistcoat underneath. His enormous head was topped by a prune-colored velvet hat, its white plume bobbing in the stiff winter breeze. Lewis shook his head and silently begged God to put out his eyes.
"Ah, Jamie! And Billy, me ould flower! And here I was, thinkin' you'd forgotten me." He reached up to grasp their hands in his meaty paws. "I'm just about t'piss off down river. Fancy a little talk before I go?"
"Of course. Let's adjourn to my garden. Won't you join us, Lieutenant?"
Wilkinson seemed inordinately pleased to see O'Fallon, but Lewis couldn't help noticing that Clark had turned even paler. He stepped closer and tapped Clark on the sleeve, trying to get his attention. He wanted to talk to the lieutenant—to warn him somehow—to let him know that whatever his crazy scheme was, it shouldn't go any further—
"Ah, Ensign Lewis. Clark, your ubiquitous little friend is here," Wilkinson said. Lewis felt his breath stop in his chest; the tone of Wilkinson's voice was glacial. O'Fallon pursed his lips, pushed out a little farting noise, and gave a contemptuous snigger.
Clark turned to look down at him, almost without recognition, a slight frown on his face. "What is it, Lewis? The boys all right?" he almost barked.
"Yes, sir. The Chosen Rifles are in fine condition. Private McGaffrey continues to improve. No sign of the return of the grippe, sir."
"My keerful plan has wiped out the influenza," O'Fallon said with satisfaction. "That, and the passin' of that bloody comet. That flame-spoutin' fecker disappeared from the sky three weeks ago, and took the sickness with 'im. Did ye notice the coincidence?"
"No, actually, I hadn't—"
"Ensign, why don't you make yourself useful for a change?" Wilkinson snapped. "Run down to the landing and supervise the unloading of the supplies." Lewis looked at Clark and started to protest, but the general quickly added, "That's an order, Lewis."
Lewis stepped back, certain that his misery was all too plain on his face. He snapped off a salute and watched with dismay as the three men sauntered off towards Wilkinson's garden. After a quick trip to the landing with Sergeant Donaldson, he returned to see Wilkinson, O'Fallon, and Clark standing with their heads together, lost in animated conversation. He stood there, fuming, as the drovers made their way up from the river and queued up near the storehouses, waiting for him to check off each barrel of flour and whiskey. It seemed like a criminal waste of time. I have to find out what they're saying, for Clark's sake as much as anyone else. General Wayne isn't going to like this—he's wise to you, Clark—
Maddened with frustration, Lewis made a decision. "Donaldson, take over." He ducked behind the train of wagons and strolled nonchalantly to the lane outside Wilkinson's garden, now laden with winter squash, pumpkins, and other delicacies the general reserved for himself and his favorites. Leaning against one of the wagons, Lewis tried to make out what the men were saying. O'Fallon had just drawn something in the dirt with a stick, and Clark was pointing and talking in an agitated manner. Straining his ears from behind the wagon, Lewis caught the barest snippets of conversation—interesting merchandise—the climate in Louisville—I'll expect a warm reception in New Orleans—the French fleet—
He struggled to make sense of it. Were they talking about commerce, or war? Clark said something about his brother. Lewis inched around the side of the wagon, desperate to hear—
All of a sudden, a loud cacophony filled the air. Lewis groaned aloud. Wilkinson kept a blasted group of musicians on call for his garden, so he could be entertained while he worked. Conveniently, he had ordered them into place while he talked with Clark and O'Fallon. Lewis held his head as the familiar strains of The Liberty Song drowned out everything else.
Then join hand in hand, brave Americans all,
By uniting we stand, by dividing we fall;
In so righteous a cause let us hope to succeed,
For heaven approves of each generous deed.
By the time the band finished all six verses and umpteen choruses, any interesting conversation was over. Wilkinson gazed at the sky, bemoaning the lack of rain and musing that he might plant crocuses for early spring color. Clark looked satisfied, and O'Fallon was chewing his blubbery lips, almost foaming with impatience to leave.
Down at the landing, Lewis had seen O'Fallon's heavy keelboat anchored in the river, loaded with cargo. Boatmen shouted in a babble of languages; crates, boxes and barrels lay piled everywhere, some of them shipments intended for the army, others containing private goods bound for points downriver. He remembered what Wayne had told him. There are guns, ordnance and supplies missing from this fort. Who would notice if some of the supplies intended for the fort made their way onto O'Fallon's keelboat? And why else would O'Fallon have been so anxious to see Clark?
***
That evening at the officers' mess, Lewis ate two biscuits and met Harrison at the second blockhouse.
