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The critics welcome

QUINN'S BOOK

“The author of Ironweed goes on magnificently, adding yet
another dazzler to his Albany novels. . . . It’s full of sur-

prises, mysteries, comedy on a grand scale.”
— Cosmopolitan

“A novel that is both engrossing and eerily profound”
— Paul Gay, Time

“Quinn’s endless, apparently effortless invention dazzles
like a virtuoso musician improvising. . . . All praise to

William Kennedy for a bold departure”
— Publishers Weekly

“What Kennedy seems to have created is a glorious fabrica-
tion devoted to the principle that few things are so satisfy-
ing as paying attention to what’s going on around you.”

— People

“The magicin Quinn’s Book is kin to that of Gabriel Garcia

Mairquez and company”
— Dan Cryer, Newsday

“Kennedy has chosen to do something not only different,
indeed strikingly original both in his own terms and in the
context of these times, but also something as risky as can
be, something adventurous and even outrageous.”

— Chicago Tribune

“There is enough larger-than-life American Gothic action

for any average ten novels.”
— The Philadelphia Inquirer

“Quinn’s Book lingers in the memory and the imagination,
and little more can be expected of a novel.”
— Houston Chronicle
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William Kennedy is a lifelong resident of Albany, New York.
His Albany cycle of novels, which Quinn’s Book continues,
includes Legs, Billy Phelan’s Greatest Game, and Ironweed,
honored by both the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book
Critics Circle Award for Fiction. All are published by Penguin
Books, as are Mr. Kennedy’s first novel, The Ink Truck, and
his nonfiction work about his hometown, O Albany! Mr. Ken-
nedy is the recipient of a grant from the MacArthur Founda-
tion and a 1984 New York State Governor’s Arts Award.



The author would like to acknowledge with gratitude
the support of the MacArthur Foundation
during the years that this book

‘ was being written.



This book is for
Dana,
By Herself



. .. a man’s work is nothing but this
slow trek to rediscover, through the de-
tours of art, those two or three great and
simple images in whose presence his heart
first opened.

—ALBERT CAMUS
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I, DANIEL QUINN, neither the first nor the last of a line of
such Quinns, set eyes on Maud the wondrous on a late December
day in 1849 on the banks of the river of aristocrats and paupers,
just as the great courtesan, Magdalena Colén, also known as La
flltima, a woman whose presence turned men into spittling,
masturbating pigs, boarded a skiff to carry her across the river’s
icy water from Albany to Greenbush, her first stop en route to
the city of Troy, a community of iron, where later that evening
she was scheduled to enact, yet again, her role as the lascivious
Lais, that fabled prostitute who spurned Demosthenes’ gold and
yielded without fee to Diogenes, the virtuous, impecunious tub-
dweller.

This crossing was vexatious to all logic, for earlier in the day,
before the wildness came, she might have crossed far more safely
farther north via the dependable, strong-hulled ferry that would
have carried her over a narrower and calmer band of the Hudson
without incident and deposited her upon the steps of the Troy
wharf. But recklessness was far likelier to send the shiver of lust
through the spines of men, fire envy in the livers of their wives
and daughters, and set tongues to gossipaceous clacking that
would pack the hall for La Ultima’s next performance; and so
she had advertised in the Albany Chronicle that she would pay
one hundred dollars, a bloody fortune, to any boatman who
would, at four in the afternoon, take her, her luggage, her serving
maid, and the child who traveled with her across the river from
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Albany to Greenbush, where she would board a carriage bound
overland to Troy.

Her advertisement appeared at the end of a week’s spell of
unseasonably balmy weather. She’d been in Albany five days,
enthralling theatergoers with her acting and dancing, her beauty
and sensual aggression. (Indeed there were some in the city who
blamed her not only for the warm spell but even for the evil and
grief that would befall us all on the day of her leave-taking.)
The balminess had brought on the partial melting of the river’s
heavy ice, and had also halted all crossings by sleigh. A sizable
channel opened in the river’s center and a few sloops went
straightaway downriver with little trouble. But cutting cross-
wise into that current and its ice floes with a skiff was another
matter.