"There was a meeting," he said, watching Harrison attack his left thumbnail with gnawing teeth. "Between Doctor O'Fallon, General Wilkinson, and Lieutenant Clark. It took place in the general's garden, immediately after the officers returned from their supply mission to Fort Recovery."
"Nature of the discussion?" Harrison barked.
"I am unclear on the exact nature of the conversation, sir. But I do know that Doctor O'Fallon came to Cincinnati especially to see them. They discussed some goods the doctor was transporting downriver to Louisville. He took on cargo at the landing and departed this afternoon."
Harrison's lips grew moist and he stuttered when he said, "Lewis, why didn't you tell me this earlier? Do you know what this could mean? If we can catch O'Fallon in the act— prove that he received stolen munitions from Fort Washington—why, it could be just the evidence we've been praying for!"
Lewis just stared straight ahead, a hard knot of anger in his chest. Did Harrison expect him to be happy? He was a pawn in this game between Wayne and Wilkinson—a game that was going to take down his friend—
"Good work, Lewis. I'll inform General Wayne." Lewis's gut twisted as Harrison gripped his hand. "You've done a great service to your country by bringing this information to me. As the old proverb says, from my enemy let me defend myself; but from a pretensed friend, good Lord deliver me."
"Yes, sir," Lewis said miserably. He wished Harrison ever knew when to shut up. It was getting dark, and it was a long walk back to the hut he shared with Lieutenant Clark.
Chapter 21
Harrison
Captain Harrison gripped the gunwales of the bateau as the civilian oarsmen sliced through the narrow open lane of the Ohio, avoiding the large cakes of ice shearing off from the shore. Muddy water boiled underneath as they skimmed over the surface; on either side, Harrison watched jagged scales of ice racing past like a churning field of broken mirrors, shattering and reforming every minute, an ever-changing web of rainbows under the stern winter sun.
The wind had picked up; a huge ice-sheathed log barreled downriver, spiked with the remnants of its roots and branches. The oarsmen—Frenchmen all, couldn't understand a blasted word they said—made it look easy as they steered the bateau out of its path, but Harrison knew better. Such a monster could clobber the bateau into the next world, or stave in the timbers of a big clumsy keelboat like O'Fallon's. Which was why he kept the spyglass to his eye, and why he wasn't surprised to see O'Fallon's boat anchored in the shelter of a shoreline cove.
Harrison collapsed the spyglass against his palm, allowed himself a moment's grim satisfaction at being right, then pointed at the shore. With their usual look of colossal boredom, the red-capped Frenchmen steered the bateau into the skeletons of last year's reeds and brush.
Harrison checked his pistol and leapt over the gunwales, splashing into the shallows towards O'Fallon's boat. Fortunately, he wasn't relying on the engagés to conduct the search. On his heels followed a six-man squad under the command of Sergeant Levy. Harrison had never known any Hebrews in Virginia, but he liked Levy. The tough little Jew from Baltimore had fought like a lion at Fallen Timbers and managed his unit with quiet authority ever since. Regardless of how O'Fallon reacted to being boarded and searched, Levy would be a good man to have at his side.
O'Fallon's crew, a group of a dozen muscle-bound Negroes, had set up a makeshift camp on shore. Several men had dug out a fire pit, while most of the others were wrestling onto a spit the biggest and certainly the ugliest hog carcass Harrison had ever seen. When the blacks saw Harrison and his men, they stopped what they were doing and stood gawping, their eyes darting towards the keelboat. They looked simultaneously witless and menacing—not unlike his own oarsmen, come to think of it.
Harrison decided to ignore them completely. Sweeping Levy and the men along in his wake, he stalked towards O'Fallon's boat, shouting, "The ship ahoy! Captain Harrison, U.S. Army! Prepare to be boarded!"
O'Fallon lumbered out of the boat's big cargo box like an enormous bear, swathed from neck to knee in a heavy wool greatcoat with several layers of capes. He leaned over the rail and showed Harrison a mouthful of square teeth. "Harrison, is it? The young man who worships the soldier Greeks of old, and plays Epaminondas to Anthony's Pelopidas, if ye know what I mean. And I can see by the look on yer face that you do. My hat's off to ye for learnin' yer classics. What can I do fer ye?"
Harrison shot right back, "Doctor, those ancients to whom you refer held their ground and fell where they stood, fighting for their sacred honor and their country." He grabbed the rail and hoisted himself aboard, then stepped aside to make way for Levy and his squad. The blacks on shore moved towards the boat, but ebbed back to their fire when O'Fallon waved them off with a dismissive hand. "Stand down, lads. Who are we to challenge the might of Captain Harrison and his sacred band?"
Levy and the men shouldered their way into the cargo box, crowbars at the ready. Harrison craned his neck back to meet O'Fallon's narrow, flinty eyes. "In any case, doctor, better Epaminondas than Ephialtes, who stabbed the Greeks in the back at Thermopylae."
O'Fallon shrugged. "Suit yerself. Truth be told the idea of playing the losing end of backgammon with Anthony Wayne makes my skin crawl, but I suppose the more love in the world the better, eh?"
"With all due respect, sir, grow up." Harrison slapped a sealed document against O'Fallon's massive chest. "For you, from the man who calls you friend but whom you so casually insult. Gives me permission to search your boat. Boys, get to it. I want this thing taken apart from stem to stern."
"What exactly do ye expect to find, bucko?" O'Fallon protested. "I'm just a simple country doctor on a winter trading run, loadin' up on flour and bacon. I can buy flour here for three dollars and sell it in Louisville for five. Is that a crime now in George Washington's America?"
"No, sir. But treason is." Harrison ducked under the canvas top of the cargo box, where the men were busily prying the lids off barrels and thrusting their arms down into the goods to feel for contraband.
"Treason, now, is it?" O'Fallon hulked after him, blocking the light. Harrison joined the men in pulling up the floorboards to get at the cargo stored below decks. "Treason against a country where armed men can board the boat of a law-abidin' private citizen and destroy his property, for example?"
"Something like that," Harrison said. "Oh, there'll be other charges too. Receiving stolen government property, for openers."
O'Fallon looked astonished. "Ye don't say! From who? I've got bills o' sale for every ruddy barrel."
"You know who as well as I do. You swim with some pretty big fish, Doctor." Harrison took out his big knife and wedged it under a barrel lid. The smell of cherry bounce filled the air. Disgusted, he borrowed Levy's crowbar and used it to swirl the sweet, pungent liquid.
"Watch what yer doin', bucko," O'Fallon said. "You spoil that liquor, I'll file for compensation. Folks in Louisville are waitin' for it. Medicinal purposes, ye know."
"I'll bet." Harrison moved on to the next barrel. This one was packed tightly with briny bacon.
"That's right, Billy told me about you," O'Fallon said. "Yer the one who doesn't like whiskey. What's a matter, did yer daddy drink? A broken-down knight, was he? Given to drinking and swearing and fornication—"
"Damn you, sir, if you cannot be a gentleman at least show some common decency," Harrison snapped, unnerved. He didn't know what angered him more, O'Fallon's cruel insight or the fact that William Clark had been discussing him and his family with his absurd gasconading relation. "I don't like drunks, I don't like traitors, and most of all I don't like people who speak the name of Harrison with disrespect. I think it only fair to warn you that if you continue in that vein, I will not hesitate to lay you in your grave."
"Good Lord." O'Fallon let out a fart, followed by a loud belly laugh. "How old are ye, twelve? I've lived too long. Knock yerself out, boy. You won't find one ruddy barnacle on this tub that I can't prove belongs to me." Wiping away tears of laughter, the big doctor strode off the boat in a great swirl of cape and joined his men on shore.
When the search concluded, Harrison leaned against the bulkhead, shaking his head in disbelief. Every barrel and crate lay open and still...nothing. Nothing but flour and bacon, cherry bounce and boiled cider.
He sat down on one of the open crates and stared around the wreckage of the cargo box. He didn't give a damn about Clark or O'Fallon, but the rivalry between General Wayne and Wilkinson...it was tearing the officer corps apart. It killed Harrison to see the fierce old man have to feign stupidity, pretending he didn't notice that Wilkinson was subverting good officers and bombarding the War Department with slanderous letters full of words like drunk—coward—libertine. Anyone could see that Wilkinson wanted command of the Army. But Wayne thought his rival wanted more, much more.
While the peace treaty was still under negotiation, Wayne hadn't dared make a move against Wilkinson. The Kentuckians thought Wayne was a tool of Eastern money, while Wilkinson was some kind of frontier god. If Wilkinson gave the word, the frontiersmen would sling their long rifles over their shoulders and leave. And then who would hold Ohio against the Indians?
Harrison knew this because Wayne had told him, had told him again and again in late-night bull sessions, just he and Wayne sitting together in the darkened yellow-house in their shirtsleeves, him listening while Wayne poured his heart out. And even now, with the West in a constant state of ferment, Wayne bided his time, smothering his very nature in the waiting, confiding only in Harrison, painstakingly trying to build a case that would force Wilkinson to resign his commission and expose him for what he was.
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