The skiffmen had come out in number at the hour specified
in La Ultima’s advertisement and clustered under the Great Al-
bany Pier with their craft, at rest on the shoreline’s ice. But as
the warmth of the day deepened, those wary Albany water rats
(I include my master) were in agreement that the floes’ growth
in size and frequency, indeed the whole river’s present nature,
which was one of mild flood, argued that skiffs had no function
on water such as this; all agreed, I say, except Carrick, the rotten
Scottish hunchback of syphilitic mien, no longer welcome in the
brothels of Albany, who had reached no such decision and was
firm in his life’s role as Albany’s undauntable ferryman, ready
to carry the urgent mail, the woeful news, or the intrepid pas-
senger across the waters during storm or flood, and now the only
soul at the pier willing to transport this plumed cargo to the far
shore. oo

La Ultima’s crossing had attracted such crowds that the bridge
from the Quay Street shore out to the Great Pier (which paralleled
the quay thirty yards from the shore) creaked with the weight
of hundreds as La Ijltima, her maid, and the child arrived in
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their carriage. A dozen men on the quay shoved aside the mob
of ill-clad urchins who were vying for the right to carry La
Ultima’s trunk and to escort, hand-by-glove, the grand sefora
(for she had lived through three legitimate husbands, plus several
hundred lovers). As she dismounted from the carriage she took
command of the raffish disorder, singled out two muscular men,
and gave them five dollars each (thus ensuring the security of
two families, or at least the slaking of two thirsts, for the ensuing‘
fortnight) to carry her trunk and hand luggage. She strode ahead
of her entourage straight into the crowd, which parted at her
advent to allow her entry to the steps leading down to the boats.
There, standing on the ice in front of his skiff, Carrick greeted
her, scraping obsequiously and explaining that only he was will-
ing to cross these waters with her valuable self, prompting La
Ultima to sniff in the direction of the other boatmen and give
us all the flick of her chin in contempt for our lack of courage.
“It eees a pleasure to meet a rrreal mon,” she said in her
fraudulent, Hispanicized English (she was of Hibernian stock
and spoke the language perfectly). She lifted Carrick’s woolen
hat and kissed him on his lumpy forehead as she might a pet
piglet, then handed him, most ostentatiously, the promised one-
hundred-dollar bill. The crowd cheered the hunchback, who
flashed his toothless smile, pocketed the bill, and then gave La
Ultima his hand to help her into his craft. The child and the
maid followed (the maid in height, facial contours, and hair color
being very close to a duplicate of the actress, it being commonly
known that for special suitors the women dressed like twins).
Carrick and his helper then lifted the skiff’s line from its mooring
post and pushed off from the shoreline’s ice out onto the water.
The boatmen stood up in the skiff and poled like gondoliers
past the end of the Great Pier, Carrick poking the water ahead
of the bow, seeking the floes, guiding them out of the way
with the poling oar. And thus did the crossing begin and the
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skiff move out into open water on this dusky afternoon of high
tragedy.

The skiff had reached the center of the river when we saw it
wedge into a floe that would not yield to the prickings of the
poles, saw it go crooked in the current and move slowly down-
river backward, out of the hunchback’s control. I could see La
Ultima tightly gripping the side of the skiff with one hand, hold-
ing her hat with the other. The great, unseasonal feathered and
amber plume in that hat, a match to her amber coat with the
beaver collar, is as indelible in my memory as is the vision of
her maid holding tightly to the child, and of Carrick and his
helper poking the ice with their long sticks, a pair of needles
attacking an iceberg, as the boat floundered like a toy.

My master and another boatman, named Duff, immediately
shoved off into the water—I was sitting in our craft but not
consulted—and we headed out for the rescue, proving, I thought,
that virtue needs only a challenge to be awakened from dor-
mancy. But my master was moved for quite another reason, and
we were halfway to the trapped boat because of that reason when
we saw a large hillock of ice smash into Carrick’s craft and stove
in its side, causing it to instantly list and take in water. We
reached it too late to save Carrick, his helper, or the maid, who
were knocked out of the boat when the hillock struck. It was I,
however, who reached the child about to go under and hoisted
her into our own skiff, while Duff behind me held off the flowing
ice to guard my flank in the racy waters. And then my master,
John the Brawn, caught the beaver collar of La Ultima’s coat
with his boat hook, and with one mighty lift, hauled her and
her sodden plume up from the current, alas beyond our help.

“One dead slut,” said my master as he also hooked La Ultima’s
floating trunk and lifted that aboard, too, that being the true
focus of his concern. The child’s countenance was as frigid in
the face of death, loss, fright, and strangers as were the river’s
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wicked waters, which were just beginning their avaricious de-
vouring of human life. Not until springtime would the maid and
Carrick turn up, sixty miles downriver, locked in grotesque,
inverted embrace on the eastern shore (Carrick’s pockets turned
out), as if they had been out for an orgiastic swim and had died
submerged in perversion.

We made our way back to the pier, I full of such fears as
might have paralyzed me had I not been in thrall to the vivid
young girl who held my hand with the same tenacity a starving
wolf might grip with peerless jaws the flank of a vagrant deer.
In truth, her grip was more memorable by double than the frigid
bite of the river, which would leave me forever with fingers that
only the summer sun could ever truly warm.

The crowd had grown ever larger on the bridge as word spread
of our rescue effort, and as we moved onto the shore ice with
our boat and our salvage, those crescive masses began struggling
for greater vantage, shoving rudely among themselves, when
suddenly, with a flagitious roar and an agonized whine, the old
wooden span collapsed in twain, plunging a hundred or more of
our citizens onto and through the fragile ice and into the deadly
bath, while another hundred saved themselves with desperation
leaps and wild'clutchings to the fractured boards and railings;
and there ensued then a mad scrambling upward and sideward
by that doomed and threatened clot.

Their shrieks were the saddest sounds of my young days and
instantly we all moved in our boats to help those we could. We
saved about forty and lost we’ll never know how many in those
first few minutes before the onset of the even greater cataclysm,
which, when we perceived it (I say we by way of collecting the
common perspective we arrived at in a later and calmer moment),
generated in us such fear of the Lord, of nature gone wild, of
cosmic, mythic rage against our vulnerable puniness that we were
negated as individuals and became as grains of sand, as desic-
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cated leaves. We survived only because we survived. There is
no other ascribable reason or logic behind who was saved and
who wasn’t, any more than there was logic in the way I alone
of my family had come through the cholera unscathed.

The torrent came while we were frantically rescuing the
drowning hordes from the bridge, roared down upon us from
the northern river—a rush of ice like none in Albany had ever
seen, even the eldest. It came, they later said, from the Mohawk
River, careening with tumbling, tumultuous dudgeon into the
Hudson, dislodging more and more of both rivers’ heat-weakened
blankets of ice, crunching and cracking and pushing more and
more of its own fractured surface until, reaching Albany, the
glut bedammed itself, clotted the whole transverse of the river’s
channel with chunks and prisms of ice in a sudden upthrust, a
jagged wall built so quickly and with such superb natural en-
gineering that had we not been hauling in the wet and the dead
we would have given it the same attention we give an eclipse of
the sun, for it was equivalently awesome.

The wall of ice grew from a relatively small, fencelike struc-
ture, say five feet high, across the thawed center of the river,
continued building upon that fence a pyramid, a mountain, an
instant Albany iceberg that never was before and probably never
will be again. It rose to what some calculated as the height of
ten men. Others said twenty. It grew swiftly upward with bound-
less force, brilliant chaos, and just as we thought it would never
cease to grow, it was struck from within and below by some
central power we could neither see nor understand, even now,
but which exploded that mountain into a Vesuvius of crystal,
showering the shores of both Albany and Greenbush with frag-
ments, wounding an unsuspecting half-dozen people, killing two
horses and a pregnant cat on the quay, and loosing a tidal wave
that swept every object storehoused on the Great Pier, including
barrels of coffee, piles of lumber and staves, and another dozen
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